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Abstract

Malala Lewaya, a large brackish-water lagoon (‘lewaya’) in
the Bundala National Park (a Ramsar Site) in south-east Sri
Lanka, is effectively at the southernmost end-point of the
Central Asian Migratory Flyway. This study was conducted
from January to December, 1997, to monitor the migratory
and resident waterbird populations utilizing the lewaya and
its environs. Spot counts, using binoculars and telescope,
were carried out at five selected study sites. Malala Lewaya,
as a whole, is an important feeding and resting habitat to
large numbers of migratory ducks, waders (shorebirds) and
Greater Flamingoes, which utilize the area during the
(northern-hemisphere) winter months. The population data
show that migratory waterbirds outnumber resident
populations in the ratio 1.6 : 1. Small numbers of migratory
species loitered on during the non-migratory season. Several
species of resident waterbirds were also present in considerable
numbers. Some of these species nest within the lewaya and
its environs. High population densities of waterbirds occurred
in three of the study sites. A single threatened species, the
Spot-billed Pelican, was present in moderate numbers in the
lewaya. The waterbirds were subject to several threats and
disturbances from human activities. Regrettably, almost no
patrolling or evidence of law-enforcement were observed
during the study. As Malala Lewaya is an important habitat
to waterbirds, I recommend that further studies be carried
out, especially aimed at developing a pragmatic management
plan for the lewaya.

Introduction

The great Central Asian Flyway (also known as the
Central Asian-Indian Flyway) is an important flight path
for migrating waterbirds. The flyway starts in northern
Russia and Siberia, continues southwards through
Central Asia, on through the Indian sub-continent and
thence to Sri Lanka— which is at the southernmost end
of the flyway. This means that birds migrating south in
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the northern winter season have (if they do not find
suitable winter quarters elsewhere), to stop at a wintering
site in south Sri Lanka as there is no land (only ocean) for
the next 8,000 km until Antarctica is reached. Bundala
National Park in S.E. Sri Lanka, which has long been
recognized as the most important habitat in the island
for migratory waterbirds, is therefore effectively the very
end point of this great migratory flyway. This is one of
the reasons that it was, in 1990, declared a “Ramsar Site”
i.e. a site internationally important to (migratory)
waterfowl. Bundala remains the only “Ramsar” site in
Sri Lanka to date. Malala Lewaya (650 ha) is one of five
large lagoons in Bundala National Park. In this report I
present data that [ accumulated in the course of a NARA/
SAREC-sponsored project to study the waterbirds of
the lagoon. (Note that insofar as this study and report
are concerned the term “waterbirds” is broadly defined
as birds ecologically dependent on wetlands.) The aims
of the study were —

1. To identify the resident and migratory waterbird
species which utilize Malala Lewaya and to carry out
censuses in selected study sites.

2. To identify those parts of the lewaya which are of
importance to waterbirds and may therefore need
increased protection.

3. To identify rare or threatened species of waterbirds
which may be present.

Methods

Five study sites, which from previous experience were
believed to be important waterbird habitats, were
identified for intensive study during the period January
to December 1997. These sites are briefly described
below.

Malala South: This is a site near the outlet channel of
the lewaya. An exposed shallow bank is present some
metres offshore. This, together with the shoreline, is a
feeding and resting-place for waterbirds.

Uda Malala: This site has extensive shallow banks
and an islet which are favoured as feeding and resting
habitat by waterbirds. A hillock gives a good overall
view of the entire site. Most of the site is bordered by
jungle.

Palle Malala: Situated in the northern part of Malala
Lewaya, this wetland has a grass covered cape at the
southern end and is bordered by scrub jungle elsewhere.
It is separated from Palle Malala tank by a narrow strip
of dry land. The grassy margins turn into marsh during
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