





Fig. 7. Coast types. A. Coastal islands (Beruwela); B, D. Large rocky outcrops in the sea and
coastal beachrock platform (B. Koggala; D. Beruwela); C. Coastal island in Weligama Bay;
E. Healthy coral reef close to Kalpitiya (Bar Reef).
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2.5. Climate and seasons

Sri Lanka’s climate is tropical. In the north-western parts of the island, there are some
extremely hot areas, where temperatures occasionally climb above 38°C. Frost can
occur on the highest mountain peaks, and snow has only rarely been observed. The
coastal areas are subject to an almost continuous seabreeze, limiting the temperature
to 30°C in daytime most of the year (up to 33°C in April) and 27°C at night (with a rare
22°C occurring occasionally). At Kandy (altitude 450 m) mean temperature drops to
20°C, whereas Nuwara Eliya (altitude 1890 m) can be as cool as 16°C. The ‘seasons’
are defined by the monsoons. They are seasonal winds that carry rain with them.
These ‘trade winds’ were already used by the Greeks (1%t century A.D.) for sailing.

The SW-monsoon brings heavy and prolonged rains from the Indian Ocean along
the SW-coast between mid (to late) May and September. It enters the island in an
area between Chilaw (N of Colombo) and Hambantota (in the south). The clouds hit
the central highlands where they cause huge rains (locally up to 5000 mm per year)
resulting in turbid coastal water (Figs 8A, 7B). On the other side of the mountain
crest there is a rainshadow resulting in a dry season along the East coast. The
second season (the Convectional Cyclonic Period or intermonsoonal months) occurs
in October and November. Even then, sudden afternoon showers and thunderstorms
can be abundant (Figs 8B, C), resulting in inundations, landslides and more turbid
coastal water. Inversely, the NE-monsoon brings agriculturally significant rainfall
from the Bay of Bengal to the northern and eastern parts of the country between
December and March. The West coast is mostly dry in that period, but even then,
late afternoon or night showers can periodically be frequent. During the convectional
convergence period (mid April to late May) the island comes under the influence of
the Inter Tropical Convergence zone. This is a constant daily weather sequence with
bright clear mornings that induce convectional activities leading to the formation
of rain clouds by early afternoon and thunderstorms in the late afternoon. The pre-
monsoonal period (mid April to late May) has transitional weather patterns. During this
time Convectional weather is gradually suppressed by the surges of the South West
monsoon.

The coastal region East of Hambantota is much drier, resulting in a different, ‘savanna-
like’ coastal vegetation.
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Fig. 8. Thunderstorms and effect on coastal water turbidity. A. Turbid coastal water after
heavy rains (Unawatuna); B, C. Late afternoon thunderstorms arriving during the SW-
monsoon (Dickwella).

2.6. Currents, seawater temperature, salinity, tides and wave action

Indian Ocean surface currents are mainly controlled by the monsoon. Two large
circular currents, one in the northern hemisphere flowing clockwise and one south
of the equator moving anticlockwise, constitute the dominant flow pattern. During the
winter monsoon, however, currents in the north are reversed.

Satellite images show that the average seawater surface temperature around SriLanka
is between 26 and 28°C, being somewhat higher along the northern coast. It has been
shown that individual seaweed species distributions over a biogeographic scale are
overwhelmingly limited by seawater temperature regimes. Several tropical species
are present in the Jaffna area but have not been observed south of Kalpitiya.

The maximum tidal range for the Sri Lankan coast is about 70 cm (Dayananda, 1992).
There are two tidal cycles per day.

Along the southwest coast, both the swell and the waves are highest between May
and September, this is during the SW-monsoon. The direction of the swell is very
constant all over the year, approaching from the south, being 2.5 to 3.0 m high and
with a frequence of about 16 seconds. The direction of the short waves is strongly
influenced by the monsoons. During the SW-monsoon they vary from SW to W. Their
height increases from April onward, reaching a peak in June-August and decreasing
again to November (Scheffer et al., 1994).

Best underwater visibility is from March to April.
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