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According to the most recent estimate of the 
Survey Department, the natural vegetation of 
Sri Lanka covers 24.9 per cent s f  elhe %and area, 
It comp~iscs different vegetaiion types 'which 
can be described in various ways. However, the 
Eol%owing classification according to the climatic 
zones is widely used. (Table I). In addition, 
there are other g l m t  c o m m m i ~ e s  such as grass- 
lands, Savannah forests, Mangroves m d  other 
coastal communities which are not peculiar to 
m y  climatic Lone. 

Table B 

Different Vegetation Types of Sri Lanka according to 

Climatic Zones 

-1 ropical Montane forests 

lntermedlate Zone forests f ntermediate Zone 

Dry m x e d  Evergreen forests 

Tropical Thorn forests 

Tropical Wet Evergreen ~ o a e s - & s / ~ r o ~ i ~ d  - Rain 
Forests 

This forest type is the climax vegetation of the 
wet zone occuming k the South - Western sector 
of the country. lit extends horn coast to the mid 
elevations of about 1500 m. This area receives an 

mnuai rainfall of 2500 mm. - 5000 mm. with no 
moisture deficit period. The mean temperature is 
about 2 8 " ~ .  The area is humid, with relative 
humidity varying from 75% - 85%. The soil type 
is the Red, Yellow PodzoEc, 

Rain forests .are complex vegetation structures, , 
The vegetation is dense m d  well packed growing 
luxuriantly under the favourable climatic con&- 
tions, The plmt density of this forest type is 
very high. A great diversity of species and a high 
proportion of endemics have been reported from 
the Tropical Wet Evergreen Forests. 

Vertied stratification is very gishctive. The 
tallest trees or the ernt4rgent.s are scattered and 
do not .form a continuous cmopy. The main 
species x-e Dip terocarpus xeylanzcus (Hora), 
Dipterocarpus hkpidus (Bu-Hora) and Shorea 
which may reach a height of 45 rn. The canopy 
well packed with tree c r o w s  may reach 25-30m, 
in height. The dominant cmopy species are the 
Mesua nagassariurn (Batu-na) , Chaetocarpus 
castanocarpus (Eedawaka), Anisophyllea cinna- 
momodies  (Welipiymne), Myristica dacty loides 
(Malaboda) and Shsrea species. The sub cmopy 
m d  the understorey layers are prominent below 
the cmopy. 

Bebw the understorey is the layer of shmbs, 
treelets m d  saplings. The ground is covered Gth 
many s7eciies of hnosses, ferns, m d  herbs. The 
woody climbers mine around trees m d  climb up 
to the cmopy. Epiphytic orchids and ferns are 
common at dl. Beveh of the vertical structure. 



b o n g  the large trees, columap tree boles ase 
typical. Branchkg (when present) begins qralte 
high wMe a consider-able number of species are 
unbranched, The I&ge trees are supported by 
plmk buttresses specially because of h e  shillow 
root systems. Some species have even developed 
netst roots for support, h a t h e r  notewerthy 
feature of the rain forest is the driptips of h e  
leaves. This elongated lea;' may probably be m 
adaptation to drain off the excess moBhre which 
constantly collects on the leaf surface. Flowers 
md fruits arise directly horn the wain trunk or 
branches. This phenomenon h o r n  as 'cauliflory' 
is peculiar to rain forests. Young leaves develop 
bright colours f ~ r  protection horn harmfid 

This lamst type occurs in Sou& - EVesP 
slopes af  be mountain ranges above 1500 m, in 
h e  wet Zone. This axea also F ~ C ~ H V G S S  an x . ~ u a l  
rainfall s f  2.580 rnm- - 5000 rma. witin #PO 

moisture deficii period. The mean tcxnapmaturc is 
&out 20' with ocosr~~ncce of host f~eqane~atly 
in Iigher peaks 

The vertical sjm~cture o f  06s vegetation type is 
less prominent with a %ow number of strata. The 
trees are of  mu^% smaUer stature reachkg o d y  

Table 2 

Extents of Forests in Sri Lmka 

Vegetation type Percentage Forested 
with respect to the 
Tot-a! ~ s d  Area in 
each Zone 

Percentrtge Forested 
with respect to  tl:e 
Land Amea of rhe 
whoie Islznd 

Tropicd Wet Evergreen 
~ s r c s t s / ~ r o ~ i c d  Rain Forests 

Tropical Montane Forests 1'7.8 

intermediate Zone Forests 1 

Dry Mixed Evergreen Forests 593.3 21.97 

radiation. The nutrients of rain forests xre 
mainly acmmulated in the biomass, The shdo -w  
root systems axe well adapted to absorb nu'trierats 
rdeased to the soif by decomposition of orgmie 
mmnaxkr and weathering. A symbiotic asoc%ation 
between tree roots and h g i  referred to as 
myconhHa.e rurther facilitates nutrient absorp- 
tion. This rapid cycling ultimately %e& to 
imgovesrshment of forest- soilG 

Although once extensive, &is forest has p r e s e ~ i d ~  
been reduced to 1-45 per cent of the land m a  of 
the whole i s lad,  (Table 2). It  still exists undis- 

about 13 rn, in height at canopy ieve.. Thc 
zppeaxance of trees is twisted and gnarled partiicaa- 
lady at the branches. Dense, spreac5:n.g crowns of 
the canopy trees are flat topped. Leaves of many 
tree species aa-e leathery an.d veny small. 'l'he main 
tree species of the p l a t  co~~n-rarrmunity are Elasocsrl-- 
pus glunaluiifer (Thittha vesdu.), E1laeocarpu.s 
serratus ponds--Verdu), Mastixia te trandra 

. (Diya--Th&ya), Michelia nil~cigirica (Sapu) a3d 
Calophy llum, wniheri (Batu-keena). 

Belowsthe canopy layer m e  ~ $ e  small tree species 
Cinnamon  sp. (Mruuncha) Rhodc&endroaz 



ark c: eune \&laha--htmd), The dense under- 
g ~ a a &  compr.%5es shrsa&s +,. A y  chotnk ?zips, 
St~obihnthes 32. sad bamboos. Epiphytes, 
~rt-hids 7nd Echma, K 2  ahwde~ce .  The 

Ecben, bisnea barbat& commonly h o r n  as '"018 
man's beard" hangs down from the brm&a of 
trees. The g~ound layer consists of many herbs. 

" - Xhi~  ~ege'ratior~ type occupies ~ n l y  1,54% of the 
s .  -tot:di land area at present, The psotec-Led areas of  

Rakgda, I-Hortnn pl&r~s x ~ d l  Adams peal% ranges 
a m  well know1 for Tropical Montane Forests. 

Dry Mixed Evergreen Forests 

This Sorest type is the climax vegetation of '&e 
plains of the diy zone which covers about 2f3rd 
of the island. The mean annual rainfall of this 
area varies from 1250 mm, - 1900 mrn. The 
Mor'."8-FAac;t ~ Q P S G O ~  brings rain from October 
tc LJmuary ~"4th a pronounced dry pedsd from 
1 .ran. t -  Serstej-,her The soil type is reddish J 

LA o f m  eax ch 

i ?  Ihe forest canopy 1s open and i n f e ~ o r  m height. 
'Vertical stratification is absent. Emergent domi- 
nants anse about 3 al, aDove the canopy level, 
Most of the emergents axe deciduous comprising, 
C h l o r o ~ y l o n  smetenia (Bumtha), Vttex pznaata 
(Milla), Be-rya cardzfi3lza (Ralmilla) a d  Adina 
cordzfolza (Kon). The canopy consists mainly of 
evergten species rgacii;ng a height of 23 - 25 m. 
Common ca1ro~3.y species are Drypetes sepzurza 
(Wha),  Berrya coi-$2 folza (EalmiXHa) and Dzospyros 
eberlurn (Kalu~vxa). The forest gets an zvergeen 
appeamce eve[: when the other species have shed 
%caves mainly became of Drypetes sqiaria {Wira). 

Most of the plant species exhibit xeromonphic 
adaptations. Epiphytes, m d  mosses are absent 
in this plmt community. The forest soils a-e 
relatively ric:-i in ~pX;l;nt nutrients. 

Althor~gh this plant comxnuniq is the most 
extensive of the natural vegetation types in 
Sri Lmka it is fast dw%-16irig. T5e present extent 
Is 21 -9% of the to td  i%md a-ea. 

It  is the ~ypica9 vegetation of the arid areas in the: 
North-West and South--Ease sectors of the 
island. The mnud rz.infz4F. is 'aess than 1250 mm. 
mainly deriving from the No&-East consoon, 
A isng moisture deficit perk& of 4 - 7  months is 
experienced from March to September. 

The forest is a, low, open, thsn;y scmb GtI-1 
LoPa.ted trees. All the species exhibit thick Icwes, 
thorns and other xeromovhic adaptations. The 
commor~ species are Cariss6~ s p i n ( ~ m m  (kiIeen 
karmba) ZGyphus sp. (Eraminiya), Acacia sp. 
and Dichrostachys cirtera (Andaxa). The tree 
species :re stunted. The main tree species of -this 
plant comrnlanity arc Salvadorcr pw.sica (Mdith- 
than), iqani lha~a hexandara (Pdu) and D ~ y p e t e s  
sepian'a (Wira.1 

Yhon-n forests can be found in the coast& areas 
of Marmar and Ilarx~bmtsta Jistricts. 

Intermediate Zone Forests 

Thesc semi evergreen f o ~ s t s  s i r e  the climax vege- 
tation in tile low m d  mid coun-kTy inlerl-iiediate 
zone. The species composition od' this plml 
community is somewhere between the wet 
evergreen forests and the cBrgi mixed evergreen 
forests, T&c common tree species are Melia 
Dubza, ~zlzczurn decap~ens (Bihimbiya), Bonabax 
cezba, Aytocarpus lakoocha (Kmagona), M n n g -  
fera zcylanica (Xtamba) etc. These natural. forests 
hav: vkPjtually &sappeaxed to negligible propor- 
.ions below 1% oT the total %and area. Degraded 
patchrs of forests cam still be found at 3arigoda 
in Kumnegda and Daragoda in Moneragda 
&st?3cts. 

'Fropicid all~ravmrsah Forests 

These forests are fomd  on the eastern slopes of 
the centmi hills, They are domiruted by grasses 
while trees are scattered. Grasses are t d  and may 
reach about 2 m. in height. Fires break out 
frequently 4n this plant community as the grasses 



are Righly inflammable. The dominant 
species is Imperata cylindrica (Illuk). Trees me 
stunted and may reach a height of 7 rn. The .epee 
species are fire resistant comprising mainly of 
Carey a arborea (Kahata). Terrnincakia b ekeas'ca 
(Bdu), T e m i n d i a  chebula (ha lu )  and Phyllan- 
thes embeiica (Nelli). Patches of this forest type 
can still be found in Mahiyangana, Bibile and 
Wellewayal areas, 

Grasslands 

Grasslands can be found in d climatic regions. 
However it does not form a m e  climax in any of 
these regions, Of the grasslandsi the most exten- 
sive and the best known are the patana grasslands, 
ocmming in the wet zone. These are two types, 
the dry patanas and the wet patanas. Dry patma 
grasslands are extensive m d  distributed between 
500-1500 m. The surface of the soil is dry, 
enhancing perio&C'd fires. The dominant grass 
species are the Cymbopogon na @ma) Themeda 
tremula and Hmperata cylind.P.aca (Ifuk). The wet 
pacma grasslands are smaller in extent, occurri~g 
at high elevations above 1500 m, At high efeva- 
tions, the penetration of solar radiation is quite 
low through Erlhe clouds overcasting the sky. Wet 
patmas z e  frequently sub~ect to strong winds 
and ground frost. The soils are wet and water 
logged, The organic matter accumulates in so3 
making it blackish in colour as the decomposition 
is minimal. The dominant grass species axe 
Chqsopogcan zey  lankus, Amndinelia vilbosa axid 
Polkink sp. Rhododendron arboreurn (Maha- 
ratmd) and several herb species are scattered in 
the grassland, An endemic bamboo, Amfidinaria 
demifolia (Basta) colonisjises the permanently wet 
sections. The best known wet patam grassland 
is at Wortow plains. 

The other wet zone gas%m&, Thdawa md 
Xekillla fern-wlmds can be described as low cotlamtry 
gas la^& 'occurring below 1500 rn. This vegeta- 
tion is the result of soil impoverishment following; 
forest clearing, shifting cultivation and regular 
burning. Thdawa grasslands can be found in 
Gdle and Mahtxra districts. K e m a  fernlands are 

dominated by the fern Dicranopte& lineark 
These can be found in Ratnqura md 

Kalutara &tricts. 

The dry zone gmslmd types are the drgr Damana 
and wet Villu. Dmana grasslands also ane the 
result of forest clearing and burning. These can 
be found in Polonnaruwa, Manampitip a d  
Gdsya areas. Wet Villus occur in wetlands 
in the beds of abandoned resemoim, large water 
holes and the flood plains of rivers, notably the 
Mahawcki Gmga. The period a d  the extent of 
flooding determines the ecology of the Vaaa 
system. Soil is saturated with water. The plant 
commuhity ceesmp~senr, grasses, hydrophytes m d  
trees. The grass species of Cyanodon dactylon, 
Panicurn repens ramad Brachiark species dominaie 
the grasdand, - 

Mangrove Forests 

Mangrove forests occur along sheltered, inter- 
tidd coast lines in association with lagoons and 
mouths of rivers, where the seas  are subjected to 
frequent inundations with s&ne water, The 
specid community is governed by edaphic fac- 
tors. Sri Lankan mm.goves are less &verse and 
poorly developed, None of the rnalngrove species 
is endemic, This plant community consists of 
true mmgroves and mangrove associates. Tme 
'mangrove species axe Rhizophora, Brupiera7 
Avicennia, Xylocarpus; Ceriops etc, Mmgove 
associates comprise Ce~bera manghas (Kadum), 
Acanthus ilicifokius, Sonneratia alga (Grda) etc. 

In the areas where mangroves grow, the soils get 
water logged resulting in poor aeration. The 
salinity kvell of water is u sudy  high, fluctuating 
periodically, To counteract these &=tic con&- 
tions mangroves have developed speckhdapta- 
tions. Special roots are developed to provide 
anchorage as mangroves Eve on a loose sabstra- 
turnan. These spedd root types are the prop roots 
arising ffom the branches and stiltroo& arising 
from the main stem. Excess sdt  is removed 
through the salt secreting glands. Xerornorphic 
adaptations are common to a.U mangroves to 
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avoid water loss through transpiration. The 
cuticle of leaves is thick. with extensive water 
stsaage tissues inside. Many species develop air 
breathing roots or pheumatophores growing 
upwards from f i e  soil surface. ExRmge of air 
takes glace through the opening of the roots, 
YJiv-ipaiqr is exhibited by many mangroves to 
meet h e  hostile con&tions of the environment. 
The seed geminates while the h i t  is attached to 
the mother plant. The young seedling with the 
weU deveIoped h y p m t y l  dislodges from the 
parent plant and floats on the water until[ it gets 
a foot hold in the soil. Mangroves are k t  
represented in Negombo and Battlcdoa lagoons. 

Coasid Community 

There are several c m t d  communities in Sr i  
Lanka viz. Sea shore community, Sand dunes, 
Sea grass beds and Salt mmh vegetation. Only 
h e  sea shore community will be described here 
as it AS the most extensive of the coastal conmu- 
naities, This vegetation type is found above the 
high tidd level of the seashore. Four zones can 

be distinguished which are, 

(i) the bare area with no vegetation 

(ii) zone with low creeping vegetation 

& )  zone of Bowshmbs m d  littoral 
woodand 

) m e p b g  zone vegetabon whkh 
bh& the sand particlies with 
spreading root tsystem& 

Species like Ipomoea pescaprae (Binthamburu) 
md Spinifex littorus (Maha-Rawan;~-~a~ah) 
dominate this zone. The Isw &rub zone i s  

dominated by shrubs and herbs such as Cle~oden-  
dron a'nerme Crotcla7.ka retusa. Littoral 
w o d m d  comprises species Bih Pandaraw 
(Wettakreiyya), Calophylbum enophyklum (Dona- 
$a), @amingtona'a ~"~.beca'osa! (MucWa), Phoenix 
zeylanica (In& p d x )  x~d Terminalia catappa 
(Kottamba). This community is presently con- 
fined to a few patches on the coast. 
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