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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 Sri Lanka 
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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