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ABSTRACT

Sediments on the continental shelf and upper slope around Sri Lanka are composed predominantly of terrigenous sand, 
biogenic carbonates (coraLshell debris) and mud. The sediment distribution around the island has a direct relationship with the 
climate in the adjoining land and seems to be controlled by the ocean current pattern in the region. Presence of high percentage 
(80%) of biogenic calcite in the outer continental shelf west and south-west of the island, at d epths more than 50 m, suggests 
submerged reef systems. Exploitable sand deposits are found to occur on the continental shelf north of Colombo.

INTRODUCTION

Limited work has been done on the sediment distribu - 
tion on the continental shelf around Sri Lanka. Some 
accounts of the distribution of sediments in different parts 
of the continental shelf of Sri Lanka are found in the works 
of Malpas (1920), Deraniyagala (1958), Meyer (1983), 
Wickremeratne and Amaratunge (1985), Wickremeratne 
(1986), Swan (1987) and Wijayananda (1992). In this 
paper a more comprehensive study is attempted in order 
to understand the distribution and dispersal patterns of 
the sediments. Over 450 surficial sea-bed sediments were . 
studied froth the continental shelf and upper slope region.

The continental shelf of Sri Lanka in general is narrow 
with average width of about 21 kms and maximum about 
35 kms (Fig. 1). In the north it widens out and merges with 
the platform that surrounds India. The south-western 
shelf break of the island is around 70 metre water depth 
(British Navigational Charts), and is comparatively shal
lower. [World averages - shelf width 72 kilometres, shelf 
break depth 132 metres.

The continental margin of Sri Lanka is not well sur
veyed geologically and geophysically. But with few 
bathymetric and geophysical lines across the continental 
slope, it is known that this is one of the steepest continental 
slopes in the world (Sahni, 1982; Curfay, 1984). Locally 
the bathymetric compilation demonstrates slopes of 45° 
on the eastern side of the island, between depths of 500 
and 4000 metres [world average - the gradient of the entire 
slope is 4.28° (Shepard, 1963)]. The continental slope 
around Sri Lanka is disected by eight canyons, the deepest 
being at Trincomalee, north east of the island, where the 
canyon heads start from a bay surrounded by the land

canyons, most parts of the continental slope are also cut 
by a series of slope valleys and gullies which indicate

Fig. L.Klap showing ilie area of investigation, general bathymetry and 
the sample sites:(Bush and Bush, 1969; Wijayananda, 1985). Other than
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