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early 150 families lived in a
75 acre extent of land.
Often after heavy showers,

the villagers feared landslides dur-
ing the period especially between
2003 and 2005. Such land slide con-
ditions prevailed and worsened till
a project was implemented in 2008.

The Girivel Kanda area of the
Poronuwa (Kahawatte) Grama
Niladari division in Pelmadulla,
Ratnapura District is a high land
slide prone area.

Unstable and unsuitable lands
for human habitation, high erosion
and intermittent destruction of
cultivated crops were the results of
this condition and the people of the
area lived with this uncertainty in
make shift homes and faced contin-
ued displacement and loss of prop-
erty.

This area also lies directly
below a forest reserve and activi-
ties such as felling for agricultural
purposes (e.g. tea cultivation) and
unauthorized encroachments for
construction of dwellings were the
primary cause for unregulated
down flow following heavy rains
causing damage to the lands below.

These activities affect the biodi-
versity as well. The blasting of
rock down below (around 800 bor-
ers/day) for a nine Mega Watt
hydro electric scheme by a private
company further aggravated land
degradation by causing deep splits
on the land surface into which
water could seep exposing even the
bedrock in some places and caus-
ing severe erosion. The third

biggest threat was from the people
who cut into the soil profile hori-
zontally to construct homes.

Landslides and Service
Division of National Building
Research Organization (NBRO)
Head R.M.S. Bandara was consult-
ed for information on the land slide
history of the area by the
Foundation for Rural Community
Organization.

Project Coordinator Rasika
Vitanage told The Island Financial

Review yesterday: “The role played
by Mr. Bandara is very crucial.
Sometime none of the villagers
want to build or extend their
homes. Thanks to Mr. Bandara’s
guidance and instructions we are
happy lot. In fact, he often visits
and instructs on future activities.”

He says project actions for
restoring unstable lands to habit-
able areas were based on the rec-
ommended action of the NBRO.
The NBRO approved the proposed

actions of the project
stating that they
were in accordance
with their recom-
mendations.

“The technical
know-how for imple-
mentation was also
available from
NBRO. Approval was
also obtained for the
Divisional Secretary,
of the AGA office
Pelmadulla,” he added.

The project actions also
included workshops to raise
awareness about the land degra-
dation that is caused by human
activities, structural changes
such as construction of contour
drains, vertical drains along the
slope, securing the land from
seepage by filling the cracks with
clay soils, other drains in high
stress/ vulnerable areas growth
of shrubs and soil blinding vege-
tation  with wide spread root sys-
tems and utilizing the SALT
(Sloping Agricultural Land
Technology) method for terrac-
ing and other action beneficial
both for the community and the
environment – to uplift the liveli-
hood of the victims of landslides.

“We were assisted by
GEF/SGP of the UNDP to imple-
ment the project in May 2008.
Sustainable land use hitherto
alien to them was important to
be introduced to this community
as the root of the problem was
human activities and the result-
ing degradation,” he said.

Two lectures were held to
raise awareness of the commu-
nity about the
problem and its
remedies while
four training
workshops were
also held which
included bee keep-
ing methods and
mushroom cultiva-
tion. Nine hundred
meters of contour
drains and 100
meters of vertical
drains were built with
community participa-
tion as recommended
by NBRO.

In the high stress
areas two types of con-
crete drains were also built being
– 120 meters of two ft deep drains
and 100 meters of one and half
meter deep drains. Plants
Nurseries of Bamboo (Ochlandra
stridula), Ereca nut (Areca cate-
chu) and Savandara (Vetiveria
zizanoides) of around 10,000
plants were established main-
tained by the community for
planting on the degraded land
areas.

Hundred men and women
participated some freely donat-
ing their labour and some being

paid for skilled
labour.

The community
members who nursed
and cared for the
plants benefited with
each plant purchased
for planting at a price
of Rs.15. Clay soils
were used to close
cracks in the stress
areas to prevent water

form seeping in and
causing more erosion.

The temple well which was a
natural pool was found to be a
point where a large volume of
water would seep into the soils in

the rainy seasons and was fully
concreted to prevent detrimental
effects. The tools needed for the
activities were purchased with
project money and the advice on
the actions was obtained
from the

NBRO that visited
many times monitoring the
progress.

Milestones
Vertical drains channel the

waters downwards enmass down
to the river and seepage of the
down flow directly into the land
both vertically and horizontally
is prevented.

The contour drains stabilize
the sloping land and provide a
source of water for agricultural
purposes reducing runoff and
wastage.

He says a larger land holder

and rubber cultivator across
whose lands the vertical drains
had to be constructed had been a
strong objector hindering the
project progress. However, he has
now seen the positive results and
is reportedly very happy at the
benefits he himself has experi-
enced as a result – no loss of
land. He wants to do more of this
on his land to prevent land loss.

Very unusual heavy rains in
May/June 2010 (this year) experi-
enced almost island wide, did not
have any detrimental effects on
the land and transport to the
area (eg. bus service) continued
unhindered although roads were
underwater in most other places
in the surrounding area.

No trees fell and there were
no landslides. In total 60 house-
hold residents of the area bene-
fited from the project. Outsiders
who had to travel on this road for
some purpose or the other were
also indirect beneficiaries.

The vegetation has done its
work and the roots hold the soils
up well and erosion is minimized
even in times of heavy rain.

The Grama Sevaka -GS
(Village headman) at the time
who was very strict against
felling of trees helped in reduc-
ing the clear felling helped con-
serve the forest area above reduc-
ing land degradation in the
Girivel kanda area.

The community feels safe to
build permanent homes in what
was earlier considered unstable
land.

“We are happy that we were
safer and were convinced to safe-
guard our land and protect the
structures and vegetation that
has brought about this change.

We are also actively replanting
and replicating the project activi-
ties when vulnerable areas resur-
face owing to bad weather condi-

tions,” he added.
He also said

that they are
anticipating that
this process con-
tinues and the
waters will be
channeled to
the remaining
500 meters
down to the
river itself so
that there
will be no
chance for
seepage into
the land at
all and no
resulting

erosion in the lower
reaches of Girivelkanda.

The forest reserve at the
summit of these sloping lands is
closely watched and guarded by
the community from outsiders
who may come to clear fell
trees.

Project participant Palitha
Arunasisri was one of the proj-
ect beneficiaries who lived in
constant fear in the rainy sea-
sons before the project. Having
gained confidence about their
safety he has gone ahead to build
a permanent home as seen in
photo in what was a very high
risk area of sloping land.

He lived in a wattle and daub
house seen next to the new home
which now serves as a shed for
carpentry- being his livelihood.
He was reportedly a very
involved participant of the proj-
ect along with his wife
Krishanthi often serving the vol-
unteers tea and refreshments at
his expense. He states that he can
rate the project’s success as 100
per cent.

He has also grown vegetables
and greens for his consumption
in the home garden in the sur-
rounding area. They have two
young school going children and
praise and bless this project and
all who helped for the safety it
has afforded to the family.
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