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Introduction
This handbook—Sacred Gardens and Spice Plantations: Agroforestry and Permaculture
Practices in Sri Lanka—was written for people who plant, design, steward, and live
within transformed landscapes. It brings together practical design methods, species
lists, and step‑by‑step planting plans that are grounded in Sri Lanka’s climatic zones,
soil types, and living cultural traditions. Farmers, landscape designers, community
groups, extension workers and students will find tools they can adapt to household
plots, village commons, temple groves and commercial spice blocks.

Sri Lanka is a small island with a remarkable variety of microclimates and deep
cultural ties to the land. That diversity is both an opportunity and a design constraint:
a planting plan that thrives in the wet lowlands may fail in the dry zone or upcountry
slopes unless it is carefully adapted. For this reason the book begins with practical
frameworks for site assessment and mapping, then matches those assessments to
plant guilds, water‑harvesting techniques, and planting blueprints tailored to distinct
zones. Wherever possible the guidance emphasizes low‑cost, low‑technology
interventions that communities can implement and maintain.

Traditional knowledge and living cultural practices—sacred groves, homegarden
systems, and time‑tested spice cultivation—are central to this book. Chapters on
sacred gardens and cultural heritage explore how conservation, ritual use, and
livelihood production can be integrated rather than treated as separate goals. At the
same time, the manual offers modern agroecological approaches: compost systems,
contour earthworks, nursery propagation, integrated pest management, small‑scale
processing and simple monitoring methods. The aim is pragmatic synthesis: to help
readers design systems that support biodiversity, food and spice production, and
cultural values simultaneously.

The structure of the book is intentionally hands‑on. After foundational chapters on
climate, soils and permaculture principles, you will find design methods and concrete
technical chapters—soil fertility, water capture, nursery propagation—and three
regional planting plan chapters (wet lowlands, intermediate/dry zones, and
montane/upcountry). Later chapters address social and economic dimensions:
community organization, cooperative models, value chains and post‑harvest
processing for spices and agroforestry products. The final chapter presents case
studies and full design blueprints so readers can see ideas applied at different scales
and contexts.

How to use this book: start with the site assessment and mapping tools in Chapter 3,
then consult the zone‑specific planting plans that match your conditions. Use the
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species lists and guild templates in Chapter 7 to assemble a planting mix, and follow
the step‑by‑step guides in the soil, water and nursery chapters when establishing your
block. Where social or market questions arise, turn to the chapters on community
organizing and value chains. The case studies at the end are meant to inspire
adaptation—not to prescribe a single “correct” way to farm.

Finally, this is a practical invitation to experiment, observe and adapt. Agroforestry
and permaculture are iterative practices: designs evolve as people learn from their
land, from neighbours, and from traditional holders of local knowledge. Throughout
the book you will find simple monitoring ideas and prompts for reflection so that each
design becomes locally tuned, resilient to change, and rooted in the cultural
landscapes of Sri Lanka.
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CHAPTER ONE: Sri Lanka’s Climates, Soils, and
Cultural Landscapes
Sri Lanka, a teardrop-shaped island suspended in the Indian Ocean, boasts a
remarkable diversity of climates, soil types, and cultural landscapes, all interwoven
with its long agricultural history. This small nation, nestled between 5 and 10 degrees
north latitude, enjoys a predominantly tropical climate, characterized by warm
temperatures year-round, substantial moisture, and the rhythmic influence of
monsoon winds. This climatic variation, coupled with diverse topography, has shaped
distinct ecological zones across the island, each presenting unique opportunities and
challenges for cultivation. Understanding these foundational elements is crucial for
anyone seeking to implement effective agroforestry and permaculture practices in Sri
Lanka.

The island's climate is largely governed by two monsoons: the southwest monsoon,
typically occurring from May to October, and the northeast monsoon, from December
to March. These monsoons, along with inter-monsoonal rains, dictate the rainfall
patterns that define Sri Lanka's three primary climatic zones: the Wet Zone, the
Intermediate Zone, and the Dry Zone.

The Wet Zone, encompassing the southwestern region and the central hill country,
receives abundant rainfall, often exceeding 2,500 mm annually, with no pronounced
dry periods. This consistent moisture contributes to its lush, verdant landscapes,
making it ideal for certain types of agriculture. Temperatures in the Wet Zone
lowlands average around 27°C, while the central highlands are significantly cooler,
with average temperatures ranging from 16°C to 20°C. Humidity levels remain high
throughout the year, often exceeding 70% and rising to over 90% during monsoon
seasons in coastal areas like Colombo.

Moving eastward and northward, we encounter the Intermediate Zone, a transitional
band skirting the central hills. This zone receives between 1,750 mm and 2,500 mm of
annual rainfall and experiences a shorter, less prominent dry season than the Dry
Zone. The Intermediate Zone presents a blend of characteristics from both the Wet
and Dry Zones, offering a different set of conditions for cultivation.

The Dry Zone predominantly covers the northern, eastern, and southeastern plains of
the country. As its name suggests, this zone receives less rainfall, typically under
1,750 mm annually, and is characterized by a distinct dry season from May to
September. While often termed "arid" in comparison to the Wet Zone, these areas still
receive a substantial amount of rain, averaging 1,250 to 1,900 millimeters annually.
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Average temperatures in the Dry Zone lowlands can be slightly higher, around 30°C.
The challenge here lies not necessarily in a lack of total rainfall, but in its distribution
and the pronounced dry period, demanding strategic water management techniques.

Beyond these broad climatic classifications, Sri Lanka is further divided into 24 agro-
ecological regions (AERs), which take into account specific combinations of climate,
relief, and soil, leading to specialized cropping systems. These finer distinctions are
crucial for tailoring permaculture and agroforestry designs to truly local conditions,
ensuring that plants are well-suited to their immediate environment. For instance, the
up-country wet zone is known for tea plantations and temperate horticultural crops,
while the low-country dry zone often sees chena cultivation (slash and burn
agriculture) and rainfed paddy.

Just as diverse as its climates are Sri Lanka’s soils, which reflect the interplay of
climate, underlying geology, and terrain over millennia. Hard, crystalline rock
formations, such as granite and gneiss, form the bedrock of about nine-tenths of the
island. This geological foundation, combined with varying rainfall and elevation, has
led to a fascinating array of soil types across the country.

In the Wet Zone, red-yellow podzolic soils are dominant. These are leached lateritic
soils, often crumbly when dry and sticky when wet, and while they may be low in
calcium and magnesium, they support crops like tea, rubber, and various fruits and
vegetables. Reddish brown latosolic soils, sometimes called Kabokmaya soil, are also
found in the wet and semi-wet areas, particularly in districts like Kandy, Kegalle, and
Matale. These soils are acidic, rich in moisture, and possess good drainage, making
them suitable for crops such as cocoa and banana.

The Dry Zone, in contrast, is characterized by reddish brown earths. These non-
lateritic loamy soils are prevalent in areas like Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, and
Hambantota. They generally have good drainage and aeration, along with favorable
calcium and cation exchange capacities, making them suitable for grains,
supplementary food crops, and various fruits. Other important soil types scattered
across the island include alluvial soils found along river courses, ideal for paddy
cultivation, and regosols, which are sandy soils typically found in coastal tracts.
Immature brown loams and non-calcic brown soils also make their appearance in
various regions, each with its own specific characteristics and agricultural suitability.

Despite the inherent suitability of many Sri Lankan soils for agriculture, continuous
cultivation and, in some cases, poor soil conservation practices, particularly in the
rugged highlands, have led to a depletion of natural fertility. This underscores the
importance of adopting regenerative practices like agroforestry and permaculture to
rebuild soil health and enhance productivity.

Sri Lanka’s cultural landscape is inseparable from its agricultural heritage, a
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relationship that has deepened over more than 2,500 years. Agriculture is not merely
an economic activity but a way of life, profoundly shaping society, culture, and
religion. Approximately four-fifths of Sri Lankans live in rural areas, with a significant
portion dependent on agriculture for their livelihoods.

Traditional farming systems have evolved in harmony with the natural environment,
reflecting generations of accumulated indigenous knowledge. This knowledge
encompasses deep understandings of weather patterns, soil types, and the behaviors
of plants and animals. For example, traditional farmers could often discern soil salinity
by observing specific salt-tolerant plants in an area. They also practiced "kal yal balaa
govithena," selecting crops based on precise observations of weather patterns and
cropping seasons to minimize damage and maximize harvests.

Homegardens, which are highly diverse agroforestry systems, are a prime example of
this enduring traditional knowledge. These multi-layered gardens integrate a variety of
trees, shrubs, vines, and food crops within the same plot, creating a complex and
resilient ecosystem. Scholars believe that home gardens in Sri Lanka have been
practiced for over 2,500 years, serving as ancient agroforestry systems that provide
food, fuel, fiber, and medicine, while also contributing to biodiversity and reducing
pressure on natural forests. The government has even promoted the establishment of
home gardens through various initiatives to enhance food security and promote
environmentally friendly agriculture.

Another ancient cultivation method is "chena," a rotational system involving the
clearing and burning of forest patches for temporary cultivation of vegetables and
grains. While appearing destructive, traditional chena practices were designed to allow
for soil and forest regeneration over time, making them more sustainable than many
modern agricultural methods. Paddy cultivation, the cornerstone of Sri Lankan
agriculture and the staple food, has also been practiced for millennia, with intricate
tank-based irrigation systems in the Dry Zone dating back to ancient kingdoms. These
tanks not only irrigate crops but also provide water for domestic use and animal
husbandry, influencing the microclimate of their surroundings.

However, in recent decades, modernization and the Green Revolution have posed
challenges to these traditional agricultural systems, leading to a decline in the
transmission and practice of indigenous knowledge. This book aims to bridge that gap,
integrating the wisdom of these ancestral practices with modern agroecological
principles. By understanding Sri Lanka's diverse climates, its various soil types, and
the rich tapestry of its cultural agricultural heritage, we can lay the groundwork for
designing resilient, productive, and culturally appropriate agroforestry and
permaculture systems that thrive in this unique island nation.
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