04.06.2021

His Excellency Gotabaya Rajapaksa,

The President of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka,
Presidential Secretariat,

Colombo 01

Your Excellency,
Development of eco-friendly sustainable farming systems in Sri Lanka

First and foremost, we wish to express our deep appreciation to Your Excellency for according
high priority to developing eco-friendly sustainable agricultural systems in the country as per
the policy statement of the Government “Vistas of Prosperity and Splendour (VPS)”. We have
been witnessing with great appreciation Your Excellency’s abiding interest in and profound
commitment to promoting domestic agriculture while minimizing its reliance on imported
inputs. We are acutely aware of the serious environmental and health hazards associated with
conventional agriculture and its over-dependence on external inputs such as seed material,
fertilizers, pesticides and weedicides. Therefore, as institutional leaders of the national R&D
institutions, senior scientists, academics, research officers and technologists in the field of
agriculture in Sri Lanka, we will extend our fullest support and cooperation to the initiatives
and interventions of the Government aimed at developing eco-friendly sustainable farming
with minimal dependence on external inputs and promoting food security, food sovereignty
and food safety.

In line with the VPS, the entire Sri Lankan agriculture will be promoted to use organic
fertilizers during the next 10 years. However, as per the Gazette Extraordinary No. 2226/48 of
May 6, 2021, the importation of chemical fertilizers and pesticides has been banned with
immediate effect. Such a drastic and abrupt intervention could pose serious issues and
challenges with far-reaching economic, social and political implications and ramifications.
Therefore, on behalf of the scientific fraternity in agriculture (Annex 1), we submit our
considered opinion, observations and recommendations based on scientific evidence,
experience and expertise gained over many years with a view to minimizing the potential
implications of, and deriving the envisaged benefits from, the above policy intervention. Our
recommendations, we believe, fully reflect the ecological and other ideals that inspire this
policy intervention, but serve as well to minimize the harmful effects of too rapid a departure
from the use of agrochemicals which farmers have got used to for a period of over 50 years.

Here, we briefly present our considered opinion and view for kind consideration by Your
Excellency and the relevant authorities. Our remarks address the following matters:

1. Current status of agriculture in brief



What can be done without banning but instead regulating and restricting the import and
use of fertilizers and other agrochemicals in agriculture to substantially reduce their
undesirable consequences on health and environment

Potential impact of the ban of the said imports on agriculture

. Need for promoting eco-friendly sustainable agriculture in place of conventional
agriculture

In Sri Lanka, agriculture occupies around 40% (2.3 million ha) of its land and consumes
over 80% of its fresh water resources, while 27% (over 2 million) of the country’s
workforce is engaged in farming. There are over 3.3 million holdings in agriculture of
which 45 % is less than 0.1 ha (quarter of an acre) and over 90 % of production units
are less than 2 ha (5 acres). Thus, around 80 % of the food production is in the hands
of small holders, which poses a serious constraint and challenge to introducing modern
technology and new practices in agriculture. This sector is beset with a myriad of issues,
including stagnant and low yield and quality, poor and inefficient use of resources,
including land, water and fertilizer, uncoordinated and unregulated production and
overuse and misuse of pesticides and fertilizers. For instance, the average yield of
paddy in Sri Lanka is around 4,500 kg /ha as opposed to around 5,100, 7,000 and 8,800
kg/ha in Indonesia, China and Australia, respectively. A similar situation exists in
regard to most other crops grown in the country. Similarly, the nitrogenous fertilizer
use efficiency is very low, i.e. c. 20—30%, resulting in a high degree of losses (70—80%)
to the environment. These issues have been further exacerbated, historically, by lack of
a rational, coherent and consistent national policy with a clear sense of direction and
depth.

Over 70% of the people of the country are directly and indirectly dependent on
agriculture and Sri Lanka currently spends around $2.2 billion annually to import food
commodities to meet the food deficit, needs and wants of the country. Yet, malnutrition
and under-nutrition are widespread with over 20% of children below 5 years being
underweight. The implications of the immediate ban of the import of fertilizers and
other agrochemicals and mitigation measures are outlined against this backdrop.

What can be done to reduce the undesirable consequences to agriculture and reduce
the foreign exchange involved in the import of agrochemicals?

(1) To immediately stop the fertilizer subsidy under which fertilizers are imported
mainly based on low price, rather than on quality, thus with harmful impurities.
Needless to add that farmers tend to use fertilizer indiscriminately and
excessively when they are highly subsidized or given free

(ii)  To introduce stringent quality control measures in the import of essential
fertilizers as is done in many other countries and offer them to farmers at the
market price.



(iii)

(iv)

)

(vi)

(vii)

(viii)

This, besides minimizing the overuse of fertilizers, will prompt unproductive
and marginal farmers to leave agriculture and secure gainful employment in
other sectors. This should be facilitated and supported through introduction of
appropriate reskilling and retooling programmes.

To apply fertilizers based on the nutrient status of the soil rather than on the
blanket recommendations made by the relevant institutions.

Universities and R&D institutions should be drawn in to fulfill such analytical
needs by establishing service laboratories.

To introduce second and third generation fertilizers for a gradual phase-out of
first generation fertilizers, which have a very low fertilizer use efficiency, c. 20—
25%, as opposed to over 60—70% for others. Though the former fertilizers are
more expensive than the latter, 350 g of the former will have the effect of one
kg of the latter, which will therefore considerably reduce the undesirable
environmental consequences and reduce import costs.

To facilitate production of phosphatic fertilizer locally using the huge, high-
quality reserve of Eppawala apatite by providing the requisite financial support

To immediately regulate and control the import and sale of agrochemicals such
as pesticides, weedicides, fungicides etc. with appropriate interventions.
Though one cannot buy even a commonly used antibiotic without a valid
prescription and only a qualified pharmacist can run a pharmacy, no such
regulation and control are in place for the sale of even highly hazardous
agrochemicals. Therefore, even a child can buy any quantity of the most
hazardous pesticides without restriction and no qualification is required to run
an agrochemicals stall.

To improve and strengthen the extension service enhanced by ICT so that the
farmer can get ready access to the necessary professional advice from a
competent extension staff

Presently the farmer mainly depends on the retailers of agrochemicals for advice
on what and how much to apply for a given pest or disease, and they often “over-
prescribe” a cocktail of pesticides for obvious reasons. This alarming situation,
which has prevailed for several decades, demands immediate intervention
through appropriate regulation and proper monitoring.

To regulate and coordinate commercial crop production based on soil and
agroclimatic suitability, taking into account seasonal variations in demand and
supply at provincial and national levels.

This, besides reducing gluts and scarcities of food and attendant heavy
postharvest losses and drastic price fluctuations, will ensure food production
under the best available conditions with a considerably reduced extent of land,



(ix)

(x)

(xi)

(xii)

thereby markedly reducing the ecological footprint as well. For instance, there
are about 850,000 ha of land under paddy of which around 90% is cultivated in
Maha and around 50% in Yala with the average yield ranging from about 2.5 to
7 t/ha or even more widely depending on the district, location, season and
management. Though the average yield shows such a drastic variation, more or
less the same quantities of fertilizers and pesticides and water are used across
the whole range. Therefore, if commercial cultivation of paddy is permitted and
done based on land suitability, the cultivated extent under paddy can be
considerably reduced without affecting the total yield. However, it is important
to keep the paddy fields in the wet zone with high yield potential so as to ensure
food security. This principle can be extended to other crops as well, which will
lead to a substantial reduction in the use of agrochemicals in agriculture.

To intensify and manage home gardens for improved food security and human
nutrition

In Sri Lanka, there are nearly 4.5 million home gardens occupying 839,124 ha
which constitute 18% of the total land area. A vast proportion of them are
underutilized and not properly managed, yet they provide fresh, healthy and
nutritious foods for the millions of households. Productivity and yield of those
holdings can be considerably increased through sustainable intensification
without external inputs.

To identify outstanding model farmers following the good agricultural practices
(GAPs) in the country for the major crops, provide them with more resources
and support to expand their cultivation, and use them as “ambassadors” to
promote eco-friendly agriculture and train other promising farmers. Here,
adopting integrated plant nutrient management (IPNM) practices with low
external inputs and promoting a GAP certification system prove important.

To identify promising framers engaged in organic farming and establish
“Organic Islands” in suitable areas of the country and provide them with more
support and incentives for augmenting organic farming. Here, developing a
network of such farmers, providing facilities for obtaining internationally
recognized certification for their organic products and integrating them into
regional and global markets are of prime importance

To facilitate and promote the production of organic manures by providing
necessary training, incentives and resources and taking steps to regulate and
monitor their quality. Here, the quality parameters should be clearly laid down.
For instance, the C/N ratio of organic manure should be less than 20 and if that
is exceeded, there can be immobilization of soil nitrogen causing nitrogen
deficiency in plants.



(xiii)) To step up production and distribution of inoculums for legumes and
biofertilizers for paddy and other crops to cut down use of nitrogenous and
phosphatic fertilizers for their production

(xiv) To develop and conduct effective awareness programmes for the farming
community and general public on the harmful effects of agrochemicals on
health and environment and how to minimize them

The above recommendations can easily be implemented. They will serve not only to greatly
minimize the misuse, overuse, unnecessary and irrational use of agrochemicals and the health
and environmental hazards associated their use in agriculture, but also will markedly reduce
the heavy import bill on agrochemicals without affecting the current level of agricultural
production. Therefore, those interventions will contribute significantly to achieving the goals
and objectives envisaged from banning, but without actually banning which will lead to a
progressive reduction in the use of inorganic fertilizers in agriculture.

(3) Potential impact of the ban of the importation of inorganic fertilizers on the
performance of the agriculture sector

There are several crops such as nutmeg, cloves, vanilla and cardamom which have hardly
undergone yield improvement by breeding for responsiveness to fertilizers. These crops are
mainly grown in agroforestry systems where there is minimal use of inorganic fertilizers. Such
crops will be hardly affected by the ban and the impact on crops such as pepper, coffee and
cocoa can be overcome by adding green manure, i.e. loppings of Glyricidia sepium, and on
legumes such as cowpea, green gram, black grams and soybean by inoculation. However, it
could result in a considerable drop in yield for several very important crops by between 25%
and almost 100% (Table 1) as most of them have been bred for high-input agriculture, including
responsiveness to fertilizer. Similar trends have already been observed in many parts of the
world when inorganic fertilizers have been completely replaced with organic manure.
Moreover, maize, sorghum and by-products of rice (i.e. bran) and coconut (i.e. poonac) etc. are
used in silage making and animal feed production. Therefore, a drop in the production of such
crops will also affect the quality and cost of animal feed which in turn will affect the
performance of the livestock and poultry sector.

Table 1: Predicted short-term drop in the performance of some economically important crops
consequent to the ban of the importation of inorganic fertilizers

Crop Predicted loss of production (%, approx.)
Tea up to 50

Paddy 30-35

Maize up to 50

Potato 30-50

Sugarcane 30-40

Cinnamon 25

Betel 20



Upcountry vegetables 30-50
Floriculture/foliage plants environment almost 100
Controlled environment agriculture/Hydroponics almost 100

Note: Figures on predicted loss of production are as provided by the relevant research
institutions

There is special concern about the potential impact on rice and tea, one a staple food and the
other a very important foreign exchange earner of the country. The latter faces fierce global
competition and our country has already lost part of its global market consequent to the ad hoc
ban of the import and use of Glyphosate in 2015, but rescinded in 2018. The country has not
been able to regain the lost market (i.e. Rs 15-20 billion) due to the stiff competition. Therefore
any impact, particularly on national tea production, will have far-reaching implications which
are hard to reverse.

(4) Need for promoting eco-friendly sustainable agriculture in place of conventional
agriculture

Given the serious health and environmental hazards associated with conventional agriculture,
there is dire necessity to develop eco-friendly sustainable agricultural systems. It relies on and
protects nature by taking advantage of natural goods and services, such as biodiversity, nutrient cycling,
soil regeneration and natural enemies of pests, and by integrating these natural goods into
agroecological systems that ensure wholesome food for the people while protecting and conserving soil
and water and mitigating climate change.

This obviously goes far beyond mere application of organic manure and bio-fertilizers and
demands a holistic approach where the annual and perennial crops should be integrated with
livestock and aquaculture as appropriate in a temporally and spatially compatible manner to
simulate a natural ecosystem as far as is practicable. This cannot be achieved in a short period,
and a concerted, concentrated and consistent effort should be made by all the relevant
institutions and stakeholders for a long period backed by appropriate policy intervention.

The main reason for promoting the use of organic manures in agriculture is to improve physical
(namely, water holding capacity, cation exchange capacity (nutrient retention ability), aeration
etc.) and biological properties (namely, abundance and activity of favorable soil flora and
fauna) rather than to provide nutrients. Soil biota promotes processes such as soil
mineralization, nitrogen fixation, phosphorous solubilization etc. which in turn will enhance
soil fertility and productivity. Therefore, organic manures are principally soil amendments and
conditioners rather than a substitute for inorganic fertilizers. Moreover, organic manure needs
to be applied consistently over a period of several years for such improvements to take place
in a degraded soil.

Organic manures generally contain about 1-2% nitrogen, which is not readily available to crops
particularly of short duration, i.e. 3-4 months, which include important crops such as paddy
and vegetable crops but is released gradually over a period of several months to several years
depending on its quality and environmental conditions. Therefore, it is not practically feasible



to realize the yield potential of varieties developed for high-input agriculture by shifting from
inorganic fertilizers to organic manures, particularly when the soils are degraded. Besides, the
enormous quantities of organic manure required, at relatively high cost per hectare, lack of
timely availability in the required quantities, inherent risks in importing (due to possible
introduction of harmful microorganisms and heavy metals consequent to weak and lax
regulatory oversight), scarcity and high cost of labour and logistical issues, the application of
organic manure as a substitute for inorganic fertilizers poses a multitude of serious issues in
the short run, including higher cost of production, reduced yields and increased price of
agricultural produce.

Therefore, we predict substantial yield losses due to lack of suitable substitutes for chemical
fertilizers and pesticides following the abrupt ban of the importation of inorganic fertilizers
and other agrochemicals. This could severely impact food security, farmers’ income, foreign
exchange earnings and the nutrition of a vast segment of the people of the country with
pernicious far-reaching social, economic and political implications.

In these circumstances, a prudent approach would be to move towards a more eco-friendly and
sustainable food system using a judicious combination of organic and inorganic plant nutrients
with a progressive reduction in the use of inorganic fertilizer over time. The aim should be to
strike the right balance between inorganic and organic fertilizers, while at the same time
stringently regulating and restricting the import and use of agrochemicals as done in many
developed countries in the world. The aim, in other words, should be optimum production with
minimal harmful effects on people and the environment. A gradual approach will be wise to
avert short term crises.

As members of the community of senior agricultural scientists, academics and professionals in
the country representing a significant section of the community, we affirm our resolute and
unwavering commitment to promoting eco-friendly sustainable agriculture in our motherland.
We are also fully aware and conscious of our bounden duty and moral obligation to the country
and its people at this crucial juncture exacerbated by the current pandemic, and declare our
commitment to mobilizing and channeling to the fullest the scientific and intellectual resources
and assets to formulate a pragmatic and realistic road map and an actionable strategic plan to
achieve the above objective.

Therefore, while reiterating our fullest support and cooperation to Your Excellency to build an
eco-friendly sustainable agriculture in Sri Lanka, we wish to discuss with Your Excellency
about how agricultural scientists and professionals could more effectively contribute to the
above objective in keeping with the national policy, and would appreciate it very much if we
are granted an early opportunity for such discussion.

Yours faithfully,

On behalf of the scientific fraternity in agriculture in Sri Lanka



Emeritus Prof. Ranjith Senaratne, Chairman, National Science Foundation

Emeritus Prof. Gamini Senanayake, Chairman, Council for Agricultural Research Policy
Prof. Sumedha Jayanetti, General President, Sri Lanka Association for the Advancement of
Science (SLASS)

Dr. R.M. Dharmadasa, Immediate Past President of Section B on Agriculture & Forestry,
SLAAS

Dr. W. M. W. Weerakoon, Director General, Department of Agriculture

Dr. Aruna P. Heenkende, Director General, Department of Agriculture

Dr. Saman Hettiarachchi, Director, Tea Research Institute

Dr. Sanathanie Ranasinghe, Director, Coconut Research Institute

Dr. V. H. L. Rodrigo, Actg. Director, Rubber Research Institute

Dr. M.S. Perera, Actg. Director, Sugarcane Research Institute

Dr. Piyathilaka Weerasinghe, Senior Research Officer, Veterinary Research Institute

Prof. Manjula Magamage, Chairman, National Livestock Development Board. (NLDB)
Mr. Rizvi Zaheed, President, Agri-Entrepreneurs’ Forum

Professor D.K.N.G. Pushpakumara, Dean, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya
Emeritus Professor Ranjith Mapa, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya

Prof. Jeevika Weerahewa, Senior Professor, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya
Prof. Saman Dharmakierthi, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya

Prof. Sudas Wanniarrachchi, Dean, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Ruhuna

Emeritus Professor K.D.N. Weerasinghe, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Ruhuna
Prof. S. Subasinghe, Senior Professor, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Ruhuna

Prof. L.M. Abeywickrama, Senior Professor, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Ruhuna
Dr. Sivamathie Sivachandran, Dean, Faculty of Technology, University of Jaftna

Prof. Nalina Gnanavelrajah, Faculty of Agriculture, University of Jaffna.

Prof. S. Sutharsan, Faculty of Agriculture, Eastern University of Sri Lanka

Prof. Achini De Silva, Faculty of Agricultural Sciences, Sabaragamuwa University of Sri
Lanka

Prof. M. Esham, Faculty of Agricultural Sciences, Sabaragamuwa University of Sri Lanka
Prof. Chandana Abeysinghe, Faculty of Agriculture and Plantation Management, Wayamba
University of Sri Lanka

Prof. Gamika Prathapasinghe, Faculty of Livestock, Fisheries and Nutrition, Wayamba
University of Sri Lanka

Prof. Kapila Yakandawala, Faculty of Agriculture and Plantation Management, Wayamba
University of Sri Lanka

Prof. Kapila G. Premathilake, Faculty of Animal Science and Export Agriculture, Uva-
Wellassa University

(Given above is a cross-section of the agricultural scientists and professionals subscribing to
the ideas expressed above)

Copies:

1. Hon. Mahinda Rajapaksa, Prime Minister

2. Hon. Mahindananda Aluthgamage, Minister of Agriculture
3. Hon. (Dr.) Ramesh Pathirana, Minister of Plantation

4. Hon. Shasheendra Rajapaksa, State Minister



5. Hon. Mohan Priyadarshana De Silva, State Minister
6. Hon. D. B. Herath, Sate Minister
7. Hon. Seetha Arambepola, State Minister

8. Secretary, Ministry of Agriculture



