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Abstract 

About forty species of cyanobacteria belonging to twenty-four genera have been 
reported so far from Sri Lanka's reservoirs. Of these, except for Microcystis aeruginosa, the 
other species are either rare or occur only in small numbers. The composition of the 
phytoplankton in 21 reservoirs in the Mahaweli river basin were examined during February-
March, 1994 to determine whether the cyanobacteria exhibit a particular pattern of 
distribution and abundance. Of the cyanobacteria found in the Mahaweli reservoirs, the 
genus Anabaena occurred in two reservoirs. It was dominant in the Ambewela reservoir 
(relative importance - 70%) while in the Kande-Ela reservoir, which is located in the 
immediate downstream' of the Ambewela reservoir, its relative importance in the 
phytoplankton community was only 1 %. The relative importance of the genus Microcystis 
ranged from 46% to 2% and was found in twenty water bodies. The genus Pseudanabaena 
was found in four reservoirs with a relative importance ranging from 4% to 46%. 
Coelosphaerium sp. was found in two water bodies but its relative importance varied from 
7% to 1%. The genus Lyngbia was found in one water body with a relative importance of 
1%. In addition, several other genera of cyanobacteria reported by others were found in a 
few numbers. Of the five major genera of cyanobacteria, Microcystis had the highest 
distribution and relative abundance in the Mahaweli river basin. The lowest relative 
abundance and distribution were recorded for Planktolyngbia. The relative importance of 
cyanobacteria in the phytoplankton assemblage in most of the reservoirs were found to be 
high (>50%) or moderate (25-50%) when total phosphorus and NO r N contents are 
relatively low. Further when the NO3-N content is very low, pH also appears to affect the 
relative importance of cyanobacteria. 

Introduction 

Phytoplankton communities in tropical lakes are generally similar to summer 
communities of temperate lakes (Vyverman 1996). In addition, there is a large number of 
tropical taxa including pantropical and regional endemic elements (Vyverman 1996). A 
majority of surface water bodies in the tropics are eutrophic although hypertrophic conditions or 
the occurrence of algal blooms are also not unusual (Hutchinson 1973). The generally accepted 
phenomenon is that the occurrence of cyanobacteria or blue-green blooms is triggered by 
nutrient enrichment (Hutchinson 1973). Eutrophication is an important issue in limnological 
research, and the global scenario is that most of the surface water bodies are being subjected to 
cultural eutrophication. Nevertheless, knowledge on hypertrophic phenomena is still scarce 
(Barica & Mur 1980). Further, ecophysiology of bloom forming planktonic algae is poorly 
understood (Alvarez-Cobelas & Jacobsen 1992). 

In Sri Lanka, a dense dark green bloom of Spirulina sp and Microcystis aeruginosa 
co-exists in the Beira Lake (Colombo Lake) since the early eighties (Hirimburegama 1998). 
The Beira Lake has now become a nuisance water body with no aesthetic value because of this 
bloom. It was assumed that the deeper highland reservoirs constructed in the Mahaweli basin 
for the generation of hydropower are least susceptible for hyper-eutrophication, although a 
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