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The Value of Natural Wetlands in the Urban Landscape of Colombo City

O Prasanna Divigalpitiya, Kyushu University

1. Natural Wetland in Colombo City

The environmental impact of urban problems has been intensifying and
spreading over wider areas, posing serious threats to many developing
countries in Asia. The impacts of urbanization on biodiversity and
environmental quality are profoundly negative. Habitats and terrestrial
aquatic ecosystems are lost and fragmented in cities as urbanization
advances, and biodiversity continues to wane. The deteriorating ecological
conditions affect air quality, rainwater drainage, and urban services such as
recreational activities.

Colombo is a coastal city built around a network of natural wetlands.
Although the extent of the wetland has reduced with the expansion of the
city, a diverse verity of wetlands remains in the city. In Colombo
metropolitan region 15% of the land remained as a natural wetland. Out of
all wetlands, 85% are freshwater wetlands. Open water wetlands, such as

tanks, lakes and canals cover represent just over 20% of all the wetlands.

2. Urbanization and wetland

During the last kingdom of the western region of Sri Lanka, these natural
wetlands may have provided a much-needed advantage against invading
colonial forces. But consequent growth of settlement and continues
urbanization has reduced a large portion of these wetlands especially closer
to the city center. Unplanned and informal urban growth are encroaching
the wetlands in recent decades. Colombo, the largest city in Sri Lanka, has
expanded rapidly and continuously since the local economy was opened in
the early 1980s. Lacking any planned framework, the city has succumbed
to various problems such as wurban sprawl, unmanaged ribbon
developments along the main trunk roads, and fragmentation in the
peripheral urban areas. And with the progressive decentralization of
activities in Colombo, the suburbs are growing faster than the central areas.
Due to the rapid and unplanned expansion of urban areas caused the
degradation of natural wetland. The degradation happens both
quantitatively as well as qualitatively. After 1980 it was estimated 60% of
the paddy land was converted to non-wetland uses. At the same time, large
portions of wetland closer to the urban centers were developed into urban
uses. The qualitative degradation of the wetland environment is visible in
the form of water pollution, loss of area, introduction of invasive plant

species and loss of biodiversity.
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3.  Wetlands in the urban landscape

There were several recent attempts to use the wetland in urban public
spaces. Two projects by Urban Development Author of Sri Lanka try to
develop urban natural wetlands.

In 2012, the UDA launched the Metro Colombo Urban Development
Project (MCUDP) to reduce flood risks and improve urban infrastructure
and services. The purpose of the project is 1) flood prevention 2)
infrastructure and service improvement.

Beira Lake is part of the lake and canal system in Colombo. The MCUDP
project completely restored the Beira Lake. During the restoration, the
blockage of gates, tributaries, and output channels was cleaned. The
pollution due to unplanned settlements and the buildings were restored.
The Beira Lake plan includes a 6m shore park, a node park, and park
access.

A new floating market was built in a part of Beira Lake and moved the
shops and stalls in the vicinity. There were 92 floating restaurants and
shops at the opening of the park. But the project found less viable and the
businesses moved to more accessible locations.

Another park was built in a wetland between the parliament and the
Diyawana River. It was built by the lake as a part of the flood prevention

program in Colombo City.

4. Ecological and Economics benefits

Economic and ecological benefits of Natural wetlands are vast, and the
degradation of wetlands create irreversible environmental economic
damage to the comminutes depend on these recourses. The most important
ecological benefits as provisioning services are the supply of food and
natural medicines, freshwater, waste disposal, and genetic resources. The
regulating services provide a broad range of positive contributions to the
urban environment. Regulation of flooding is one of the most important
regulatory services gained from natural wetlands. Climate regulation is
another important service that often overlooked.

The natural wetland environment is a valuable asset for the Colombo city
as well as for the whole western province. Integrating the managing of
wetland environment with the planning process is important to enhance

benefit from the wetland as well as to preserve them for the future.
Reference:

1) Metro Colombo wetland management strategy 2016, metro Colombo
urban development project (MCUDP)

20



TIT BT A R 2019

T OT R R 10 B ARSI E
47 20194 11 A 29 H

ATRHEH D 819-0395 & i 46 [X Tt 744
JUMNRZFRFBE N BRI SHF7EEE

21



