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FOREWORD  
 
 Sri Lanka is one of the South Asian Countries which most often faces various natural 
disasters. Floods, droughts, cyclones, landslides, epidemics, animal attacks, fires are the 
frequently occurring natural disasters in Sri Lanka. In addition Sri Lanka is facing the threat of 
destructive Tsunamis. The damages caused by these disasters to the human lives, the economy 
and property are very high and this situation has become an obstacle to country’s economic 
development. In this context it has become necessary to take remedial actions to minimize the 
resultant damages and reduce the future occurrence of such disasters. 
 
 Sri Lanka, in 2005, participated (with 168 UN member country) for the UN conference, held 
in Kobe City in Japan and agreed to implement `Hyogo Framework for Action’ (HFA) for disaster 
risk management. Since 2005 Sri Lanka is adopting DRM activities to achieve the expected 
outcomes of the HFA. The Global Network of Civil Society Organizations for Disaster Reduction is 
implementing an action research to measure the level of achievement of HFA in developing 
countries.  Accordingly the `Practical Action` as the National Coordinating Organization, undertook 
this study in Sri Lanka in years of 2009 and 2011. In 2013 a newly established  organization, 
Janathkshan ( a local organization that have been established to continue the legacy of Practical 
Action after its phasing out from Sri Lanka in 2014) was conducted the survey. This research 
report is the outcome of the said study. The research report contains the result of the analysis, 
problems and constraints face during the implementation stage, and recommendation for policy 
makers. It is hoped that the findings and recommendations of the research study would be very 
useful for policy makers to design future disaster risk reduction activities more effectively.  
 
We would like to thank Disaster Management Center Sri Lanka for their fullest support given to 
conduct the VFL 2013  in Sri Lanka. Also we would like to thank six participating organizations; Sri 
Lanka Red Cross Society, Federation of Sri Lanka Local Government Authorities, Women’s 
Development Centre, Development with Disabled Network and Arena for Development Facilitators 
for their involvement and commitment to conduct the survey and consultation workshops. Also we 
would specially thank Mr. U.W.L Chandradasa and Rohan Cooray for their valuable guidance to 
plan the VFL process.  
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Glossary and Acronyms  
 
 
ADFA -  Arena for Development Facilitators(a participating organization for VFL 2013 Sri Lanka) 
 
CRD - Centre for Rural Development  (a participating organization for VFL 2013 Sri Lanka) 
 
CSO - Civil Society Organisation (a participating organization for VFL 2013 Sri Lanka) 
 
DMC – Disaster Management Centre ( National organization of Disaster Management in Sri 
Lanka)  
 
DRR or Disaster Risk Reduction - Minimising vulnerabilities and disaster risks throughout a 
society, to avoid (prevention) or to limit (mitigation and preparedness) the adverse impacts of 
hazards, within the broad context of sustainable development. 
 
DWDN – Development with Disabled persons Network (a participating organization for VFL 2013 
Sri Lanka) 
 
FSLGA - Federation of Local Government Authorities (a participating organization for VFL 2013 
Sri Lanka) 
 
GNDR - The Global Network of Civil Society Organisations for Disaster Reduction, responsible 
for the global implementation of the ‘Views from the Frontline’ project.  
 
Global Platform – Disaster Risk Reduction (GP-DRR) - The UN-ISDR periodic review process 
convened every two years to report on progress towards implementation of the Hyogo 
Framework  
 
HFA - The Hyogo Framework for Action - adopted by 168 governments at the World Conference 
on Disaster Reduction, held in 2005 in Hyogo, Japan, focusing on building the resilience of 
nations and communities to disasters 
 (http://www.unisdr.org/wcdr/intergover/official-doc/L-docs/Hyogo-framework-for-action-
english.pdf). 
 
Janathakshan – National Coordination Organization of VFL Survey for 2013 in Sri Lanka  
 
NAC - The National Advisory Committee is made up of selected stakeholders who will support 
the NCO in implementing the project at the national level.   
 
NCO - The National Coordinating Organisation is tasked with implementing the project at the 
country level. It is led by a Country Coordinator assisted by a supporting team. 
 
PO - Participating organisation in the VFL project, typically one of several CSOs in a country 
working with an NCO 
 
SLRC – Sri Lanka Red Cross Society in Sri Lanka (a participating organization for VFL 2013 Sri 
Lanka) 
 
VFL - Views from the frontline – A participatory monitoring process conducted biennially by 
GNDR  
 
WDC – Women’s Development Centre - (a participating organization for VFL 2013 Sri Lanka)  
 
 



 
Executive Summary 
 
 
VFL 2013 is a global survey conducted by the civil society organizations to measure the progress 
against the HFA in developing countries at the local level in every two years since 2009. 
Janathakshan was the national coordination organizations of VFL 2013 in Sri Lanka. Six civil 
society organizations involved to conduct the VFL survey 2013. Nine vulnerable locations from 
South, East, Central, North Western and Northern province had been selected for the survey 
Local and national consultation meetings also conducted to verify and validate the findings from 
stakeholders involve in DRM sector.  
 
As per the results of the survey disaster risk and changes of disaster losses are at very high level 
in Sri Lanka. Most of the respondents say that livelihood damage is the key impact of disasters in 
Sri Lanka. We have not yet able to minimize the causes of vulnerability and survey findings says 
it’s at very low level. Nevertheless here is a progress in sectors of disaster preparedness, public 
awareness, partnership building, negotiations and conflict resolutions in the local level in Sri 
Lanka. However, progress on risk assessment, local actions, channelling resources and 
monitoring on DRM at the local level are at very low levels.  
 
Local risk governance should be the focus to develop effective DRM process in the country. 
DRM policies and strategies to be developed to make sure the required institutional change to 
happen and build the capacities and channel the resources to the local levels. It will help to 
integrated risk management in to the local planning process of local government and local 
authorities. Resilient city programme in Sri Lanka would be one of the vehicles to build the 
capacity DRM of local government council and the programme can be scaled up based on the 
risk assessment of the country. .  
 
Survey results shows that disaster risk assessment is another aspect that needs to be covered 
on priority basis. It is one of the basic requirements for DRM planning and implementation since 
resources available for risk reduction is limited. Hazard maps available for the key disasters of 
the country can be used for this purpose and small scale disasters that are not usually reported 
also should be considered in the risk assessment processes. Risk assessment process should 
be participatory and most vulnerable communities and community groups should be involved.  
 
Since the effectiveness of early warning systems is not up to the acceptable level, penetration of 
early warning systems should be improved and locally appropriate systems should be 
strengthened to reach the vulnerable groups. Also a very less attention given for early warning of 
the small scale unreported disasters in the country. There are spaces to mitigate some of these 
disasters such as droughts with the development of accurate weather forecasting models.   
 
Survey score of the extent of progress in underlying risk reduction is at very less level. Since the 
country is in rapid development process after the war, we need to develop and promote 
approaches and tools are to be developed for incorporation of DRM into national and local level 
development processes. National Physical Planning process is one of the ways to incorporate 
DRM into development process in Sri Lanka. Already some of the initiations such as strategic 
environmental assessment for the northern province have been conducted and those data can 
be used in post war development process in the country.  
 
Finally the survey and VFL process highlights the importance of citizens and civil society’s in the 
process of risk reduction of a country. Continuous involvement and engagements of communities 
and civil society organization on disaster and climate risk reduction should be identified as one of 
the essential aspects of risk reduction. Involvement of both men and women and marginal 
groups in DRM process should be ensured as they are the most of the impacted segment of the 
society and current policies and practices should be reviewed to identify the gaps with respect to 
the inclusion of most vulnerable communities and community groups.  



 
 
Introduction 
 
Disaster Risk Reduction in Sri Lanka 
 
Sri Lanka is an island with a landmass of 65,610km2, geographically located near southern point 
of Indian sub continent. Due to its geographical position, Sri Lanka is influenced by almost all 
sectors such as politically, socially, economically and culturally from its neighboring country of 
India. Sri Lanka’s historical and cultural heritage extends more than 2,500 years. The spiritual 
and cultural traditions of this small island nation represent a fascinating and often complex blend 
of ancient and contemporary rituals (Cannon & Davis, 1995).  
 
Ancient Sri Lanka was predominantly a hydraualic civilisation. Concept of the village, tanks, 
paddy fields and the temple is the four cornerstones of the subsistence agricultural economy of 
the country for many centuries. This concept was much more independent and self sufficient 
system. This system could be determined and highlighted as the early Disaster Risk reduction 
measures in the ancient Sri Lanka. The Small tank concept in the north central province was 
indispensable in the agricultural society of the dry zone. This could be further explained as a 
system which contributed for the early Disaster Risk reduction measures for drought hazard in 
the dry zone and even today this system plays vital role in reducing the drought in the dry zone of 
Sri Lanka and identified by many stakeholders to rehabilitate these ancient small irrigation 
network systems. There were more than 35, 000 small tanks existed in the country. The 
disasters recorded or highlighted in the historical records clearly show that the drought and its 
impact on food shortages led to famine. Floods and landslides were unrecorded in the historical 
chronicles. This may be due to low or unpopular mountain zone and the wet zone areas for 
habitation. The early Sri Lankan civilization was vastly conferred to the dry zone of the country 
and it was clearly identified as a dry zone rain fed hydraulic civilization. Early period, wet zone 
and central mountain zone was used as defensive or prohibited area and it was used by the 
kings during the foreign invasion as protecting ground. 
 
Disaster events in Sri Lanka have shown a clear increasing trend in the last two decades. Sri 
Lanka faces several types of natural disasters which could group as Floods, Cyclones, Drought, 
Landslides, Land subsidence and Coastal Erosion and Tsunami as experienced recently. In 
addition, lightning strikes, health hazards, communicable diseases and environmental pollution 
events could also be considered as regular occurrences in Sri Lanka. Therefore it is considered 
Sri Lanka as a high risk country to hazards such as floods, landslides, cyclones, droughts, wind 
storms, coastal erosions and occasional seismic events and tsunamis.  
 
Each year natural hazards result in serious economic and social setbacks to the development 
and poverty reduction priorities of developing countries of the Asian region. When disaster strike 
housing, schools, hospitals, government buildings, roads and bridges and agricultural crops and 
livelihoods are damaged and destroyed. Scarce resources that programmed for development are 
diverted for relief and rehabilitation efforts. Likewise, development activities may sometime 
induce new risks if disaster risk considerations don’t figure into development planning process. 
Development activity and disaster risk reduction are therefore two sides of the same coin and 
have to be dealt with in unison.  
 
The destruction witnessed in the aftermath of the tsunami has reaffirmed the urgent need for 
Disaster Risk Management (DRM) legislation in Sri Lanka. Large influx of emergency 
respondents were an eye opener for the government of Sri Lanka to establish apex body to 
coordinate overall disaster management activities in pre, during and post disaster situation in the 
country. In a major policy effort to develop and consolidate vital institutional mechanisms for 
disaster management the Sri Lankan parliament passed the ‘Sri Lanka Disaster Management 
Act’, on the 13th of May 2005. This Act provides for a framework for disaster risk management in 
Sri Lanka and seeks to address disaster management (DM) holistically. The Disaster 



Management Act No.13 of 2005 has identified 21 hazards which have potential for occurring in 
Sri Lanka.  
 
According to the results of the Sri Lanka disaster inventory database information Epidemics, 
Animal Attacks, Floods, fire, Drought Landslides, Cyclones have become most frequently 
occurring disasters in Sri Lanka. Enacting of DM Act can be considered as a milestone of the 
disaster risk reduction program of Sri Lanka. Under the provisions of the Act the National Council 
for Disaster Management (NCDM) Chaired by H.E. the President was established to provide 
policy level guidance to coordinate the disaster management activities in Sri Lanka. ( See annex 
-1 Composition of the council for disaster management in Sri Lanka) The Disaster Management 
Centre (DMC) was established under the Ministry of Disaster Management which acts as an 
apex coordination body for disaster risk management in the country The functional role of 
Disaster Management Centre (DMC) was to coordinate in terms of disaster prevention, 
mitigation, preparedness, early warning, recovery, and rehabilitation. The Disaster Management 
Centre works with all other technical agencies and stakeholders on risk reduction played catalytic 
role on how best they could incorporate DRR into the regular development programs and 
activities across all sectors and administrative layer from national, provincial, district, divisional 
and local authority levels.  
 
Devolution of disaster management currently revolves around the District Secretary who is 
considered the power base for devolved administration. Although Chairpersons of Local 
Governance is supposed to co-chair Divisional level Disaster Management Committees, it has 
not been effective as expected.  For this reason, the role of local governments in disaster 
management has taken a back seat.  (  See Annex  - 1 Develolved system of disaster 
management in Sri Lanka)  
 
Local governance (political authority) is represented by 18 Municipal Councils, 42 Urban 
Councils and 270 Pradeshiya Sabhas (including the new local government authorities 
established by the government in January 2006) in Sri Lanka. Although the Local Government 
Policy approved by the Cabinet of Ministers in December 2009 1  has provided a proactive 
disaster management mandate to local governments, it is yet to filter down for operational 
implementation.  Community Based Disaster Risk management (CBDRM) is implemented in all 
disaster prone districts where a prominent role is played by the NGOs. 
 
The Ministry of Disaster Management in December 2005, launched a key government Policy 
document under the name’ Towards a Safer Sri Lanka: Road Map for Disaster Risk 
Management, which is a ten year plan up to 2015.It includes 109 short, medium and long term 
projects for disaster risk reduction in the country in line with the principles contain in the HFA.  
The strategy proposed by DRM framework in Sri Lanka covers the following seven thematic 
areas.  
 

1. Policy, institutional mandate and institutional development  
2. Hazard, Vulnerability and Risk Assessment  
3. Multi Hazard Early warning systems  
4. Preparedness and Response Plans  
5. Mitigation and Integration of DRR into development planning  
6. Community based disaster risk management  
7. Public awareness, Education and Training   

 

The approach has led to a policy shift from response-based mechanisms to a proactive approach 
toward Disaster Risk Management (DRM). Following the dawn of peace, Sri Lanka has 
accelerated its multifaceted development drive, which is expected to transform the country in 

                                                
1 The	Gazette	of	the	Democratic	Socialist	Republic	of	Sri	Lanka,	Extraordinary	No. 1632/26 - FRIDAY, 
DECEMBER 18, 2009 



both physical and economic terms within the next decade.  Major investments are being rolled 
out across many sectors, and ambitious targets are being pursued. “Mahinda Chintana”, a 10 
year development policy framework of the government of Sri Lanka stipulates more investments 
in much needed economic infrastructure, including transport, power, housing and sectors. It has 
also initiated major initiatives to substantially expand and capture the potential of industries such 
as tourism and shipping.  The total investment stipulated between 2006 and 2016 (the plan 
period) is over 1.4 trillion Sri Lankan Rupees. A major transformation of the country in both 
physical and economic terms is widely anticipated as a result of these investments. These 
investments will be based on the pprinciples and strategies of the National Physical Planning 
Policy and Plan (NPPP& P) 2006-2030; guide governments planning process and decision 
making. In addition Regional, District and Local Plans must be consistent with the Principles and 
Strategies of the National Physical Planning Policy and Plan. ( Annex 2 -  Map of proposed urban 
development centres in Sri Lanka)  
 
Structure of the  VFL 2013 country  report  
 
This report is divided in to four main sections as follows.   
 

I. Views From the Frontline’ - Project Background and Approach 
II. Overview of Disaster Risk Reduction in Sri Lanka  
III.  Analysis of Data  
IV.  Case Studies 
V.  Conclusion, Recommendations and Way Forward 

 
 
The first section describes the history of VFL process in Sri Lanka and more specifically 
VFL2013 and the approach adopted. It also provides background to the survey locations and 
partners who conducted the survey at grassroot levels.  
 
In Second section, a general literature review related to the disaster management sector is 
presented. The chapter begins with a review of the background information of natural disasters in 
Sri Lanka and Disaster Management framework of Sri Lanka. It also brefly analysed the main 
causes of disasters and its trends which also include the economic impact of recent disaster 
events. 
 
Section three presents the analysed data in grpahical forms as well as in narrative text. The 
findings were interpreted based on the results.  
 
Section four two case studies based on community based flood mitigation projects implemented 
by Practical Action in Sri Lanka. These cases show the effective community level disaster 
mitigation projects that has taken to account the risk environment.  
 
In Section four, the conclusions and the way forward and recommendations generated from the 
VFL process are described.  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

I. VIEWS FROM THE FRONTLINE’ - PROJECT BACKGROUND AND APPROACH    
 
The main goal of ‘Views from the Frontline’ is to support the effective implementation of the HFA to 
build the resilience of vulnerable people and communities at-risk to disasters. Expected project outputs 
of the VFL 2013 at the country and regional level include: 
 

§ To provide evidence from these local level activities to make a strong case at the 
global level that local level reflection, knowledge and action is the starting point for the global 
post-HFA strategy 

§ To promote active communities and address underlying risk factors, building community 
resilience. 

§ To build understanding, engagement and local partnerships for action through action learning 
§ Joint advocacy and strategy at the national, regional and international level 
§ Sharing of practical experience, knowledge and learning 
§ Increased political commitment for disaster risk reduction investments at the local level 

 
VFL process in Sri Lanka  
 
Sri Lanka has conducted VFL action research in the years of 2009, 2011 and Practical Action was the 
national coordination organization during these two times. In 2013, Janathakshan, a newly established 
organization in Sri Lanka conducted the survey and Practical Action facilitated the process. 
Janathakshan will be the organization established to continue the legacy of Practical Action after its 
phasing out from Sri Lanka by 2014. Disaster vulnerability has not been observed as reduced over the 
last few years and people observe an increase. VFL 2013 would help to assess the status of local level 
vulnerabilities and helps to identify the future paths for DRM process in Sri Lanka.  
 
VFL 2013 in Sri Lanka 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                              

National level planning  meeting was convened by 
Janathakshan on 31st December 2013. Disaster 
Management Centre of Sri Lanka and participating 
organizations have participated for this meeting. At 
the meeting, objectives of VFL survey and action 
and learning component  of VFL2013 were 
explained and translated guidelines and 
questionnaires were discusses. Process and 
selection of vulnerable locations and respondents 
and data collection methodology discussed in detail. 
Selection of respondents to  represent the each 
section of the community groups ( men, women, 
elders, children, disabled and low income) was 
ensured.  
 
Nine survey locations selected by considering the 
vulnerability to the key disasters and also 
considering the geographical representation the 
country. As war is ended, two new locations from 
North Province, Mulathivu and Kilinochchi had been 
identified to conduct the survey.  Also at the 
planning meeting, stakeholders suggested to 
include few more questions to measure the extent 
to which gender aspects are covered in the DRM 
process of the country and identify key suggestions 
from local level to recommend the post 2015 
framework. Those six additional questions were 
also included into the survey questionnaires.  
              



 
 
 
 
 
 
Following table shows the survey locations and participating organizations engaged in the VFL 2013 in 
Sri Lanka. To facilitate the survey in each location, DMC has given endorsement letters for each of the 
divisional secretariat and local government authorities. Also DMC has informed each of the district 
disaster management units to facilitate the survey.  
 

Participating Organization Province Survey 
Location Key disasters 

Women's Development Centre Central Hanguranketha Landslides 
Federation of Sri Lanka Local 
Government Authorities 

Southern Galle Urban Floods, 
Tsunami 

Development with Disabled Network Eastern Eravur Urban Floods, 
Tsunami 

Arena for Development Facilitators Central Rattota Land Subsidies 
Northern Mulaitiuv Rural Floods, 

Cyclone 
Kilinochchi Rural Floods , 

Tsunami 
Rural Centre for Development North Central Anamaduwa Droughts 

North Western Kotawehera Wild Elephant 
attacks 

Sri Lanka Red Cross Society Northern Mannar Urban  floods, 
cyclone 

 
       Table 1 – Participating Organizations and survey locations of VFL 2013  
 
Survey was carried out by each of the participating organization and completed by end of January 
2013. Data analysis was conducted to generate the initial results of the survey with respect to each 
location and national level. To verify and validate the results, three local consultations conducted in the 
survey locations of Hanguranketha, Galle and Eravur with the involvement of participating 
organizations.  
 
Local consultation workshops  
 
Women’s development centre organized the workshop at divisional secretariat office in Hanguranketha 
on 18th January 2013. Officers from DMC, Colombo and Janthakshan participated at this meeting. 
Also local government officers, community members affected by landslides had been participated. At 
the meeting results of the VFL survey in Hanguranketha reviewed prioritized disaster issues of the 
location were identified and actions plans were developed based on the challenges and opportunities 
respect to each location. Similarly local consultations were conducted with the help of municipal council 
of Galle and Divisional Secretariat office of Eravur with the coordination of FSLGA and DWDN. 
Community members and local government members felt that this exercise is important and each 
participating organization planned to feed the results of the survey into the DRM process in respective 
locations. Local consultation reports will be developed and handover to divisional secretariat officers 
and district disaster management units.  
 
 
 
 

  Figure 1 – Map of the survey locations of    
  VFL 2013 in Sri Lanka  



 
 
 
 
 

   
 
Figure 2 - A community member is explaining the action         Figure 3 - Local consultation meeting held in  
plan at the local consultation workshop at Hanguranketha     Eravur on 24th January2013                                                                            
 
 
 

 
Figure 4 - Local consultation meeting held at Galle            Figure 5-  National consultation meeting held at  
Municipal Council                                                                Foundation Institute, Colombo  on 4th March 2013   
 
National consultation workshop 
 
At the end of the survey and local consultation meetings, a National consultation meeting was 
organized in Colombo. Key national level government and non-government organizations in the DRM 
sector of Sri Lanka and representatives of participating organisations, community members and local 
government officers invited for the national workshop. Senior officer from DMC explained the objectives 
of the survey and officers Janathakshan/Practical Action presented the results of the survey. Workshop 
was conducted in both Sinhala and Tamil languages. Results of each indicator questions were 
explained using pie charts developed for each indicator question. Further analysis on each question 
was conducted based on the stakeholder group, gender and urban and rural differences. After short Q 
& A session, participants were divided into groups to verify the results and draw the policy and practice 
recommendations for Sri Lanka based on the results of the survey and local consultations. Also at the 
end participants were explained about the next steps of the VFL process in the country, regional and 
global level.  



 
 
 
 

II. OVERVIEW OF DISASTER RISK REDUCTION IN SRI LANKA     
 
Sri Lanka has a total area of 65,610 km², with 64,740 km² of land and 870 km² of inland water 
bodies, with a coastline of 1,340km. The geographical location of the island in the tropics, its 
proximity to the Indian subcontinent and its position in the north part of the Indian Ocean, have 
endowed the island with a tropical monsoon dominated weather pattern. Country receives 
Rainfall from four rainfall regimes, namely first Inter-Monsoon (March-April), South-West 
Monsoon (May -September), Second Inter-monsoon (October-November) and North-East 
Monsoon (December-February).The mean annual rainfall is 1861 mm. Annual average rainfall in 
the wet zone is about 2400 mm with maximum over 5000 mm. Average annual rainfall in dry 
zone is about 1450 mm. Both the monsoonal rains resulted in crating seasonal floods, landslides, 
storms in dry and wet zones of Sri Lanka. The inter-monsoons, particularly second inter-
monsoon rains resulted in creating disasters such as floods, cyclones, thunder storms, lightning 
etc., which has harmful effects on human lives and their livelihoods.  
 
The country has been divided into three distinct topographical regions, namely Lowlands, 
Uplands and Highlands. The terrain is mostly low, flat to rolling plain, with mountains in the 
south-central interior.The Lowlands are at elevation between 0-100 m altitudes and consist of 
coastal areas. Uplands vary from 100-500 m in altitude and consist of an undulating topography 
with isolated hills. The Highlands rise above 500 -2500 m. There are about 150 mounting peaks 
in the highland areas ranging between 1000-2000 m. The central highland of the country is also 
identified as Central Fragile Area (CFA) by the recently gazette National Physical Planning Policy 
of the Country. Furthermore, CFA is also prone to frequent landslides and cutting failures.  
 
The country had a population of 20, 200,597 as at March 2012. The population of Sri Lanka is 
still growing by 0.7% per annum, whilst similar to most other developing countries the population 
density is increasing. At present the population density of the country is 323 per km2 [Preliminary 
report, Department of Census and Statistics, 2012]. Sri Lanka has also been experiencing an 
urban growth but maintains a low level of urbanization. At present Sri Lanka is predominantly non 
urban popuilation with 85% of its population living in areas considered as rural or estate. The 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) has upgraded Sri Lanka into its Middle Income Emerging 
Markets. 
 
Natural hazards in Sri Lanka 
 
Sri Lanka is an island nation prone to the impacts of several natural and human induced hazards. 
Urban as well as Rural areas in Sri Lanka are highly vulnerable to the impacts of natural hazards. 
Most frequent natural hazards affecting Sri Lanka are hydro-meteorological related hazards. 
They include Floods, Landslides, Cyclones, Droughts, Rock Falls, Land Subsidence, Earth 
Tremours, Storm Surges, Coastal Floods, Coastal Erosion, Salinisation, Soil Erosion and 
Sedimentation, Salinity Intrusion in to Drinking Water Sources, Forest Fire, High Winds, 
Tornadoes etc. Even though not posing immediate life threats or property damage, the above 
hazards should receive more attention as they pose medium and long term, sometimes very 
adverse effects on people and involving large sums of money annually (especially drought). More 
localised hazards such as lightning strike, epidemic and hazards related to environmental 
pollution are also prevalent.  
 
Majority of the disasters reported are floods, caused by heavy rainfall, as well as human activities 
such as filling of low land which served as water retention areas before, which increase the 
frequency of flooding, as well as their impacts. uring south-west monsoon (May to September) 
the western, southern and Sabaragamuwa provinces are vulnerable for floods. Flooding in the 
districts of Kegalle, Rathnapura, Kalutara, Colombo, Gampaha and Galle are caused by 



southwest monsoons, while Northeast rains impact Ampara, Trincomalee, Badulla, Polonnaruwa, 
Batticaloa, Matale and Moneragala districts (Fernando, 1999). During north - east monsoon 
(December to February) the eastern, northern and north - central provinces are at risk of 
flooding.  
 
In addition to natural hazards, the country is exposed to various human induced hazards such as 
industrial hazards, major industrial and occupational accidents, air and maritime hazards, urban 
fire, epidemics, explosions, air raids, civil or internal strife, chemical accidents (toxic, gas, fuel, 
other), radiological emergencies, inland and marine oil spills, major transportation accidents 
including hazardous materials and terrorism related disasters. Disasters resulting from ethnic 
conflicts and due to chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear disasters also must be taken 
into account. The possibility of disasters due to nuclear and biological hazards too cannot be 
ruled out and therefore needs attention considering the presence of nuclear facilities in 
neighbouring countries and other factors.  
 
Table 2 : Top 10 Natural hazards in Sri Lanka for the period 1994 to 2013 
      Disaster Event Month/Year Total Affected 

population  
Drought Jan-2012  1,800,000 
Flood  Jan-2011 1,060,324 
Flood Nov – 2010 -  
Flood May-2008  362,582 
Tsunami (Earthquake) Dec-2004 1,019,306 
Flood   May-2003 695,000 
Flood   Dec-2002 500,000 
Drought  Sep-2001 1,000,000 
Storm Dec-2000 375,000 
Flood  Apr-1999 375,000 
Flood  Nov-1994 478,150 

Source: Emergency Events Database www.em-dat.net  
 
As shown from the data given in Table 2, disasters such as floods, storm, drought and, Tsunami 
occurred during last century affected on about 11 million people in the country.  Nevertheless, 
the Great Indian Ocean Tsunami hit Sri Lanka on 26th December, 2004 was the biggest disaster 
ever occurred in the historical memory of the country.  
 
Landslides and cutting failures 
 
In Sri Lanka, landslides mostly occur in the Central Highlands and their occurrences during the 
past two decades have made over 175, 000 people homeless in addition to hundreds of deaths. 
National Building Research Organization (NBRO) of Sri Lanka which is the mandated institution 
for landslide hazard in Sri Lanka has identified 10 administrative districts out of 25 districts 
covering over 30 % of the land area of the island is prone to landslides. The districts prone to 
landslides are Nuwara-Eliya, Badulla, Rathnapura, Kegalle, Kandy, Matale, Matara, Galle, 
Hambanthota and Kalutara. Landslide prone area is home to over 34 % of the population and 
covers approximately 20, 000 sq. km. Sri Lankan landslides which are often triggered by intense 
heavy rains cause a major draw back to the development activities and urbanization of the 
country. 
 
Floods  
 
Floods disasters are more common in Sri Lanka than any other natural hazards. Floods are 
directly related to high rainfall and therefore a proper understanding about the distribution of 
rainfall is imperative. The rainfall distribution in Sri Lanka is subject to spatial and temporal 
variations. Since the Island skirted by a broad peneplain below 100m contour, it is ideally located 



to form the flood plain. The flatness of the river basins in the coastal plain is readily evidenced by 
several frequent floods.  
Flood waters also affected infrastructure such as roads, wells, schools, health centres, power 
lines, water supply lines, main and secondary irrigation cannels, culverts, sewerage systems etc. 
Intensive flood causes large number of affected families, deaths of people, damages to houses, 
roads, irrigation infrastructures, schools …etc.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 – Hazard maps of Landslides, Drought, Storm Surge and Tsunami  
Source – www.hazard.lk  
 
Drought  
 
While regional droughts occur once in every 3 – 4 years, a severe drought occurs once in around 
10 years or so. Main Causes of drought are, low rainfall, deforestation, improper land use and 
unplanned cultivation. In the year 2001 a severe drought occurred in 7 Districts of the country, 
namely, Hambantota, Moneragala, Kurunegala, Puttalam, Ratnapura, Badulla and Ampara. 
During drought period pollution of fresh water bodies including rivers due to salinity intrusion 
aggravate the situation. In most cases women and children suffer as they have to walk 
considerable distance  to fetch water for domestic consumption. According to the information 



available in 2001 drought 370,541 families have been affected and expenditure of around Rs. 
381,415,000 has been incurred for post disaster drought relief and other activities.  
 
 
Lightning 
 
Lightning is considered a natural hazard in Sri Lanka which claims lives and localized property 
damages.  In the recent past in 1997, lightning in Sri Lanka claimed 9 human lives and 16 animal 
lives.  Many buildings also are damaged due to fire caused by lightning. Lightning hazard is 
severe in Sri Lanka during the two inter-monsoon periods namely March-April and October-
November.  
 
Cyclones 
 
In the November 1978 cyclone that affected the eastern province and other parts of the country, 
the maximum wind speeds experienced were estimated to be 120 mph (193 kmph) in the east 
coast and 98 mph (193 kmph) in the west. Power and telecommunication networks were 
devastated, transport facilities were disrupted for several days and water supply systems were 
affected. Damage to buildings was extensive, mainly to roofs and unsupported walls.  
 
Trends of disasters  
 
Frequency of occurrence of natural hazards is in an increasing trend, which may be attributed 
mainly to unplanned development, environmental degradation, human intervention and climatic 
changes. It is an accepted fact that human intervention can increase the frequency and severity 
of natural hazards and that human intervention can cause natural hazards where none existed 
before. Some such human actions are undue land filling, deforestation, indiscriminate coral, 
sand, gem mining, cutting steep slopes for development work. With increasing population 
combined with scarcity of lands which are not exposed to natural hazards, there is a strong 
tendency for people to occupy such lands which have a greater exposure to hazards. Unplanned 
development activities in such situations increase the vulnerability leading to greater overall risks.  
Due to this reason, it is mostly the urban and rural poor who are at risk to disasters as it is the 
poor who occupy such vulnerable lands.  
 
Heavy rainfall and runoff the large volume of water from the catchment areas of rivers, 
deforestation, improper land use practices and the absence of scientific soil conservation 
practices and unplanned urbanization could be identified as factors for floods in Sri Lanka. The 
increase in population and subsequent need for land have forced more and more people to live 
and work in these vulnerable areas, thereby intensifying the risk to life and property in the event 
of major floods. Furthermore, with global warming due to the green house gas effect, tropical 
countries are expected to get less annual rainfall, but increased rainfall intensities. The recent 
changes in population densities of each district increased the level of vulnerabilities to natural 
hazards. According to the 2012 preliminary census report of Sri Lanka, population density of the 
wet zone (79%) indicates a very high rate compared to the dry zone (21%) of the country.   
 
Economic Impact of disasters  
 
Drought hazard justifies increased attention due to its very adverse effects on people as well as 
the huge sums of money spent as a result of it. Drought expenditure has been very high in most 
of the years during these two decades. According to the available information for these two 
decades, during four years relief expenditure has been between Rs. 70 to 100 million per year, 
and during the years 1991, 1997 and 2001 the amounts have exceeded Rs. 230 million. Floods 
are recurring hazards causing significant losses to the economy of the country. After-effects are 
especially dire in densely populated urban settlements, in particular coastal settlements, which 
account for about 43 percent of Sri Lanka’s GDP. Flood in Batticaloa, Ampara, Polonnarauwa 
and Anauradhapura districts in 2011 January and February affected more than 1.2 million people 



and damaging paddy harvest completely. Post disaster Assessment conducted by the DMC in 
June 2010 revealed that the total values of Damages and losses in five districts including 
Colombo and Gampaha exceeds Rs. 4.5 billion.   

             



III. ANALYSIS OF DATA    
 
Score Overview 
 
Overall score that derived from the global analysis of VFL 2013 shows that Sri Lanka average score of 
Sri Lanka is 2.7. This shows that overall progress of DRM at the local level lies in between ‘to a limited 
extent’ to ‘to some extent’. Communities, local government officers and other stakeholders in the 
vulnerable locations of the country see that  the threat of disasters are very high and changes to the 
disaster losses over the last years have  increased substantially.  
 
Threat of disasters: The greatness of the threat of disaster in the country is at very high (score is 
3.86) and it is above the global and regional averages. We only seconds to the Pakistan (3.89) in the 
region. As the below Figure 7  shows 67% of the respondents of Sri Lanka says that it’s high and very 
high and Figure 8 shows that both community and local government respondents confirmed this fact. 
Also when look at the location data, specially the respondents from northern province say that threat of 
disasters are very high. Communities in northern province that affected by prolonged war has limited 
level of protection and safety structures developed may feel that they are insecure for disaster 
impacts. Also in general all the respondents might feel that disaster threat are increasing due to the 
recent severe floods and landslides occur in 2011, 2012 and drought in 2012.  
 

 
 
Changes in disaster losses: As per the overall score of the country, changes in disaster losses are 
substantially increased since 2005. 49% of respondents confirm this. Also 30% says it is slightly 
increased. Also 15% of the respondents say it is decreased.  Majority of the community, local 
government and civil society members says that it is increased as shown in Figure 9. Again this may 
be due to the impacts of recent intensive and extensive floods and droughts spread across the several 
provinces of the country.  
 

 
 
Socio-economic status in community: 50% of the respondents of Sri Lankan sample mentioned 
that they are poor people. Also 27% says that they are also same as the other people in the country in 
terms of economic status. Even in the rural and urban settings majority’s response was that they are 
poor.  
 
 

i)	How	great	is	the	threat	of	disasters	in	your		 
				location? 

Figure	7	
Figure	8	
	

Figure	9 

Figure	10 
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Multi-risk Resilience: As shown in the Figure 11 majority of the respondents think that level of 
tackling the multiple factors that leads to resilience are at ‘to limited extent’ to ‘to some extent’ and 
mean score is 2.6. Also 18 % says that no progress happening at all while 27% says it is happening 
to a greater extent. However, 7 % of the respondents say that they don’t know about this question. 
Also it can be seen that majority of women respondents says that it is happing to a ‘limited extent’ 
while men says ‘to some extent’ (Figure 12). Various differences in locations, progress of disaster 
preparedness and response measures and risk levels may lead to discrepancies in the answers 
given. Also this question also may/ may not very clear to respondents and they might have 
responded to the level of understanding/knowledge they have.  
 

 
 
Underlying Causes: Majority’s answer to the degree to which community find its progress is 
restricted by factors beyond the communities control is ‘to a limited extent’ and it is 33 % of the total 
responses. The score is 2.4 and it’s below the regional and global averages. 25 % says that it is 
happening to a certain extent and 19 % says it is ‘ not at all’( Figure 13) .  When we look at the rural 
urban differences of responses it is visible that in rural areas it is lacking and in urban areas it is 
happening to a certain level. This may be attributed to the recent initiatives in urban planning and 
flood reduction measures in the country. However it says that external factors provide a greater 
contribution to occur.   
 

 
 
Risk Assessment: Local community involvement in risk assessment has been not progressed 
enough. 24% of the respondents say community involvement in the risk assessment ‘not at all’ and 
another 20% says ‘to a limited extent’. Progress in the rural areas seems very low level compared 
to the urban areas. However, overall score of Sri Lanka of the risk assessment is 2.63 and it’s 
above the regional and global averages.   
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Monitoring: Level of regular monitoring by local government agencies to reduce disaster risk is at 
very low level and 29% of respondents says ‘ not at all’(Figure 17). 27 % says ‘to a limited extent 
and 11 % says they don’t know. While majority of community members says its ‘not at all’ majority 
of local government and civil society members says it happening ‘to a limited extent’ (Figure 18).Sri 
Lankan situation (2.31) is below the global average (2.49) and just above the regional average 
(2.28). Low level of decentralization of DRM authority and resources to the local government level 
and no systematic monitoring happening at the divisional levels.  
 

 
 
Communications/ Public Awareness: Progress of public awareness and communication in Sri 
Lanka is at a satisfactory level when we compared with the regional levels. Sri Lanka scores 
highest (2.50) in the region and above the global average of 2.45. Still, 24% of respondents says 
that’ it’s not happening at all’ and 25% says ‘to a limited extent’. Also local government respondents 
says that it is happening to a limited to greater extent while majority of urban respondents also 
confirms that  its happening to a greater extent.  This may be due to recent progress in media and 
mobile technologies and efficient public awareness progrmmes conducted by DMC and civil society 
organizations in the country specially in the urban areas. 
 
Connecting: 23% of the respondents say level of usage of traditional and local knowledge in 
decision making by local government is ‘to some extent’. But 21% says ‘it’s not happening at all’ 
and majority of them are from rural areas. Also 14% of the respondents say that they don’t know to 
answer this question. Sri Lanka lies ( 2.47) above the global average(2.32) and highest in the 
region ( regional average is 2.18)  
 
Learning: Level of discussion, analysing and share risk and disaster information by local leaders is 
at ‘some extent’. Both Community members and local government offices in urban and rural areas 
are confirmed this. Sri Lanka scores (2.77) highest in the region. Recent initiatives to involve local 
government into DRM process such as mandate given to the local government to involve DRM 
process, Resilient City Programme..etc might help to discuss and analyse the issues at local level.   
 
Negotiation: 50% says that level of negotiation is at limited and some extents. But 29 % feel that 
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it’s at greater extent. Majority of men says that it’s happening to an greater extent while women say 
at some extent. Also majority of urban respondents says that it’s happening at greater extent while 
rural people say to a some extent. This shows that engagement with and demand/supply of 
services in urban areas are greater than rural areas.  
 
Conflict Resolution: Majority of respondents (27%) says that conflict resolution is happening to a 
‘greater extent’. Majority if civil society members say that it’s happening to a lesser extent. 11 % 
respondents say it’s not happening at all and also 11% says they don’t know. Some of the conflicts 
related to disaster situations reported in relief distributions and relief camps and level of incidences 
reported is less with efficient operations implemented over the past periods. Recently there was a 
case reported after a flood after community members refused  distribution of relief items asking 
sustainable  
 
Building Partnerships: Building partnerships are also at the average level. 25 % says it’s at lower 
and another 25% says some and 24% says it’s at greater extent. Majority of community members 
responded says its happening to a some extent and women says it’s happening at limited extent. 
Also the majority of urban respondents towards the view of greater extent.  
 
Resources: No one says that resources for risk reduction at the local level are available 
comprehensively while 31% says resources are not received at all. 32% says resources are 
received to a limited extent and 18% says some extent and 9% says to a greater extent. Local 
government respondents are in the view of receiving resources to a limited extent and majority 
urban respondents are also in view of resources are not received for local level at all.  
 
Early Warning: As per the respondents view early warning systems are not adequate at all. More 
than 1/3 of the respondents (36%) says no early warning systems at all.23 % says it’s available to a 
limited extent and only 14 % says its available to a some extent( Figure 19). However, 12 % says 
its available to a greater extent and analysis of location specific data shows that mainly 
respondents from Mannar says that they have early warning systems in general. Majority of views 
of community, local government, civil society and other respondents are in view of not having early 
warning systems at all.  
 

 
 
Local Actions: Capacity of local level to prepare and mitigate disaster risk is not available.  24% of 
the respondent s says local capacity is not at all and 25% to a limited extent and local government 
views also confirm this. This shows the ability of the local institutions interms of technical, financial 
and, human resources to handle the disasters at the local level has to be largely improved over the 
next period.  
 
Everyday disasters: There is a strong view that resources/ relief for everyday disasters are not 
enough at all (40% of the total respondents) and 28% says that it’s happening to a lesser extent. 
Most of the rural community’s view is it’s not at all while most of the urban people and local 
government officers says it’s happening to some extent.  
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Additional indicator questions  a). Indicator questions on gender aspects   
 
These additional questions were included after the initial planning discussion at national 
stakeholders as it was realized that gender and issues related to vulnerable groups may not be 
sufficiently reflected by the survey.  
 
Do vulnerable community groups (Women, disable, children, elders and poor people) 
receive sufficient early warnings: Only 9 % says they that vulnerable groups receive 
comprehensive early warnings. 36% says early warnings for vulnerable groups not available at all 
and 19% says it’s available to a lesser extent. Also as per the below (Figure 22) it can be seen that 
mostly the women says that it’s not available at all.  
 

 
 
Do vulnerable groups (women, disable, children, elders, poor people) receive sufficient 
attention/ protection during the emergency response periods?  : Most the rural and urban 
women say that they have not been given sufficient attention during the emergency response 
period. 36 % says there is no attention at all. Most of the local government respondents also think 
that it is not sufficient.   
 
To what extent both men and women’s participation are ensured for DRR activities: Majority 
of the respondents think that participation for DRR activities is ensured to a some extent (23%) 
However it is clearly visible from the responses that that participation for DRR activities  in rural 
areas not sufficient ( out of the respondents says that participation not at all, most of them are from 
rural areas while urban respondents says it’s happening to a some extent)  
 
Qualitative questions on post – 2015 framework: What is the most compelling impact of 
disasters for you: This was an open ended questions and majority of respondents says that it’s 
the people’s livelihoods that have impacted most. Also food insecurity and financial damages are 
identified as some of the impacts related to the household economy. In addition, education of 
children and damages to public infrastructure has been mentioned as some of the important 
aspects that are interrupted by disasters.  
 
What are the risk reduction measures that can be implemented at the local level?: 
Respondents identified local risk governance and land use planning and safe constructions and risk  
mitigation structures( drainages, bunds …etc) and protection of natural resources. In addition 
preparedness and response capacity building programmes are mentioned.  
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IV. Case Studies 
 

 
Below two case studies shows the frequent flood affected community in Hambantota, Down South 
of Sri Lanka and one of the successful community based flood mitigation initiative. Second case is 
from Mannar, North of Sri Lanka where people suffer to find water during the flood periods and 
developing access to water for vulnerable people in the area. 
 
Case study 1 : Transferring Ownership to Communities: Flood Mitigation in Ambalantota 
 

 
Figure 23 - WRMIDMC introduced a new flood management methodology and 
successfully prevented flooding. 
 
 

1. Background 
 

This is a story of a flood mitigation programme which clearly illustrates that innovations to old 
methods can indeed produce remarkable outcomes. Wanduruppa, a village with high population 
density, is located in Ambalantota (District Secretariat Division) in the Hambantota district of 
southern Sri Lanka. It lies on the borders of the Walawe river estuary and the Indian Ocean. 
Flooding has been a problem even before the British Sevara/Dikets period. In the past, a state-
appointed leader, designated as ‘Modara Arachchi’ and subsequently ‘Patabendiarachchi’, was 
responsible for the management of floods with the support of the community members. They used 
to drain out flood water at the river mouth by manually removing sand barriers between the river 
and the sea. It was a job which requires high level of skill as it must be done methodically 
especially in monitoring the river flow and the seashore level. Overtime, this system collapsed with 
new governments, policies, and administration leaving people with no choice but to bear with the 
consequences. Every now and then, the villages along the Walawe river experienced flooding 
especially when the river overflows due to continuous rain. The tsunami of 2004 worsened the 
situation as it caused the formation of a sand bund at the river mouth everytime the river level 
goes up due to heavy rainfalls. The tsunami also diverted the river from its natural course as a 
result of heavy sand deposit along the river mouth. Unless action is taken to rid the river mouth of 
heavy sand barriers and restore its natural flow, the Wanduruppa village and nearby villages was 
bound to suffer from frequent flooding. Tsunami gave opportunity for the local institution to visit 
the village, trace the issue and history of flooding and lost community ownership.Floods, which 
occur about 10-12 times on the average per year, risked nearly 2,940 acres of paddy lands in 10 
nearby Grama Niladari (GN) divisions (village administrative units) and 462 households. The sand 
barriers also caused the backing up of water heading to the upstream along the banks, giving rise 
to varying salinity concentration in the river water. Salt water intrusion affected the rice fields and 
destroyed the crops. River water interruptions at the sand barrier also prevented fishermen to 
Transfering Ownership to Communities: Flood Mitigation in Ambalantota 643 carry out their trade. 
All these necessitated urgent and collective action from villagers who primarily rely on agriculture 
and fisheries for their subsistence and livelihood. 
	



2. Laying the groundworks 
 

In December 2006, Practical Action, in collaboration with Sarvodaya, brought together community 
leaders in the village to form a villagedevelopment committee (VDC). The VDC took charge of the 
developmentof an integrated plan and set of activities that dwell on disaster risk reduction (DRR), 
livelihood development, bioshield propagation, 
infrastructure development, and village information service. Since flooding has been a priority 
issue in the village, efforts wereconcentrated on implementing mitigation activities in cooperation 
with relevant community groups. A series of multi-sectoral meetings were held involving the 
District Secretariat (DS) of Hambantota, DisasterManagement Centre (DMC), Irrigation 
Department, Pradeshiya Sabha (a local authority under the provincial council), University of 
Peradeniya, National Aquatic Resources Research and Development Agency (NARA) 
and the Coast Conservation Department (CCD). At least three alternative options were identified 
to address the flooding problem: (1) infrastructure development in the Walawe estuary; (2) 
procurement of an excavator; and (3) improvement of the existingconventional flood management 
methodology. The idea of developing infrastructures was strongly opposed as it would require a 
comprehensiveimpact assessment (e.g. sea current patterns, sea current variations), it bears 
impacts on the proposed Hambantota  harbour, and due tounavailability of resources. Purchasing 
of an excavator was likewiseruled out as they foresee complications as regards the ownership, 
maintenance, and costs (fuel). Hence, the third alternative was considered as the most applicable 
and practical solution to mitigate flood problem in Wanduruppa. A commi t tee, the Walawe River 
Mouth Integrated Disaster Management Committee (WRMIDMC), was then established to take on 
the responsibility of carrying out innovations to the prevailing floodmanagement methodology, 
aside from flood monitoring and reporting to the VDC. The 30-member committee comprises 
representatives from the affected GN Divisions, government, and local communities. A 
constitution was formulated detailing the responsibilities, financial management scheme, and 
protocols of the committee. Training on the technical aspects of removing the sand bar, proper 
way of monitoring the project were offered to the committee and were encouraged to air their 
thoughts and needs to the local governing bodies. A Memorandum of Understanding between 
Practical Action and the DS of Hambantota was then drawn providing for the endowment and 
transfer of revolving fund for the project from the Practical Action. The DS Hambantota Office 
apportioned approximately 92 per cent of the fund to a fixed deposit and the remaining 8 per cent 
as savings for urgent financial needs. Interests generated from the fixed deposit were used to pay 
for the excavator rental. Other expenses were made in to the bankto generate sufficient interest to 
meet the machinery. The committee treasurer and chairman or secretary were the only ones 
authorised to withdraw funds under the supervision of the Irrigation Engineers’ Office, with the 
approval of the DS. 
 

3. Results 
 

For the first time in Sri Lanka, a flood DRR mechanism was introduced and was proven effective 
and successful. Records and statistics yielded the following encouraging results: 

• Seven floods had been mitigated from only two withdrawals from the savings account for a 
period of six months. 

• Profits have increased from 9.67 million LKR in 2007 to 78.3 million LKR in 2008. 
• Only 0.1 million LKR had been lost in 2008 as opposed to 47.7 million LKR in 2007. 
• The mitigation measures had successfully prevented the potential flooding of about 807 

acres of land. 
 
This is based on a comparative study data (Table 3) obtained from farmer organisations and 
divisional agricultural department. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Table  3 - Comparative analysis of the before and after intervention scenario 
 
                                                                   2007                                2008     
                                                               Prior to the                     After the              % Increase /decrease                
                                                                intervention               intervention   
                                                                (LKR million)         (LKR million) 
 
Loss of paddy                                           47.7                                    0.1                         (99.79) 
Paddy income                                         49.59                               120.22                            142 
Paddy profit                                              9.68                                 77.99                             706 
 
Note: Some paddy lands were abandoned due to heavy losses to farmers. Convincing DRR interventions motivated the 
farmers in 2008 to use 59 acres of abandoned paddy lands to cultivate paddy successfully. 
	
	
4.Conclusion 

 
The positive impacts and benefits stemming from the project confirm once more the value of 
teamwork and institutional collaboration among village people, government agencies and non-
government organizations in carrying out development projects such as flood mitigation. A project 
with favorable outcomes has great potential for replication, particularly the approach and 
methodology applied. The DS of Hambantota invited WRMIDMC to share their experiences in 
district development coordination meetings and positive results made the village proud of their 
achievements and value the support provided by Practical Action and other agencies. 
 
Case study 2 - Practical Action Implements Flood Resilient Water Facilities in 
Paliyadiputhukulam  
 
A case study from EDRAC Project Mannar District, North of Sri Lanka   
 
A perennial problem affecting communities supplied by giant tank systems is the lack of access to 
protected water sources during annual floods. The subsequent inundation of dug wells in the area 
compels residents to traverse long distances to access safe water or risk consuming water unsafe 
for consumption and hazardous to human health. Communities have to face this precarious 
situation for a period of more than 2 months each year until such time as water purification 
activities are carried out by government officials.  Communities living in the war affected, resettled 
village of Paliyadiputhukulam, Manthai West Division, Mannar District faced this issue annually. 
Spillage from the giant tank system ignited during the monsoon left the low lying villages prone to 
floods. This situation was further exacerbated by the vulnerable demographic conditions prevalent 
in the village. Paliyadiputhukulam is home to 175 families of which 185 are male, 213 female, 50 
elders, 15 persons with disabilities and 29 women headed households. Water levels rise rapidly 
during flooding and remain at around 2-6 feet for weeks contaminating wells and making life 
especially hard for women and the elderly in the community. The rise in water levels also posed a 
challenge to the Village Disaster Management Committee during evacuation operations and 
delivery of safe drinking water to the affected communities.  
 



 
Figure 24 – Raised hand pump  
 
 
Practical Action implemented the Community Based Disaster Risk Reduction Program funded 
DIPECHO in 44 GNDs (Grama Niladhari Division; Smallest administration units) in the Mannar 
District in July 2011. One of the worst affected villages in the 2010/11 floods, Paliyadiputhukulam 
was selected as a targeted village. Practical Action along with the Disaster Management Centre 
initiated community mobilization, risk assessment and DRR planning with the community. Safe 
water access during floods was prioritized based on community needs and Practical Action 
worked with the village Disaster Management Committee to look for ways to address the problem. 
The community proposed the installation of a hand pump to address this long standing issue. 
Committed to a holistic, long standing solution Practical Action design and developed a hand 
pump taking into consideration the needs of all vulnerable community members such as the 
women, elderly, children, and women headed households and people with disabilities. 
Subsequently, Practical Action proposed a raised DRD and Gender sensitive hand pump that was 
designed in agreement with the community and welcomed with open arms. No sooner the project 
was completed an unprecedented flood hit Mannar district in 2012/13, ripping through 
Paliyadiputuukulam.  President Farmer Society and Member Paliyadiputhukulam Disaster 
Management Committee Mr Chandrabos said “Practical Action intervened in the nick of time. The 
floods were very serious but we did not suffer we like did in the previous years. This was mainly 
due to the raised hand pump. When the floods hit we had already evacuated half the community 
to the church and were able to access safe drinking water at all times through the raised hand 
pump. The hand pump primarily serves 28 families a year but during and immediately after a flood 
it served the entire community, greatly curtailing their as their travel time and previous 
inconvenience faced when fetching water from outside the village.”  
 
Mr. M.A.C.M Riyas, Assistant Director of Disaster Management in Mannar district said “It is not 
only the people of this village that benefitted from the raised hand-pump but people from 
neighboring villages and district also can see this as a model and viable solution for flood affected 
GNDs.” When asked about the specific benefit/s flood resilient hand-pumps have brought to 
women in the community during flooding Ms Thisuba, community based facilitator said “It is the 
women who have benefited the most because traditionally it is the women who have to collect 
water for household needs. The flood resilient hand-pumps have greatly eased access to safe 
water. In addition the design is child friendly design and provides for the needs of the elderly and 
disabled community members which has been greatly appreciated by the community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

V. Conclusion, Recommendations and Way Forward 
 
VFL survey 2013 shows an overview of people’s perception on disaster risks and safety measures 
and risk reduction measures that we have at the local level.  It says that disaster risk is increasing 
over last few years and also mechanisms are deploying to deal with it.   However economic losses 
specially the livelihood damages and public and private properties are significant by intensive and 
extensive disasters.  
 
Economic impacts of disasters  
 
Nearly 50 % people of this survey feel that disaster losses to livelihoods and properties are 
increasing. If we look at the statistics of 2011, the total flood damage is over 600 million USD.  In 
2012, treasury of Sri Lanka has assumed that Sri Lanka’s economic growth the year may range 
depending on the disaster impacts. (economic growth varies between 6.7 percent and 7.2 percent 
depending on the impact of a drought, Source - http://www.dailymirror.lk/business/economy/21795-sri-
lanka-drought-may-cut-growth-to-67-jayasundera-.html).This clearly shows the economic impacts of 
recent disasters are significantly higher since the recent years. There are records to show that a 
flood and drought impact on Paddy cultivation is at very high levels.  
 
This shows that disaster impacts farmers and related businesses in Sri Lanka are tremendous.  
Also VFL 2013 respondents say that most of the respondents heavily affected are low income 
families.  After the 2011 major floods, recovery programmes of government provided free seed 
paddy and also rehabilitated the damaged irrigation schemes.  Long term impacts of floods are 
much more acute and it down turns the household economy and increase the dependency on 
debts and external support. During the local consultations in Hanguranketha, community 
members highlighted that people have lost and in a very difficult condition to carryout farming 
conditions after relocation. Therefore livelihood development has become their priority as the risk 
reduction measure which helps to minimize the disaster impacts in the long run. Therefore it is 
increasingly realizing that we have to invest on DRR measures of small scale farmers, fishermen 
industries and businesses. Livelihood assets developments that have taken to account the 
vulnerability context with diversification options can be promoted. Also, systematic and targeted 
credit programmes and insurance would be two sectors that can be promoted to recover fast from 
such incidences.  
 
One of the key problems facing by people living in Jonstanland in Hanguranketha was the lost of 
stable livelihood mainly due to relocation.  After the heavy landslides occurred in 2007, agricultural 
families of 249 have been relocated to an another location and they have been given ¼ AC of 
lands. However, still they are depending on the original landslide prone locations for their income 
generation due to lack of sufficient means for living.  Therefore one of the key suggestions given 
by the community was to help them to improve their agricultural and non-agricultural livelihoods. 
‘Divinaguma’ ( to support the low income families to improve their self-employments and other 
livelihoods) programme implemented by the government has been identified as one of the 
livelihood development opportunities that can be utilized to uplift the low income families settled in 
Jonstanland, Hanguranketha.  
 
Disaster preparedness and early warning systems  
 
As per the survey results, Sri Lanka has gained good progress in disaster preparedness, 
response activities at the local level when compared with the countries in the region.  Scores of 
public awareness, risk assessment, engagement, building partnerships, negotiations and learning 
are at much higher level in the regional and even global comparison.  Improved district 
coordination systems of DMC and effective media and school safety programs , information on 
preparedness measures are widely available.  Recently Tsunami early warning towers and 
systems, flood landslide warnings systems have built the community confidence on early warning 



systems to a certain extent. However penetration of messages to the vulnerable groups in the 
society and people living in remote areas ( such  as jungles and hilly areas) may not reach the 
accurate and authentic messages on time.  The question specifically focused on early warnings to 
the vulnerable groups shows that available systems are not very effective. There may be limits to 
advance scale widespread early warnings and locally based appropriate systems are to be 
developed to go through the last mile.  
 

 

 
 
Figure 26 - Relocated families in Jonstanland,  
Hanguranketha(2013)  
 

 
 
Figure 27 - VFL Local consultation workshop at Hanguranketha      

                                                                                                                on 18th January 2013 
                                                                                                                
Local level risk governance  
 
Sri Lanka scored less in VFL 2013 on the level of progress of addressing the underlying causes 
that are beyond the community control.  During the local consultations community members and 
local government officers explained about the issues related to risk reduction in their localities.  
Poor town and country planning issues are highlighted.   Since there are no proper risk 
assessments and risk sensitive land use plan and implementation at the local level, building s and 
infrastructure constructions are happened in haphazard manner and accumulate the risks. 
Specially flood risk at the urban areas is increased due to this reason. Also, local authorities in the 
rural areas are not having enough human and financial resources and legal backing to implement 
DRM activities. Local government act amended in 2009 has given provisions for local government 
councils to engage with DRM activities but there are no structures and mechanisms in place to 
implement the activities. In addition to this some of the large level infrastructure developments that 
are beyond the control of local governments and communities which may can cause externalities 
at the local level.  
 
As the survey results shows, resources received by Local risk reduction and also monitoring the 
risks and reduction measures by local government is not sufficient at all. During the local 
consultations reviled that most of the preparedness and response activities are handled by local 
administration system in Sri Lanka with the less involvement of local government.  However, most 

 
Figure 25 –A landslide prone area in Padiyapelella  
(Source- www.sundayobserver.lk)                          

 



of the local planning and development activities are implemented by local government which may 
accumulate the disaster risk over the time. For example building approval process is not based on 
flood risks which and may contribute to increase the flood risks in local areas. As survey reveals 
flood problem is increasing in urban areas although vulnerability of people is less compared to the 
rural areas.  
 
For example respondents from Galle town area raise the issue of not developing a long term 
solution for flood management.  They say that although the people in flood affected areas of Gall 
are not very poor but they are suffering from this issue since few years.  This is mainly due to poor 
drainage systems and settlements located near the streams. Due to flood problem people feel 
unsecure and it obstruct the education of children, day to day life of people and health conditions.  
They requested local authorities to take immediate actions to solve the problems by developing a 
system to pump out the stream water to sea as sea water level is higher than the stream water 
level. This may be a long term flood mitigation programme and involvement of central government 
is may necessary for such interventions.  
 
Policies, institutions and programmes are to be developed to build the capacity of local 
governments not only technical aspects but also providing necessary resources to internalize the 
risk reduction measures to annual work programmes. Since the capacity of local government for 
community risk reduction most of the time is limited, to mobilize the more resources  partnerships 
should be built to mobilize the communities and civil society organizations to involve with local 
government for comprehensive DRM planning and implementation process. This will help to 
develop a culture of risk reduction and internalize the risk reduction into the day today life and of 
communities.  Case studies given this this report shows the community based disaster risk 
mitigation projects that largely benefited the low income families and vulnerable groups. Small 
scale local resources mobilized systems can greatly contribute for the local resilience building. 
That would be the only way to build the long lasting community resilience over the long run in 
developing countries.   
 
Although the country has set up national level institutions, policies and mechanisms, local level 
systems are not affectively in place to implement risk reduction measures. Promotion of 
decentralized DRM mechanisms, empowering and building capacity of local government and 
CBDRM are some of the effort to integrate risk reduction into the local governance levels.   
 
Disaster Preparedness and respond needs in remote and conflict affected areas  
 
Current preparedness and response mechanisms at the district and divisional levels are catering 
mainly for preparedness and responses of intensive disasters such as flash floods. Preparedness 
measures for droughts and some of the small scale disasters such as high winds, cutting failures, 
and lightning, wild elephant attacks are not receive enough recognition and attention by local as 
well as national levels. During the survey, people in remote and conflict affected areas such as 
Mulathivu, Kilinochchi and Nikaweratiya emphasized that they don’t have even the basic systems 
in place for risk reduction. They request basic awareness programmes of disaster management 
and request organizations to work in coordinated manner.  It is visible that after the 2004 lot of 
attention has been given to Tsunami affected areas and progrmmes and systems for some of the 
remote local inland areas are to be developed.  
 
Main policy recommendations and way forward  
 
Participants of the national workshop agreed that VFL survey 2013 is a very good analysis of 
overall progress of the country’s DRM. Additional Secretary to the Ministry of Disaster 
Management participated at the meeting mentioned that since the key responsibility of DRM in Sri 
Lanka lies with ministry of DM, this study will help to improve the planning and implementation 
process. Based on the VFL survey, local consultations and national consultations following 
conclusions and recommendations can be made to for bring forward the DRM sector in the 
country.  



 
Country need to develop participatory disaster risk assessment processes which helps to prioritize 
and the risk areas and implement the risk reduction measures in a systematic measures. 
Available hazard maps can be used to develop the risk assessments.  Risk information must be 
publically available for use even at local level. This will helps to use the limited resources 
effectively and justify the risk management investments.  
 
Also it highlights that peoples and local governments main concern is beyond the emergency 
response. Focus of local level risk management should be risk reduction that has been integrated 
into the local development process to minimize the impacts that can happen to/from development 
gains. Therefore local risk governance should be improved by developing legal, institutional, 
technical and financing mechanisms. Having sufficient policy environment and institutional 
mechanism, disaster risk sensitive land use plans and town plans are to be developed gazetted 
and implemented. Building approval process in local government, should taking to account the 
zonation maps developed based on the risk assessments. Also those local plans should be 
developed by taking to account the national physical plan. Local government should be 
considered as a key local level partner in DRM process and forthcoming amendments of the 
policy of disaster management should sufficiently create the space for this. Same time 
amendments to the local government policies should be done to accommodate the provisions to 
implement the DRM activities. Importance of civil society organizations and community 
participation should be acknowledged and partnerships between of local administration, local 
authorities and civil society organizations should be further encouraged.  
 
Early warning systems are to be strengthened by taking to account multi hazard contexts. Proper 
risk assessments should be conducted to identify prioritize the needs of early warning systems.  
Some of the disasters light slow onset droughts not always hit the headlines of the media. Those 
disasters receive very less attention and often ignore and leave poor people to find solutions. For 
example cyclone warning system should be developed on urgent basis since there is no system 
available in the country at the moment. Also drought impacts are heavy and drought forecasting 
systems are weak. One of the major problems even in the existing warning systems is level of 
penetration to the remote locations and vulnerable groups. Local communication methods and 
technologies can be coupled with national levels systems to enhance the level of penetration of 
early warnings.  
 
Based on the risk assessment major risk mitigation projects can be identified and implemented. 
For example Galle needs town area needs a integrated flood mitigation programme and small 
scale flood risk reductions and responses will not be a permanent solutions. I was said that 
Ministry of Disaster management has already planned to initiate such progrmmes for Galle. Jaffna 
and Dambulla. Such programmes should be implemented in locations are frequently affected by 
floods. On the direction of the Ministry of Defense and Urban Development, the Sri Lanka Land 
Reclamation and Development Corporation has initiated several urgent short term measures to 
mitigate flood in and around Colombo and as a result flood risk has been reduced to a significant 
level.  
 
Integration of DRM into development process is one of the key aspects of risk reduction in the 
country. Approaches and tools are to be developed for incorporation of DRM into national and 
local level development processes. Currently available EIA process is not sufficiently capturing the 
disaster and climate risks. Disaster impact assessments are one of the suggested tools to apply at 
the feasibility stage of development activities. At least major construction projects must undergo 
disaster assessment at the first phase. Strategic Environmental Assessment conducted for the 
northern province of Sri Lanka by UNDP is one of the tool that can be used for northern 
rehabilitation and development activities. Necessary legal and institutions systems and guidelines 
are to be developed and Interagency coordination must be ensured.  
 
National disaster management act and policies and practices should be reviewed to assess the 
level of inclusion of communities, civil societies and specially gender and marginal community 



groups. There are enough evidences to say that poor, marginal and vulnerable groups are the 
people heavily affected by the disasters. Therefore having policy and institutional procedural 
changes, ground level practices of DRM has to be changed to taken into account the 
differentiation of vulnerability.  
 

 
Appendices  
 
Annex 1 – Composition of NDMC and Devolved System of Disaster Management in Sri Lanka  
 
Annex 2  - Proposed urban development centres  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


