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Excellencies,

Distinguished ladies and gentlemen,

I consider it as a privilege for me to be here and represent the Government of Sri Lanka at this prestigious forum which is a very key event of the environment calendar of the region. Therefore, at the outset let me extend the appreciations of my Government to the Government of Japan particularly the Minister Koike and Dr. Toepfer, the Executive Director of UNEP for inviting us to participate at ECO Asia 2004.

I am aware that this event is being held every year and my country has been very fortunate to attend all the previous events as well. The Government of Japan and its people are very close to the hearts of all Sri Lankans in terms of historical, religious and cultural linkages. I am confident that we can work more closer in the area of environmental management in the region through events such as ECO ASIA. 

Caring for the nature and the environment is something that we, the Sri Lankans, have inherited from our ancestors. Therefore, we have a tradition of living in harmony with the nature. Sri Lanka is a country blessed with wonders of nature. However, due to the development efforts of the governments, the environment and the natural resources have continuously being faced with adverse impacts of such efforts.  

The constitution of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka makes it “the duty of every person in Sri Lanka to protect nature and conserve its riches”. The National Environmental Policy therefore, acknowledges this duty and seeks to provide direction according to which steps are taken to conserve and manage Sri Lanka’s environment in all aspects. While the National Environment Policy based on the principle of striking a balance between the economic development and environmental protection, the development process entails a certain degree of negative environmental implications. Apart from the negative impacts of the development process, the lack of awareness and disregard on the importance of environment creates further stress on the already threatened natural resource base of the country. Therefore, the government considers it of paramount importance to educate the general public particularly school children for the sustainable use of natural resources of the country. In this backdrop the National Environmental Policy has recognized providing “Education at all levels, together with research, in a manner designed to increase the level of all aspects of the environment and its care and management among all stakeholders”.

Excellencies, Ladies and gentlemen,

The environmental education in Sri Lanka has been incorporated in the primary and secondary school curricula since 1970’s. In the early years, teaching of this subject was beset with many problems. There had been very little resource materials that teachers could use to educate themselves to start with. However, over the years, through the efforts of several government and non governmental institutions, teacher training programs have been conducted and teaching materials produced. Now several organizations are involved with providing very effective formal and non-formal education opportunities.

Environmental sciences have now been introduced into the University curricula as well. A number of local universities now offer undergraduate courses where environmental topics could form components. Master level degrees on environment related subjects such as forestry, wildlife ecology and management, environmental engineering, environmental assessment, environmental journalism, environmental law and industrial environmental pollution also could be obtained from some universities.

The subject of environmental education is now gradually being introduced into the school curricula as well. School children both urban and urban settings are involved with various environment related community based project activities as a part of the school curricula or as extra curricula activities. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Sri Lanka can boast of a school based novel approach of environmental education program popularly known as “Environmental Pioneer Program”. This program runs as far back as 1980’s. Nearly 5000 schools in the country are involved with this program and it now has a membership of more than 200,000 school children. Through this program, these children are involved with various community based and locality specific environmental projects. Upon completion of activities of different nature and complexities they are rewarded with medals. The highest achievement one can reach through this program is the award of the “President’s Medal” conferred on them by the President of Sri Lanka. Through this program Sri Lanka has been able to develop a environmentally conscious future generation for the country. We are very much like to share this experience with the other countries in the region.

While there are opportunities for our younger generation for environmental education locally, exposures to the experiences of other countries are lacking. Therefore, I strongly believe that regional fora such as the ECO ASIA could help developing such linkages with other countries for sharing experiences. Therefore, I would like to propose to this august gathering to consider developing a student cantered exchange program among the countries in the region particularly for the field of environmental education. 

We all agree that behavioural changes can be brought about through education. Changes in the behaviours of the people could contribute in various ways to improve the environment. What ever the magnitude, such behavioural changes ultimately could help improving the living environment of the people for its own sustainability and also that of the sustenance of the human race as well. Therefore, the impact of the environmental education will be felt not only locally but also regionally and globally. While continuing with the local efforts in environmental education it is also important to recognize the need for regional and global approaches as well. Therefore, while countries like Japan taking initiatives for such regional approaches, the UN bodies such as the UNEP could launch inter-regional programs. I hope this meeting will help in resulting such outcomes. Ladies and Gentlemen, before concluding let me once again thank the organizers for providing this opportunity for me to attend this Forum.

I thank you. 

