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Abstract In Sri Lanka, the total demand for sand is about
12,000,000 m3 per year with a demand growth projected
to increase by 10 % every year. However, Sri Lanka’s
construction industry seems to face a shortage of sand if
offshore sand mining is not promoted as a viable alterna-
tive and over-exploitation of river sand may lead to more
significant damage to rivers (which is presently a serious
issue). This article discusses the suitability or otherwise of
the unexplored south-eastern, east and north-western off-
shore areas for exploration and mining works. This study
was conducted by consulting several government organi-
zations and universities dealing with coastal resources
management, literature reviews and Key Informants’
Interviews held with Fisher Folk Societies and Divers’
Organizations in the study areas. The east and north-
western offshore locations are not ideal considering the
bathymetry (most locations in the east coast have water
depths >20 m, hence mining is not commercially viable;
in the north-western offshore areas depth is <15 m; min-
ing is prohibited in Sri Lanka at depths ≤15 m and <2 km
offshore) and the occurrence of critical habitats. In the
south-eastern offshore areas the complex wave climate
resulting in significant coastal/shoreline stability varia-
tions is a concern and the sea is very deep (>20 m beyond
2 km offshore). Therefore, by considering the views
expressed by the Divers’ Organizations and Fisher Folk
societies it would be ideal to undertake exploration stud-
ies in the offshore areas in the north-eastern stretch.

Keywords Coral reefs . Exploration .Mining .Offshore sand

Introduction

River sand mining has been extensively carried out in
Sri Lanka for the past few decades and river sand
mining represents a significant economic activity, both
in terms of employment generation and the supply of
an important commodity for the construction industry.
However, excessive river sand mining has been causing
significant damage to river banks and the foundations
of bridges and roads due to high river flow induced
erosion during the rainy periods and saline water intru-
sion impacting dug wells for drinking, irrigation
schemes and paddy and vegetable cultivations, etc.
For example, in the North-Western Province the Maha
Oya and the Deduru Oya have experienced high dam-
age to rice and the luxuriant coconut cultivations with
the lowering of water tables and increased saline water
intrusions. Also irrigation systems such as the Sengal
Oya and the Wellangiriya irrigation lift scheme were
badly affected due to a drastic reduction in the water
levels and the erosion of river banks (Sri Lanka Water
Partnership 2008).

The demand for sand increased since the Indian Ocean
tsunami that struck Sri Lanka on December 26th, 2004.
This was attributed to the construction of permanent
housing schemes for tsunami victims and for planned
government projects such as the Southern Highway and
the Colombo-Katunayake Expressway. In this respect, Sri
Lanka Land Reclamation and Development Corporation
(SLLRDC) was entrusted by the Government of Sri Lanka
with the task of implementing a project with a Danish

R. K. A. Kularatne (*)
EML Consultants (PVT) Limited, No. 68, Davidson Road,
Colombo 04, Sri Lanka
e-mail: RanilKularatne@yahoo.com.au

J Coast Conserv (2014) 18:227–247
DOI 10.1007/s11852-014-0310-7

Author's personal copy


	Suitability of the coastal waters of Sri Lanka for offshore sand mining: a case study on environmental considerations
	Abstract
	Introduction


