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Summary

The declaration of the Knuckles Conservation Forest in 2000 altered 
the physical, social and political landscape of one of the oldest 
settled, yet biologically richest, areas in the central mountains of 
Sri Lanka. The Knuckles Conservation Forest, which made human 
activity illegal within its boundaries, was the culmination of decades 
of government concern for the forested lands of this rich natural 
environment. However, it was a major setback to the livelihoods of 
the local people, who had subsisted upon a mixed system of paddy 
cultivation, shifting cultivation and harvesting of forest products. Pri-
vately owned land used to produce tea and cardamom commercially 
was also brought within the Knuckles Conservation Forest, and the 
entire system of private tenure was thrown into doubt.

Sri Lanka’s Forest Department considered the Knuckles Conser-
vation Forest to be a major victory for conservation, as it was able 
to overcome pressure from well-connected commercial estates and 
secure protected status for the second-most important forest area in 
the country. It was also a step towards realizing the Forest Depart-
ment’s goal of seeking mixed cultural and natural World Heritage 
status for the area.

The Knuckles area constitutes 30 per cent of the watershed 
forest of the Mahaweli catchment, the major source of water for 
Sri Lanka’s agricultural sector. However, the costs to local people 
in terms of loss of livelihoods, and the marginalization of private 
landowners as potential partners in forest management, represent a 
failure of governance. The decision to declare the conservation forest 
was based on high-quality scientific information about the forest eco-
systems of the area, but that information did not include the range of 
stakeholders who would be affected by the conservation forest. The 
result was a tense situation between local communities, private land-
owners and the Forest Department concerning boundaries, tenure, 
access to resources and livelihood options.

Six years after the conservation forest was declared, IUCN’s 
Strengthening Voices for Better Choices project chose the Knuckles 
area as a pilot site for addressing the problems of forest governance. 
The central pillar of the project, which is being implemented in six 
countries around the world, is the tripartite approach. Tripartite refers 
to the three main sections of society – government, civil society and 
the private sector. The basic premise is that good governance is 
achieved through decision making that enables meaningful roles for 
stakeholders in all three sectors.

After nearly two years of implementation, the Knuckles pilot site 
has produced marked improvements in the governance situation and 
has established a basis for ongoing efforts. First, local institutions 
have been strengthened. These institutions are representative of 
local needs and interests, and are empowered to engage actively in 
the forest management issues that affect their lives.

Second, local entrepreneurs have emerged. With the assist-
ance of the private sector, a farmers’ co-operative has been able to 
eliminate the middlemen who controlled the prices and kept farmers 
in debt. Entrepreneurship has been a critical factor for local people, 
as it has produced economic alternatives that compensate for losses 
stemming from land-use restrictions in the Knuckles Conservation 
Forest. At the same time, it has brought confidence to the communi-
ties and increased their bargaining power in the local economy.

Third, a forum for dialogue on forest management has been 
established in the Knuckles area. This forum is a platform for diverse 
stakeholders to build understanding and confidence in order to 
expand the scope for their participation in decision making.

Lastly, a national-level forum to address the broader issues of 
forest conservation and management policy has been established. 
Since it is the first forum of its kind in Sri Lanka, there is strong buy-in 
from government, civil society, academia and the private sector.

These first signs of success have been encouraging to all 
involved in the Knuckles pilot project. In many ways, the innovative 
governance arrangements in Knuckles have just started to evolve. 
Many issues remain unresolved, such as the security of legal rights 
over land and the degree to which communities will be empowered 
in decision making, and it is not yet clear if the current activities 
can be maintained in the long term. Nonetheless, the stakeholders 
involved have been eager to reflect on the process in order to under-
stand what has enabled the transformations that are under way, and 
how this momentum can be sustained.

“The Knuckles governance story” tells of how strengthened voic-
es and better choices can produce conservation benefits while en-
hancing local livelihoods. This story also highlights how confidence 
building and open dialogue can open the way for more inclusive and 

This paper is a response to an IUCN internal review of the Strengthening Voices for Better Choices project, carried out in May 2007. The review 
recommended that a study be carried out, focusing on the process of implementation in Sri Lanka, in order to learn lessons about catalysing 



transparent decision making. The governance transformation now 
under way will require “cultural” change within all stakeholder groups 
and, in particular, appreciation of the processes by which decisions 
are made.

Introduction: A governance 
problem and the evolving 
Knuckles vision

Forest governance
The Knuckles Forest, a mountainous area in central Sri Lanka (see 
Box 1 and map opposite), has provided the foundation for the ag-
ricultural livelihoods of communities living there for many centuries. 
The area is also highly diverse in terms of its plants and animals, 
many of which were used directly by local people or sent to sur-
rounding urban areas as trade and tribute. At the same time, the 

Box 1  Ecology and history of the Knuckles Forest

The Knuckles Forest covers an area of about 160 km². Geologically 

the region forms part of Sri Lanka’s central massif, but it is isolated 

from the island's main mountain areas by the Dumbara valley in the 

south and east, and by the Matale valley in the west. It is character-

ised by a rugged landscape with deep valleys and high peaks, more 

than 35 of which are over 300 metres. The highest point reaches 

1,900 metres.

The Knuckles Forest lies on the boundary between the wet and 

dry zones of Sri Lanka and has a variable climate. Its upper reaches 

have a cool, montane climate, whereas the lower parts have a dry, hu-

mid climate. It receives rain during both the north-east and south-west 

monsoons, and total precipitation ranges from 2,500 to 5,000 mm a 

year.

As the upper catchment forest of the Mahaweli River, the longest 

river in Sri Lanka, the Knuckles Forest provides watershed services 

important for socio-economic development in the plains region. 

Several important tributaries of the Mahaweli River originate in the 

Knuckles Forest area.

Three main forest types are found in the Knuckles area: (a) lowland 

tropical wet semi-evergreen forest; (b) sub-montane, wet semi-ever-

green forest; and (c) montane, topical wet-evergreen forest. Unique to 

the area is a dense, stunted vegetation type known as “pygmy” forest. 

Although the Knuckles Forest covers only about 0.3 per cent of Sri 

Lanka’s land area, it harbours over a third of the country’s flowering 

plants. Of the 288 recorded woody plant species in the area, 85 are 

endemic, 11 are nationally threatened and 26 are globally threatened. 

The Knuckles Forest is an important reservoir for biodiversity, pro-

viding habitats for nationally and globally important species of fauna 

such as the Sri Lanka leopard (Panthera pardus kotiya). In all some 31 

mammal species, 128 bird, 53 reptile, 20 amphibian and 25 freshwa-

ter fish have been recorded in the area.

The Knuckles area has been inhabited for over two millennia, 

and today there are 80 villages in and around the protected forest. 

The area was relatively isolated and unspoilt until the 1960s, when 

commercial-scale underplanting of the forest with cardamom (Elettaria 

cardamomum) began.

In 1800 the British colonial administration built a Christian school 

and church at a village called Pallekumbura in the Knuckles area. In 

1873 a Climatic Reserve was declared over all lands above 1,500 

metres, and the forest was declared a Forest Reserve. In 1960 the 

Forest Department allowed commercial underplanting with cardamom, 

which was soon followed by extensive cardamom cultivation by the 

surrounding villages. These unprecedented interventions marked the 

beginning of forest loss and degradation in the area.

In 1975 one of the peaks of the Knuckles range, Dotulugala, was 

declared a Man and Biosphere (MAB) Reserve. Sri Lanka’s new Na-

tional Forest Policy was formulated in 1980, and in 1988 the Knuckles 





mentation and follow-up. The three main stakeholder groups in the 
Knuckles Forest – local communities, private landowners and the 
Forest Department – are introduced in Table 1.

The Management Plan recommended that cardamom cultivation 
cease, buffer zones with restricted access to the forest be created, 
alternative economic activities be promoted and awareness of 
conservation be raised. When the conservation forest was declared 
in 2000, shifting cultivation was prohibited and most large-scale car-
damom production was stopped. Some privately owned land, which 
had largely phased out commercial production because of falling 
profitability, was excluded from these regulations. 

The effects of closing the forest still dominate the narrative of local 
stakeholders. According to the villagers’ explanation of this saga, 
the loss of chena (shifting cultivation fields) and access to the forest 
amounted to a major loss of livelihoods for the 80 villages in the 
buffer zone. The response was to increase dry-season planting of 
commercial crops in paddy fields.

Despite an increase in government extension services and 
training for self-employment, local farmers remained impoverished 
because they were reliant (“enslaved” in their own words) on local 
middlemen who controlled access to markets for the few crops 
they grew. Village paddy fields produced sufficient rice, but without 
access to chena and forest areas that supplied important supple-
mentary food sources, nutrition and food security declined rapidly. 
Drastic reductions in cash income also meant a decline in overall 
livelihood standards. In one typical Knuckles village, it was estimated 
that 62 per cent of villagers’ income had been derived from the forest 
in the form of cardamom (26 per cent), chena (20 per cent) and other 
non-timber forest products (16 per cent). However, the villagers had 
no channel for communicating these concerns.

Private landowners in the Knuckles Conservation Forest, at 
that time largely managing their land for recreation after cardamom 
had been phased out, were marginalized from forest management 
despite their requests to be considered as partners in conservation. 
With the ecotourism potential of the area, private land was extremely 
valuable. As part of the Management Plan the government intended 
to acquire the private land. This meant purchasing land from the 
owners at reasonable prices, except that this was not a market trans-
action because the owners had no right to refuse the sale if the price 
was deemed appropriate by government assessors. The uncertainty 
of tenure became the greatest concern of the private landowners, 
who lacked an effective channel for communicating these concerns.

For the Forest Department’s part, the declaration of the Knuckles 
Conservation Forest was both a great victory and a renewed chal-

lenge. Forest Department field staff in Sri Lanka, as in many other 
countries, are stretched beyond capacity. Besides the low ratio of 
staff per square kilometre, as well as the resultant difficulties in moni-
toring and management, the Forest Department did not have the 





making. A set of ten key interventions show how the three-pronged 
strategy evolved in practice:

	 Strengthening the capacity to communicate:
1.	 Establishing a project office in Illukkumbura village.
2.	 Inclusive socio-economic assessment to produce information 

and shared understanding.
3.	 Reconfiguring the Dumbara Surakinno. 
4	 Involving local government to increase legitimacy.

	 Engaging with the private sector and encouraging entrepreneur-
ship:
5.	 Forming Takkali Samithiya to increase incomes.



Project Co-ordinator was able to gain the confidence of the young 
group. It was agreed that these young people would help conduct 



home-garden development project be implemented by the Dumbara 
Surakinno.

Creating the Takkali Samithiya
The assessment studies uncovered the primary concern of the vil-
lagers of Illukkumbura. They were still suffering from the loss of liveli-
hoods because of the Knuckles Conservation Forest designation. A 
lack of viable alternatives and weak positioning in the market chain 
put them in a position of complete powerlessness. Price and market 
access have always been the constraints for villagers of the Dum-
bara Valley, where the pilot site villages are located. When restrictions 
on land use started to tighten in the 1990s, the Forest Department 
provided some extension service to villagers. In Illukkumbura, villag-
ers started planting tomatoes in 1997 for sale at the district seat of 
Matale, but “price was the problem, and we have been at the mercy 
of the mudalali (middlemen)”.

Marketing of tomatoes in the Dumbara Valley has passed 



partnership they desire is one in which they agree not only to protect 
the core forest, but also to invest in its rehabilitation. They would 







interaction with local forest officers, the 
regional market and middlemen, and the 
larger networks introduced by the project 
such as private sector actors. “Unpacking” 
the concept of capacity shows how the 
success of the project in these areas was 
a product of the transparent and flexible 
way in which the staff worked with local 
people.

As mentioned above, part of this 
analysis has been a search for an unwrit-
ten master plan for the Knuckles project. 
The conclusion was that the success of 
the project lay precisely in the fact that the 
implementation details were determined 
through a process-oriented approach that 
responded to needs and opportunities 
as they presented themselves, within 
the general tripartite framework. As the 
National Project Co-ordinator noted, “I am quite sure that if we did 
not maintain the flexibility that the project has shown, this would 
have ended up being just another project. Approaching things 
as we did, we were able to uncover and nurture the right set of 
dynamics among stakeholders”. In fact, the project’s conception of 
stakeholders underwent a major transition, becoming more nuanced 
throughout the project (Figures 1 and 2). In the initial conceptualiza-
tion, there were three general stakeholder groups who would interact 
through two levels of dialogue. In the course of its work, the project 
has discovered the diversity of actors within stakeholder groups and 
the increasingly complex interactions among them.

Behind the complexity of stakeholder interactions has been a set 
of basic operational principles. Virtually all the stakeholders involved 
in the project mentioned the following critical factors as the reasons 
for the progress achieved in increasing dialogue:

	 !�STRONG��CONTINUAL�ÚELD�PRESENCE��From the start, it was de-
cided to invest in a permanent and intimate presence in the field. 



everyone, but a special friend of no one. Avoiding perceptions of 
bias, the project has focused on how to improve decision making 
for better social and environmental outcomes in the Knuckles 
area. The project has also been able to gradually refine its ap-
proach to each of the stakeholder groups, allowing their roles to 
emerge and change during the project.

Discussion

Replicable and sustainable?
From the outset, there was intense discussion on whether a project 
operating in the Knuckles area would provide a replicable and 
sustainable forest governance model for Sri Lanka. The Forest 
Department insisted that the Knuckles site itself, with a long history 
of outside engagement, was unique and therefore not a good candi



•	 Improving outreach to communities and decision makers.

	 Institutionalizing the Forestry Working Group by:
•	 Devising an 
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Private landholder
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