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High and above,He raised a hand…
The old farmer felt very uneasy. He 
wasn’t accustomed to ‘meetings’ and 
‘official talk’. He preferred to stay 
quiet, but his conscience wouldn’t 
permit him. “Say it now or say it 
never,” it nagged him. But how could 
he? He racked his brains, until a 
brilliant idea dawned on him. “Why, I 
can raise my hand,” he thought. And 
he mustered all his courage to raise 
a hand – raised it high and above, till 
the Directress saw him. 
“I have 17 yams in my homegarden.” 
That was all he wanted to tell her.  
That was all she wanted to hear. 
Thus, his precious collection of 17 
yams, has sourced one of the most 
successful community based projects, 
in Sri Lanka. Initiated, as a GEF/SGP 
project, his endeavour of conserving 
biodiversity of indigenous yams, 
reigns the largest of its kind, in the 
island. 
The farmer is no more. The Nation 
seeks his legacy.  

“There is another specialty in this 
village,” said my guides, as we climbed 
a slope. “These villages are totally de-
pendent on groundwater and rainwater. 
They do not receive any water from the 
National Water Supply and Drainage 
Board, particularly because the villages 
are located in the interior and also the 
gradient of  the area. The steep gradient 
incurs high costs to draw water, to this 
area,” my guides explained. 

The villagers however have cleverly 

circumvented their water needs. They 
extract groundwater, via wells and col-
lect rain water through rainwater har-
vest tanks. The rainwater harvest tanks 
are capable of  holding 7500 liters and are 
complete with a filtering system. Villag-
ers also use residual amounts of  chlorine 
to disinfect the water. “The tanks are 
built in the villages. That’s the specialty,” 
my guides said. The construction of  rain-
water harvest tanks also provides an ad-
ditional income, to the villagers. 

Rainwater harvest 

The success of this 
project is exceptional. 
The project is far ahead 
of many contemporary 
community based 
projects, and it has 
proved an undisputable 
potential, in terms 
of community 
empowerment, 
conservation of 
biodiversity and 
sustainable utilisation of 
indigenous tuber crops

A beautiful village
Unspoilt and charming 
Clear streams
Lush forests 
And friendly people 

“We are self-sufficient”,
They proclaim in pride
“We grow our food
We dig our wells 
Money is not our pursuit 
Peace of mind’s, what we seek
We are content with 
What we have” 

They tell me, 
I smile and nod 
I admire

“But what if?” 
My mind queries  
What if, 
They were offered, 
Those attractive packages 
Of leading schools for kids
High-pay jobs for parents 
And modern homes in cities

Would they still rebuff? 
Would they still tell me, 
“We are self-sufficient,
We’ll stay back, 
For we are content, 
With what we have” 

Perhaps,
They are too scared to venture 
Their secret desires lay dormant  
Their sense to explore is numb
And thus, we are forced to believe 
“They are simple people 
Content with, what they have”

Yes, 
The reality had slipped unchecked! 

Reality unchecked 
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By Nimashi Amaleeta

Boys, I have often observed, don’t 
like to be fussed. It gets on their 
nerves. 

It was very hot inside the office 
and to make matters worse, the ceil-
ing fan rotated at a very low speed. 
A young man worked at the com-
puter, searching stuff  to lecture me 
on indigenous roots and tubers. A 
young lady was at a desk, working 
with paper and pen. Me, I had noth-
ing to do at the moment, except com-
plain about the ceiling fan. “Why 
doesn’t the fan rotate faster?” I in-
quired. “The regulator is broken. I 
am afraid, you must be feeling the 
heat very badly,” the girl sympathi-
sed with me. “Yes, but it’s alright. 
I’ll get used to it, in no time” I as-
sured her with a smile. The young 
man however, was not too pleased. 
“Stop complaining,” he snapped. 
“Take a stick and turn the fan at a 
speed, that suites you!” A good snub 
alright, but that was the last time, 
I ever complained about their mal-
functioning ceiling fan. 

 I was at the Community Develop-
ment Center (CDC) in Kegalle.  The 
CDC was reputed to have executed 
an exceptionally successful project, 
which was connected with conserv-
ing indigenous roots and tubers in 
Sri Lanka. The project itself  boast-
ed to be the best of  its kind, in the 
island. The Nation was invited to 
witness the success of  this extraor-
dinary project. 

The young man and the woman 
at the center and two other young 
men from the village, volunteered to 
serve as my guides. The ceiling fan 
chap was my chief  guide. He was 
quite knowledgeable on the subject, 
for he had graduated from the Fac-
ulty of  Agriculture, University of  

Peradeniya. My four guides took me 
to the villages, showing me around, 
explaining the nature and execution 
of  the project. 

This project, they told me, ranks 
exceptional in terms of  community 
uplifting, female empowerment, 
livelihood generation and conser-
vation and sustainable utilisation 
of  indigenous roots and tubers. 
“This is one of  the most successful 
community based projects in Sri 
Lanka. It is managed by 20 powerful 

Community Based Organisations 
(CBOs,) which generate their own 
funds,” my guides explained. 

Roots and tubers, have long being 
an important component of  the Sri 
Lankan diet. They are commonly 
referred to as ‘yams.’ Yet, in the re-
sent times they have played a minor 
role amidst the rapidly changing 
food habits and preferences. “Most 
people know nothing about yams, 
except for the usual ‘ala and batha-
la’. But there are many varieties 

of  yams, found only in Sri Lanka, 
which are diminishing at a fast 
pace, due to poor commercial utili-
sation,” my guides explained. 

Roots and tuber crops, that are not 
exotic and found within the country, 
are termed ‘indigenous’. Indigenous 
roots and tubers harbour many 
special features, that render them 
suitable for cultivation in home 
gardens. Unlike most other crops, 
these plants can proliferate even in 
infertile soil. They do not require 

complex methods, pest control or 
disease control. Having being part 
of  the natural environment, since 
time immemorial, these plants are 
beautifully adapted, to grow in har-
mony with the surrounding envi-
ronment. “Just plant it and leave it 
alone. They’ll grow on their own,” 
my chief  guide assures. 

Indigenous roots and tubers, are 
also known for their high nutri-
tion value and medicinal values. 
In general, these plants are high in 
proteins, calories, minerals and vi-
tamins. They are low in fats and sug-
ars. This however varies, depending 
on the species and subspecies (vari-
eties.) Commenting on the medici-
nal properties, they said that, plans 
are underway to explore the po-
tential medicinal applications, of  
these plants. “They have already 
proved effective, in lowering the 
risks of  heart attacks and intesti-
nal disorders. We are in fact collab-
orating with various state 
institutes, to discover 
the medicinal 
values and their 
potential appli-
cations.” 

The beautiful 
accident

The inception of  this 
project is, indeed 
intriguing. The 
original idea of  
popularising 
indigenous 

roots and 
tubers, actually 

came from a farmer. 
“It was an accident”, 

recalls the Directress of  
the CDC, who happened 

to witness the ‘accident’, on 
that particular date. 
The incident had taken place 

about 5 or 6 years back. The 
Directress happened to be con-
ducting a Participatory Rural Ap-
praisal (PRA) in Kegalle, with a 
group of  farmers. A PRA is an ap-
proach, used by NGOs, to incor-
porate knowledge and opinions of  
rural people, in the planning and 

management of  development 
projects and programmes. 
During this PRA session how-
ever, an elderly farmer raised 
his hand, implying that, he 
wanted to say something. “It 
was quite unexpected. He told 
me that, he had 17 varieties 
of  yams in his home garden,” 

said the directress. “First it 
meant nothing significant to 

me. Later, it dawned on me that, 
if  the CDC could popularise these 

crops, via a community based initia-
tive, the community will benefit and 
the biodiversity of  the yams, will also 
be conserved.” 

Unprecedented 
success 

Accordingly, the project of  popu-

larising indigenous roots and tu-
bers, with particular reference to 
biodiversity conservation, was ex-
ecuted in the Aranayaka Divisional 
Secretary of  the Kegalle District, in 
mid 2001. The project was well re-
ceived by its community. 

Hitherto, the CDC and its com-
munities have discovered a number 
of  indigenous varieties of  roots and 
tubers. “We started off  with a mere 
collection of  17 varieties. But today, 
we have a collection over 60 variet-
ies,” my guides explain. All these 
varieties are grown in the villages. 
They are also sold to other regions 
on demand. Some of  these have 
been scientifically classified, while 
the rest is being classified, with the 
assistance of  the Food Technology 
Research Unit of  the Department of  
Agriculture, Gannoruwa.

The project was initiated as a 
Small Grants Programme (SGP), 
of  the Global Environment Facil-
ity (GEF), by the United Nation’s 
Development Programme (UNDP). 
Although the GEF/SGP channeled 
initial funds, at present, the proj-
ect is predominantly managed by 
the community. The most striking 
features of  this project are self-sus-
tenance and women empowerment. 
The project is run by revolving 
funds, generated by well structured 
Community Based Organisations 
(CBOs). There are about 20 CBOs. 
The major CBOs channel funds 
amounting to Rs. 100,000 – 200,000, 
while the minor and relatively new 
CBOs channel Rs. 25,000 – 30,000. 

The CBOs are predominantly 
headed by women, with trained 
leadership qualities. They have 
received and continue to receive, 
comprehensive training from fos-
ter organisations like the CDC and 
their associates. “The community 

ensures 80% involvement, in per-
petuating the project, while our con-
tribution lies below 20%,” explained 
the Directress. “The most important 
thing is that, this project is capable 
of  generating its own funds and thus 
sustaining, on its own. It’s a remark-
able achievement.” 

The project commenced with 200 
farmer individuals, covering 11 
Grama Niladhari divisions. Most of  
the pioneers were women. However, 
as the project grew, exhibiting its 
potential, more and more farmers 
extended their support. Today, the 
project boasts of  300 families, en-
compassing the entire divisional sec-
retarial division, covering 15 Grama 
Niladhari divisions. 

100 % organic 
Several farmers have also built 

model farms in their home gardens. A 
typical model farm is complete with 
a crop of  yams, an organic manure 
production unit, i.e., biogas sludge, 
compost and a traditional unit to 
harvest the digest of  earthworms, 
traditional pest control methods, 
and a ground water well or a rainwa-
ter harvest tank. All farms are 100 % 
organic. Domestic waste is compos-
ted and enriched by the traditionally 
harvested earthworm digest. Cow 
dung is also used as manure. The 
surplus of  organic manure is sold. 
Villagers mostly depend on rainfall 
for water, whereas, the wells supple-
ment the additional needs. Pests are 
managed by integrated pest manage-
ment techniques, devised in the vil-
lage, itself. 

Livelihood generation 
The cultivation of  crops is pre-

dominantly done by women, in 
their home gardens. A home garden 
typically spans ¼ to ½ an acre. The 

harvesting of  yams is seasonal. It 
renders a produce every 3, 6, or 12 
months, depending on the variety. 
The produce is sold mainly within 
the district, but is also transported 
beyond the district, depending on 
the demand. 

The monthly net profit derived 
hereby, is about Rs.5000 per fam-
ily. The communities also maintain 
seed banks, which provide seeds, 
for the sustenance of  the project, as 
well as, to be sold to other regions on 
demand. The women take pleasure 
in manufacturing sweetmeats from 
yam. Their recipes include tradition-
al recipes, invented by enthusiastic 
villagers. Their products include the 
yummy cakes, aluwa, cutlets, chips, 
milk toffees, biscuits, string hoppers 
etc. Expanding the market for these 
value added products, is presently 
under consideration. 
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“The success of  this project 
is exceptional,” the directress 
and my guides ascertained. “The 
project is far ahead of  many 
contemporary community based 
projects, for, it has proved an 
undisputable potential, in terms 
of  community empowerment, 
conservation of  biodiversity and 
sustainable utilisation of  indig-
enous tuber crops.” 

But, this endeavour receives 
little support from the Ministry 
of  Environment and Natural Re-
sources. “Therefore, we sincere-
ly urge the Ministry of  Environ-
ment and Natural Resources, to 
intervene in expanding this proj-
ect, beyond the boundaries of  
Kegalle. We understand that the 
Ministry’s support is vital, for 
such a purpose,” they explained. 

The project however shares 
partnership, with many other 
organisations. The CDC is the 
main implementing agent of  

the project. At present, the CDC 
channels funds, knowledge and 
technical support. These activi-
ties however, are now remotely 
controlled, since the project is 
more or less, self-sustaining, at 
present. The CDC also functions, 
as a center of  purchasing seeds, 
for further distribution. 

The Sri Lanka Nature Forum 
is another partner organization, 
which facilitates exchange of  
knowledge and seeds. The Net-
work of  Organic Farmers chan-
nel knowledge, particularly on 
organic farming and associated 
techniques. They too facilitate, 
exchange of  seeds and knowl-
edge. The Friends of  Lanka, had 
helped greatly, in capacity build-
ing of  the community. 

“The Food Technology Re-
search Unit (FTRU) of  the De-
partment of  Agriculture, Gan-
noruwa” states the Directress, “is 
one of  the main state institutes, 

that recognised our project. At 
present, they too supervise the 
project.” The FTRU facilitates 
seed and knowledge exchange 
and also maintains a base of  
specimens, of  the crops. Most of  
the roots and tubers have been 
scientifically classified. The rest, 
however, is in the process of  be-
ing classified, with the assistance 
of  the FRTU. 

“We also envisage building a 
complete Research and Training 
Center, for this project. Besides, 
plans are underway, to construct 
manual and electronic herbari-
ums and a hosting website. We 
are already working on a pub-
lication. The market for yams 
and their value added products, 
need to be expanded,” my guides 
explained. “Therefore, we would 
be most grateful, if  the Ministry 
of  Environment, extends its sup-
port, in these endeavours,” they 
repeated.  

“Be our partner”


