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EXTRACT

The Mahaweli Development Programme is 

the major national effort to utilize the 

natural resources available for development 
in a large part of Sri-Lanka. Its objectives 

are many. Firstly# the expansion of the extent 
of irrigated land for cultivation. Secondly# 

the establishment of new human settlements. 
Thirdly, increase the capacity for hydro- 

power generation. The basis for expansion of 
power generation capacity would depend largely 

on the Mahaweli at least till the turn of the 

century. Other objectives are control of 
floods and regional development in general.

The economic and social developmental 
potential the MDP offers is extensive. It 

provides new opportunities for development of 
large regions in the dry zone which have 

hitherto remained neglected. It provides 

access to the development of new resources 

and also serves as a spring board for further 

progress across a wide geographical area.

In planning and implementing a project 
of large magnitude and complexity, the 

emergence of problems is inevitable. The 

problems which so occurred in developing 

System * H* (Kalawewa Project) are identified 

and examined. These lessons and experiences 

should benefit the planners of new projects 

under the programme.
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I

MAHAWELI DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME (MDP) AS
AN EXERCISE IN RESOURCES DEVELOPMENT

INTRODUCTION

In terms of its concepts# magnitude and 

implications# the Mahaweli Development Programme 

marks itself in a pre-eminent position among the 

many exercises in the development of land and 

water resources which have been hitherto
It is based mainly on 

the utilization of the Mahaweli Ganga water
undertaken in Sri-Lanka.

resources.

1.1 MAHAWELI GANGA

The Mahaweli is a peculiar river in many 

ways. It is the longest (206 miles)# and 

traverses both the wet and dry zones in a 

direction 'anomalous' to the general relief of 
the land. With the exception of the rivers 

which flow southwards the southern mountain wall 
and the Kehelgamu and Maskeli Oyas# tributaries 

of the Kelani river# the drainage of the 

central highlands is aoomplished by the Maxwell 
and its tributaries. Geomorphioally# it is 

considered a composite and a polygenetic 

drainage system. Its denudation chronology 

suggests the parasitic growth of this system# 

at the expense of‘other rivers by a series of 
river captures. Thereby# it has diverted into 

itself the surface runoff of a large Area of 
land.

f

It has been suggested that the Mahaweli# 

by a series of geo^gical and geo-tectonic • • •
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processes has captured the waters of the 

westward flowing rivers in the Hatton plateau 

and those in the Kandy plateau and in the Uva 

basin and runs in an anomalous direction to 

ultimately empty itself into the Bay of Bengal
(Kularatnam, K. *62,in the north-east.

pp. 86-87).

The postulate that widespread river 

capture resulting from large-scale diastropic 

movements has been, however, challenged.

Whatever the differences are, the fact 
that the Mahaweli river has unique 

characteristics among the rivers of Sri-Lanka 

remains the most fundamental fact which forms 

the basis of the MDP. It is this direction of 
its flow, its geographic relation to the 

adjacent river basins and the fact that it is 

benefitted by both the south-west and north­
east monsoons that have made possible the 

utilization of the Mahaweli river for the 

MDP.

1.2 THE MAHAWELI DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME

The distinct characteristic of the MDP 

is the development of land and water resources 

in a large number of river basins in the 

country by the transbasin diversion of Mahaweli 
It is multi-purpose in objectives and 

is essentially a large-scale exercise in the 

development of natural resources.

water.
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The MDP broadly consists of (i) the 

development of resources in the upper reaches 

of the river by way of construction of a 

series of reservoirs for the regulation of 
downward flow of water and for generation 

of hydro-electricity/ and (ii) the development 
of projects in the downstream, in the dry zone 

by way of establishing irrigated land
Expansion of land for irrigated 

agriculture, establishment of new human 

settlements, generation of hydro-electric 

power, control of river floods and developing 

the potential of aquatic wealth are the main 

benefits which have been conceived in this 

development effort.

settlements.

1.3 HISTORICAL SETTING

Examination of the MDP in a setting of 
historical growth of the ancient irrigation 

civilization in Sri-Lanka shows that the 

planned area for development generally covers 

four of the five major irrigation areas which
(Brohier '33,

The only area lying outside 

is the north-western part of the country which 

is drained by the Mi Oya and the Deduru Oya.
Even this area is being considered as an area for 

part^diversion of Mahaweli water in preference 

to the north-central region of the country, 
addition to these areas served by the ancient 
irrigation systems, the MDP embodies within 

itself a large area lying outside.

existed in ancient Sri-Lanka.
Vol. I, p.. 4).

In

Within the • « •
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ambit of the MDP. falls almost the entirety 

of the dry zone except the north-western 

and northern Miocene limestone belt and the 

dry zone roughly south of a line Minipe- 

Gal Oya.

The ancient irrigation systems were 

mostly based on reservoirs of different 
sizes and were generally confined to single 

river basins. There were ingenious works 

for transbasin diversion, but they were 

limited in extent and in scope in the sense 

of modem technology, e.g 

Minneriya-Kantale Yoda Ela, the Kalawewa 

Yoda Ela and the Minipe Yoda Ela. All 
these had contributed much to enhance the 

prosperity of the ancient dry zone 

civilization. However, in magnitude, the 

MDP ranks distinct and largest of all the 

ancient and modem attempts to utilize the 

water resources of the Mahaweli.

the Elahera-• t

The ancient irrigation system was a
growth through a chequered history of 
about 1,700 years ending in the 13th

Even then it is doubted as tocentury A.D. 
whether all the ancient irrigation systems
functioned together at any point of time# 

(p. 112 ). The MDP, on its dviintUal 
completion within the planned period of 
three decades would develop a larger area 

at an unpreaedantly rapid pace. • • f


