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The importance of monitoring biological diversity and its application in 
Sri Lanka 
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Box 1. Description of sampling units 

Transects – 1 km long 

Four replicate transects, 1 km in length, are located within each defined habitat (e.g. vegetation type). A 
transect may cover more than one habitat type in areas comprising a mosaic of highly fragmented habitats. 

Where necessary or appropriate, transects may be extended from 1 km to up to 4 km in order to cover 
several vegetation types along a major environmental gradient, such as altitude. Such transects are 
essentially gradsects. 

Quadrats – 100 m x 5 m 

The length of a quadrat is defined for the duration of the sampling period by a centre line of highly visible 
nylon cord, marked at 10 m intervals by tape. A thin cane or pole, 2.5 m in length, is aligned perpendicular 
to this central cord in order to determine the width of the quadrat. Cords are removed at the end of the 
sampling period (four-days). 

The ends of each 100 m length of quadrat line are georeferenced, using a GPS (Global Positioning 
System), and permanently marked for purposes of future monitoring, using paint and/or a thick nylon cord 
tied loosely around a branch of vegetation (not applicable in grasslands).  

Quadrats may be aligned along a single straight line 1 km in length, or in a square (250 m x 250 m) or 
rectangle (350 m x 150 m). Regardless of transect shape, quadrats must be 150 m apart. This criterion is 
particularly important with respect to mobile taxa, such as birds, to minimise the potential for recording the 
same individual in adjacent quadrats. Sometimes, where access is very restricted or where the habitat is 
very linear in its distribution (e.g. riverine vegetation), it may be necessary to establish four parallel 
quadrats, spaced at least 150 m apart, either side of an access route. 

Plots – 10 m x 5 m 

The subdivision of quadrats into plots, by marking the central nylon cord at 10 m intervals, is critical. It 
enables the reptile/amphibian Quadrat Clearing Technique to be applied at 20 m intervals, small mammal 
traps to be positioned at 10 m intervals and, most importantly, it provides the basis for examining potential 
relationships between plant and animal (amphibian, reptile or small mammal) species and assemblages.�
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