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Abstract: Muthurajawela Marsh and Negombo Lagoon have lost their marshland and mangroves from 41% and 21% 
accordingly from 1997 to 2017.  Vegetation land fragmentation (VLF) is the foremost reason that accelerates the 
vegetation cover change. However, Sri Lanka has not been given sufficient attention to investigate VLF with case 
studies. Further, fragmentation patterns like dissecting, shrinking, and disappearing are still essential to investigate 
with empirical studies to comprehend the phases of VLF.  Therefore, this study attempts to quantify the level of 
vegetation land fragmentation (LVLF) in the Western Province’s Grama Niladhari Divisions (GNDs) from 2000 to 2020 
by applying the Landscape Division Index (FRAGSTATS). It further analyses the patterns of VLF by using 200 
fragmented locations. The key findings demonstrate that 54% of GNDs have more than 60% of the LVLF in the Gampaha 
District from 2000 to 2010. Although it has reduced up to 49% from 2010-2020, the Gampaha District remains in the 
highest position. It additionally discloses the significant increment in LVLF along the expressways from 2010 to 2020.  
46% of fragmented patches indicate the mixed of dissecting, shrinking, and disappearing patterns. Therefore, the study 
provides methodological application and quantitative insights for planners to investigate VLF and its patterns.  

Keywords: Vegetation Land Fragmentation, Fragmentation Patterns, Spatial Planning, Landscape Ecology, Western 
Province of Sri Lanka 

1. Introduction

Vegetation land fragmentation refers to the dispersion or division of land parcels or patches into smaller 
ones (Kili´c, et al., 2019; Forman, 2014; Wei & Zhang, 2011). It further creates a barrier to the optimal 
function of the lands (Wei & Zhang, 2011). Vegetation land fragmentation denotes the Landscape Ecological 
theory (Forman, 2014; Wu, 2013). It is further explained under the Patch-Corridor-Matrix model 
(Hedblom, 2008; Thiele, et al., 2008). Further, it leads to the irregularity and complexity in the urban 
morphology and its effect on sustainable development (Saganeiti, et al., 2018; Irwin*†‡ & Bockstael§, 2007; 
Verburg, et al., 2004). Vegetation land fragmentation creates an impact on biodiversity and habitat isolation 
(Hudecova, et al., 2018; Un, et al., 2008). Further, it leads to attract Greenfield development that can destroy 
entire ecosystems (Barau & Qureshi, 2015; York, et al., 2011). It is evident from the empirical studies that 
vegetation land cover in Sri Lanka is significantly diminishing specifically within the urbanized areas 
(Athukorala, et al., 2021). Urban Wetland Ecosystems in the Western Province are major examples of their 
vegetation loss (Athukorala, et al., 2021).  Muthurajawela Marsh and Negombo Lagoon have lost their 
marshland and mangroves from 41% and 21% accordingly from 1997 to 2017 (Athukorala, et al., 2021). 
Therefore, this vegetation cover changes, and their fragmentation into smaller parcels causes habitat 
isolation (Athukorala, et al., 2021; Forman, 2014). Vegetation land fragmentation is the main reason that 
accelerates the vegetation cover change in ecosystems (Forman, 2014; Huang, 2014). It directly influences 
on sustainable development (You, 2016). Further, vegetation land fragmentation leads to social segregation 
(Altinok & Cengiz, 2016). Expressway developments, road developments, and infrastructure developments 
segregate the existing community from their social interactions and livelihood (Altinok & Cengiz, 2016; 
You, 2016; Skog, 2016; Li, et al., 2010). At the same time, vegetation land fragmentation generates economic 
impacts on the lands as well as  on  the  peoples’  income  sources  (Liu, et al., 2017; You, 2016). Paddy land 
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fragmentation is a major example of the economic impacts of land fragmentation (Wickramaarachchi & 
Weerahewa, 2016). Therefore, it is important to study the level of vegetation land fragmentation in the Sri 
Lankan context.  
 

Landscape metrics have been used to quantify vegetation land fragmentation in many studies 
(Barau & Qureshi, 2015; Bereitschaft & Debbage, 2013). Such as the number of patches, patch density, edge 
density, area-weighted fractal dimension, division index, and so on (Saganeiti, et al., 2018; Hudecova, et al., 
2018; Huang, 2014). FRAGSTATS is the major software that uses to quantify the landscape metrics 
(Forman, 2014; Bereitschaft & Debbage, 2013). Classified satellite images use as the input file of metrics 
calculations (Balcik, 2016). Several studies have been proved the relationships between economic, social, 
and environmental factors with vegetation land fragmentation (You, 2016). For example, population 
density has a positive relationship with vegetation land fragmentation (Skog, 2016; Barau & Qureshi, 
2015). Roads or corridor development leads the vegetation land fragmentation and its dispersion of land 
parcels (Schumacher & Deilmann, 2019; Li, et al., 2019; Li, et al., 2010). Between decentralized economic 
policies and land fragmentation, has a positive relationship (You, 2016). The Patch-Corridor-Matrix model 
explains how the intensity of vegetation land fragmentation differs with the vegetation land size, shape, 
and association (Forman, 2014; Thiele, et al., 2008). The size of the ecological land and the smoothness of 
the edges have significant relationships with land fragmentation (Liang, et al., 2020; Wu, 2013; Hedblom, 
2008).  
 

There are very limited but successful researches have been conducted regarding vegetation land 
fragmentation. However, it is significant from literature; land fragmentation is significantly investigated in 
the Western and Eastern parts of the world (Schumacher & Deilmann, 2019; Bereitschaft & Debbage, 2013; 
Marinescu & Avram, 2012). Unfortunately, Sri Lanka like a South Asian country has not been given sufficient 
attention to investigate land fragmentation and its impacts (Athukorala, et al., 2021; Wickramaarachchi & 
Weerahewa, 2016). Therefore, it is necessary to study the pattern of land fragmentation in the Sri Lankan 
context. Although there are quantification methods to quantify the vegetation land fragmentation, those 
methods have not been applied in the Sri Lankan Context (Athukorala, et al., 2021). More importantly, 
enough attention has not been given to synthesize the pattern of vegetation land fragmentation (Liang, et 
al., 2020). Few studies explain numerous types of vegetation land fragmentation. They are perforating, 
incising, dissecting, shrinking, attrition, and disappearing (Forman, 2014; Wu, 2013; Jaeger, 2000). 
However, it is essential to study the pattern of vegetation land fragmentation with several empirical studies 
to comprehend the phases of vegetation land fragmentation.  
 

Considering the specified research gaps, the research objective is to quantify the level of vegetation 
land fragmentation in Western Province, Sri Lanka. Further, the study analyzes the level of vegetation land 
fragmentation by the district level.  Another objective of this study is to analyze the pattern of vegetation 
land fragmentation in Western Province, Sri Lanka. Therefore, the research addresses the following 
research questions.  
 

1. What is the spatial distribution of the level of vegetation land fragmentation in WesternProvince? 
2. What is the level of vegetation land fragmentation by the district level?  
3. What are the patterns of vegetation land fragmentation in Western Province? 

 
The study scope is limited to the vegetation land use category in Western Province, Sri Lanka. The 

analysis is limited to 2000, 2010 to 2020 periods. The applied quantification method is only the Landscape 
Division index since the study focus is to quantify the division or fragmented level. However, the study 
contains the comprehensive quantification process of vegetation land fragmentation.   

2. Material and Method  

The study followed an all-inclusive methodology to achieve the research objectives. The selected case study 
for research is the Western Province, Sri Lanka. The Western Province was selected considering its rapid 
urbanization level. The further entire province was selected to compare Colombo, Gampaha, and Kaluthara 
Districts. Vegetation land fragmentation was calculated for each GND in Western Province. Since GNDs can 
show the spatial variations at the local level within the province. The other reason for choosing GND 
boundaries instead of patches is, this study has the intention of analyzing factors of LVLF and developing a 
modeling framework in future studies. Therefore, considering data availability like population, the study 
chooses to quantify the LVLF at the GND level to use the results of this study for model development.  
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The study contains three main methodological stages to fulfill the research objectives. The following 
are the key stages.  
 

1. Quantify the overall level of vegetation land fragmentation by GND  
2. Analyze the spatial distribution of level of vegetation land fragmentation 
3. Analyze the patterns of vegetation land fragmentation 

2.1. QUANTIFY OVERALL LEVEL OF VEGETATION LAND FRAGMENTATION BY GND 

The level of vegetation land fragmentation (LVLF) refers to the change or growth of the vegetation land 
fragmentation (VLF) comparing to the initial year in percentage (Figure 1). Therefore, the level of 
vegetation land fragmentation can be specified as follows.  
 

𝐿𝑒𝑣𝑒𝑙 𝑜𝑓 𝑣𝑒𝑔𝑒𝑡𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑑 𝑓𝑟𝑎𝑔𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛(𝐿𝑉𝐿𝐹) =
𝑉𝐿𝐹 𝑜𝑓 𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟2 − 𝑉𝐿𝐹 𝑜𝑓 𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟1

𝑉𝐿𝐹 𝑜𝑓 𝑦𝑒𝑎𝑟1
 

(1) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1, Level of vegetation land fragmentation (Source: Compiled by Author) 

The study computed vegetation land fragmentation (VLF) to compute the level of land 
fragmentation (LVLF) at the initial level. The applied method to quantify the vegetation land fragmentation 
is landscape metrics. The use landscape metric is the Landscape Division Index at the class level. It is a 
landscape metric that is available in FRAGSTATS software. The Landscape Division Index measures the 
division of the same land use category by identifying random pixels in the given area. It calculates the 
probability of two random pixels are not in the same patch (Jaeger, 2000).  
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‘A’ denotes the total landscape area. ‘aij’ is the area of patch ij. The value of the Landscape Division 
Index lies between 0 to 1. If the value is 0, that area is not fragmented. When the value is closer to 1, the 
land has been extremely fragmented.  If j and i pixels are within the same patch, the value will be zero 
(Figure 2). If j and i pixels are in separate patches, the value lies between 0 to 1(Figure 2). However, if i and 
j pixels situate within smaller patches, the division value will be closer to the one (Figure 2).  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2, Landscape division index’s value explanation (Source: Compiled by Author) 

2.1.2 Computation process of level of vegetation land fragmentation 

The study used 2505 GND shape files of the Survey Department in Sri Lanka. For the supervised 
classification, the USGS platform was used to get the satellite images for 2000, 2010, and 2020(Landsat 7 
and 8 satellite images). The study used GIS applications to generate the raster outputs (TIFF) to create the 
input file of FRAGSTATS.  FRAGSTATS is the most famous and reliable software that can use to analyze 
landscape metrics (Bereitschaft & Debbage, 2013). Since there are 2505 raster inputs.  The study created a 
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batch file (.fbt) to run the Landscape Division Index. Then the exported output of the FRAGSTATS joined 
with the GNDs to calculate the level of vegetation land fragmentation. Then, Maps were created by using 
QGIS to display the results and their spatial distribution. At last, the study analyzed the level of vegetation 
land fragmentation by districts. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3, Computation process of vegetation land fragmentation (Source: Compiled by Author) 

2.2. ANALYZE THE SPATIAL DISTRIBUTION OF LEVEL OF VEGETATION LAND FRAGMENTATION 

The calculated level of vegetation land fragmentation was analyzed by district level to explore the character 
of the vegetation land fragmentation. Here, Microsoft Excel was used to analyze the statistical results. The 
level of vegetation land fragmentation was classified into five levels. They are less than 20%, 20%-40%, 
40%-60%, 60%-80% and more than 80%. Then classified data are analyzed by district level. The 
percentage of the level of vegetation land fragmentation for each class for each district was analyzed 
comparing to the total classification.  

2.3. ANALYZE THE PATTERNS OF VEGETATION LAND FRAGMENTATION 

The pattern of the vegetation land fragmentation was identified based on the 200 identified fragmented 
locations within the Western Province. The identified locations were limited to 200 because of the 
availability of clear images during the different periods and available time concern. However, 200 locations 
reflect the 20-30% GND with more than 60% of the level of vegetation land fragmentation.  Because 955 
GNDs from 2505 belong to more than 60% of vegetation land fragmentation. Therefore, 200 locations 
represent 20. 94% of the sample size out of the total. Google Earth’s satellite images and its time 
comparison tool were used to identify the vegetation fragmented locations. Locations were identified from 
2000 to 2020. However, the same year comparison cannot show in every location because of the availability 
and visual quality of the satellite images. The identified locations are classified into the patterns of 
Dissecting+Shrinking+Disapering, Shrinking+Disapering, and Dissecting+Shrinking by considering the 
majority of phases. At last, statistical analysis was conducted to show the percentage of each pattern of 
vegetation land fragmentation.  

3. Results and Discussion  

As discussed in the methodological section, the results explain under three main stages. They are the overall 
level of vegetation land fragmentation, the level of vegetation land fragmentation by the district level, and 
the pattern of the vegetation land fragmentation. 

3.1. OVERALL LEVEL OF VEGETATION LAND FRAGMENTATION IN WESTERN PROVINCE 

The level of vegetation land fragmentation (Figure 4) from 2000-2010 and 2010-2020 will explain in this 
section. It explains the spatial distribution of the level of vegetation land fragmentation.  

 
The results of 2000 to 2010 indicate a higher level of vegetation land fragmentation in most of the  
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GNDs in the Gampaha District.  It is more significant in the inner areas and along the main roads. Gampaha, 
Nittabuwa, Mirigama areas show significant increment in vegetation land fragmentation in the Gampaha 
District from 2000 to 2010. Colombo's core area displays a lower level of vegetation land fragmentation. 
Homagama, Padukka, Hanwella, and Kosgama suburban areas show a moderate and higher level of 
vegetation land fragmentation. The Kaluthara District expresses a significantly lower level of vegetation 
land fragmentation. However, the Mathugama area indicates a higher level of vegetation land 
fragmentation from 2000 to 2010.   
 

The 2010 to 2020 level of vegetation land fragmentation illustrates a higher intensity along the 
expressways’ interchanges and their adjacent areas. Significantly, Colombo’s core area shows a lower level 
of vegetation land fragmentation by continuing the same pattern of 2000 to 2010. However, Inner areas 
and the eastern part of the Western Province exhibit an ominously higher level of vegetation land 
fragmentation. Areas like Padukka, Kottawa, Homagama, Dodangoda, Bulathsinhala, Mathugama, 
Veyangoda, Kadawatha, Nittabuwa, Gampaha, Divlapitiya, Ja-Ela areas indicate a significant level of 
vegetation land fragmentation. However, 2010-2020 also shows a higher level of vegetation land 
fragmentation in most of the areas in the Gampaha District than the other two districts. The Kaluthara 
District indicates a significant improvement in the level of vegetation land fragmentation compared to 2000 
to 2010.  

3.2. LEVEL OF VEGETATION LAND FRAGMENTATION BY DISTRICT LEVEL 

The level of vegetation land fragmentation of each GND by the district level from 2000-2010 (Figure 5) 
shows 54% of GNDs with more than 60% level of vegetation land fragmentation in the Gampaha District. 
Further, the more than 80% level of vegetation land fragmentation in the Gampaha District is 84% 
compared to the total number of GNDs with more than 80% level of vegetation land fragmentation(Figure 
6). However, the Colombo District indicates a low and moderate level of vegetation land fragmentation.  
Because 36% of GNDs have  20%-40% of the level of vegetation land fragmentation and   18% of GNDs have 
a moderate level of vegetation land fragmentation(Figure 5).  The Kaluthara District indicates that 23% of 
GNDs have less than 20% of the level of vegetation land fragmentation (Figure 5). It is 42% compared to 
the total number of GNDs that are less than 20% class(Figure 6).  
 

2010-2020 statistical comparison also indicates that the Gampaha District contains 49% of GND 
with more than 60% of the level of vegetation land fragmentation (Figure 7). Although it has reduced up to 
49% from 54%, the Gampaha District remains in the highest position. The total number of GNDs of the 
Gampaha District with more than 80% level of vegetation land fragmentation is 53%(Figure 8).  The 
Kaluthara District expresses a moderate level of vegetation land fragmentation. 25% of GND in the 
Kaluthara District shows the 40%-60% level of vegetation land fragmentation (Figure 7). It is 36% of the 
total (Figure 8). However, the Kaluthara District specifies 10% of GND with a lower than 20% level of 
vegetation land fragmentation (Figure 7). It is 46% of the total (Figure 8).  The Colombo District displays a 
minor level of vegetation land fragmentation. Because the number of GND with 20%-40% is 53% (Figure 
7) and it is 49% (Figure 8) of the total. Therefore, statistical districts’ comparison analysis reveals the same 
pattern from 2000-2010 and 2010-2020 with slight differences.  

 

Districts 

%  (2000-2010) % Out of Total (2000-2010) 

<20% 
20%-

40% 

40%-

60% 

60%-

80% 
>80% <20% 

20%-

40% 

40%-

60% 

60%-

80% 
>80% 

Gampaha 4.9 18.8 21.7 45.5 9.2 8.9 19.9 35.1 58.5 84.5 

Kaluthara 23.4 39.5 21.9 14.4 0.8 42.2 41.9 35.5 18.6 7.2 

Colombo 27.1 36.1 18.1 17.8 0.9 48.9 38.2 29.4 22.9 8.3 

Districts %  (2010-2020) % Out of Total (2010-2020) 

Gampaha 3.5 22.4 25.3 36.1 12.7 15.7 20.7 36.7 47.3 53.0 

Kaluthara 10.2 33.3 25.1 22.3 9.1 46.2 30.7 36.3 29.2 37.9 

Colombo 8.4 52.8 18.7 18.0 2.2 38.1 48.6 27.0 23.5 9.0 

Table 1, Level of vegetation land fragmentation by districts 
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Figure 4, Level of vegetation land fragmentation 2000-2010(Source: Compiled by Author) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5, District comparison of LVLF 2000-2010(Source: Compiled by Author) 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6, Total distribution of the LVLF 2000-2010 (Source: Compiled by Author) 
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Figure 7, District comparison of LVLF 2010-2020 (Source: Compiled by Author) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8, Total distribution of the LVLF 2010-2020 (Source: Compiled by Author) 

3.3. PATTERNS OF VEGETATION LAND FRAGMENTATION 

The identified 200 locations indicate mainly three types of patterns of vegetation land fragmentation (three 
types of scenarios). They are,  
 

1. Scenario 1- Dissecting + Shrinking + Disappearing 
2. Scenario 2- Shrinking + Disappearing 
3. Scenario 3- Dissecting + Shrinking 

 
Three examples are presented in Figure 9 representing the three main types of vegetation land 

fragmentation. Makubura’s case shows that the vegetation patch has already been dissected when it was 
2004, then the vegetation patch was shrinking until 2016. Now, the total vegetation patch has been 
disappeared. Adikarigoda's case specifies the second scenario. When it was 2019, the vegetation patch was 
shrinking, when it came to 2020, half of the vegetation patch has been disappeared.  Weediyawatta's case 
indicates the third scenario. The vegetation patch has been dissected by 2018. Now, the vegetation patch is 
shrinking. If this shrinking process continues, the entire vegetation patch can disappear like Makubura’s 
case.  
 

The statistical analysis of the patterns of the vegetation land fragmentation also indicates the 
intensity of each scenario compared to the total 200 locations. 46% of locations specify scenario 1 that is  
the combination of Dissecting + Shrinking + Disappearing (Figure 10). Within that, the Gampaha District 
has 51% of locations (Figure 11). 34% of locations show the pattern of Shrinking + Disappearing (Figure 
10). 63% of locations are situated in the Gampaha Districts from this pattern (Figure 11).  The rest of the 
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20% appears Dissecting + Shrinking pattern. 50% of locations are situated in the Kaluthara District in the 
same pattern (Figure 11).  Likewise, the study identifies mainly three patterns of vegetation land 
fragmentation.  

 

 
Districts 

% % Out of Total 

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 

Gampaha 45.2 95.1 14.7 51.1 63.2 35.0 

Kaluthara 35.9 12.8 51.3 15.2 7.4 50.0 

Colombo 54.4 35.1 10.5 33.7 29.4 15.0 

Table 2, Patterns of vegetation land fragmentation by districts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9, Patterns of vegetation land fragmentation (Source: Compiled by Author) 

 

Figure 9, Patterns of vegetation land fragmentation (Source: Compiled by Author) 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10, Distribution of patterns of vegetation fragmentation (Source: Compiled by Author) 
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Figure 11, Districts’ comparison of patterns of vegetation fragmentation (Source: Compiled by Author) 

4. Conclusion  

The research successfully achieved the research objectives of quantifying the level of vegetation land 
fragmentation, analyzing the level of vegetation land fragmentation and their patterns by district level. 
Therefore, the study successfully provides an initial step for the urban planners to understand the level of 
vegetation land fragmentation in the Sri Lankan Context. Key findings demonstrate that, ominously higher 
level of vegetation land fragmentation in the Gampaha District in the Western Province from 2000 to 2010 
and 2010 to 2020. 54% of GNDs in the Gampaha District have more than 60% of the level of vegetation land 
fragmentation from 2010-2010. It is 49% from 2010-2020. The Colombo District indicates a moderate level 
of vegetation land fragmentation in most of the areas compared to the other two districts in both periods. 
It further shows the 36% (2000-2010) and 53% (2010-2020) of GNDs from 20% to 40% level of vegetation 
land fragmentation. It reflects the level of land fragmentation is decreasing within the Colombo District. 
The Kaluthara District specifies a lower level of vegetation land fragmentation from 2000-2010. However, 
it is increasing from 2010-2020. Because 23% (2000-2010) of GNDs have less than 20% of the level of 
vegetation land fragmentation. However, it is 10% from 2010-2020 and 22% of GNDs are 60%-80%. In 
addition to that, Gampaha, Meerigama, Divlapitiya, Hanawella, Mathugama, Horana, Ingiriya, Homagama, 
Padukka areas show a significantly sophisticated level of vegetation land fragmentation during both 
periods. Therefore, it can be concluded that suburban areas are highly vulnerable to vegetation land 
fragmentation than urban areas. A substantial increment in the level of vegetation land fragmentation can 
be identified along the expressways and their interchanges during 2010-2020.  Further, the study revealed 
the three main types of vegetation land fragmentation. The significant pattern is the process of dissecting, 
shrinking, and then disappearing.  It is 46% out of the total 200 locations.  Gampaha and Colombo indicate 
51% and 34% of the same pattern distribution accordingly. Therefore, the study can synthesize the process 
or phases of the vegetation land fragmentation as dissecting, shrinking, and then disappearing.   
 

Although the study has successfully achieved the objectives, the research is only limited to the 
Western Province in Sri Lanka. Therefore, future research can investigate with different case studies. 
Satellite images also contain less than 10% cloud concentration. Therefore, less than 20% of classification 
error is recorded as a limitation of this study. Therefore, clear satellite images need to utilize in future 
studies for highly accurate results. Further, future research can utilize different landscape metrics to verify 
the results. One of the limitations of this study is the validation of the results by using different techniques, 
especially ground verification and so on. Therefore, future research needs to use different quantification 
methods and validation methods to verify the study findings further. At the same time, it is essential to 
conduct future research to identify the factors of land fragmentation. More attention needs to provide on 
modeling vegetation land fragmentation. However, this study contributes its methodological application to 
quantify the vegetation land fragmentation and identification of the pattern of the vegetation land 
fragmentation. Therefore, this study provides an important initiation for land fragmentation studies and 
for urban planners to demonstrate land fragmentation in urban areas.  
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