
The Land. The island of -Ceylon is about 25,300 square miles in area, lying between latitudes 
6°N. and 10°N. and longitudes 80°E. and 82°E. Its greatest length is 270 miles, in a north-south 
direction, and its greatest width, from west to east, is 140 miles. The land area is compact except 
for the Jaffna Peninsula in the north and the nearby islands in the north-west. The only semblance 
of a physical link is with the south-eastern coast of India across Adam’s Bridge, which is a narrow 
line of islands and shallows that together form the head of the Gulf of Mannar. Along with India, 
our near neighbours,are the Maldive Islands (400 miles to south-west) and the Andaman and Nicobar 
Archipelagoes (about, 700 miles, to the east), while directly south of Ceylon the ocean extends un­
broken by land as far as Antarctica. . . ■ .

Three-quarters of Ceylon’s land area are lowlands, that is, with an altitude below 500 feet. 
These form the vast plains constituting the northern half of the Island and the wide coastal belt of the 
southern part. The central hill country ranges in height from 3,000 feet to 7,000 feet, and is towered 
by several peaks, the highest of which is Pidurutalagala (8,296 feet).
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The Climate. The climate of Ceylon seldom experiences extremes of heat and drought, and the 
prevailing equable conditions are due to the surrounding expanse of sea and the central hills. The 
mean annual temperature on the lowlands is 80°F. In the hill country the temperature falls at the 
rate Of 1°F. for every 300 feet rise ; this region is also subject to greater temperature variations, 
both diurnal and seasonal.

There is little variation in the length of day through the year because Ceylon lies close to 
the Equator. But the seasons are primarily determined by the monsoon winds that blow across the 
Island. The south-west monsoon prevails from May to about August and brings the “ wet season 
A great part of the moisture collected from the Indian Ocean is released on the south-western region 
as these winds climb over the central hills in their passage forward. Some localities on the Western 
slopes register as much as 200 inches of rain, mainly received during this period. In the “ cool 
season ” from November to early March, the other mortsoon blows from the north-east, spreading 
its smaller content of moisture on the north-eastern hill slopes and plains. Inter-monsoonal periods 
of short duration form the “ hot seasons ”, marked by little wind and high humidity. Moreover, 
thunderstorm activity often precedes evening showers of rain, derived from local convectional air 
movements—such rain though meagre falls on widely scattered points over -the Island. On the 
basis of the annual distribution of rainfall, the land area is broadly divided into zones. The low­
lands to the south-west and the western hill slopes together form the Wet Zone, with an annual 
rainfall of over 75 inches. The Dry Zone (50 to 75 inches rainfall) includes a greater part of the 
land nOrth-east Of the central hills: Two narrow coastal regions aroiind Mannar in the north-west 
and Hambantota in the south-east form the Arid Zones, with an annual rainfall less than 50 inches.
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Physical Features. The longer rivers have their catchment areas in the central hill country, and 
they radiate in all directions as they traverse the lowlands before reaching the sea. The upper 
reaches are characterised by rushing and cascading mountain streams, with numerous waterfalls. 
The] rivers flowing through the Wet Zone are replenished by tributaries draining the lowlands, and 
henCe they maintain a somewhat uniform flow into the sea throughout the year. Such accessory 
supplies received by rivers of the Dry Zone are very scanty and these rivers are therefore subject 
to great changes of water level as they respond quickly to Varying supplies from rapidly drained 
hill'country areas following heavy showers of rain. At times, these rivers may overflow their banks, 
flooding low-lying areas in their valley ; for long intervening periods they are reduced to a series of - 
discontinuous pools or narrow streams along the sandy river beds.
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The sharp rise and fall of river water levels necessitated the construction of reservoirs for 
conserving water supplies required to irrigate rice fields of the Dry Zone. About 10,000 of these 
reservoirs or “ tanks” of/varying dimensions, are in service mainly in the northern'and eastern 
lowlands and they provide large regions for propagation of freshwater fishes. AH the freshwater 
areas have been estimated to total 200,000 acres.

Indigenous Fauna. The fresh waters contain a fauna poor both in species and numbers as 
compared to those of brackish waters and the sea. The only economically important group are 
the fishes, some species of which are highly adapted to life in the changeable extents of water. These 
adapted fishes possess accessory respiratory organs by which they can live in polluted muddy 
streams or survive when migrating across wet land surfaces in search of new bodies of water.

Species of Cat-fish(l) and Snake-heads(2) are widely distributed in these waters and provide 
consistent supplies to fisheries. They are predatory in habit and are often captured on baited lines. 
The Fresh-water Shark(3) is actually a cat-fish which reaches a length of five feet under favourable 
conditions. Two species(4) of Snake-heads are commercially valuable and, if taken from clean 
waters, do not impart the muddy taste commonly ascribed to fresh water species. The Climbing 
Perch(5) is considered a delicacy when fished from clear waters. Prominent among fish living in 
fast flowing water courses of the hill country is the Mahsier(6). It is a popular game fish which is 
growing scarce; It is now rare for an angler to catch a Mahsier of 24 lb. as commonly recorded in 
the past. The Green Labeo(7) is another fish of mountain streams and it grows to a maximum length 
of 15 inches.

Apart from the edible fish there are several small and often brightly coloured species such as 
Barbs(8) and Rasbora(9) which are much fancied for rearing in aquaria. Certain restrictions on 
their export are applied to prevent depletion of stock in our rivers.

Exotic Species. The paucity of edible fish in inland fresh waters is responsible for the many 
efforts made from time to time, to establish exotic species, especiaUy those reputed to grow fast and 
provide cheap supplies of protein food. Rivers and other fresh water areas of the low country 
are supporting increasing populations of two species, the Giant Gourami( 10) and the Snakeskin 
Gourami(ll). Mountain streams around Nuwara Eliya contain breeding stocks of Rainbow 
Trout(12), and the Common Carp(13) is thriving in lakes and ponds of the hill country.
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The fresh water Tilapia(14), a species native to East Africa and imported into Ceylon from 

Java in 1951, is firmly established with large breeding populations in both fresh and brackish waters 
sited up to an altitude of 3,000 ft. Its success can be gauged from the fact that it forms the largest 
component in fish landings from Polonnaruwa tanks (fresh water), Colombo Beira Lake (brackish 
water with low salinity) and Hambantota lagoons (high salinity waters).

Physical Features. Brackish waters (river estuaries, lagoons and/salt marshes) cover an estimated 
surface area of 350,000 acres and are best represented along the coasts of the Dry Zone of Ceylon. 
They are subject to marked changes of level and salinity either of a regular kind through tidal effects, 
or sporadically following periods of heavy rain and resultant floods, or through desiccation in times 
of drought. Long periods of drought in isolated salt marshes may raise their salinity above that 
of the sea, leading ultimately to deposition of solid salt.
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(1) Siluroidei
(2) Ophiocephalidae.
(3) Wallago attu (Bl. & Schn.).
(4) Ophiocephalus marulius ara.

Deraniyagala, and O. Striatus Bl. 
(5) Anabas testudineus (Bl.).

(8) Puntius spp.
(9) Rasbora spp.

(10) Osphronemus goramy. Lac.
(11) Trichogaster pectoralis (Regan).
(12) Salrno gairdneri. Rich.
(13) Cyprinus carpio (L).
(14) Tilapia mossambica (Peters).

\ j j  A u a u a a  \ui.j.  ,
(6) Tor kudree longispuns (Gthr.).
(7) Labeo fisheri Jordan & Starks.
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