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1. From government to governance in 
natural resource management 

The administration, control, custody and management of the coastal zone is 
hereby vested in the state (Coast Conservation Act, No. 54 of 1981:2) 

Increasingly rapid economic growth – and the impacts that attend that growth 
– requires new management tools and greater collaborative management ef-
forts with other agencies and with the public. While regulation is important, 
it must be complemented by approaches that rely on the wisdom of those 
who are closest to the resources and are most intimately aware of the conse-
quences of resource degradation (coastal zone Management Plan, Sri Lanka, 
1997:10) 

The management of a country’s natural resources has traditionally been con-
sidered an affair for the central state. In view of the many conflicting inter-
ests that prevail over the use and protection of natural resources, only the 
state has been considered capable of standing above various special interests 
in society and to act instead for the ‘common good’, that is, in the interest of 
the country and the population as a whole.  

State authority over the use and protection of the natural resources within 
its territory is also a result of its unique position in society. Only the state is 
vested with the legitimate coercive power and authority that is necessary for 
the implementation of management strategies and environmental regulation. 
Indeed, due to its sovereign powers over resources located within its territo-
rial boundaries, the ultimate control and authority over land and natural re-
sources by the state is almost a given.  

This ‘traditional’ view of environmental management as a responsibility 
for the state has had certain implications for the way it commonly has been 
practiced. Most often, state led environmental management is associated 
with a top-down, hierarchical organisation, with ministries and government 
departments on the national level holding the main responsibility for the 
formulation and subsequent implementation of environmental strategies, 
plans and policies within their respective domain (Bryant and Wilson, 1998; 
Buckley, 1991; Johnston, 1996). In this state centred system, neither civil 
society nor the private sector have been able to influence the contents of 
management programmes to any greater degree. On the contrary, the attitude 
and behaviour of actors belonging to these spheres in society have often 
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been regarded as one of the main reasons behind environmental degradation 
in the first place (DeCosse and Jayawickrama, 1996). As a result, it has been 
considered necessary to limit – or altogether prohibit – their interaction with 
the environment by means of legislation and various restrictive measures 
such as permit systems, quota systems, the establishment of nature reserves 
et cetera. In this way, and as expressed by geographers Raymond Bryant and 
Geoff Wilson (1998:23), environmental management has been regarded as 
“a service provided by the state, but which needs to be imposed (by force if 
necessary) on people living in a defined territory”. 

During the past decades this state-centred approach to environmental 
management has been a source for rising concern and critique. In view of 
seemingly ever increasing and more complex environmental problems and 
the partial failure of the state to effectively deal with them, it is now widely 
acknowledged that the state alone cannot handle environmental issues (c.f. 
Baland and Platteau, 1996). As a result the last two decades have witnessed 
the appearance of alternative views and approaches to natural resource man-
agement. Above all, there is a strong emphasis on the importance and bene-
fits of civil society involvement in the planning and implementation of envi-
ronmental management strategies in specific localities, often with a particu-
lar emphasis on the participation of local actors and local communities.1

Thus, the notion of local participation in natural resource management that 
concern specific localities is currently very much in vogue and advocated by 
environmental organisations, governments and international institutions 
alike (Evans, 2004; Goodwin, 1998; Holmes and Scoones, 2000; Govern-
ment of Sri Lanka, 2001; Kapoor, 2001; United Nations, 1992; White et al.,
1994; World Bank, 2001). Community management, multi-management, 
participatory management, and collaborative management are only some of 
the terms that refer to processes whereby state and non-state actors come 
together and – to different degrees – share control over environmental man-
agement planning and implementation in defined geographical areas (Bor-
rini-Feyerabend et al., 1998; Jeffrey and Vira, 2001; Nathanael and Ediris-
inghe, 2002; Singleton, 2000; Verheij et al., 2004; White et al., 1994). 

This emphasis on the importance of local participation and collaboration 
between actors from different spheres of society is by no means unique to 
the field of natural resource management. On the contrary, it is part of what 
seems to be a general shift in society towards forms for governing made up 
of various collaborative arrangements that include the state, but where actors 
from the private and civil sectors are considered essential to bring on board.  

1 It is important to note that there is also a shift in the opposite direction. Many environmental 
problems occur on a trans-national scale and are considered impossible to solve without 
collaboration between states on an international or global scale (c.f. Adams, 2002; WCED, 
1987)
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Nowhere is this change more evident than within the field of development 
theory and practice in the South. Calls for ‘people’s participation’ in devel-
opment initially came from more radical forces in society, however, the last 
15 years has seen it being brought to the forefront of development strategies 
adhered to by the vast majority of governments and international develop-
ment and lending agencies (Government of Sri Lanka, 2001; United Nations, 
1993, UNDP, 2006; World Bank, 2001). 

Similarly, albeit in a different geographical context, studies undertaken in 
the United States, Europe and Australia point to how notions of partnerships 
and other types of collaborative arrangements between state and non-state 
actors are now considered a highly appropriate and widely used form for 
governing in specific localities or regions, both when it comes to the deliv-
ery of service functions and to regional or rural development efforts in a 
more general sense (Edwards et al., 2001; Herbert-Cheshire, 2000; Jones 
and Little, 2000; Larsson, 2002; Marsden and Murdoch, 1998; Scott, 2004; 
Sherlock et al., 2004; Westholm et al., 1999).

The shift towards collaboration and local participation within a range of 
spheres in society is often surrounded by positive political rhetoric: “Like 
apple-pie”, say Peck and Tickell (1994:251, quoted in Jones and Little, 
2000:172), “[partnership] is seen to be undeniably a good thing” (see also 
Cornwall, 2002; Johnson and Wilson, 2000; Jones and Little, 2000). The 
inclusion of wider segments of society in political processes, not least actors 
from the civil society, is generally looked upon as a move in the right direc-
tion, a practice that carries the potential to bring about positive results in 
arenas where states and markets alone previously have failed. Local partici-
pation, so it is argued, can contribute to greater efficiency, better and more 
cost-effective service provision, a more satisfied and supportive public, a 
transcending of social divides, greater transparency and accountability and, 
in the end, a stronger democracy (Johnson and Wilson, 2000; Pretty, 1995; 
Thomas, 1995).  

However, while local participation and collaboration between many dif-
ferent actors in society sometimes indeed are able to contribute to all or 
some of the above, there is nothing self-evident about it. Being that it in-
volves providing previously excluded actors with some degree of influence, 
any effort to bring about greater local participation inevitably entails a 
change in the prevailing power structures among different sets of actors, 
institutions and scales (Nelson and Wright, 1995; White, 1996). As such, it 
is a highly complex process that is likely to be influenced by a number of 
different factors, including what participation is taken to mean in a particular 
context, the motives for its implementation, the means by which it is carried 
out and, not least, the particular social, economic and political circumstances 
in which it is implemented (c.f. Cohen and Uphoff, 1980; Cornwall, 2002; 
Jones and Little, 2000; Mohan and Stokke, 2000; Nelson and Wright, 1995; 
Pretty, 1995; Shortall and Shucksmith, 2001).  
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In practice, then, efforts aimed at increasing local participation can be 
both controversial and contested and has frequently proven difficult to real-
ise in practice. It also raises a number of issues relating to power, political 
legitimacy and again, in the end, democracy. 

In this thesis, I study one of many efforts that currently are being made to 
increase local participation in natural resource management. At the heart of 
the thesis is the efforts made in Sri Lanka to bring about collaborative 
coastal management, a process that was first initiated in the early 1990s. 
Through the application of the so-called Special Area Management (SAM) 
strategy, the aim is to engage local coastal communities and local govern-
ments in the management of coastal land and natural resources. The means 
by which to accomplish this is through establishing collaborative arrange-
ments between local coastal communities and state agencies in specific lo-
calities along Sri Lanka’s coast. In the following I introduce the SAM strat-
egy, its implementation in Sri Lanka and my reasons for studying it. 

Special Area Management planning in Sri Lanka 
The Special Area Management (SAM) strategy was first introduced in Sri 
Lanka in the early 1990s, by means of a Coastal Resources Management 
Project, funded by the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and implemented by the Coastal Resources Centre at the Univer-
sity of Rhode Island, United States (see Table 1, p. 63).  

Prior to this, Sri Lanka’s coastal management strategy was a schoolbook 
example of the traditional, state-centred environmental management prac-
tices that I described previously. Formulation and implementation of coastal 
management strategies and plans were largely an affair for the Sri Lankan 
state in collaboration with domestic and international coastal management 
experts and with very limited, if any, input from local actors and local gov-
ernments. A permit system administered by the Coast Conservation Depart-
ment on the national level regulated the use of land and natural resources in 
the state-defined coastal zone (see definition in chapter 4, page 56) and fail-
ure to comply led to fines or imprisonment (Coast Conservation Act, 1981). 

Towards the end of the 1980s, it was becoming increasingly evident to 
the staff at the Coast Conservation Department that the top-down, regulatory 
approach to coastal management was not working as intended (interview, 
Coast Conservation Department official 3, Olsen et al., 1992). Local re-
source users did not abide by rules and regulations and environmental deg-
radation in the coastal zone and beyond continued unabated. One of the main 
reasons for this failure was found to be inadequate participation by local 
communities in the management process. The implementation of SAM is an 
attempt to reverse this trend. 
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Very briefly (a more detailed overview will be provided in chapter 5), the 
purpose of a SAM project is to initiate a process by which local actors gain a 
greater degree of influence over coastal management practices in their lo-
calities, with respect to planning as well as implementation (White and 
Samarakoon, 1994; Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997). Various gov-
ernment agencies also participate in the process, however, they are to take 
on a less prominent role than what was previously the case and act mainly as 
facilitators and technical advisors.  

Together, the participants of a SAM project are to identify and come to 
agreement on the issues that need to be addressed in the designated area of 
implementation – the SAM site – and the means by which to solve them. 
This negotiating process is to result in a coastal management strategy for 
that particular area and the subsequent publishing of a local coastal man-
agement plan – a Special Area Management plan (SAM plan). The actual 
implementation of the SAM plan also becomes a responsibility for the par-
ticipants. And while a SAM project is carried out during a limited time 
frame (commonly about five years), the goal is to establish community par-
ticipation in local coastal management on a permanent basis, that is, follow-
ing the closing of the SAM project by which it was first introduced (Coastal 
Zone Management Plan, 1997).  

Between 1992 and 1996 SAM projects were implemented in two coastal 
communities situated on Sri Lanka’s south-western and southern coastline: 
Rekawa and Hikkaduwa (see Figure 1). Four years later, in 2000, a second 
round of SAM projects were initiated. This time, they were implemented in 
seven different localities along the western and south-western coast – again 
including Hikkaduwa – under the auspices of the Asian Development Bank 
(see Figure 1).

At the time of my initial field trip to Sri Lanka in the spring of 1999, the 
two SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa had come to an end a few 
years earlier, towards the latter part of 1996. The second round, where SAM 
projects were to be initiated in seven coastal locations, including Hik-
kaduwa, was still in the planning stage.  

At that time, my research questions were mainly concerned with the out-
come of the SAM projects in terms of possible changes in coastal manage-
ment practices and priorities. Although I was also interested in the possible 
changes in the institutional set-up, my main concern was to examine how 
and why – indeed, if – local management practices had changed as a result 
of increasing local influence, and the consequences of this with respect to 
both livelihood opportunities and environmental degradation. Being that 
collaborative coastal management had been carried out in Hikkaduwa and 
Rekawa for the better part of 1990s and, moreover, was supposed to con-
tinue on a long-term basis, I made the assumption that sufficient time had 
passed where changes would be noticeable. 
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Figure 1. Location of SAM sites targeted under Coastal Resources Management 
project II and III. The SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa were implemented 
within Coastal Resources Management Project II. The remaining seven SAM pro-
jects marked on the map (and again also including Hikkaduwa) were implemented 
as part of Coastal Resources Management Project III. Adapted from Arcadis Euro-
consult (2006) 

Once my study came under way, I came to understand that the SAM projects 
in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa had turned out only partially successful. On the 
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positive side, local coastal management plans had been produced in both 
Hikkaduwa and Rekawa. In addition, some of the management proposals 
made in the plan had been implemented, and certain environmentally de-
grading activities had come to at least a partial halt.  

On the less positive side, it seemed as if the institutional, or collaborative, 
part of the SAM projects had experienced some problems. Interviews 
pointed to the difficulties associated with creating and maintaining the local 
institutional base that is critical for the SAM process to become firmly estab-
lished on the local level. Interviewees and internal project reports also men-
tioned weak community-based organisations that were unable to take on the 
responsibility that was considered required for participation in the manage-
ment process. Moreover, particularly in Hikkaduwa, the community had 
been only partially represented, with merely a few community–based or-
ganisations taking part in the project. In fact, in Hikkaduwa, the SAM proc-
ess had, according to several interviewees, come to a complete halt as soon 
as the project officially came to an end in 1996 and so had not been able to 
continue on a long-term basis as envisaged in the SAM strategy. The main 
reason behind this, so I was told, was a lack of local organisations that were 
prepared to continue the planning process, combined with a certain degree of 
unwillingness from the responsible local government officials to keep the 
process going. With respect to the sharing of authority there was a widely 
held view that the SAM process in Hikkaduwa had been skewed towards the 
interests of one particular organisation and, moreover, with respect to both 
Hikkaduwa and Rekawa, that the state had retained a dominant role, despite 
ambitions to share decision-making and authority.  

Following this initial visit to Sri Lanka I came to modify my research 
questions considerably. In short, I became less concerned with the outcome 
of SAM in terms of changes in the use and management of coastal land and 
natural resources. Instead, my research questions came to focus entirely on 
its participatory dimension, that is, on issues relating to the efforts to in-
volve local communities in the management process. I became interested in 
understanding why these problems related to local participation brought up 
above had occurred, and, in a more general sense, to understand the terms 
under which local actors had been invited and their role in the SAM process.  
in understanding the role played by local actors within SAM in relation to 
the state.

I find these issues particularly relevant to address due to the scarce atten-
tion that, so far, has been paid to the participatory dimension of SAM. In the 
few evaluations and studies that have been carried out, issues relating to the 
quality and quantity of participation is only mentioned in the passing and the 
problems experienced with respect to the participation by local actors are 
only briefly, if at all, addressed. In general, these studies point to that SAM 
is a successful and appropriate strategy for bringing about collaborative 
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coastal management in Sri Lanka (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004; 
1997; Hewawasam, 2000; Lowry et al., 1999, 1997a; 1997b).2

To gain further insights regarding the participatory dimension of SAM is 
all the more important due to the fact that the SAM projects in Hikkaduwa 
and Rekawa were pilot projects, implemented with the specific intention to 
“test the feasibility of community coastal management and, in particular, to 
assess the issues associated with the design and implementation of commu-
nity-level management approaches” (Lowry et al., 1997b). The intention 
was for the ‘lessons learned’ from these two projects to be incorporated in 
the design of future SAM projects so as to improve them and make them 
ever more appropriate to the specific situation that exists in Sri Lanka’s 
coastal region and in the localities in which they are implemented.  

Object of thesis 
The overall aim of this thesis is to critically analyse and discuss the efforts 
made in Sri Lanka to bring about a greater degree of local participation in 
the management of coastal land and natural resources.  

The starting point for my analysis is the objective of the SAM-strategy to 
generate a collaborative management process whereby “decision-making, 
responsibility and authority” are shared between the Sri Lankan state and 
local coastal communities (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004:35). In 
other words, the implementation of SAM in Sri Lanka aims to bring about a 
management process where a wide range of state and non-state actors col-
laborate with each other and where local communities have gained some 
degree of influence at the expense of the authority of the state, so as to bring 
about a more equal relationship.  

However, as illustrated by the various problems experienced in the two 
SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa, it is not necessarily easy for this 
collaborative arrangement on equal terms to come about. On the contrary, 
and as I have discussed previously in this chapter, any local governance 
effort is bound to be affected by a number of different circumstances. These, 
I argue, are important to understand and take into account in order for col-
laborative arrangements to be able to ‘deliver’ as intended, and also in order 
to understand its possible political implications.  

2 An exception to these generally positive views is a study of the Rekawa SAM process from 
a livelihood perspective, by Clemett et al., (2003). Although not going into details regarding 
the participatory dimension of SAM, this study finds that the SAM strategy in Rekawa is 
unsustainable, since it has not achieved its desired objectives and moreover, has been time 
and finance consuming. Moreover, in a study addressing the management of marine protected 
areas, Senaratna (2001) finds that there has been insufficient empowerment of local commu-
nities within the Hikkaduwa SAM-process and that, due to this, local community actors are 
not able to take part in the management process, particularly not in the implementation phase.    
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In light of the above, the purpose of this thesis is to identify and discuss 
factors that can have a bearing on the participatory dimension of Special 
Area Management planning in Sri Lanka. In carrying out this analysis, I 
focus particularly on factors influencing the role played by the ‘local com-
munities’ and the degree to which they actually come to share in “decision-
making, responsibility and authority” with respect to the use and manage-
ment of coastal natural resources, as envisioned in the SAM strategy.  

For my analysis I apply a perspective that highlights the political dimen-
sion of efforts to bring about local participation. It also emphasises the im-
portance of understanding and analysing such a process in relation to the 
particular context in which it is implemented. In this way, and as I will go on 
to illustrate later on in the thesis, my study addresses issues that currently are 
being given limited attention within the SAM process, both with respect to 
the design of the strategy and in evaluations and studies of its outcome.  

My analysis of the SAM strategy and its implementation in Sri Lanka’s 
coastal region takes place on two levels. On the one hand, I discuss SAM 
from a general perspective, focusing on the SAM strategy as such, without 
referring to a particular SAM project or locality in which it has been imple-
mented. On the other hand, my analysis draws on empirical material from 
the two SAM projects that have been carried out in Hikkaduwa thus far. I 
also, to a lesser extent, make references to the past SAM project in Rekawa, 
as well as to the SAM project in Unawatuna, the latter which was ongoing at 
the time of my field studies.  

For my analysis I rely on two types of empirical material: interviews and 
various types of written material. With respect to the former, I have inter-
viewed a wide variety of actors who, for the most part, have experience from 
one or several SAM projects implemented in Sri Lanka’s coastal region. 
With respect to the latter, they include various types of management plans, 
policy documents and research reports. Some of these documents are pro-
duced within the framework of Sri Lanka’s overall coastal management 
strategy; others are produced as part of a specific SAM project.  

Delimitations
A few notes on what this thesis is not about are necessary before I proceed. 
First of all, I find it important to acknowledge that this thesis is about context
more so than process. In other words, in looking for factors that might have 
influenced the participatory dimension of SAM, this thesis does not analyse 
the actual SAM project cycle and the ways in which the many components 
of SAM have been played out in practice according to the participants them-
selves (see e.g. Larsson, 2002). While one might argue, and rightly so, that 
gaining this kind of knowledge is highly relevant for any understanding of 
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the quality and quantity of local participation within a particular project, I 
have chosen not to focus on this.3

Partially due to the above, I also want to emphasise that my thesis should 
not be looked upon as an attempt to evaluate or analyse the SAM projects in 
Sri Lanka and particularly in Hikkaduwa from start to finish and including 
all its aspects. My study bring up a few issues that I have found to have a 
bearing on the role played by local actors in a SAM process, relating to the 
SAM strategy as such and to the context in which it is implemented. In other 
words, I make no claims for my study to have captured the SAM process as 
a whole; neither do I claim for its results to be representative for all the SAM 
projects that, so far, have been implemented in various locations in Sri 
Lanka’s coastal region.

Having said this, I want to emphasise that I do consider my study to be 
relevant outside the particular contexts in which I have conducted my field 
studies. Both Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna constitute fairly ‘typical’ coastal 
towns in Sri Lanka: highly dependent on tourism and with a variety of actors 
that are dependent on coastal natural resources for their livelihood. The fact 
that Sri Lanka’s coastline constitutes the most popular tourist attraction in 
the country means that there are many other towns and villages along the 
coast that face similar challenges. Moreover, many issues brought up in my 
work relate to the SAM strategy in general and can be related to other SAM 
sites as well; the importance to pay attention to the political-geographical 
dimension of SAM is certainly relevant for all SAM-sites.  

Anther delimitation I want to bring up is my choice to leave out the long-
standing ethnic conflict between the Singhalese and the Tamil population 
groups. While this conflict undoubtedly have had serious repercussions on 
the Sri Lankan society and the relationship between the state and civil soci-
ety I have opted not to address them. One reason for this is that the idea of 
local participation in coastal management practices bears limited resem-
blance to the demands from the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 
for greater autonomy from the Singhala-dominated central state. Moreover, 
the south-western part of Sri Lanka is strongly dominated by the Singhalese 
part of the population and, due to this, I have not been directly confronted 

3 This is partially due to practical circumstances. At the time of my field studies, the SAM-
project in Hikkaduwa had been finalised three years earlier and, moreover, had not continued 
on a permanent basis as envisioned in the SAM strategy. This, in combination with that only a 
few community organisations actually took part in the SAM project meant that is was not 
entirely easy to find community members that had experience from SAM. Some former par-
ticipants had moved out from the area, while others had not participated at all, or only briefly. 
Moreover, with respect to interviewees that had in fact participated in a SAM process, many 
could not recall exact details of the process, but tended to discuss them in more general terms. 
This, then, provided me with many insights regarding the workings of SAM in a more general 
sense, but not so much with details regarding the implementation and outcome of its various 
components.
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with its consequences to the degree I probably would have if both population 
groups had been present in my study area.  

Lastly, this thesis does not, to any great extent, bring up the aftermath of 
the tsunami disaster in December 2004. My final visit to Sri Lanka took 
place in December 2003 and the empirical material I have ends there. How-
ever, due to the magnitude of its consequences I have opted to include an 
overview of the effects of the tsunami and of the work that currently is going 
on to rebuild the coast. I also adress the aftermath of the tsunami in the final 
chapter, since I find the ongoing reconstruction of the coastal area highly 
relevant in relation to the efforts made within SAM to provide local actors 
with some degree of influence over the use and management of coastal land 
and natural resources.

Outline of the thesis 
The thesis consists of ten chapters. In this first chapter I have introduced the 
reader to the starting points for my analysis and to the issues that will be 
raised throughout the study. In chapter two, I discuss the theoretical perspec-
tives that inform my work. Here I discuss the theory and practice of local 
governance efforts and, furthermore, outline the particular perspective I use 
for my analysis of the SAM projects.  

Turning from theory to practice, chapter three is concerned with method 
and issues relating to the generating and analysis of my empirical material. 

Chapters four and five are largely descriptive in nature. In chapter four I 
give an introduction to Sri Lanka in general, to the coastal region in particu-
lar and to the coastal management programme that seeks to govern it. Chap-
ter five describes the SAM strategy in theory and practice. Here, an intro-
duction to the SAM strategy is followed by overviews of the three SAM 
sites that figure most prominently in the thesis, namely Hikkaduwa, Rekawa 
and Unawatuna. I also, to some extent, discuss the outcome of the SAM 
processes in these areas.    

The contents of chapters six to nine are based on my analysis of the em-
pirical material and bring up various issues that I argue can have a bearing 
on the role played by local actors in the SAM projects. Chapter six focuses 
specifically on the mobilising and organising component of SAM. Chapter 
seven analyses the ambiguity that seems to prevail with respect to the inter-
pretation and objective of participation. In chapter eight, I discuss the ways 
in which different actors are able to influence the SAM process. In the final 
empirical chapter, chapter nine, I focus specifically on the particularities of 
the tourism industry in relation to the SAM process.  

In chapter ten, finally, I summarise and discuss the main findings of my 
study. 
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2. Theoretical perspectives: participation, 
power and place 

The SAM strategy aims to bring about community participation in local 
coastal management practices by establishing collaborative coalitions – 
partnerships – between state agencies on different levels and various com-
munity actors. In this theoretical chapter I introduce and discuss the concepts 
of participation and partnership and outline the particular perspective that I 
use to understand and analyse Sri Lanka’s shift towards collaborative coastal 
management.

The chapter starts off with a brief retrospect of the ways in which notions 
of local participation have been used within the theory and practice of de-
velopment in the South. I also discuss motives for participation and means 
for how to achieve it, concluding that one of the most common ways to in-
clude local actors in political processes today is through the establishment of 
partnerships, by which a variety of state and non-state actors work together 
to achieve common goals.

Following from this more descriptive part of the chapter I move on to out-
line the particular perspective that I use to analyse the SAM projects. To 
begin with, and following Andrea Cornwall (2002), I argue that efforts to 
bring about increasing local participation can be thought of as a spatial prac-
tice, as an effort to create spaces, or arenas, for public engagement in politi-
cal processes that previously did not exist. I find this perspective particularly 
useful in that it renders visible the political dimension of participation, thus, 
opening up a range of questions relating to issues of power and difference.

From there I go on to outline my understanding of participation and part-
nerships as situated practice, emphasising the importance of analysing par-
ticipatory efforts in the socio-political contexts where they, literally, take 
place and that, as I will go on to illustrate, are bound to have a bearing on 
their outcome.  

Finally, due to the strong emphasis on the local level throughout the 
study, I explain my particular understanding of place. In doing this, and fol-
lowing geographer Doreen Massey (1994) I argue for a ‘global sense of 
place,’ a perspective that takes into consideration the uniqueness of place, 
yet sees it as constitutive of flows, relations and practices that operate on 
many different scales. 
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Local participation past and present: from radicalism to 
mainstream 
Notions of local participation within the field of development theory and 
practice in the South can be traced back to the early 1970s, when it was be-
coming increasingly evident that the early, post-war models for development 
were not quite delivering as intended (Adams, 2001, Cooke and Kothari, 
2001; Nelson and Wright, 1995). International institutions, foreign aid agen-
cies and governments in the North were being increasingly criticised for 
delivering ‘blueprints’ for economic growth that were top-down, hierarchical 
and technical in their character and therefore unable to make ‘people’ part of 
the development process. In this model for development, critics maintained, 
the people and societies that were to be developed were considered obstacles 
towards progressive social change rather than participants in development 
and, moreover, beset with few qualities that were considered valuable in the 
strive for progress and modernity (Adams, 2001; Agrawal and Gibson, 
1999). Only once development reached them, so these top-down models 
seemed to argue, would local people be able to become active citizens and 
participants in a modern economy and in the politics of the nation state (Nel-
son and Wright, 1995).  

As an alternative to these externally imposed formulas for development 
that frequently failed to deliver came suggestions for other ways to bring 
about development in poor countries, which took their starting point in the 
people that were to be ‘developed’ (Adams, 2001; Botchway, 2001: Mich-
ener et al., 1999; Nelson and Wright, 1995). These bottom-up strategies 
included proposals for greater inclusion of the ‘beneficiaries’ of develop-
ment, for ‘people-oriented development, ‘grass-roots development’, and for 
small-scale projects developed by or with local communities.  

These early calls for greater participation by “the people” and by “local 
communities’ came mainly from more radical forces in society (Mosse, 
2001). Progressive non-governmental organisations, radical academics and 
field activists emphasised the importance of people being able to define and 
choose their own development goals and to break free from the dependence 
on the state and international aid agencies as well as from the capitalistic 
development process as a whole (Mohan and Stokke, 2000; Nelson and 
Wright, 1995). In this way, early calls for local participation often made 
claims for self-help and self-reliance in opposition to, or independent from, 
the state (Botchway, 2001; Michener et al., 1999; Nelson and Wright, 1995).  

During the 1980s, calls for participation appeared from a completely dif-
ferent direction. At this time, the increasing influence of neo-liberal ideas 
brought about a partial withdrawal by the state from many previously state-
dominated spheres and, conversely, a greater involvement by civil society 
and the private sector (Desai and Imrie, 1998; Mohan and Stokke, 2000). 
Neo-liberal views also contributed to a view of the state as bloated, ineffi-
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cient and far too centralised, thus, constituting a barrier rather than a driving 
force in the development process (Adams, 2001). In this way, community 
participation came to be considered an (at least partial) alternative to the 
state. Although in this case, as argued by Cornwall (2002:11), community 
participation was “a matter of pragmatism rather than principle”, with cost-
sharing and compliance rather than empowerment and capacity-building 
serving as guiding principles.      

Towards the early 1990s, ideas about local participation had become 
firmly established within mainstream development theory and practice. An 
important reason behind this was the general adoption in the early 1990s of 
the concept of sustainable development and its urgent request to find local 
solutions to global problems (United Nations, 1993).  

The concept of sustainable development was first codified in a document 
prepared by the World Conservation Union (IUCN), titled the World Con-
servation Strategy, published in 1980 (Adams, 2001; IUCN, 1980). How-
ever, it was the 1987 report Our Common Future, by the World Commission 
on Environment and Development, and later on the United Nations Confer-
ence on Environment and Development (UNCED, more commonly known 
as the Earth Summit), that placed sustainable development firmly on top of 
the political agenda (Adams, 2001; Evans, 2004). The main output of the 
Earth Summit, the Agenda 21 document, strongly advocates local participa-
tion as a means by which to reach sustainable development, advocating as it 
does a combination of government decentralisation, devolution of responsi-
bility for natural resources to local communities, and community participa-
tion (Adams, 2001; Holmberg et al., 1993; United Nations, 1993). 

The adoption of sustainable development as a global goal also contributed 
to increasing attention being paid to the link between development and envi-
ronment. Indeed, at the core of sustainable development thinking is the no-
tion that development and environment are closely intertwined, the one ne-
cessitating and influencing the other, in positive as well as negative ways 
(World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Partially as a 
result of this, many development projects emanating from the North are 
geared towards natural resource management and towards finding a balance 
between environmental health and social and economic growth, almost 
unanimously with local participation as a means by which to achieve it.  

Today, then, the notion of sustainable development and local participation 
– especially with respect to natural resource management – are well estab-
lished on the political agenda, advocated and adhered to by the vast majority 
of international aid organisations, national governments and non-
governmental organisations (Adams, 2001; UNDP, 1993; World Bank, 
2001; Sewalanka, 2006; Government of Sri Lanka, 2002). In the next sec-
tion, I go into more detail regarding why this is so.  
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Motives for participation: efficiency and empowerment 
On its journey from margins to mainstream, participatory approaches have 
been advocated and implemented for a variety of reasons. In trying to distin-
guish between them it is common to make a distinction between participa-
tion as a means on the one hand, and as a goal on the other (Cleaver, 2001; 
Goulet, 1989; Michener, 1999; Parfitt, 2004; Pretty, 1995; Williams, 2004).  

In the first instance, where participation is regarded a means, the inclu-
sion of local actors is first and foremost considered a tool for improving a 
political process or a policy intervention, making it more efficient or perhaps 
less costly. It is, says Goulet (1989:166) simply considered “the best way of 
getting the job done […]”.  

In this understanding, local participation in natural resource management 
is a means by which to make people comply with rules and management 
strategies, the argument being that if people feel that they have had some 
degree of influence and ownership over the strategies employed they will be 
more inclined to support them (Nygren, 2005; Pretty, 1995). Local participa-
tion can also bring about management strategies that are more sensitive to 
local conditions, taking take into account locally specific knowledges, re-
sources and experiences (Baland and Platteau, 1996; Lowry et al., 1997b; 
1999; Vira and Jeffery, 2001). This, in turn, can provide multiple perspec-
tives to problem definition and problem solving and, in the end, contribute to 
more appropriate interventions (Holmes and Scoones, 2000; Sherlock et al.,
2004).  

In regarding participation as an end, on the other hand, the priorities be-
come different. Somewhat echoing the more radical rhetoric from the 1970s, 
participation as an end considers local participation to be important in its 
own right, with less attention being paid to its potential to deliver political 
results (Michener, 1998). Instead, more emphasis is placed on enhancing 
equity and on creating democratic institutions that can lay the foundation for 
inclusive and fair governance (Cornwall, 2002). In this perspective, the in-
clusion of local actors in the political sphere is understood as a democratic 
right and a process by which to empower people and to enhance their capac-
ity to influence and control their own lives and course of development 
within a range of spheres (Botchway, 2001; Cleaver, 2001; Cornwall, 2002; 
Nelson and Wright, 1995).  

In practice, the two perspectives rarely appear this clear-cut and participa-
tory efforts often include some degree of both (e.g. Cohen and Uphoff, 1980; 
Goulet, 1989); however, collaborative arrangements often do tend to lean 
more towards either one or the other.  

From this overview it becomes evident that greater inclusion of local ac-
tors in political processes are called upon for many different reasons. The 
same can be said about how it is to be achieved, that is, forms for participa-
tion. Here, one can detect a major difference between the 1970s and the pre-
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sent. For while early calls for participation emphasised self-reliance and the 
necessity for local people to break free from the detrimental power of the 
state and create their own path of development, current methods focus on the 
possibilities that will arise when local actors engage with the state. Conse-
quently, one of the most frequently used means by which to include local 
actors today is through the establishment of some form of collaborative ar-
rangement between the state and various local actors. This is also the organ-
isational form applied within the SAM projects and in the following I dis-
cuss it in some detail.

Towards local governance
The collaborative forms for governing that have appeared during the last few 
decades are commonly referred to as governance. And while governance is a 
term that holds different meanings in different contexts (see e.g. Durant, 
2004; Hewitt de Alcántara, 1998; Kjaer, 2004) my use of it builds on the 
following definition, as formulated by political scientist Gerry Stoker: 

The concept of governance […] directs attention to the distribution of power 
both internal and external to the state. Its focus is on the interdependence of 
governmental and non-governmental forces in meeting economic and social 
challenges. Governance is about governmental and non-governmental or-
ganisations working together. Its concern is with how the challenge of collec-
tive action is met and the issues and tensions associated with this shift in the 
pattern of governing (Stoker, 1997:10). 

Thus, while the more familiar concept of government refers to the formal 
political-administrative system in a country and a form of governing that is 
carried out by elected political leaders within the established institutions and 
structures of the state, governance entails a political process in which a range 
of state and non-state actors take part (Kjaer, 2004; Larsson, 2002; Stoker, 
1998).

I have found the concept of governance and the work related to it useful 
for my understanding of collaborative coastal management in Sri Lanka’s 
coastal management practices. Particularly useful has been the increasing 
attention paid to various forms of local governance. Studies of governance 
were previously primarily concerned with the new institutional forms for 
governing that emerged in urban areas in the early 1980s (Jones and Little, 
2000; Larsson, 2002; Rhodes, 1996). These urban-based collaborative ar-
rangements involved for the most part various forms of partnerships between 
the state and the private sector, particularly within the sphere of economic 
development.  

As of late, however, governance studies have come to include collabora-
tive arrangements also as they appear in a rural context (c.f. Jones and Little, 
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2000; Marsden and Murdoch, 1998; Syrett, 1997; Herbert-Cheshire, 2000; 
Davies, 2002; Evans, 2004; Sherlock, 2004). And while collaborative ar-
rangements in rural areas also involve a variety of state and non-state actors, 
they tend to differ somewhat from their urban counterparts. Above all, and 
as argued by Jones and Little (2000), the practice of governance in rural 
areas where the private sector often is smaller, has brought about more in-
clusive and broader types of organisational arrangements. These do not nec-
essarily exclude the private sector, but greater emphasis is commonly placed 
on the participation of various voluntary and non-governmental community 
groups. Indeed, and as in the case of Sri Lanka’s turn to collaborative coastal 
management, many local governance efforts aim specifically at involving 
local actors from the civil society or ‘the local community’ in a more general 
sense in political processes that previously were a concern mainly for the 
central state (c.f. Davies, 2002; Goodwin, 1998; Jones and Little, 2000; 
Marsden and Murdoch, 1998; White and Samarakoon, 1994). 

A common means by which local governance is carried out in practice is 
through the establishment of partnerships (Borrini-Feyerabend, 2000; Ed-
wards et al., 2001; Larsson, 2002; Lind, 2004; Murdoch and Abram, 1998; 
Nunan, 2006; Sherlock et al., 2004; Shortall and Schucksmith, 2001). This is 
the organisational model adhered to also within the SAM projects and in the 
following I describe it in some detail.  

Local governance through partnerships 
In a general sense, partnerships as institutional forms for local governance 
can be looked upon as voluntary coalitions that include a wide range of ac-
tors, typically coming from the public, civil and private sectors (although not 
necessarily all three of them) (see e.g. Kjaer, 2004; Larsson, 2002; West-
holm et al., 1999; Scott, 2004). Furthermore, and as is the case with respect 
to the SAM projects, partnerships are often considered a suitable means by 
which to bring in local actors into a political process from which they were 
previously more or less excluded (see e.g. Edwards et al., 2001; Murdoch 
and Abram, 1998; Shortall and Schucksmith, 2001). 

The formation of a partnership rests on the idea that, in bringing together 
a range of actors from different spheres of society, this will enable them to 
pool their resources and accomplish more than what they would have been 
able to do on their own (Edwards et al., 2001). Moreover, it is considered a 
way to make actors come together to negotiate, compromise and, perhaps 
most importantly, to build consensus around issues where many different 
interests and wills might be at play (Borrini-Feyerabend, 2000; Edwards et 
al., 1999; Hewitt de Alcántara, 1998, Johnson and Wilson, 2000). 

For this collaboration between a range of actors to come about depends 
on a number of different circumstances. In a study of EU-initiated partner-
ship formations in Ireland, Kearney et al. (1994) finds that for a partnership 
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to work out as intended requires: “a shared desire to work towards common 
objectives, a high level of mutual trust, a willingness to cooperate, share 
responsibility, accept accountability and, where necessary, to alter the pre-
vailing administrative structures (Kearney et al., 1994; see also Borrini-
Feyerabend, 2000; Syrett, 1997). Another prerequisite is the existence of a 
wide variety of locally based organisations that can become involved in the 
partnership (Syrett, 1997; Westholm, 1999a). 

Finally, a well-functioning partnership depends on, indeed, rest upon the 
idea of, some degree of sharing of control and authority among its partici-
pants (Goodwin, 1998; Larsson, 2002; Stoker, 1998, 1997). In his definition 
of governance referred to previously, Stoker emphasises that it ‘directs atten-
tion to the distribution of power both internal and external to the state’ 
(Stoker 1997:10, my emphasis). For this distribution of power to come about 
requires a change in steering methods, away from the state authority that 
stems from the formal political system and towards “new ‘light-touch’ forms 
of government” (Stoker, 1998:24). Within a partnership, the most important 
task for the state on different levels is to act as a catalyst, to identify key 
stakeholders and work on their interrelationship and, in general, to take on 
the role of facilitators and coordinators (Stoker, 1998; White and Samara-
koon, 1994).  

This shift in power, from the exercise of state authority to collaboration 
between many different actors, is commonly described as a shift in the way 
that power is exercised: from ‘power over’ to ‘power to’ and in the follow-
ing I describe this shift in some detail.  

From ‘power over’ to ‘power to’ 
A shift in power relations between actors is often described as a crucial pre-
requisite for a collaborative arrangement aimed at increasing local influence 
to succeed (Nelson and Wright 1995; Kapoor, 2000). Indeed, what Stoker 
refers to as “the distribution of power” between state and non-state actors is 
what governance is all about (Stoker, 1997:19).  

This distribution of power, or shift in power relations, that – ideally – 
takes place in a process from government to governance is often described 
as a shift in what geographer John Allen (2003b:96) refers to as ‘conceptions 
of power’, from power over to power to (c.f. Agnew, 1999; Goodwin, 1998; 
Larsson, 2002; Lovin et al., 2004; Nelson and Wright, 1995; Stone, 1989). 
Or, as Goodwin (1998:10) puts it, as “being a matter of social production 
rather than social control”.

Power over in this understanding illustrates the way in which power is 
exercised by the state within the formal political system. Within this system 
power can be conceived of as being held by the state and exercised in a top 
down, authoritative manner, enabling the state to gain and maintain control 
over its territory and the various processes and people it holds (Allen, 1997). 
In this instrumental conception, power is conceived of as a tool for domina-
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tion and constraint, exercised with the purpose of controlling the actions and 
will of others (Allen 2003b; Agnew, 1999). In this understanding, power is 
seen as coercive and negative in nature; using Allen’s words it is ‘exercised 
at someone else’s expense, excluding them or putting them in their place in 
ways that constrain’ (Allen 2003a:5). 

Unlike power exercised by the state in an authoritative manner as de-
scribed above, power exercised within a collaborative process is seen as 
positive in its nature. (Allen, 2003a; 2003b). The phrase power to implies a 
process based upon mutual action whereby of groups of actors work together 
to accomplish common goals and with the potential to bring about empow-
erment and enablement (Allen 2003b:96). This associational form of power 
can be considered simply as a means to an end, as an effect produced 
through the actions of people or institutions pooling their resources – con-
structing networks (partnerships) – to secure certain outcomes that will 
benefit all those taking part (Allen, 2003b:98-99; Edwards et al., 2001).  

In this way, and as stated by Allen, associational power is not preoccu-
pied with “bending the will of others”, but more so with “the formation of a 
common will” (Allen, 2003a:123). ‘Power to’ results from negotiations be-
tween a range of actors where no one is seen as superior and where all those 
taking part in the process can benefit in some way. 

Political implications of local governance 
So far in this chapter I have presented a fairly straightforward, or rather per-
haps ideal, view of what governing through partnerships entails. Terms such 
as collaboration, participation, consensus and ‘power to’, bring with them a 
notion of political neutrality and pragmatism, of actors working together 
under equal terms to achieve common goals, and of a process that operates 
above and beyond the usual political quarrel. Indeed, one might argue that it 
is this perceived political neutrality that makes up for much of the attractive-
ness of partnerships as a form of governing (Larsson, 2002; Syrett, 1997; 
Westholm, 1999a).  

However, while partnerships build upon notions of equality, openness and 
collaboration, and while this might indeed be a goal when establishing them, 
this is not necessarily how they turn out in practice. On the contrary, as indi-
cated in Stoker’s definition of governance quoted earlier, and as exemplified 
by the problems related to the implementation of SAM in Sri Lanka that I 
brought up in the previous chapter, there are many challenges, issues and 
tensions associated with a shift from government to governance and from 
state centrism to increasing local participation. In the following, I address 
some of them further.  

A first issue that arises when considering the practice of local governance 
is related to representativity, that is, which sections of a community take part 
in a participatory process and whose interests they represent.  
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While, in theory, a local partnership often holds an ambition to include all 
sections of a community, this is not necessarily taking place in practice. On 
the contrary, several studies point out that individuals and groups in a par-
ticular locality differ substantially from each other with respect to the likeli-
hood of them taking part in a collaborative effort (Johnson and Wilson, 
2000; Westholm, 1999b). A study of the governance of common pool re-
sources in Nepal, Agrawal and Gupta (2005) illustrate how the economically 
and socially better-off in a community, as well as those with political con-
nections with government officials, are more likely to participate in envi-
ronmental decentralisation programmes. Similarly, in a study of rural devel-
opment in the UK, Jones and Little (2000:178) point to that “it is often the 
more disempowered sections of the community that are excluded, while 
more articulate sectors can find a place in the process”.  

Thus, while a partnership aimed at including local communities might 
strive for representation from all sectors of a community, in reality this 
might be difficult to achieve.  

In addition, it can of course also be the case that a partnership does, in 
fact, not aim to include all sections of a community, and that certain groups 
or individuals are considered particularly important to include (c.f. Corn-
wall, 2002).

The issue of representativity and of whom from the community partici-
pates matters for several reasons. One has to do with the legitimacy of a 
partnership. “The exercise of power needs to be legitimate”, argues Stoker in 
his discussion of governance (1998:20). This is, not least, important from a 
practical, or pragmatic, perspective since “[…] to be effective in the long run 
power holders must be seen to be legitimate”, (Stoker, 1998:20). However, 
while the traditional form of government derives its legitimacy from elective 
democracy and accountability, there is no similar ‘legitimating framework’ 
in which the public can evaluate a system of governance. This is important 
since, without legitimacy in the eyes of the public, it will be difficult to gain 
the necessary public support for and commitment to the decisions taken. It 
might also be difficult to continue the governance effort on a long-term basis 
(Syrett, 1997). One way to gain this legitimacy with respect to local partner-
ships is to ensure a broadly based partnership that incorporates a wide range 
of local actors and interests.

The issue of who participates is important also from a democratic point of 
view. As pointed out by Stoker (1998) partnerships are often driven by self-
interest and, consequently, are under no obligation to take into consideration 
the concerns of the community at large, unless specifically stipulated. This is 
in contrast to the state who, at least in theory, is supposed to take the public 
interest into consideration and, in doing this, stands as a guarantee against 
special and/or powerful interests in society. In view of this, a partnership 
that incorporates a wide variety of local actors can ensure that all interests 
are taken into consideration. It can also stop powerful groups in a locality 
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from becoming more influential, while the exclusion of poorer or otherwise 
resource-poor groups from decision-making spheres continue or even in-
crease (Shortall and Schucksmith, 2001).  

Another issue relating to collaborative forms for governing concerns the 
negotiating process that takes place within a partnership. While strategies for 
participation frequently emphasise the importance of equality between the 
participating actors in terms of authority and control this is not necessarily 
easy to bring about in practice (Leach et al., 1999; Cornwall, 2002). Indeed, 
different actors often differ substantially from each other with respect to 
their ability and capacity to voice their opinions and, more importantly, ac-
tually be listened to (Leach et al., 1999; Syrett, 1997). Gender, class, caste, 
knowledge, material assets, social and economic status and political connec-
tions are only some of the factors that are likely to have a bearing on any 
negotiation process (Cornwall, 2002; Leach et al., 1999). In this way, and as 
I will go on to discuss below, the power relations that almost inevitably pre-
vail in other spaces are likely to be reproduced within the partnership 
(Cornwall, 2002; Nunan, 2006; Nygren, 2005).  

Particularly important in this respect is perhaps the role of the state. De-
spite calls for a sharing of authority within partnerships and for the state to 
take on a less dominant role, many studies point to that this does not neces-
sarily come about easily. On the contrary, and due to its possession of formal 
legitimacy and greater access to expertise, money, time and other types of 
resources, it is quite common for the state to continue to steer the process 
(Edwards et al., 2001; Larsson, 2002).  

It might also be the case that the implementation of local governance ef-
forts do not in fact, aim to bring about a shift in power, as scholars con-
cerned with the practice of governmentality would argue (Edwards et al.,
2001; Herbert-Cheshire, 2000; Mackinnon, 2000; Murdoch, 1997; see also 
White, 1996; Pretty, 1995; Pretty and Scoones, 1995). In this perspective, 
calls for community participation are not an expression of a genuine effort 
by governments to distribute or to some degree decentralise power to local 
civil society. Rather, it constitutes a new technique by which governments 
seek to maintain, or gain, control over people and territory. Says White 
(1996:7) with respect to local participation: “Incorporation, rather than ex-
clusion, is often the best means of control”. 

From the discussion above, it becomes evident that partnerships are not 
necessarily the apolitical, neutral forms for governing that they sometimes 
are portrayed as, but are in fact highly political to their nature. While this is 
in no way an argument against using partnerships as a form for governing, it 
does indicate that, in order to better understand the workings and possible 
consequences of a partnership, it is necessary to acknowledge and take into 
account its political dimension.

In the final part of this chapter I outline a perspective that can contribute 
to a more insightful and realistic understanding of collaborative forms for 
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governing, one that emphasises the political nature of local governance ef-
forts and the importance of analysing them in the particular contexts in 
which they are implemented.  

A political-geographical perspective on local 
governance
My understanding of the political dimension of participation and partner-
ships builds upon a spatial perspective that takes issues of power and differ-
ence into account. Following Andrea Cornwall (2002), I find that efforts to 
bring about local participation can be conceived of as a spatial practice; as 
an act of creating, or producing, space:

Efforts to engage participation can be thought of as creating spaces where 
there were previously none, about making room for different opinions to be 
heard where previously there were very limited opportunities for public in-
volvement, and about enabling people to occupy spaces that were previously 
denied to them. The act of participating can be seen as bringing spaces to life 
as well as carving out new spaces and creating new social forms with their 
own momentum and impetus. Spaces for participation can be thought of, 
then, in abstract terms as the ways in which opportunities for engagement 
might be conceived or perceived and, more concretely, in terms of the actual 
sites that are entered and animated by citizens (Cornwall, 2002:2). 

In this way, then, and largely following the thinking of Henri Lefebvre 
(1991), Cornwall understands the spaces that appear through efforts to en-
gage local participation as socially produced spaces, created with the pur-
pose of providing an arena for public engagement in the political sphere 
(Cornwall, 2002; see also Williams, 2004).  

To my mind, an understanding of participatory efforts as a way of pro-
ducing spaces is helpful above all because it draws attention to the power 
relations that inevitably permeate and produce them (Cornwall, 2002; Wil-
liams, 2004). Thus, while the concept of partnership rests on the possibility 
to create an arena for social action where the ‘rules of the game’ in terms of 
relationships between actors are different, an understanding of participation 
as a spatial practice illustrates the difficulties that are associated with such 
an ambition. Even though practitioners of participation may seek to create 
arenas where actors come together to negotiate and discuss on equal terms, 
this is not necessarily feasible: “Official” spaces for participation do not 
exist in isolation from social and power relations that appear in other, “unof-
ficial’ spaces or “the spaces of everyday life” (Cornwall, 2002:7; see also 
Nygren, 2005; White, 1996). In other words, any participatory effort is 
bound to be shaped and influenced by the social and power relations of 
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which they inevitably are both a part of and, to different degrees, also aim to 
challenge (Johnson and Wilson, 2000; Nuna, 2006; White, 1996).  

The political-geographical perspective I use for my study of the SAM 
projects also emphasises the importance of understanding and analysing 
such a process in relation to the particular contexts in which it is imple-
mented. This I will go on to discuss in the following. 

Local participation as “situated practice” 
The shift towards local governance has led to the (re) emergence of the local 
level, often in terms of local communities, as an important arena for political 
action and mobilisation. Similar to the concepts of participation and partner-
ship, the concept of community in current political rhetoric is imbued with 
positive qualities that supposedly will enable and facilitate local political 
action. A wealth of studies point to how many local governance efforts tend 
to “essentialise and romanticise the local” (Mohan and Stokke, 2000:249) 
and, in doing this, base their strategies for participation on assumptions re-
garding the character and interests of ‘local communities’ and ‘local people’, 
rather than on thorough contextual analysis of specific places (Adams, 2001; 
Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Cornwall, 2002; 
Leach et al., 1999; Guijit and Shah, 1998; Nygren, 2005; Johnson and Wil-
son, 2000; Williams, 2004; Stirrat, 1996; Syrett, 1997).  

One of the most common assumptions made, argue Agrawal and Gibson 
(1999), is that of the community being relatively homogeneous with respect 
to its internal social structure:  

Typically, observers assume communities to be groups of similarly endowed 
(in terms of assets and incomes), relatively homogeneous households who 
possess common characteristics in relation to ethnicity, religion, caste, or 
language. [...] Such homogeneity is assumed to further cooperative solutions, 
reduce hierarchical and conflictual interactions, and promote better resource 
management (Agrawal and Gibson 1999:634). 

This, what Agrawal and Gibson (1999; see also Cleaver, 2001) refer to as 
‘mythical’ image of communities and of the people that inhabit them has 
implications both for the design of local governance strategies and their out-
comes. With respect to the former, it can contribute to the ‘apolitical’ per-
spective on local governance efforts that I have mentioned previously and 
that tend to make the implementation of a partnership based on notions of 
collaboration, mutual goals and consensual decision-making seem relatively 
straightforward, or at the very least achievable. It can also contribute to a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach, where strategies that have been successful in 
one place are assumed to work in other places as well.  
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With respect to the outcome of local governance strategies, idealised ac-
counts of community tends to mask or downplay the socio-political differen-
tiation and fragmentation that almost inevitably exist in a particular place, 
with the consequence that local social inequalities and power relations are 
downplayed or ignored and possibly also reinforced (Agrawal and Gibson, 
1999; Cornwall, 2002; Johnson and Wilson, 2000; Nygren, 2005). It is also 
the case, as argued by Mohan and Stokke (2002; see also Davies, 2002), that 
an idealised vision of ‘the local’ as a discrete entity can contribute to a fail-
ure to take into account broader economic and political forces that are bound 
to influence any effort to include local actors in political processes. 

The tendency, to paraphrase Mohan and Stokke (2000:247), to “essential-
ise and romanticise the local” has brought about increasing calls, not least 
from geographers, for a more insightful analysis and understanding of the 
local level, one that is able to take into consideration the heterogeneity, the 
patterns of social differentiation and the political fragmentation that are 
likely to persist in any given locality (Cornwall, 2002; Davies, 2002; Ho-
nadle, 1999; Mohan and Stokke, 2000; Nunan, 2006; Nightingale, 2003; 
Nygren, 2005). 

In this respect, Cornwall (2002) suggests an understanding of participa-
tory efforts as situated practice (Cornwall, 2002:29):   

Treating participation as situated practice calls for approaches that locate 
spaces for participation in the places in which they occur, framing their pos-
sibilities with reference to actual political, social, cultural and historical par-
ticularities, rather than idealized notions of democratic practice (Cornwall, 
2002:29). 

Thus, participation as situated practice highlights the importance of analys-
ing participatory efforts in relation to the actual sites of implementation. It 
implies taking into consideration cultural, economic, political and historical 
circumstances in the “the lived spaces in which participation takes place” 
(Cornwall, 2002:1; see also Honadle, 1999), that is, in Hikkaduwa and Un-
awatuna and all the other towns and villages along the Sri Lankan coast in 
which SAM projects have been implemented in the past or will be in the 
future.

However, in emphasising the importance of contextual analysis, it is im-
portant not to let this turn into some form of “place-fetishism” (see Massey, 
1994); indeed, understanding participation as situated practice implies in fact 
a move away from the place-fetishism that, as I have illustrated previously in 
the chapter, often seem to underpin calls for community participation and 
local governance. In the final part of this theoretical chapter I discuss how ‘a 
global sense of place’ can contribute to an understanding of the complex 
settings in which local governance efforts, literally, takes place.  
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The heterogeneity of place 
I have found geographer Doreen Massey’s work highly relevant for my un-
derstanding of place and for my analysis of the SAM projects. In her effort 
to escape what she sees as idealised and reactionary notions of place in terms 
of coherent and homogeneous communities (Massey, 1994; see also Agnew, 
1987; Cater and Jones, 1989), Massey (1994) argues instead for “a global 
sense of place”, which focuses on the social dimensions of place.  

This, what Massey (1994) refers to as a “progressive” understanding of 
place, acknowledges firstly that any place is imbued with internal differ-
ences between groups and individuals, a view emphasised by many other 
scholars that study local governance efforts (see e.g. Agrawal and Gibson, 
1999; Cornwall, 2002; Nygren, 2005; Syrett, 1997). Thus, any place is likely 
to hold its own particular pattern of social differentiation, political fragmen-
tation and unequal power relations.  

A second aspect of Massey’s global sense of place is the acknowledge-
ment that these particular internal structures (in terms of social and political 
patterns) that a place is made up of are not primarily a result of internal 
processes. On the contrary, place can be considered as being constitutive of 
flows, relations, and practices that operate on many different scales (see also 
Merrifield 1993; Davies, 2002). Says Massey: 

[…] what gives a place its specificity is not some long internalised history 
but the fact that it is constructed out of a particular constellation of social re-
lations, meeting and weaving together at a particular locus. […] Instead then, 
of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around, they can be imagined 
as articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings, 
but where a large proportion of those relations, experiences and understand-
ings are constructed on a far larger scale than what happen to define for that 
moment as that place itself […] (Massey, 1994:154).   

In this way, the uniqueness of place stems from a certain mixture of wider as 
well as more local social relations (Massey, 1994).  

A third point to be made with respect to a global sense of place is that it 
becomes difficult to envision a single sense of place. On the contrary, any 
given place is likely to take on different meanings by different people. For 
instance, while Hikkaduwa can be said to have its very own particular char-
acter, different groups and individuals also attach it with different meanings. 
This, according to Massey, is due to the fact that every place holds a certain 
internal structure; individuals and groups occupy different positions within 
any place, no matter how seemingly homogeneous it is (Massey, 1994).  

Having outlined the theoretical framework within which I understand and 
analyse Sri Lanka’s turn to collaborative coastal management I turn now to 
discuss some of the more practical aspects of my study.  
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3. Methodology 

Having outlined the theoretical perspective for my thesis I turn now to issues 
of methodology. The purpose of this chapter is to account for the choices I 
have made in carrying out my analysis of Sri Lanka’s coastal management 
process. In doing this I discuss my choice of field study areas and research 
methods. I also discuss different aspects of the process of collection and 
subsequent analysis of empirical material, which includes interviews and 
also various types of written material. 

My analysis of local participation in Sri Lanka’s coastal management 
process rests on two types of empirical material: semi-structured interviews 
and document studies. The interviews have provided me with views and 
insights from people that have hands-on experience from one or several 
SAM projects. Various types of policy-, planning-, and research documents 
have provided me with the ‘official’ interpretation of what the SAM strategy 
entails and of the outcome of various SAM projects.  

Choice of field study areas
SAM projects in Sri Lanka, under the auspices of the Coast Conservation 
Department4, have been implemented during two different periods.5 When I 
first started my doctoral studies in Sri Lanka, in 1999, the initial two pilot 
projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa had been concluded a few years earlier, 
towards the end of 1996. At this time, there was also a second phase of SAM 
projects still in the planning stage. This second phase was due to be imple-
mented in 2000, in seven different coastal locations, over the course of five 
years.  

My original ambition was to study the SAM projects in both Hikkaduwa 
and Rekawa. However, due to time constraints I had to concentrate on only 
one of them and I chose Hikkaduwa for several reasons. One was purely 
practical in that, being one of Sri Lanka’s oldest and most established tourist 
areas, it is possible to get by fairly well using English. This would enable me 

4 The Special Area Management strategy has also been used by other government depart-
ments, for instance the Central Environmental Authority and the Sri Lanka Board of Invest-
ment. I have  not studied any of these projects. 
5 I will go into more detail regarding the institutional framework for the implementation of 
SAM in Sri Lanka in chapter 5. 
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to carry out a substantial part of my work without having to make use of an 
interpreter, something that I considered highly valuable. Another important 
reason was that the SAM process in Hikkaduwa was to be revived as part of 
the second round of SAM projects and I found it interesting to be able to 
study the “second generation” of this project in the same area. Finally, since 
I am interested in the phenomenon of international tourism in developing 
countries, I found Hikkaduwa, one of Sri Lanka’s most well established 
tourist destinations, to be the ideal place to work in.  

Rekawa is to some degree included in the study, although not on a first 
hand basis; I have not visited Rekawa or made any interviews with people 
living and/or working in this area. However, several government officials 
and consultants that I have interviewed have been involved in both Hik-
kaduwa and Rekawa SAM projects and in talking with me about the SAM 
projects they have drawn on their experiences from both areas. Moreover, 
much of the written material that makes up the empirical material covers 
Rekawa as well. For instance, many of the ‘lessons learned’ brought up in 
the 1997 and 2004 coastal zone Management plan are based on experiences 
from Hikkaduwa and Rekawa. Similarly, many project reports are based on 
SAM planning experiences from both places.  

In order to capture the ’second generation’ of SAM planning in Sri Lanka 
I have also conducted fieldwork in the town of Unawatuna, although not as 
extensively as in Hikkaduwa. The SAM project in Unawatuna was initiated 
along with six others in 2000 and in order to let it gain some momentum 
before conducting interviews I did not visit Unawatuna until my final visit to 
Sri Lanka, in November-December 2003.   

Even at this time, however, the project had not come as far as I had 
hoped. Local government officials were only then getting introduced to and 
involved in the SAM process and only a few community groups had become 
involved in the planning process. This situation, in combination with time 
constraints on my part, made it impossible to conduct a thorough study of 
the SAM process in Unawatuna. Thus, I use the insights gained from these 
interviews mainly in a comparative sense to further highlight and exemplify 
certain phenomenon. 

The interview study
In order to capture the SAM projects from the perspective of the partici-
pants, interviews have been my evident method of choice. The interview 
study has taken place during the course of five visits to Sri Lanka between 
November 1999 and December 2003, totalling close to seven months. All in 
all, I have interviewed approximately 60 people that either were involved in 
the SAM process at the time of the interview, or had previously been in-
volved in one or both of the initial pilot SAM projects conducted in Hik-
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kaduwa and Rekawa. Several interviewees have experience from both past 
and present periods of SAM projects.

I have also interviewed a number of local actors that turned out not to be 
familiar with the SAM process, or alternatively, were familiar with it but had 
not participated. Their views have nevertheless proven valuable for my un-
derstanding of the socio-political context in the SAM sites. Furthermore, the 
fact that they were not involved and sometimes did not know about the SAM 
process at all might perhaps be considered a result in itself.  

In addition to the interviews, I have also learned much from numerous, 
more informal, conversations with residents in Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna 
over the course of my visits to Sri Lanka.  

As mentioned initially, the interviews have been semi-structured to their 
character. In general I have strived to make the conversation revolve around 
the issues that I was particularly interested in, while also leaving space for 
the interviewee to speak freely so as to enable them to bring up matters they 
considered to be important. The interview guide that has accompanied me 
during interviews contained the broad topics I wanted to bring up with each 
interviewee, but within each subject area the conversations have varied be-
tween interviewees. The questions have also varied somewhat depending on 
the position held by the interviewee within SAM. As a result, the exact same 
questions have not been asked to everyone, although they do revolve around 
similar topics. 

Selecting interviewees 
In selecting interviewees I have practiced what Patton (2002) refers to as 
purposeful sampling. The guiding principle has been to interview people in 
different positions and on different levels that have some form of experience 
of SAM in Sri Lanka. In following this principle I have strived to end up 
with information-rich cases (Patton, 2002: see also Holme & Solvang, 1997; 
Palander, 2006), that is, interviewees with a great deal of experience regard-
ing the issues raised in the study.  

In order to somewhat delimit the number of interviews I have strived to 
approach the interviewees not as individuals, but as representatives for the 
particular organisation or department that they belong to. This seemed to me 
to be a legitimate approach given that the SAM strategy is based upon or-
ganisations, not individuals, taking part in the process.  

I have also first and foremost looked to interview people that have held or 
presently hold positions of responsibility in respective organisation or gov-
ernment department. This has, however, not always been possible. In several 
instances, particularly with respect to community-based organisations, for-
mer chairpersons have not been possible to get a hold of. Moreover, several 
people have taken part in the SAM process not as representatives for a par-
ticular organisation, but as individuals. Finally, and as mentioned above, 
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several community members, in Hikkaduwa as well as in Unawatuna, had 
never been involved in the SAM process in the first place. As a result, many 
of the local actors I have interviewed have not been members in any organi-
sation.

In locating potential interviewees, the SAM plans for Hikkaduwa and 
Rekawa turned out to be valuable sources of information. These two docu-
ments contain lists of people – government officials, researchers, consultants 
and representatives for local organisations – that have taken part in the SAM 
process and in the formulation of the management plan. These initial inter-
viewees were then able to refer me to other people that have been or were 
currently involved in a SAM project and that could prove valuable to talk to, 
an approach often referred to as snowball sampling (c.f. Patton, 2002).  

With respect to the number of interviews conducted, I have not had a cer-
tain number in mind. My decision to interview people holding positions of 
responsibility placed certain constraints on the number of interviews, as did 
the limited time I was able to spend in Sri Lanka. With these constraints in 
mind, I have strived to meet with a wide variety of actors, so as to gain an 
in-depth understanding of SAM, based on views from actors from different 
spheres and holding different positions. 

The interviewees
A first group of interviewees consist of people that live and/or work in Hik-
kaduwa and Unawatuna. They include hotel, guesthouse and restaurant op-
erators, glass bottom boat operators, fishermen and tour guides. I have cho-
sen to speak with them either because they have an explicit affiliation to a 
local organisation and/or because they, in accordance with the SAM strat-
egy, are pointed out as a stakeholder in terms of their occupation and/or their 
residence in the community where SAM is introduced.  

A second group of interviewees consist of local or regional government 
representatives and representatives for the local authorities. With respect to 
both of these groups, I have strived to meet with individuals that hold posi-
tions of responsibility and, furthermore, have experience from the SAM 
process.

A third group of people consists of national government officials and pro-
ject consultants. They include present and former department directors, head 
planners, researchers and project leaders and they generally hold positions of 
responsibility and authority within past and/or present Special Area Man-
agement projects.  

I have chosen to keep all interviewees anonymous in the sense that I only 
refer to them in the text with a general title and a number. The title and 
number refer to an interview list where all interviewees remain anonymous 
in the sense that their names and exact titles are not revealed. However, in 
the interview list I do describe them in more detail with respect to the differ-
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ent positions they have held, insofar as I consider it relevant in relation to 
this study. This is because several interviewees have held many different 
positions that relates to the coastal management process. So for instance a 
person might first have been a government official while later on working as 
a consultant or project leader. 

Interviewing in practice 
In conducting interviews I most often made use of a tape recorder. For my 
part it made the interview situation easier and more relaxed, in that I could 
focus more on the actual conversation as opposed to frantically writing 
things down. The presence of a tape recorder did not seem to present a prob-
lem to the interviewees and only once, by a hotel director in Hikkaduwa, 
was I denied making use of it.

On a few occasions the use of a tape recorder was impossible for practical 
reasons. This was sometimes the case when talking to people on the beach, 
when wind and waves overpowered the conversation, or in busy guesthouses 
with much people around. In those cases, I took more extensive notes that I 
rewrote as soon as possible following the interview.  

All interviews took place in peoples’ workplaces, albeit under very dif-
ferent circumstances. Discussions with consultants and national government
officials took place in Colombo, in headquarters and comfortable air-
conditioned offices. These interviews were usually conducted behind closed 
office doors with the only interruption consisting of tea being served or the 
occasional breakdown of the air conditioning system. Since English is 
widely used within the national government sector, I was able to conduct 
these interviews without the use of an interpreter and I rarely, if ever, ex-
perienced that we had a problem understanding each other, or that the inter-
viewees felt uncomfortable speaking English with me. This group also in-
cluded a few people that had English as their native language.  

Similar conditions as mentioned above applied also when interviewing di-
rectors and/or owners of the larger hotels in Hikkaduwa.  

Interviews with regional and local government representatives and local 
authorities took place in their respective offices in Galle, Hikkaduwa and 
Unawatuna. I found this group of actors to be the most difficult to interview 
and, with a few exceptions, I do not believe I succeeded very well. Above 
all, my language shortcomings turned out to be a major obstacle to an extent 
that I had not anticipated. I quickly came to realise that English was (for the 
most part) not an option, and that I would need to work with an interpreter 
so as to be able to carry out the interviews in Singhala. And while this 
worked fairly well on some occasions, the use of an interpreter often turned 
out to be a rather delicate matter. Since most people speak some English 
there was always the option of actually sticking to English and simply try to 
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make the best of if. Under these circumstances, when the interviewee chose 
to continue in English, I found it quite awkward to suggest the use of the 
interpreter, thereby basically implying that ‘Sir\Madam, I did not understand 
a word of what you just said to me’.  

Furthermore, both the interpreter and me often had the feeling that the in-
terviewee did not feel comfortable with the interpreter’s presence and\or felt 
uncomfortable about the fact that they could not quite master English.6 We 
found no way around this and simply tried to deal with it as best as possible, 
mainly through making as little fuss as possible over the language issue and 
get on with the interview. 

Lack of time turned out to be a second constraining factor when meeting 
with this group of actors. As was often pointed out to me, government offi-
cials on the local level are extremely busy with a heavy workload and with 
many different matters on their agenda. As a result, to spend even half an 
hour with a foreign lady asking somewhat probing questions about a matter 
with which they sometimes were not quite familiar, or did not prioritise, 
seemed, in my experience, to be considered somewhat of a nuisance to them. 
I soon came to realise that I was expected to ask direct and to the point ques-
tions and I tried to adapt my interview guide as best as possible to these cir-
cumstances. This, however, brought about a rather different kind of inter-
view than what I had originally hoped for.  

Finally, and constituting the biggest dilemma with respect to this group of 
actors, was that on several occasions I was simply denied an interview. This 
was motivated either by lack of time or by lack of knowledge regarding the 
issues I wanted to address. So, for example, I was not able to meet with one 
of the two Divisional Secretaries that presided during the initial SAM project 
in Hikkaduwa. Neither was I able to interview the present Divisional Secre-
tary in Hikkaduwa or Unawatuna (Habaraduwa). Both claimed that they had 
very little knowledge of this project and so would not be able to answer my 
questions. At best, perhaps this can be considered a result in itself. 

The obvious consequence of these difficulties is that the study largely 
lacks the perspective of local authorities and local government officials. This 
is highly unfortunate since these actors have an important role to play within 
the SAM process; it is the local government officials, together with actors 
from the local civil society, that are to become responsible for continuing the 
SAM process on a permanent basis. Moreover, locally elected authorities 
have in many cases been strongly opposed to the idea of local community 
actors gaining influence over issues that they, the local authorities, feel 
should come under their authority. Thus, their views and opinions regarding 

6 The interpreter suggested that this might be due to the position held by the government 
official versus her assumed position as a ‘common’ person. Government personnel generally 
have a high status in the Sri Lankan society and the fact that the interpreter (a native Sri 
Lankan and a woman at that) came to their office in the company of a foreign lady and mas-
tered the English language to perfection could be regarded as hierarchy turned on its head. 
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the SAM process and local participation in general would have been highly 
valuable to include. In the end, and while initially planning for a chapter 
specifically addressing the local political context, I have opted to include 
some of the material I do have from this group of actors in other chapters as 
they relate to the topics raised.

Interviews with local community actors – fishermen, guesthouse and res-
taurant owners, glass bottom boat drivers and tourist guides – for the most 
part took place under the shadow of a palm tree or a veranda ceiling, usually 
during a break in their daily work. When talking to this group of people, I 
sometimes experienced similar problems of language constraints and lack of 
time as just described above. However, here it turned out to be less of a di-
lemma. In general this group of people, with the exception of fishermen, are 
more knowledgeable in English since many of them work within the tourism 
sector.

With respect to fishermen (in some cases also glass-bottom boat opera-
tors) they spoke for the most part very little English, however, neither the 
interpreter nor I conceived of it as a problem. In general these interviews 
were very informal; we could laugh at our misunderstandings and communi-
cation problems and the presence of an interpreter did not seem to make 
anyone uncomfortable. This, in turn, made it much easier to go back and 
forth between Singhala and English as we found it necessary.  

With respect to time, I could never quite get around the feeling of being 
an intruder who was disturbing people in their daily work. However, since 
this group of people was easier to approach I could partially deal with the 
time constraint through meeting with people on several and shorter occa-
sions during the course of my stays.  

Analysing and interpreting the interview material 
According to Ely et al. (1997), analytical and interpretational processes are 
tightly interwoven, often working in tandem in the construction of meaning. 
However, the authors also distinguish the two practices from each other, 
describing analysis as the process where the material is read, reread, coded 
and categorised, and interpretation as “drawing meanings from the analysed 
data and attempting to see these in some larger context” (Ely et al.,
1997:160).  

Looking back at the way in which I have arrived at my conclusions it is 
certainly not easy to distinguish the two from each other. This is particularly 
so due to that my empirical material has been generated over the course of 
four years during five separate visits to Sri Lanka. During this time inter-
viewing, analysis and interpretation has been an ongoing and closely inter-
twined process. Although this has been frustrating at times, it has also been 
of great benefit. Above all, I have been able to follow up on issues that have 
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arisen from previous fieldwork periods and I have also been able to meet 
some interviewees on several occasions.  

When I first started the interview study, I had a fairly broad idea of what I 
was interested in with respect to the SAM projects. One area of interest was 
the role of local actors within the SAM process, with ‘power relations’ as a 
sort of overarching theme; another and initially more dominant area of inter-
est, was the way in which the use of natural resources had possibly changed 
due to the shift from centralized to local control over the management proc-
ess.

However, as I described in the introductory chapter, I soon came to real-
ize that the shift towards local participation had not been entirely easy and 
only partially successful. This was somewhat surprising to me, since the 
documents I had read prior to the interview study were generally quite posi-
tive towards SAM. As a result, and following a first analysis of this first 
round of interviews, I decided to drop the ‘environmental use’ perspective 
and focus entirely on various aspects of participation. This decision was also 
based upon the fact that, while ambitious management plans had been pro-
duced in both SAM areas, only a few of the policies and strategies for action 
seemed to have been implemented. Thus, I became increasingly interested in 
understanding the possible reasons for this modest outcome, something that I 
found very little, if any, analysis of in project documents and evaluations.   

Partially due to the broad perspective I applied to the first round of inter-
views, the interview material I ended up with was quite disparate. After 
shifting focus somewhat, the interviews were still quite broad to begin with, 
however, over time, certain themes began to reappear and my questions be-
came more focused. This was also due to that every round of interviews was 
followed by a preliminary analysis of the material generated as well as more 
theoretical substance.

In analysing the interviews, I have gone back and fourth between the em-
pirical material and my theoretical perspectives, looking to make sense of 
my findings by searching for differences, patterns and common threads 
among the many diverse views and coming up with categories that can em-
brace them. The four categories, or themes, that I finally decided upon have 
remained in the final version of the thesis and they are equivalent to the 
themes that are addressed respectively in chapters six to nine.  

Written material 
In addition to interviews my study also builds upon various types of written 
material that have been collected over the course of my visits to Sri Lanka. 
This material consists of policy-, planning, and research documents related 
to the coastal management process in general and to the SAM projects in 
particular. It also consist of other types of documentation, relating for in-



47

stance to the tourism industry and to environmental management in general. 
In addition I have relied on secondary sources for my understanding of the 
tourism industry and of Sri Lankan society at large.  

Below I describe the material I use most frequently and that relates to 
coastal management in general and the SAM-projects more specifically.7

A first group of written material consists of policy documents that are po-
litically approved by the Cabinet of Ministers and subsequently published. 
To this category belongs the three Coastal Zone Management Plans that, so 
far, have been published in Sri Lanka. To this date, three such plans have 
been produced and published, the most recent one in 2004) These policy 
documents outline Sri Lanka’s coastal management strategy, with respect to 
prioritised problems and the means by which to deal with them. The latest 
two versions of the Coastal zone Management Plan (published in 1997 and 
2004) also contain, to varying degrees, chapters that describe and discuss the 
SAM strategy and the experiences of SAM that have been made so far, 
drawing mainly on the pilot SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna.  

Belonging to this group of documents is also Coastal 2000, a policy 
document published in 1992, as part of the initial Coastal Resources Man-
agement Project. This document is important in that it is the first to intro-
duce and recommend a more integrative and collaborative approach to 
coastal management in Sri Lanka, specifically advocating the use of the 
SAM strategy as a means by which to achieve it.  

A second group of written material is made up of various types of docu-
ments that are produced as part of the SAM projects within respective SAM 
area. The documents I have made most use of in this group of documents are 
the Special Area Management (SAM) Plans. A SAM plan is the main out-
come of the collaborative planning process and its contents are (ideally) 
based upon decisions taken in consensus by all actors that take part in the 
SAM process. The SAM plan details the environmental problems that have 
been found important to address as well as proposed solutions. Most impor-
tantly it presents management issues and policy objectives mutually decided 
upon by the participants of the SAM process and, furthermore, delegates the 
work, specifying which organisation and/or agency that is responsible for 
activities to be undertaken. 

Also, within the pilot SAM projects in Rekawa and Hikkaduwa, separate 
Environmental Profiles were produced as part of the projects. These docu-
ments consist of a thorough description of the environment and, to a lesser 
extent, the social context of the area. In the second round of SAM projects, 
similar documents have not been produced and information regarding the 
SAM sites is instead incorporated in the SAM plans. There is, however, an 

7 In the List of References I have separated the documents relating to coastal zone manage-
ment and the SAM projects from other types of written material so as to make it easier to get 
an overview of them.   
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Environmental Profile covering Unawatuna specifically also included in my 
material (in other words it does not cover the entire Habaraduwa SAM site 
of which Unawatuna is a part). This document was not produced as part of 
the SAM project but by the Geography Department at the University of Sri 
Jayewardenepura on behalf of the Coast Conservation Department.  

The third group of written materials that I use in my analysis are research 
and project reports published within one of the three different Coastal Re-
sources Management Projects that have been implemented in Sri Lanka (see 
Table 1). Some of these documents address the SAM projects specifically, 
while others address economic, social and ecological aspects of the coast or 
make preliminary evaluations of ongoing projects. An important document 
belonging to this group is the Concept paper on Special Area Management 
which outlines the SAM strategy, the way in which it is to be implemented 
and what it is expected to contribute to in more detail (White and Samara-
koon, 1994). 

It should be noted also that much of the written material dealing with the 
SAM strategy builds upon each other. So for instance, even though the con-
cept paper just mentioned was published in 1994, it is still being used and 
referred to in subsequent documents, such as the 1997 and 2004 Coastal 
Zone Management Plans.

In addition to these documents that specifically address coastal manage-
ment in general and the SAM projects in particular, I have also made use of 
other types of written material (reports, articles, and books) that have con-
tributed to my understanding of various aspects of the coastal management 
programme, the SAM project and of the Sri Lankan society in general.  

Analysing written material 
The written material described above makes up an important part of the em-
pirical material. Similar to the interviews, I have used them in two ways; as 
sources for information and as statements to be interpreted and analysed 
critically.  

With respect to the former the written documents have provided me with 
information about the Sri Lankan society in general, about the coastal re-
gion, about the localities where SAM projects have been implemented and 
about the coastal management strategy in a general sense.  

Above all, however, I have read documents from a critical perspective, 
focusing on what they say – and on what they do not say – with respect to 
the SAM strategy and the shift towards local participation and collaborative 
coastal management. In this way I have treated the contents of management 
plans and policy documents as yet another ‘voice’, expressing views about 
the SAM strategy. It might in fact be considered a particularly important 
voice, in that they express the “official’, view of coastal management in 
general and of the SAM strategy in particular.  
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4. The setting 

In this chapter I introduce the reader to the geographical context in which 
my study is situated and to the coastal management programme that consti-
tutes its focus. The chapter starts off with some basic information about Sri 
Lanka with respect to population, economy and the structure of the adminis-
trative system. From there, I move on to focus more specifically on the 
coastal region and some of its social, economic and environmental character-
istics. In doing this, I place somewhat more emphasis on the south-western 
coast, where both Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna are located. I also want to 
emphasise that the overview describes the coastal region at the time of my 
fieldwork, that is, prior to December 2004 when the tsunami hit Sri Lanka’s 
shores. However, due to its enormous consequences I have opted to include 
also a brief description of the coastal region following the tsunamis, even 
though it otherwise falls largely outside the theme of my work. 

Following the overview of the coastal region, I describe the development 
of Sri Lanka’s coastal management programme since the early 1980’s, in-
cluding a discussion of its more recent turn to collaborative coastal man-
agement. Finally, I define the two terms that most often used in the thesis 
when referring to the coast: the coastal zone and the coastal region.  

Some basic facts of Sri Lanka 
The island of Sri Lanka is situated off the south-eastern tip of the Indian 
subcontinent in the Indian Ocean. It has a land area of 65 610 square kilome-
tres and a coastline of 1620 kilometres, including the shoreline of bays and 
inlets, but excluding lagoons (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004:2).  

At the time of independence in 1948, Sri Lanka’s population amounted to 
roughly 6.5 million people. This number had increased to 20.4 million in 
2003 (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006) and, based on an annual growth rate 
of 0.7 percent, it is expected to further increase to 22.3 million people by 
2015 (Sida, 2006). Population density is generally high – averaging as it 
does 304 persons per km² – although it varies considerably between different 
parts of the country (Government of Sri Lanka, 2006; Wanasinghe, 1997). 
As is obvious from the pattern in Figure 2, the majority of the population 
lives in the south-western and central parts of the country, while being much 
less concentrated in the southeast and the north. Colombo is extreme with 
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over 3100 persons per km². Other densely populated areas are Jaffna, Kalu-
tara, Galle, Matara and Kandy; all of them, with the exception of Kandy, 
situated in the coastal region. However, although these larger towns and 
cities exist it should be noted also that the rate of urbanisation has remained 
relatively slow in Sri Lanka and the majority of the population – about three 
quarters – still live in rural areas (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006).

Figure 2. Population density of Sri Lanka. Source: Department of Census and Statis-
tics (2001), Sri Lanka. Statistics for Jaffna, Mullaitivu and Kilinochchi Districts 
were not available.
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Sri Lanka is a multiethnic country, with three ethnic groups – the Singha-
lese, the Tamils and the Moors – making up the majority of the population 
and with the ethnic identity among these groups based primarily on language 
and religion (Government of Sri Lanka, 2006). 

The Sinhalese, of which 90 percent are Buddhist, are descendants of 4th 
century B.C. Buddhist immigrants from the north-western part of India (En-
cyclopaedia Britannica, 2006). They make up three quarters of the popula-
tion and live primarily in the western, southern, central and north-central 
parts of the country.  

The Tamil population consist of two groups. The Sri Lankan Tamils are 
long-settled descendants of the migration from south-eastern India that took 
place around 100 B.C (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006). They are concen-
trated around the Jaffna Peninsula and neighbouring districts in the northern 
lowlands and comprise approximately 13 percent of the population (Sida, 
2002). The Indian Tamils consist of more recent migrant workers that were 
brought to Sri Lanka from south-eastern India under British rule to work at 
the plantations (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006). The Indian Tamils make 
up about 6 percent of the population and they live primarily in the higher 
areas of the central highlands where the majority of tea estates are located. 
The great majority of both the Indian and the Sri Lankan Tamils are Hindu. 

The Muslim population, the Moors, are descendants of Arab traders who 
came to Sri Lanka during the 8th century (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006). 
They live mostly in the eastern lowlands and comprise another 7 percent of 
the population.  

Other ethnic groups include Veddahs (the indigenous inhabitants of Sri 
Lanka) Burghers, (a community of mixed European descent) and Parsis
(immigrants from western India) that together make up less than one percent 
of the population (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006).  

Social welfare and poverty 
Since the time of independence, successive Sri Lankan governments have 
placed a great deal of emphasis on the development of a social welfare sec-
tor aimed at including the entire population (Jayasuriya, 2000). In this way, 
the strive for economic growth has been paralleled by efforts to maintain a 
minimum standard of welfare to satisfy basic needs, especially among the 
poor. A system of free education has ensured that the vast majority of chil-
dren attend school at least a few years and close to 90 percent of the popula-
tion is literate. The health care system is also fairly well developed; the ma-
jority of Sri Lankans have access to free basic health care, resulting in high 
life expectancy and low rates of infant, child and maternal mortality rates.  

Despite these positive social welfare indicators, poverty in Sri Lanka re-
mains widespread (Sida, 2002). About 45 percent of the population lives 
below the poverty line and survives on less than two USD per day (UNDP, 
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2004). An additional 7 percent of the Sri Lankan people live below one USD 
per day. Using instead the national poverty line – defined as Rupees 791/ 
person/month based on a daily nutritional threshold of 2500 calories (Sida, 
2002) – about 25 percent of the population live below the poverty line 
(UNDP, 2004).

In this respect there are substantial differences between regions, with 
poverty being most persistent in the north and north-eastern parts of the 
country and in the deep south (Sida, 2002). It is also more prevalent in rural 
areas (World Bank, 2004). However, while poverty generally has decreased 
in the cities, the slums of Colombo are home to some of the most impover-
ished people in the country. 

It also seems to be the case that progress in human development has 
slowed down during the past few years (Sida, 2002: World Bank, 2004; see 
also Sanderatne, 2000), even when not taking into account the effects of the 
tsunami disaster in 2004. For instance, income inequality has risen and the 
quality of education and healthcare seem to be declining, particularly in ar-
eas directly affected by the long-standing civil war (Sida, 2002). It comes 
perhaps as no surprise that the poor suffer disproportionately from low-
quality services, with the level of health, education, housing, and safe water 
and sanitation services in rural and estate areas being far below that the na-
tional average. 

Economy
At the time of independence, the Sri Lankan economy was largely based on 
agriculture (de Silva, 1997). While the majority of the population was in-
volved in subsistence agriculture, the plantation sector was dominant in fi-
nancial terms; the export of three commercial plantation crops – tea, rubber 
and coconut – contributed to the major part of its foreign exchange earnings 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006). Sri Lanka was also highly dependent on 
imports; close to three quarters of total food requirements and, due to a 
nearly non-existent manufacturing sector, almost all manufactured goods 
were imported. 

Sri Lanka’s economy today looks quite different. Subsistence agriculture 
remains important for the Sri Lankan peasantry, with rice being the most 
widely grown crop (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2006). The plantation sector, 
however, has declined in productivity and commercial viability; one impor-
tant reason being continuously low rates of investment in this sector. The 
most important economic sector today is the service sector, employing some 
50 percent of the workforce, followed by the agricultural, manufacturing and 
construction sectors, respectively (Sida, 2002).  

One part of the service sector that has grown considerably since the late 
1960s is the tourism industry. I will address the development of international 
tourism to Sri Lanka more thoroughly in chapter eight, however, it is worth 
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mentioning here that the tourism industry has grown from virtual non-
existence in the early 1960s to constituting the fifth largest source of foreign 
exchange in 2002 (Sri Lanka Tourist Board, 2002).8

Another important source of foreign exchange is the remittance from Sri 
Lankans working abroad. It is estimated that ten percent of the labour force 
is working abroad (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2004), with the majority – 
around 60 percent in 2004 – consisting of women working as housemaids, 
predominantly in the Middle East (Bureau of Foreign Employment, 2006).  

Perhaps the most spectacular change in the economy during the last few 
decades is the growth of the garment industry. In 1978, garment and leather 
goods made up only eight percent of the total manufacturing output (de 
Silva, 1997:326). Fifteen years later, in 1993, garments had overtaken tea as 
Sri Lanka’s major export (de Silva, 1997:326) and in 2003 the garment in-
dustry accounted for 55 percent of all exports and 70 percent of the manu-
factured goods, while employing more than 70 000 people (Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, 2006). However, as pointed out by de Silva (1997) this develop-
ment has not been without drawbacks. The growth of the garment industry in 
Sri Lanka has occurred under the same conditions as in most other countries 
in the South, thus, is signified by a strong dependence on imported material, 
considerable repatriation of profits, and the willingness of – or rather per-
haps lack of choice for – young Sri Lankan women to work for low wages 
and under questionable working conditions.   

One of the largest employers in Sri Lanka is the public sector. Close to 12 
percent of the workforce are employed by the state, making the Sri Lankan 
bureaucracy the largest per capita in all of Asia (Sida, 2002; see also World 
Bank, 2004). Government jobs are considered highly attractive in that they 
offer job security and a decent wage. It is also the case that, since the major-
ity of employment opportunities are in the informal sector9 and in the manu-
facturing sector, the public sector is one of the few white-collar employment 
opportunities for young people holding a higher education, (de Silva, 1993; 
Sida, 2002).10 Being that well-educated, young people expect to get jobs that 
match their education, a large and expanding public sector has been one 
means by which to “keep down frustration among educated youth” (Sida, 

8 The performance of the tourism industry is, of course, highly dependent on the development 
and current state of the ethnic conflict between the Singhalese and the Tamil population 
groups. Furthermore, tourism came to virtual standstill following the tsunami in December 
2004 and while much effort has been put into reviving it, this process has yet again been 
hampered by the intensifying ethnic conflict.  
9 There is not much statistics available on the extent and characteristics of  the informal sector 
in Sri Lanka. However, in a 2006 Bulletin from Department of Census and Statistics it is 
estimated that 63.5 percent of the total employment is in the informal sector. (Department of 
Census and Statistics, 2006). 
10 According to Sida (2002:36) every third person below the age of 25 is unemployed, com-
pared to only four percent for those over 30. In total, nearly 80 percent of those unemployed 
are under 29 years of age. 
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2002:37) and between 1990 and 2001 the public sector grew at 3.6 percent 
annually, outpacing growth in population and labour force (World Bank, 
2004). Partially as a result of this, the increasing pressure from the donor 
community to downsize and make more efficient the public sector remains a 
highly controversial topic.  

The administrative and political system 
Sri Lanka’s administrative structure as of 1996 comprise of nine Provinces, 
which are further subdivided into 25 Districts (see Figure 3), each of which 
has an appointed District Secretary (Government of Sri Lanka, 2006; Leitan, 
1997).  

Each District, in turn, holds a number of Divisional Secretary’s Divisions
(between 5 and 16 in each District depending on the size of the District and 
256 in total) (Leitan, 1997). Divisional Secretary’s Divisions are the main 
units of government administration below the provincial level. The Divi-
sional Secretary, who is appointed, is the administration’s frontline person 
on the divisional level and is expected to implement the decentralised initia-
tives of the line ministries, the provincial councils and the local govern-
ments.

Finally, each Divisional secretary’s Division comprises a number of 
Grama Niladhari Divisions and villages (Leitan, 1997; Government of Sri 
Lanka, 2006). The Grama Niladhari Division is the lowest administrational 
level. The Grama Niladhari (village headman) is appointed by the central 
government and is in charge of one Grama Niladhari Division, usually con-
sisting of two or three villages (Leitan, 1997). The duties of the Grama 
Niladhari includes keeping a range of statistics, including birth and death 
registers et cetera.  

Since the passing of the 13th Amendment to the Sri Lankan Constitution 
in 1987 and the introduction of the system of Provincial Councils, there are 
three electoral memberships in Sri Lanka (Leitan, 1997; UNESCAP, 2003). 
The legislative power of the people rests with the Parliament, whose mem-
bers are elected on a political party basis.  

Furthermore, on a provincial level there are the Provincial Councils. They 
were established in 1987, largely as a result of demands from the LTTE for 
increasing autonomy from the central government to provide for some de-
gree of power sharing between the central government the provincial level 
(Widmalm, 2002). Provincial Councils are elected for a five-year term and 
constitute a sub-national level of government in the Provinces. 

Below the Provincial level, finally, are three types of local authorities,
each of them governed by an elected council (Leitan, 1997; UNESCAP, 
2003). There are Municipal Councils in cities and large towns; Urban Coun-
cils in less urbanised centres; and Pradeshiya Sabhas (village councils) in 
rural areas (Leitan, 1997; UNESCAP, 2003).  
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Having described some basic facts about Sri Lanka, I turn next to the 
coastal region and to the development of the management programme that 
seeks to govern it.

Figure 3. Districts of Sri Lanka.  

An overview of Sri Lanka’s coastal region
Sri Lanka’s coastal region has undergone major changes over the course of 
time. Prior to colonization, land adjacent to the sea was relatively scarcely 
used and populated; although traces of early settlements and activities can be 
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found (Nichols, 2000), the centres of civilisation were primarily located in 
the interiors of the country (Amarasinghe et al., 1989; coastal zone Man-
agement Plan, 2004; Lowry and Wickremeratne, 1988). Coastal land, on the 
other hand, was functioning mainly as a buffer zone against potentially hos-
tile intruders arriving from the sea and as a place to bury the dead. 

The arrival of the Portuguese in 1505, followed by the Dutch in 1658 and 
the British in 1796, was to have a major impact on the development of Sri 
Lanka‘s coast (Lowry and Wickremeratne, 1988; Nakatani et al., 1995; de 
Silva, 1997). The European colonisers established trading ports, forts and 
canals in the coastal region. Roads and railroads were built by the British, 
connecting Colombo to the interiors of the country as well as to other towns 
and villages along the coast.  

Following independence in 1948, the development of the coastal region 
(defined as the 74 Divisional Secretary’s Divisions with a maritime bound-
ary, see more detailed definition on page 57) has continued to the extent that 
it now constitutes the most densely populated and economically most dy-
namic part of the country (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004). It is im-
portant to note, however, that there is great variety between different parts of 
the coast. Thus, while urbanization and economic growth are characteristic 
for some areas, others are predominantly rural and scarcely populated; some 
are ravaged by decades of war, and poverty levels and types and degrees of 
economic activities vary significantly between different parts of the coast.  

The coastal region holds approximately 25 percent (4.6 million) of the to-
tal population and more than 60% of all industrial units (Coastal Zone Man-
agement Plan, 2004). As I have illustrated previously (Figure 2, p. 50), the 
population tends to be concentrated in the central, western and south-western 
parts of the country in general, and the western and south-western coastal 
region in particular. The majority of Sri Lanka’s larger cities and towns are 
located here, including Negombo, Galle, Matara and, not least, the capital of 
Colombo and its surrounding area. The latter is by far the most densely 
populated part of the country; four out of six municipal councils with a 
population over 100.000 people are located within the Colombo District 
(Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka, 2006).11

A similar pattern is visible with respect to industrial units, with the great 
majority of them being clustered in the Colombo, Gampaha, Kalutara, Galle, 
Matara and Puttalam districts (see Figure 3) (Coastal Zone Management 
Plan, 2004). Gampaha and Colombo District are particularly dominant in 

11 The four Municipal councils within Colombo District with a population exceeding 100,000 
people are: Colombo Municipal Council (642,163); Dehiwala-Mount Lavinia Municipal 
Council (209,787); Moratuwa Municipal Council (177,190); and Sri Jayawardanapura Kotte 
Municipal Council (115,826). The remaining two Municipal Councils with a population over 
100 000 are Negombo Municipal Council (121,933), located forty kilometers north of Co-
lombo and Kandy (110,049), located in the central part of the country (Department of Census 
and Statistics, Sri Lanka).  
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this respect, holding administrative, commercial and industrial activities to a 
significantly higher degree than the rest of the country (Olsen et al., 1992; 
Savundranayagam et al., 1994).

Agriculture exists all across the coastal region, but it is less dominant here 
than in the nation as a whole; 17% of the land area in the coastal zone is 
used for agricultural purposes (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004:3). 
Coastal agriculture consists mainly of subsidiary food crops (cereals, pulses, 
root crops, chillies and fruits), coconut and paddy, with the two former (sub-
sidiary crops and coconut) often grown in homesteads (Savundranayagam et 
al., 1994). Cinnamon is widely grown in Galle and Matara Districts, al-
though a large part of it falls outside of the coastal region (Kathirgamathai-
yah, 1997). Plantation agriculture (tea and rubber) is not carried out to any 
significant extent; only small acres of tea and rubber can be found in western 
and south-western coastal divisions (Savundranayagam et al., 1994).  
Many of the economic activities in the coastal region are related to its natu-
ral resources. Seagrass beds, salt marshes, mangroves, lagoons, estuaries and 
coral reefs do not only serve as buffers against erosion, but are important 
breeding and nursery grounds for a wide variety of fish and other organisms, 
some of them with a high commercial and/or sustenance value (Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 2004; 1997).  

Coastal residents use mangroves as firewood and building material and 
sand and coral make up important raw material for the domestic building 
industry (Coastal Zone Management plan, 2004:3). Fisheries, including 
coastal aquaculture that consists mainly of shrimp farming, provides direct 
employment to about 150 000 people and sustenance to at least a million. 
Fish is also the main source of animal protein for the Sri Lankan population. 
Aquaculture in the form of shrimp farming is concentrated to the North-
western Province, while fishing takes place virtually all along the coast, in 
ocean waters as well as in lagoons and estuaries. 

The palm-fringed beaches that can be found along many parts of the coast 
are of major importance to the tourist industry; more than 70 percent of all 
the hotels registered by the Ceylon Tourist Board are located in the coastal 
region, most of them in the western and south-western parts (Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 2004:3). In addition, there are innumerable establish-
ments – mainly smaller guesthouses and private homes with rooms for rent – 
that are unregistered and thus, not included in any statistics.   

The social and economic development that has occurred in the coastal re-
gion has been paralleled by an increasing involvement by the Sri Lankan 
state in matters concerning the use and protection of coastal land and natural 
resources. However, before I turn to describing the development of Sri 
Lanka’s coastal management programme that has taken place since the early 
1980s, I will provide a more recent account of the coastal region and the 
changes that have taken place following the tsunami.  
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Figure 4. Industrial density of Sri Lanka. Source: Department of Census and Statis-
tics, Sri Lanka (2003).
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The aftermath of the tsunami disaster
The description above of Sri Lanka’s coast was the one prevailing at the 
time of my fieldwork, which ended in December 2003. One year later, on 
December 26th 2004, an earthquake off the coast of Sumatra, Indonesia, 
caused a series of tidal waves that hit the Sri Lankan coastline with devastat-
ing results. Since then the social and economic situation in Sri Lanka’s 
coastal region have changed dramatically. Thus, even though this thesis 
largely avoids the topic – expect for a discussion in chapter nine in relation 
to the tourism industry – I find it important to, at least to some extent, ac-
knowledge the aftermath of the tsunami in this overview of Sri Lanka’s 
coastal region.

The tsunami struck two thirds (more than 1 000 kilometres) of the Sri 
Lankan coastline, including Jaffna in the North, the eastern and southern 
coast and parts of the west coast as far north of Colombo as Chilaw (ADB, 
2005; UNEP, 2005). The waves, which in many places had an inland reach 
of up to 500 meters, killed 35 000 people, destroyed close to 100 000 build-
ings and left 600 000 people displaced (ADB, 2005). The infrastructure was 
severely damaged with roads, railways, fishery ports, power, water supply 
and sanitation facilities being wholly or partially destroyed.  

The impact of the tsunami varies greatly between different parts of the 
country, but in general the eastern, north-eastern and south-eastern parts of 
the coast seem to have been most severely affected, both in terms of loss of 
lives and infrastructural damage (UNEP, 2005). In some pockets in this area 
the waves had an inland reach of up to 3 kilometres (ADB, 2005). The im-
pact was made worse due to that poverty is already widespread in this area 
and also that many people depend on fishery for their livelihood.  The same 
can be said about the south-eastern part of the coast. 

The main livelihoods in the coastal region – fisheries, tourism, trade, ag-
riculture and cottage industries – were severely affected (UNEP, 2005). Par-
ticularly hard hit has been the fishery sector and related small-scale food 
processing: Of the people that lost their lives 27 000 were fishermen and 
their families. Of those that survived many lost not only their homes, but 
also the means by which to support themselves. More than 90 000 fisher 
families were displaced and two thirds of the entire boat fleet was wholly or 
partially destroyed, along with fishing equipment and harbour and service 
facilities.

The tourism industry was also severely damaged. Of the roughly 2800 
hotels and guesthouses that operate within the informal sector about two 
thirds were destroyed or damaged (ADB, 2005). Another study estimates 
that 27 000 jobs in the tourism sector was suspended, one third of these in 
the formal sector (officially registered hotels and restaurants) and two-thirds 
in the informal sector (unlicensed guesthouses and restaurants) (UNEP, 
2005). Many other small businesses and traders that operate within the in-
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formal sector and that cater to the tourism industry were also damaged. The 
damage to the tourism industry was made worse due to that the tsunami took 
place in December, at the very beginning of the tourism season, which lasts 
until April. Thus, except for an initial upsurge of mostly international aid 
workers the entire 2005 season was more or less lost.   

Immediately following the tsunami there were high hopes that the re-
building of the country would bring the LTTE and the government closer 
together. The two sides actually agreed to draft a deal to share the aid that 
was coming in, however, this failed to materialise (World Bank, 2005). In-
stead the aftermath of the tsunami has been plagued political conflicts over 
the use of the money donated from the international community. It is a 
widely held opinion (although disputed by the Sri Lankan government) that 
less money for reconstruction has been distributed to areas controlled by the 
LTTE, even though they, in many instances, were the worst affected (Shan-
mugratnam, 2005)  

After a slow start the reconstruction of the coast is now well under way, 
however, not without continuous conflicts. Particularly controversial has 
been the proposed buffer zone that would ban the construction of any new 
buildings and the reconstruction of damaged buildings within 100 metres 
from the coast in the south-western part of the country and 200 metres in the 
north-east (Shanmugratnam, 2005). Many coastal residents feel that the in-
troduction of a buffer zone hits those who already have been affected by the 
tsunami the hardest and, furthermore, that some economic activities are be-
ing favoured. Undamaged permanent buildings have been allowed to remain 
within the buffer zone and tourist hotels are exempt from the rule. The peo-
ple that have been the most affected by the introduction of the buffer zone 
are fisher families, who, prior to the tsunami lived close to the ocean in 
houses that were not able to withstand the waves. They are now being relo-
cated further inland, something which many fishermen strongly oppose. 

Returning now to the time preceding the tsunamis, the remains of this 
chapter describes the development of Sri Lanka’s coastal management strat-
egy from the early 1980s and onwards. 

From coastal protection to collaborative coastal 
management
Early intervention in coastal processes in Sri Lanka dates back to the 1920s, 
when the problems associated with coastal erosion12 became an increasing 

12 Erosion is a physical process that occurs along parts of Sri Lanka’s shoreline and that re-
sults in the loss of coastal land and beaches. The rate of retreat varies considerably between 
different parts of the coast. Erosion is most severe along the western, south-western and 
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source for concern (Amarasinghe et al., 1986; coastal zone Management 
plan, 1997). As more people began to settle and build along the coast, the 
loss of land to the sea posed an ever-increasing threat to infrastructure lo-
cated on land adjacent to the sea, including houses, hotels, roads and the 
national railway. It fell upon the state to try to somewhat control and limit 
the damage caused by costal erosion and it did so by means of setting up 
protective structures – walls, revetments, groins and piers – when erosion at 
a particular spot became an immediate problem. However, there was little 
coordination and cooperation between the various initiatives and since no 
government agency had the overall responsibility there were little, if any, 
forward planning and pre-emptive measures being undertaken. Moreover, 
coastal protection in the form of construction of hard structures is expensive 
and there was limited funding available for the major constructions required. 

From the 1950s onwards, and from the public as well as from individual 
government officials, local coastal engineers and international experts, came 
increasing demands for the government to take a more comprehensive ap-
proach towards coastal protection (Amarasinghe and Wickremeratne 1987; 
Amarasinghe et al., 1986; Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997; Lowry 
2003). Early studies carried out by local engineers and international experts 
all pointed to the need for the formulation of specific coastal protection leg-
islation, as well as for the setting up of a specialised national agency to han-
dle sea erosion and the development of foreshore protection.

The rapid increase in development activities that occurred in the coastal 
region also resulted in increasing attention being paid to the relationship 
between economic development and environmental degradation and to the 
need for some form of control and regulation of the hitherto “disorderly” 
coastal development (interview, project leader 3, Amarasinghe et al., 1986). 
In 1972, following a decision taken by the Cabinet of Ministers, the drafting 
of a coast conservation act could begin. In 1981, finally, a Coast Conserva-
tion Act was enacted in Parliament and brought into operation in 1983.  

The enactment and implementation of the Coast Conservation Act has 
been of vital importance for the further establishment of a state-governed 
coastal management programme. Through the Coast Conservation Act the 
“administration, control, custody and management of the coastal zone” is 
vested in the Sri Lankan state (Coast Conservation Act, No. 57 of 1981:1). A 
Director of Coast Conservation is appointed and made responsible for ad-
ministration and implementation of the provisions in the Act and also for the 
administration of the permit system that is to regulate all development activi-
ties in the coastal zone. The Director is also made responsible for conducting 
a survey of the coastal zone and, based on that survey, to prepare a Coastal

                                                                                                                            
southern parts of the coast, however, pockets of erosion occur also along the northern and 
eastern coast (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004).  
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Zone Management Plan that are to contain the guidelines for future coastal 
management in Sri Lanka. 

The survey of the coastal zone and the subsequent preparation of a 
Coastal Zone Management Plan as required by the Coast Conservation Act
proved to be a lengthy task that took the better part of the 1980s to complete, 
delayed as it was by changes of governments and the outbreak of civil war in 
1983 (Lowry, 2003). The process was aided by a Coastal Resources Man-
agement Project, funded by the US AID and with technical expertise pro-
vided by the Coastal Resources Centre at the University of Rhode Island, 
United States (see Table 1).13 In 1989, the Plan was completed and one year 
later Sri Lanka’s first Coastal Zone Management Plan was published, with 
the objective to “provide for the sustained use of coastal resources for the 
economic and social benefit of the nation” (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 
1990:preface). 

Towards increasing local participation 
The publishing of the Coastal Zone Management Plan in 1990 was paral-
leled by the preparations for a second generation of coastal Management in 
Sri Lanka. A second component of the US AID funded Coastal Resources 
Management Project was namely to assist the Coast Conservation Depart-
ment in carrying out a major review of the “issues and opportunities” in Sri 
Lanka’s coastal region (Midterm progress report, 1993:2; see also Table 1). 
The purpose of this component was to broaden the perspective on coastal 
management in Sri Lanka and, in this way, make way for a different, more 
holistic and integrative approach towards the use and management of coastal 
land and resources.

The result of this review and broadening of perspective with respect to 
coastal management issues was published in 1992, in a document titled 
Coastal 2000: A Resource Management Strategy for Sri Lanka’s Coastal 
Region. This planning document describes the current situation in the coastal 
region and suggests policies for future management (Olsen et al., 1992). 
Most importantly, it argues that while previous efforts at coastal manage-
ment in Sri Lanka have been successful in developing the necessary suppor-
tive national framework, it has “not yet focused on how to involve coastal 
communities and local government in the resource management process 
(Olsen et al., 1992:27). Furthermore, it is found that earlier management 

13 In 1985, the United States Agency for International Development (US AID) signed a coop-
erative agreement with the University of Rhode Island’s Coastal Resources Center to advance 
the principles and practices of Integrated Coastal Management by means of implementing 
Coastal Resources Management Projects (CRMP) in developing countries (Sugrue, 2003). Sri 
Lanka was one of the first countries in which this project was implemented and between 1986 
and 1996 two Coastal Resources Management Projects were implemented in Sri Lanka, with 
the Coast Conservation Department as the Sri Lankan counterpart agency. 
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strategies have aimed mainly at imposing regulations in the coastal zone and 
that, over time, the Coast Conservation Department has learned that this 
approach is too narrow, since it “cannot meet the complex set of needs of 
coastal communities” and, moreover, tends to “alienate the coastal residents 
affected” (Olsen et al., 1992:29).  

The first Coastal Resources Management Project (CRMP I) in Sri Lanka was imple-
mented between 1986 and 1991. The objective of CRMP I was to: i.) Assist in preparing a 
coastal zone management plan consistent with the legislative mandate of the Coast Conser-
vation Department; ii.) assist in developing techniques to efficiently implement the plan; iii.) 
enhance local expertise in planning for and managing coastal resources for sustainable use; 
vi.) increase awareness for the Sri Lankan population for the value of coastal resources and 
the need to effectively manage them; and v.) assist the Coast Conservation Department with 
expanding the scope and detail of their management efforts. 

The second Coastal Resources Management Project (CRMP II), implemented between 
1991 and1998, was a continuation of CRMP I and the collaboration between the Coastal 
Resources Center at the University of Rhode Island and the Coast Conservation Department. 
This time it was a sub-component of the Natural Resources and Environmental Policy Pro-
ject (NAREPP), also funded by the USAID and with the overall objective to support the 
sustainable use and management of Sri Lanka’s natural resources and environment 
(NAREPP, 1995). CRMP II was broader in scope and aimed at addressing issues in a 
broadly defined coastal region as opposed to CRMP I where the issues addressed was lim-
ited to those in the coastal zone. Moreover, an explicit aim of NAREPP and CRMP II was to 
involve local communities, local government authorities, NGO’s and private sector organi-
sations in the CRM planning and implementation process. It is under CRMP II that the two 
pilot SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa have been implemented. 

The third Coastal Resources Management Project (CRMP III) in Sri Lanka, imple-
mented between 2000 and 2006, is different from the previous two. CRMP III is an initiative 
from the Ministry of Fisheries and Ocean Resources in collaboration with the Asian Devel-
opment Bank and the Netherlands Government and it has four components: i) Coastal stabi-
lization; (ii) fisheries resource management and quality improvement; (iii) coastal environ-
mental resources management – to address the problem of coastal resource depletion and 
degradation, and promote activities that reduce pollution in lagoons and estuaries, and re-
lieve pressure on coastal resources, and (iv) institutional strengthening of the MFAR and its 
agencies including the Coast Conservation Department. The eight SAM projects are imple-
mented under the third component: Coastal Environmental Resource Management (CERM). 

Table 1. Coastal Resources Management Projects in Sri Lanka. Sources: Narepp, 
1995; interview, Project Director CRMP III. 
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In order to deal with these shortcomings, Coastal 2000 argues for the in-
troduction of “a collaborative effort on the part of several government agen-
cies, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and local communities” (Ol-
sen et al., 2000:29). To accomplish this, Coastal 2000 proposes the introduc-
tion of so called Special Area Management in certain coastal sites.  

The recommendations made in Coastal 2000 were taken up and in the 
early 1990s the Special Area Management concept was introduced in Sri 
Lanka (Lowry, 2003). Within the framework of a second Coastal Resources 
Management Project, again financed by the US AID and implemented by the 
University of Rhode Island’s Coastal Resources Centre, the SAM strategy 
was to be implemented in two coastal locations: Hikkaduwa and Rekawa. It 
is the implementation of this strategy that constitutes the focus of my study 
and in the next chapter I describe it in more detail. I also discuss its imple-
mentation in three coastal sites. Before doing that, however, I will define the 
terms I use when referring to the coast.  

Defining the coast
Two terms are commonly used when referring to land and water adjacent to 
Sri Lanka’s coast. The coastal zone is a juridical term that refers to the terri-
tory in which the Sri Lankan state holds the legal mandate for conservation 
and management of the coastal environment (Coast Conservation Act, No. 
57 of 1981).  

Within the coastal zone, the Coast Conservation Department is responsi-
ble for the administration and implementation of the provisions of the Coast 
Conservation Act; for the formulation and execution of schemes of work for 
coast conservation; for research and surveys of coastal resources; and for the 
preparing of a Coastal Zone Management Plan based on the results of such 
research (Coast Conservation Act, 1981:2-5). Furthermore, all development 
activities14 within the coastal zone require a permit issued by the Coast Con-
servation Department15 and illegal16 or unauthorized activities (that is, activi-

14 A development activity is defined as “any activity likely to alter the physical nature of the 
Coastal Zone in any way, and includes the construction of buildings and works, the deposit of 
wastes or other material from outfalls, vessels or by other means, the removal of sand, sea 
shells, natural vegetation, seagrass or other substances, dredging, filling, land reclamation and 
mining or drilling for minerals, but does not include fishing” (Coast Conservation (Amend-
ment) Act, No. 64 of 1988:7). 
15 According to coastal legislation all permits have to be issued by the Director of the Coast 
Conservation Department, with the exception of minor permits that, following devolution of 
the permit system in 1992, can be issued also by the Divisional Secretaries (Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 1997:7). Minor permits include, for instance, the construction of dwelling 
houses with a floor area of less than 1000 square feet and small-scale (less than 350 square 
feet) commercial structures (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997: 78-79). 
16 The one activity that is strictly prohibited by law in the coastal zone under any circum-
stances (except for research purposes), is “the mining, collecting, possessing, processing, 
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ties undertaken without the permit issued by the Coast Conservation De-
partment) are subject to fines and/or imprisonment.17

The boundaries of the coastal zone are detailed in the Coast Conservation 
Act of 1981 in the following way (see also Figure 5):

Figure 5. Boundaries of the coastal zone. Source: Adapted from the Coastal Zone 
Management Plan (2004) 

The area lying within a limit of three hundred meters landward of the Mean 
High Water Line and a limit of two kilometres seaward of the Mean Low 
Water Line and in the case of rivers, streams, lagoons, or any other body of 
water connected to the sea either permanently or periodically, the landward 
boundary shall extend to a limit of two kilometres measured perpendicular to 
the straight base line drawn between the natural entrance points thereof and 
shall include the waters of such rivers, streams and lagoons or any other body 
of water so connected to the sea […] (Coast Conservation Act, No. 57 of 
1981:20).  

In order words, and somewhat simplified since its exact boundaries are not 
relevant for the purposes of this study, the coastal zone constitutes a rela-

                                                                                                                            
storing, burning and transporting in any form whatsoever, of coral” (Coast Conservation 
(Amendment) Act, No. 64 of 1988:3). 
17 However, the Coast Conservation Department is not the only governmental agency holding 
jurisdictional rights in the Coastal Zone. More than ten other governmental agencies hold 
coastal jurisdiction, including for instance the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources, 
the Urban Development Authority, the Irrigation Department and the Central Environmental 
Authority. In addition to its other functions, the Coast Conservation Department holds the 
responsibility for coordinating the sectoral activities of these other agencies (Olsen et al.,
1992).
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tively narrow strip of coastal land and ocean, generally extending three hun-
dred meters inland and two kilometres out to sea.  

The boundaries of the coastal zone were set according to what the staff at 
the, then relatively small and recently established, Coast Conservation Divi-
sion (upgraded to Coast Conservation Department in 1984) felt that they 
would be able to handle, given limited manpower and financial resources 
(Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997). It has since been recognised that 
these boundaries are insufficient for management purposes (Olsen et al.,
1992), since many of the problems that occur in the coastal zone stem from 
activities and processes that originate outside its boundaries. As of now, 
however, there are no plans to extend the coastal zone beyond its current 
territory (interview, Coast Conservation Department official 4).  

Figure 6. Boundaries of the coastal region. Source: Lowry (2003)
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The coastal region is the second term that is commonly being used when 
referring to the coast. Its boundaries are set according to administrative crite-
ria and it comprises the 74 Divisional Secretary’s Divisions with a maritime 
boundary (see Figure 6). Such Divisions can be found within 14 of Sri 
Lanka’s 25 administrative districts. Defined in this way, the coastal region 
makes up 23% of the total land area (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 
2004:3) with an inland reach of up to 50 kilometres (Olsen et al., 1992:18). 
In other words, the coastal region includes, but is not limited to, the land-
ward portion of the coastal zone.  

The coastal region is often described as more useful for management pur-
poses, in comparison to the narrower coastal zone (Olsen et al., 1992; 
Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004).  However, it is important to empha-
sise that the demarcation of the coastal region is for statistical purposes only. 
It is not legally defined and the Coast Conservation Department holds no 
legal authority over the coastal region as a whole, only over the area that 
falls within the coastal zone.  

In addition to these two terms defined above, I sometimes write ‘the 
coast’ or ‘the coastal area’. I use these terms in a general sense, simply refer-
ring to land adjacent to the sea without any exact demarcation in mind. 

Having defined the terms I use when referring to Sri Lanka’ coast, I turn 
now to discuss the SAM strategy and its implementation in three localities in 
the coastal region. 
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5. Special Area Management in theory and 
practice

In this chapter I bring up various aspects of the SAM strategy and its imple-
mentation in Sri Lanka. With respect to the former, I describe the basic idea 
of SAM and, moreover, go into some detail regarding the main participants 
and the different components that make up a project cycle. With respect to 
the latter, I introduce Hikkaduwa and to a lesser extent also Rekawa and 
Unawatuna. I also bring up various aspects of the SAM projects in respec-
tive area, describing the issues that have been found important to address 
and, to a certain extent, their outcomes.  

For reasons that I have brought up in chapter 3, I go into considerably 
more detail with respect to the SAM process in Hikkaduwa than in Un-
awatuna and Rekawa. However, even though they figure less prominently in 
the thesis I find them important to include in this overview, not least because 
they illustrate something of the diversity of the coastal region and of the 
different management issues that exist.   

Special Area Management – an introduction 
The Special Area Management concept was first developed by the Coastal 
Resources Centre, at the University of Rhode Island in the United States 
(interview, project leader 1). At this time, a first generation of costal zone 
management were being formulated and implemented by individual states 
across the United States and the SAM strategy was used by the state of 
Rhode Island for the management of areas along the state coastline where 
resources presented singular and sometimes sensitive challenges (Young, 
1998). Due to the partnership between USAID and the Coastal Resources 
Centre that I described in the previous chapter (see Table 1), the SAM strat-
egy was introduced to Sri Lanka (Sugrue, 2003).  

The SAM strategy provides a means by which to carry out coastal re-
source management within a defined geographical setting (White and 
Samarakoon, 1994). The basic idea behind this is that through focusing on a 
limited area, it becomes possible to deal more comprehensively and effec-
tively with more complex management issues, particularly as those issues 
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might occur outside, as well as within, the relatively narrow strip of land 
included in the coastal zone (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997).  

The SAM strategy also provides a means by which to include local 
coastal communities in the management process. In the Concept paper on 
Special Area Management for Sri Lankan Coasts from 1992, written with 
the purpose to introduce the SAM concept to Sri Lankan government offi-
cials and at gaining support for its implementation, the SAM strategy is de-
scribed in the following way:  

The SAM planning process is based on the recognition that existing planning, 
legislation and institutional implementation mechanisms are alone insuffi-
cient. It accepts the need to integrate the local community at the center of the 
planning and implementation effort, thereby making them the custodians of 
the resources being managed (Wickremeratne and White, 1992:2) 

In a general sense, then, the SAM strategy aims to bring about a more inte-
grative approach towards coastal management, with a variety of actors work-
ing together to manage coastal natural resources. And while the most impor-
tant objective is to bring in local community actors into the management 
process, SAM also aims to bring about increasing collaboration between the 
many government agencies that have jurisdiction in the coastal zone (White 
and Samarakoon, 1994).   

The institutional set-up 
Five groups of actors play important roles within the SAM project imple-
mented within CRMP II and CRMP III: National government agencies; local 
government representatives; local authorities; community groups; and SAM 
project staff. 

With respect to national government agencies, the Coast Conservation 
Department obviously plays a prominent role, being that the SAM projects 
are part of the national coastal zone management programme. While the 
precise institutional set up differs between the two periods of SAM planning 
and also between different SAM sites, the Coast Conservation Department 
and many of its staff members has been closely involved in all SAM projects 
that have been implemented within CRMP II and III. 

The participation of other national government agencies varies depending 
on the issues of concern within a particular SAM site. For instance, given the 
strong presence of tourism in both Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna and the fact 
that many environmental problems and their proposed solutions are related 
to this sector, the participation of the Ceylon Tourist Board is considered 
essential. Moreover, in Hikkaduwa, the participation of the Department of 
Wildlife Conservation is crucial, since it is this department that hold juridi-
cal authority over the Hikkaduwa Nature Reserve. In Rekawa, since fishery 
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is the main livelihood, the Department of Fisheries and Aquatic resources 
has been involved. All in all, there are more than ten different government 
agencies that hold some degree of jurisdiction or responsibility in the coastal 
zone and that, to varying degrees, take part in the SAM projects. 

On the local level are the local government representatives, that is, the 
Divisional Secretary and his/her staff. The Divisional Secretariat is particu-
larly important in that they are to administer the SAM planning process on 
the local level. The divisional secretary is to serve as the chairperson of the 
community coordinating committee and in general play a coordinating role 
on the local level.  

A third group of participants are the local authorities, that is, locally 
elected officials. Depending on the site of a SAM site, local authorities are 
made up by Pradeshiya Sabhas, Municipal councils, or Urban Councils.  

A fourth group of actors in a SAM process are the community organisa-
tions. These include a wide variety of groups and organisations with a base 
in the SAM site, such as natural resource users, business associations, 
women’s clubs, Lion’s clubs, environmental organisations, or any other non-
governmental or community-based organisation.  

A final group of participants in a SAM project consist of the project staff
that is responsible for the implementation of a SAM project. For the pur-
poses of this study it is sufficient to know that this group of actors typically 
consist of project leaders, field staff and consultants. The project leader (s) 
holds the overall responsibility for the implementation of one or several 
SAM projects. The field staff is made up by a Field Project Implementation 
Unit (FPIU) Manager, who holds the responsibility for the implementation 
of the project in general in a specific SAM site. In addition, one or several 
social mobilisers (sometimes also a Deputy Manager) are assigned to each 
site to assist the manager with mobilising and organising in the SAM site. 
Consultants, finally, consist of researchers and technical experts that work 
within the project for shorter or longer periods of time.  

The process 
It is often emphasised that a SAM process cannot be blue-printed in ad-
vance, but must be adapted to the specific local context in which it is imple-
mented (White and Samarakoon, 1994). However, certain components are 
mandatory and in the following section I bring up the various steps in a 
SAM process that are referred to in the 1997 Coastal Zone Management 
Plan as “basic and essential” and that have been used in both Hikkaduwa 
and Rekawa (see Table 2). The same basic steps have also, with minor dif-
ferences, been adhered to in the second round of SAM projects and when-
ever they differ I bring it up specifically.  
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Preceding the implementation of a SAM project is the identification and 
selection of areas in need of SAM planning. The 23 sites that initially were 
reviewed and ranked as possible SAM sites were selected in 1989, as part of 
an assessment of Wetlands of National Importance (Coastal Zone Manage-
ment Plan, 1997:99-101).18 Eight of the 23 sites were ranked as being of high 
priority and among those eight sites, Hikkaduwa and Rekawa were chosen 
as pilot sites since they represent different types of management issues and 
solutions. Hikkaduwa is urban, while Rekawa is largely rural to its character; 
in Hikkaduwa tourism has turned into the main economic activity, while in 
Rekawa fishery remains an important source of livelihood (Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 1997; interview project leader 1).19

The actual implementation of a SAM project starts off with the prepara-
tion of an environmental profile or a site report. Environmental, economic, 
and social primary and secondary data covering the project site are compiled 
and analysed, and issues are prioritized.  

This initial survey can differ in detail and time spent compiling the data. 
The environmental profiles covering Hikkaduwa and Rekawa are extensive 
documents that took well over 15 months to complete (Coastal Zone Man-
agement Plan, 1997). The surveys carried out during the second round of 
SAM projects on the other hand, were prepared during a shorter time period 
and are somewhat less comprehensive, mainly due to that they include less 
primary data.20

It can also be the case that a SAM project relies on surveys carried out by 
other institutions and not necessarily within the framework of that particular 
project.21

18 The 23 sites were rated using the following criteria: Severity of management issues; biodi-
versity; viability; and economic significance (Coastal Zone Management Plan, (1997:100-
101). In 2002, as part of the third Coastal Resources Management Project, a habitat survey 
was carried out in the coastal zone over a 6-month period (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 
2004:38). In this survey, additional sites in need of SAM were identified, among those several 
sites in the northern and eastern regions.  
19 I have not been able to find out the precise reasons behind the choice of SAM sites in the 
second round of SAM planning. Three of them (Bar Reef, Negombo Lagoon and Unawatuna) 
are among the sites ranked as high priority in 1989. The remaining three (Lunawa Lagoon, 
Madu Ganga and Kalametiya) are also among the 23 sites, however, they are not among those 
sites considered to be of high priority.  
20 These less comprehensive studies are motivated by the time consuming task of collecting 
and analysing primary data (Arcadis Euroconsult, 2001). In an Inception Report from 2001 it 
is argued that primary data collection is extremely time consuming and expensive and, more-
over, that much of the data collected do not have immediate relevance to the solution of prob-
lems. Thus, the Inception Report suggests for planning to be “issue-led” rather than “data-
led” with the participants identifying issues that are relevant and important to address. 
21 So for instance, the Unawatuna Environmental Profile was prepared by the Geography 
Department at the University of Sri Jayewardenepura in 1998. Similarly the Environmental 
Profile for Madu Ganga was prepared as part of a Wetland Site Report in 1997, under a Wet-
land Conservation Project by the Central Environmental Authority. 
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1. Identify and agree on SAM site. 
2. Compile an environmental profile. 
3. Enter the community with full-time professional facilitators and community organis-

ers. 
a. Establish management coordinating committee and determine key mem-

bers; and, 
b. Organise stakeholder management associations. 

4. Conduct planning-cum-training workshops in the SAM site. 
a. Use environmental profile as basis for planning; 
b. Refine management issues; 
c. Determine overall goals and objectives for management; 
d. Develop strategies for management through discussion; 
e. Educate community and local government members; and, 
f. Build consensus on activities for implementation. 

5. Organise resource management core groups. 
6. Draft management plan through community involvement and determination of indi-

cators for monitoring. 
a. Agree on implementation responsibilities; 
b. Implement small project through community; 
c. Link with national government authorities; 
d. Link with development programs as appropriate; 
e. Assist planned projects; and, 
f. Evaluate results. 

7. Implement pilot projects while planning continues. 
8. Establish institutional arrangements for implementation. 

Table 2. The basic components of a Special Area Management Process. Source: 
Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997 

The next step in a SAM project is for the field staff – typically a manager, a 
deputy manager and one or several social mobilisers – to establish them-
selves in their respective areas and to initiate a mobilising process (Coastal 
Zone Management Plan, 1997). This mobilising process holds two main 
elements. The first is the “planning-cum-training workshops” that are held 
on a regular basis, although more frequently during the early phase of a pro-
ject cycle. The workshops are facilitated by field staff and by other actors 
holding positions of responsibility or with expertise regarding coastal man-
agement issues. These include for instance Coast Conservation Department 
officers, researchers from the National Aquatic Resources Agency (NARA) 
and international consultants and experts.  

The purpose of the workshops is to familiarize community members with 
the contents and objectives of the project and to encourage them to become 
involved. They also function as the primary means by which to educate 
community members on coastal ecosystems, raise awareness about local 
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environmental problems and clarify the relationship between a healthy envi-
ronment and livelihood issues. This, in turn, is expected to bring about 
changes in behaviour and to make community actors motivated to take part 
in the management process.22

The second main element of the mobilising process is the organising of 
local actors in accordance with the SAM strategy (White and Samarakoon, 
1994). The field staff help community members to establish and, where they 
already exist, strengthen organisations and resource user groups in order for 
them to be able to take part in the planning and implementation of coastal 
management practices (interviews, field staff 1; field staff 3; Arcadis Euro-
consult, 2001). The field staff also strives to identify and engage individuals 
that can take on leadership roles and found new community-based organisa-
tions (White and Samarakoon, 1994).  

Parallel to the mobilising process runs the establishment of a community 
coordinating committee (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997). A commu-
nity coordinating committee can perhaps best be described as the institu-
tional core of a SAM project; it is here all the actors that participate in the 
project come together to discuss, negotiate and arrive at mutual agreements 
regarding the nature of the problems in their area, of the ways to solve them 
and by whom. In other words, it is in these committee meetings that collabo-
rative coastal management takes place in practice. The committee is placed 
under the leadership of the Divisional Secretary in the particular SAM site 
and its members are to meet regularly during the course of the project cycle.  

The discussions and agreements in the coordinating committee form the 
basis for the local planning document that is to be produced as part of a 
SAM project (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997). This planning docu-
ment, a so-called Special Area Management Plan (SAM-plan) typically in-
cludes the identification of problems and issues that are necessary to ad-
dress; objectives and policies for management; and strategies and actions for 
implementation. It also identifies the group or agency that is responsible for 
the implementation of respective strategy.  

The SAM-plan is endorsed jointly by national agencies and formally rec-
ognised community organisations. Once a SAM-plan is recognised by the 
national government as a legitimate plan it becomes the main planning 
document with respect to coastal management for that particular area.  

With respect to the implementation of the objectives and policies for 
management that are set forth in a SAM-plan this can be carried out in dif-
ferent ways. One important ‘lesson learned’ from the SAM projects in Hik-

22 The mobilising process is also aimed towards local government officials, particularly the 
staff at the Divisional Secretariats. However, their role differs in comparison to community 
actors, in that the latter participates on a voluntary basis and has to be persuaded to partici-
pate. Divisional Secretariats, on the other hand, are required to take part. They are also ex-
pected to coordinate the SAM process so as to ensure that it becomes firmly established in the 
community on a permanent basis (White and Samarakoon, 1994).  
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kaduwa and Rekawa is that when the planning process goes on for too long 
without any visible results people tend to loose interest. To avoid this the 
1997 Coastal Zone Management Plan recommends for “small pilot action 
projects” to be started early on in the process in order to so as to illustrate to 
its participants the benefits and potential of SAM.  

However, the implementation of the policies in the SAM plan is very 
much dependent on whether funding is available. In the first round of SAM 
projects, that was part of CRMP II, the planning process and the production 
of a local management plan were the main parts of the project (interview, 
project leader 3). As a result, funding was largely limited to the planning 
process and the publishing of the SAM plan, with little money available for 
the actual implementation of the policy proposals in the plan.  

In the latest round of SAM projects, that are part of CRMP III, the situa-
tion is different in that there is funding available also for the implementation 
of some of the policies in the plan (interview, project leader 2).

With respect to the establishment of institutional arrangements for im-
plementation these will evolve over time within a SAM process, since “they 
are tied to the local and national situation for a given place and time” 
(Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997:103). It is suggested, however, that 
the Divisional Secretariat can play a key role in the local coordination of the 
SAM plan along with the facilitating authority or agency. 

An important part of a SAM project is to ensure the long-term continua-
tion of collaborative management practices, following the closure of the 
project itself (White and Samarakoon, 1994). The Divisional Secretary in the 
SAM site is vested with the responsibility to keep the process going, mainly 
through ensuring that meetings with the community coordinating committee 
continue to be held regularly. 

Having outlined the SAM process in a more general sense I turn now to 
discuss the SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and to a lesser extent the SAM pro-
jects in Rekawa and Unawatuna.  

Hikkaduwa Special Area Management site 
The Hikkaduwa Special Area Management site is located on the west coast 
of Sri Lanka, approximately 100 kilometres south of Colombo and 15 kilo-
metres north of Galle. It includes Hikkaduwa town and its immediate vicini-
ties, totalling 13 Grama Niladhari Divisions and it holds a population of 13 
815 (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996:5) (see Figure 7). The area included in the 
SAM area is largely urban (40% of the land area) to its character, while an-
other 35% of the land is occupied by coconut plantations (Lowry et al.,
1999:724).  
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Figure 7. Boundaries of the Hikkaduwa Special Management Area. Source Special 
Management Plan for Hikkaduwa Marine Sanctuary and Environs, Sri Lanka 
(1996).

In a seminar paper discussing the social and economic consequences of tour-
ism in Sri Lanka, research officer Lakshmi Perera (1978:48) describes “pre-
tourist Hikkaduwa” as a “sleepy rural township”. The term ‘pre-tourist’ re-
fers to the period prior to the mid 1960s, when international visitors had not 
yet found their way to Hikkaduwa. At this time, fishing, coir-making23 and 
coral mining24 were the main sources of livelihood and there were also some 
small holdings of coconut trees in the area. According to the 1966 records of 
the Hikkaduwa Town Council, the commercial buildings in Hikkaduwa 
comprised of 24 tea boutiques, four rice boutiques and one hotel with seven 
rooms for rent (Perera, 1978).  

The arrival of international tourists to Sri Lanka towards the end of the 
1960s was to dramatically change the physical, social and economic struc-
ture of Hikkaduwa (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996; Nakatani et al., 1994; 
Perera, 1978). Due to its near shore coral reef, long stretches of beaches, 
good surfing conditions and a rapidly gained reputation for its friendly and 
informal atmosphere, Hikkaduwa soon turned into the most popular tourist 
destination in the country. As more tourists arrived homes were converted 

23 Coir is the seed-hair fibre obtained from the outer shell of the coconut. The processed fibres 
are used to make brushes, handicrafts, household products and to make yarns for marine 
cordage and fishnets (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2006; Nakatani et al., 1994). 
24 At this time coral mining was actively encouraged by the state. Perera (1978) describes 
how the Railway Department had constructed a special platform for loading lime in Hik-
kaduwa for further transportation to Colombo and the booming building industry. 
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into guesthouses, hotels were built all along the beachfront and restaurants, 
and bars and shops popped up along the beach and the main road to cater to 
the foreigners. And while some people moved out, many others have contin-
ued to move in, to try to make a living out of tourism. 

Figure 8. Galle Road, Hikkaduwa. Photo: Ingegerd Landström. 

Today, tourism constitutes by far the largest economic sector in Hikkaduwa, 
providing direct employment for some 1500 people and related indirect em-
ployment for an additional 2100 people (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996:42). 
The one Rest House25 with seven rooms for rent that existed in 1966, has 
given way to what now constitutes the largest hotel complex in the area and 
during high season (December to April) there are more than 300 tourist es-
tablishments that line the beachfront and the main road (Nakatani et al.,
1994:35).  

With respect to other economic activities in the area they have declined in 
importance during the last few decades. The fishing industry still supports 
around 600 fishermen in the area, but has declined in economic importance, 
largely due to decreasing fish stocks (Hikkaduwa SAM plan, 1996; Nakatani 
et al., 1994). The coral mining industry has also decreased in importance, 
mainly as a result of the ban on mining and burning of corals within the 
coastal zone. 

25 Rest Houses in Sri Lanka were built by the British during the 19th century for the leisure of 
planters, civil servants and merchants (Crick, 1994).  
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Environmental and social problems in Hikkaduwa 
The transformation of Hikkaduwa from fishing village to beach resort has 
taken place with few restrictions and limited support or guidance from the 
state (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996; Nakatani et al., 1994; interview, Urban 
Development Authority official, district level). The result, according to the 
Hikkaduwa Environmental Profile, is that Hikkaduwa today constitutes “the 
most striking example in Sri Lanka of the problems resulting from un-
planned and uncoordinated tourism development (Nakatani et al., 1994:3). 

The problems that have arisen in Hikkaduwa concern both the natural and 
social environment. With respect to the former, the majority of tourist estab-
lishments are located on a narrow strip of land between the ocean and the 
main road (Nakatani et al., 1994). For the absolute most part these estab-
lishments have inadequate sewage systems, resulting in overflowing or leak-
ing soakage pits and septic tanks that pollute the ocean and ultimately also 
the ground water. Pollution is made worse by the habitual dumping of un-
treated water into the ocean (interview, Department of Wild Life Conserva-
tion official, Hikkaduwa ; Hikkaduwa SAM plan, 1996).  

 The concentration of hotels and guesthouse along the beach has also re-
sulted in a lack of beach access from the roadside and loss of beach on the 
seaward side (Nakatani et al., 1994). During and immediately after the 
Southwest monsoon, from late May to late September, the beaches are virtu-
ally non-existent in some places, due to the loss of sand.  As a result of this, 
many buildings are prone to flooding at certain times of the year, something 
which they have taken measures against, either through stacking sand bags 
(Figure 9) setting up protective walls around their properties (Figure 10).

Figure 9. Sand bags put up by guesthouse located on Hikkaduwa beach to protect it 
from flooding. Photo: Ingegerd Landström  
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Figure 10. Wall built by hotel in Hikkaduwa to protect it from flooding. Photo: 
Ingegerd Landström 

These structures, however, particularly the latter, affect the natural move-
ment of the sand and tend to further accelerate the rate of erosion.Inadequate 
solid waste disposal is another major environmental problem (Nakatani et
al., 1994). The many international visitors produce an enormous amount of 
garbage that the local infrastructure simply cannot handle (Hikkaduwa SAM 
plan, 1996). Garbage collection is a responsibility for the local authorities 
(the Pradeshiya Sabha or the Town Council), however they lack the financial 
resources to hire staff and equipment to deal with it properly (interview, 
local authority 1, Hikkaduwa). In addition, there is no permanent and ade-
quate site for disposal of garbage in Hikkaduwa, which has resulted in ex-
tensive dumping of solid waste on vacant lots, on the beach, in waterways 
and along the roadside (Nakatani et al., 1994).  

The environmental problem that has gained the most attention in Hik-
kaduwa is the degradation of the coral reef. In the 1960s, the writings of Sir 
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Arthur C. Clarke made Sri Lanka’s and Hikkaduwa’s coral reefs famous (c.f. 
Clarke, 1956). Forty years later, only about seven percent of the coral reef in 
Hikkaduwa remains alive (Rajasuriya and Karunarathna, 2000), despite ef-
forts to protect it. In 1979, the Hikkaduwa Marine Sanctuary was established 
and in 1997, the status of the area was further upgraded to that of Nature 
Reserve (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996). The natural reserve status provides 
legal support to restrict access as well as to better control activities within 
the protected area. It also authorises the Department of Wild Life Conserva-
tion to collect permit fees to offset some operational costs for managing the 
reserve (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996).   

The degradation of the coral reef in Hikkaduwa is closely related to the 
development of the tourism industry (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996). Hotels 
located on or in close proximity to the beach cause pollution; tourists destroy 
corals by walking on the reef and break off pieces to bring home as souve-
nirs and glass-bottom boats operating in shallow water, run into and break 
corals.

Figure 11. The nature reserve in Hikkaduwa prior to the removal of the fishing 
boats to the Hikkaduwa Harbour. In the front of the picture is a traditional Katama-
ran boat, used for near-shore fishing. Photo: Ingegerd Landström. 

However, the reasons for the degraded coral reef in Hikkaduwa cannot all be 
attributed to tourism. Fishing boats anchoring within the boundaries of the 
marine sanctuary have also caused severe damage (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 
1996). Previously, the practice of coral mining was a major source of dam-
age, however, due to strict enforcement this practice has been stopped, at 
least within the boundaries of the sanctuary. Finally, Sri Lanka’s coral reefs 
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were severely affected by the El Nino phenomenon in 1998. The warm cur-
rents raised the water temperature with several degrees, causing extensive 
coral bleaching (Rajasuriya and Karunarathna, 2000). 

In addition to environmental problems there are many social problems as-
sociated with tourism development in Hikkaduwa (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 
1996; Tantrigama, 1999). Over the years Hikkaduwa has come to gain a 
reputation as a haven for tourists looking for sex and drugs and there is great 
concern over the social, cultural and moral impact of tourism to the younger 
generation and to society as a whole.26

Over the course of the last two decades, several reports have addressed 
the problems that are escalating in Hikkaduwa and plans have been made for 
how to improve the situation, the SAM project being the most recent, and 
perhaps also the most extensive one.  

The Special Area Management process in Hikkaduwa 
The initial SAM project in Hikkaduwa was initiated in 1992 under the 
USAID funded CRMP II (see Table 1 for details) and completed in 1996. In 
2000, the SAM process was “reinvigorated”, this time as part of CRMP III. 
A SAM plan was not produced under this project since one already existed, 
but the community coordinating committee has been re-established and the 
mobilising and organising of community members has once again been 
taken up.

The Hikkaduwa SAM-plan identifies four overall management issues as 
particularly important to address and they are summarised in Table 3 below. 
Based on these management issues that have been found important to ad-
dress in Hikkaduwa, the SAM plan formulates a number of Objectives for
management, which then are translated into concrete Strategies and Actions 
for implementation. The Hikkaduwa SAM plan consists of 15 objectives, 16 
strategies and 116 actions for implementation. 

26 The social problems arising from international tourism is a controversial topic in Sri Lanka 
and cannot be limited to the situation in Hikkaduwa. Ever since the Sri Lankan state began to 
actively encourage the development of tourism in the 1960s there has been a heated debate 
over the impact of tourism to the Sri Lankan society at large (c.f. Crick, 1994; National Sci-
ence Council of Sri Lanka, 1978; Ratnapala, 1984) 
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Hikkaduwa marine sanctuary resources 
Degradation of coral reefs and marine life 
Inadequate anchorage and landing for fishing boas and poor access route into the harbour 
Poorly controlled and conflicting uses of the marine sanctuary 

Water quality and waste disposal 
Deteriorating coastal water quality 
Improper disposal of sewage and gray water into ground water and coastal waters 
Inadequate solid waste disposal 
Insufficient fresh water supply 

Shoreline and community character 
Excessive traffic speed, noise and congestion 
Increasing intensity of beach and sanctuary use 
Illegal construction on beaches and loss of public access 

Impacts of tourism and need for livelihood opportunities 
Lack of alternative forms of income generation 
Local informal tourism facilities do not work together 
Aggressive touts intimidate visitors 
A reputation for prostitution and drug use attracts undesirable activities 

Table 3. Management issues in Hikkaduwa SAM site. Source: Hikkaduwa Special 
Area Management and Marine Sanctuary Coordination Committee (1996)  

Outcome of the SAM process 
Due to an almost complete lack of monitoring and evaluation of the two 
pilot SAM projects, it is not entirely easy to summarise what actually have 
been accomplished within the Hikkaduwa SAM project. Two internal 
evaluations have been carried out prior to the completion of the projects 
(Samarakoon, 1993: NAREPP, 1994). Since the project was finalised in 
1996, one ‘preliminary assessment’ has been carried out, however, the au-
thors of the assessment are the first to acknowledge the much to short time 
frame during which the study was carried out (Lowry et al., 1997a:4-5). The 
authors also argue that, since the assessment took place less than a year after 
the SAM plan was adopted and since the plan has a five year implementation 
schedule, it would be to early to draw any conclusions regarding ‘impacts’ 
or  ‘outcomes’ of SAM (Lowry et al., 1997a:5).  

To find out what have been accomplished within SAM is made difficult 
also by the fact that interviewees give a somewhat mixed and sometimes 
contradictory picture of its outcome.  

Based on the evaluations that do exist and the interviews I have con-
ducted it seems safe to say that the two SAM projects in Hikkaduwa have 
focused mainly on controlling and improving the use and protection of the 
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marine sanctuary (interviews, project leader 1; project leader 3; field staff 1; 
member of Association of Approved Hoteliers Association; Lowry et al.,
1997a). Within the first SAM project, the removal of anchoring fishing boats 
from the marine sanctuary was one highly prioritised issue; finding ways of 
limiting and controlling the number of glass bottom boats operating within 
the sanctuary was another.  

The removal of fishing boats from the marine sanctuary was made possi-
ble through the rehabilitation of the Hikkaduwa harbour. With respect to the 
glass bottom boats, a glass bottom boat operators association was formed 
and a permit system aimed at regulating and limiting the glass bottom boats 
was put in place as part of the first SAM project. This organisation was later 
on defunct and it remains highly questionable as to how efficient the permit 
system has been.  

As part of the second SAM project in Hikkaduwa the glass bottom boat 
association, as well as the permit system, has been revitalised (interview, 
field staff 1). Moreover, a pier has been put in place as part of the second 
SAM project and much effort has been put into the construction of a visitor 
centre adjacent to the nature reserve (interviews, field staff 1; project leader 
2).

As I mentioned in the introductory chapter the participatory dimension of 
SAM seem to have been only partially successful; in fact, the term “night-
mare” is used by two different project leaders to describe the working envi-
ronment that prevailed during the implementation of the initial SAM project 
in Hikkaduwa (interviews, project leader 1; project leader 3).  When the 
project was finalised in 1996, it seems that the SAM process came to a more 
or less complete halt, despite the objective to keep it going on a long-term 
basis by means of local efforts (interviews, project leader 3; project consult-
ant 3). The reason behind this, according to interviewees, was a lack of 
community organisations that could keep the process going (interviews, 
project consultant 1; project consultant 3). It also seems to be the case, as 
argued by Lowry et al., (1999), that local government officials did not take 
on the responsibility for the continuation of the process as was intended. 
This, according to Lowry et al., (1999:732) was due to that the responsible 
official thought “the meetings were useless, because no money was available 
for implementation”. 

Another drawback of the participatory dimension of SAM in Hikkaduwa, 
as told to me by interviewees, was that only a few community groups actu-
ally took part in the SAM process and moreover, that one particular organi-
sation came to dominate the process (see e.g. interviews, Coast Conservation 
Department official 4; project leader 1; project leader 3; project consultant 1; 
Senaratne, 2001). Three community organisations have, at some point, par-
ticipated in the SAM process in Hikkaduwa: the Hikkaduwa Glass Bottom 
Boat Owner’s Association, the Association of Tourist board Approved Ho-
teliers of Hikkaduwa; and the Fisheries Cooperative Society (Hikkaduwa 
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SAM-plan, 1996). In addition, the Hikkaduwa SAM- plan recognises two 
organisations – the Hikkaduwa Small Hotels and Restaurants Association 
and the Tour Guides Association – that would be highly valuable to bring 
into the process; however, except for some individuals neither of the two 
have been active within SAM.  

Rekawa Lagoon Special Area Management site 
Rekawa Lagoon Special Area Management site is located further south 
along the coast, about 200 kilometres away from Colombo in the Hamban-
tota District (Ganewatte et al., 1995).  

In comparison to Hikkaduwa, the Rekawa SAM site comprise of a 
smaller area, geographically as well as in terms of its population. About 
5400 people (1200 families) in seven Grama Niladhari Divisions live within 
the Rekawa SAM site that is largely rural to its character and covers an area 
of about 1000 ha, including the lagoon itself which it about 250 ha (Gane-
watte et al., 1995).

As in the Hambantota District in general, poverty and unemployment is 
widespread in the Rekawa SAM site (Ganewatte et al., 1995). A majority of 
families are, to various degrees, supported by government social welfare, 
malnutrition among small children is prevalent, and there is lack of adequate 
drinking water and basic medical care. 

Rekawa differs from Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna in that it does not – yet 
– constitute a major destination for international tourists. Instead, the abso-
lute majority of the population is directly dependent on natural resources for 
their survival (Ganewatte et al., 1995). The Rekawa Environmental Profile
estimates that about 30 percent of the population is engaged in sea and la-
goon fishing, nine percent in coral mining and lime production, and up to 
half of the workforce in agriculture, mainly livestock, paddy, and chena 
(slash and burn) farming (Ganewatte et al., 1995:1).  

With respect to tourism, proposals have been made for the development 
of ecotourism in the area. Sri Lanka’s recently adopted ecotourism develop-
ment strategy identifies Rekawa as one of the most promising development 
opportunities in the southern region, taking into account its high quality 
beaches as well as surrounding wildlife (turtles, birds) and natural landscape 
(Ceylon Tourist Board, 2003:20). At the time of writing, however, no such 
development had been initiated. In fact, the Rekawa Environmental Profile
states that while tourism have been shown to have potential, their further 
development have so far been resisted by local residents for fear of envi-
ronmental, social, and cultural repercussions.  



85

The SAM process in Rekawa 
The SAM project in Rekawa focuses primarily on the environmental prob-
lems facing the lagoon (Ganewatte et al., 1995; Rekawa SAM-plan, 1996). 
Declining water and fish quality is a major problem, so is the salinisation of 
valuable paddy land surrounding the lagoon. Sea turtle poaching and coral 
and sand mining are other sources for concern. The short-term priority of the 
SAM process when it was first initiated was to increase the productivity of 
the lagoon. On a long term basis the objective was to bring about sustainable 
economic growth while also maintaining ecosystem function, requiring a 
gradual change towards less natural resource dependent, but economically 
viable, employment opportunities. The management issues brought up in the 
Rekawa SAM-plan are summarised in Table 4.   

Lagoon water system degradation 
Reduced fresh water flow due to irrigation uses 
Reduced sea water exchange in the lagoon 
Sedimentation and pollution of lagoon 

Lagoon and marine resource depletion 
Over fishing of shrimp and fish in the lagoon 
Degradation of coral reef from coral mining 
Poaching of turtle eggs and slaughter of animals 
Erosion of sea beach related to coral mining 
Cutting of mangroves and scrub forest 

Shoreline and land use problems 
Abandoned land in Yarawela yaya and Patha Palama Welyaya due to high salinity 
Low production and diversity in agriculture 
Lack of guidelines and zoning for aquaculture 
Lack of guidelines and zoning for tourism development 

Incidence of poverty and lack of livelihoods 
Overdependence on social welfare programmes 
Weak community organisations with poor leadership 
Lack of training and education for alternative jobs 
No development of sustainable aquaculture and tourism 

Table 4. Management issues in the Rekawa Special Area Management site. Source: 
Rekawa Special Area Management Plan, 1996.

Outcome of the SAM process 
With respect to the outcome of the SAM project in Rekawa the same di-
lemma exist here as in Hikkaduwa, in that no monitoring or evaluation of the 
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project, other than the midterm evaluations and the preliminary assessment 
mentioned above, has been carried out since the project was completed in 
1996.  

It seems to be a generally held view that the SAM project in Rekawa was 
more successful than in Hikkaduwa, much of it due to that the practice of 
coral mining was, if not altogether, then at least to a fairly large extent 
stopped (interview, project leader 3).27 The SAM project in Rekawa is also 
considered more successful than in Hikkaduwa in that it seems to have in-
volved a greater degree of community participation (see e.g. Lowry et al.,
1997a; interviews, project leader 1; project leader 3). Moreover, towards the 
end of the SAM project the Rekawa Development Foundation was created, 
as a formalisation of the community coordinating committee. According to 
interviewees, this non-governmental organisation is still active in the com-
munity (see also Clemett et al., 2003).  

Unawatuna Special Area Management site 
The natural reserve status of this area provides legal support to restrict ac-
cess as well as to better control activities within the protected area. It also 
authorises the DWLC to collect permit fees to offset some operational costs 
for managing the reserve.

 Unawatuna constitutes only a portion of a SAM project that covers a lar-
ger part of the Habaraduwa and Imaduwa Division. Thus, the SAM plan 
covering Unawatuna is titled Special Area Management plan for Ha-
baraduwa including Unawatuna bay and Koggala Lagoon.28 In this study I 
focus on the village of Unawatuna specifically.   

The history of Unawatuna is in many ways similar to that of Hikkaduwa. 
Until a few decades ago, the fishery sector was dominant and the beaches 
were mainly used by fishermen to anchor their boats, repair nets, and dry 
and sell the catch (Abhayaratna, 2001). However, since the early 1980s, the 
increase in international visitors has made tourism by far the most dominant 
sector. The four kilometres long beach that lines Unawatuna Bay is now 
crowded with guesthouses, restaurants and shops. Additional sources of 
income in the Unawatuna area are fishery, agriculture – coconut, paddy, 
cinnamon, tea and rubber being the main crops – and the industries operating 
within Koggala Free Trade Zone.  

27 In a later study of the SAM process in Rekawa, relating to livelihoods issues, Clemett et al.
(2003) find that the practice of coral mining has, once again, been taken up.  
28 However, the Environmental Profile covering Unawatuna that I refer to in the thesis fo-
cuses only on Unawatuna, particularly Unawatuna Bay. This is probably because the docu-
ment was not as produced as part of the SAM project, but was produced in 2001 by research-
ers from the University of Sri Jayewardenepura in Colombo.  
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Unawatuna is also similar to Hikkaduwa in that the growth of tourism 
has, for the most part, not occurred in a planned and state controlled manner. 
The majority of tourist establishments belong to the informal sector and 
include guesthouses and restaurants nestled along the beach in Unawatuna 
Bay. Several of the guesthouse operators refer to the tourist industry in Un-
awatuna as a “cottage industry” and there is a widely held view among lo-
cals that big hotels are not favourable to the community (Vaughan, 1995, 
referred to in Abhayaratna, 2001; interviews, guest house operators, Un-
awatuna). The big hotels that do exist are described by Abhayaratna (2001) 
as “enclaves cut off from the local community” (Abhayaratna, 2001:11). 

Unawatuna suffers from environmental problems similar to those of Hik-
kaduwa. Pollution of coastal and marine waters due to direct and indirect 
discharges of sewage and wastewater constitutes a major problem, as does 
the lack of drinking water and proper waste disposal systems. These prob-
lems are particularly acute in Unawatuna Bay, where the majority of tourist 
establishments are located. For lack of adequate sites for the disposal of 
solid waste, it is being deposited on the beaches, in the waterways and ca-
nals, and along the roadside. Degradation of coral reefs, mangroves, and fish 
production are also issues that are pointed out in the SAM plan as urgent 
management issues to find solutions to. 

The Unawatuna SAM process 
The SAM process in Unawatuna is part of CRMP III and was initiated in 
2001, when a project office was established in Hikkaduwa. At the time of 
my final visit to Sri Lanka in December 2003 the project was under way and 
a draft SAM plan had been produced.  

The Habaraduwa SAM plan contains an impressive list of members in the 
Habaraduwa SAM coordinating committee: all in all there are 31 members 
in the committee: 9 of which are community organisations and the remains 
consisting of government officials on national and local level, local authori-
ties ad SAM field staff (Habaraduwa SAM plan:31-32). However, the de-
gree to which all of these actors indeed were active members in the commit-
tee and, thus, had taken part in the production of the draft plan remains 
somewhat unclear. At the time of my final visit in December 2003, SAM 
field staff was in the process of educating local government officials regard-
ing the SAM concept and the local government officials I talked to seemed 
only vaguely aware of the project (interviews, local government official 1, 
Habaraduwa; local government official 2, Habaraduwa).

Most importantly, given the fact that land use and shore front develop-
ment is considered a major issue in Unawatuna and also recognised as such 
in the SAM plan, the operators of guesthouses and restaurants located along 
the beach in Unawatuna Bay were not represented in the coordinating com-
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mittee. This was confirmed both by SAM field staff and by the guesthouse 
operators themselves (interviews, field staff 1; guesthouse operators, Un-
awatuna).

From this introduction of the SAM strategy and its implementation in Sri 
Lanka’s coastal region I turn now to discuss various aspects of the participa-
tory dimension of SAM, that can bring light to the role played by local ac-
tors.
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6. To mobilise and organise a community 

An oft-mentioned prerequisite for the successful implementation of any col-
laborative effort aimed at local participation is the existence of a wide range 
of local actors that are able and willing to become involved in the process 
(see e.g. Syrett, 1997; Larsson, 2002; Westholm, 1999). This is also empha-
sised in the SAM strategy, which describes the active participation of a vari-
ety of local community groups as being critical to a successful implementa-
tion of the project (White and Samarakoon, 1994). It is the various commu-
nity groups, together with local government representatives, which make up 
the stabilising and institutional forces for the SAM process; only through 
their participation does collaborative coastal management hold the potential 
to become firmly established within the communities on a long-term basis 
and properly represent the communities in the management process. Indeed, 
as stated in the 1997 Coastal Zone Management Plan, “Community groups 
can make the difference in success or failure” (Coastal Zone Management 
Plan, 1997:106). 

The SAM strategy also takes steps to ensure community participation and 
the existence of a solid local institutional base. As I described in chapter 5, a 
SAM project holds an element of “community mobilising”, with the purpose 
to make community members aware of the project and to motivate them to 
participate. Most importantly, the mobilising process aims to initiate and 
support the formation and continuation of community-based organisations 
that can take part in the management effort on behalf of the community at 
large. The basic idea behind the community mobilising component – and the 
SAM strategy as a whole – is that, “it is possible to organise local communi-
ties to manage their natural resources and […] they will continue to do so if 
they perceive that they derive tangible benefits from better management” 
(White and Samarakoon 1994:20). Furthermore, with respect to the organis-
ing principle, the idea is for local community members to join together ac-
cording to their occupation, or rather, the way in which they use and depend 
on local natural resources to secure a livelihood.   

However, despite an ambitious mobilising process, the SAM projects in 
Hikkaduwa and Rekawa have experienced problems with respect to the par-
ticipatory dimension of SAM. I have previously described how only a few 
organisations actually took part in the Hikkaduwa SAM project and, more-
over, how the SAM projects in both Hikkaduwa and Rekawa experienced 
problems with weak and short-lived community-based organisations that 
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were not quite able to take on the required responsibility. In fact, in Hik-
kaduwa it was not possible to continue the management process on a perma-
nent basis as envisaged in the strategy, mainly due to a lack of existing local 
organisations that could take on the task.  

In understanding the implementation of SAM as situated practice (Corn-
wall, 2002), I argue that one reason for the limited success of the mobilising 
component can be found by considering the assumptions underpinning the 
SAM strategy – that it is possible to organise communities by means of out-
side assistance and according to predetermined criteria – in relation to the 
actual context in which it is implemented. Thus, the purpose of this chapter 
is to illustrate some of the ways in which the assumptions made within SAM 
regarding community mobilising might not hold true when considering the 
complex socio-political context in which it is being put to use. 

From ‘command-and-control’ to collaboration
In a preliminary assessment of the SAM pilot projects in Hikkaduwa and 
Rekawa, the team of consultants carrying out the assessment concludes: 
“The organisation of user groups has a long tradition in Sri Lanka, so using 
resource user groups as a basis for collective action has not been particularly 
difficult” (Lowry et al., 1997a:13).  

However, when considering the history of natural resource management 
in Sri Lanka, this argumentation seems to be somewhat of a qualified truth. 
It is true that there is a long history of community participation in agriculture 
and in the management of the elaborate irrigation systems, dating all the way 
back to pre-colonial Sri Lanka (Amarasinghe et al., 1986; Nichols, 2000; 
interview, project leader 3; interview, consultant 1). In their overview of co-
management efforts in Sri Lanka (that is, management efforts that to differ-
ent degrees aim to include local actors), DeCosse and Jayawickrama 
(1996:16-18) describe how resources such as forest and irrigation works in 
the past were managed collectively, with communities having widely ac-
cepted and well established methods of controlling and allocating their use 
and, moreover, having legally recognised community-based tenurial rights to 
their land.

However, during the British colonial time in particular, land laws were 
established that changed these systems of community based resource owner-
ship and management irreversibly (Bastian, 1998; DeCosse and Jayawick-
rama, 1996; Moore, 1985; Nichols, 2000). The Crown Lands Encroachment 
Ordinance of 1840 declared that all land which was not permanently culti-
vated and for which title was not registered could be vested in the Crown. 
Although much of the land was in fact customarily owned and used by 
communities, common property rights were in many cases impossible to 
establish. The result was that many people became landless, while vast areas 
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of land became vested in the Crown and then transferred to British planters 
for coffee cultivation. Although subsequent land reforms have been carried 
out with the explicit intention to redistribute land to landless people, they 
have in practice resulted in the state adding to their already excessive owner-
ship of land to the extent that, today, the Sri Lankan state owns around 80 
percent of all land in the country (Bastian, 1998; DeCosse and Jayawick-
rama, 1996).  

In governing its vast areas of land and natural resources, the state has not 
sought to keep up the ancient collective management systems; neither have 
they attempted to work together with local people. Instead, Sri Lanka’s envi-
ronmental management strategy up until recently is an illustrative example 
of the ‘traditional’ state-led environmental management that I have previ-
ously discussed. DeCosse and Jayawickrama (1996) describe natural re-
source management in Sri Lanka during the post-independent era in the fol-
lowing manner:  

State agencies mandated to manage natural resources have traditionally per-
ceived their role not only as “protectors” but also as “policemen” and have 
perceived local communities either as passive observers that can be ignored 
or as potential threats that can be controlled. The main thrust of resource 
management has, therefore, been to restrict and control peoples’ interaction 
with resources (DeCosse and Jayawickrama, 1996:17).   

DeCosse and Jayawickrama (1996:17; see also Honadle, 1999) refer to this 
as a “command and control mentality”, where the guiding principle of the 
responsible state departments, such as the Forest Department, the Depart-
ment of Wildlife Conservation and, not least, the Coast Conservation De-
partment, has been to regulate, or altogether prohibit, peoples’ interaction 
with the natural resources in their vicinity by means of permit systems, es-
tablishment of nature reserves and threats of fines and imprisonment. Only 
during the last decade have there been some attempts made to involve local 
actors in natural resource management in a more thorough manner, the Spe-
cial Area Management projects being one of them (DeCosse and Jayawick-
rama, 1996).29

A similar story to the above can be told with respect to the fishery sector. 
Traditional fishing practices included cooperative activities based on the 
principles of risk-sharing, as well as carefully designed common property 
resource systems of net sharing and net rotation (for an overview of tradi-
tional fishing practices, see Nichols, 2000; Alexander, 1977). Share rights 
stayed within the community by means of hereditary rights, so that men and 
women inherited the right to hold shares in a net from their parents or were 

29 Other areas in which participatory approaches have been applied more recently include 
watershed management, forestry, and irrigation management (see further DeCosse and Jay-
awickrama, 1996).    
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given by dowry, and rotation systems were designed to distribute catch 
equally (Nichols, 2000).  

However, similar to the changes that took place within the agricultural 
sector these systems based on cooperation and kinship were disrupted, first 
by British colonial legislation and later on by state intervention aimed at 
commercialising the fishing industry and bringing about greater fish catches 
(Nichols, 2000). While many fishing villages today do have a fishery coop-
erative, they are not involved in management issues, but function primarily 
as a means by which the government channels funds to low-income fisher 
families (interview, member of Fisheries Society, Hikkaduwa).  

In conclusion, then, even though there certainly is a tradition of collabora-
tive forms for using and managing land and other resources in Sri Lanka, for 
the most part it no longer exists. The traditional community-based and col-
lective forms for management are long gone and have been replaced by a 
system largely based on state legislation and regulation. In this state centred 
system, the public has been looked upon as ‘enemies’ to the environment 
rather than potential co-managers and the relationship between the state and 
local actors with respect to the use and protection of natural resources has 
been based on conflict rather than cooperation. As a result, there is no abun-
dance of community resource user groups with experience from collective 
community management as well as from more formalised management ef-
forts in collaboration with the state.

Local civil society organisation
The limited participation by local actors in the management of natural re-
sources is paralleled by a lack of local civil society organisation and in-
volvement within the political sphere in general. Many studies of democracy 
and governance issues in Sri Lanka indicate that local civil society plays 
only a limited role within formal decision-making processes (c.f. Sida, 2002; 
Timberman and Bevis, 2001) Although community based organisations do 
exist to varying degrees, they tend to be excluded from decision-making 
processes within the political sphere (interview, project consultant 2), deal-
ing instead with more mundane matters. Moore (1985) in his study of peas-
ant politics in Sri Lanka, finds little political power rooted in local social 
organisations: “the only organisations that seem to thrive at village level are 
those which serve specific and immediate needs, notably Death Donation 
Societies and Temple Societies” (Moore, 1985:229). 

In another early study, Morrison et al. (1979; see also Asian Development 
Bank, 2004) point to an apparent inability in many Sri Lankan villages to 
establish viable and effective locally based organisations. In their study, 
Morrison et al. (1997) find that the formal village organisations that do exist 
tend to be rather short-lived, unless directly controlled by the state. Locally 
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initiated organisations appear on the initiative of an individual or a small 
group of leaders and fade away as these people lose interest. In other words, 
they persist while the original leadership remains active, but there is no ac-
ceptance of the notion that alternative leadership might legitimately exist 
within the organisation. In this way, argue the authors, the life of the organi-
sation is measured by the length of the interest of its founders (Morrison et 
al., 1979:226).  

Frequently the community-based organisations that do exist on a local 
level tend to be weak, unstable, lacking in resources and skills, and often 
also unrepresentative of the communities at large (Asian Development Bank, 
1994; National Environmental Action Plan, 1998:43; Coastal Resources 
Management project, 1995). Social scientist Shelton Wanasinghe (1999), 
argues that, although community based organisations do exist, they are yet to 
become a viable organisational force in the Sri Lankan society. In Wa-
nasinghe’s (1999) opinion, the growth of a strongly centralised state bu-
reaucracy has effectively “alienated the citizens from the process of govern-
ance and the activity of decision-making involved therein” (Wanasinghe, 
1999:5). In his study of local governance, Wanasinghe emphasises the im-
portance of a strong relationship between local government bodies and civil 
society in order to bring local actors into the political process. However, he 
notes, this requires the strengthening of civil society:  

The organised participation of the citizenry in the relationship requires the 
emergence and strengthening of organs of civil society – Non-Governmental 
Organisations and Community Based Organisations. This, it must be admit-
ted, is an area in which Sri Lanka has still a long way to go – particularly in 
terms of Community Based Organisations focused on local issues (Wa-
nasinghe, 1999:49).  

The lack of existing locally based and well-established organisations is also 
brought up by SAM practitioners. Indeed, and as I discussed in the previous 
chapter, the shortage of strong and stable organisations in the coastal area is 
considered, by one interviewee, a reason for why the state has to retain its 
authority in the coastal zone as opposed to sharing it with local actors (inter-
view, project leader 3, see further chapter 6). Another interviewee provides 
me with an insightful description of the difficulties they have faced within 
the SAM projects when attempting to bring about local participation within a 
political system where local civil society traditionally has been more or less 
excluded (interview, project consultant 1). 

The issues I have addressed here highlight some aspects of the socio-
political context in which SAM is to be implemented and that constitute 
possible challenges to the mobilising and organising element of a SAM pro-
ject. To realise a project that relies heavily on local community groups for 
implementation and long term continuity in a context where local actors 
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have limited previous experience of organised participation in natural re-
source management, as well as in political processes in general, certainly 
seems to make a mobilising process essential, but also difficult. Given that 
the organisations that take part in the management effort are supposed to be 
“legally accepted, economically viable and democratic” (Coastal Resources 
Management project, 1994:10) it comes perhaps as no surprise that the mo-
bilising and organising component seems to be one of the most difficult and 
complex parts of the SAM projects.  

Heterogeneous resource user groups
Another aspect of the social context in which SAM is implemented that is 
likely to have a bearing on the organising of the community is related to the 
‘characteristics’ and interests of the community members in relation to the 
organising principle underlying the SAM strategy.  

The SAM strategy advocates community members joining together in 
groups on the basis of their occupation and the way in which they use and 
depend on coastal natural resources to make a living. Thus, in Hikkaduwa, 
these groups would include tour guides, fishermen, glass-bottom boat opera-
tors, owners/operators of the approved hotels in the area and, finally, all the 
smaller hotels and guesthouses.  

Underlying this organising principle is the assumption that individuals 
who depend on and use natural resources in similar ways identify with each 
other and have mutual interests with respect to the use and management of 
those resources (Lowry et al., 1997). Due to this, it becomes possible for the 
members of the different groups to work together and arrive at a consensus 
with respect to the management issues they consider important to address. 
These issues and opinions are then to be brought up in the community coor-
dinating committee by the representative(s) of the group and discussed 
among the wider group of participants.   

However, this assumption regarding supposedly homogeneous resource 
user groups that will be able to work together tends to overlook the great 
diversity that in fact exists among local actors and among individuals hold-
ing similar occupations. In Hikkaduwa the resource user group “fishermen” 
includes approximately 600 individuals that make their living off the sea in 
many different ways (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996:44). Belonging to this 
group are entrepreneurs that own large vessels with hired crews that are ca-
pable of staying out at sea for as long as two weeks. At the other end of the 
spectrum are the fishermen that do not own a boat, but either fish in near-
shore waters or work as labourers on commercial boats. In between are the 
fishermen that use traditional, non-motorised Katamaran boats (see Figure
11, p. 80), as well as the medium-sized motorized boats that stay out at sea 
for one or two nights before returning to land with their catches (interviews, 
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fishermen, Hikkaduwa). 100 of the 600 fishermen in Hikkaduwa have their 
own boat (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996:44). 

That individuals securing their livelihoods under such differing circum-
stances have different needs and priorities comes perhaps as no surprise: The 
fishermen I have interviewed tell different stories with respect to the prob-
lems they run into and the issues they find important to address (interviews, 
fishermen, Hikkaduwa, see also interviews, fisheries inspectors, Hik-
kaduwa). A member of the Hikkaduwa Fisheries Society talks about the 
many clashes of interests that occur between what he refers to as “small-
scale” versus “large-scale” fishermen, disagreements that sometimes have 
lead to the dissolving of the fisheries society altogether, or caused long peri-
ods under which no meetings are held. Due to this, he says, “it is very diffi-
cult to have a Fisheries Society in Hikkaduwa” (interview, member of Hik-
kaduwa Fisheries Society). 

The small hotel and guesthouse sector in Hikkaduwa consists of up to 350 
different establishments (Hikkaduwa SAM plan, 1996). Similar to the inter-
views with fishermen, interviews with individuals working within this sector 
illustrate that the terms under which they carry out their business show great 
variation. Some establishments are actual guesthouses including several 
rooms and often a restaurant, while others are simply private homes whose 
owners rent out a room or two to tourists. Many of the establishments are not 
registered or approved by the Sri Lankan Tourist Board and operate within 
the informal sector; others are approved by the Tourist Board and may, or 
may not, belong to the informal sector. Some establishments are owned by 
native Sri Lankans; others are owned and/or operated by foreigners.  

Also similar to interviews with fishermen, discussions with guesthouse 
operators illustrate considerable diversity with respect to views and priori-
ties. While various constellations have appeared from time to time they have 
always dissolved, sometimes with new organisations being started by former 
members that felt that their particular interests were not taken into considera-
tion (interview, member of Hikkaduwa Protective Society).   

Finally, the glass bottom boat operators consist of approximately 80 indi-
viduals during high season. Since they provide a telling example of the di-
versity among resource users and the possible consequences of this, I discuss 
them in some detail in the following. 

The Hikkaduwa Glass Bottom Boat Owners Association 
Similar to the resource user groups described above, the glass bottom boat 
operators are a heterogeneous group of people (interviews, glass-bottom 
boat operators, Hikkaduwa).30 Some boat operators own several boats, others 

30 Unless stated otherwise, this section is based upon interviews with eleven individuals oper-
ating, but not necessarily owning, a glass-bottom boat in Hikkaduwa. A majority of them 
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have only one; others yet again do not own a boat, but borrow or ‘rent’ a 
boat from someone else, usually sharing profits. Some are originally from 
Hikkaduwa, while others have moved in from elsewhere and are often 
looked upon as outsiders and intruders by those who consider themselves 
locals. For some individuals, the boat is their only source of income, while 
others combine it with operating a small store or a restaurant, or with work-
ing as tour guides. Some work as fishermen during tourism off-season, while 
others go abroad off and on to find work. In addition, a few of the approved 
hotels located within the marine sanctuary own and operate their own boats.  

Figure 12. Glass bottom boats in Hikkaduwa Nature Reserve. Photo: Ingegerd 
Landström. 

During tourist high season there are up to 80 boats along the Hikkaduwa 
beach that offer rides out to the coral reef. Each boat operator works within 
one particular part of the beach; along the beach in the Marine Sanctuary 
there are three different groups of boat operators; each with one particular 
section of the beach they consider their territory and where they collect cus-
tomers. ‘Stealing’ customers from the territory of the neighbouring group is 
not looked upon kindly and, says one boat operator while laughing: “if it 
happens there can be a fight” (interview, glass bottom boat operator).  

                                                                                                                            
have, at some point, been members of a Glass Bottom Boat Association. All of the interview-
ees are well aware of that such an organisation exists and of the SAM project in general. 



97

The activities and behaviour of the glass bottom boats has been a highly 
prioritized issue throughout both SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and it has 
been considered very important to get the boat operators to organize and 
participate in SAM. The Hikkaduwa Glass Bottom Boat Owners Association 
was first formed in 1995, as part of the pilot SAM project in Hikkaduwa 
(Hikkaduwa Sam-plan, 1996).  

However, it has proven difficult to keep the organisation together and it 
has never had the support of all the active boat operators, often not even a 
majority of them. Not all boat operators have been willing to participate and 
the organisation has frequently broken up into different fractions, usually 
determined by the group they belong to and the area in which they operate. It 
has also been the case that people have been more or less forced to join the 
organisation through threats of not receiving the necessary boat license 
unless they do so:  

Earlier there was a Glass Bottom Boat Association, but they split up into 
various groups due to various problems. Now I have the political support 
from the Chairman of the Town Council and we have formed a new organi-
sation and they are very active. […] This was mainly due to political support. 
The Chairman of the Town Council is a very strong person in this area. 
Every Glass Bottom Boat owner has to get a license from the Town Council 
and he [the Chairman of the Town Council] said that, “I will not issue a li-
cense for you unless you become a member in this organisation” (interview, 
field staff 1). 

One of the most longstanding management issues with respect to the glass 
bottom boats in Hikkaduwa is their ‘unruly’ presence and activities within 
the borders of the marine sanctuary (interview, field staff 1). To contribute 
to a more orderly situation, it has been suggested that a pier should be built 
somewhere along the beach. The idea is that the boats should anchor by the 
pier and pick up customers according to a queuing system, as opposed to the 
current situation where the boats are spread out all along the beach in the 
marine sanctuary. 

 However, it has proven extremely difficult to agree on the exact location 
of the pier and the topic has been heatedly debated for several years. Finally, 
during my final visit in Hikkaduwa, in November 2003, the pier was in place 
and just about ready to be put to use.  

When discussing the location and operation of the pier with boat opera-
tors their different views become apparent. Some interviewees – notably 
those individuals who operate their boats in the vicinity of the pier – are 
pleased with its location and the fact that it is finally being put in place after 
so many years of disagreement. Others, however, are highly critical. Two 
boat operators argue that the decision to place the pier at its current location 
was completely inappropriate. They tell me that their group, consisting of 
between 20 and 30 individuals during high season (thus, constituting close to 
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a third of the entire boat fleet), will under no circumstances move their boats 
to the pier. “If they try to move us we will get the whole village together and 
make a big protest”, says one of the interviewees. “We have worked here all 
our lives and this is where we live (he points towards his house across the 
road); we are not moving” (interview, glass bottom boat operator).  

This story of the Hikkaduwa Glass Bottom Boat Owners Association il-
lustrates that the basic assumption underlying the SAM strategy regarding 
common interests among resource users is somewhat simplified. Interviews 
with local actors point instead to a great diversity among individuals that 
might share the same occupation by name, but that carry out their work un-
der different circumstances and have different views of management issues. 
Interviews also indicate that loyalties and common interests are not neces-
sarily tied to one’s profession or use of a particular resource. 

Taken together, the issues I have addressed so far in this chapter illustrate 
some of the aspects of the socio-political context that can contribute to an 
understanding of the difficulties associated with the efforts to mobilize and 
organize local actors for the SAM process and that are likely to affect its 
outcome. In the following, I continue this discussion, focusing on various 
issues relating to the SAM strategy in general and the mobilising component 
in particular. 

Initiating participation ‘from above’ 
The degree to which it is possible to bring about community participation 
and bottom-up development by means of a top-down intervention approach 
is a reoccurring theme in research concerned with the theory and practice of 
participation (c.f. Cornwall, 2002; Nelson and Wright, 1995).  

The possible dilemma of a top-down approach and of a project initiated 
by outsiders was a source for concern when the SAM strategy was first in-
troduced in Sri Lanka. In discussing the introduction of SAM in Sri Lanka, 
White and Samarakoon (1994:23-24) describe how the SAM project initia-
tors took into account the potential risk for a project started with “outside 
expertise” not to become properly institutionalised with local and national 
government agencies. To avoid this situation and to ensure that government 
agencies would be “fully on board from the beginning of the SAM process,” 
its implementation was preceded by a series of discussions with “key na-
tional government agencies” (White and Samarakoon, 1994:24). These dis-
cussions were held over the course of two years and ultimately resulted in a 
political consensus over the benefits and necessity of local participation in 
the management process (White and Samarakoon, 1994:22). 

With respect to community actors, however, there seem to have been less 
concern. As I described earlier in this chapter, the SAM strategy rests on the 
premise that it is possible to organise a community by means of professional 
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facilitators. I have found no discussion in policy documents or project re-
ports regarding the possible dilemmas that can be associated with a top-
down implementation of what is described in policy documents as a bottom-
up strategy, where local people are supposed to gain a sense of ownership 
over the management process (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997; White 
and Samarakoon, 1992). However, when discussing the mobilising and or-
ganising component of SAM with various SAM practitioners and partici-
pants, it seems as if the top-down approach to local participation and to 
community organising is not ideal when trying to mobilise and organise a 
community.  

Several interviewees that hold, or have previously held, positions of re-
sponsibility within the SAM process point to the problems associated with 
the character of the SAM strategy when it comes to making communities 
motivated to form organisations and take part in the management effort. 

“You cannot push communities to form organisations and deliver the 
goods that someone else has decided upon when the project was first formu-
lated”, says one interviewee (interview, project consultant 1). This inter-
viewee is strongly critical to the top-down approach of SAM and to the way 
in which local actors are invited to participate. In fact, he questions the de-
gree to which the mobilising processes in the Hikkaduwa and Rekawa SAM 
projects were at all able to create local organisations with an ability to take 
on responsibilities in the management process. 

The same interviewee points to the dilemma of external projects that are 
to be implemented during a too short time frame (interview, project consult-
ant 1). In his view, a project such as SAM, aimed at community participation 
in natural resource management, requires an implementation period of at 
least seven, ideally up to ten years. Within such a long time frame, the inter-
viewee argues, it becomes possible to motivate the younger generation and 
to provide them with a sense of responsibility and ownership with respect to 
natural resource management. In his view, this is essential in order for com-
munity management to come about. “Unless you can do that, don’t start 
projects here for the community”, the interviewee concludes.  

Another interviewee points to the ‘distance’ between community mem-
bers and field personnel that results from the manner in which the SAM 
projects are designed and implemented. In the opinion of this interviewee, 
the most important aspect of working with and motivating communities is 
that you “have to be able to do a lot of walking and talking” (interview, pro-
ject leader 3). Referring to the most recent round of SAM projects he does 
not see this happening, claiming instead that: 

We have become more bureaucratised than before. We want to do everything 
from offices, so I don’t see that close contact [with the communities]. And 
the system does not allow it; there is far too much reporting and things going 
on at the head office (interview, project leader 3).  
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This interviewee has been involved in the two pilot projects as well as the 
most recent round of SAM projects and he compares the bureaucratization 
that he has experienced in the second round of SAM projects to the mobilis-
ing process that took place in Rekawa. The interviewee argues that the most 
important reason for (what he considers to be) the relatively successful SAM 
process in Rekawa was the close contact that were established between ‘the 
villagers’ and the field personnel during the course of the project:  

One of the key things [in Rekawa] was that the social mobilisers were con-
sidered volunteers. They were young people with a good sound education, 
they were recruited from the village and they worked from their houses. And 
the Field Project Implementation Unit manager was also required to live in 
the village and work together with the mobilisers. That brought the project in 
very close contact with the village. But now [in the current SAM projects] 
these Field Project Implementation Unit managers that we have established 
to cover each SAM area, is staffed by people who are recruited, who are not 
from the area. Therefore, they have to be there for a long time in order to un-
derstand the social structure of the unit they are working in. And they will 
still always be considered foreigners in that sense. So that is a problem. 
Rekawa – in my opinion – is a success a hundred percent due to the fact that 
the social mobilisers were from the area; they could easily identify with the 
villagers. And they were made to feel not like employees, but as spokesmen 
for the village (interview, project leader 3). 

The ‘distance’ between community members and project staff and the un-
derstanding of SAM as a government project is reflected also in many inter-
views with community members in Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna. While some 
interviewees certainly are positive about the opportunity to engage with the 
state and be able to influence the management process, I have, with one im-
portant exception (see chapter 8), found little of the feeling of local owner-
ship that the strategy aims to bring about. On the contrary, the SAM process 
seems very much to be considered a government project, a sentiment ex-
pressed among those who currently participate, or have done so in the past. 
The majority of community members that I have talked to and who have 
participated in or have knowledge of the SAM process describe it as yet 
another government project brought in from above. “They come, they meet 
and they eat” is one interviewees laconic description of the SAM project, 
‘them’ referring to those who work in ”the air-conditioned offices in Co-
lombo” (interview, guesthouse operator, Hikkaduwa).  

Community organising carried out in a top-down manner by professional 
expertise can also be a problem when it comes to understanding the social 
structure of the area where a SAM project is implemented. In their overview 
of the concept of the SAM strategy, White and Samarakoon (1994) empha-
sise the importance of a thorough understanding of the socio-political con-
text in the areas where SAM is to be implemented:  
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As the process proceeds in the two Sri Lankan sites [Hikkaduwa and 
Rekawa] it is becoming apparent that the SAM plan requires an intimate 
knowledge and sound understanding of the social and political structure of 
the community; the special interest groups and stakeholders, and an identifi-
cation of local leaders and core groups who can play a stewardship role 
(White and Samarakoon, 1994:22). 

However, for field staff to gain this kind of insightful knowledge regarding 
the area in which they are to work is not necessarily easy, particularly not in 
combination with the administrative burdens of the field personnel (inter-
views, field staff 1; field staff 3). The professional facilitators that are re-
sponsible for the community organising and mobilising are not necessarily 
‘locals’ and thus, hold limited previous knowledge regarding the areas in 
which they are to work. As pointed out by the project leader in the above, 
the recruiting of people who are not familiar with the areas in which they 
carry out their work presents a problem when it comes to understanding “the 
social structure of the unit they are working in” (interview, project leader 3). 
They will have to be there for a long time, he says, and even then it might 
not be possible; “they will still always be considered foreigners in that 
sense” (interview, project leader 3).  

The difficulties that social mobilisers can experience when it comes to 
understanding the socio-political reality in the SAM sites is exacerbated by 
the lack of preceding analysis of little other than environmental issues (see 
further chapter 7). Due to the emphasis on environmental data collection in 
the initial phase of a SAM project, the task to gain the necessary “intimate 
knowledge and sound understanding” (White and Samarakoon, 1994:22) of 
the community in which SAM is implemented, falls almost completely on 
the field staff in respective SAM site. Several interviewees argue that it re-
mains questionable as to whether this is at all possible given size of the 
SAM sites, the relatively short time frame of the project, and the workload 
of the field staff (interviews, project leader 3; field staff 1; project consultant 
1; field staff, 3).

Relying on individuals   
Another aspect of the top-down design of the mobilising process concerns 
the way in which community groups are established. In forming community-
based groups the field staff relies to a large extent on ‘strong individuals’ 
and ‘local leaders’ for the organisation to come together in the first place 
(interviews field staff 1; field staff 3). Much of the mobilising process is 
dedicated to finding active and motivated individuals and local leaders – 
‘key members’ – who can take part in the planning process. This person 
typically has a good reputation and is respected in several camps. He might 
also be a person with valuable political connections that due to this is looked 
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upon as a “strong person” (interview, field staff 1), with the capability of 
getting things done. Due to this he – always a he – is able to unite different 
and sometimes hostile factions and recruit them to the organisation of which 
he then becomes the obvious leader.  

However, interviews with guesthouse operators and glass bottom boast 
operators in particular, illustrate that building an organisation around one 
individual tends to make the organisations created unstable and vulnerable to 
changes. When that one individual leaves or chooses to no longer be active, 
there is no one with the same ability and authority to keep the members of 
the group together. As a consequence, the entire organisation either ceases to 
function or splits up into various fractions. 

This is particularly obvious with respect to the Glass Bottom Boat Own-
ers Association, an organisation that, as I described previously, has come 
and gone several times during the two periods of SAM planning in Hik-
kaduwa, with different people holding positions of leadership at different 
times. Several interviewees describe how they have chosen to become mem-
bers when a particular person became chairman, or, conversely, how they no 
longer wanted to participate because they did not “like” or “trust” the person 
or the people who at the time held leadership positions in the organisation. It 
has also been the case that individuals have taken part in the planning proc-
ess not as representatives for a larger group of community members, but as 
individuals, representing no interest but their own (interviews, project con-
sultant 1; guesthouse operators, Hikkaduwa).  

A consultant that has been involved in the pilot projects in both Hik-
kaduwa and Rekawa argues that future SAM projects must work much more 
towards establishing a solid base for the organisations that are created during 
the SAM process (interview, project consultant 1). This, he says, is impor-
tant in order to make local organisations more stable and also to make them 
more representative. The interviewee argues that the formation of solid and 
broad-based organisations must be a priority both for the SAM leadership 
and for the community organisations themselves, in that they have to put 
more of an effort into working on their membership.  

In the opinion of this interviewee, the initial SAM projects in Hikkaduwa 
and Rekawa were mainly concerned with establishing the vertical links, 
connecting community organisations with decision-making agencies and 
office bearers (interview, project consultant 1). Considerably less effort was 
being put into connecting community members with each other so as to form 
broad-based organisations that could be said to represent a particular seg-
ment of the community as a whole. 
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Conclusion
In this chapter I have discussed some of the factors that can contribute to an 
understanding of why, despite an ambitious mobilising component, rela-
tively few community members have been involved in the Hikkaduwa SAM 
projects.  In doing this, and in understanding the SAM process in terms of 
situated practice as outlined in the theoretical chapter, I have focused on the 
SAM strategy in relation to the socio-political context in which it is imple-
mented.

While the issues I have brought up here really only touch upon the sub-
ject, they do point to what I consider to be the general problem: namely that, 
while the SAM strategy does make efforts to mobilise and organise commu-
nities, it does so with only very limited knowledge of the particular circum-
stances that prevail in the areas where SAM is implemented. Instead, the 
SAM strategy, and consequently also the mobilising component, is based on 
a set of assumptions that do not necessarily hold true in the particular con-
text in which they are implemented.  

In addition, the strategy seems to underestimate the challenges associated 
with community organisation. With very limited knowledge of the prevail-
ing socio-political context, the SAM strategy directs field staff to organise 
diverse groups of people with little experience of participating in formal 
organising and in political processes in general, into democratic and stable 
organisations. 
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7. Ambiguity towards community participation 

In her account of the production of spaces for participation, Cornwall (2002) 
brings up two different ways in which participatory spaces can come about. 
On the one hand are spaces that result from some form of popular mobilisa-
tion, where people come together due to some common cause or concern or 
perhaps a common identity. Although they can take many different shapes 
and forms, they are similar to each other in that they are initiated and occu-
pied by the participants themselves, who then also determine their shape, 
form and objectives (see also Edwards et al., 2001). 

On the other hand are participatory spaces that are created by external 
agents on behalf of the intended participants. As such, they constitute what 
Cornwall (2002:18) refers to as bounded spaces, spaces that are instigated 
and implemented by governments, planners, researchers and, with respect to 
aid-dependent countries in the South, by international aid and lending insti-
tutions and their associated technical consultants and experts.  

To these bounded spaces belong the great majority of development pro-
jects and partnerships that aim to assure local participation in various politi-
cal processes and in a broadly defined development process. The SAM pro-
jects most certainly belong to this latter category. Initially developed by the 
Coastal Resources Centre at the University of Rhode Island, the SAM strat-
egy has been implemented in Sri Lanka through funding and technical assis-
tance first by the USAID in collaboration with the Coastal Resources Centre 
and later on by the Dutch government in collaboration with the Asian De-
velopment Bank, all along with the Coast Conservation Department as the 
domestic counterpart.  

In view of this, one way to gain insights to the role played by local actors 
within SAM is to examine more closely what participation is taken to mean, 
and what it is expected to contribute to, according to the actors, or institu-
tions, who have set the terms for the project and to those that have been re-
sponsible for its implementation.  

Such an analysis is all the more important due to the inherent vagueness 
of the concept and practice of participation. Indeed, when considering its 
many interpretations in different contexts, it seems that participation – along 
with other equally vague and ‘feel-good’ concepts such as collaboration and 
partnership – is one of those terms that can have almost any meaning at-
tached to it (Bastian, 1996; Cornwall, 2002; Michener, 1999; Nelson and 
Wright, 1995; Williams, 2004). Participation can refer to a situation where 
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people are being told what will be or has been done, as well as to a situation 
where people have taken more or less independent control over a process 
from which they were previously excluded, and anything in between (Pretty, 
1995). It can be implemented for different reasons, with different goals in 
mind and by means of different institutional arrangements. Thus, an adher-
ence to local participation can – but does not necessarily have to – contribute 
to real and substantial changes with regards to shifts in power relations be-
tween groups of actors; it can be a highly political process as well as little 
more than a superficial measure, essentially intended at upholding status 
quo.

The purpose of this chapter is to address various aspects of the participa-
tory dimension of SAM that can contribute to an understanding of the role 
awarded local actors. In doing this, I discuss firstly the degree of authority 
that local actors are awarded. Following this, I bring up the purpose for in-
viting local actors in the management process. Finally, I discuss whom from 
the community is considered important to include in a SAM process.  

Communities as co-managers 
The most common way of describing the relationship between the actors 
who participate in a SAM project is that it entails co-management, that is, 
collaborative management whereby authority and responsibilities are shared 
between the participants (White and Samarakoon, 1994; Coastal Zone Man-
agement Plan, 2004). The formulation that most clearly spells this out can be 
found in the 2004 Coastal Zone Management Plan, which describes SAM in 
the following way, as involving:

[…] co-management of resources through which decision-making, responsi-
bility and authority in respect of natural resources use and management are 
shared between the government and the local resource users or community 
(Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004:35).  

Several policy documents mention explicitly that SAM does not constitute 
an attempt to introduce community-based management in the sense of hand-
ing the full authority and responsibility for resource management over to the 
local communities (see e.g. White and Samarakoon, 1994; Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 2004; see also DeCosse and Jayawickrama, 1996). This 
is not considered realistic or desirable, since the government still has an 
important role to play:  

In Sri Lanka, cooperative management is a more appropriate concept than 
community based management for coastal resources. The national and local 
government are inherently part of any management efforts for coastal re-
sources in Sri Lanka. It is best to realize that community efforts alone may 
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not work without the support and joint participation of government (White 
and Samarakoon, 1994:24).   

However, while co-management as interpreted within SAM does not allow 
for communities to gain full authority with respect to coastal management 
they are, nevertheless, awarded a prominent role. The 2004 Coastal Zone
Management Plan, describes SAM planning as being “a local community 
effort”, with the local community pointed out as the “main stakeholder 
group” and “the custodians of the resources being managed” (Coastal Zone 
Management Plan 2004:35).  

The 1997 Coastal Zone Management Plan places an even stronger em-
phasis on the role to be taken on by community actors. In addition to refer-
ring to SAM as a collaborative method, this policy document describes it as 
a local community and/or local government effort that can be used to “effec-
tively promote community self-management” (Coastal Zone Management 
Plan 1997:99). Similarly, in a recent book dedicated to the long-time col-
laboration between US AID and the Coastal Resources Centre at the Univer-
sity of Rhode Island (through which SAM was first introduced in Sri Lanka), 
the SAM concept is described as involving “community-level collective self-
management“ (Lowry, 2003:135).  

In general, the role of project consultants, planners and national govern-
ment officials is described in considerably more low-key terms. Their task is 
to act mainly as initiators of the planning process, as facilitators and as ex-
perts that can contribute with their specific knowledge whenever needed 
(Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997; White and Samarakoon, 1994). A 
Coast Conservation Department official who is involved in the second round 
of SAM projects on behalf of the Coast Conservation Department expresses 
this in the following way: 

[Special Area Management is] a clear process in which the community mem-
bers, the local authorities and various NGOs collaborate and make the deci-
sions. The local stakeholders identify all the issues relating to a specific SAM 
site, they prioritise all the issues, they come up with the solutions and if they 
want expertise or technical support then we [the Coast Conservation Depart-
ment] can provide it. Finally we have to prepare the plan in accordance with 
the issues identified by them [the local stakeholders] (interview, Coast Con-
servation Department official 2).  

In this understanding the state is supposed to take a step back to allow for 
local stakeholders to be able to take the principal responsibility over the 
management process. It is also emphasised that the state should no longer 
take on the role of a “superior authority”, that “imposes its will on the com-
munity” (Coastal Zone Management Plan 1997:99; White and Samarakoon 
1994:21). Rather, the government is supposed to act primarily as a facilita-
tor, contributing to the management process with technical inputs and finan-
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cial support. The government also has an important role to play as mediator 
when conflicts over resource use occur (White and Samarakoon, 1994). 

The role to be played by local communities in the SAM process must also 
be considered in relation to its ultimate goal. While initiated and run by for-
eign institutions in collaboration with national government departments dur-
ing the project cycle, the ambition is for the collaborative management effort 
to continue on a long-term basis, following the official closure of the project:

For successful management of natural resources within the context of a SAM 
site, implementation and monitoring becomes a local responsibility and re-
duces the need for outside support in the long term (White and Samarakoon 
1994:21).  

This was the ambition when SAM was first introduced in the early 1990s 
and it remains a goal in the ongoing SAM projects as well. The 2004  
Coastal Zone Management Plan states that “the long-term sustainability of 
the SAM projects will be ensured through introduction of strategic actions 
for self-sustenance of the process” and furthermore, that through the devel-
opment of an “in-built self-sustenance mechanism” the projects will eventu-
ally become financially independent (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 
2004:40).  

Although the more specific ways for how to achieve this are not elabo-
rated upon, it certainly seems to require for local communities to at least 
gradually gain a leadership role, since it is them – together with the local 
government – that are supposed to take over the responsibility for the con-
tinuation of the local management effort and sustain it on a permanent basis.   

Judging from this interpretation, then, it seems evident that local commu-
nity actors are awarded an important role in the SAM process. Ideally, local 
communities should gain a sense of ownership over the planning process, 
thereby thinking of it more as a locally embedded process than yet another 
project that has been imposed ‘from above’ by outsiders in terms of gov-
ernment officers and foreign experts. Most importantly, and while not con-
fusing it with community-based management, SAM involves co-
management; it is about participants sharing authority and control over the 
management of coastal natural resources.

However, in my analysis I have found that this interpretation is by no 
means agreed upon by everyone. In the next section I bring up a rather dif-
ferent understanding, one that is not found in policy documents, but is ex-
pressed by interviewees and that places considerably less emphasis on the 
degree of influence held by local actors when compared to the state.  
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Communities as consultants  
When the concept of Special Area Management was first introduced in Sri 
Lanka, it was met with considerable scepticism (interviews, project leader 1; 
project leader 3; Hewawasam, 2002). An internal project evaluation de-
scribes the introduction of the SAM concept in the following manner:  

The concept of community involvement in natural resource management, al-
though in vogue and acceptable among development agencies, is by no 
means acceptable in practice to those who question this approach. It was 
slow going to achieve concurrence with all agencies involved that Special 
Area Management with a sizeable portion of local involvement was a good 
idea. Once the idea was accepted, it has not flowed smoothly into actual field 
practice (Coastal Resources Management Project, Sri Lanka, 1994:13).  

Interviews with government officials and project consultants indicate that 
the scepticism towards local community involvement in the management of 
coastal land and natural resources continues today (interviews, Ceylon Tour-
ist Board official 2; project leader 2; project leader 3; Department of Wild 
Life Conservation official). Thus, while the concept of collaborative man-
agement as described in the previous section suggests that authority and 
control of the coastal management process is to be shared between all par-
ticipants, this goal is not generally agreed upon. 

In this alternative interpretation, collaborative coastal management is not, 
indeed, has never been, aimed at transferring some degree of control over 
the coastal management process to local communities. In this interpretation, 
collaborative coastal management is simply considered a way for commu-
nity members and other stakeholders to come together to discuss various 
issues and to bring forward views and suggestions; it should not be confused 
with devolution of power or community based management.  

This view is well illustrated by the views of two project leaders working 
within the second round of SAM projects (one of whom was also closely 
involved in the two pilot projects on behalf of the Coast Conservation De-
partment):

If everyone sits down together there is a better chance of these things being 
resolved. Because right now people do not talk to each other. So what we are 
doing is not trying to devolve decision-making to the provinces or the dis-
tricts or the divisions or to anyone of the half dozen separate…[gets inter-
rupted] (interview, project leader 2) 

…Not empowerment of communities. (interview, project leader 3) 

At this time in the interview I suggest that, judging from the formulations in 
several policy documents, it seems as if local level actors do have a more 
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substantial role to play that goes beyond taking part in discussions and act-
ing as advisors, but the two project leaders disagree: 

No, they did not say that. They [the Coast Conservation Department] always 
said that the people should participate in the planning process. That we 
should give an opportunity for the different sectors in the community to ar-
ticulate their wishes. […] They are not looking at the empowerment of the 
people. […] They are trying to work out consultative procedures (interview, 
project leader 3).  

In the view of these two interviewees quoted above, the idea of local com-
munities gaining too much say with regards to coastal management is re-
garded as both unrealistic and undesirable. While local people certainly need 
to be included in the management process so as to be able to come forward 
with suggestions and complaints, the views held by the two project leaders 
maintain that local people should not and cannot take over any measure of 
responsibility and authority over the coastal management process.  

One reason for why local communities neither can nor should hold any 
degree of authority in the management process, as argued by one of the in-
terviewees above, is that they do not have sufficient knowledge regarding 
coastal natural processed:

If you are going to do any real planning for coastal areas it is very dangerous 
to depend on traditional knowledge. Certain traditional knowledge is very 
useful, but we have to understand that we don’t have a long tradition in this 
country of using coastal resources, or even coastal lands. […] We don’t have 
a long culture of handling our coast; we handled our irrigations schemes and 
all that. So because of that the state has to play a prominent role (interview, 
project leader 3).  

Another argument for continuous, strong state authority has to do with the 
perceived lack of tradition regarding community based management and 
involvement in decision-making in general within coastal communities. 
There are no strong community organizations or other institutions in the 
coastal area that can take on the management responsibility, argues the pro-
ject leader, and as a result, “no machinery exists for empowering the people 
in these areas” (interview, project leader 3). In view of this, he says, the state 
has to retain its authority in the coastal zone.  

A third argument for why the state must remain in charge of coastal man-
agement is related not so much to community members, but more so to the 
role of the local government officials. In proposing a decentralisation of 
authority from national to local government, one has to take into considera-
tion the political pressures that public servants on the local level might ex-
perience (interview, project leader 3; see also interviews, Coast Conserva-
tion Department official 2; Coast Conservation Department official 4). This 
pressure can come from politicians as well as from economic actors and, 
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argues one interviewee, for public servants to be able to withstand such pres-
sure is not easy; in order to make unpopular or controversial decisions one 
has to be positioned “away from the firing line” (interview, project leader 3).  

In this way, then, while there might be a consensus regarding the need to 
include local actors in the management process, there seem to be little con-
sensus regarding what participation actually entails. While the role of local 
communities is sometimes strongly emphasised, others tone it down and 
refer to communities as consultants, not co-managers.  

The ambiguity towards local influence in coastal management is evident 
also when considering the status of the main institutional body, the so-called 
community coordinating committee. While it is often pointed out that the 
establishment of a coordinating community committee enables local actors 
to gain influence over the management process this must be considered a 
qualified truth. In the following, I go on to discuss how these committees 
certainly seem to provide local actors with a voice in the management proc-
ess, but hardly with any degree of formal authority in relation to the Sri 
Lankan state.

Formal authority or forum for discussion? 
The means by which local communities are to gain influence in the coastal 
management process is through becoming members of the community coor-
dinating committee (White and Samarakoon, 1994). Such a committee is 
established in every SAM site and is made up of all the actors – local and 
national government officials, international project consultants and represen-
tatives for community organisations – that take part in a SAM project. In this 
way, the community coordinating committee can be said to constitute the 
institutional core of the SAM projects; it is in the committee meetings that 
all the participants come together and it is here that issues are raised, prob-
lems discussed and decisions taken with respect to the use and protection of 
coastal natural resources. Moreover, the opinions and priorities of the com-
munity coordinating committee lay the foundation for the SAM plans that 
constitutes the main planning instrument in a respective SAM site.  

The community coordinating committee is sometimes described as the 
decision-making body of the SAM process, with its members being “the 
ones that make the decisions” (interview, Coast Conservation Department
official 2). Or, as formulated by one interviewee when discussing the author-
ity of the committee: “when the community gets together, the government 
has to listen, they have no choice” (interview, field staff 4).  

However, this description of the community coordinating committee as a 
decision-making body that the government has to listen to is not entirely 
correct. In fact, the committee is not vested with any amount of formal au-
thority at all (interview, Coast Conservation Department Official 2). Ex-
plains a project leader with respect to the status of the committee: 
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It is not a registered body of any source, just a group of interested citizens 
[…]. They are simply citizen groups that are put together by the field offi-
cers, to enable us to get a working group of resource managers, resource us-
ers and some of these resource guardians, the NGOs, who we think will work 
together and make a difference. Of course we try to bring in those people 
who are underrepresented as stakeholders. And bring in those agencies that 
normally don’t talk to each other. But the community coordinating commit-
tee has no authority (interview, project leader 2). 

In this more down toned view, the role of the community coordinating 
committee in relation to the state is mainly to serve as a link between the 
government and coastal communities (interviews, field staff 1; project leader 
2). While there previously were few means by which communities were able 
to have their opinions passed to state officials, the community coordinating 
committee now makes this possible (interview, project leader 3). Con-
versely, the existence of the committee makes it possible for the state to 
solicit views and opinions from local communities, for instance with respect 
to the issuing of permits for developments in the coastal area (interview, 
field staff 1; interview, Coast Conservation Department official, 4). In the 
case of prospective hotel developments, a topic that often is very much to 
the fore in the coastal area, the Coast Conservation Department strongly 
recommends for any prospective developers to first go over their plans with 
the community coordinating committee in the area. In this way, the commit-
tee constitutes a means by which government agencies have gained “access 
to the people” and their views and perspectives in a way that was not possi-
ble before (interview, field staff 1).

To illustrate the potential of this system, one interviewee recalls an inci-
dent some years back when a private developer had bought a piece of land in 
Rekawa on which he planned to build a four-storey hotel (interview, project 
leader 3). However, after meeting with the community committee the devel-
oper changed his mind. Even though the plans were in accordance with the 
coastal cone regulations, thus, giving him the legal right to go ahead with the 
original plan, he came to understand that the community members were 
strongly against the idea of the construction of a large hotel in the close vi-
cinity of their village. The end result was that the proposal was changed to 
the construction of a smaller cabana-style hotel and also came to include the 
provision of water for part of the village.  

However, while the story above illustrates the benefits and potential of a 
community coordinating committee, its happy ending is due solely to the 
fact that this particular hotel developer was willing to comply with the pro-
posals of the committee. Due to its lack of formal authority neither the de-
veloper, the Coast Conservation Department, nor the Sri Lankan state are 
under any obligation to actually take the opinions of a community coordinat-
ing committee into account. In this way the status and political clout of local 
actors depends on whether the state and other more powerful institutions 
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choose to take their views into account. The committee certainly has the 
ability to bring forward the views and recommendations of its members, but 
the degree to which these will be listened to depend on the willingness of 
other actors to voluntarily do so.  

Another way in which the authority of the community coordinating com-
mittee is restricted is due to its lack of control over the money that is avail-
able within a SAM project. This was perhaps less of an issue in the first 
round of SAM, where the financial budget was considerably smaller and 
where there was little money available for implementation (interview, local 
government official, Hikkaduwa 2; interview, project leader 3). Within the 
latest round of SAM, there is in fact a certain intervention budget that can be 
used to implement various management proposals, however, this money is 
fully controlled by the funding agencies (interview, project leader 2). As 
before, the community coordinating committee is certainly consulted, but 
there is no obligation to take its views into consideration.

There also seems to be a certain degree of unwillingness on the part of the 
state to let go of its financial authority. One interviewee explains that when 
the USAID, towards the end of the 1990s, removed environmental manage-
ment from their list of priorities for Sri Lanka, its next priority was “empow-
erment.” And although the Coast Conservation Department could have ap-
plied for funding to continue the SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa, 
they were not very interested in doing this, since the precondition was that it 
would be funded through the communities (interview, project leader 3): 

Because essentially the money is with the state. The intervention money for 
any change will be from the state. And there is no way state agencies are go-
ing to just hand the money over to communities and say ‘you spread it as you 
think it is necessary’ (interview, project leader 3). 

The issue of institutionalizing local participation through providing commu-
nity organisations with some form of legal status is addressed in a general 
sense in the Sri Lankan National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP, 1998). 
Here it is noted that, while recent legislation emphasises the importance of 
co-management of natural resources, older laws often limit or even prohibit 
any form of meaningful community participation. This issue must be ad-
dressed, argues NEAP, stating that: “The government must provide legal 
support for co-management so that a community’s right to participate in 
managing and making decisions regarding resources in the locality can be 
given legal recognition” (NEAP, 1998:34). With respect to coastal manage-
ment this requires an amendment to existing coastal legislation, since the 
Coast Conservation Act from 1981 does not provide for any delegation of 
the powers of the Director of the Coast Conservation Department to civil 
society institutions (Coast Conservation Act, 1981:1-2). 
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The question whether the community coordinating committee should be 
provided with some form of legal status was being discussed during my final 
visit to Sri Lanka towards the end of 2003. An amendment to the Coast Con-
servation Act that would address the issue of legal status has in fact been 
suggested, but to this date no more precise proposal for how this would be 
ensured exist and it remains a controversial issue (interviews, project leader 
3; Coast Conservation Department official 4).  

From the discussion so far, it seems that while the SAM strategy does 
holds an ambition to redress power relations this is not a view agreed to by 
all. Some actors argue that SAM is merely about consultation and bring up 
various reasons for why local actors should not and cannot gain any degree 
of influence. Moreover, when considering the status of the community coor-
dinating committee it is evident that, for all its talk about sharing of author-
ity, SAM does in fact not allow for any degree of formal authority to be 
delegated to local communities. 

The discussion points to the ambiguity that surrounds the degree of influ-
ence local actors can and should be vested with in a SAM project. In the 
next part of the chapter, I turn to discuss instead the reasons for why local 
actors are being invited into the management process in the first place. In 
doing this, I illustrate how the SAM strategy, despite local participation con-
stituting a key element, pays little attention to the participatory dimension in 
several important instances.  

Participation as a means for efficient natural resource 
management
In the theory chapter (chapter 2) I brought up some of the factors that moti-
vate local participation in political processes. In doing this I made a broad 
distinction between, on the one hand, motives that emphasise participation 
as a means by which to increase programme efficiency and reduce costs and, 
on the other, motives that highlight the democratic rights of local actors to 
gain influence in political processes that concern them. I also emphasised 
that while in practice these two perspectives are not necessarily this clear-
cut, collaborative arrangements often tend to lean more strongly towards one 
of the two and. This, as I will argue later on, has implications for the quality 
of participation in any given project. 

In analysing policy documents and interviews, it becomes apparent that 
the introduction of local participation in the planning and implementation of 
Sri Lanka’s coastal management programme is first and foremost considered 
a means by which to increase the efficiency of the management programme, 
with little or no attention being paid to the political dimension of participa-
tion. In chapter 4, I described in some detail how, in the late 1980s, the staff 
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at the Coast Conservation Department had found it difficult, even impossi-
ble, to gain the support and commitment from local communities that was 
considered necessary for the implementation of the management programme 
in specific localities (interview, project leader 3: White and Samarakoon, 
1994). People were not aware of, or did not adhere to, management recom-
mendations and legislation, but maintained unsustainable or outright illegal 
use of resources. 

An important reason behind this lack of adherence was found to be “in-
adequate participation by local communities in the planning decisions and 
implementation processes” (White and Samarakoon 1994:20; see also 
Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004; 1997). A former official of the Coast 
Conservation Department describes the reason for the shift to participatory 
coastal management in the following manner:

All of us [the Coast Conservation Department planning staff] felt that we had 
a major problem; that the public was not with us. […] So we said that, for 
special areas, we need to try a different model. Not just imposing laws or get 
the police to prosecute people, let’s try to work with people in those areas. So 
in that way the whole special area management concept that we worked on in 
the Coast Conservation Department was very opportunistic. The department 
was incapable of fulfilling its mandate with regards to specific sites where 
problems were converging so we said, OK, we can’t do it alone, let the peo-
ple, the community help us (interview, project leader 3).  

In this way, according to the interviewee quoted above, the decision to in-
volve local actors in the coastal management process was based on the as-
sumption that if people are allowed to have a say in what goes on and to 
some degree influence the contents of plans and strategies, they will be more 
likely to agree with and support it. Says the same person: “You can’t gain 
support of the people unless you plan with them” (interview, project leader 
3).

This view of participatory approaches as a means by which to improve 
the coastal management programme is further illustrated when considering 
other motives for the implementation of SAM. To begin with, inviting local 
actors to participate can make them more positive to the management pro-
gramme through making it less of an “outsider” project (White and Samara-
koon 1994:20). The reasoning behind this is the assumption that local people 
oppose coastal management strategies and legislation due to their feeling 
that formulation and implementation is done by outsiders, who are unable to 
understand the situation in particular places and furthermore, do not com-
municate well with local leaders. Including locals, then, is expected to pro-
vide them with a “sense of ownership” over the management process, 
thereby also evoking a sense of responsibility over and commitment to the 
sustainable use of natural resources (Wickremeratne and White, 1992:3).   
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Local participation is also expected to expose local people to environ-
mental education. One of the suggested reasons for the continuous degrada-
tion of costal natural resources is that Sri Lankans, including those that live 
and work by the sea, lack any thorough knowledge of coastal processes (in-
terview, project leader 2; Amarasinghe et al., 1989). By educating people 
regarding the coastal environment and the importance of proper manage-
ment, it is considered possible to change the ways in which they make use of 
the natural resources in their vicinity and to make them more inclined to 
comply with rules and regulations.  

Somewhat paradoxically, local participation is also considered a means 
by which to make use of local knowledge regarding resource and resource-
use problems (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 1997) and, furthermore, to 
ensure the gathering of important ‘time and place’ information, the latter 
defined as knowledge acquired by individuals who know the nature of a 
specific physical and social setting (Lowry et al., 1997b; 1999). 

Related to the educational component of SAM is also the assumption that 
local actors do not fully understand the financial and social benefits that will 
result from more sustainable management of natural resources (Amarasinghe 
et al., 1989; White, 1996; White and Samarakoon, 1994; Coastal Zone Man-
agement Plan, 1997). As a result, they do not perceive themselves as benefi-
ciaries of the management programme, regarding it instead as something that 
is not in their interest and that is likely to work against them. In educating 
people regarding the positive relationship between a healthy environment 
and economic opportunities it is assumed that they will be more likely to 
take part in and adhere to coastal management practices. 

A final way in which participation is thought to improve and make more 
efficient the management programme is through its potential to solve con-
flicts that arise over the use and protection of natural resources (White and 
Samarakoon, 1994). In many areas, especially Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna, 
the fact that people cannot agree on the use of natural resources is consid-
ered a reason for the continuous environmental degradation. SAM planning, 
with its emphasis on collaboration and consensus decision-making, is be-
lieved to enable the establishment of “a consensus on what use or uses can 
be harmonious and in accordance with national policies for coastal zone 
management” (White and Samarakoon, 1994:22).  

From the discussion above, it seems safe to conclude that SAM is a natu-
ral resource management project first and foremost, geared towards making 
more efficient Sri Lanka’s coastal management programme and with little 
attention being paid to political aspects of participation. In this way, local 
participation within SAM can certainly be considered a means more so than 
as an end in itself.

How, then, does the emphasis on participation as a means by which to 
bring about proper coastal management relate to the quality of participation 
in any given project? In this respect, political scientist Trevor Parfitt (2004; 
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see also Nelson and Wright 1995) argues that projects where participation is 
looked upon merely as a means are generally not concerned with changing 
status quo, and so power relations between different actors remain largely 
untouched. Participation as an end on the other hand, according to Parfitt 
(2004:539), has an “emancipatory, politically radical component in that it 
seeks to redress unequal power relations”.   

Whether this argument by Parfitt is valid also for the SAM projects I can-
not say. As I have illustrated previously in the chapter, SAM does, at least in 
theory, have an ambition to redress unequal power relations and bring about 
increasing local authority and control to local communities, despite its ap-
parent focus on participation as a means for effective management practices.  

It seems to me that the fact that participation is introduced with the pur-
pose to bring about efficient natural resource management matters, above 
all, due to the tendency to pay inadequate attention to the participatory di-
mension when compared to natural resource issues. As I will go on to illus-
trate below, the SAM strategy pays considerably less attention to socio-
political knowledge as compared to environmental data in preparing for the 
implementation of a SAM project. I also illustrate how, in evaluating the 
SAM projects, the participatory dimension is to a large extent ignored.  

Environmental versus socio-political knowledge 
The lack of attention paid to the participatory dimension within SAM is ap-
parent when it comes to the collection of “site-specific information” that 
takes place in the early phase of a SAM project (see chapter 5). Thus, while 
the SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa were both preceded by exten-
sive ‘area studies’ that took well over a year to complete, these studies are 
strongly geared towards the collection of environmental data, thus, leaving 
the analysis of social, political and institutional aspects much to be desired 
(Ganewatte et al., 1995; Nakatani et al., 1995; see also Lowry et al., 1997a). 
The Environmental Profiles (the documents in which the results of the area 
studies are published) covering Hikkaduwa and Rekawa include information 
regarding climate, hydrology, geography and physical setting, natural re-
sources, infrastructure and management issues (Ekaratne et al., 1995; Naka-
tani et al., 1995). Data regarding the community in terms of its population 
and social structure is limited to a description of the main economic activi-
ties in the respective SAM site and how they contribute to the local economy 
as well as to local environmental problems. In the Hikkaduwa Environ-
mental Profile there is also a very short chapter (three pages out of 65) on 
‘Population and Infrastructure’ providing information regarding the popula-
tion in terms of numbers, religion, health status and level of education (Na-
katani et al. 1996:29-31). 

The second round of SAM projects has not been preceded by the same 
extensive studies as was the case within the SAM projects in Hikkaduwa and 
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Rekawa. This is in large part due to the fact that the studies conducted previ-
ously turned out to be expensive and time-consuming and not always en-
tirely useful, with some of the data not being relevant to the issues raised in 
the management process (Arcadis Euroconsult, 2001). In the second round 
of SAM, ‘pre-studies’ are still conducted, but they are less extensive and 
information regarding the areas is now included in respective SAM plans 
covering each participating community. However, the emphasis on envi-
ronmental over socio-political issues remain largely intact.31

The lack of socio-political analysis of the context in which SAM is to be 
implemented goes back all the way to when a decentralised coastal man-
agement strategy was first suggested in the early 1990s. In 1992, as part of 
CRMP I, a future oriented policy document, Coastal 2000, was published 
(Olsen et al., 1992). The purpose of this document was to define the issues, 
policies and actions that were to provide the foundation for long-term plan-
ning and management of the coastal region and, thus, for a “second genera-
tion” of coastal management in Sri Lanka (Olsen et al., 1992:15). The policy 
change most strongly advocated is that of increasing collaboration between 
government agencies on different levels (national, provincial, district and 
local) and of increasing participation by local communities, with the objec-
tive “to ensure maximum benefits to and participation of local communities” 
(Olsen et al., 1992:7).  

The proposals made in Coastal 2000 and its recommendation of Special 
Area Management as a means by which to bring about local participation are 
based on 21 research papers focusing on different aspects of the context for 
coastal management (Olsen et al., 1992).32 However, in examining these 
research reports more closely it becomes obvious that none of them address 
the socio-political context (see literature list). One paper presents a brief 
overview of the current legislative and institutional arrangements for coastal 
zone management in Sri Lanka; another describes the infrastructure of the 
management of coastal resources. Remaining papers deal with various as-
pects of the distribution and growth rate of the coastal population (four pa-
pers), economic activities (seven papers) and ecology (four papers). There is 
no analysis of the prevailing social and political realities in Sri Lanka and its 
possible effect on efforts to bring about local participation, and no discus-
sion of the particular advantages of Special Area Management and/or why it 
is considered a proper strategy in the specific Sri Lankan context. This lack 
of socio-political investigation and analysis is evident not only in the re-

31 An exception to this is the Unawatuna Environmental Profile, which was prepared by a 
research team from the University of Jayewardenepura (Abhayaratna et al., 1999). I have only 
been able to obtain a portion of this document and, in addition, an article based on the full 
report (Abhayaratna, 2001). Judging from the documents I have it seems as if this document 
includes considerably more socio-political analysis than the environmental profiles covering 
Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna.  
32 These research papers are presented separately in the list of references. 
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search reports that Coastal 2000 is based upon, but also in the Coastal 2000
document as a whole.  

What constitutes a successful SAM project? 
The fact that SAM is considered a natural resource management project first 
and foremost seems to matter also when it comes to studying and evaluating 
the outcome of a SAM project. As was the case with the information that is 
considered necessary in order to go through with a SAM project, issues re-
lating to the participatory dimension of SAM are downplayed in comparison 
to natural resource issues.  

To begin with, although it is quite evident from interviews that there have 
been some quite substantial problems when it comes to the participatory 
dimension of SAM in both Hikkaduwa and Rekawa, this is not further ad-
dressed in the majority of the documents or studies that are concerned with 
the outcome of SAM (Hewawasam, 2000; Lowry et al., 1999; 1997b; 
Coastal Zone Management Plan 2004; 1997). In fact, issues relating to the 
role of local actors, such as the degree of influence they have, or have not 
gained, are barely brought up at all. 

Moreover, in the few cases when problems relating to participation in fact 
are addressed it is merely in the passing; there is no discussion of possible 
reasons for and solutions to the problems, their possible consequences, or if 
they are even considered a problem in the first place. So, for instance, in the 
one external evaluation that has been conducted of the pilot projects in Hik-
kaduwa and Rekawa the team of evaluators mentions that many participants 
claim the process in Hikkaduwa to have been heavily geared towards the 
interests of one particular organisation (Lowry et al., 1997a). However, this 
problem is not discussed at any length; on the contrary the evaluation team 
draws the following conclusion with respect to the performance of the two 
pilot SAM projects:   

While the implementation of the two SAM projects has only just begun, the 
preliminary evidence is that these projects are well designed and the commu-
nities are well-organised. These SAM projects appear to justify the enthusi-
asm for a community-level approach to coastal management that comple-
ments the national approach (Lowry et al., 1997a).  

In an article based on the evaluation just mentioned, the authors explicitly 
state that “the degree and quality of participation among those affected by 
the development and implementation of SAM Projects” is a criterion to be 
use when assessing governance arrangements such as SAM (Lowry et al.,
1997b:17). However, later on, when the participatory element is addressed, 
the issue of degree and quality of participation is, nevertheless, addressed 
only briefly. The authors conclude that local participation in the Hikkaduwa 
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and Rekawa SAM projects has contributed to important time and place in-
formation and, furthermore, that general community agreement about re-
source problems and proposed interventions have been reached at both sites 
(Lowry et al., 1997b).  

A final telling illustration to the limited attention paid to the quality of 
participation when it comes to the accomplishment of SAM can be found in 
the most recent Coastal Zone Management Plan for Sri Lanka, published in 
2004. In this document past SAM experiences in Hikkaduwa and Rekawa 
are thoroughly discussed, with one section bringing up “Benefits gained” 
and another discussing  “Lessons learned” (Coastal Zone management Plan, 
2004:37).33 Both these sections focus on issues relating to natural resource 
management and the degree to which stated policy objectives have been 
realized, while leaving possible problems and merits of community partici-
pation outside the discussion.  

This section has illustrated that, for all the participatory rhetoric that sur-
rounds the theory and practice of SAM, when looking more closely the issue 
of participation as such and its political dimension is often curiously absent.  

A final issue that I find important to take into consideration when consid-
ering the role awarded local actors within SAM, is who from the community 
that is to participate in the ‘community’ effort. In the following I illustrate 
how the SAM strategy on the one hand is portrayed as a community effort, 
while on the other, singles out certain groups within the community as par-
ticularly important participants.   

Who constitutes the community? 
In policy documents describing the Special Area Management strategy the 
local level actors that are to take part in the planning process are most often 
referred to as ‘community members’ or ‘residents’ of a certain area in a gen-
erally inclusive manner. This gives the impression that the population in the 
community as a whole constitute the target group in the SAM projects (see 
e.g. Coastal Zone Management Plan 1997; 2004; White and Samarakoon 
1994).34 In its foreword the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan proudly states:

33 The issues that are considered necessary to address are also based upon experiences from 
two SAM project that are not otherwise mentioned in this study, namely the Muthurajawela 
Marsh and the Negombo Estuary (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004). 
34 Moreover, although terms such as democracy it not often mentioned in SAM documents, 
the 1995 Progress Report and Assessment, prepared by the SAM Project Manager and Staff 
states that “SAM promotes a governance system which ensures an improved level of democ-
ratic participation in decisions which affect peoples uses of their natural resources (1995 
Progress Report and Assessment, 1995:35, emphasis added) 
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This Special Area Management Plan has been designed by the citizens of 
Hikkaduwa along with input from numerous government agencies (Hik-
kaduwa Special Area Management Plan, 1996:1, emphasis added). 

The tendency to consider the SAM projects to be a community effort is also 
apparent in general policy documents (that is, documents that are not dealing 
with coastal management per se), where it serve as an illustration of a suc-
cessful means by which to bring about community participation and, more-
over, to reach and empower ‘the poor’. For instance, the Pro-poor govern-
ance and empowerment strategy adopted by the Sri Lankan government in 
2002, describes the SAM projects as a means by which to “expand the op-
portunities for poor coastal communities to participate in decision-making 
processes, improve resource use, and maintain and improve livelihoods” 
(Government of Sri Lanka, 2002:89-90).  

However, the portrayal of SAM as a community project aimed at includ-
ing all its residents (or, rather, representatives thereof), or, as suggested in 
the political document quoted above, as a strategy aimed at reaching poor 
members of a community are not entirely accurate. A closer reading of 
coastal policy documents reveals that neither residence nor poverty necessar-
ily qualifies someone for participation; it is also necessary to have a stake in 
the natural resource to be managed: “A key feature of the SAM approach is 
that it is participatory for all the individuals, community groups, agencies 
and businesses that have a stake in the resources to be managed” (Nakatani 
et al. 1996:preface, emphasis added).  

A stakeholder can be defined simply as “a person with an interest or con-
cern in something” (Oxford Dictionary 1999:1397). This, then, does not 
necessarily imply any limitations to participation by community residents; 
one might perhaps argue that anyone living in the vicinity of a particular 
natural resource can have an interest in the use and/or protection of a re-
source, for one reason or another. And the SAM efforts does not seem to, in 
principal, exclude any part of a community; environmental groups, women’s 
groups, community development groups, business groups, resource guardi-
ans and resource users (who of course also can be all of the above) are all 
welcome to participate. 

In practice, however, some groups in the management process are consid-
ered more important than others. Plans and documents emphasise the impor-
tance for the field staff to determine ‘key members’ and ‘resource manage-
ment core groups’ in the coordinating committees (Coastal Zone Manage-
ment Plan 1997:22), while also pointing out certain groups as constituting 
‘target groups’. In Hikkaduwa these target groups consist of the hotel and 
restaurant sector, the glass-bottom boat operators and the fishermen. Thus, a 
more narrow definition of the SAM participants implies a particular focus on 
stakeholders in terms of current resource users, that is, groups that are con-
sidered to be directly and most closely involved in the use of the resource(s) 
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for their livelihood (see also Lowry, et al., 1997a; Arcadis Euroconsult 
2001).

 However, while these groups certainly must be considered important to 
include in the management process they do not represent the community as a 
whole and their participation do not turn SAM into a community effort. Ex-
cluded are perhaps most obviously those who do not even have access to the 
resources to be managed, a group highly likely to consist of the poorer 
members of the community and other marginalised groups.  

This indecisiveness towards who constitute the community participants 
and the target groups in a SAM project might seem mostly like a matter of 
semantics. After all, and as I mentioned earlier, if a locally based group or 
organisation expresses interest in participating it is most likely welcome; no 
one is explicitly excluded from the process.  

However, in the context of Sri Lanka’s coastal areas, where, as I illus-
trated in the previous chapter, there is a lack of civil society organisation and 
participation in politics, where existing organisation are generally weak, and 
where interviews with community member reveal that people in general 
seem to feel rather disillusioned with regards to the ability to take part in and 
influence state affairs, this might be a matter of great importance. There is a 
large probability that, in order for community members to participate along 
the pre-determined lines of the SAM strategy, they will need some form of 
assistance or ‘push’ by project staff to actually become involved. This, then, 
gives the project leaders and field staff a considerable degree of influence in 
deciding who the participants of the management effort will be, even though, 
in theory, participation is open for all. In this context, the issue of who are 
considered ‘target groups’ and ‘key members’ by project planners, facilita-
tors and mobilisers becomes very important. 

Conclusion
In this chapter I have discussed various aspects of the participatory dimen-
sion of SAM that can contribute to an understanding of the role awarded 
local actors according to SAM documentation and as told to me by inter-
viewees responsible for its implementation. 

Perhaps the most important conclusion to be drawn from this chapter is 
that the notion of local participation in Sri Lanka’s coastal management 
process is surrounded by considerable ambiguity. While, on the one hand, 
the SAM strategy does seem to entail for local actors to gain considerable 
influence in the SAM process and for the community as a whole to gain 
some degree of control over the use and management of resources in their 
vicinity, the notion of local actors gaining influence is also met with consid-
erable scepticism. And when considering the status of the main institutional 
body of SAM – the community coordinating committee – it becomes obvi-
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ous that the institutional set up within a SAM project does not allow for any 
degree of formal authority to be transferred to local level actors.

Another ambiguity is that, for all the participatory rhetoric, the participa-
tory – or rather perhaps political – dimension of SAM receives very limited 
attention in comparison to issues relating to natural resource management in 
several instances. This, in turn, affects the role of local actors in that, with no 
consideration given to democratic or political aspects of participation, this is 
not an issue that is likely to end up high on the project agenda. Secondly, the 
strong focus on natural resource issues in comparison to participation as 
such means that the complex socio-political context in which SAM is to be 
implemented is poorly analysed and understood when a project is first im-
plemented. This is particularly problematic given that a thorough knowledge 
of the social and political structure of the SAM sites is considered very im-
portant for the implementation of SAM in the first place (White and 
Samarakoon, 1994:22). Finally, when evaluations conclude that a SAM pro-
ject has worked well, despite apparent problems with respect to the degree 
and quality of participation, or when the participatory dimension is entirely 
missing, there is less probability that it will be scrutinised and improved 
upon for subsequent SAM projects.   

A final ambiguity with respect to participation that I have brought up in 
this chapter and that is likely to have a bearing on the role played by local 
actors, is that, despite SAM often being described as a community effort, it 
does in fact single out certain participants as more important than others to 
bring into the process, notably those that already have access to resources.  

Having discussed what participation is taken to mean and what it is ex-
pected to contribute to in the particular Sri Lankan context, I turn now to 
discuss how the particular circumstances under which different actors take 
part in the SAM process can have a bearing on the role played by local ac-
tors.
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8. Participation on equal terms? 

One of the most important preconditions for a well-functioning partnership 
is that of its participants working together on equal terms (Kapoor, 2001; 
Kearney et al., 1994; Larsson, 2002; Syrett, 1997; Westholm et al., 1999). In 
the theory chapter I described how notions of partnership build on a non-
hierarchial structure, where state authority is replaced by collaboration and a 
sharing of authority and control and, furthermore, where all actors take part 
in the negotiating process on equal terms.  

The importance of an equal working relationship where decision-making 
and authority are shared between local communities and the state is empha-
sised also in the SAM strategy (White and Samarakoon, 1994; Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 1997). Although, as I discussed in chapter 6, there cer-
tainly exist different views regarding the degree of influence local actors can 
and should have, official rhetoric describes collaborative coastal manage-
ment as a process where responsibilities and authority with respect to the use 
and management of coastal natural resources is to be shared by all partici-
pants.

For this situation to come about the SAM strategy emphasises the impor-
tance for all the ‘relevant stakeholders’ – including community groups, na-
tional government agencies, international consultants, local government 
representatives and local politicians – to be properly represented in the 
community coordinating committees, (White et al., 1994; Coastal Zone 
Management Plan, 2004). It is also considered essential for all actors to be 
able to speak freely and to raise issues in the committee:

The SAM process must be open, participatory and work towards consensus. 
All planning meetings must allow a free expression of felt needs whether the 
participants are small-scale fishermen or national agency managers. In the 
end, the government and non-governmental groups must work together and 
continue to have open dialogue during the planning and implementation 
process (White and Samarakoon 1994:23).  

However, while presence around the negotiating table and the right to speak 
freely in a public forum such as the community coordinating committee 
certainly are important factors for an equal relationship to come about, it 
does not necessarily bring about negotiations on equal terms. In the theory 
chapter I discussed how any local governance effort is likely to be strongly 
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influenced by a number of issues that relate to the socio-political context in 
which it is implemented. I also discussed how spaces created for the purpose 
of participation and collaboration cannot escape social and power relations 
prevailing in other spaces. In this way, any negotiating process is likely to be 
influenced by factors that do not necessarily manifest themselves around the 
negotiating table but that, nevertheless, will have a bearing on the ability of 
different actors to make their voices heard and listened to. 

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate some of the less obvious ways 
in which power is exercised within the SAM process and the different cir-
cumstances under which actors take part in the SAM process and, indeed, 
raise their voices. Although my empirical material does not allow me to 
discuss these issues as in depth as I would have liked to, the discussion nev-
ertheless point to the difficulties associated with bringing about equal rela-
tionships between diverse groups of actors holding different positions in 
society. The first part of the chapter is concerned with factors that can have a 
bearing on the different bargaining power held by various community resi-
dents and groups. Following from this I discuss the role of the state in rela-
tion to community groups and how the state, despite taking on a less authori-
tative role, can remain highly influential.  

Heterogeneous community groups35

In describing the outcome of the initial SAM project in Hikkaduwa (see 
chapter 5) I pointed to the commonly held view that one community-based 
organisation, The Association of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hik-
kaduwa had been particularly influential in the SAM process. “There was 
the feeling that [the SAM project] was only working for the hotels”, says 
one project leader when describing the outcome of the SAM pilot project in 
Hikkaduwa (interview, project leader 3). The interviewee describes how the 
initial SAM project in Hikkaduwa came to revolve exclusively around the 
marine sanctuary where the large hotels are concentrated, thus leaving out 
the main part of the community and its members. In the area they came to 
focus on – the nature reserve and the area immediately surrounding it – 
“there was no community that could benefit from the activities” (interview, 
project leader 3).  

Another interviewee describes how, towards the end of the initial SAM 
process in Hikkaduwa, there was an attempt made to create an organisation 
that would be able to represent the community as a whole once the project 
was officially closed. However, this turned out to be impossible. According 
to the interviewee the main stakeholder group in Hikkaduwa was the ap-

35 Figure 13-Figure 16 aim to illustrate the diversity that exists among establishments 
operating within the tourism sector in Hikkaduwa.  
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proved hoteliers association and, he says, since they were not interested in 
participating in such an organisation it never materialised (interview, project 
consultant 1).   
Why then, did the Association of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hik-
kaduwa gain what seems to be a prominent role within the SAM process? I 
have not been able to take part in the community coordinating committee 
meetings and so I cannot draw any conclusions based on actual discussions 
and negotiations that have taken place there. However, regardless of whether 
the ideal circumstances have indeed prevailed in the meetings this is only 
one way in which actors, consciously or unconsciously, can influence a ne-
gotiating situation. As emphasised in a wealth of studies regarding the merits 
and limits of participatory and collaborative methods, different actors often 
participate under very different circumstances with respect to their ability to 
influence the process (Kapoor, 2001; Syrett, 1997; Agrawal and Gupta, 
2005; Jones and Little, 2000; Nelson and Wright, 1995; Nygren, 2005). Says 
Melissa Leach et al. (1999), with respect to the idea of using negotiation and 
discussion between stakeholders as a means by which to solve conflicts re-
lated to natural resources and as a basis for community oriented manage-
ment:

It would clearly be naïve […] to assume that negotiation processes take place 
on a level playing field. Indeed, the very idea of negotiation conjures up an 
image of parties equally able to voice their positions and argue for them, 
which is very far from reality in most of the situations confronted by 
CBNRM (Community Based Natural Resources Management, my remark). 
Just as power relations pervade the institutional dynamics of everyday re-
source use, so they would pervade any negotiation process. Different social 
actors have very different capacities to voice and stake their claim. All nego-
tiation processes will reflect prevailing power relations, it could be argued 
and if powerful groups do not achieve their desired outcome through open 
negotiations, they are likely to do so through other means (Leach et al.
1999:241) 

In analysing the interviews I have found several factors that might have con-
tributed to the skewed participatory process that seems to have prevailed in 
the Hikkaduwa pilot project and in the following I will discuss them in turn. 
In doing this I do not claim that these particular circumstances by them-
selves can explain the outcome of the project, but I do believe that they can 
indicate the different circumstances under which different community 
groups take part in the management process and that, in the end, also have a 
bearing on their ability to influence it.  
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Figure 13. Hotel situated on Hikkaduwa beach. Photo: Ingegerd Landström 

Figure 14. Guesthouse situated on Hikkaduwa beach. Photo: Ingegerd Landström 
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Figure 15. One of many small-scale entrepreneurs working within the tourism sector 
in Hikkaduwa. This young man had just started up his own diving shop. Photo: 
Ingegerd Landström   

Figure 16. Modest establishment on Hikkaduwa beach offering Shiatsu massage and 
herbal therapy. Photo: Ingegerd Landström 
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Strong organisation sharing interests and views 
In chapter 6 I illustrated the heterogeneity that exist among people that, in 
line with the SAM strategy, are to join together and form groups that can 
take part in the SAM process. Fishermen, guesthouse operators and glass-
bottom boat operators are large and diverse groups of individuals that carry 
out their livelihoods under differing circumstances and with differing needs 
and goals. Their organisations have come and gone and they do not include 
all, often not even a majority, of possible members.    

Based on interviews with six owners and/or operators of the approved ho-
tels in Hikkaduwa it seems evident that this group of resource users differ 
substantially from those discussed above (interviews, members of the Asso-
ciation of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa). To begin with, 
they make up a relatively small resource user group in comparison to the 
others. In 1996, there were thirteen approved hotels in the Hikkaduwa area, 
with the great majority of them being located along the part of the beach that 
falls within the boundaries of the marine sanctuary (Hikkaduwa SAM plan, 
1996).  

The hoteliers also seem to be a homogeneous group of people: all hotel 
operators that I have spoken with are English-speaking, middle-aged men, 
only one of which is native to Hikkaduwa.  

Moreover, although the sizes of the hotels they own and/or operate differ, 
the hoteliers express similar views regarding their working situation and the 
economic and political conditions under which they run their establishments. 
As a result, they are also more or less unanimous in their opinions about 
what they consider to be the most pressing environmental and socio-
economic problems in Hikkaduwa, as well as the reasons behind them and 
how they best can and should be solved. Thus, the hoteliers express similar 
views with respect to issues they consider important to bring forward and to 
lobby for in the community coordinating committee meetings. 

The hoteliers are represented in the SAM process (past and present) by 
the Association of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa, of 
which they all are members (from now I refer to this group in the text as 
Approved Hoteliers Association). This organisation, which its members 
refer to as a business association, not a community-based group, is by far the 
most well-established stakeholder group in Hikkaduwa. Not founded as a 
result of the SAM project it has been active since the early 1980s, holding 
more or less frequent meetings where common concerns and the develop-
ment of tourism in general are discussed. The hoteliers speak of their organi-
sation in positive terms, claiming that even though it does not always 
amount to something, it is still worthwhile to come together with the other 
hoteliers and discuss issues that, in their view, they all share.  

In this way, then, the members of the Approved Hoteliers Association 
bear little resemblance to other resource user groups in the Hikkaduwa SAM 
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process. The Approved Hoteliers Association comes out as a strong, solid 
and homogeneous organisation whose priorities are backed by all or a major-
ity of its members, enabling them to ‘speak with one voice’ in the commu-
nity coordinating committee. In contrast, and as I described in chapter 6, 
other resource users are considerably more diverse and fragmented and their 
organisations, if at all existing, have been more unstable and momentary. In 
addition, they have not always been able to accommodate, or represent, all 
the individuals that supposedly belong to the same group.  

With respect to the small hotels and guesthouses, since they did not have 
an organisation to represent them in the SAM-process, those that did go to 
the meetings did so as individuals, thus, voicing their opinions without the 
strength of representing and being backed by a larger segment of the com-
munity.  

 “They are not educated people” 
Another factor that can explain the strong influence by the Approved Hotel-
iers Association in the SAM process in terms of ‘weight behind words’ is 
that of social status. And while the first thing that comes to mind in the Sri 
Lankan context is perhaps that of caste, I have found it difficult to draw any 
conclusion regarding social status based on caste, since it is not a matter that 
is discussed in public (unless you are of the same caste) (Disanayaka, 
1998).36

One can conclude, however, that a person’s status in the Sri Lankan soci-
ety is closely associated with his/her level of education and, by extension, 
also with a person’s profession. In contrast to when it comes to issues of 
caste, it is common to refer to someone’s level of education – or rather lack 
of education – as a reason for his/her wrongful behaviour or lack of under-
standing. An educated person, on the other hand, equals a person to respect 
and to listen to and who also demands it.  

Here, again, it seems that the members of the Approved Hoteliers Asso-
ciation is in a more favourable position when compared to other groups that 
have participated in the Hikkaduwa SAM process. Due to their position as 
hotel owners and/or managers they are looked upon as well-educated busi-
nessmen that are more likely to understand the gravity of the problems as 
well as the importance of taking part in a programme such as SAM. Other 
groups of people, on the other hand, are frequently looked upon as ignorant 
and not knowledgeable enough when it comes to environmental issues. Says 
one project leader in discussing the problems with the most recent Hik-

36 Although it is sometimes said that caste does no longer matter in Sri Lanka this is not en-
tirely true. Although caste is a changing phenomenon the rate of change is very low and caste 
does play a role, mostly in marriage, politics, religion and rituals (Disanayaka, 1998, see also 
de Silva, 1993).    
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kaduwa SAM project and the difficulties they have experienced when trying 
to mobilise people to take part in the SAM process: 

We would organise for people until we were blue in the face, but when it 
came to attending meetings those people who understood the value of this 
collaboration, or the value of the contact with the agencies who make the de-
cisions, were the more sophisticated hotel owners (interview, project leader 
2). 

In contrast to the ‘sophisticated hotel owners’ the vast majority of local ac-
tors and resource users in Hikkaduwa consists of small-scale entrepreneurs 
that do not, for the most part, have any form of higher formal education. 
These actors seem generally not to been held in high esteem. Whereas hotel 
operators are more likely to be considered respectable businessmen, the ma-
jority of small scale actors that make their living out of tourism as best they 
can are often met with disregard. “They just chase after the money” is a 
common expression when referring to this group of actors, particularly 
among local community actors that are not involved in tourism at all.  

When I ask a person working as a social mobiliser how he describes the 
Special Area Management project to members of the community, he tells me 
that he does not like to explain anything at all, neither about the project or 
the plan nor its implementation. It is pointless, says the interviewee, because 
people cannot understand what they are talking about: 

We know that people never understand us or our project; we can see that 
through the questions they ask. They want to develop materialistic things, 
nothing other than that. [...] It is very difficult to change them; they are not 
ready to listen to us (interview, field staff 3).    

In this way some actors are looked upon as more qualified and better 
equipped to understand and participate in the SAM process. The level of 
education and profession forms a clear dividing line between the members of 
the Approved Hoteliers Association and other stakeholder groups in Hik-
kaduwa, with the ‘educated’ hoteliers presumably better equipped to under-
stand both the SAM process and environmental issues in general better than 
other, less knowledgeable, stakeholders. 

This opinion, of being more knowledgeable than the community at large 
is, not least, expressed by members of the Approved Hoteliers Association 
themselves. Several hoteliers bring up the behaviour and lack of awareness 
by community members – clearly not including themselves – as a reason for 
the degradation of natural resources and, moreover, stress the importance of 
educating the community in order for problems to come to a halt. Says one 
member of the Approved Hoteliers Association in describing the purpose of 
the SAM project: 
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We were trying to get all these people together and educate them, to explain 
what the coral is and how you can protect them. But as long as they get 
money to live day to day, they are not concerned about those things (inter-
view, member of the Association of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of 
Hikkaduwa).  

The same attitude is illustrated by a member of the Approved Hoteliers As-
sociation when discussing the outcome of the initial SAM process in Hik-
kaduwa.  Similar to the interviewee quoted above, this person refers to ‘the 
community’ as ‘them’ when he discusses the positive results of the project, 
claiming that through education and awareness building “we have been able 
to bring up the community to such a level that they are cooperative with the 
implementation of the proposals” (interview, member of the Association of 
Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa).   

It seems, indeed, as if the majority of community members – with the no-
table exception of the members of the Approved Hoteliers Association – are 
at some point referred to as ‘uneducated’; as first and foremost being inter-
ested in making money and therefore not concerned with protecting the envi-
ronment or even being aware of the environmental consequences of one’s 
actions in the first place. This, I argue, can have a bearing on the degree to 
which they are being listened to in a negotiating situation. In discussing the 
relationship between stakeholders in the community coordinating committee 
with a field personnel that regularly participates in the committee meetings 
he refers to the members of the Approved Hoteliers Association as “strong 
and educated people” that due to this sometimes can be very prominent in 
the Committee meetings. “Not like fishermen”, he adds (interview, field 
staff 1). 

The differences in status held by hotel operators and small-scale entrepre-
neurs respectively must also be understood in relation to the particularities of 
Sri Lanka’s tourism industry. I will address this topic at length in chapter 9; 
suffice for now is to say that the informal sector, to which the absolute ma-
jority of small-scale actors with the exception of the operators of approved 
hotels in Hikkaduwa belong, have never been held in high regard, either by 
the state, by actors carrying out their business in the formal tourist sector, or 
by society at large.   

Having the right connections 
A third factor that can have a bearing on the negotiating strength held by 
different community groups is their relationship with and access to the con-
sultants and government officers that are in charge of the SAM projects and 
also to people in decision-making positions at large.  

With respect to the former it seems that members of the Approved Hotel-
iers Association interact with SAM planners and authorities more often and 
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in a more informal manner than do other resource user groups. One member 
of the Approved Hoteliers Association describes how, during the course of 
the initial SAM project in Hikkaduwa, he would frequently travel by car to 
various meetings together with SAM consultants and people that he refers to 
as the “foreign experts” (interview, member of the Association of Tourist 
Board Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa).  

The interviewee describes how he, while driving together to meetings in 
Colombo and elsewhere, has taken on the role to explain to these foreign 
experts the nature of and reasons for the many problems in Hikkaduwa and 
also how local people think, how they show their opinions and more gener-
ally how Sri Lankans practice politics.  

Another way in which the Approved Hoteliers Association has had 
greater access to project staff and government officials is through informal 
meetings. The Hikkaduwa SAM- plan describes how the Approved Hoteliers 
Association has taken on a very active role in the SAM process and also that 
they have “hosted numerous informal teas for visiting officials” (SAM-Plan, 
1996:47). In this way, the hoteliers seem to have had access to government 
officials and to the SAM staff to a higher extent and in a more informal set-
ting than other participants in the SAM process.  

In addition to their more extensive and informal contacts with the SAM 
leadership, the representatives of the Approved Hoteliers Association seem 
to have better access to decision-making spheres in general. The same repre-
sentative of the Approved Hoteliers Association as just referred to above, 
describes how he has been lobbying for the SAM process in several political 
committees on high political levels (interview, member of the Association of 
Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa). This person also men-
tions the many ways in which he has been contacting politicians and gov-
ernment officials in order to make politicians aware of the problems in Hik-
kaduwa and also to make them more supportive of the SAM process. On his 
initiative, the interviewee says, the Prime Minister as well as other promi-
nent politicians have visited Hikkaduwa several times over the years, some 
of them, as mentioned above, taking part in the seminars and public meet-
ings that he has arranged or helped to arrange.  

Clearly then, the Approved Hoteliers Association has political connec-
tions and also relations to the SAM leadership that no one else is even re-
motely close to. Interviews with glass bottom boat operators as well as fish-
ermen and guesthouse/small hotels operators reveal that they come across 
SAM consultants and managers mainly during the formal community coor-
dinating committee meetings and during the educational workshops that 
constitute a part of the SAM process. 

Moreover, when discussing with these interviewees as to whether they in 
some way have tried to get in contact with authorities to gain attention to or 
influence their situation I receive very similar responses. Almost unani-
mously they answer in the negative, adding that there is no point since they 



135

will not be listened to, either by government officials or politicians. Some 
also maintain that they would not know whom to contact.  

In addition, and particularly with respect to guesthouse operators working 
within the informal sector, many express a certain hesitation towards con-
tacting government officials. Since their businesses operate outside the for-
mal economy they do not necessarily want to draw any attention to them-
selves. There is a view that the government just want to “cause problems for 
us”, (interview, guest house operator, Hikkaduwa) demanding licenses and 
permits and threatening to tear down their illegal buildings.  

So far, I have discussed the relationship between different groups of re-
source users and the factors that can explain why the Approved Hoteliers 
Association was able to influence the SAM process to a greater degree than 
did other actors. In the next section I turn to discuss the relationship between 
community groups and the state. 

Relations between the state and local actors 
The degree to which a partnership will include equal and non-hierarchial 
forms for governing is highly dependent on the role of the state. In the the-
ory chapter (chapter two) I pointed out that for a local governance effort to 
succeed requires for the state to take a step back and allow for other actors to 
gain more influence, a process that often is referred to as a shift from ‘power 
over’ to ‘power to’. In this way, the state must be able and willing not to rely 
on its formal authority, but to instead take on a less dominant role while 
allowing other actors to take on a greater degree of responsibility and con-
trol.

However, this shift is not necessarily easy to achieve in practice. I have 
already, in chapters six and seven, pointed to some of the ways in which the 
Sri Lankan state, often together with the institution in charge of a SAM pro-
ject, continues to dominate, despite political rhetoric and the SAM strategy 
promising otherwise. My study indicates that there are several means by 
which the state holds a more favourable bargaining position when compared 
to other actors that take part in the SAM process. In the following I discuss 
some of the ways by which the state can continue to exert influence, relating 
to their relative negotiating strength in relation to other actors.  

To begin with, the relationship between the state on various levels and lo-
cal civil society in Sri Lanka in general, bears little resemblance to the ideal 
situation in a partnership. In chapter six I discussed the highly centralised 
political system in Sri Lanka and how this has contributed to an exclusion of 
local civil society in decision-making spheres in general.  I also described, in 
the previous section, how many local actors (with the notable exception of 
members of the Association of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hik-
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kaduwa) are disillusioned with respect to being listened to by government 
representatives.  

To this can be added that interviews with community members indicate 
that their relationship to and view of the government do not constitute the 
ideal foundation for collaboration on equal terms. When meeting with one 
guesthouse owner in Hikkaduwa his first comment is that he saw me earlier 
during the week at the town council’s office, where I was speaking with the 
chairman (interview, guest house operator, Hikkaduwa). Later on in the con-
versation, when we talk about the position of local government officials and 
whether he has approached them about his situation, he illustrates his point 
by referring back to the incident when he saw me at the urban council’s of-
fice. He could not sit down and talk to the town council, or to the Divisional 
Secretary, or their people in that way, he claims; they would never be willing 
to do that. “They think they are kings, they don’t work for the people” he 
says. “But you are a foreign lady”, the guesthouse owner concludes, “so they 
will talk to you”. 

Such negative views and this poor, sometimes nonexistent, relationship 
between community actors on the one hand and government actors on the 
other that seem to prevail in every day life matters also in a negotiating 
process. Cornwall (2002) writes about the different spaces in which interac-
tion between different actors takes place and how they cannot be separated 
from each other. In this way, and as argued by Cornwall (2002), what hap-
pens at the negotiating table is closely interrelated with the particular cir-
cumstances that prevail in other spaces: 

[…]what happens in one [space] impinges on what happens in others, as rela-
tions of power within and across them are constantly reconfigured. People’s 
experiences with officials are not simply going to be wiped clean when they 
encounter them at a meeting rather than in a clinic or across a counter, just as 
prevailing attitudes towards excluded groups are not magicked away by the 
use of a participatory technique or two. […] It is all to easy for old rules of 
the game to be reproduced within spaces such as committees or consulta-
tions, limiting the agency and involvement of people without confidence, fa-
miliarity or status (Cornwall, 2002:7).  

Another way by which the state more or less implicitly can exert its influ-
ence, is through its particular role within a SAM project. In playing the role 
of ‘technical experts’ and facilitators the state is supposed to maintain a 
rather modest position in SAM. However, this expert role can easily lead to 
the opposite. In constituting ‘the experts’ the state gains influence as the 
most knowledgeable actor that provide local community groups with the 
knowledge that are considered necessary for them to take part in the man-
agement process. This is despite the SAM strategy emphasising the impor-
tance and benefits of taking local knowledge into account.
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Although I cannot state the exact degree to which local actors views and 
knowledges in fact have taken into account, it is nevertheless obvious that 
the ‘expert knowledge’ held by international consultants as well as state 
agencies such as the Coast Conservation Department and the National 
Agency for Aquatic Resources has a strong position within SAM. Being that 
lack of knowledge of coastal processes is considered an important reason for 
coastal environmental degradation in the first place, education and environ-
mental awareness-raising among community actors constitutes one of the 
most important elements of a SAM process. Only once local people are 
properly educated and made aware of problems, solutions and priorities can 
they contribute with their locally grounded knowledge to the SAM process. 
Says a project leader with respect to the management of the coral reefs in 
Hikkaduwa:

“It is the people who are out there every day on a regular basis who in fact 
should be able to do that kind of management [coral reef management, my 
remark] once they recognise what needs to be done, what should be done, 
what can be done” (interview, project leader 2).  

The strong position held by the state in its role as the expert is well illus-
trated also by the words of a former Divisional Secretary in Hikkaduwa, who 
describes the way in which decisions were taken in the Hikkaduwa commu-
nity coordinating committee:  

We discussed how to use, the maximum way to use this area with all these 
people. After that the people, those who are the experts, that mean the minis-
tries and the departments, said this is the best area for the harbour; this is the 
best area for the glass bottom boats; this is the best area for the sewage sys-
tem. Like that we decided (interview, local government official 1). 

In comparison with other actors the state has access to resources and techni-
cal expertise that others are not even remotely close to. In view of this it is 
clearly not easy for local actors to voice their opinions and actually be lis-
tened to; they are not likely to be able to refer to any research reports or data 
to prove their point. 

A final way by which the state seems to dominate the negotiating process 
in a SAM process is simply because, in several instances, representatives of 
state institutions far outnumber community actors in the community coordi-
nating meetings. In discussing the influence gained by local actors within the 
first round of SAM projects a consultant who has been involved in both the 
Hikkaduwa and Rekawa SAM projects discusses the imbalance between 
participants in terms of numbers. The consultant explains how the commu-
nity meetings in Rekawa typically consisted mainly of government officials 
that were more interested in discussing internal matters than issues relevant 
to the SAM process:
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You have thirty people attending, but only five were from the communities. 
The rest of these, twenty or twenty five, were from the government agencies 
and these people [the community representatives] were mere observers. 
Sometimes the meetings were being conducted in English instead of in Sin-
hala, so that the foreign experts could understand (interview, project consult-
ant 1). 

 This domination by state agencies in terms of numbers seems to be preva-
lent also within the ongoing SAM process in Hikkaduwa. While I have been 
able to gain access to only two protocols from the ongoing SAM project it is 
evident from those that government representatives make up the absolute 
majority of the participants. In one meeting 19 participants were from vari-
ous government departments, while 3 were community representatives. In 
the other meeting the numbers were 17 and 4 respectively (protocols, Hik-
kaduwa SAM community coordinating committee).  

Conclusion
In order to ensure an equal relationship between the actors that are involved 
in a partnership it is common to emphasise the importance of everyone being 
allowed to participate and to raise their voices around the negotiating table. 
In this chapter I have strived to illustrate that, while these factors indeed are 
important, they are not the only ones that determine the degree of influence 
held by different actors. On the contrary, there are many other less overt 
ways by which actors, intentionally or unintentionally, exercise power 
within a partnership.  

In this chapter I have suggested some of the reason for why the Associa-
tion of Tourist Board Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa gained a substantial 
degree of influence in the SAM process compared to other community or-
ganisations. I have also illustrated the ways in which the state, intentionally 
or unintentionally, can continue to steer a partnership, despite ambitions to 
take on a more consultative role. 

The point I wish to make through this discussion is not so much that this 
heterogeneity with respect to interests, priorities, and informal forms of 
power exist; as I have discussed in the theory chapter, any place constituting 
the arena for a local governance effort and every negotiating process almost 
certainly will.  

However, in order to at least partially come to terms with them these dif-
ferences must, at the very least, be acknowledged and analysed as part of a 
local governance effort. In openly acknowledging and discussing these ine-
qualities and making them subject to questioning and negotiation between 
participants in a SAM process it might be possible to also somewhat do 
away with them and, in this way, provide less influential actors with a better 



139

chance of being heard. In not acknowledging them, there is a high risk that a 
participatory effort aimed at increasing local people’s influence will do little 
more than simply mirror and perhaps reinforce existing power relations.
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9. Special Area Management and international 
tourism

A basic assumption made throughout this thesis has been that any local gov-
ernance effort is influenced by the circumstances that prevail in the locality 
– the place – in which it is implemented. In previous chapters, I have dis-
cussed various issues relating to the socio-political context in which SAM is 
implemented and that, I argue, can have a bearing on the SAM process and 
the participation of local actors. These include, for instance, a lack of previ-
ously existing community organisations, limited experience of participation 
in natural resource management and in political processes in general, and 
heterogeneous communities in which actors hold differing interests and dif-
fering capability to influence a negotiation process. In this final chapter 
based on my empirical material, I add to this list the particularities of a tour-
ism industry geared towards international visitors.  

Due to its overwhelming presence in places such as Hikkaduwa and Un-
awatuna, the tourism industry is also very much present in the SAM-
projects. In chapter 5 I described how many of the local actors and resource 
users that take part, or have done so at some point, in the SAM process in 
Hikkaduwa and also in Unawatuna, work within the tourism sector. I also 
pointed to that rapid and largely unplanned tourism development has been 
found to be one of the main reasons behind the environmental problems that 
are addressed in the SAM-plans.  

It is also the case, as I will go on to illustrate in this chapter, that even 
though tourism is considered part of the problem when it comes to environ-
mental degradation, it is also very much part of the solution. Further devel-
opment of tourism is considered crucial in order to bring about sustainable 
local development and many policy proposals in both Hikkaduwa and Un-
awatuna SAM-plans relate specifically to the tourism sector and measures 
that need to be taken in order for it to be able to contribute to this.  

In this chapter I suggest that, due to its strong presence in many places 
along the coast, the tourism industry also influences the SAM projects in less 
overt ways. More specifically, I argue that the ways in which tourism has 
developed since it was first established in Sri Lanka in the mid 1960s, with 
respect to its priorities and the prevailing attitudes and relations between 
actors, can contribute to an understanding of the outcome of SAM. Placing 
the SAM projects in the context of the particularities of the tourism industry 
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also illustrates the challenge that is associated with bringing about collabora-
tion between actors that previously have had limited contact with each other 
and that, moreover, do not hold each other in high regard.  

Towards sustainable tourism development through SAM 
In its effort to generate sustainable local development in the areas of imple-
mentation, the SAM strategy pays considerable attention to livelihood is-
sues. Finding new forms of employment for those individuals whose liveli-
hoods have been found to contribute to environmental degradation is consid-
ered to be a vital part of the local management strategies. Without alternative 
means of employment, the chances of people giving up their livelihood have 
been found to be very slim, despite threats of fines and imprisonment (inter-
view, Coast Conservation Department Official 3; interview, Coast Conserva-
tion Department official 2; Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996). Increasing and 
diversifying local employment opportunities is also considered important 
due to the decline in traditional forms for livelihoods, particularly the fishery 
sector, but also agriculture and coir-making. 

The rapid and largely unplanned development of tourism in the coastal 
region is often considered to be one of the main reasons for the prevailing 
environmental problems (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996; White et al. 1997; 
White and Ekaratne, 1995). However, in places such as Hikkaduwa and Un-
awatuna, where tourism is such a major part of the local economy, it is also 
very much a part of the solution, particularly in view of the declining fishery 
sector (White et al. 1997; Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996; Habaraduwa SAM-
plan, 2003). Thus, while the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan recognises the impor-
tance of the fishing industry to the local economy, it also maintains that fish-
ing is no longer able to sustain the fisher community and that tourism consti-
tutes “the present and future economic force“ in Hikkaduwa (Hikkaduwa 
SAM-plan, 1996:43).  

Further development of tourism is considered to be a way of creating lo-
cal employment opportunities, particularly for youth and people left unem-
ployed by the declining fishing industry. Expanding and diversifying the 
tourism market also carries the potential to take some of the pressure off the 
beaches and coral reef and engage people in ‘environmentally friendly ac-
tivities.’

Proposals for sustainable tourism 
While recognising the importance and future potential of tourism to the local 
economy, the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan also maintains that further sustainable 
development will not be possible unless certain measures are taken. Conse-
quently, the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan makes several proposals for how to sup-
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port and strengthen local tourism as well as for how to take it in a different 
direction.

To begin with, and as already touched upon, it is emphasised that new 
arenas for employment must be created and local people given the opportu-
nity to make a living from tourism in sustainable ways (Hikkaduwa SAM-
plan, 1996). The SAM-plan recognises that, since many small, informal es-
tablishments in Hikkaduwa are family run and tend to have few vacancies, 
and since the formal tourism establishments prefer to hire skilled people 
from outside of Hikkaduwa, there are few opportunities to find proper jobs 
for those left un- or underemployed.  

To solve this problem the SAM-plan recommends the development of pi-
lot projects for new, small-scale tourist activities – bird watching, sport fish-
ing, sailing, lagoon exploration and other small businesses –that can provide 
employment to the local population. Other proposals include the establish-
ment of a basic level hoteliers training course in Hikkaduwa, provision of 
entry-level intern positions for hotelier students, and training courses for tour 
guides that will qualify them for the tour guide license required by the Cey-
lon Tourist Board.  

Another suggestion for how to strengthen the local tourism economy in 
Hikkaduwa, as mentioned in the SAM-plan, is through support of already 
existing businesses. The SAM-plan recognises that the variety of tourist 
establishments within the informal sector and the ensuing diverse atmos-
phere of the town attracts many tourists and makes Hikkaduwa unique 
among Sri Lankan tourist destinations. As a result, several management ob-
jectives and policies aim at providing assistance and training to the informal 
sector with respect to the further development of their business and tour 
operations, since it is argued,  “support for these locally controlled and oper-
ated businesses would result in a stronger local economy” (Hikkaduwa 
SAM-plan, 1996:45).  

The SAM-plan also proposes to provide training opportunities for the in-
formal sector in business management, tourist relations and environmental 
practices and, furthermore, to assist in improving the quality of guest facili-
ties (although it is not further discussed how this can be made possible). 

A final way in which the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan proposes to strengthen 
local tourism – and also highly relevant for the SAM process in general – is 
by bringing about a close collaboration between all the different actors that 
are involved in the tourism industry, including the state. The SAM-plan 
strongly emphasises the need to develop more common ground and better 
cooperation between the formal and the informal sector. This can be realised 
through the establishment of a tourist association that represents the entire 
tourism industry and where mutual problems and opportunities can be dis-
cussed (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996:45-46). The SAM-plan recommends 
the initiation of a unified Hikkaduwa Tour Operators Association for all 
sizes and scales of businesses. Such an organisation will provide opportuni-
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ties for dialogue between the formal and informal sector, with “special atten-
tion to the informal sector operations” (Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996:46). 
Furthermore, the SAM-plan stresses the importance of giving full represen-
tation to all tourism associations in the community coordinating committee, 
including those made up by actors from the informal sector.  

Sustainable tourism in practice  
As illustrated above several suggestions are made in the Hikkaduwa SAM-
plan for how to improve and diversify the local tourism industry to make it 
environmentally and economically sustainable in the long term. In practice, 
however, it seems as if few of them actually have been implemented.  

With respect to the initial Special Area Management project in Hik-
kaduwa, the participation in the SAM process by actors working within the 
informal sector has been very limited. While the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan rec-
ognises the importance of both the Hikkaduwa Small Hotels and Restaurants 
Association and the Tour Guides Association to take part in the management 
effort, it also acknowledges that neither of them have actually done so (al-
though some hotels/guesthouses have participated on an individual basis) 
(Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, 1996). 

The ambition to create alternative livelihood opportunities has not made it 
up on the agenda at all, other than as a proposed policy in the SAM-plan. 
None of the proposed strategies for improving the situation for local entre-
preneurs operating within the informal sector have been implemented; nei-
ther has the ambition to find new arenas for employment for unemployed 
community members (interview, field staff 1). Both periods of SAM-
planning in Hikkaduwa, so it seems, have been strongly geared towards the 
management of the marine sanctuary: the removal of fishing boats, the regu-
lating of glass bottom boats, the introduction of a zoning system and the 
establishment of a visitors centre all aim to improve the situation in the ma-
rine sanctuary and the health of the coral reef.  

The proposed Tour Operators Association that would function as a com-
mon meeting point for all the tourist establishments has not been established 
and, judging from interviews with community members, collaboration and 
interaction between the formal and informal tourism sectors in general 
seems to be very limited. Interviews point to an apparent ‘us and them’ atti-
tude within both groups and there is strong tendency to blame the other 
group for the problems that prevail in Hikkaduwa. That the SAM project has 
not contributed to much improvement of this situation is perhaps not so sur-
prising, given that relatively few actors from the informal sector actually 
have taken part in the SAM process, particularly with respect to the first 
round of SAM-planning.  

Why then is it that the many proposals aimed at diversifying and support-
ing the local tourism industry, and at bringing about collaboration between 
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individuals and groups that work within it, have not been implemented? And 
why have so few actors from the informal tourism sector participated in the 
SAM process at all?  

In my view, one answer to these questions can be found by studying more 
closely the characteristics of the Sri Lankan tourism industry at large and the 
way it has developed since the late 1960s. In the remains of the chapter I 
discuss the priorities, attitudes and prevailing relations between actors within 
the tourism sector and that, to my mind, tend to colour also the SAM process 
and the will and ability of its participants to take it in a different direction.  

Tourism and local economic development 
When the Sri Lankan state first set out to establish a tourism industry in the 
mid 1960s, it was due to an acute shortage of foreign exchange and severe 
budget problems (Crick, 1994; Silva, 1978). Similar to the situation in many 
other developing countries at this time (see e.g. Mastny, 2001), Sri Lanka’s 
economy was highly dependent on the export of raw materials and agricul-
tural products – tea, rubber and coconut – for its foreign exchange earnings 
(Crick, 1994; interview, Ceylon Tourist Board Official 3). The vast majority 
of manufactured goods had to be imported; all of which to be paid for by 
primary commodities, whose value in the 1960s had begun to decline. 

In view of this economic crisis, other sources for foreign exchange had to 
be found and, again, similar to other countries facing similar difficulties, 
tourism came to be seen as a promising alternative. The heavy infrastructural 
costs associated with establishing manufacturing enterprises were considered 
not to apply since many of the desired resources – pleasant climate, endless 
beaches, and hospitable people – were already in place, thus, requiring rela-
tively modest financial undertakings to exploit (Crick, 1994:20-31; Mastny, 
2001). These circumstances, in combination with the emergence of commer-
cial jets and the increasing affluence and longer vacations in the North, made 
tourism appear as a sector holding tremendous economic potential. Or, as 
described in Sri Lanka’s first Tourism Plan, as “an export industry of enor-
mous proportions, offering unlimited prospects as a growth resource” (Har-
ris et al., 1967:27).  

To get the new industry going, the government offered generous fiscal 
and monetary concessions and tax holidays for private entrepreneurs (Cey-
lon Tourist Board, 1967; Seneviratne 1991). This would promote the flow of 
capital into the hotel industry and ensure that the profitability of hotel opera-
tions, and would not be considered unattractive in comparison to other in-
dustries. The state also sold or leased crown land to entrepreneurs on attrac-
tive terms, allowing low initial payments and long leases.  

Perhaps due to the ambition to turn international tourism into the number 
one foreign exchange earner in the country, the development of Sri Lanka’s 
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tourism industry has been geared towards large-scale projects that require 
substantial financial investments (Perera, 1985). The 1967 Tourism Plan
finds that the typical size and quality of a hotel that is suitable for the ac-
commodation of international visitors enjoying beach areas of Ceylon is “a 
first class 100-room hotel with food and beverage facilities.” (Harris et al.,
1967:247). The total cost of such a hotel in 1967 was estimated at  
USD 1 400 000.  

Similarly, the plan for the development of a beach resort complex in 
Trincomalee on the east coast of Sri Lanka includes a 250 room hotel (4 to 6 
floors), a 250 room medium rise hotel (6 to 8 floors), a 250 room high rise 
convention centre (up to 20 floors) and a 200 room low rise hotel (Harris et
al., 1967:248).37

It seems safe to conclude that the plans and recommendations made in the 
1967 Tourism Plan were not made with the intention of turning the average 
Sri Lankan into an entrepreneur within the tourism sector. While official 
rhetoric was keen to point out the opportunities that tourism has to offer all 
Sri Lankans, the economic benefits to the population at large and to the local 
areas visited by the tourists were not expected to come about as a result of 
small-scale and locally owned tourist establishments, but, more or less, as an 
almost automatic consequence of tourism development in general. The Tour-
ism Plan envisions how the income derived from tourism would flow 
“quickly and directly with a wide distribution into the local economy provid-
ing a rapid, cumulative and circulating flow of income” (Harris et al.,
1967:239). This income flow was expected to come about due to “the multi-
plier effect of tourist spending” (Harris et al., 1967:240), which is described 
in the Tourism Plan in the following manner:  

The tourist pays the hotel, 
Then the hotel pays the desk clerk, 
…the desk clerk pays the fruit seller, 
…the fruit seller pays the orchard keeper, 
…the orchard keeper pays the fertiliser maker,  
…the fertiliser maker pays his employee, 
…the employee pays the shoe shop, 
who pays the shoe manufacturer, 
who pays the tanner, and so on (Harris et al., 1967:240) 

In this way, and by means of a general trickle down effect, tourism was ex-
pected to contribute to the development of local economies in terms of both 
direct and indirect employment opportunities.  

It was also assumed that improvements in infrastructure and other public 
facilities would benefit the local population at large (Harris et al., 1967; 

37 Due to the outbreak of the civil war in 1983, the plans to establish a tourist resort in Trin-
comalee were never realized and to this date, the tourist resort in Bentota constitutes the only 
wholly state-planned resort in the country.  
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Silva 1978). In 1978, ten years following the first Tourism plan published, 
the then Deputy Director-General of Ceylon Tourist Board, summarised the 
ways in which tourism had so far has contributed to a regional dispersal of 
development:  

In planning tourist resorts we […] opened up hotel complexes in under de-
veloped areas, which could parallely benefit the local population. Sleepy, 
dormant villages in remote inaccessible parts of the country which we had 
only read about in our geography texts were opened to new forces – new ar-
eas of employment, modern roads and other public facilities led to greater 
economic prosperity in those regions (Silva 1978:14). 

Perhaps as a result of this widely held view that any investment in tourism in 
the end will benefit the population at large, the 1967 Tourism Plan contained 
no explicit strategies for how to enable Sri Lankans of more modest means 
to take part in and benefit from tourism, for instance through small-scale and 
locally based tourism. In fact, when ‘the people of Sri Lanka’ is mentioned 
in the Tourism Plan it is predominantly in the sense of constituting a tourist 
attraction: “The people of Ceylon offer one of the country’s greatest assets 
in their friendly attitudes. This condition should be exploited so that the visi-
tors will receive the benefits of this worthwhile attribute” (Harris et al., 
1967:276).38

Much thought was put into how to make local populations express this 
friendly attitude in the proper way, as opposed to for instance asking for 
money by the visitors. In his study of international tourism in Sri Lanka, 
Malcolm Crick (1994) describes how, in 1970, the then Director of the Cey-
lon Tourist Board, stated the need for a “systematic propaganda campaign” 
that would teach hospitality and the “right attitudes” to people, for instance 
through introducing tourism in the school curriculum (Crick, 1994:31).  

Community involvement in theory but not in practice 
In 1993, a new and fully revised Tourism Master Plan was published 
(UNDP&WTO, 1993). This plan differs from the previous one in that it ex-
plicitly recognises the importance of including and supporting local commu-
nities in tourism, acknowledging also that this might not come about without 
some form of assistance. Thus, the 1993 Tourism Master Plan addresses 
what is referred to as “community tourism” and make several proposals for 
how local community members can become involved in and benefit from 
tourism.  

38 The view that the people of Sri Lanka constitutes one of its greatest tourist attractions 
remains the same today and is reflected in the recently published Medium Term Strategic 
Marketing Plan (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001), where “warm friendly people” is on top of the 
list that outlines the strengths of Sri Lanka and, furthermore, described as “our unique selling 
proposition” (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001:75). 
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One such proposal is the establishment of “Tourism Committees” in areas 
of tourism resorts or where substantial tourism activity exists or is proposed 
(UNDP&WTO, 1993:145-146). These committees, comprising of various 
community representatives and with the support of the Ceylon Tourist 
Board, should initiate and assist local tourism development proposals to 
ensure local participation. Another suggestion is that areas of “high social 
vulnerability” should be equipped with a Tourism Community Liaison Offi-
cer that can provide training for low income or vulnerable groups to learn 
different trade skills, or for small business development to enable them to 
take advantage of the new business. To this date, however, none of the pro-
posals for community tourism made in the 1993 Tourism Master Plan have 
been put into practice (interview, Ceylon Tourist Board official 1).   

The lack of local involvement in tourism is, to a certain extent, acknowl-
edged in the most recent tourism strategy, published by the Ceylon Tourist 
Board. The Medium Term Strategic Marking Plan, published in 2001, con-
cludes that one of the reasons for why optimal performance in the tourism 
industry has not come about is the “inadequacy of community involvement 
in the industry’s development” (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001:5).  

Another recently published policy document outlining Sri Lanka’s turn to 
ecotourism puts it somewhat more bluntly, stating that,  

[…] at present, communities and local culture tend to be exploited by the Sri 
Lankan tourism industry. Certainly, local residents form the bulk of the la-
bour force, being a source of cheap employees for mostly seasonal employ-
ment. However, local people have little involvement in planning and deci-
sion-making in tourism (Sri Lanka Tourist Board, 2003:25-26). 

In view of the discussion above, it is evident that Sri Lanka’s tourism strat-
egy from the 1960s and onwards differs diametrically from the proposals for 
local tourism development made in the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan. Ever since 
the 1960s when tourism was first encouraged, political rhetoric has empha-
sised the opportunities and the local economic development that will result 
from tourism. However, this has been expected to come about by means of a 
general trickle-down effect, not by means of active encouragement of what 
might be referred to as community tourism. Thus, while large-scale hotel 
developments have been actively encouraged and supported by the state, 
there have been few, if any, efforts made to support and encourage small-
scale projects that do not require major financial investments, but that would 
also enable individuals with less resources at hand to benefit from tourism. 

The fact that Sri Lanka’s official tourism strategy has done little in the 
way of encouraging and supporting small-scale, local actors to take up busi-
ness within tourism does not mean that such a sector does not exist.  On the 
contrary, and as certainly is the case in both Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna, 
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many places have a flourishing local tourism industry, largely made up of 
individually or family-operated businesses of varying size and standard. 

However, this locally based tourism does not operate with the blessings 
of the state, or the formal tourism industry at large. On the contrary, and as I 
will discuss in the following section, the existence of a small-scale tourism 
sector is surrounded by much controversy and strong disapproval in Sri 
Lanka.

The informal tourism sector
The term informal sector is commonly used when referring to individuals 
and businesses carrying out economic activities beyond government control 
or sanction (Crick, 1994). In Sri Lanka, the informal tourist sector is highly 
diverse, made up as it is by a variety of small and medium-sized business 
establishments and individual entrepreneurs, including guesthouse and res-
taurant operators, tour guides, taxi drivers, glass bottom boat operators and 
vendors of all sorts. 

These actors do not pay taxes, receive no financial or other support from 
the government and are unapproved by and unregistered with the Ceylon 
Tourist Board (interview, Ceylon Tourist Board official 4; interviews, guest-
house operators, Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna). A hotel or a restaurant operat-
ing within the formal sector pays taxes, has the necessary licences (such as 
liquor licence and tourist board approval), and is, thus, forced to maintain 
certain standards. A guesthouse operating within the informal sector, on the 
other hand, does not pay taxes, lacks permits and licenses and maintains 
whatever standard they are able to afford (Crick, 1994; interviews, guest-
house operators, Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna; interviews, tour guides, Hik-
kaduwa). Similarly, while tour guides approved by the Ceylon Tourist Board 
must go through a training programme in order to obtain the required tour 
guide license, guides working within the informal sector have little or no 
formal training and escort and advise tourists as best as they can.  

The informal sector makes up a considerable part of the Sri Lankan tour-
ism industry, although it is difficult to find figures on a national level and the 
figures that do exist tend to be rough estimates. In 1980, it was estimated 
that almost 40 percent of the international visitors stayed in unlicensed and 
unapproved establishments (Crick, 1994:42).  

With respect to Hikkaduwa, the Hikkaduwa Environmental Profile finds 
that the formal sector consists of nine hotels, seven guesthouses, three res-
taurants and eight shops (Nakatani et al., 1994:35). The informal sector on 
the other hand holds no hotels, 118 guesthouses, 37 restaurants and 149 
shops. Thus, out of Hikkaduwa’s 311 tourist establishments, over 90 percent 
belong to the informal sector. It should be noted, however, that, since the 
hotels operating in the formal sector are relatively large in comparison to 
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establishments within the informal sector, the differences in room capacity 
and revenues are considerably smaller, with the formal sector holding 
slightly more rooms in total and bringing in a larger share of the revenues. 

With respect to Unawatuna, the situation is very similar; if anything, the 
informal sector constitutes an even larger share of the local tourism industry. 
Although not giving any exact numbers, the Unawatuna Environmental Pro-
file refers to the tourism industry in Unawatuna as “cottage tourism,” made 
up by small establishments owned by local residents and where the few lar-
ger hotels exist as enclaves cut off from the community at large (Abha-
yaratna, 2001).  

Providing opportunities for local actors 
To take up business that falls within the informal sector is sometimes recog-
nised as a way for small-scale entrepreneurs to benefit from the tourism in-
dustry, despite lack of government support, proper education or large sums 
of capital to invest. This is, not least, argued by the very individuals whose 
source of livelihood falls within the informal sector and who see few other 
means by which to secure a livelihood from tourism. Among the many 
guesthouse operators, glass-bottom boat operators, tour guides and drivers I 
have met in Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna, there is a more or less unanimous 
view that the formal tourism industry is almost impossible to venture into for 
those with only basic schooling and limited financial resources.

Several guesthouse operators explain how they would need a permit from 
the Ceylon Tourist Board, above all because without this permit it is not 
possible to receive a liquor license. However, in order to get the permit the 
guesthouse must meet the standards for guesthouses set by the Tourist 
Board, something that they, due to their limited financial resources, are un-
able to do (interviews, guesthouse operators, Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna). 

This dilemma is brought up also by an official at the Ceylon Tourist 
Board, who claims that one of the biggest problems for people working 
within the informal sector is the near impossibility of obtaining loans for 
small-scale projects (interview, Ceylon Tourist Board Official 2). Lenders 
require securities that most local people are unable to come up with, says the 
interviewee, and this constitutes a major obstacle when it comes to establish-
ing or upgrading a guesthouse or a restaurant to the standards required by the 
Tourist Board.

While official rhetoric frequently emphasises the opportunities that be-
come available for local communities through hotel establishments, a com-
monly held view among the interviewees – both local actors and government 
officials that are engaged in the SAM projects – is that while large hotels do 
offer employment opportunities they tend to be reluctant towards hiring lo-
cals. An oft-mentioned reason for this is that local people lack education and 
do not have sufficient knowledge of English. Others do not want to give me 
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any specific reason but simply state: “They think that if people are from this 
area, it will be a headache for them” (interview, field staff 1; Panditaratne, 
1992) or that hiring locals “means trouble” (interview, field staff 1). “It is 
well known that tourism only makes already wealthy people even wealthier. 
Common people gain few benefits but always have to pay the costs” says 
one local resident who has participated in the Hikkaduwa SAM project (in-
terview, Ministry of Fisheries and Agriculture official). To rent out a room 
in one’s home or to convert one’s fishing boat to a glass bottom boat, the 
interviewee continues, provide us [the residents of Hikkaduwa] with an op-
portunity to get some money back from tourism (interview, Ministry of 
Fisheries and Agriculture official). 

The economic activities undertaken within the informal sector have also 
occasionally been recognised as a positive force in the local economy by 
government officials. A study regarding the environmental impact of tour-
ism in Hikkaduwa carried out by the Central Environmental Authority in 
1982, and including a cost-benefit analysis of the tourism industry, draw the 
following conclusion: 

Increased participation of the local community in tourist development, in a 
free market situation, appears to have created a large ‘informal’ sector in 
tourism business covering guesthouses, restaurants, batik and curious shops, 
entertainment facilities, sports and travel, handicrafts and industrial products. 
The interaction of tourists with locals also has produced a ‘spread’ and mul-
tiplier effects’ of development on the local community which would have 
been more limited if the development was well planned and centrally con-
trolled as at Bentota (Central Environmental Authority 1982:4-5). 

Similarly, in a study of tourism in Sri Lanka’s coastal environment carried 
out as part of CRMP II, Seneviratne (1991) finds that the informal sector has 
undoubtedly made a substantial contribution to the tourist industry and to 
local economies as a whole (Seneviratne, 1991:18).  

One reason for this, according to Seneviratne, is the minimal leakage of 
the incomes derived from tourism. Not only do restaurants and guesthouses 
of more modest means tend to have a lower import content of the products 
they use (in everything from building material to the food that is served), the 
incomes received also tend to go to the lower income groups that are more 
likely to spend their money within the country and even locally. Another 
reason, according to Seneviratne, is that the greater participation by local 
communities in the informal tourism industry ensures that the income 
reaches ‘grass root levels’ to a larger extent than what is the case within the 
formal sector (Seneviratne, 1991; see also Gunatilleke, 1981; Tantrigama, 
1999).  

While these positive views regarding the informal sector are occasionally 
expressed, they are not very common. On the contrary, and as I will illus-
trate in the following, the existence of an informal sector has always been a 
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source of frustration for actors operating within the formal sector, not least 
for the state.

Strained relationships 
While the activities that fall within the informal sector occasionally are de-
scribed in positive terms and considered to be one of the few means by 
which the average Sri Lankan can earn an income from tourism, this is by no 
means a general view. It is certainly not a view held by the majority of ac-
tors operating within the formal part of the industry, including the state. In-
deed, the term ‘entrepreneurs’ is not likely to be used by the Ceylon Tourist 
Board or any other actor within the formal industry when this group of peo-
ple us referred to. Most often the individuals that operate within the informal 
sector are portrayed as groups of more or less dodgy individuals that, at best, 
harass and ‘scam’ tourists and, at worst, is involved in outright illegal busi-
nesses such as drug trade, begging, prostitution and paedophilia (UNDP/ 
WTO, 1993; Crick, 1994).  

Particularly disliked, it seems, are the so-called ‘cheap’ accommodations 
– guesthouses and private homes – that operate without approval from the 
Ceylon Tourist Board. This is well illustrated in the 1993 Tourism Master 
Plan, where, without further explanation, it is concluded that: “Guesthouses 
and informal accommodation units, both those registered and unregistered 
with CTB, are the interface where many social problems arising from the 
meeting of tourists and locals begin” (UNDP/WTO, 1993:146; see also in-
terview, Ceylon Tourist Board official 1).  

The outright disapproval of actors that make up the informal sector and 
the tendency to blame all ills of tourism on them is commented upon by 
Seneviratne (1991) in a research report concerned with the effect of tourism 
in Sri Lanka’s coastal environment. Seneviratne draws the conclusion that,

[…] it is customary to attribute all or most of the adverse social impacts from 
tourism to the presence of unapproved and unregulated establishments pro-
viding facilities and services to tourists. Too often the prevalence of prostitu-
tion, homosexuality and drug abuse are attributed to the unregulated sector 
even though there is no conclusive evidence to assign responsibility for these 
practices only to this sector. With no doubt, many of these practices take 
place in the approved establishments in greater seclusion and away from the 
public eye (Seneviratne, 1991:19).   

In addition to being the scene for all kinds of morally questionable and out-
right illegal activities, unlicensed establishments have been described as ‘a 
drain to the economy’ (de Silva 1978:33), that contributes to a substantial 
leakage of potential government revenue through tax evasion (Yacoumis, 
1980:96, in Crick, 1994) and through diverting customers and, thus, also 
foreign exchange earnings, away from the formal sector (Crick, 1994:39). 
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Finally, informal sector establishments are considered to lower the standards 
of the tourist industry, in that they primarily attract the low budget tourists 
not particularly favoured by the official tourist strategy (Ceylon Tourist 
Board, 2001; UNDP & WTO, 1993). In his overview of the development of 
Sri Lanka’s tourism industry, Crick (1994) describes how the Ceylon Hotel-
iers Association in the early 1980s urged the Tourist Board to stop the de-
velopment of unlicensed guesthouses and, furthermore, demanded the mu-
nicipal authorities to “stamp out the ‘grassroots’ entrepreneurs who were 
alleged to be ruining Sri Lanka’s image by lowering standards” (Crick, 
1994:42).  

That these views remain today is evident when I discuss the informal sec-
tor in Hikkaduwa with an official at the Ceylon Tourist Board. This inter-
viewee explains that the Tourist Board does not want tourists to go to these 
informal establishments at all since they are “running down” the entire tour-
ist industry (interview, Ceylon Tourist Board official 1). He also states that, 
although the Tourist Board has held several awareness programmes over the 
years explaining to informal tourist workers what they need to do in order to 
gain Tourist Board Approval, their behaviour have not changed. In his view, 
the only thing that will contribute to an orderly situation and stop the illegal 
activities (referring specifically to unauthorised buildings) is for the police to 
take action. 

From the point of view of the Coast Conservation Department, the disap-
proval of establishments operating within the informal sector is based on the 
fact that many of them are illegally located within the so-called setback 
area39 (interview, Coast Conservation Department official 1). The Coast 
Conservation Department does in fact have the legal right to order these 
structures to be demolished, however, it has frequently proven politically 
impossible to do this (Abhayaratna, 2001).  

A mutual dislike 
The hostility towards actors operating within the informal sector certainly 
seems to be mutual. Among guesthouses operators that belong to the infor-
mal sector there is a widely held view that the government does little to sup-
port them in their business and that all support from the government is di-
rected towards large hotels (interviews, guesthouse operators, Hikkaduwa 
and Unawatuna). “We only hear from the government when they come with 
a demolition order”, says one guesthouse operator in Unawatuna, whose 
guesthouse does not hold the necessary permits and is illegally located 
within the setback area (interview, guesthouse operator, Unawatuna). “I 

39 The Setback Area – also referred to as the Buffer Zone – is a geographical strip or band 
within the Coastal Zone or within which certain development activities are prohibited or 
significantly restricted (Coastal Zone Management Plan, 2004:51) 
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even have to pay someone privately to come and collect the garbage, why 
should I pay taxes to the government”, asks another interviewee rhetorically 
when we discuss the ways in which the government supports local tourism 
in Hikkaduwa (interview, guesthouse operator, Hikkaduwa).  

Both in Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna guesthouse and restaurants operators 
as well as tour guides express the view that the government and the Ceylon 
Tourist Board have not put any efforts into supporting tourism in their re-
spective areas. Particularly in Hikkaduwa, several actors compare their situa-
tion to the one prevailing in Bentota, where, as I described previously, the 
state maintains the responsibility for infrastructure and certain tourist ser-
vices. High on the wish list for tourist entrepreneurs in Hikkaduwa is a tour-
ist police and also a local tourist office, where visitors can gain information 
and confirm and change their airline tickets, something that they currently 
have to go to Colombo to attend to.  

In Unawatuna there have been several clashes between the guesthouse 
and restaurant operators that are located on or close to the beach on the one 
hand and officials from the Coast Conservation Department on the other. 
Based on the Unawatuna Environmental Profile, Abhayaratna (2001) de-
scribes the situation in Unawatuna in the following way:  

Although the law empowers the Coast Conservation Department to demolish 
unauthorised structures especially in the setback area, the authorities have 
filed to accomplish this task owing to the strong resentment of the offenders 
and severe threats to the implementing officers (Abhayaratna, 2001:10).  

When considering the development and characteristics of the tourism indus-
try in Sri Lanka it is easy to see that they constitute a challenge for any at-
tempt to bring about collaboration on equal terms between the actors in-
volved or otherwise affected by its development.  

While the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan recognises the importance of strength-
ening and developing local tourism, for the informal sector to gain recogni-
tion, and for a close collaboration between the actors involved in tourism, 
this implies a situation which is diametrically different from the one prevail-
ing today, where capital-intensive tourism development is prioritised and 
where the relations between the two main tourism sectors are strained, to say 
the least. 

Having said this I also want to point to the policy changes that currently 
are taking place within Sri Lanka’s tourism strategy and that holds a more 
promising outlook for local actors involved in tourism. In the final part of 
this chapter I discuss the ongoing reorientation of Sri Lanka’s tourism indus-
try and the way in which it possibly can be made to both support and rein-
force the SAM projects and their strive towards sustainable local economies 
in the coastal areas. 
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Towards local control and participation? 
During the last five years, Sri Lanka’s official tourism strategy has under-
gone some quite substantial changes. In 2001, a Medium Term Strategic
Marketing Plan was published, pointing out the new direction in which the 
industry was to go in order to make Sri Lanka the number one foreign ex-
change earner in the country (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001:85) and “the 
foremost tourist destination in Asia” by the end of the decade (Ceylon Tour-
ist Board, 2001:66). 

Clearly, the tsunami disaster and the recent breakdown of the peace nego-
tiations have put a major halt to the further development of the tourism in-
dustry. However, the reorientation of the tourist strategy remains intact and, 
since I find it highly relevant in the context of SAM, I discuss it in some 
detail in the following.  

The most recent reorientation of Sri Lanka’s tourism strategy points in 
two, somewhat different, directions. A first objective is to diversify and up-
scale Sri Lanka as a tourist destination (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001). I have 
previously described how Sri Lanka is mainly a destination for sun-seeking 
Europeans heading for the beaches on a mass scale. This type of tourist, so it 
is argued, tends to choose cheaper forms of accommodations and spend less 
money in general. 

The goal for the future is to attract instead a greater diversity of tourists 
interested in culture, history, and nature, resources which Sri Lanka have in 
abundance. Such a reorientation, so it is argued, would open up new arenas 
for tourism development, thereby making it possible to further expand the 
industry without putting even more pressure on the already overexploited 
western and south-western coastline. Most importantly, this type of tourism 
holds the potential to attract visitors that are likely to require high standards, 
spend more money and stay for longer periods of time, thus increasing for-
eign exchange earnings and creating multiplier effects in other areas such as 
reinvestments to improve service and product quality (Ceylon Tourist Board, 
2001:68).  

The objective to attract more affluent visitors requiring high standards as 
opposed to tourists who prefer ‘cheaper forms of accommodation’ seems to 
work against the small-scale tourism that is prevalent in Hikkaduwa and 
Unawatuna and many other small towns and villages along the coast. I have 
previously discussed the commonly held perception among the majority of 
interviewees that tourist facilities in the form of large, luxurious hotels are 
not nearly as beneficial to the local communities in which they are located as 
official rhetoric often claims.    

However, an important aim of the new tourism strategy is in fact to in-
crease the involvement of and benefits to local communities. One of the 
‘strategic objectives’ outlaid in the plan states that ‘Sri Lanka’s tourism in-
dustry will be driven on the principles of sustainability with maximum 
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community participation’ (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001:86). Suggestions for 
how to achieve this include soliciting proposals for tourism projects from the 
communities, offering advice for tourism development proposals, and setting 
up community tourism centres. An official at the Ceylon Tourist Board tells 
me how they are about to initiate a project in Unawatuna with the objective 
to “teach the community to do tourism” (interview, Ceylon Tourist Board 
official 2). He describes how this project, which will be implemented in 
collaboration with a non-governmental organisation, aims to “empower the 
villagers”, helping them to upgrade their facilities and assist them in estab-
lishing new, small-scale businesses. “We will not try to impose anything on 
them”, he says, “ but we will teach them to make a living off tourism and 
open up a market for them” (interview, Ceylon Tourist Board official 2).  

The prospects for greater community involvement in the future are per-
haps most promising due to the emphasis on ecotourism as a crucial part of 
the new strategy. Ecotourism is looked upon as a tremendous opportunity in 
Sri Lanka, one that fits well into the overall objective to attract the more 
affluent visitor seeking experiences and high quality rather than merely sun 
and sea (Ceylon Tourist Board, 2001). However, the introduction of ecotour-
ism holds great promises also for local actors in that one of its most impor-
tant objectives is to increase the control and economic development of the 
‘host’ communities (Sri Lanka Tourist Board, 2003). The Sri Lankan Tourist 
Board defines ecotourism as: “Responsible travel to natural and cultural 
areas that conserves the environment and improves the well-being of local 
communities” (Sri Lanka Tourist Board, 2003:4). Furthermore, one of the 
key principles of ecotourism, as identified by the Ecotourism Development 
Strategy, is that it should involve:

Benefits to the local communities and peoples, through such means as par-
ticipation in decision-making, employment, management, ownership, educa-
tion, self-reliance and fulfilment, or strengthening culture (Sri Lanka Tourist 
Board, 2003:4). 

In this way then, Sri Lanka’s recently adopted tourism strategy seems to go 
hand in hand with the goals of the Special Area Management strategy. The 
new strategy holds promises for environmentally sustainable tourism, while 
at the same time strongly emphasising increasing local control and participa-
tion in the industry. These objectives are essentially the same as those held 
by the SAM strategy. As such they have the potential to support and rein-
force each other and, in the end, contribute to environmentally and socially 
sustainable local economies. It remains to be seen whether this will take 
place in practice.
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Conclusion
When considering the particularities of Sri Lanka’s tourism industry it be-
comes evident that the SAM projects are faced with some major challenges. 
Firstly, the official tourism strategy since the late 1960s consistently has 
failed to pay attention to the kind of small-scale tourism that flourishes in 
Hikkaduwa, Unawatuna and many other towns and villages along the coast. 
In contrast, the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan not only acknowledges the positive 
aspects of the many small-scale and locally owned guesthouses and restau-
rants; it also emphasises the importance of supporting and improving these 
establishments and the local tourism sector in general. This, then, is quite a 
radical change when compared to Sri Lanka’s official tourism strategy, 
where informal establishments are looked upon as a major flaw on Sri 
Lanka’s tourism strategy, lowering its image and attracting the wrong type 
of tourist. This is, not least, a problem due to that many of the policy pro-
posals in the SAM-plan requires for the Ceylon Tourist Board to take action, 
thus, the realisation of he proposals is highly dependent on the support and 
approval of the Tourist Board and also of the larger hotel operators.  

The SAM Projects in places such as Hikkaduwa and Unawatuna, where 
tourism is such an important part of the local economy, are also faced with 
challenges due to the strained relationships that prevail between the actors 
that are involved in tourism. Indeed, there seems to be very little of the mu-
tual trust and desire to collaborate that often is looked upon as a requirement 
for a well-functioning partnership. And while the SAM projects certainly 
can be considered a means by which to overcome these differences and find 
some common ground, this would, at the very least, require for all the differ-
ent groups to actually take part in the project. So far, however, this does not 
seem to have been the case. 

Whether the recently adopted tourism strategy will be able to bring about 
any changes in this respect remains to be seen. Successful SAM projects, 
where local actors actually have gained influence over the use and manage-
ment of local natural resources, might certainly contribute to transforming 
all the talk of community tourism into action.  

This discussion of SAM in relation to Sri Lanka’s tourism industry marks 
the end of my study. In the following and final chapter I summarise and 
discuss my findings and suggest directions for future research. 
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10. Towards collaborative coastal management 
in Sri Lanka: concluding discussion 

This thesis has been concerned with the ongoing efforts by the Sri Lankan 
Government to bring about a greater degree of local participation in the 
management of Sri Lanka’s coastal land and natural resources. The main 
focus of the study has been the implementation of the Special Area Man-
agement (SAM) strategy in various places along the Sri Lankan coastline. 

The SAM-strategy has been implemented in Sri Lanka with the purpose 
to establish collaborative arrangements, i.e. partnerships, which will enable 
coastal communities and local governments to work together with the Sri 
Lankan state, sharing in decision-making, responsibility and authority over 
the coastal management process. Given that local actors previously have had 
very little, if any, influence and powers over the coastal management proc-
ess, the shift towards collaborative coastal management holds the potential 
to bring about substantial changes with respect to local control over the use 
and management of coastal resources. 

However, for this collaboration and sharing of authority between a wide 
range of actors to come about is not necessarily easy and depends on many 
different circumstances. The overall objective of this study has been to iden-
tify and discuss various factors that may have a bearing on the participatory 
dimension of the SAM-process in Sri Lanka. In doing this, I have been par-
ticularly interested in understanding the circumstances that influence the role 
awarded to and played by local coastal communities and the degree to which 
they, indeed, come to share in decision-making, authority and responsibility, 
as envisioned in the SAM-strategy. 

In carrying out this analysis I have applied a political-geographical per-
spective. By doing this, I have highlighted the political dimension of efforts 
to bring about local participation, while also emphasising the importance of 
understanding and analysing such a process in relation to the particular con-
texts in which it is set.

In this final chapter I summarise the main findings of the thesis, discuss 
the future of SAM-planning in Sri Lanka and, finally, point to future areas of 
research. 
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Special Area Management planning in the Sri Lankan 
context– a summary 
The empirical material that underpins this study includes interviews and 
written material. With respect to the former, they consist of discussions with 
people that have some form of experience from one or several SAM-projects 
in Sri Lanka and, furthermore, with people who live and work in Hikkaduwa 
(and to a lesser extent also in Unawatuna), but that have not participated in a 
SAM-project. These latter interviews have been highly valuable in that they 
have given me insights regarding the socio-political context in Hikkaduwa, 
Unawatuna and the coastal region in a more general sense.  

With respect to the latter group of empirical material, they comprise of 
various types of written material, including policy- and planning documents, 
project reports and research reports. I have also relied on secondary sources 
for my understanding of the tourism industry and of Sri Lankan society at 
large.

The results of my analysis have been translated into four themes, which 
have been discussed in chapters six to nine. In the following I briefly sum-
marise my main findings.  

Mobilising and organising a community 
Chapter six challenges the main assumption of the SAM-strategy, i.e. that it 
is possible to mobilise local communities to manage their natural resources 
and that they will do so once they realise the benefits derived from better 
management. In the text, I demonstrate how this basic assumption of the 
SAM-strategy does not necessarily hold true, due to a number of factors.  

Firstly, I find that the lack of formal organisations on the local level and 
the limited experience by local actors in taking part in formal political proc-
esses in general and natural resource management in particular, turn the 
component of community organising of SAM into a monumental task. The 
heterogeneous character of resource users on the local level, further adds to 
complicate the mobilising process. 

Secondly, I find that the top-down approach to community mobilising 
that is adhered to within the SAM-strategy can be a dilemma when it comes 
to mobilising community members and creating stable community-based 
organisations.  

One such dilemma is the degree to which a project that is highly depend-
ent on outside assistance for its implementation can at all contribute to a 
feeling of local ownership and to the project turning into a community effort, 
in the way that the strategy proposes. This seems not to have been possible 
in Hikkaduwa, where local actors, regardless of their overall view of the 
SAM process, think of it as a government project first and foremost. More-
over, SAM practitioners bring up the ‘distance’ between SAM project staff 
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and local community actors as constituting an obstacle for successful im-
plementation. Related to this is the difficulties faced by professional facilita-
tors face when working in areas of which they hold limited previous knowl-
edge and where little previous analysis of socio-political circumstances have 
been carried out. Finally, it also seems to be the case that the top-down ap-
proach to organising communities faces problems when it comes to creating 
stable, broad-based organisation that can represent larger segments of the 
community in a long-term perspective. In its explicit strategy to base organi-
sations on strong individuals and key members they also become extremely 
dependent on these persons. The result, at least in Hikkaduwa, seem to be 
short-lived and unstable organisations that do not necessarily represent the 
community at large. A general conclusion to be made from this chapter is 
that the SAM strategy seems to underestimate the multiple challenges asso-
ciated with community mobilising and organising in the particular Sri 
Lankan context.

The ambiguity of community participation 
In chapter seven I examine more closely what participation actually entails 
in the context of Sri Lanka’s SAM projects. Here, I point to that the ambigu-
ity that seems to surround the notion of participation in Sri Lanka.  

Initially the discussion centres on the degree of authority that the local 
community is awarded. On the one hand it seems that the SAM projects do 
aim to bring about a sharing of power and authority, with state agencies act-
ing primarily as facilitators and technical experts and with the local commu-
nity as the main stakeholder. However, I also bring up a different interpreta-
tion, one where participation is looked upon as public consultation and 
where the idea of local actors gaining some degree of control over coastal 
management practices is strongly opposed. Finally, my analysis illustrates 
that the SAM strategy, despite its ambition to bring about a sharing in au-
thority and decision-making, the SAM projects do not allow for local actors 
to gain any degree of formal authority. Rather, the community coordinating 
committee, as a public forum for discussion and negotiation, is not vested 
with any degree of formal power and authority. 

Another problematic component of the SAM-strategy, brought to atten-
tion in chapter seven, relates to the weight given to the participatory dimen-
sion of SAM in relation to natural resource issues. In the analysis I point, 
firstly, to that local participation within SAM aims essentially to bring about 
efficient coastal management practices, placing very limited, if any, empha-
sis on the political aspects of participation. Secondly, I address the limited 
study and analysis of the socio-political context that precedes the implemen-
tation of a SAM-project in a locality. Studies undertaken within SAM focus 
predominantly on ecological issues and only limited attention is paid to so-
cial, political and institutional aspects. Finally, I illustrate how the limited 
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attention paid to the participatory dimension of SAM is apparent when it 
comes to evaluating the SAM process, in that its outcome is discussed and 
measured mainly in terms of whether is has contributed to more efficient 
management practices and less in terms of the quality or level of participa-
tion it has contributed to.  

A final point to be made with respect to the participatory dimension of 
SAM is who is included in the term community participation. Here I argue 
that even though official rhetoric repeatedly emphasise “community partici-
pation”, giving the impression that the objective is to include the entire 
community (or, rather, representatives thereof), this is not really the case. 
Although no community group, as far as I understand, is explicitly excluded 
from participating, the SAM-strategy does points out the inclusion of certain 
community groups in the SAM-process, notably those that already have 
access to the resources, as more important than others,  

Negotiating on equal terms?
In its strive to bring about a fair and equal negotiating process, the SAM 
strategy emphasises the importance for all actors to be present around the 
negotiating table and, moreover, have the right to speak freely. However, 
while these factors certainly are important, they do not necessarily ensure 
negotiations on equal terms. In chapter eight I discuss some of the less obvi-
ous ways in which power can be exercised within a partnership. In doing 
this, I pay particular attention to the differing circumstances under which 
various actors take part in participatory processes, discussing how local gov-
ernance efforts are likely to be influenced by political relations and struc-
tures of dominance that relate to the wider socio-political context. In the 
discussion I specifically address the role of the Association of Tourist Board 
Approved Hoteliers of Hikkaduwa, an organisation that has been perceived 
as a dominating actor in the initial SAM process in Hikkaduwa. My analysis 
points to that this organisation differ substantially from other resource user 
groups in the community, in terms of homogeneity, social status, and the 
way in which its members relate to and interact with both project staff and 
politicians.

In this chapter I also address the role of the state in relation to community 
actors, pointing to the numerous ways in which the state may remain highly 
influential within a collaborative arrangement, despite ‘officially’ taken on a 
less authoritative role. Here I find that the relationship between the state and 
civil society in general as well as the role played by the state as technical 
experts is likely to have a bearing on its influence within SAM. I also point 
to that state representatives tend to outnumber community actors in the 
community coordinating committee.  
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In sum, then, this chapter exemplifies the difficulties associated with cre-
ating spaces for participation where equal relationships between diverse 
groups of actors who hold different positions in society at large, will prevail.  

The SAM-strategy and international tourism 
In the final empirical chapter I discuss the SAM strategy in relation to the 
tourism industry in Sri Lanka. In this context, it becomes particularly evident 
what a difficult task that the SAM strategy is faced with, both in terms of 
bringing about collaboration between the participants and in terms of actu-
ally implementing the policy proposals made in, for instance, the Hikkaduwa 
SAM-plan.

With respect to the former, I illustrate the mutual hostility that prevails 
between actors operating within the formal versus the informal tourist indus-
try. Ever since the tourism industry in Sri Lanka emerged in the mid-1960s, 
it seems to have developed along two parallel, but dissimilar tracks. On the 
one hand is the formal industry, strongly endorsed and supported by the Sri 
Lankan state and consisting of establishments that are approved by the tour-
ist board. On the other hand is the informal tourist industry, consisting of 
small-scale entrepreneurs and establishments who operate independently 
from the state and without the necessary permits from the tourist board. In 
chapter nine I illustrate the lack of interaction and often also outright hostil-
ity, which prevail between actors operating within respective sector and their 
very different relationship to the Sri Lankan state. 

With respect to the implementation of the policy proposals made in the 
Hikkaduwa SAM-plan, there are a number of proposals that focus particu-
larly on ways by which to strengthen the local tourism industry in Hik-
kaduwa. However, in comparing the official tourism strategy as endorsed by 
the Ceylon Tourist Board and the way it has been realised in practice on the 
one hand, to the proposals made in the Hikkaduwa SAM-plan for the devel-
opment of the local tourism on the other, it becomes evident that they differ 
substantially from each other. The small-scale tourism that is prevalent in 
Hikkaduwa, Unawatuna and many other villages and towns situated along 
the Sri Lankan coast has never been held in high regard by the Sri Lankan 
state and efforts to engage local, small-scale actors in tourism seem to have 
been more or less non-existent.   

In chapter nine I also bring up Sri Lanka’s most recent tourism strategy, 
adopted by the Ceylon Tourist Board in 2002. This strategy places consider-
able emphasis on the importance of developing small-scale, locally con-
trolled tourism that can bring about substantial benefits to local communi-
ties.  This process certainly has a better change of being realised if local 
communities do gain some degree of influence over the use and management 
of coastal land and resources, as envisioned in the SAM-strategy. 
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Towards collaborative coastal management in Sri 
Lanka?

The title of this thesis poses the question whether Sri Lanka, through the 
implementation of SAM, is heading towards collaborative coastal manage-
ment. While the issues brought up in the thesis and that I have summarised 
above, cannot provide an answer to this question, they seem to indicate that 
the task to bring about collaborative coastal management in Sri Lanka by 
means of SAM-planning constitutes quite a challenge. Studies of partner-
ships and other forms of collaborative arrangements often point to several 
prerequisites that are necessary for a well-functioning collaboration. These 
include, for instance, a variety of actors that can take part in the process, a 
high degree of mutual trust between participants, a will by different actors to 
come together and work towards consensus, and some degree of shift in 
power relations. When considering the context in which SAM is imple-
mented, it seems that none of these circumstances prevail to any greater 
extent.

 To begin with, there seems to be a shortage of community-based organi-
sations that can take part in a SAM-process. The SAM-processes in both 
Hikkaduwa and Rekawa have experienced problems with non-existing and 
weak community-based organisations that are unable to take on the respon-
sibility of being partners in the coastal management process. When consider-
ing Sri Lankan society at large it becomes evident that there is no recent 
tradition of local participation in decision-making spheres, be it with respect 
to natural resource management or in other political processes. Moreover, 
there seem to be a general lack of strong community-based organisations 
that can participate in a collaborative process. As expressed by one inter-
viewee: “No machinery exists for empowering the people in these areas” 
(interview, project leader 3). 

With respect to mutual trust between actors and a willingness to collabo-
rate, these attributes also seem to leave much to be desired. The SAM-
process has not come about as a result of an endogenous process, that is, due 
to local actors joining forces out of free will and due to a perceived common 
cause, but is essentially an arrangement imposed by the government and by 
the international institutions that finance the SAM-projects. When consider-
ing the strained relations that seem to prevail between different actors that 
are to collaborative within SAM, it is questionable whether the will and trust 
that can be considered important for a well-functioning partnership actually 
exist. This is perhaps particularly evident with respect to the sometimes out-
right hostile relationship that prevails between actors operating within the 
informal and the formal sector respectively on the one hand, and between the 
informal sector and the state on the other.  

Finally, there is the shift in power relations, from’ power over’ to ‘power 
to’, implying a partnership on equal terms, where actors work together and 
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share in responsibility and authority. Here, I point to that participation in the 
context of Sri Lanka’s SAM projects is a controversial term and that far 
from everyone agrees on the degree to which local actors indeed, can and 
should gain some degree of formal authority. Moreover, when considering 
the status of the main institutional body of SAM, the community coordinat-
ing committee, it becomes evident that SAM is, indeed, more about consul-
tation than it is about local actors gaining some degree of authority.  

What can make SAM work? 
In discussing the ability of the SAM-strategy to bring about collaborative 
coastal management, one might of course turn the discussion above around, 
arguing that while these circumstances do not prevail at the moment the 
implementation of SAM can help bring them about. By creating an arena for 
participation and collaboration that previously did not exist this might, over 
time, contribute to creating those relationships and those circumstances that 
are important for a collaborative arrangement to work out as intended. 

However, based on the results of my study, I find that for the SAM-
strategy to actually be able to contribute to collaborative coastal manage-
ment as envisioned in the strategy, greater emphasis must be placed on the 
political, or participatory, dimension of SAM.  

This implies, firstly, that the implementation of SAM in the future must 
be based less on general assumptions regarding the will and ability of het-
erogeneous local community actors to work together and more on thorough 
analysis of the prevailing socio-political context in the area of implementa-
tion. While knowledge of ecological processes certainly is important, it does 
little for any understanding of the social and power relations that prevail in 
any locality. Such knowledge is widely held to be crucial in order for any 
collaborative arrangement to succeed.  

Placing greater emphasis on the participatory dimension of SAM also im-
plies taking into account the quality and quantity of participation in any 
analysis of the workings of a SAM process. Who is participating and who is 
not, on what terms are people invited, and who gains influence in the negoti-
ating process are only some of the questions that must be asked. To gain this 
kind of knowledge is important both for the functioning of the partnership 
and for reasons of democracy. With many participants that are representative 
for the community at large, a partnership holds a greater chance to be looked 
upon as legitimate. It also holds a greater potential to become firmly 
grounded in a community on a long-term basis. With respect to democracy, 
a shift towards collaborative coastal management holds the potential to make 
local communities become thoroughly involved in the use of coastal land 
and natural resources in their vicinity. However, it also holds the potential 
for stronger and more resourceful actors in a locality to gain influence over 
weaker and less vocal actors. Ensuring that this does not happen must be 
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considered important in any effort to bring about collaborative coastal man-
agement.   

A third issue relating to the participatory dimension of SAM that I find 
important to address, concerns the political context in which SAM is imple-
mented.  This is a topic that I would have liked to explore to a much greater 
extent than I was able to (see further chapter 3). To my mind, any effort to 
bring about local participation must carefully take into account the political 
system in Sri Lanka, where patron-client relationships are prevalent and 
where local actors in general seem to have limited influence in formal politi-
cal processes.  

Finally, and given the ambiguity that prevails in Sri Lanka with respect to 
the role of local actors within collaborative coastal management, it seems 
that the concept and practice of local participation and the role to be played 
by local actors must be thoroughly thought through. A wealth of research 
concerned with collaborative and participatory forms for governing have 
found that, unless power relations are not addressed and unless the local 
communities that are invited into a partnership actually gain some degree of 
influence, collaborative forms for governing have little chance of succeed-
ing.

For this shift in power relations, and for a shift from ‘power over’ to 
‘power to’, to come about within Sri Lanka´s costal management process 
requires, firstly, the establishment of institutional arrangements that ensure 
local actors to gain this influence. Furthermore, it requires an insightful un-
derstanding of the many ways in which power is exercised and the possible 
consequences thereof. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it requires a 
genuine will and commitment from the Sri Lankan Government to take a 
step back and actually allow for local communities to gain some degree of 
influence in the coastal management process. Otherwise, and regardless of 
all the participatory rhetoric, chances are it will be the state that continues to 
govern the coast. 

Special Area Management planning in Sri Lanka: 
questions for the future  
As I have already implied in the discussion above, Sri Lanka’s shift towards 
collaborative coastal management opens up a whole range of questions and 
possible areas of study. The completion in 2006 of the SAM-projects im-
plemented within the framework of CRMP III makes possible comparative 
studies of their implementation and outcome in different contexts and with 
respect to the participatory dimension as well as changes in the use and 
management of coastal land and natural resources. Given their recent com-
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pletion, there is ample opportunity also to study the actual project cycles in 
more detail.  

The issue of local participation in coastal management practices is also 
relevant in relation to the future development of coastal tourism and the re-
cent reorientation of Sri Lanka’s tourism strategy. As I illustrated in chapter 
nine, Sri Lanka’s most recent tourist strategy places a strong emphasis on 
eco-tourism and locally controlled community tourism. However, it also 
seeks to develop a high-end, luxury niche, aimed at attracting more affluent 
visitors. Whether these two strategies can be combined, what the conse-
quences will be for the people that live in the villages and towns turned 
beach resorts, and the degree to which community participation in coastal 
management practices can influence costal tourism in the future, is an im-
portant area of study. It is perhaps particularly relevant with respect to the 
eastern parts of the country where, at the moment, barely any tourism infra-
structure exist. Although the prospects for peace look bleak at the moment, 
an ending to the ethnic conflict will most certainly bring about a frenzy of 
development activities in this part of the country. What will be the role of 
local actors in this process; to what degree will local communities be able to 
gain influence over future tourism developments and how can the SAM 
process reinforce this?  

The issue of local participation in the use and management of coastal land 
and natural resources is, not least, relevant in relation to the reconstruction 
of the coast that has followed from the tsunami. Close to two years after the 
tsunami disaster in December 2004 that killed over 30 000 people and wiped 
out villages, infrastructure and livelihoods, the coastal region is being rebuilt 
and reconstructed. New homes are being put up for those who were left 
homeless; new boats are being supplied to fishermen who lost their equip-
ment; and harbours, roads and other types of infrastructure are being re-
stored.

While it is too early to draw any conclusions regarding the more long-
term effects of the tsunami and of the rebuilding process that has taken place 
so far, it seems safe to conclude that the socio-economic and physical coastal 
landscape that currently is being restored in Sri Lanka is being significantly 
altered. This is, not least, indicated by the highly controversial introduction 
of a buffer zone that effectively prohibits any new construction within 100 
meters from the sea, while allowing for those that were not severely dam-
aged to remain.  

With respect to the tourism industry, the implementation of a buffer zone 
means that large hotels that were damaged but not destroyed by the waves 
are allowed to remain in close vicinity to the beach, while the owners of 
smaller establishments that were completely washed away are not allowed to 
rebuild their properties in their previous location. With respect to the fishing 
communities, who were the most severely affected by the tsunami, and 
whose (often rickety) houses located very close to the ocean were in many 
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cases destroyed, the establishment of a buffer zone means that they are now 
being relocated away from the coast, something that has been much debated 
and highly contested. 

The introduction of a buffer zone illustrates the importance of studying 
the long-term consequences of the tsunami and the degree to which coastal 
communities will be allowed to influence the rebuilding of their lives and 
livelihoods. Most importantly in the context of this study, it illustrates the 
importance of developing and using proper tools for including local actors in 
the use and management of coastal land and natural resources. Only a thor-
ough analysis of the many different aspects of the SAM strategy, and of the 
contexts in which it is being implemented, can reveal if the SAM strategy 
indeed is this tool, or if different approaches are needed.  
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