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Non-heeding of research 
causes earthslips News-
by Talia Jayasekera

W ith  floods ra v ­
aging various 
p a rts  o f the 

country, ea rth s lip s  are 
becom ing  a com m on 
occurrence and  m enace 
to  vulnerable villages and 
the ir people. On Sunday 
an  entire village and/its 
twenty-five in h ab itan ts  
w ere killed in K alaw ana

at the hands of an  earth- 
slip. A u thorities w ere 
unab le to  even recover 
bod ies as the slip 
enveloped the area.

C oun tries like C hina 
and H ong Kong regularly 
suffer ca su a ltie s  as a 
re su lt of trem en d o u s 
earthslips. B ut this could 
be a ttribu ted  to  th e ir  hilly 
te rra in  w h ich  is often 
lashed  w ith  cyclonic

w eather. H ow ever S ri 
L anka has n o th in g  bu t 
over-exp lo ita tion  and  
excessive cu ltiv a tio n  of 
land to  blam e. This b la ­
tan t d isregard  of M other 
N ature leads to the  ea rth  
tum b ling  like nea tly  
a r ra n g e d  dom inoes. A 
p h en o m en o n  w e have 
nobody bu t ourselves to 
blam e for as g reed  and 
overpopulation  creeps in.

Sri Lankans search for the bodies of flood victims in  Ratnapura, 100 kms (62 miles) 
southeast of the capital Colombo . Sri Lanka fought on Hiesday to  feed and clothe 
more than 200,000 survivors o f the w orst floods and landslides to h it the island in 
half a century as the death toll rose to 237, officials said. Estim ates o f those missing 
rose above 200 as relief agencies assessed damage to homes, farms and livestock.
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I t is com m on know l­
edge th a t soil erosion  is 
linked to  earthslips. With 
o u r forests slowly d isap­
p ea rin g  and  inadequa te  
rem ed ia l ac tio n  being  
taken, the problem  of soil 
erosion and earthslips is 
bound  to  escalate. Pefor- 
estation  by legal an d  ille­
gal loggers leaves the 
e a r th ’s top  soil vulnerable 
to  the elem ents. D estruc­
tive th u n d ersto rm s, like 
the few w e’ve been  expe­
riencing, are the only ca t­
alysts needed for the earth  
to  le t loose its fury on the 
unsuspecting.

Poor ag ricu ltu ra l m eth ­
ods too lead  to  soil deg ra­
dation. Igno ran t farm ers 
en th u sia stica lly  c o n ­
tribu te  to  the em ission of 
'g re e n  house’ gases, ra is­
ing the ea rth 's  tem p era­
tu re  w hich inadvertently  
leads to  a  frightful com bi­
n a tio n  of d ro u g h ts  an d  
storm s. It is no w onder 
th a t the ea rth  is caving in 
on us!

The N ational Building 
R esea rch  O rg an isa tio n  
(NBRO), w h ich  w as 
established in 1984, has 
been conducting  research  
on landslides for several 
years including soil test­
ing an d  slope stab ility  
m easures.

The o rg an isa tio n ’s 
activities include H um an  
S ettlem ent Developm ent, 
E nv ironm en ta l M anage­
m ent, S tru c tu ra l E n g i­
neering and  P ro ject M an­
agem ent, R esearch  an d  
D evelopm ent w o rk  on  
D isaster M itigation re la t­
ed  to  L andslides. I t is 
equ ipped w ith  m ore than  
fifty highly qualified p ro ­
fessionals from  the Geolo­
gy, A rch itec tu re , E n g i­
neering , E n v iro n m en ta l 
an d  S cien tific  fields. 
L andslide p ro jec ts  have 
been ca rried  ou t by the 
NBRO since it first began. 
A ‘M apping  P ro je c t ' of 
landslide p rone a reas  in 
B ad u lla  an d  N u w ara  
Eliya w as conducted  in  
1995. The p ro jec t w as 
continued  from  R atn ap u ­
ra  to Kegalle in  1996/98 
and also Kandy to  M atale 
in  1999/2003. W ith the 
extrem e flooding an d  con­
tinued  scattered  show ers,

NBRO Officials w arned  
re sid en ts  in  R atnapu ra , 
Deniyaya,. K alutara, H at­
ton  an d  Kotagala areas of 
the  possibility of fu rther 
earthslips.

"We have been  conduct­
ing  Landslide H azard  
Z onal M apping since 
1986 when th e re  w ere 
several earthslips occur­
ring", said NBRO Direc­
to r  R.M.S. B an d ara . 
"W ith funds from  the 
U nited N ations Develop­
m en t Project (UNDP), we 
chose seven d istric ts  in 
th e  beg inn ing  s ta rtin g  
w ith  N uw ara Eliya and 
B adulla. We did the  m ap­
p ing  on a 1-10,000 km 
scale and identified  key 
a reas  that w ere h igh  risk, 
m ed ium  risk, low  risk  and 
safe zones".

“At present w e a re  con­
d u c tin g  m a p p in g  in  
M atale and will p rogress 
to  K alutara. We hope to  
conclude the p ro jec t m ap­
p ing  by 2007 and . subm it 
o u r  m aps to the relevant 
G overnm ent d e p a r t­
m en ts . We have also 
decided, taking in to  con­
sidera tion  the la test devel­
op m en ts , to  inc lude 
M atara, H am ban to ta  and 
K urunagala in to  th e  p ro ­
je c t as they a re  landslide 
p ro n e  areas as well", he 
said.

"Landslides o c c u r  for 
tw o reasons - n a tu ra l and 
m an-m ade. The geologi­
ca l form ation of the area  
contributes to  earthslips. 
These are natu ra lly  vul­
n e ra b le  a re a s  w hich 
shou ld  be avoided at all 
costs by people. These are 
a re as  which shou ld  not be 
b u ilt  upon especially  
since  factors like heavy 
to rre n tia l .ra in  accelerate 
la n d  slippage", sa id  B an­
d ara . “The second  reason  
w hich  is hum an  activity is 
the  bad  land usage p rac ­
tices. When construc ting  
th e ir  houses on  hilly te r­
ra in , builders cu t aw ay 
th e  slope w hich techn ical­
ly m eans they are  rem ov­
ing the suppo rt fo r the 
u p p e r slope. As m ore and 
m ore houses a re  b u ilt on 
the  sam e slope, the sup­
p o r t system is low ered, 
allow ing fore the?;4 and  to  
co llap se  w hen ou ts ide
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Sri Lankans stand in an area in  Ratnapura, 100 km (62 miles) southeast o f Colombo, 
after heavy floods and landslides. Sri Lanka fought on  Tuesday to feed and  shelter 
more than  200,000 survivors o f the w orst "Floods and landslides to  h it the island 
in  half a century as the death toll rose to  237, officials said. /
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conditions w orsen . Also 
hum ans building on such 
a slope do no t give m uch 
th o u g h t to  the n a tu ra l 
drainage systems. • W hen 
they build  o r  do cultiva­
tion , they  unknow ingly  
d am age n a tu ra l w a te r  
paths. For these reasons 
the  use o f re ta in in g  
m oulds and  suitable vege­
tation p lan tations should 
be in troduced”.

“Soil e ro s io n  is the 
starting  p o in t o f an  earth- 
slip. With the degradation  
of soil, gu llies ten d  to  
form . All the soil tends to 
converge a t th is  p o in t 
leaving deep ravines on 
the ea rth 's  surface. S low ­
ly the la n d  beg in s to  
becom e unstab le and  vul­
nerab le to  landslides", he 
said.

"The e a r th s lip s  th a t 
have o c c u rre d  so far 
com e as  no  su rp rise 'to  the 
NBRO. We have already  
identified these  a reas as 
h igh  r isk  b u t o u r repo rts  
w ere  n o t tak en  in to  con­
sid e ra tio n . N one of the 
g iven  re c o m m e n d a tio n s  
w ere  im p lem en ted  by the 
P radesh iya S abhas o r  the 
local G ram asevekas w hen 
co n s tru c tio n  w ork  began 
in  the vario u s d istricts", 
sa id  B andara .

"The p re se n t situation

in R atnapu ra  is th a t the 
w a te r  is beg inn ing  to  
recede b u t it is happen ing  
a t a very slow rate . Hill 
areas are still very vu ln e r­
able to slips. We have sen t 
tw o team s to  ca rry  ou t 
investigations and  fu rth e r  
identify susceptible areas. 
The people living in  those  
areas w ill have to  be evac­
uated  if the th rea t is se ri­
ous. The v illagers have 
b een  very  co o p e ra tiv e  
w ith  o u r team s because 
they now  u n d erstan d  the 
d a n g e r”.

“I w ould suggest th a t in  
fu ture o u r research  m aps 
shou ld  be consu lted  by 
the  G overnm ent an d  co n ­
s tru c tio n  co m p an ie s  
before any s tru c tu re s  a re  
erected . We have done the 
necessary  an d  the in fo r­
m a tio n  is read ily  ava il­
able if a calam ity  of th is 
n a tu re  is to  be avoided in  
th e  future.

The N BR O  _ h a s  c o n ­
ducted  various aw areness  
p ro g ram s in  villages an d  
schools o f the  th re a ts  of 
landslides. We have done 
p ro g ra m s  even  fo r  th e  
local G ram asevekas, tow n 
p la n n e rs  an d  eng ineers. 
This w ould  be the p e rfec t 
oppo rtun ity  fo r the  G ov­
e rn m e n t to  re th in k  then- 
strategies w hen  re h a b ili­

ta tio n  w ork  begins. The 
victim s cou ld  be re loca ted  
to  safer a reas  for rese ttle ­
m e n t u s in g  o u r  zo n a l 
m app ing  system .

The h igh  risk  and  m o d ­
era te  level a reas  cou ld  be 
im proved • for o the r p u r ­
poses. In  the  fu tu re  w e 
could  p reven t such a  d is ­
a s te r  from  ’ h a p p e n in g ”,' 
sa id  B andara .

H av ing  a  r e s e a rc h  
o rg a n isa tio n  like th e  
NBRO serves no  p u rp o se  
if the  re levan t au th o ritie s  
tak e  no  in te re s t in  th e  
very  im p o r ta n t c o n c lu ­
sions obtained.

As w ith  all th ings in  
th is country, w e alw ays 
w an t to  take the sh o rte r  
an d  easie r w ay ou t even if 
it pu ts in n o cen t lives a t 
risk. We p u t o u r tru s t in  
p la n n e rs  a n d  e n g in ee rs  
because w e expect th e m  
to  th e ir  jobs.

The flooding of R a tn a­
p u ra  an d  o th e r  d istric ts  
m ay n o t have b een  avoid­
ed  b u t if p ro p e r  m easu res 
w ere  taken  to  safeguard  
people, so m any  in n o cen t 
lives m ay n o t have been  
w ash ed  away. R ehab ilita­
tio n  has.g iven  us a  second  
ch a n ce  a t  u n d o in g  p a s t 
m istakes. We only hope 
th is  c h a n c e  will he 
u tilised  to  its maximum.


