A Young Forester’s view of Sri Lanka

I am still in shock.  You know the type where you return from work or travel in a developing country and start to question your life choices?   We have so much in Australia.  How can people still be unhappy?  As a CFA Young Forester Award recipient I was given the opportunity to work in Sri Lanka for two months during which time I was confronted every day with challenging situations; physically, socially and morally.  I heard my share of ‘tsunami stories’ – some told in general conversation that make you wonder at the ability of humans to get by, others aimed at getting their piece of the tourist dollar.  I yearned to be inconspicuous but being a tall, white female who dresses in pants and shirt and uses a hat rather than umbrella to shade from the scorching sun, meant that this was near impossible.  

One of the few provisos of the programme was to limit making any comments that may have political connotations.  To be honest, this was a difficult task when you observe the wider impacts that political decisions have on quality of life.  This in turn dictates how the government undertakes forest management and therefore how the community cares for the environment.  It seems that in the last 20 years there has been much progress in environmental education, but when people are just struggling to meet their basic needs, this is one of the first concerns overlooked.    

The Kanneliya-Sinharaja biodiversity corridor project (in the south west of Sri Lanka), on which I was working, is still in the inception stage.  The biodiversity corridor attempts to create a contiguous tract of forested land of minimum 100m width between the Sinharaja Forest Reserve and the Kanneliya Forest Complex.  Whilst the purchase of land occurred some time ago, attention is still needed for housing improvements, involvement of the community and ecotourism marketing.  I was pleased to see a good turnout for the first meeting of Rainforest Rescue International (RRI) with the community in the Hiniduma area.  Already people could see how this would be of benefit to their lives and they wanted to know more.  

The project initiated a baseline monitoring program to detect and quantify differences along a gradient of land use types.   It aims to build an understanding of the differences in species, forest structure and soils and describe the change that occurs at these sites through time.  Whilst some of the physical changes that accompany land conversion from natural rainforest to plantation or high input agriculture are obvious, there are still many questions about the most appropriate method of restoration.  The site is characterized as a mixture of secondary forest, rice, riverine and harvestable tea.  It is clear that the forest has regenerated following abandonment and minimal ongoing disturbance.  However, the achievement of a desirable species mix and the occurrence of regeneration on an appropriate time scale may require greater attention.  

I was fortunate enough to observe a developed example of analogue forestry in the hill country.  Planting was carried out in stages with attention to species selection within each layer of the forest.  I observed cashews littering the forest floor awaiting harvest by a knowledgeable manager, tropical fish species skittering about the abandoned rice paddy, spice of all types and poisonous snakes.  What struck me most about the visit was the calm afternoon swim in the local waterhole upstream of the demonstration forest.  The hill country was picturesque, the temperature comfortable for the first time in two months and the hospitality sincere.  Yet all larger vegetation was lacking in the riparian zone and the stream itself was suffering some sort of algae bloom that could be attributed to nitrogen and phosphorous runoff from the surrounding agriculture and cattle grazing.  In the eyes of my hosts this was the norm as they could not remember a time when the stream had run clear.  

Sri Lankan time exists in a strange vortex.  Achieving small tasks which we take for granted, like getting to the market or posting a letter, can consume an entire day.  I remember one of my first ventures from the guesthouse to buy supplies in town.  I borrowed a bike from the neighbours and set off down the hill to brave the traffic for two kilometres into the town centre.  I coasted approximately 400 m before I decided that I needed a new plan of attack.  The gridlock of children leaving their school in various modes of transport, the chain persistently falling off (apparently I was not meant to use the gears on the bike) and the heat of the day had won over – I retreated to the guesthouse to devise a new plan of attack. 

Lack of communication was also an issue. It meant that at times we would travel two and a half hours in the hope of meeting with community members or employees only to find that plans had changed.  There was a funeral to attend, holy day celebrations or many weddings due to an auspicious alignment of the celestial bodies.  Our only choice was to drink tea before reconsidering tomorrow’s work schedule.

I met quite a few characters along the way that seemed to be able to maintain elevated energy levels in their respective fields whether it is orchid collection, bee keeping for honey production or growing plants in extreme conditions.  I now know that you cannot call yourself a gardener or nursery manager unless you carry a pair of secateurs and a pocket knife on all occasions.   I have committed to memory many tropical tree and plant characteristics for field identifications and begun to understand the delicate balances that exist in the tropical lowland forest. 

The Young Forester Award is a great way for individuals with a commitment to working in the environmental field and sustainable forest management to experience another culture and get a better perspective on the forestry practise of their own country.  Costs are minimal as the Commonwealth Forestry Association contributes funding for travel and some in-country expenses and the host organisation helps with living costs during the working week.

One of the best features of the program is that you can work with an organisation that has been established in the field for many years and is staffed local people.  This is in contrast to placements with an international NGO, which may encounter issues in understanding local traditions and accessing the community.  Programme strengths lie in the total immersion and the ability to connect with people for exchange of skills and ideas.  I found that the extension officers at RRI possessed such enthusiasm for improving the general perception of the environment.  

Whilst the language presented a considerable challenge to me, I was fortunate enough to work with people who spoke varying levels of English.  I had spent some time with tapes and grammar books, getting my head around some of the basics prior to my departure.  Unfortunately in many of my first attempts at communication, I found that although I believed I was sounding out the correct syllables I was too far from the local pronunciation to be understood. My thanks goes to Lalith who took the time to teach me the correct emphasis in exchange for improving his English (I’m not sure the tradeoff was exactly an equal one as he was much further along in his understanding of English).  

Other preparations carried out in Australia involved intensive research and reading.  Of course it is hard to know exactly what you will be doing in a job until you begin but the more the placement details are finalised the better you are able to target your learning and gain the most from your time overseas.  As I discussed in my journal entries (www.cfa-international.org/courtney.html) I have learnt much about ArcGIS for production of maps, photography and graphic design for an extension manual, community outreach through the homegarden plant distribution and nursery establishment from first principles (finding sites, connecting with land owners and skills training).  I have also gained a good understanding of the tropical forest register and other techniques for assessment of tropical forests. 

I would like to see the award target young foresters in developing countries who would not be able to imagine funding such a venture without help.  When I think of my Sri Lankan associates visiting Australia I know that the wide open spaces and freedoms that we enjoy here would make it a unique experience. As I plan to continue my association with RRI and CFA, perhaps this wish will become a reality one day. Many thanks to all who made this experience such a positive one for me.  

