
ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK

GENDER EQUALITY 
DIAGNOSTIC OF 
SELECTED SECTORS

SRI LANKA



GENDER EQUALITY 
DIAGNOSTIC OF 
SELECTED SECTORS

SRI LANKA

July 2016

ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK



© 2016 Asian Development Bank
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City, 1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
Tel +63 2 632 4444; Fax +63 2 636 2444
www.adb.org

Some rights reserved. Published in 2016.
Printed in the Philippines.

ISBN 978-92-9257-547-2 (Print), 978-92-9257-548-9 (e-ISBN)
Publication Stock No. RPT168311

Cataloging-In-Publication Data

Asian Development Bank.
Sri Lanka: Gender equality diagnostic of selected sectors.

Mandaluyong City, Philippines: Asian Development Bank, 2016.

1. Gender equality. 2. Sri Lanka.���I. Asian Development Bank.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views and 
policies of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) or its Board of Governors or the governments they represent.

ADB does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this publication and accepts no responsibility 
for any consequence of their use. The mention of specific companies or products of manufacturers does not 
imply that they are endorsed or recommended by ADB in preference to others of a similar nature that are not 
mentioned.

By making any designation of or reference to a particular territory or geographic area, or by using the term 
“country” in this document, ADB does not intend to make any judgments as to the legal or other status of any 
territory or area.

This work is available under the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 IGO license (CC BY 3.0 IGO)  
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/igo/. By using the content of this publication, you agree to be 
bound by the terms of this license.

This CC license does not apply to non-ADB copyright materials in this publication. If the material is attributed 
to another source, please contact the copyright owner or publisher of that source for permission to reproduce it. 
ADB cannot be held liable for any claims that arise as a result of your use of the material.

Attribution—In acknowledging ADB as the source, please be sure to include all of the following information:
Author. Year of publication. Title of the material. © Asian Development Bank [and/or Publisher].

URL. Available under a CC BY 3.0 IGO license.

Translations—Any translations you create should carry the following disclaimer:
Originally published by the Asian Development Bank in English under the title [title] © [Year of publication] 

Asian Development Bank. All rights reserved. The quality of this translation and its coherence with the original 
text is the sole responsibility of the [translator]. The English original of this work is the only official version.

Adaptations—Any adaptations you create should carry the following disclaimer:
This is an adaptation of an original Work © Asian Development Bank [Year]. The views expressed here are 

those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views and policies of ADB or its Board of Governors or 
the governments they represent. ADB does not endorse this work or guarantee the accuracy of the data included 
in this publication and accepts no responsibility for any consequence of their use.

Please contact publications@adb.org if you have questions or comments with respect to content, or if you wish 
to obtain copyright permission for your intended use that does not fall within these terms, or for permission to 
use the ADB logo.

Notes: 
In this publication, “$” refers to US dollars.
Cover photo credits: Image of two girls with small wind turbine in the background courtesy of  Practical Action/
Zul Mukhida. All other photos copyrighted by ADB.
Corrigenda to ADB publications may be found at: http://www.adb.org/publications/corrigenda

Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 IGO license (CC BY 3.0 IGO)



iii

Contents
Boxes and Appendix Tables iv

Acknowledgments vii

Abbreviations vii

Overall Context 1
 Introduction 2

Country Context 2
Key Points about Gender Equality and Women’s Position in Sri Lanka 4
Policy Commitments to Gender Equality 10
Institutional Structures to Promote Action on Gender Equality Issues 10

Education: Secondary, Technical, and Vocational 13
Areas of Collaboration 14
Sector Context 14
 Gender-Related Considerations Relevant to Sector 
�Planning and Outcomes 15
Relevant Government Commitments 20
Looking Forward: Issues and Opportunities to Consider 20

Energy 25
Areas of Collaboration 26
Sector Context 26
Gender-Related Considerations Relevant to Sector 
�Planning and Outcomes 27
Relevant Government Commitments 31
Looking Forward: Issues and Opportunities to Consider 31

Transport: National, Provincial, and Rural Roads 37
Areas of collaboration 38
Sector Context 38
Gender-Related Considerations Relevant to Sector 
�Planning and Outcomes 39
Relevant Government Commitments 43
Looking Forward: Issues and Opportunities to Consider 44

Water and Sanitation 49
Areas of Collaboration 50
Sector Context 50
Gender-Related Considerations Relevant to Sector 
�Planning and Outcomes 51
Relevant Government Commitments 55
Looking Forward: Issues and Opportunities to Consider 56

Appendix: Data on Selected Issues 61



iv

Boxes and Appendix Tables
Boxes

Overall Context

1 There are differences and disparities among provinces 3

2 Compared to its neighbors, Sri Lanka is advanced on a number of gender equality 
indicators, behind in others 4

3 Women remain more likely than men to be in agriculture 7

4 Agricultural employment is predominantly informal 7

5 Most unpaid family workers are women 7

6 The male-female gap in unemployment rates increases with education 8

7 Women’s labor force participation rates are much lower than those of men, and 
unemployment rates are consistently higher 8

8 Women have constituted the majority of labor migrants for most of the past 2 decades 9

9 Most women migrate for domestic work, and there are very few women in other  
job categories 9

10 Useful references specific to Sri Lanka 12

Education: Secondary, Technical, and Vocational

1 Youth unemployment is high, particularly among women 15

2 Unemployment rates are consistently higher among women than men at each level  
of education 15

3 Labor force participation is much lower among women 15

4 Girls now outnumber boys in senior secondary education 16

5 Boys and girls are differently distributed by subject stream 16

6 Girls outperform boys in all subject streams 16

7 Achieving gender equality in education requires attention to the learning process and 
outcomes as well as access 17

8 Types of institutions differ in various characteristics related to the quality certificates 
and post-training support 18

9 In some Tertiary and Vocational Education and Training courses, most students  
are girls while in others most are boys 19

10 Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the  
education sector 22

11 Useful resources for gender analysis in the education sector 23

Energy

1 Electricity coverage rates are high but vary somewhat by province 26

2 Firewood is the principal cooking fuel for many households 28

3 Ownership of domestic labor-saving appliances is not yet common, particularly among 
rural households 29

4 Regional tracking report recommends attention to four policy areas linking gender 
issues and Sustainable Energy for All objectives 32

5 Sustainable Energy for All identifies universal adoption of clean cooking solutions as 
one if its high-impact opportunities 32



v

6 “Clean cooking is critical to addressing climate change” 33

7 A range of initiatives will be needed to build a “critical mass” of women in energy 
agencies and institutions 33

8 Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the energy 
sector 34

9 Useful resources for gender analysis in the energy sector 36

Transport: National, Provincial and Rural Roads

1 Transport interventions may have impacts on the allocation of household tasks in 
unexpected ways 40

2 Many households do not own a vehicle 40

3 A walkability study in Dhaka was pursued as a component in a strategy to improve 
traffic flow 42

4 A railway lighting initiative in Mumbai shows that women users of transport 
infrastructure can identify specific (and relatively inexpensive) measures with broad 
impacts 43

5 Women are claiming their place in Sri Lanka’s logistics and transport industries 43

6 ADB’s Sustainable Transport Initiative provides guidance on social (and gender) 
dimensions 44

7 “Better Transport Surveys: Giving Women Voice” 45

8 Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the 
transport sector 46

9 Useful resources for gender analysis in the transport sector 48

Water and Sanitation

1 Sri Lanka’s national targets include safe water and improved sanitation for all by 2020 50

2 Access to safe and sufficient water differs by location 52

3 For households in some parts of the country, the source of drinking water is over  
500 meters away 52

4 There is still a gap in sanitation for all 53

5 Household options and practices for garbage disposal vary by location 53

6 Key demands of women and adolescent girls in relation to sanitation include both 
household and community needs 54

7 Women managers and engineers were present in key managerial and engineering posts 
of the National Water Supply and Drainage Board in 2014 55

8 The Sustainable Development Goals provide a comprehensive guidance on water  
and sanitation for all 56

9 Sectoral education and awareness campaigns can seek to engage men and communities 
in ensuring women’s safety 57

10 Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the water 
and sanitation sector 58

11 Useful resources for gender analysis in the water and sanitation sector 60



vi

Appendix Tables

A.1 Selected population data, 2012 (Sri Lanka, provinces, and districts) 62

A.2 Poverty indicators, 2012/2013 (Sri Lanka, sectors, provinces, and districts) 63

A.3 Households headed by females, selected data, 2012/2013 (Sri Lanka, provinces,  
and districts) 64

A.4 Population by broad age groups, 2012 (Sri Lanka and provinces) 65

A.5 Population over age 60, by age group and sex, and sex ratios by age group, 2012  
(Sri Lanka) 65

A.6 A-level students by stream and sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka) 66

A.7 Literacy and illiteracy rates of population aged 10 and over by age and sex, 2012  
(Sri Lanka) 68

A.8 Labor force participation rates and unemployment rates by sex, 2006–2014 (Sri Lanka) 69

A.9 Currently employed persons by employment status and sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka and 
provinces) 70

A.10 Percentage of current employment accounted for by employees (wage workers) and 
unpaid family workers, by sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka and provinces) 71

A.11 Currently employed persons by industry and sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka) 72

A.12 Departures for foreign employment, selected data, 2013 (Sri Lanka, provinces,  
and districts) 73

A.13 Households using firewood as principal cooking fuel, 2012/2013 (Sri Lanka, sectors,  
provinces, and districts) 74

A.14 Households by principal type of lighting, 2012/2013 (Sri Lanka, sectors, provinces,  
and districts) 75



vii

Acknowledgments

This Gender Equality Diagnostic of Selected Sectors was prepared by the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB). The purpose is to assist ADB and government and development partners 
to identify modalities to incorporate approaches for gender equality and empowerment 
of women into selected sectors, namely, education, energy, transport, and water and 
sanitation. This publication was prepared by Johanna Schalkwyk, consultant, in close 
collaboration with Nelun Gunasekera, senior social development officer (Gender) at 
ADB Sri Lanka Resident Mission, and Francesco Tornieri, principal social development 
specialist, ADB South Asia Department, who provided overall guidance to the publication 
team throughout the process.



viii

Abbreviations

ADB Asian Development Bank
CBO community-based organization
CEDAW Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women
GCE General Certificate of Education, either ordinary (O level)  

or advanced (A level)
GDP gross domestic product
LPG liquefied petroleum gas
MDG Millennium Development Goal
MPCLG Ministry of Provincial Councils and Local Government
MSDVT Ministry of Skills Development and Vocational Training
NHREP National Human Resources and Employment Policy
NVQ National Vocational Qualification
NWSDB National Water Supply and Drainage Board
SACOSAN South Asian Conference on Sanitation
SDG Sustainable Development Goal
SE4All Sustainable Energy for All
SEWA Self Employed Women’s Association
TVEC Technical and Vocational Education Commission
TVET Technical and Vocational Education and Training
WASH water, sanitation, and hygiene



1

Overall Context
Summary

Introduction
points about gender equality and women’s position in Sri Lanka.

between the Asian Development Bank and the Government of 
Sri Lanka, and aim to be practical resources to assist with gender 
mainstreaming.

Country context

middle-income-country status.

way.

devolved, shared, and overlapping responsibilities and activities.
Key points about 
gender equality and 
women’s position in 
Sri Lanka

 
equality indicators.

that prevents recognition of continuing gender inequalities.

 
public service.

unpaid family workers.

rates indicate that their skills are underused.

low skill and wage levels.

women.
Policy commitments 
to gender equality

 
the constitution.

the Protection and Promotion of Human Rights, 2011–2016.
Institutional 
structures to 
promote action on 
gender equality 
issues

on gender equality issues, with the Women’s Bureau as its main 
implementing arm.

secretariats and many divisional secretariats. 
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SRI LANKA: Gender Equality Diagnostic of Selected Sectors

Introduction

This introductory chapter provides a 
general background for the sector-focused 
chapters that follow. It provides a brief 
review of the country context, highlights 
key points about gender equality and 
women’s position, and provides a brief 
overview of policy commitments and 
institutional structures to promote action 
on gender equality issues.1

The four subsequent chapters each focus 
on a specific sector, namely, education 
(secondary and vocational), energy, 
transport, and water and sanitation. The 
sectors and subsectors selected reflect the 
major areas of cooperation between the 
Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the 
Government of Sri Lanka. An appendix 
provides additional data on selected issues.

The sector-focused chapters are intended 
to be practical resources for ADB and its 
government partners. They aim to assist 
with gender mainstreaming in each sector, 
in accordance with the commitments made 
by both ADB and the government. 

Each sector-focused chapter starts by 
providing a brief summary of the major 
themes or subsectors of ADB–government 
cooperation and then provides a brief 
overview of sector characteristics and 
challenges. Gender equality issues relevant 
to sector activities and outcomes are then 
set out, substantiated with data where 
possible. Government commitments to 
support women or gender equality in 
the sector are briefly highlighted. Each 
chapter concludes with a number of 
suggestions about issues and opportunities 
to consider in sector and project analyses 
and discussions with partners. At the end 
of each chapter are two boxes designed 
to support follow-up, one providing a tip 
sheet to assist with gender mainstreaming 
in planning and analysis in the sector, and 
the other listing useful resources for gender 
analysis in the sector.

1  This chapter aims to highlight a number of key issues 
rather than provide a comprehensive analysis, given 
that several more detailed documents have recently 
been published. These documents are included in the 
references listed in Box 10 at the end of this chapter.

Country Context

Sri Lanka is a small island state in the 
Indian Ocean just south of India. Since 
gaining its independence in 1948, it has had 
a history of investment in the social sectors 
and as a result, its social indicators are 
among the best in South Asia. This includes 
high rates of literacy among women as well 
as men; major progress in reducing infant, 
child, and maternal mortality rates; and 
longer life expectancy than all its neighbors 
in South Asia. Sri Lanka also achieved the 
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 
target of halving poverty rates in 2008, well 
before the 2015 deadline for the MDGs.2

Although census data show that 77% of 
the population lives in areas considered 
rural,3 the service sector is a much more 
important source of employment than 
agriculture (the service sector absorbed 
45% of the employed in 2014, compared 
to 28.5% for agriculture and 26.5% for 
industry).4 The economy grew by 7.4% in 
2014, which was the average rate in the 
5 years of the postconflict period, and 
Sri  Lanka is approaching middle-income-
country status.5

While social sector achievements and the 
record of economic growth are impressive, 
there are also considerable disparities 
among areas of the country, as suggested 
by the indicators in Box 1. The Western 
Province, which includes Colombo, is the 
largest by population but accounts for an 
even larger share of gross domestic product 
(GDP) (42% of GDP versus 29% of the 
population), while five other provinces each 
account for less than 7% of GDP. Economic 
activities also differ, with agriculture still 
accounting for 30% of GDP in Uva, much 
smaller proportions in most others, and 
as little as 3.2% in the Western Province. 

2  United Nations. 2015. Millennium Development Goals 
Country Report 2014. Colombo. p. 36. (MDG Report)

3  Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Provincial 
Summary Data, Census 2012. According to census 
definitions, areas administered by municipal or 
urban local governments are considered urban and 
the rest rural (except for plantations, which are 
counted separately and presented as “estates”).

4  Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka 
Labour Force Survey, Annual Report 2014. Table 4.1, 
p. 15. (LFS 2014)

5  Ministry of Finance. 2015. Annual Report 2014. 
Colombo. p. 2.
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Poverty levels also vary across the country 
and, in addition to the provincial variations 
shown in Box 1, in some provinces there 
is considerable variation among districts 
in poverty levels.6 Regional disparities are 
also evident in infrastructure development, 
in the quality of services available, and in 
the capacity of institutions.7 

Sri Lanka is also still recovering from the 
divisions and the disruptions and losses 
of the long civil conflict that ended in 
2009. When the conflict ended, there 
were reportedly about 282,000 internally 
displaced persons (93,500  families). 
There was also considerable damage or 
destruction of homes, livelihood resources, 
and infrastructure. Health and education 
achievements in the provinces most affected 
by the conflict also deteriorated.8 While 
progress has been made in resettlement, 
there still are challenges in meeting the 
basic needs of many communities and 
in reestablishing livelihoods and social 
cohesion.

6  See Appendix, Table A.2.
7  ADB. 2011. Country Partnership Strategy, 2012–2016. 

para. 2.
8  UNDP. 2012. Sri Lanka Human Development Report 

2012. Colombo. pp. 5–6.

The estate sector also lags behind in access 
to basic services, incomes, and health 
and education indicators. The estate 
sector refers to populations attached to 
plantations, largely Tamil descendants 
of workers brought from southern India 
during the 19th century to work on tea and 
coffee plantations. The proportion of the 
population living in the estate sector is as 
high as 18.9% in the Central Province and 
12.8% in Uva, though the national figure is 
only 4.4%.9

Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and multi-
religious society. The 2012 Census reports 
that the largest population group is Sinhalese 
(74.9%), followed by Tamils (15.3%), and Sri 
Lanka Moors (9.3%). While all groups are 
found in every province, some provinces 
are predominantly Sinhalese (particularly 
the Southern Province at 95.0%), and 
the Northern Province is predominantly 
Tamil (93.8%). Religious groupings include 
Buddhism (70.1%), Hinduism (12.6%), 
Islam (9.7%), and Roman Catholic (6.2%).10

There are three tiers of government in 
Sri Lanka: central, provincial, and local. 
There are nine provinces and 336 local 
authorities, including 23 municipal 
councils, 41 urban councils, and 272 
pradeshiya sabhas (rural councils). At the 
same time, the central government has 
an important presence through the 25 
district secretaries centrally appointed to 
coordinate central government activities, 
services, and staff in the district. Districts 
are further divided into 331 divisions, also 
with a centrally appointed secretariat and 
centrally appointed secretary.

The provinces are relatively new 
structures, having been mandated by 
the 13th amendment to the constitution 
in 1987, which also gave constitutional 
recognition to local authorities. A range 
of responsibilities were devolved to 
provincial and local authorities, including 
for example, preschool, public health, and 
waste management, and there are many 
areas of shared authority, including roads, 
and water and sanitation services. In 
practice, the central government continues 

9 See Appendix, Table A.1.
10  Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Census 

of Population and Housing 2012: Provincial Summary 
Data. Table 5.

Box 1:  There are differences and disparities among provinces

Population, 
2012

GDP, 2014 
(Rs billion)

Share of 
Agriculture 

in GDP, 
2011

Percent of 
Population 

Below 
Poverty 

Line, 
2012/2013

SRI LANKA 20,359,439 10,292 12.1 6.7

Western 5,851,130 4,320 3.2 2.0

Central 2,571,557 1,073 17.6 6.6

Southern 2,477,285 1,112 15.4 7.7

Northern 1,061,315 367 24.2 10.9

Eastern 1,555,510 597 16.2 11.0

North Western 2,380,861 1,100 17.0 6.0

North Central 1,266,663 523 23.3 7.3

Uva 1,266,463 511 30.1 15.4

Sabaragamuwa 1,928,655 689 21.0 8.8

GDP = gross domestic product, Rs = Sri Lanka rupee. 
Note: $1 = Rs.144 as of 18 March 2016. 
Sources: Population data: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Census of 
Population and Housing 2012: Provincial Summary Data. Table 1; GDP: Ministry 
of Finance. 2015, Annual Report 2014; agricultural share in GDP: United 
Nations, Sri Lanka. 2015. Millennium Development Goals Country Report 2014. 
Colombo; poverty data: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household 
Income and Expenditure Survey, 2012/13.
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to play a role in many areas that are wholly 
or partly the responsibility of other tiers 
due to weaknesses in institutional capacity 
or resources in the lower tiers.

In each province there is a governor 
appointed by the president, who also 
appoints the chief secretary of the 
provincial administration. There is an 
elected provincial council and elections at 
the local authority level. The next set of 
provincial and local authority elections are 
expected in 2016.11

Finally, at the national level, presidential 
elections in January 2015 and parliamentary 
elections in August 2015 brought a new 
government to office.

Key Points about Gender Equality 
and Women’s Position in Sri Lanka

 Sri Lanka has made admirable 
progress on several key indicators

As assessed by the Gender Inequality 
Index, Sri Lanka is the least unequal of the 

11  Commonwealth Local Government Forum. 2013/14 
Country Profile: Sri Lanka. www.clgf.org.uk/sri-
lanka/

countries in South Asia (and ranks 73rd 
globally, of 154 countries considered in 
2015).12

Box 2 shows that the maternal mortality 
ratio is much lower in Sri Lanka than 
in other countries in the region, as is 
the adolescent birth rate. The maternal 
mortality ratio provides a useful general 
insight into the position of women because 
it reflects a combination of sociocultural 
factors that affect women’s health and 
access to healthcare, as well as the health 
services available. The adolescent fertility 
rate is also a useful indicator as early 
childbearing generally entails greater 
health risks and narrowed opportunities 
for acquiring education and skills, and thus 
poorer economic prospects for the young 
girls experiencing early pregnancy.

Adult literacy among women is much 
higher than in neighboring countries, and 
the literacy gap between women and men 
has almost closed. Sri Lanka’s investments 
in education are also evident in the much 
higher proportion of both women and 

12  United Nations Development Programme. 2015. 
Human Development Report, 2014. New York. 
Table 5.

Box 2:  Compared to its neighbors, Sri Lanka is advanced on a number of gender equality indicators, behind in others

Gender 
Inequality 

Index,  
2014

Maternal 
Mortality 
Ratio 2013

Adolescent  
Birth Rate  

(Age 15–19) 

Adult 
Literacy 

Rate, 
2005–2012 

(F / M,  
Age 15+

At Least 
Some 

Secondary 
Education, 
2005–2014, 
(F / M, %)

Labor Force 
Participation 
Rates, 2013  

(F / M)

Share 
of Seats, 
National 

Parliament, 
2014

Life 
Expectancy 

2014,  
(F / M)

GNI  
per 

Capita, 
2014  
($)

HDR  
Rank,  
2014

Sri Lanka .370 29 16.9 90/ 93 73 / 76 35 / 76 5.8 78/ 72 9,779 1

Bhutan .457 120 40.9 39 / 65 34 / 35 67 / 72 8.3 70 / 69 7,176 3

Nepal .489 190 73.7 47 / 71 18 / 38 80 / 87 29.5 71/ 68 2,311 5

Bangladesh .503 170 80.6 55 / 62 34 / 41 57 / 84 20.0 73/ 70 3,191 4

Pakistan .536 170 27.3 40 / 69 19 / 46 24 / 83 19.7 67/ 65 4,866 6

India .563 190 32.8 51 /75 27 / 57 27 / 80 12.2 70/ 67 5,497 2

F = female, GNI = gross national income, HDR = human development index rank, M = male.
Note: 
1. $ = US dollars (2011 purchasing power parity).
2. Gender Inequality Index is a composite measure reflecting inequality in achievements between women and men in three dimensions: 
reproductive health, empowerment, and the labor market. The lowest value is the least unequal. 
3. Maternal mortality ratio is the number of maternal deaths per 100,000 live births.
4. Adolescent birth rate is the number of births to women aged 15–19 per 1,000 women aged 15–19.
5. Adult literacy rate is the percentage of the population aged 15 years and over.
6. HDR rank is the regional ranking rather than index value presented for ease of comparison.
Sources: For all indicators except literacy: United Nations Development Programme. 2015. Human Development Report, 2014. New York. 
Tables 4 and 5; For literacy: United National Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 2015. Education for All Monitoring Report 
2015. Paris. Table 2.
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men that have at least some secondary 
education.

Sri Lanka is rightly proud of these 
achievements. But this progress is not 
reflected in other areas in ways that might 
be expected. It is particularly striking 
that despite the high literacy and good 
access to education, women’s labor force 
participation is very low compared to 
men and compared to women in many 
other countries in the region. And their 
representation in national parliament, 
5.8%, is much lower than the average for 
the high human development group among 
which Sri Lanka is found (20.6%), and also 
lower than the average for all developing 
countries (20.2%).13

 While this progress is admirable, it 
has also fostered complacency that 
prevents recognition of continuing 
gender inequalities 

Discussions with professionals in 
government and other institutions suggests 
that there is a very widespread perception 
that equal opportunities have been 
achieved—that whatever path a woman 
chooses is open to her. At the same time, 
views on appropriate roles for women in 
the family, the workplace and the public 
sphere seem deeply entrenched, and thus 
there are limits in practice to the choices 
available.

Pervasive gender stereotyping and its 
impacts were highlighted as a continuing 
problem by the Committee reviewing Sri 
Lanka’s report on its implementation of 
the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women.

The Committee is concerned about the 
persistence of stereotypes regarding the 
roles, responsibilities and identities of 
women and men among the general public 
and the media. The Committee is concerned 
that gender role stereotyping perpetuates 
discrimination against women and girls 
and is reflected in their disadvantageous 
and unequal status in many areas, such 
as employment, decision-making, land 
ownership, education including sexual and 
reproductive education, sexual harassment  
 
 

13  Footnote 12 (Human Development Report), Table 5.

and other forms of violence against women, 
including violence in family relations.14

 Women are very poorly represented in 
political structures

Women have served in parliament since 
independence in 1947 but they have never 
constituted more than 6.5% of elected 
members (1977 election) and now make 
up only 5.8% (13 of 225 elected in 2015). 
The figures are even lower for provincial 
councils—women made up only 3.9% of 
elected members as a result of the 2013 
elections (18 of 437 elected).15

The picture is even more bleak for local 
authorities—women account for 2.0% of 
members of municipal councils (9 of 445) 
2.2% of urban councils (9 of 447), and 1.8% 
of rural local authorities, the pradeshiya 
sabha (64 of 3,624).16 This virtual absence 
at the local level differs from the pattern in 
many other countries of women first getting 
a political foothold in local government. 

Factors identified as contributing to these 
low levels of participation by women 
include the political party system, and 
lack of interest and support from the 
male-dominated political parties that 
have a major role at all levels, national 
to local. While most of the parties have 
a women’s wing, these exist to help 
mobilize the vote in elections rather than 
to promote women’s representation or 
to focus on issues of particular concern 
to women.17 Other barriers include 
limited resources, time constraints due to 
household responsibilities, and reluctance 
to participate in a volatile and acrimonious 
environment.18

 
 

14  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women. 2011. Concluding comments, Sri 
Lanka. CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/7. para. 22.

15  Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. The 
Sri Lankan Woman, Tables 5.01 and 5.02. At the 
national level, the elections of 2015 resulted in the 
same number, 13 of 225.

16  Ministry of Provincial Councils and Local 
Government. Online Compilation of Local 
Authorities. www.lgpc.gov.lk/eng/wp-content/
uploads/2013/10/Election-held-LAA.xls-.pdf

17  Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR). 2015. 
Review of the Implementation of the Platform for 
Action–Sri Lanka 1995–2014. Colombo. p. 291.

18  ADB. 2015. Country Gender Assessment—An Update. 
Manila. pp. 6–7. (ADB CGA)
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Sri Lanka’s 2014 report on the MDGs 
acknowledged the gap and the need for 
change:

Focused interventions need to promote 
women leaders, so that women, 
who make up half the population 
are adequately represented in 
the national legislature. Evidence 
suggests that women who participate 
directly in decision making bodies 
press for different priorities than 
those emphasized by men. Women 
are often more active in supporting 
laws benefiting women, children, and 
families. The likelihood that women 
will promote such laws rises when 
there is a critical mass of women leaders 
and when there are mechanisms to 
institutionalize collective action such 
as women’s caucuses or multiparty 
women’s alliances.19

Women’s organizations and advocates 
have been promoting measures to increase 
representation at different levels. Proposals 
are complex given the mixed proportional 
representation system at both national and 
local levels. At the national level, a coalition 
of women’s organizations made proposals 
for consideration in the 20th amendment 
to the constitution on voting procedures, 
but these failed to be included.20 For local 
authorities, changes were adopted in 
parliament in March 2016 to apply to the 
next round of local elections. The new 
system will increase the number of seats by 
one-third, with the new seats (accounting 
for 25% of all seats) to be allocated to 
women candidates nominated by political 
parties to a separate list. While this change 
was a major victory after some 20 years of 
advocacy, concerns were expressed that 
the particular formula chosen would likely 
result in less legitimacy for the women who 
were elected through the separate list rather 
than the general list; about the continuing 
absence of women from constituency 
representation and the experience this 
gives; and about the continuing power of 
parties to determine who gets on the list 
and where they are on it. Also disappointing 

19 Footnote 2 (MDG Report), p. 88.
20  Recommendations by Women’s Groups to the 

20th Amendment of the Constitution. http://
womenandmedia.org/political-representation-of-
women-ensuring-25-increase/

to proponents was the chaotic process in 
parliament in the short time devoted to 
considering the provisions and the failure 
to use the occasion to promote the principle 
and value of increased participation by 
women.21

 Women are also poorly represented at 
senior levels of the public service

Very limited data is available on employment 
in the public sector and it is difficult to piece 
together an overall picture. However, a 2012 
study shows that there are very few women 
in the top tiers of the public service—while 
the ratio of men to women in the labor 
force is 2:1 (the labor force is 67% men and 
33% women), the ratio is 6:1 in the top tier 
of the public service and 5:1 in the second 
highest tier. The authors provide another 
formulation to help understand the data—
men in the public service are three times 
as likely to make it to the top compared to 
women employed in the public sector.22

 In the labor force, women are over-
represented in agriculture and as 
unpaid family workers 

The service sector now provides more jobs 
for both women and men than either of the 
other major sectors, but women are still 
more likely to be found in the agricultural 
work than men (Box 3). This is also the 
sector in which the proportion of informal 
sector employment is very high, accounting 
for 90% of all employees compared to 48% 
in other sectors (Box 4). Women are also 
much more likely than men to be unpaid 
family workers (Box 5), which is also 
particularly common in agriculture.

While agriculture remains an important 
sector for family livelihoods, the economy 
and the nation’s food supply, it is also a sector 
in which productivity and earnings are low. 
It is because of these characteristics that 
one of the MDG gender equality indicators 
was women’s share of wage employment 
in the nonagriculture sector—this is an 

21  C. Kodikara. 2016. The Quota for Women in Local 
Government: A Pledge for Parity and a Parody in 
Parliament? Groundviews. http://groundviews.
org/2016/03/07/the-quota-for-women-in-local-
government-a-pledge-for-parity-and-a-parody-in-
parliament/

22  Verité Research 2013. Do Women and Minorities in 
Sri Lanka Face Glass Ceilings in Employment? The 
Island Online. (7 May 2013).
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indicator of the extent to which women 
have been able to move into employment 
with higher returns on their labor.23

 Women’s low labor force participation 
and high unemployment rates indicate 
that their skills are underused

Women are more likely than men to be 
unemployed, underemployed, or out of the 
labor force.

Women’s unemployment rates in 2014 
were twice that of men—6.5% for women 
compared to 3.1% for men—and while 
unemployment rates have come down for 
both women and men in recent years, rates 
for women have consistently been double 
those of men. The gap also increases at 
higher levels of education (Box 6).

Women’s underemployment rates were 
also higher—3.4% for women compared to 
2.4% for men in 2014—and the pattern of 
higher underemployment rates for women 
has persisted for some years and at all levels 
of education.24 

Further, labor force participation rates 
are lower among women than men—in 
2014, 34.7% of women were in the labor 
force (either employed or unemployed), 
compared to 74.6% of men. This is another 
persistent pattern (Box 7), and is evident in 
rural and urban areas and in all age groups.

These gender gaps were highlighted in the 
2014 annual report of the Central Bank of 
Sri Lanka, which emphasized the losses 
this represented to the economy.25 In his 
budget speech to parliament in November 
2015, the Minister of Finance also made 
the link between dependable public 
transport systems and women’s labor force 
participation, suggesting that improved 
transport was one of the factors (along with  
 

23  The data in labor force survey reports do not allow 
the calculation of this indicator, and it seems that 
the MDG report provided the proportion of all 
nonagriculture employment, rather than wage 
employment outside agriculture. See MDG report 
(footnote 2), p. 86.

24  Footnote 4 (LFS 2014), pp. 27–28. 
Underemployment occurs when someone has 
employment but the hours are less than the norm; 
or the employment has characteristics such as 
underuse of skills and low productivity that suggest 
underuse of the productive capacity of the economy. 

25  Central Bank of Sri Lanka. 2015. Annual Report 2014. 
Colombo, p. 96.

Box 3: Women remain more likely than men to be in agriculture

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force 
Survey. Annual Report 2014. Tables 6A, 6B and 6C (Statistical Appendix).
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Box 5: Most unpaid family workers are women

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force 
Survey. Annual Report 2014. Tables 5A and 5B (Statistical Appendix).
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Box 4: Agricultural employment is predominantly informal

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force 
Survey. Annual Report 2014. Table 7.1.

10%

90%

Agriculture sector 
employment

Formal Informal

52%
48%

Non-agriculture sector 
employment

Formal Informal



8

SRI LANKA: Gender Equality Diagnostic of Selected Sectors

child care) that needed to be addressed to 
support economic development.26

 Studies also suggest that women are 
underpaid relative to men

Published data on wages and earnings 
is very scarce, and sex-disaggregated 
data even more so. However, a detailed 
consideration of wage disparities done for 
a 2010 World Bank compendium on youth 
employment suggests that wage disparities 
need further attention in strategies for 
equal opportunities. The study was based 
on labor force survey data for employed 
persons aged 18–29 and considered wages 
of women and men in light of factors 
such as years of secondary education 
and occupational experience. The study 
found that in all sectors and for all ethnic 
groups women were underpaid relative 
to men. It stated that the analysis of wage 
gaps revealed that “regardless of whether 
women are paid more or less than men, 
they are paid less than they should be given 
productive endowments.”.27

 Women have been a major component 
of the migrant stream, but at low skill 
and wages levels

Migration for employment abroad has 
been an important livelihood strategy for 
decades and an important source of foreign 
exchange. In 2013 private remittances from 
migrants rose to $6.4 billion, compared to 
total export earnings of $10.4 billion the 
same year (including export earnings of 
$4.5 billion from garment and $1.5 billion 
from tea). The relative importance of 
remittances compared to export earnings 
has been steadily increasing and was higher 
in 2013 than any previous year.28 

Box 8 shows that there has been a general 
increase in the number of migrants during 
the last 3 decades, with women constituting 
the majority of departures from 1988 to 
2008, and in some years accounting for 
more than 70% of annual departures. 

26  Minister of Finance. 2015. Budget Speech 2016. 
para. 97.

27  D. Gunewardena. 2010. An Analysis of Gender and 
Ethnic Wage Differentials Among Youth in Sri 
Lanka. In R. Gunatilaka et al. The Challenge of Youth 
Employment in Sri Lanka. Washington, DC: World 
Bank. 

28  Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment. Online 
Annual Statistical Report on Foreign Employment, 
2013. Chapter on remittances, table 43.

Box 6:  The male-female gap in unemployment rates increases  
with education

GCE = General Certificate of Education.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey. 
Annual Report 2014. Table 5.5.
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Box 7:  Women’s labor force participation rates are much lower 
than those of men, and unemployment rates are  
consistently higher

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force 
Survey. Annual Report 2014. Table 1 (Statistical Appendix) and p. v. 
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However, as is evident in Box 9, there 
are very few migrant women in any job 
category other than “housemaid.”

Most observers agree that the principal 
factors motivating women to migrate for 
domestic work are poverty and the lack of 
employment opportunities in Sri Lanka.29 
One study found that most women had not 
been employed before they migrated, few 

29  United Nations in Sri Lanka. 2015. Sri Lankan 
Migrant Domestic Workers. The Impact of Sri 
Lankan Policies on Workers’ Right to Freely Access 
Employment. Colombo. p. 31. (UN Sri Lanka)
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found employment on return, and migrating 
more than once was not uncommon.30

In recent years the government’s concern 
about the vulnerability of migrants in low-
skill categories was reflected in a policy 
that aimed to increase skilled migration and 
to reduce the number of women migrating 
as housemaids (National Labour Migration 
Policy for Sri Lanka, 2008). Subsequently, 
the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign 

30  S. Kottegoda et al. 2013. Transforming Lives. 
Listening to Sri Lankan Returnee Women Migrant 
Workers. Women and Media Collective. Colombo. 
pp. 22–23, 26–27.

Employment issued a set of circulars that 
required a Family Background Report from 
women wishing to migrate for domestic 
work. This effectively banned women with 
children under 5 years old from gaining 
clearance to migrate; women with older 
children were required to “guarantee the 
protection of children” by nominating 
a substitute caregiver. What is notable 
about these provisions is that they only 
apply to women migrating for domestic 
work, not to other migrating women, and 
not to migrating men regardless of the 
children for whom they are responsible.31 
This approach reflects a stereotyped view 
of women’s role while reducing already 
limited opportunities for employment and 
income.

 War widows and conflict-affected 
women still face particular difficulties

The 2 decades of civil conflict that ended 
in 2009 has left a complex legacy, including 
large numbers of women whose husbands 
died or were incapacitated. One estimate is 
that there are 89,000 women widowed as a 
result of the conflict; 49,000 in the east and 
40,000 in the north.32

Many of those displaced by the conflict 
continue to live in difficult conditions, 
without adequate housing and facilities, 
with limited if any support to overcome the 
traumas experienced, and at risk of sexual 
violence and trafficking. Critical issues 
for these women include regaining land 
rights and developing vocational skills and 
livelihood options to support themselves 
and their families.33

 There is a high prevalence and 
tolerance of violence against women 

A 2013 survey by Care International Sri 
Lanka in collaboration with the United 
Nations found that 28% of Sri Lankan 
women had experienced physical or 
sexual violence or both from an intimate 
partner, and 33% of men reported having 
perpetrated such violence on their partner. 
Also disturbing were findings that violence  
 

31 Footnote 29 (UN Sri Lanka), p. 23.
32  UN Women. 2014. Empowering Widows: An 

Overview of Policies and Programmes in India, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka. Delhi. p. 43.

33  Footnote 32 (UN Women), 43–45; footnote 18 (ADB 
CGA), pp. 32–34.

Box 8:  Women have constituted the majority of labor migrants  
for most of the past 2 decades

Source: Sri Lank Bureau of Foreign Employment. Online Annual Statistical 
Report on Foreign Employment-2013. www.slbfe.lk/page.php?LID=1&MID=54 
Chapter on departures, Tables 35-41. Provisional data for 2013.
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was widely condoned, by women as well as 
men—in the same survey 27% of men and 
38% of women agreed or strongly agreed 
with the statement that “there are times 
when a woman deserves to be beaten.”34

Another report by a commission appointed 
by the then leader of the opposition 
(subsequently prime minister) was released 
in 2014. This report also highlighted the 
need for action to address violence against 
women in the home, sexual violence in the 
community, and sexual harassment in the 
workplace and elsewhere.35 

Policy Commitments to Gender 
Equality

One of the fundamental rights set out in 
Sri  Lanka’s Constitution is the right to 
equality, including guarantees of equal 
treatment and protection of the law and 
prohibitions against discrimination on 
grounds of sex. At the same time, the 
constitution allows special provisions for 
the advancement of women.

The Women’s Charter adopted in 1993 is 
a key policy document that outlines rights 
in a range of areas and the commitments of 
the state to secure those rights. In addition 
to political and civil rights, the charter 
addresses rights to education and training, 
economic activity and benefits, health 
care and nutrition, protection from social 
discrimination, and protection against 
gender-based violence. A National Plan of 
Action to give effect to Women’s Charter 
was developed with the participation of 
government and nongovernment actors. 
This plan has been updated over the years 
but has never been formally approved and 
posted as an official document.36

Another rights document is the National 
Action Plan for the Protection and 
Promotion of Human Rights, 2011-2016. 

34  United Nations. 2013. Why Do Some Men Use 
Violence Against Women and How Can We Prevent 
It? Quantitative Findings from the United Nations 
Multi-Country Study on Men and Violence in Asia 
and the Pacific. Bangkok.  
pp. 29, 53.

35  P. Wijesekara et al. 2014. Report of the Leader of 
the Opposition’s Commission on the Prevention of 
Violence Against Women and the Girl Child. 

36 Footnote 18 (ADB CGA), p. 37.

One of its eight sections deals with 
the rights of women, and the concerns 
addressed include economic participation 
and earnings, employment and working 
conditions, violence against women, 
political representation, the elimination 
of discriminatory laws, and effective 
reintegration of women affected by conflict.

At the time of writing, the development 
strategy of the government elected in 
2015 was still being consolidated. There 
are some positive early indications of 
more attention to gender equality issues 
in the first budget speech of the Minister 
of Finance in November 2015, in which 
he referred to the importance of women’s 
economic contributions and of child care 
and transport arrangements that facilitated 
their participation. The budget speech 
also proposed requirements for banks to 
lend at least 5% of credit funds to support 
women’s entrepreneurship, and reiterated 
the intention to develop measures to 
increase women’s participation in elected 
institutions to 25% (since implemented for 
local authorities).37

Institutional Structures to Promote 
Action on Gender Equality Issues

The Women’s Bureau of Sri Lanka 
was established in 1978 in the wake 
of International Women’s Year. It was 
initially located within the Ministry of Plan 
Implementation and thus in a strategic place 
of influence across other ministries. It was 
subsequently relocated several times, as 
also happened to similar agencies in other 
countries, but since 2006 it has been under 
the Ministry of Women and Child Affairs 
and serves as the main implementing arm 
of the ministry for gender equality issues. 
Also under the Ministry is the National 
Committee on Women established in 1993.38 

The Women’s Bureau has a network of 
women’s development officers placed in 
all district and divisional secretariats. An 
important role of the women’s development 
officer is to work with women’s action 
societies organized at the village level and 

37 Footnote 26 (Budget speech), paras. 97, 260, 452.
38  Footnote 17 (CENWOR) provides a detailed review 

on institutional mechanisms, pp. 312–332.
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registered with the Bureau. The women’s 
action societies groups are both for self-
help and to facilitate government outreach 
to women at the village level. In 2015 there 
were more than 12,000 such societies 
across the country (though proportionately 
fewer in the Northern and North Central 
Provinces).39 The main outreach programs 
of the Women’s Bureau focus on economic 
empowerment, including programs 
focusing on livestock, entrepreneurship 
development, and skills training. In both 
its community outreach and national 
programs, the Women’s Bureau also seeks 
to address the issue of violence against 
women and to improve the situation of 
widows and households headed by females.

The women’s development officers 
collaborate with colleagues from other 
central ministries working at district 
and divisional levels. At the central 
level, the Ministry also aims for a gender 
mainstreaming approach, although its 
main mechanisms for this, the network of 
focal points appointed by other ministries, 
has not proved a robust means for lateral 
collaboration and influence.

39 Women’s Bureau. www.childwomenmin.gov.lk

The National Committee on Women 
was first conceived as an independent 
body that would oversee and monitor the 
provisions of the 1993 Women’s Charter. 
However, it has to date been under the 
umbrella of the ministry and women’s 
organizations continue to advocate that it 
be accorded an autonomous status and be 
appropriately equipped to fulfil this leading 
role. This may be achieved through the  
conversion of the current committee into 
a National Commission on Women, which 
is reportedly under consideration by the 
government.40

Provinces may also have departments or 
agencies for women’s affairs, but there 
is very little information available about 
them.

Outside of government structures, Sri 
Lanka also has many active women’s 
organizations that pursue a variety of 
advocacy, research and social service 
activities. These organizations have been 
given the credit for the greater visibility of 
gender issues in recent policy documents.41

40  Sri Lanka’s Eighth Periodic Report to the 
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against Women. May 2015. CEDAW/C/LKA/8. 
para. 23.

41 Footnote 18 (ADB CGA), p. 37.
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Box 10:  Useful references specific to Sri Lanka
Overviews of the 
situation of women

Review of the Implementation of Beijing Platform for Action—
Sri Lanka 1995–2014. http://countryoffice.unfpa.org/srilanka/?reports=11891 

Country Gender Assessment—An Update. www.adb.org/documents/country-gender-assessment-sri-
lanka-update 

Key policy 
documents files/pdf/constitution.pdf 

Documents/Issues/NHRA/NPASriLanka2011_2016.pdf 

www.kln.ac.lk/units/cgs/pdf/Women’s_Charter.pdf 

Convention on 
the Elimination 
of All Forms of 
Discrimination 
Against Women

of the committee reviewing reports (the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women) are 
available on the website of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights: www.ohchr.
org/en/hrbodies/cedaw/

Eighth Periodic Report of Sri Lanka Due in 2015. CEDAW/C/LKA/8. http://tbinternet 
.ohchr.org/_layouts/treatybodyexternal/TBSearch.aspx?Lang=en&TreatyID=3&DocTypeID=29 The previous 
report submitted in 2010 is also available on the same web page. 

Concluding Comments, Sri Lanka. 
CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/7. www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cedaw/docs/co/CEDAW-C-LKA-CO-7.pdf

Employment Review of 
the Implementation of Beijing Platform for Action—Sri Lanka 1995–2014. http://countryoffice.unfpa.org/
srilanka/?reports=11891

Women’s Participation in Sri Lanka’s Labour Force: Trends, Drivers and Constraints. 
International Labour Organization. www.ilo.org/colombo/whatwedo/publications/WCMS_215445/lang--en/
index.htm 

Globalization, Employment and Gender in the Open Economy of Sri Lanka. Employment Sector. 
Employment Working Paper. International Labour Office. www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/
documents/publication/wcms_212721.pdf

Migrant work Transforming Lives. Listening to Sri Lankan Returnee Women Migrant Workers. Women 
and Media Collective. http://womenandmedia.org/transforming-lives-the-story-of-returning-migrant-workers/ 

Sri Lankan Migrant Domestic Workers. The Impact of Sri Lankan Policies on 
Workers’ Right to Freely Access Employment. http://un.lk/category/publications/un-publications-sri-lanka/ 

Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Human Rights of 
Migrants, François Crépeau. Mission to Sri Lanka. A/HCR/29/36/Add.1. www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Migration/
SRMigrants/Pages/AnnualReports.aspx 

Violence against 
women

Report of the Leader of the Opposition’s Commission on the Prevention of Violence 
Against Women and the Girl Child. www.childwomenmin.gov.lk/English/downloads/reports 

Why Do Some Men Use Violence Against Women and How Can We Prevent It? Quantitative 
Findings from the United Nations Multi-Country Study on Men and Violence in Asia and the Pacific. www.
partners4prevention.org/category/country/sri-lanka 

Broadening Gender: Why Masculinities Matter. Attitudes, Practices and 
Gender-Based Violence in Four Districts in Sri Lanka. www.partners4prevention.org/resource/broadening-
gender-why-masculinities-matter 

Widows Empowering Widows: An Overview of Policies and Programmes in India, Nepal and Sri Lanka. 
Delhi. http://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/09/empowering-widows#view

Other The Sri Lankan Woman. Available online from the Minister of Women 
and Child Affairs. www.childwomenmin.gov.lk/English/downloads/statistics or for purchase at www.statistics.
gov.lk/page.asp?page=Publications
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Education: Secondary,  
Technical, and Vocational

Summary

Areas of 
collaboration training and its alignment with the labor market, and the quality 

and relevance of secondary education.

financed through a new modality, results-based lending.
Sector context

enrolment rates are high up to age 16.

extent to which general education and the technical and education 
training system prepare students for the labor market and address 
the skill needs of the economy.

education.
Gender-related 
considerations 
relevant to sector 
planning and 
outcomes

rates represent losses for Sri Lanka.

education—girls outnumber (and outperform) boys in school

outcomes as well as access.

get little attention.

the most of investments in women’s education.
Relevant government 
commitments any) consideration of gender equality issues in the sector.

Employment Policy, which highlights the importance of increasing 
women’s participation in the labor force and appropriate 
preparation for this through general and vocational training.

Looking forward: 
issues and 
opportunities to 
consider

capacities and role in society 

Further resources
planning in the education sector (Box 10)

sector (Box 11)
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Areas of Collaboration

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has 
supported the programs of the Government 
of Sri Lanka in secondary, vocational, and 
technical education since the 1980s. Taken 
together, loans, grants, and technical 
assistance in these areas amounted to 
$991.0 million by the end of 2014 (9.4% of all 
ADB assistance to Sri Lanka in the period 
1966–2014).1 In secondary education, these 
investments have aimed to increase access, 
strengthen quality and relevance, and 
improve governance and infrastructure. 
In technical and vocational education, 
investments have supported reforms 
and innovative programs that aimed to 
bring about a better alignment between 
the education system and the needs of 
the labor market.2 These two themes are 
currently being addressed through results-
based lending, which is a new approach to 
project financing in which disbursements 
are linked to the expected results. The two 
programs in Sri Lanka were the first two 
results-based lending programs developed 
by ADB with a partner government.3

Sector Context

Sri Lanka has been committed to expanding 
access to education since the 1940s, 
when free state education from primary 
to university undergraduate level was 
introduced. Other steps to increase access 
since then have included the extension 
of secondary opportunities to rural areas 
and provision of incentives such as free 
textbooks and subsidized transport.4 
Education has been compulsory for children 
aged 5–14 since 1998. As a result of these 

1  ADB. 2015. Asian Development Bank and Sri Lanka. 
Fact Sheet. Manila. Table 2.

2  ADB. 2012. Development Effectiveness Brief: Sri 
Lanka.  
A Partnership for Prosperity. Manila. pp. 10–11.

3  ADB has produced several videos explaining this 
lending modality, referring also to the Sri Lanka 
programs. ADB. What is Results-Based Lending 
(RBL)? www.adb.org/news/videos/what-results-
based-lending-rbl

4  S. Jayaweera and C. Gunawardene. 2015. Education 
and Training of Women. In Centre for Women’s 
Research (CENWOR). Review of the Implementation 
of Beijing Platform for Action—Sri Lanka 1995–2014. 
Colombo. p. 67.

measures, Sri Lanka has almost achieved 
universal primary education. Net enrolment 
rates were 99.7% for boys and 99.8% for girls 
in primary education in 2012–2013. School 
attendance was almost as high for children 
aged 11–14 (98.3%), though it dropped 
sharply thereafter (to 86.1% at ages 15–16, 
and 59.8% at ages 17–18).5

While the achievements are impressive, 
the country report on the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) notes that 
the quality of education is an issue of 
“great concern” in primary, secondary 
and tertiary levels. Another challenge 
is the disparity in education resources 
among districts and between sectors 
(urban, rural, and estate), and the 
acute shortage and uneven distribution  
of secondary schools with an advanced 
science stream. Teachers for key subjects—
science, mathematics, and English—are 
also in short supply.6

The point at which students tend to leave 
the education system is when they reach the 
examinations for the General Certificate 
of Education, either at the ordinary level 
(GCE  O/L) at the end of the 11th grade, 
or at the advanced level (GCE  A/L), at 
the end of the 13th grade. Pass rates in 
the examinations are low, particularly at 
A level and even more so among boys (only 
48% of boys and 58% of girls passed in 
2013).7 Those who leave the school system 
may enter the workforce directly or enter 
into technical and vocational education and 
training (TVET).

A major concern about the education and 
TVET systems is the extent to which they 
equip students with the skills required in 
the workforce. Unemployment rates among 
youth are high, particularly among young 
women (Box 1). And those with higher 
education, particularly if they are women, 
are more likely to be unemployed (Box 2). 
At the same time, the lack of appropriate 
human resources is often referred to as a 
constraint to the development of key sectors 
and to economic growth more generally.

5  United Nations, Sri Lanka. 2015. Millennium 
Development Goals Country Report 2014. Colombo. 
pp. 69–70. (MDG Report).

6 Footnote 5 (MDG report), p. 76.
7  Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. The 

Sri Lankan Woman. Colombo. Table 2.19.
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number of schools with science courses, 
the addition of technology stream for 
GCE A level in selected schools, and 
the development of a system of national 
vocational qualifications (NVQ) to 
standardize certification of competencies 
gained from the array of public and 
private training providers. In early 2016, 
the government was in the process of 
formulating a new education policy that 
is likely to continue the reform process, 
possibly including further decentralization 
and an extension of compulsory education 
to 13 years of schooling.8

The Ministry of Education has the lead 
role in policy development for general 
education, although the provinces are 
largely responsible for schools and for 
education delivery. For TVET, public and 
private sector providers are regulated by 
the Tertiary and Vocational Education 
Commission (TVEC), which is an agency 
of the Ministry of Skills Development and 
Vocational Training. 

Gender-Related Considerations 
Relevant to Sector Planning  
and Outcomes

 Women’s low labor force participation 
and high unemployment rates 
represent losses for Sri Lanka 

Women are much more likely than men to 
be unemployed or out of the labor force. 
Not only are unemployment rates higher 
among women than men (Box 1) but the 
gap increases at higher levels of education 
(Box 2). Women’s labor force participation 
rates (including the employed and those 
who are unemployed, i.e., available and 
looking for work) are significantly lower 
than those of men in all age groups (Box 3).

The absence of all these women from 
employment and the labor force represents 
a loss for the country. Or, looking forward, 
it could be seen as a major opportunity—
efforts to expand the workforce and the 
economy to meet the challenges of an aging 
population and increasing dependency 
ratios could capitalize on the reserve of 

8  Communication from ADB, based on speech by the 
Secretary of Education, April 2016.

Box 1: Youth unemployment is high, particularly among women

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey. 
Annual Report 2014. Table 5.4.
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skills gained through the education and 
TVET systems include an increase in the 
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educated women not currently employed.9 
Among the factors to consider in meeting 
this challenge is whether the education 
and training systems are appropriately 
equipping girls with market relevant skills 
and are preparing both girls and boys to 
expect a labor market in which women play 
an equal role.

 Women’s low labor force participation 
is not due to lack of education—girls 
outnumber (and outperform) boys  
in school

Sri Lanka’s efforts to increase access to 
education over the last half century have 
increased the participation of both girls and 
boys, so that gender parity in enrolments 
was achieved long ago—in the 1960s for 
primary and junior secondary education, in 
the 1970s for senior secondary education, 
and in 1995 for university education.10

In 2013, girls outnumbered boys beginning 
from grades 10–11 (Box 4); girls account for 
56.6% of students in grades 12–13 (GCE A 
level studies) and 60% in undergraduate 
university enrolments.11 However, as shown 
in Box 5, girls very much overrepresented 
in the arts stream in GCE A level studies. 
And while there are similar numbers of 
girls and boys in science, there are more 
boys than girls in physical sciences while 
girls predominate in biological sciences.

What is also striking is the comparative 
examination results shown in Box 6—girls 
outperform boys in all subjects, not only 
in arts but also in the physical sciences, 
which is the stream with the fewest girls 
and one in which they are often assumed to 
be weaker.

 Gender equality in education is about 
the learning experience and outcomes 
as well as access 

While access to education is an important 
first step, the international commitments to 
gender equality in education (in particular, 
the 1990 World Declaration on Education 
for All, and the 1995 Platform for Action of 

9  World Bank and Australian Aid. 2013. Getting in 
and Staying In: Increasing Women’s Labor Force 
Participation in Sri Lanka. Colombo.

10 Footnote 4 (Jayaweera), p. 67.
11  University Grants Commission, Sri Lanka University 

Statistics. www.ugc.ac.lk/en/component/content/
article/1418-sri-lanka-university-statistics-2013.
html. Chapter 3.

the Fourth World Conference on Women) 
go beyond enrolment to focus on the 
learning experience of students, including 
the extent to which boys and girls are 
treated similarly and whether teaching 

Box 4:  Girls now outnumber boys in senior 
secondary education

Student enrolments, 2013

Number. of 
Students Percent Girls

Grades 6–9 1,272,645 49.7

Grades 10–11 567,396 50.6

Grades 12–13 478,441 56.6

Source: Ministry of Education. [nd]. Sri Lanka 
Education Information 2013. Colombo. Tables 3.2, 3.3, 
3.8. 

Box 5:  Boys and girls are differently distributed by subject stream

GCE = General Certificate of Education.
Source: Ministry of Women and Child Affairs. 2015. The Sri Lankan Woman. 
www.childwomenmin.gov.lk/English/downloads/statistics Table 2.19.
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materials and methods are free of gender 
stereotypes and gender bias. How girls and 
boys compare in learning achievements and 
qualifications earned, and how these serve 
them in the labor force are also of concern. 
Box 7 sets out the elements of gender 
equality in education used in international 
monitoring of Education for All.

There are many ways in which gender 
inequalities in society may be recreated 
or reinforced through the school system. 
This can include stereotyped images 
in textbooks and other materials that 
influence the ideas of both girls and boys 
about what is possible and appropriate 
for women and men. Where curriculum 
and textbooks take gender inequalities for 
granted, opportunities are missed to raise 
awareness of how such attitudes constrain 
both girls and boys. Where teacher attitudes 
or advice discourage girls from scientific or 
technical subjects, or encourage selection 
of vocational courses according to what is 
considered “feminine” or “masculine,” boys 
and girls will end up with different sets of 
skills, thus reinforcing gender inequality in 
life beyond school.

Gender stereotyping in education curricula 
and practices in Sri Lanka has been 

identified as a continuing and unaddressed 
problem, beginning at the preschool level, 
continuing at higher levels, and contributing 
to gendered subject selection. According 
to a leading education researcher, the 
achievements in expanding access have 
overshadowed other gender issues:

Positive indicators appear to have 
created a veil of complacency among 
policy makers and administrators as 
well as the misperception that gender 
parity in numerical terms is equivalent 
to gender equality.… [G]ender has been 
virtually a ‘non-issue’ in most national 
programmes, progress has been 
exceedingly slow in eliminating gender 
role stereotypes in the curriculum and 
text books. No efforts have been made 
to incorporate content to empower girls 
to challenge negative gendered norms 
and social practices that stymie their 
personal development, distort their 
career choices and reinforce unequal 
gender relations that trigger violence 
against girls and women.12 

Concern about this issue was also expressed 
by the United Nations committee reviewing 
Sri Lanka’s progress in implementing 
the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women: 
After commenting on the persistence of 
gender stereotyping about the roles and 
identities of women and men among the 
general public and in the media and its 
negative effects across many dimensions, 
the Committee considers education and 
makes the following comments:

The Committee is also concerned 
about the persistence of gender role 
stereotyping in the educational system, 
resulting in girls’ concentration in 
lower-skill areas of vocational and 
technical education, as well as the lack 
of action of the State party to combat 
the persistent underrepresentation of 
women in the high education technical 
and engineering fields.13

Beyond stereotyping in curricula and 
textbooks, other issues that do not seem 
to have been taken up by educational 

12 Footnote 4 (Jayaweera), pp. 80; also see pp. 76–77.
13  Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 

Against Women. 2011. Concluding Comments, Sri 
Lanka. CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/7. para. 32.

Box 7:  Achieving gender equality in education requires attention 
to the learning process and outcomes as well as access

The Education for All Global Monitoring Report of 2003/4, Gender  
and Education for All: the Leap to Equality, included a useful, 
concise statement of what the achievement of full gender equality in 
education would include:

Equality of opportunities. Girls and boys are offered the same 
chances to access school; for example, parents, teachers and 
society at large have no gender-biased attitudes.
Equality in the learning process. Girls and boys receive the same 
treatment and attention, follow the same curricula, enjoy teaching 
methods and teaching tools free of stereotypes and gender bias, 
are offered academic orientation and counseling that are not 
affected by gender biases, and profit from the same quantity and 
quality of appropriate educational infrastructure.
Equality of outcomes. Learning achievements, length of school 
careers, academic qualifications, and diplomas would not differ by 
gender.
Equality of external results. Job opportunities, the time needed 
to find a job after leaving full-time education, the earnings of 
men and women with similar qualifications and experience, etc., 
would all be equal.

Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO). 2003. Gender and Education for All: the Leap to Equality. EFA 
Global Monitoring Report 2003/4. Paris. p. 44.
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authorities include the extent to which 
girls and boys receive equal attention and 
encouragement in the classroom, whether 
teacher training promotes attitudes and 
practices that are supportive of girls, 
and whether school heads are providing 
leadership in ensuring a positive learning 
environment for girls.

 Reasons for the predominance of girls 
in the secondary arts stream get little 
attention

While aggregate enrolments show that there 
are more girls than boys studying for GCE A 
levels, when looked at by subject stream the 
picture is more complex. Box 5 shows the 
extent to which girls are overrepresented 
in the arts stream. It also shows that they 
predominate in biological sciences but are 
only about one-third of those in physical 
sciences. They also account for just over 
one-third of the students in the technology 
stream introduced as one of the strategies 
to better prepare students for the labor 
force.14 

These patterns are of concern because 
the predominance in arts and the limited 
numbers in physical sciences and technology 
narrow the range of choices in tertiary 
education and in preparation for the labor 
market. And this is in spite of the better 
performance of girls shown in Box 6.

A major obstacle to expanding access to 
science and math education for both girls 
and boys is the difficulty of recruiting, 
deploying, and retaining teachers in these 
fields, particularly in rural schools. The 
challenge is complicated by the increasing 
demand for science and math graduates in 
the private sector and low teacher salaries.

At the same time, the skewed enrolment 
patterns by gender and subject stream in the 
places that are offered remains a concern. 
There seems to be very little analysis of 
the factors contributing to these patterns. 
Gender stereotyping and perceptions 
among both students and teachers about 
what are “feminine” subjects are likely 
contributing factors. But practical factors 
could also have an influence. For example, 
not all schools offer the senior science 

14  According to unpublished data from the Ministry 
of Education girls accounted for 35% of technology 
students in 2014.

stream—in 2013 only 28% of schools with 
GCE A-level programs offered a science 
stream.15 Where these schools are located 
and how far students need to travel to attend 
would have an impact on access by both 
girls and girls, but likely more on access 
by girls given parental concerns about the 
hazards facing girls if they need to travel 
longer distances daily, or board in another 
town, to obtain their education. These and 
other such factors need to be investigated to 

15  Ministry of Education. n.d. Sri Lanka Education 
Information 2013. Colombo. Table 2.2. Of 2,778 
schools offering GCE A-levels, 868 have a science 
stream and 1,910 only have arts and commerce.

Box 8:  Institutions differ in participation levels and various 
characteristics related to the quality of certificates and 
post-training support 

Government 
Institutions

Private 
Sector Total

Under 
MSDVT Other 

Total number of students, 2014 70,323 52,240 131,528 254,091

% girls by category 44.3 60.9 50.8 51.1

Distribution of girls (%) 24.0 24.5 51.5 100

Distribution of boys (%) 31.5 16.4 52.0 100

Total number of programs 2,573 1,893 5,056 9,522

% NVQ programs 64.2 10.5 11.7 25.6

% accredited programs 65.4 6.1 10.3 24.4

% with competency standards 51.3 16.0 20.4 27.8

% with annual plans for  
industrial placement 45.0 18.5 13.4 23.0

% with annual plans for  
job placement 29.6 12.3 12.6 17.1

Total number of institutions 452 910 1339 2701

% registered with TVEC 86.3 18.8 39.1 40.1

% with valid registration 54.9 10.3 28.7 26.9

% w career guidance facility 79.0 27.8 18.1 31.5

% with career guidance unit 53.8 10.5 18.1 21.5

Total number of teachers 2,739 1,854 4,408 9,001

% female 34.4 56.4 38.8 41.1

% teachers with NVQ level 4  
and higher 31.8 12.5 10.4 17.3

MSDVT = Ministry of Skills Development and Vocational Training,  
NVQ = national vocational qualification, TVEC = Tertiary and Vocational 
Education Commission.
Source: TVEC. 2015. Baseline Survey of the Technical and Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) Sector. Colombo. Chapter 3.
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develop an effective strategy for achieving 
the aim of increasing the number of girls in 
the science and technology streams.

 Technical and vocational courses also 
show gender-linked patterns

The 2015 “baseline survey” of the TVET 
sector commissioned by TVEC provides 
information on the whole sector, including 
both public and private training providers. 
While it does not look at the subject matter 
of studies, it provides other indicators of 
interest. As shown in Box 8, there were just 
over 250,000 students in 2014, and half of all 
students were in private institutions (51.5% 
of girls and 52.0% of boys). Overall, there 
are as many girls as boys in TVET, but in 
the public sector girls are much less likely 
to be in institutions under the Ministry of 
Skill Development and Vocational Training 
(MSDVT). When MSDVT institutions 
are compared to other public sector 
institutions (and to the private sector) it 
is clear that the former is considerably 
more advanced in offering programs with 
NVQ standards, or that are accredited, 
and which have annual plans for either 
industrial or job placements—that is, they 
are more likely to provide students with 
credible qualifications and entry into the 
labor market. The MSDVT institutions are 
also much more likely to provide some type 
of career guidance or counseling.

Regarding the subject matter of studies, the 
TVEC makes some information available 
online but it is difficult to get a good 
overview from this source of how boys and 
girls compare in the courses taken (the 
information is provided differently for the 
public and private sectors, and it seems that 
many of the private sector providers are 
not included in the system). The graphic 
in Box 9 provides a partial view of gender 
differences in fields of study based on this 
source. It suggests that the most popular 
subject for both girls and boys is information 
and communication technology, followed  
by personal and community development. 
After that there are clear gender patterns, 
with boys the overwhelming majority in 
building and construction, automobile 
repair and maintenance, electrical and 
related, and metal and light engineering. 
Girls are in the majority in languages and 
the textile and garment courses. 

The aims of TVET reforms now being 
pursued are more market-oriented courses 
and qualifications and more employable 
graduates. Monitoring whether girls benefit 
equally with boys in acquiring market 
relevant skills and jobs will require sex-
disaggregated data on course enrolments 
and completions across the whole system, 
as well as some type of follow-up data on 
the jobs and pay levels of graduates, also by 
sex. This seems particularly important in 
Sri Lanka because of the history of gender-
differentiated training programs—such 
as the domestic skills programs for girls 
offered by the National Youth Services 
Council until 1999, when it opened all its 
programs to girls—less than 20 years ago.16 
The council is one of the key MSDVT 
training providers, and observers remain 
concerned that course enrolments reflect 
gender stereotypes, but data to track this is 
not readily available. This is also the case 
for other training providers individually 
and collectively.17

 The demand side of the labor market 
is another factor in making the most of 
investments in women’s education

While the skills people bring to the labor 
market are important, the demand side of 
the equation—the attitudes and practices of 

16  Footnote 4 (Jayaweera), p. 94.
17 Footnote 4 (Jayaweera), pp. 98–99.

Box 9:  In some Tertiary and Vocational Education and Training 
courses, most students are girls while in others most are boys

TVEC = Tertiary and Vocational Education Commission.
Source: TVEC Online Labour Market Information System. www.tvec.gov.lk/
lmi/labour_market_vocational_training.php Table 1.1, 2014. 
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companies and employers—is also relevant 
to establishing equal opportunities in the  
labor market.

An international report looking at career 
paths of women compared to men found 
that despite the increase in the numbers 
of women graduating from universities 
(in many countries, as in Sri Lanka, 
women now account for more than half 
of graduates), globally women account for 
only 21% of the graduates hired by the mid-
size private sector firms covered by the 
survey. As pointed out in the report, these 
businesses are “closing themselves off to 
a huge swath of potential workers—talent 
which numerous studies suggest would 
help them grow faster.”18

There are few studies on how women fare 
in the private sector in Sri Lanka, though 
one from a decade ago on the school-to-
work transition is suggestive—the study 
found that many employers, particularly in 
smaller enterprises, preferred to hire men 
workers rather than women.19 This finding 
indicates the importance of attention to 
employers and employment practices.

Relevant Government 
Commitments

Key documents outlining priorities and 
strategies include:

National Strategic Plan for the General 
Education Sector, generally referred to 
as the Education Sector Development 
Framework and Programme (ESDFP), 
prepared by the Ministry of Education  
in 2012.
National Policy Framework on Higher 
Education and Technical & Vocational 
Education submitted to the government 
by the National Education Commission  
in 2010.
National Human Resources and Employment 
Policy (NHREP), developed in 2012 with 
the participation of numerous concerned 
ministries.

18  Grant Thornton International 2014. Women in 
Business. From Classroom to Boardroom. London.

19  ILO study from 2005 cited in N. Otobe. 2013. 
Globalization, Employment and Gender in the Open 
Economy of Sri Lanka. Geneva: International Labour 
Office. p. 7.

ESDFP’s main themes are equitable access 
and improved quality of education at 
primary and secondary levels, with the 
objective of equipping students with the 
“skills and values demanded by society 
and the future knowledge-based economy.” 
This would suggest an environment 
conducive to addressing gender equality 
issues but the document makes no mention 
of relevant gender equality issues. Gender 
equality concerns that would be related to 
the key ESDFP themes include the poorer 
performance by boys in secondary and 
higher levels and the low participation by 
girls in science and other subjects critical 
to the knowledge-based economy, and the 
factors contributing to these outcomes.

The National Policy Framework on 
Higher Education and Technical & 
Vocational Education is a report with 
recommendations rather than an adopted 
policy, but its TVET section seems the 
most authoritative official statement about 
the organization, aims, and players in this 
subsector. Neither the discussion nor the 
recommendations touch on gender issues 
in the sector.

However, NHREP, which looks at higher 
education and vocational training in light 
of the human resource needs of society 
and the labor market, draws attention 
to the higher unemployment rates and 
narrower job opportunities among women. 
It proposes that these issues be addressed 
through measures related to conditions of 
work, training in higher skilled occupations, 
support to increased participation in high-
growth sectors, and support to entry into 
the labor market. Further, the NHREP 
states that it is “imperative that more 
women work in the monetized sectors of 
the economy if current economic growth 
rates are to be maintained, living standards 
are to rise, and savings are to be generated 
for the social protection of the current 
generation of working Sri Lankans.”

Looking Forward: Issues  
and Opportunities to Consider

This section highlights a number of issues 
and opportunities that merit consideration 
by ADB in sector and project analyses, 
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and in discussions with government 
counterparts.

 Role of education systems in 
promoting positive views on women’s 
capacities and role in society 

The education and training systems have a 
major influence on the way both girls and 
boys see themselves and their society and 
on their attitudes about gender equality and 
the equal partnership of women and men 
within the family, employment, and the 
public life of the nation. For these reasons, 
all countries have been urged to review 
textbooks and curricula to remove gender 
stereotypes, and to take steps in teacher 
training to equip teachers to identify and 
avoid messages and teaching practices that 
are inconsistent with a commitment to 
gender equality. 

Further, special modules or teaching 
materials can be developed to use at 
different levels to help students reconsider 
social stereotypes about the capacities 
and appropriate behaviors of women 
and to promote more positive views of 
women as equal citizens. Targeting boys 
as well as girls to participate in these 
discussions and ensuring that male as well 
as female teachers are able to deliver these 
messages effectively would be important 
to achieving an impact. Such initiatives 
could complement and support efforts to 
increase participation by girls in science 
and technical subjects.

 Career information and advice in 
schools and training institutes

The 2012 NHREP discusses the important 
role of career guidance and counseling in 
higher education and TVET institutions 
in enabling students to make informed and 
appropriate choices. It also points out the 
shortcomings in current provision and the 
need for better programs and formalized 
training for staff delivering those programs. 
Steps to strengthen existing services, 
develop new programs, and train counselors 
should include efforts to ensure that career 
information and advice is free of gender 
biases, and that counselors are equipped to 
encourage girls as well as boys to consider 
a range of occupational options.

 Outreach to the labor market

The NHREP noted the role of labor 
market employment services in facilitating 
job searches and proposed a number of 
measures to support women:

job search assistance designed specifically 
to women graduates (as their networks 
and information sources are even less 
well-developed than those of men); 
mentorship programs within schools 
and universities for female students 
(bringing students into contact with 
established professionals); and 
measures to encourage private sector, 
particularly the large corporate firms, 
to increase recruitment of female 
graduates.
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Box 10:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the education sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas of 
investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

Increased number of science and 
technology courses and graduates

  Receptive environment for girls in 
science and technology courses
  Wider educational opportunities for girls 

enrolments of girls in physical sciences 
and technology been identified? Have 
the various possible dimensions been 
considered (i.e., influence of teachers, 
other students, parents, etc.)?

discouraging girls from attending 
schools with science and technology 
courses, such as distance or the need to 
travel by bus or to board?

and boys) about the link between 
courses followed and subsequent 
opportunities for further academic or 
professional study?

assessment of the factors influencing 
low participation.

various factors or influences resulting 
in low enrolments of girls in physical 
science and technology courses, 
including not only the ideas of girls 
themselves but also the influence of 
boys, boys, teachers, parents, etc., and 
potentially also practical factors.

community leaders, and peer groups 
as advocates for girls’ participation 
in physical sciences and technology 
streams. 

Better alignment of TVET courses and 
graduates with labor market needs

  Equitable participation by girls in 
market-relevant courses, particularly in 
growth sectors
  Girls participating in the range of 
courses, and not concentrated in 
“feminine” fields

information before they enrol in TVET 
institutions about the value in the labor 
market of the skills they will gain? To 
what extent are girls encouraged to 
consider fields in demand, even if they 
are not considered “feminine”?

enrolling in more technical or market-
relevant courses, such as distance to 
institutions offering such courses, cost 
of transportation, or boarding? 

by girls (and boys), with attention to 
practical as well as attitudinal factors, 
and use findings to develop a strategy 
aimed at increasing the number of girls 
in a range of higher-skill and higher-
paid fields.

that enable them to consider a wide 
range of options for jobs and careers 
(and ensure that these materials are free 
of gender biases about such choices).

appropriate facilities (separate toilets, 
dressing rooms) and tools for girl 
students?

Strengthened career guidance courses and 
professionals in general education and 
TVET institutes

  Support to girls in considering a broad 
array of options in the labor market
  More girls undertaking courses or 
training to prepare for occupations in 
demand in the labor market

professionals have any training or 
support on how to provide services that 
are as free as possible of gender bias?

used in counseling been reviewed to 
identify and remove gender biases and 
assumptions about appropriate career 
paths and choices for girls and boys?

men among the career counselors and 
professionals? How does this affect 
their role and advice as counselors?

professionals to assess their own 
attitudes about male and female roles 
and capacities, and how this could 
influence the way in which they deal 
with female students.

(male and female) on ways in which 
they can support girls and promote 
gender equality in their career guidance 
courses and counseling sessions.

students (male and female) to women 
in a range of professional, scientific, 
and technical fields to counterbalance 
narrower visions of potential choices 
and capacities of girls.

Strengthened partnerships with industry 
for TVET planning and provision

  Greater awareness among employers 
of the pool of talent girls represent, and 
greater receptiveness to be employers 
of girls
  Better opportunities for young women 
entering the labor market

partnerships, have there been any 
assessments of the gender profile of the 
industry labor force (number of women 
versus men, how women and men 
compare in type of jobs and average 
salaries, etc.)?

the labor market factors in the high 
unemployment rates of young women, 

industry to highlight the business value 
of equitable employment opportunities 
and greater awareness of the pool of 
talent girls represent.

strategies to promote equitable entry 
into the labor market of trained and 
qualified young women (possibly 
including incentives to hire female



23

Education: Secondary, Technical, and Vocational

Box 10:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the education sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas of 
investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

particularly educated young women? 
Do employers favor young men in hiring 
decisions? Are working conditions or 
salaries offered to women not satisfactory 
or different than those offered to male 
counterparts? 

TVET graduates so that employers gain 
experience and confidence in working 
with women, particularly in fields 
considered nontraditional for women).

programs to link girl students with 
women already employed in the 
partner industry to encourage them 
and facilitate their entry into the labor 
market.

Improved sector management, including 
issues analysis and progress monitoring

  More detailed data and research to 
clarify issues and inform strategies 
to ensure gender equity in learning 
environments and education outcomes

  Increased awareness among staff and 
decision makers of gender equality 
issues in education beyond access

provide the sex-disaggregated data 
required to assess and compare 
enrolments and outcomes for 
girls and boys (including subjects 
studied, pass rates, competencies and 
qualification achieved, etc.)? Is there 
sex-disaggregated data on the NVQ 
certificates issued? 

outcomes for students emerging from 
the TVET system? What information 
does this provide to planners and 
decision makers about outcomes for 
girls compared to boys? 

data systems to ensure that the data 
available to planners is sufficient 
to fully monitor and compare the 
experience of girls and boys.

the educational experience of girls 
compared to boys, and allocate 
resources and expertise for research to 
bridge these gaps.

education planners and managers 
and advocates of gender equality in 
education and vocational training 
(academics, research institutes, and 
nongovernment organizations).

Teachers and principals able to support 
all students to achieve their potential 
(general and vocational)

  Schools that are girl-friendly and 
that support girls in developing their 
potential

  Principals provide leadership to 
teachers and students on a positive 
learning environment for girls, free of 
gender biases and harassment

to gender been studied as part 
of strategies for student-friendly 
and inclusive schools and training 
institutes? 

in which their own behavior can 
reinforce stereotypes and inequality? 
Are they aware how their actions 
can influence the confidence and 
ambitions of girls (e.g., negatively, by 
not calling on them, disparaging their 
capacities, channeling them away 
from science subjects, etc.)?

equality issues in education and able 
to provide positive leadership within 
the school?

their own attitudes about male and 
female roles and capacities, and how 
this could influence their behavior and 
that of their students.

teachers (male and female) on ways 
in which they can support girls and 
equality in teaching practices and 
classroom management.

outlining their responsibility to 
provide positive leadership on gender 
equality in the classroom, (e.g., in 
ensuring that girls are given equal 
attention in the classroom, encouraged 
to pursue science, technology, and 
nontraditional fields of study, perform, 
and protected from harassment).

More effective teacher training (for 
general education and vocational)

  Teachers more aware and skilled in 
providing equal support to girls

  Teachers better able to deliver 
messages on the equal rights of girls 
and women

address issues of gender equality in 
society and how it relates to teaching 
practice? 

available help teachers question social 
values, behaviors, and attitudes about 
women and men and the relations 
between them? Are they able to apply 
what they learn to their teaching 
practices and subjects?

institutions to incorporate modules 
on gender equality in society and 
education in their programs.

teacher training that raise awareness 
of how teaching practices can 
inadvertently favor boys or affect the 
confidence of girls.

gender equality rights.
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Box 11:  Useful resources to support gender analysis in the education sector
Resources specific to Sri Lanka

Useful sector 
overviews and 
background 
documents

Baseline Survey of the Technical and Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) Sector. www.tvec.gov.lk/English/pdf/Baseline_Survey_2015.pdf 

Innovative Strategies in Technical and Vocational Education and Training for Accelerated 
Human Resource Development in South Asia: Sri Lanka Country Report. www.adb.org/publications/
innovative-strategies-tvet-accelerated-hrd-south-asia-sri-lanka 

Building the skills for economic growth and competitiveness in Sri Lanka. World 
Bank. http://dx.doi.org/10.1596/978-1-4648-0158-7 

Relevant policy 
documents 

National Strategic Plan for the General Education Sector. Education Sector 
Development Framework and Programme (ESDFP): 2012–2016. There is also an update for 2013–2017, 
both available from the same website. http://moe.gov.lk/english/index.php?option=com_content&
view=article&id=1121:education-sector-development-framework-and-programme-ii-esdfp-ii-2012-
2016&catid=392&Itemid=1006 

National Policy Framework on Higher Education and Technical & 
Vocational Education. www.tvec.gov.lk/pdf/NationalPolicyFramework.pdf 

National Human Resources and Employment Policy for Sri Lanka. 
www.nhrep.gov.lk/images/pdf/nhrep_final.pdf 

Research and 
analyses on gender 
and education 

Research (CENWOR). Review of the Implementation of Beijing Platform for Action—Sri Lanka 1995–2014. 
http://countryoffice.unfpa.org/srilanka/?reports=11891

Research and 
analyses on related 
employment issues 

Review of 
the Implementation of Beijing Platform for Action—Sri Lanka 1995-2014. http://countryoffice.unfpa.org/
srilanka/?reports=11891

Globalization, Employment and Gender in the Open Economy of Sri Lanka. Geneva: 
International Labour Office. www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/documents/publication/
wcms_212721.pdf

The Skills Gap in Four Industrial Sectors in Sri Lanka. Colombo: ILO Country Office 
for Sri Lanka and Maldives.

Other resources

Resources on girls 
in science and math 
education

Technology, 2010. www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/egm/gst_2010/index.html
Girls in Science and Technology Education: A Study on Access, 

Participation and Performance of Girls in Nepal. Kathmandu: UNESCO. www.ungei.org/resources/files/
Document1362010390.8822443.pdf

Guides, case 
studies, websites 
on gender and 
education

Gender Equality and Education Tip Sheets. www.oecd.
org/dac/genderequalityanddevelopment/46460984.pdf

Building Support for Gender Equality among Young Adolescents in 
School: Findings from Mumbai, India. www.ungei.org/resources/index_2841.html

Selected resources 
on employment 

Women in Business. From Classroom to Boardroom. www.
grantthornton.global/en/insights/articles/Women-in-business-classroom-to-boardroom/ 

Investing in Women’s Employment. Good for Business, 
Good for Development. www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/5f6e5580416bb016bfb1bf9e78015671/
InvestinginWomensEmployment.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
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Summary

Areas of 
collaboration systems, with other initiatives in rural electrification, capacity 

building, and renewable energy development. 

ADB investments in Sri Lanka in the period 1966–2014.
Sector context

supply, closely followed by fossil fuels.

to energy self-sufficiency (away from imported fossil fuels).

100% electrification, although there are regional disparities.
Gender-related 
considerations 
relevant to sector 
planning and 
outcomes

women’s opportunities and quality of life.

firewood have received little attention.

yet widespread.

benefit from better access to modern energy and technologies.

(schools, health centers, street lighting).
Relevant government 
commitments in relation to energy needs or access, or to cooking fuels and 

technologies.

reliable energy provides a conducive context for consideration of 
gender-related issues and women’s needs.

Looking forward: 
issues and 
opportunities to 
consider and benefit women

in the energy sector
Further resources

planning in the energy sector (Box 8)
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Areas of Collaboration

Energy has been a major focus of collaboration 
between the Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
and the Government of Sri Lanka, with an 
investment of $991 million in the period 
1966–2014 (13.8% of all ADB loans, grants, 
and technical assistance in that period).1 
Investments in the sector have focused on 
improving the efficiency and reliability of 
the power supply through strengthening of 
transmission and distribution systems. ADB 
has also supported the expansion of rural 
electrification, capacity building in relation 
to regulatory and sectoral reforms, energy 
efficiency and loss reduction initiatives, and 
the development of renewable energy.2

Sector Context

The title of Sri Lanka’s energy sector 
development plan for 2015-2025 is “Energy 
Empowered Nation” and its aim is

…to provide affordable, high quality 
and reliable energy for all citizens, 
rich or poor, equally by conserving the 
country’s precious natural environment, 
giving priority to the indigenous energy 
sources, and minimizing regional 
disparities in energy service delivery.3

The major components of the primary 
energy supply in 2013 were biomass, mainly 
firewood (43.3%), fossil fuels (41.2%), and 
hydro (13.3%), with a small contribution by 
nonconventional renewable sources (3%). 
All the fossil fuel is imported and the cost 
of these imports is high relative to total 
import expenditures (25%) and to export 
income (50%). Concerns about impacts on 
the country’s balance of trade as well as 
about energy security underlie the focus on 
reducing reliance on fossil fuels, capturing 
the potential of renewable and indigenous 
resources, and moving toward energy 

1  ADB. 2015. Asian Development Bank and Sri Lanka. 
Fact Sheet. Manila. Table 2.

2  ADB. 2012. Development Effectiveness Brief: Sri 
Lanka.  
A Partnership for Prosperity. Manila. pp. 7–8.

3  Ministry of Power and Energy. 2015. Energy 
Empowered Nation. Sri Lanka Energy Sector 
Development Plan for a Knowledge-Based Economy, 
2015–2025. Colombo. p. 11. (MOPE 2015)

Box 1:  Electricity coverage rates are high but 
vary somewhat by province

Electricity Coverage  
(%)

SRI LANKA 98

By province

Western 100

Central 98

Southern 100

Northern 94

Eastern 94

North Western 97

North Central 98

Uva 97

Sabaragamuwa 99

Source: Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy. 
Performance 2015 and Programme 2016. pp. 210–212.

self-sufficiency.4 The aim for 2030 is that 
nonconventional renewable will account 
for 34% of primary energy supply.5 

For electricity generation in 2013, hydro 
was an important source (33.9%), closely 
followed by oil (32.9%), and then coal 
(22.2%); the balance (10.9%) is generated 
by power plants using nonconventional 
renewable energy sources such as wind, 
minihydro, biomass, and solar. As part of 
the shift toward renewable energy, future 
plans include the development of large-
scale wind and solar plants, and further 
development of small-scale and off-grid 
approaches.6

In mid-2015, electrification coverage was 
reported at around 98.4%, with some 
variation among provinces (Box 1).7 In Sri 
Lanka, electrification coverage generally 
refers to the proportion of households 
with the potential for access given their 
location within 50 meters of a line to which 
a connection could be made (either the 
national grid or a mini-grid). Actual access 

4  Footnote 3 (MOPE 2015). For more detailed 
breakdowns on primary energy supplies, see www.
info.energy.gov.lk/

5 Footnote 3 (MOPE 2015), p. 14.
6 Footnote 3 (MOPE 2015, p. 11, 25.
7  Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy. n.d. 

Performance 2015 and Programmes 2016. Colombo. p. 
210. (MOPRE)
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depends on affordability of the connection, 
the internal wiring required to use the 
connection, and the monthly charges.8 
According to one estimate, there are about 
200,000 households without electricity.9

Increasing access to electricity is a priority 
of the government. For areas reached by 
the grid, there is a program to enable low-
income families to cover the connection 
costs with a loan, which is then payable 
along with the electricity bill over a 
period of up to 6 years at 7% interest.10 
For domestic customers, electricity rates 
are lower for the first usage block and 
progressively higher for further usage 
blocks. As it costs less to use electricity for 
lighting compared to kerosene, there is an 
incentive for households to take the loan.11 
The first use of electricity for households 
is lighting, which draws limited electricity 
and thus the lowest rates. However, the 
energy demands of cooking would put 
usage in higher rate blocks, with the result 
that other fuels, predominantly firewood, 
are used. 

The Ministry of Power and Renewable 
Energy is the lead organization in the sector, 
responsible for policy development and 
overall management. Affiliated institutions 
include the state-owned utility, the Ceylon 
Electricity Board, which undertakes electricity 
generation, transmission and distribution, the 
Lanka Electricity Company Limited, which 
handles about 10% of electricity distribution, 
and the Sri Lanka Sustainable Energy 
Authority, which focuses on developing 
renewable resources and on energy efficiency 
measures. There is also a Ministry of Petroleum 
Resources Development. Regulation of both 
the electricity and petroleum industries 
is the responsibility of the Public Utilities 
Commission of Sri Lanka.

8 Interview, ADB staff, November 2015.
9  Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy. 2015. 

http://powermin.gov.lk/english/?p=4035
10  Footnote 7 (MOPRE), p. 212.
11 Interview with ADB staff, November 2015.

Gender-Related Considerations 
Relevant to Sector Planning  
and Outcomes

 Access to modern energy services and 
technologies are critical to women’s 
opportunities and quality of life

All household members benefit from access 
to modern energy and the services it can 
provide. However, adequate clean and 
affordable energy at the household level is 
particularly important to opportunities and 
well-being of women for several reasons:

the time and human energy required to 
collect firewood or other biomass fuel—
most of this is supplied by women;
the time and effort for household 
tasks without modern energy and 
technologies—rice and curry cookers, 
water boilers, and clothes-washing 
machines considerably lighten the 
burden of what is usually women’s 
work (fuel-saving technologies such 
as improved wood cooking stoves and 
biogas also contribute); 
the toll of smoke-induced illnesses 
caused by the use of traditional 
cookstoves—which affects in particular 
those who are cooking or homebound 
and therefore most exposed (particularly 
women and children) and those who 
care for the ill (most often women); and
the limited opportunities for other 
economic activities or leisure for 
women using their own time and energy 
to power household tasks.

 The demands on women resulting from 
the continued reliance on firewood has 
received little attention

The principal cooking fuel for most Sri 
Lankans is firewood, and this has changed 
little since national surveys began to 
collect data on this issue. Firewood was 
used by 78.3% of households in 2000, 
78.5% of households in 2007 and 78.5% of 
households in 2012/2013.12 The most recent 
data, provided in Box 2, show that firewood 

12  S. Nandasena et al. 2012. Biomass Fuel Use for 
Cooking in Sri Lanka: Analysis of Data from 
National Demographic Health Surveys. American 
Journal of Industrial Medicine 55(12):1122–1128. 
Cites data from 2000 and 2007; see Box 2 for 
2012/2013.
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is the principal cooking fuel of most rural 
households (86.7%) but it is also used by 
a surprisingly high proportion of urban 
households (36.7%). The data refer to the 
principal fuel used, but even households 
using other fuels for cooking may use 
firewood to meet some of their cooking 
requirements. Gas is the other main cooking 
fuel, but is used mainly in urban areas.

In short, electricity has no role as a cooking 
fuel, which is a key energy issue for women 
because of the time and effort involved in 
gathering firewood and cooking with it.

No Sri Lanka studies or data were found on 
the sources of firewood, the time required 
to collect it, and which household members 
participate in collection. Data from other 
countries in the region show that firewood 
collection is a time-consuming task mostly 
done by women. One study in India, 
for example, found that women using 
traditional cookstoves spent an average 
of 374 hours per year collecting firewood, 
more than an hour a day; this was reduced 
by almost 20% with improved, more 
efficient cookstoves.13

Also important issue is the cooking time 
saved by shifting to other technologies or 
fuels. The India study just referred to found 
that cooking on traditional stoves took 
about 4 hours per day of women’s time, 
which was reduced by 30 minutes with the 
use of an improved cookstove and by 1 hour 
and 10 minutes with a stove using nonsolid 
fuel.14

The lack of studies and data about these 
issues in Sri Lanka possibly reflects the 
views expressed in informal discussions 
that firewood was widely available and 
collection was not an issue, and that its 
benefit over other cooking fuels was that it 
was free. However, it can only be considered 
free only to the extent that women’s time 
and labor is “free” or not valued, or that 
they do not have access to other economic 
opportunities. Studies on the adoption 
of improved cookstoves in the People’s 
Republic of China and India in the 1990s 
suggest that there is an important link 

13  Practical Action Consulting. 2014. Gender and 
Livelihoods Impacts of Clean Cookstoves in South 
Asia Study. Commissioned by the Global Alliance for 
Clean Cookstoves. p. 27.

14  Footnote 13 (Practical Action), pp. 27–28.

between the opportunity cost of women’s 
time and the willingness of households to 
invest in more expensive but time-saving 
technologies.15

 Cooking with firewood is also costly 
from a health perspective

The health impact of cooking with firewood 
in enclosed spaces also deserves more 
attention. About 65% of households that use 
firewood as the main fuel do their cooking 
in the house, though mostly in a separate 
room, but only 73% of these households 
had a chimney, resulting in high levels 
of indoor air pollution.16 This has in turn 
been associated with respiratory illness, 
particularly among those most exposed 
because they (women, children, and elderly 
family members) do the cooking and also 
work or spend much of their time within 
the household.

While data on health impacts is limited, 
one study points out that public hospital 

15   E. Cecelski and M. Matinga. 2014. Cooking with 
Gas: Why Women in Developing Countries want LPG 
and How They Can Get It. Prepared by ENERGIA 
for the World LP Gas Association. p. 29.

16   Footnote 12 (Nandesena et al.).

Box 2:  Firewood is the principal cooking fuel for many households
Percent of Households by Principal Type  

of Cooking Fuel, 2012/2013

Firewood Gas Kerosene Other Total

Sri Lanka 78.5 18.5 1.9 1.1 100

By sector

�Urban 36.7 54.7 6.5 2.2 100

�Rural 86.7 11.4 1.0 1.0 100

�Estate 95.7 2.4 1.1 0.6 100

By province

�Western 53.0 41.0 4.4 1.6 100

�Central 84.3 13.8 1.0 0.7 100

�Southern 85.3 13.0 0.3 1.4 100

�Northern 87.3 8.9 3.3 0.5 100

�Eastern 77.5 16.3 4.2 1.9 100

�North Western 92.5 6.2 0.2 1.2 100

�North Central 94.8 4.6 – 0.6 100

�Uva 95.2 4.2 0.1 0.5 100

�Sabaragamuwa 91.6 7.7 0.2 0.5 100

– = counts not adequate to provide reliable estimates. 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A35. 
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statistics show that respiratory disease is 
one of the leading causes of hospitalization 
in Sri Lanka, and that diseases of the heart 
and circulatory system were associated 
with relatively high mortality rates for 
children less than 1 year old and high rates 
for the elderly.17 The scope of the issue is 
evident in the statement by the World 
Health Organization that worldwide more 
than half of deaths among children less than 
5 years old are attributable to household air 
pollution resulting from cooking with solid 
fuels.18

Beyond the tragic loss of children, the 
effects of cooking-related air pollution are 
very costly for the health system and also 
for women, who are not only exposed to 
these illnesses but provide most of the care 
of the ill within the family.

17  M.F. Elledge et al. 2012. A Profile of Biomass 
Stove Use in Sri Lanka. International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health. 9: 
1097–1110.

18     World Health Organization. 2016. Household Air 
Pollution and Health. Fact Sheet 292.

 Ownership of labor-saving 
technologies for domestic tasks is not 
yet widespread

Household tasks generally done by women 
take time and effort, particularly where they 
are done without the benefit of improved 
technologies or modern appliances. 

As noted above, a shift away from 
traditional cookstoves or firewood reduces 
time in cooking even more than time in 
firewood collection. Improved wood-
using cookstoves have been promoted in 
Sri Lanka in a program launched by the 
Ceylon Electricity Board in the 1980s 
and subsequently followed up by several 
leading nongovernment organizations, the 
Intermediate Technology Development 
Group (subsequently Practical Action and 
now restructured as Janathankshana), 
the Integrated Development Association 
(IDEA), and Sarvodaya. The stove used 
was called “Anagi” (meaning precious or 
excellent) and was locally designed and 
produced. Tests on the stove found that it 
allowed savings in firewood use of almost 
50%. However, of the households using 
firewood for cooking (most households, 
Box 2) only 37.0% have the Anagi stove, 
and another 16.6% have some other fuel-
efficient stove. This means that almost half 
of household still use traditional stoves.19 

Household ownership of several other 
labor-saving appliances for domestic tasks 
is detailed in Box 3. Only 42.9% of Sri 
Lankan households own a cooker using 
gas, electricity, or kerosene, with a smaller 
proportion in rural areas (37.1%), and 
very low proportions in some provinces, 
particularly the Northern Province (22.2%) 
and Uva (17.8%). Food preservation 
through refrigeration can reduce women’s 
workloads through reducing the frequency 
with which food must be obtained or 
cooked, but less than half of Sri Lankan 
households own refrigerators. Washing 
machines are not at all common.

19  United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 
2012. Sustainable Energy for All. Sri Lanka Rapid 
Assessment and Gap Analysis. pp. 33–34, 81.

Box 3:  Ownership of domestic labor-saving appliances is not yet 
common, particularly among rural households

Percent of Households That Own Selected Appliances, 
2012/2013

Cooker  
(Gas, Electric, 

Kerosene) Refrigerator
Washing 
Machine

Sri Lanka 42.9 46.2 17.2

By sector

�Urban 75.2 67.7 37.4

�Rural 37.1 43.2 13.5

�Estate 21.1 14.3 2.3

By province

�Western 69.0 67.2 32.3

�Central 43.1 40.3 15.3

�Southern 37.3 45.6 11.7

�Northern 22.2 20.8 4.5

�Eastern 33.5 29.3 10.5

�North Western 36.1 47.5 15.7

�North Central 26.9 38.9 7.4

�Uva 17.8 23.8 6.2

�Sabaragamuwa 29.0 38.1 10.1

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A23. 
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 Women’s agricultural and income-
earning activities would also benefit 
from better access to modern energy 
and technologies

Better access to energy and technologies 
can increase the productivity of tasks often 
undertaken by women, such as rice husking, 
grain milling, water pumping, and other 
agricultural tasks. It can also improve the 
productivity of income-earning activities 
including home-based enterprises. 

Home-based enterprises such as food 
processing for sale, rice parboiling, or soap 
making, require energy for heating, with 
all the issues related to cookstoves already 
discussed. Other activities could also 
benefit from upgrading of energy sources 
and power tools. A study by the Self-
Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) in 
India found that the productivity of home-
based garment workers almost tripled when 
electric power replaced the foot pedal. 
SEWA suggests that enterprises based on 
mechanical grinders, looms, or pottery 
wheels, for example, could also benefit.20

SEWA and other organizations have 
noted that there are barriers to the 
use of improved energy sources and 
productive technologies even where they 
are available—these can include gaps in 
skills about the use of new technologies, 
or unfamiliarity with potential income-
earning uses of new technologies or better 
energy access, or high upfront costs of 
connections or equipment. Initiatives 
to address these issues—outreach about 
options, skill training, credit programs—
could better enable women (and other 
community members) to more fully benefit 
from expanded energy access and thus 
help maximize the economic development 
benefits of these investments.

 Energy access also includes energy 
services to community facilities 
(schools, health centers, street lighting)

Data is very scarce on the extent to which 
key community facilities such as schools 
and health centers are connected to the grid 
or on the ways these facilities meet their 

20  R. Sankrit. 2015. Impact of Energy Access on 
Livelihoods of Women Home-Based Workers: 
SEWA Bharat’s Intervention in Bihar, India. Boiling 
Point 66: 6–10.

energy needs. There are some indications, 
however, that facilities lacking electricity 
may not be rare or limited to remote areas.

In the education sector there are discussions 
about the importance of information 
technologies and computer literacy, but 
published education statistics provide no 
insight on the proportion of schools with 
electrical connections. A 2008 multicounty 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) study 
stated that only 79.1% of primary schools had 
electricity.21 The situation has reportedly 
improved considerably since then, so that 
94.5% of schools had electricity in June 
2015 (leaving only 564 without this basic 
facility).22 The proposal by the Minister 
of Finance to allocate funds in the 2016 
budget to ensure school grid connections or 
solar power for schools without electricity 
indicates a government commitment to 
close this gap).23

Energy access by health facilities is another 
subject on which limited data is available.24 
Sri Lanka has an effective public health 
care system that delivers both preventive 
and curative services. No information on 
electricity access by public health facilities 
was found, but some 10% of private sector 
health centers lacked electricity and other 
basic facilities. Given that private sector 
establishments tend to be in urban and 
semi-urban areas, and attract patients due 
to a perceived better quality of care, it 
seems likely that electricity access remains 
an issue for the public sector also.25

While energy supplies for these facilities 
are important to all, there are several ways 
in which inadequate energy services create 
particular challenges for women and girls. 

21  UNESCO Institute for Statistics. 2008. A View Inside 
Primary Schools. A World Education Indicators 
(WEI) Cross-National Study. Montreal.

22  Information from Ministry of Education, Statistics 
Division.

23  Minister of Finance. 2015. Budget Speech 2016.  
para. 309.

24  The lack of such data elsewhere has recently 
become a focus of study: see World Health 
Organization and the World Bank. 2015. Access to 
Modern Energy Facilities in Resource-Constrained 
Settings. A Review of Status, Significance, Challenges 
and Measurement. Geneva: WHO.

25  R. Govindaraj et al. 2014. Health Care in Sri 
Lanka: What Can the Private Sector Offer? 
Health, Nutrition and Population Working Paper. 
Washington, DC: World Bank.
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Needs related to reproductive health, 
maternity, and childhood illnesses make 
women and children the main clientele for 
primary health services. There are obvious 
difficulties in providing these services 
without reliable energy to provide light for 
night-time emergencies, power medical 
devices, assure the cold chain for vaccines 
and medications, sterilize instruments, 
provide for water pumping and heating, 
and other basic requirements. 

Finally, a key service that facilitates use of 
other services and enhances community 
life is street lighting. Street lighting benefits 
the entire community, but is particularly 
important to women’s safety, mobility and 
opportunities by, for example, providing 
more security in communities after 
nightfall, allowing for evening economic 
activity, and enabling midwives to reach 
birthing mothers quickly.26

Relevant Government 
Commitments

Government energy policy makes no 
mention of cooking fuel or technologies, 
or household use of firewood, which are 
the most critical energy issues for women 
and an important national issue, given that 
biomass, mainly firewood, constitutes 43% 
of the country’s primary energy supply. 
However, the energy development plan 
for 2015–2025, Energy Empowered Nation 
referred to in the sector context provides a 
context for further action in its emphasis 
on energy access and security for both 
individuals and the nation.

Sri Lanka is also one of the partner 
countries in the United Nations initiative to 
achieve Sustainable Energy for All (SE4All), 
which sets targets for 2030 in three areas—
energy access, energy efficiency, and use 
of renewable sources—and encourages an 
approach to energy access that considers 
users as well as supply. This approach is also 
reflected in the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) adopted by the international 
community in 2015. SDG 7 is “Ensure 
access to affordable, reliable, sustainable 
and modern energy for all.”

26  Practical Action. 2014. Poor People’s Energy Outlook 
2014. Rugby, UK: Practical Action Publishing. p. 43.

Looking Forward: Issues and 
Opportunities to Consider

This section highlights a number of issues 
and opportunities that merit consideration 
by ADB in sector and project analyses, 
and in discussions with government 
counterparts.

 Gender and the policy agenda for 
sustainable energy

The first regional report on progress on the 
SE4All agenda, Sustainable Energy for All: 
Tracking Progress in Asia and the Pacific, 
was published in 2015 by ADB (which has 
a lead role in the regional hub and hosts 
the hub secretariat). The report includes 
an analysis of gender and energy issues and 
advocates policy approaches that recognize 
the link between these issues and SE4All 
aims:

Given the multiplier effect of 
addressing gender-related issues, 
government policies that help support 
gender mainstreaming could push the 
sustainable energy agenda forward. 
Policies and regulatory frameworks 
are crucial in encouraging women to 
participate in the planning, financing, 
implementation, and monitoring 
of energy projects, especially those 
that are privately led. These policies 
and rules should pave the way for a 
more inclusive partnership among all 
stakeholders, including the private 
sector, to ensure effectiveness and 
sustainability.27 

Box 4 sets out the four policy areas 
that the report concludes are in need 
of strengthening in line with the above 
approach.

 Cooking fuels and technologies as 
areas for intervention 

While cooking fuels and technologies have 
not received adequate attention by policy 
makers in the past, their importance is 
now being recognized. The global SE4All 
initiative has universal access to energy as 
one of its three goals and tracks progress 
of partner countries with two indicators—

27  ADB. 2015. Sustainable Energy for All Status Report: 
Tracking Progress in Asia and the Pacific. Manila. p. 
34.
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Box 5:  Sustainable Energy for All identifies universal adoption 
of clean cooking solutions as one if its high-impact 
opportunities

The SE4All initiative has identified a number of high-impact 
opportunities to advance progress toward its objectives. Universal 
adoption of clean cooking solution is one of these, which will be 
supported by the Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves.
A thriving global market for clean cookstoves and fuels was identified 
by a range of experts as the most viable way to achieve universal 
adoption of clean cooking solutions. A three-pronged strategy for 
building this market was summarized as follows.

Enhance demand: Enhance demand by understanding and 
motivating consumers, developing improved cookstoves and 
fuels, providing consumers with options to finance and/or 
purchase clean cookstoves and fuels, and fostering innovative 
distribution models to reach remote consumers;
Strengthen supply: Strengthen the supply of clean cooking 
solutions by mobilizing sector financing and investment, 
facilitating access to carbon finance, enhancing market 
intelligence, addressing trade barriers and national policies that 
impede local markets for clean cooking solutions, and building 
inclusive value-chains that tap stakeholders including women;
Foster an enabling environment: Foster an enabling 
environment by engaging national and local stakeholders, 
building the evidence base for the benefits of clean cookstoves 
and fuels, championing the sector, promoting international 
standards and rigorous testing protocols, and enhancing 
monitoring and evaluation.

Source: SE4All. www.se4all.org/hio_universal-adoption-of-clean-cooking-
solutions

Box 4:  Regional tracking report recommends attention to four 
policy areas linking gender issues and Sustainable Energy 
for All objectives 

The regional tracking report identified four policy areas in need  
of strengthening.

water pumping, agricultural processing) and prioritization of 
these needs in energy sector interventions through targeted 
subsidies and improved access to energy supply, technologies, 
and appliances.

and financing, to enable them to sell, service, and finance energy 
products.

especially for the poor.

affects women and children—such as health clinics and schools—
and assurance that planned interventions are designed with a 
gender lens to enhance the benefits.

Source: ADB. 2015. Sustainable Energy for All Status Report: Tracking Progress 
in Asia and the Pacific. pp. 34–35.

one is the proportion of the population 
with access to electricity and the other is 
the proportion of the population that relies 
on nonsolid fuels for cooking and heating.28 
As outlined in Box 5, universal adoption of 
clean cooking solutions has been identified 
as a high-impact opportunity under SE4All.

Another impetus for attention to clean 
cooking energy and technologies is the link 
with climate change due to emissions from 
inefficient stoves and the stresses on forests. 
Box 6 quotes the priorities advocated by the 
Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves at the 
2015 Paris conference on climate change.

Attention could be directed to promotion of 
improved wood cookstoves and options such 
as biogas and LPG (liquefied petroleum gas).

 Energy conservation and energy 
efficiency approaches that involve  
and benefit women

Energy conservation and energy efficiency 
have become priorities for both Sri Lanka 
and ADB. These issues can be addressed 
at levels ranging from energy distribution 
systems (e.g., reducing system losses) to 
energy uses by end consumers (including 
institutions, businesses, and households).

At the household level, the major energy 
efficiency issue remains cooking fuel, with 
the widespread use of traditional cookstoves 
that use firewood very inefficiently, with 
the negative consequences outlined above. 
This remains an important issue for Sri 
Lanka given that 43.3% of the primary 
energy supply is biomass, mainly firewood.

In other household and community energy 
uses, women have the potential to be key 
implementers and motivators of energy 
efficient approaches given their key role 
in household use of energy and appliances, 
including how much and when they are 
used.

 Women as suppliers of energy-related 
technologies and services

The involvement of women as entrepreneurs 
in the energy supply chain could enhance 
outreach and effectiveness in the take-
up and use of new energy technologies 
as well as increase women’s economic 
opportunities. 

28  SE4All. www.se4all.org/tracking-progress

Studies of South Asia point out that, even 
though women are the main users of 
household stoves, there are few women 
entrepreneurs for improved cookstoves 
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(manufacturers, importers, distributors, 
retailers), particularly for models produced 
in factories rather than on-site. Women are 
similarly absent in the LPG supply chain. 
This is largely attributed to lack of access 
to capital due to low asset ownership.29

There are many other areas in which further 
involvement of women entrepreneurs could 
contribute to the ability of households and 
communities to benefit from expanded 
energy access. For example, rental of 
appliances for short-term use, repair of 
small appliances, maintenance services 
for biogas and solar systems, management 
of new types of waste such as spent light 
bulbs and broken appliances, to mention 
only a few. 

 Women’s participation as technicians, 
professionals, and managers in the 
energy sector

Women’s skills and perspectives have as 
yet a very small part in employment and 
decision making by energy sector agencies 
and institutions. This has been identified 
as an issue in the international literature 
on energy for all, reflecting the view that 
approaches will be more effective and 
equitable if they include the voices of 
women. It is also an issue of equitable 
employment opportunities for women in 
an increasingly important economic sector, 
and an issue of effective use by the nation of 
its human resources.

Box 7 highlights a number of steps that 
can be undertaken at the institutional 
and project levels to support progress to 
achieving a “critical mass” of women in 
energy agencies.

29  Footnote 13 (Practical Action), p. 34; footnote 15 
(Cecelski), p. 11.

Box 6:  “Clean cooking is critical to addressing climate change”

The Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves issued a call to action at 
the 2015 climate change conference in Paris to scale up initiatives 
for clean cooking and efficient fuels and cookstoves to help mitigate 
climate change. Their brief set out six key priorities:

for clean cooking. Financing must be flexible, accessible, and 
match the needs of organizations that have the ability to reach 
the last mile and make sustainable impact.”

emission standards and encourage inclusion of clean cooking in 
National Appropriate Mitigation Actions.”

programming to address deforestation and forest degradation.”

at scaling up clean cooking, heating, and lighting to reduce 
greenhouse gases, as well as black carbon and other short-lived 
climate pollutants.”

rates necessary to grow the clean and efficient cookstoves and 
fuels market.” 

and household air pollution in the Sustainable Development  
Agenda and the integration of clean cooking into national 
implementation plans.”

Source: Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves. 2015. Factsheet: Clean Cooking is 
Critical to Addressing Climate Change. www.cleancookstoves.org

Box 7:  A range of initiatives will be needed to build a “critical 
mass” of women in energy agencies and institutions

A recent document on gender equality in financing Energy for All 
recommended that strategies include steps to create a “critical mass” 
of qualified women so as to have an impact on energy agencies and 
institutions. A number of possible initiatives were outlined.

within energy institutions.
 

professional staff.

professionals using training and conversion courses.

professional role models and the organization of support 
networks.

through scholarships for university and technical education.
 

the organization of special workshops and science days for  
female students.

Source: Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD). 2011. 
Gender Equality in Financing Energy for All: Gender-Responsive Energy 
Financing Can Contribute to Basic Human Rights and Economic Efficiency. 
http://genderandenvironment.org/resource/gender-equality-in-financing-
energy-for-all/ 
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Box 8:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the energy sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas  
of investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

More comprehensive analyses for policy, 
planning, and decision making in the 
energy sector:

  More attention to key energy issues 
for women, in particular clean and 
affordable energy for cooking

  Increased awareness among decision 
makers about gender issues related  
to energy

  More detailed data and research on 
gender and energy to clarify issues and 
inform strategies

consider the range of energy issues 
and needs at the household level, 
including in particular clean cooking 
energy and technologies?

have access to the energy required 
for cooking, household chores, 
household-based enterprises? What 
are the key energy access problems 
(e.g., related to availability, reliability, 
costs, etc.)?

improved household access to clean 
cooking fuels or improved stoves 
on greenhouse emission, improved 
health of household members, and 
reduced workloads for women?

data sources and national surveys 
make available information on 
household energy needs and how 
they are met (e.g., population and 
housing census, household income 
and expenditure survey).

would be helpful in determining what 
should be monitored on a regular 
basis in national surveys such as those 
above.

organizations about women’s  
energy needs. 

in the sector (on policies, proposed 
initiatives, etc.) seek the views  
of women.

use of improved cookstoves.

Improved access to clean energy and 
energy technologies at household level:

  Decreased workloads due to reduced 
need for firewood

  Improved health as a result of 
decreased use of firewood for cooking, 
or through improved and more efficient 
cookstoves

  Decreased workloads associated 
with increased use of labor-saving 
technologies in the household

household energy needs? For 
example, are there appropriate 
and affordable energy sources and 
technologies for cooking?

shifted from traditional to improved 
cookstoves, and from solid to modern 
fuels? What are the incentives and 
barriers to adopting cleaner stoves  
and fuels?

using energy-based tools or 
technologies for domestic tasks 
usually done by women (e.g., water 
heaters, rice cookers, washing 
machines)? What distinguishes 
households that do from those that 
do not?

where modern energy is insufficient 
or too costly to extend to major 
household uses, explore the potential 
of alternatives such as biogas to 
reduce the need for households to 
rely on firewood for cooking.

use of improved cookstoves.

are reached with information about 
energy-based tools and technologies 
(in all households, not only 
households headed by women).

New market opportunities and businesses 
in the energy sector, particularly 
renewable and clean energy technologies:

  Increased participation of women as 
entrepreneurs and service providers in 
the energy sector

constraints facing women in relation 
to small-scale enterprises providing 
energy products or services?

demonstrations of new technologies 
and business models for  
renewable energy?

supported to take a greater role as 
owners or operators of enterprises 
offering energy products and services? 

have the capacity to provide skills 
development and training on new 
and emerging energy technologies 
targeting local communities including 
women?

and women’s enterprises as possible 
producers and suppliers of energy 
products.

women’s enterprises or self-help 
groups as franchisees for management 
tasks such as meter reading, billing, 
and consumer information.

that helps generate ideas about 
entrepreneurial possibilities related to 
energy products and services.

encourage course development 
related to the operation, maintenance, 
and repair of energy technologies used 
at the household and community 
levels, and to offer these at the 
community level.
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Box 8:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the energy sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas  
of investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

New entrepreneurship options using 
new and improved energy supply 
(conventional or renewable):

  More efficient and profitable women’s 
enterprises due to use of new  
energy supply

energy services, how will current and 
prospective entrepreneurs learn about 
uses of these services and the new 
technologies they support? Will these 
mechanisms reach women (taking 
account of factors such as literacy, 
access to media, etc.)?

constraints experienced by women in 
following up on such opportunities? 

that will reach women across 
barriers identified (through e.g., peer 
networks, community outreach).

organizations to develop programs to 
inform and train women about the use 
of labor-saving energy technologies 
and provide related entrepreneurship 
support (management and marketing 
strategies, access to credit).

Increased public awareness of energy 
efficiency and conservation, and improved 
household practices:

  Women empowered as change agents
  Reduced reliance on firewood for 
cooking, with associated benefits for 
women’s workloads and health

women in different situations (rural 
and urban, poorer and richer) for 
clean energy and technologies (for 
cooking, grinding grains, etc.)?

efficiency, conservation, and 
greenhouse gas, and safety issues? 
Where do they get their information? 
Do information sources differ for 
women and men? 

household access to clean energy 
sources and efficient nonpolluting 
technologies, particularly access by 
poor households.

organizations for information 
and awareness campaigns, and as 
participants in delivering public 
information campaigns about 
household conservation, efficiency, 
and safety practices.

More effective and equitable  
employment policies and practices in 
energy sector institutions:

  More equitable employment 
opportunities for women

  More effective use of women’s skills

on the staff of public sector energy 
agencies and in energy corporations? 
Are women represented at 
management as well as lower levels? 
Have there been any initiatives to 
identify reasons for low participation?

greater participation by women at 
professional, technical, and decision 
making levels?

equal opportunities policies (for 
recruitment, promotion, training, and 
working conditions).

sector partners and vocational and 
professional training institutes to 
support increased access to training  
as well as follow-up employment  
for women.

Equitable access to temporary 
employment arising through project 
construction work:

  Equitable access by women to 
temporary project jobs, in management 
and professional levels, and in 
construction trades

  Better recognition of women’s  
rights to equal pay and appropriate 
working conditions

sector in the project area? What are 
their skill and pay levels, and how do 
these compare to men?

contractors aware of core labor 
standards and workers’ rights, 
including women’s rights to 
nondiscrimination and equal pay? 

at different skill levels that are 
meaningful and achievable (given 
labor supply, local conditions, etc.).

to advise them of their responsibilities 
for equitable pay and working 
conditions, and assist them in 
achieving and monitoring this.

Successful resettlement of those displaced 
by new infrastructure:

  Restoration of livelihoods of both 
women and men

women’s livelihoods? Are places 
of employment accessible through 
affordable transport services? 
Can previous livelihoods in 
self-employment or trade be 
reestablished? 

participation in consultation 
processes? How can these  
be overcome?

reestablishment of livelihoods 
(responding to findings of analysis  
on needs).

reaches women in various types of 
households (households headed by 
women, widows, married women, and 
single women).
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Box 9:  Useful resources for gender analysis in the energy sector
Resources specific to Sri Lanka

Useful sector 
overviews and 
background 
documents

Sustainable Energy for All. Sri Lanka Rapid 
Assessment and Gap Analysis. www.se4all.org/sites/default/files/l/2015/05/Sri_Lanka.pdf 

Performance 2015 and Programmes 2016. http://powermin.gov.
lk/english/ or at: http://powermin.gov.lk/sinhala/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Performance_2015_and_
Programmes_2016_english.pdf

Relevant 
legislation, policy 
statements, and 
strategy papers 

Energy Empowered Nation: Sri Lanka Energy Sector Development Plan 
for a Knowledge-Based Economy, 2015–2025. http://powermin.gov.lk/english/ 

National Energy Policy and Strategies of Sri Lanka. www.pucsl.gov.lk/
english/wp-content/themes/pucsl/pdfs/annexes/annex01-national-energy-policy.pdf 

National Human Resources and Employment Policy for Sri Lanka. 
www.nhrep.gov.lk/images/pdf/nhrep_final.pdf 

Research and 
analyses on gender 
and energy in Sri 
Lanka

International Journal of 
Environmental Research and Public Health. 9:1097–1110. www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC3366602/ 

Demographic Health Surveys. American Journal of Industrial Medicine 55 (12): 1122–1128. www.ncbi.nlm.
nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3319003/pdf/nihms333404.pdf 

Gender Review of National Energy Policies and Programmes in Sri Lanka. 
One of the outputs of the regional grant project entitled “Improving gender-inclusive access to clean 
and renewable energy in Bhutan, Nepal, and Sri Lanka.” Available from ADB along with two other 
publications, the project final report, outlining operational activities and outcomes in the three countries 
and also A Regional Gender Assessment of Energy Policies and Programmes, South Asia. 

http://energia.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/10.-Case_Study_Sri_Lanka.pdf

Other resources

Research and 
articles on gender 
and energy (Asia or 
global)

publications/; also useful are their briefs and factsheets: http://energia.org/knowledge-centre/technical-
briefs-and-fact-sheets/ and ENERGIA News: http://energia.org/knowledge-centre/energia-news/ 

Gender and Livelihoods Impacts of Clean Cookstoves in South Asia 
Study. Commissioned by the Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves. http://energia.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/06/88-gender-livelihood-cookstoves-south-asia.pdf 

Cooking with Gas: Why Women in Developing Countries want LPG and 
How They Can Get It. Prepared by ENERGIA for the World LP Gas Association. http://energia.org/wp-
content/uploads/2015/04/01.-WLPGA_-_Cooking_with_LP_Gas_Report_-_FINAL__PbP.pdf 

Social Influences on Gender Equity in Access to and Benefits from Energy. 
Background paper for the 2012 World Development Report. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
handle/10986/9207 

Poor People’s Energy Outlook 2014. http://policy.practicalaction.org/policy-themes/
energy/poor-peoples-energy-outlook/poor-peoples-energy-outlook-2014

Guides and case 
studies on gender  
and energy

Guide on Gender Mainstreaming 
in Energy and Climate Change Projects. www.unido.org/fileadmin/user_media_upgrade/What_we_do/
Topics/Women_and_Youth/Guide_on_Gender_Mainstreaming_ECC.pdf 

Gender Tool Kit: Energy: Going Beyond the Meter. www.adb.org/documents/gender-tool-kit-
energy-going-beyond-meter 

Solutions in South Asia, organized by ADB South Asia Regional Department. www.adb.org/news/events/
inclusive-energy-solutions-south-asia 

Other relevant ADB 
publication

Sustainable Energy for All Status Report: Tracking Progress in Asia and the Pacific. www.adb.
org/publications/se4all-tracking-progress-asia-pacific-summary-report 

Balancing the Burden? Desk Review of Women’s Time Poverty and Infrastructure in Asia and the 
Pacific. www.adb.org/publications/balancing-burden-womens-time-poverty-and-infrastructure



37

Transport: National, Provincial,  
and Rural Roads

Summary
Areas of 
collaboration collaboration.

Lanka in the period 1966–2014.
Sector context

improving road networks.

need for better use of road infrastructure and to public transport.
Gender-related 
considerations 
relevant to sector 
planning and 
outcomes

What is moved? How? Who benefits?

benefit from improved roads.

particularly for women.

issues of women’s dignity and personal safety.

participation of women in Sri Lanka.

sector.
Relevant government 
commitments the goals of socially inclusive development
Looking forward: 
issues and 
opportunities to 
consider equality issues

and roadside amenities
Further resources

planning in the transport sector (Box 8)
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Areas of collaboration

Transport has been the lead sector in 
the partnership between the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) and the 
Government of Sri Lanka. In the period 
1966–2014, $2.147 billion was allocated 
to the transport initiatives, accounting 
for 30% of the total amount approved for 
loans, grants, and technical assistance to 
Sri Lanka.1 Improvements to national and 
provincial roads, including roads in remote 
regions, account for most of the investment. 
Transport policy and the capacity of 
transport institutions have also been areas 
of collaboration.2

Sector Context

The transport sector is a mainstay of the 
economy. The transport of passengers 
and goods accounted for 12% of Sri 
Lanka’s gross domestic product in 2014, 
and this subsector has been a consistent 
contributor to overall economic growth. 
Transport and storage provided just over 
6% of all employment in 2014. Major 
public investments in road infrastructure 
in recent years created employment in the 
construction industry and also contributed 
to national growth.3 And—perhaps most 
important—the transport sector has an 
important role in facilitating access by the 
population to employment, markets, goods, 
schools, health services, leisure activities, 
family, and friends.

In Sri Lanka, almost all of passenger traffic 
(95%) and freight (98%) is by road. There 
is a dense road network and the number 
of vehicles on those roads is increasing 
rapidly. Investments in the road network 
and in maintenance have improved the 
physical condition of national roads in 
particular, but provincial and local roads 
are in poorer condition and rural areas 

1  ADB. 2015. Asian Development Bank and Sri Lanka. 
Fact Sheet. Manila. Table 2.

2  ADB. 2012. Development Effectiveness Brief: Sri 
Lanka.  
A Partnership for Prosperity. Manila. pp. 4–5.

3  Central Bank of Sri Lanka. 2015. Annual Report 2014. 
Colombo. pp. 30, 52 (on transport sector growth),  
54 (employment), 51 (construction sector growth). 
(CBSL Annual Report).

suffer from poor transport infrastructure, 
high transport costs, and long travel times.4

The National Road Master Plan (2007–2017) 
gives high priority to the construction of 
new national roads and the rehabilitation of 
the existing road network. It identifies road 
transport as a “priority sector because of the 
need to restore regionally balanced living 
conditions and economic opportunities for 
all Si Lankans.”5

Recent government documents have also 
pointed to the need for attention to the 
use of road infrastructure and to public 
transport systems. The Central Bank’s 
Annual Report 2014 stated that public 
transport systems “were not sufficient 
to attract commuters who use their own 
modes of transportation at a significantly 
higher cost due to the inefficiency and 
poor service quality” of public transport 
systems.6 The budget speech made in 
parliament by the Minister of Finance in 
November 2015 also took up this theme. 
The Minister pointed out that highways 
and roads alone were not sufficient “to 
provide an upgrade for the standard of 
transport” and that there were costs to both 
the economy and individuals of inadequate 
public transport.7 These statements suggest 
that the development strategies of the new 
government may include more sustained 
attention to public transportation systems.

There are many government agencies with 
responsibilities in transport.8 In the central 
government these include the Ministry 
of Higher Education and Highways, 
responsible for roads policies, and its 
attached agency, the Road Development 
Authority, which is tasked with the 
development and maintenance of national 
highways and interprovincial roads. There 

4  ADB. 2014. Sector Assessment (summary): Transport 
(Roads). Linked document 3 for ADB. 2014. 
Integrated Road Investment Program: Report and 
Recommendation of the President. (Project 47273).

5  Road Development Authority, Ministry of University 
Education and Highways. 2007. National Road 
Master Plan 2007–2017. pp. 8, 12.

6  Footnote 3 (CBSL Annual Report), pp. 69–70.
7  Minister of Finance. 2015. Budget Speech 2016. 

Colombo. para. 109.
8  A useful review of institutional arrangements and 

gaps can be found in: ADB. 2012. Appendix 3: Profile 
of the Transport Sector. The Asian Development 
Bank’s Support for the Transport Sector in Sri Lanka. 
Manila. pp. 42–57.
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Investments in transport infrastructure and 
systems generally aim to facilitate mobility 
of persons and goods and thereby increase 
economic links and opportunities and the 
well-being of individuals and communities. 

Achieving these aims requires attention at 
the planning stage to the human dimensions 
of transport as well as the (also necessary) 
engineering and technical aspects. Among 
the questions to ask at the planning stage 
are those summarized below—in each case 
ensuring that the data collected distinguishes 
between the responses of women and men 
so that differences in needs and concerns 
can be identified and addressed. 

What types of journeys do people make? 
Who makes them? For what purpose? 
By what mode? 
What are the costs of journeys 
undertaken (in time, effort, cash, and 
opportunities foregone)?
Are there community members who 
are not mobile due to lack of facilities, 
inappropriate schedules, costs, physical 
access, security considerations, or 
other factors? What is the cost to those 
individuals in income and well-being 
due to foregone economic opportunities, 
health services, education or training?
What types of opportunities would 
a particular transport intervention 
provide? Who could take advantage of 
these?
 What services could be brought into the 
community with improved transport, 
and which groups would this benefit? 

These are critical areas for analysis 
and planning to ensure that transport 
investments contribute to inclusive growth, 
including equitable benefits for women. 

 Women and men often differ in their 
travel patterns and resources

Evidence from many countries in the 
region and beyond consistently points to 
major differences between women and men 
in travel patterns.10 One difference is that 
a much larger share of women’s trips are 
for household and family needs, including 

10  For a review of research, see T. P. Uteng. 2011. 
Gender and Mobility in the Developing World. 
Background paper for the 2012 World Development 
Report. Washington, DC: World Bank.

is also a central Ministry of Transport with 
responsibility for transport systems, whose 
principal implementing agencies are the 
National Transport Commission, which 
advises the government on passenger 
transport policy and supervises private 
sector bus services (which provides about 
two-thirds of services), and the state-
owned Sri Lanka Transport Board, which 
owns and operates bus services across the 
country.

Provincial councils also have ministries 
of roads or transport or both, and are 
responsible for developing and maintaining 
intraprovincial roads (Class C and D roads), 
and for intraprovincial transport services, 
including school transport services. 

Roads within municipal and urban areas 
that are not classified as national or 
provincial are maintained by municipal and 
urban councils.

Finally, rural roads—which account for 
a very large proportion of the total road 
network—are maintained by rural local 
authorities (pradeshiya sabhas).

This outline of the allocation of 
responsibilities among levels of government 
is not so clearly reflected in practice. Due 
to weaknesses in technical and resource 
capacities in a number of jurisdictions, 
the central authorities are involved in 
both road development and transport 
services in many areas. For example, the 
central government has a rural roads 
development program (Maga Neguma). 
The central government also has a number 
of subsidy programs to provide safer 
transport facilities for school students and 
night time passengers, as well as a project 
promoting bicycle use by school children  
as a safe and reliable transport option,  
given inadequate public transport services 
in rural areas.9

Gender-Related Considerations 
Relevant to Sector Planning  
and Outcomes

 Key questions for a gender-aware 
approach include: who moves? what is 
moved? how? who benefits?

9  Footnote 3 (CBSL Annual Report), pp. 70.
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trips to collect water and fuelwood, to take 
children to school, to bring children and 
other family members to health centers, 
and to make visits to family members. Many 
of these journeys may be relatively short 
or local, but must be taken frequently and 
absorb considerable time and energy, which 
affects women’s overall work burdens and 
the time available for economic activities. 

Another consistent pattern is that women’s 
journeys tend to combine multiple stops 
for different purposes, and these journeys 
can be made more difficult if pathways or 
services are planned without regard to 
such patterns or if fares charged penalize 
short journeys or multiple stops. Costs of 
transport are another important concern 
with gender dimensions, given women’s 
lower incomes and more limited claims on 
household resources. 

These differences in travel patterns reflect 
the division of tasks between women and 
men, itself reflecting cultural expectations 
of appropriate roles of women and men. 
However, such expectations evolve in 
response to various social and economic 
factors, which can include new transport 
modalities, as is suggested by the findings of 
an interesting small study in rural Sri Lanka 
noted in Box 1. Some “women’s” transport 
tasks done on foot could be redefined and 
reassigned when it became possible to 
pursue them with a vehicle. In this instance, 
the time that became available to women as 
a result of this reallocation of tasks allowed 
for other productive activities, to the benefit 
of both women and their communities.

 Improved transport services are 
needed to enable most citizens to 
benefit from improved roads

While there is increasing congestion on 
major routes and in urban areas in Sri 
Lanka, many households do not own a 
vehicle of any kind. As shown in Box 2, 
38.2% of urban households and 37.0% of 
rural households have no vehicle. Only 
15.4% of urban households own a car 
and the figures are much lower for rural 
households (5.5%) and negligible in the 
estate sector (1.0%). Three wheelers are 
said to be increasingly common but are 
owned by only 10.6% of households. While 
more common, ownership of motorcycles 
and scooters is reported by only 30.3% of all 

households. And, even in rural areas only 
40% of households report having a bicycle.

The significant number of households 
without vehicles suggests the need for 
more attention to the provision of transport 
services for local as well as intercity 
journeys in both rural and urban areas. 

Box 1:  Transport interventions may have impacts on the allocation 
of household tasks in unexpected ways

One study of the impacts of a new rural access road reaching a small 
community in southern Sri Lanka found several different ways in 
which women benefited:
“The gender-based division of labour in transport is typically rigid 
when human porterage is the main means of transport. When 
transport activities can be done by wheeled or animal transport, the 
gender-based division of labour becomes less clearly defined. In the 
case of water collection, if water is carried on the head or shoulder, 
it is entirely done by women, with perhaps some help from children. 
However, with other forms of transport, the task can be partially or 
completely shifted to other household members.” The shift in this 
instance was to older children who carried the water by bicycle, and 
in some cases to men using bicycles or motorcycles, all of which was 
made possible by an improved road.
While this was a small study with only 32 women respondents (of 
a total of 80 respondents), it provides some insights into how time 
gained by women could contribute to family incomes and local 
economies: 
“When asked how the saved time was used, 12 respondents 
mentioned that they have more time for their household and 
agricultural activities as well as with their children and other 
household members; 11 respondents mentioned that that they have 
now started productive activities; while four women clearly stated 
that they had initiated an income-generating activity due to the 
availability of more time following improved transport facilities.”
Source: U. Pannilage. 2012. Role of Transport Infrastructure in Changing 
Gender Relations in Rural Sri Lanka. In K. Kusakabe. ed. Gender, Roads 
and Mobility in Asia. http://developmentbookshop.com/gender-roads-and-
mobility-in-asia-pb 

Box 2:  Many households do not own a vehicle
Percent of Households by Type of Vehicle  

or No Vehicle, by Sector, 2012/2013

All Urban Rural Estate

Bicycle 36.2 31.1 39.0 4.9

Motorcycle, scooter 30.3 27.6 32.2 6.5

Three wheeler 10.6 9.9 11.1 4.4

Motor car, van 7.0 15.4 5.5 1.0

Bus, lorry 2.2 1.9 2.3 0.4

No vehicle 39.2 38.2 37.0 85.4

Note: Source cited also provides data by province and district. 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A24.
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Efforts to design services to meet the 
needs of all users would need to consider 
whether routes and frequency of service 
are appropriate to the locations and time 
requirements of the economic activities 
of women as well as men; and whether 
services also facilitate access to schools, 
child care, health clinics; the affordability 
of services; the physical accessibility of 
vehicles for women, children, and elderly; 
and the extent to which service providers 
are responsive to different groups among 
their clientele.

 Facilities for pedestrians are another 
crucial aspect of mobility, particularly 
for women

Even in households with vehicles, not all 
members of a household have the same 
access to the vehicles it owns. While there 
is no data on ownership and access by sex 
for Sri Lanka, studies in other countries 
consistently point to men having priority 
over women in use of family vehicles.11

Those without vehicles or with limited 
access to vehicles rely on public transport, 
which is generally reached on foot. Other 
destinations are entirely reached on foot. 
A number of studies and initiatives under 
way in Asia suggest that pedestrian needs 
may be gaining some attention after having 
been largely neglected despite the number 
of journeys made on foot in urban and rural 
areas.12

Climate change concerns are an impetus 
for a closer look at the nonmotorized 
journey. Another consideration has been 
the high rate of accidents and fatalities 
sustained by pedestrians. As one study 
points out, pedestrians have a high share 
of all road fatalities, and an even higher 
share where pedestrian facilities do not 
meet the demand for them—for example, 
in India, pedestrians account for 13% of all 
road accidents, but in crowded cities such 
as New Delhi, Bangalore, and Kolkata, they 
account for more than 40% of all fatalities. 
The same study found that in Sri Lanka,  
 

11  Footnote 10 (Uteng), pp. 19–20, 24, 26.
12  For example, J. Leather et al. 2011. Walkability 

and Pedestrian Facilities in Asian Cities. State and 
Issues. ADB Sustainable Development Working 
Paper Series. No. 17. Manila. http://cleanairasia.org/
walkability-study-in-asian-cities-4/

pedestrians account for 33% of all road 
fatalities across the country.13

Walkability studies have been undertaken 
in a number of cities to assess the 
challenges and dangers of navigating 
to schools, markets, or public transport 
on foot. Attention to pedestrian needs 
through such studies, and investments in 
the availability and condition of footpaths, 
safe crossing points, and other factors 
improving usability and safety would 
greatly benefit women, who in many cities 
are the most likely to depend on this form 
of transport. For this reason, these studies 
would be strengthened by greater attention 
to gender factors (which so far seems to be 
somewhat limited).

Walkability studies have also been 
undertaken in conjunction with transport 
infrastructure investments, such as the one 
in Dhaka highlighted in Box 3. This study 
included focus groups with women to gain 
their views on safety when walking.

In rural areas, attention to the location and 
maintenance of footpaths can facilitate the 
movement of pedestrians by reducing the 
energy and time requirements of this form 
of transport. All those transporting water 
and fuelwood on foot (mostly women and 
children) or going to schools, markets, 
and clinics on foot also benefit from rural 
roads that are planned to allow safe use by 
pedestrians as well as vehicles, including 
safe crossing points on busier roads.

Finally, pedestrian needs are also important 
in relation to national roads and highways. 
A telling illustration included in one study 
concerned the safety impacts of footpaths 
built alongside a highway in the highlands 
of Papua New Guinea—on the stretches 
where there were no footpaths, pedestrian 
fatalities of all types increased, but in 
the 10-kilometer stretch with footpaths, 
casualties were reduced significantly. (It 
was also noted that the footpaths were 
highly cost-effective, showing rates of 
return of up to 1,000%, considering rate of 
use in relation to cost).14

13  Footnote 12 (Leather et al), p. 7–8.
14 Footnote 12 (Leather et al), p. 42.
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 Infrastructure choices and transport 
planning can also address issues of 
women’s dignity and personal safety

An important transport safety issue for 
women is the ability to reach a destination 
without fear of harassment, whether they 
are pedestrians, in passenger waiting areas, 
or in public buses. The “dreaded bus ride,” 
as it was described by one Sri Lankan 
activist, is one facet of the issue of violence 
against women that is pervasive in the 
country.15

Infrastructure decisions, such as the 
provision and placement of bus shelters 
and appropriate lighting of streets and 
facilities (as suggested in Box 4) contribute 
to ensuring personal safety. Separate male 
and female toilets in transit and roadside 
facilities are also important. Transport 
planning can also contribute to women’s 
transport safety through approaches 
such as ensuring regular service, avoiding 
overcrowding of waiting areas and 
vehicles, and ensuring adequate training 
and supervision of bus drivers and other 
personnel on the protection of the female 
clientele.

 Poor transport services may be a factor 
in the low labor force participation of 
women in Sri Lanka

Even though Sri Lanka has much higher 
literacy and educational levels among 
women than most other developing 
countries, women’s labor force participation 
rates are low—reportedly the gap between 
male and female labor force participation 
rates is the 28th highest among all countries.16 
Unemployment and underemployment rates 
are also higher among women than those of 
men.17 These gender gaps were highlighted 
in the 2014 annual report of the Central 
Bank of Sri Lanka, which emphasized the 
losses this represented to the economy. 
In its discussion of the reasons for gender 
gaps, one of the factors identified by the 
Central Bank was the unavailability of safe 
transportation to and from work.18

15  S. Gomez. 2013. Violence against women in Sri Lanka. 
www.fokuskvinner.no/Nyheter/2013/Violence-
against-women-in-Sri-Lanka/

16 Footnote 3 (CBSL Annual Report), p. 95.
17  See Overall Context chapter.
18  Footnote 3 (CBSL Annual Report), p. 96.

In his budget speech to parliament in 
November 2015, the Minister of Finance also 
made the link between dependable public 
transport systems and women’s labor force 
participation, suggesting that improved 
transport was one of the factors (along with 

Box 3:  A walkability study in Dhaka was pursued as a component 
in a strategy to improve traffic flow

Dhaka is a large city with growing traffic problems. One strategy to 
address this is the development of a 20-kilometer bus rapid transit 
(BRT) corridor that is expected to carry up to 100,000 passengers 
a day. A walkability study was done in conjunction with the 
development of the BRT, recognizing that walking to the BRT stations 
was a key component of the BRT transit experience, but also that 
walking was a basic form of mobility in the city.
The study was based on observations by the research team of 
pedestrian environments at key points related to the BRT route, 
complemented with a survey of local residents and a number of focus 
groups (with mothers of school-aged children, garment workers, and 
street hawkers). The study also included a review of data and policy 
documents. The study’s key findings include the following.

deaths as people were forced to walk on the road (only 37% of 
observed roads had footpaths on both sides, and almost half had 
none at all).

materials with which they were constructed and their 
condition—many were muddy in wet weather, were cut across by 
multiple care entries or exits, or obstructed by parked vehicles; 
in addition, 40% of all footpath segments were almost completely 
covered with construction debris.

roadsides—just where pedestrians were forced to walk because of 
the absence or condition of footpaths; only a small proportion of 
pedestrian fatalities occurred at designated pedestrian crossings.

was outweighed by the value of having people present on streets 
and thus increasing safety, particularly for women; hawkers 
were also a convenient source of goods, thus reducing women’s 
shopping travel times.

The study resulted in the following recommendations for action: 
establish a unit to focus on nonmotorized transportation; evaluate 
pedestrian impacts of road projects; train staff on pedestrian issues; 
build and maintain footpaths; create safe, at-grade pedestrian 
crossings; establish parking controls and charges; develop a 
maintenance schedule for footpaths; develop a hawker support and 
management policy; develop a pedestrian charter of rights; and 
organize driver education campaigns.
Source: D. Efroymsom et al. 2012. Moving Dangerously, Moving Pleasurably: 
Improving Walkability in Dhaka. Using a BRT Walkability Strategy to Make 
Dhaka’s Transportation Infrastructure Pedestrian-Friendly; Summary Report. 
Consultant’s report. Manila (Project 39335, TA6350). www.adb.org/projects/
documents/sustainable-urban-transport-dhaka-bus-rapid-transit-walkability-
strategy 
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child care) that needed to be addressed to 
support economic development.19

 Many more men than women make 
their living in the transport sector

The transport sector offers many economic 
opportunities, including opportunities 
in the public and private sectors; in 
professional, managerial, and skilled 
jobs; in construction and maintenance 
of infrastructure; in the provision of 
transport services; and in the sale, repair, 
and maintenance of motorized and 
nonmotorized vehicles, to list but a few.

Only limited data is available on 
employment and earnings in the sector and 
how women and men compare. However, 
the available information suggests that 
women are few in this important and 
growing sector. Data from the 2014 labor 
force survey shows that 9.2% of employed 
men work in “transportation and storage,” 
but only 0.5% of employed women are in 
this sector.20

But an organization of women professionals 
in the logistics and transport industries 
was launched in 2013 and aims to provide 
a forum for women already working in the 
sector and to encourage more women to 
enter (Box 5). 

Relevant Government 
Commitments

Government transport documents make few 
gender-specific commitments. However, 
planning documents and discussions about 
the sector emphasize the importance of 
transport to socially inclusive development 
and the improvement of living standards 
and economic opportunities. For example, 
the National Road Master Plan, 2007–2017 
states that its objective is “to help sustain and 
enhance general welfare, promote economic 
growth, eradicate poverty, and strengthen  
 
 

19  Footnote 7 (Budget speech), para. 97.
20  Department of Census and Statistics. 2015.  

Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey. Annual Report 2014. 
Table 6. The data is for employment by industry. 
No data is provided on employment by occupation 
in the sector, and no sources were found on the 
entrepreneurial sector.

Box 4:  A railway lighting initiative in Mumbai shows that women 
users of transport infrastructure can identify specific (and 
relatively inexpensive) measures with broad impacts

Through a series of interviews and focus group discussions on safety 
issues that it had with women in Mumbai, the Indian community 
organization PUKAR found that lighting problems were a major 
contributor to women feeling unsafe. To follow up this finding, the 
organization went to all the rail stations in the city and assessed 
the state of lighting around entrances and exits, ticket counters, 
foot bridges, stairways, platforms, and toilets and presented reports 
on these assessments to the rail authorities for each stations. The 
observations also led to a set of recommendations for all suburban 
stations:

lights (other than halogens) as these provide better lighting. 

illuminating the outside area or road, thus making entry to and 
exit from the station safer. 

threatening and these need to be brightly lit. Staircases that lead 
to and from FOBs should have at least three tube lights so that 
even if one light is not working the staircase is adequately lit. 

this area tends to be in shadow and is often badly illuminated. 

halt there as these areas are seen as potential threats. 

illumination—care should be taken to ensure that this 30% 
illumination is maintained on all unused platforms.

Source: UN Women. Build Safety Directly into City Projects. Virtual Knowledge 
Centre to End Violence Against Women and Girls. http://endvawnow.org/en/
articles/384-build-safety-directly-into-city-projects.html 

Box 5:  Women are claiming their place in Sri Lanka’s logistics and 
transport industries

Women in Logistics and Transport (WILAT) Sri Lanka was launched 
in 2013 by the Chartered Institute of Logistics and Transport (CILT), 
the leading professional body associated with logistics and transport. 
WILAT aims to “provide a forum for women engaged in the industry 
to network and give opportunities for career advancement to 
empower them in becoming leading professionals in the industry.”
The WILAT council elected in 2015 includes women from all sectors 
of the transport and logistics industry (aviation, maritime, road 
transport, and supply chain) as well as from academic institutions. 
WILAT’s concern is that women account for only 12% of the 
professionals in the logistics and transport industry, and in CILT itself, 
which they attribute in large part to a lack of awareness of career 
opportunities in the different sectors of an industry of increasing 
importance to Sri Lanka. WILAT has thus begun a mentoring 
program, as well as discussions among professionals about challenges 
faced by women and other outreach and awareness activities.
WILAT also aims to make CILT Sri Lanka a leader and benchmark 
in Sri Lanka for a gender-balanced professional association. One step 
forward was the election in 2015 of six women to the CILT council (a 
major increase on the previous council, although still only six of 26).
Sources: CILT. www.ciltsl.com/what-is-ciltsl/; WILAT. www.ciltsl.com/WILAT/; 
G. Chaturanga. 2015. WILAT Sri Lanka Forum Holds its AGM. http://blog.ciltsl.
com/archives/2015/05/WILAT-sri-lanka-forum-holds-its-agm/ 
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social cohesion.” It also states that its  
mission is:

To provide an adequate and efficient 
network of national highways, to 
ensure mobility and accessibility at an 
acceptable level of safety and comfort, 
in an environment-friendly manner for 
the movement of people and goods in 
the socio-economic development of the 
nation.21

This orientation is conducive to raising 
questions relevant to gender-equitable 
approach to transport, including: What 
types of opportunities does a particular 
transport investment or intervention 
provide? Who can take advantage of them? 
What needs are not being met? Are there 
differences between women and men in 
relation to any of these questions? Can 
they be addressed to achieve equitable 
outcomes?

As appropriate public transport and 
pedestrian facilities are particularly 
important for women, it is useful to note 
that Sri Lanka’s National Transport Policy 
(2009) aims (inter alia) to “encourage the 
use of public transport, high occupancy 
vehicles and nonmotorized transport” 
and to ensure that “the planning and 
development of infrastructure facilities 
includes reasonable provision for 
nonmotorized vehicles and pedestrians.”22

Looking Forward: Issues and 
Opportunities to Consider

This section highlights a number of issues 
and opportunities that merit consideration 
by ADB in sector and project analyses, 
and in discussions with government 
counterparts.

 Social sustainability and ADB’s 
Sustainable Transport Initiative

The Sustainable Transport Initiative 
adopted by ADB in 2010 aims to ensure 
a good alignment between transport 
operations and the agenda set by ADB’s 
Strategy 2020, in particular inclusive 
economic growth. Social sustainability 

21  Footnote 5 (National Roads Master Plan), p. 12.
22  Footnote 12 (Leather et al.), p. 31.

is a major theme of the initiative, which 
promotes the development of systems 
that are safe, accessible, affordable, and 
environment-friendly. As outlined in Box 6, 
the initiative highlights a number of social 
dimensions to be addressed in transport 
projects, all of which are relevant to 
achieving transport systems more relevant 
and accessible to women in Sri Lanka.

 Data and analysis on transport needs 
and gaps

Transport investments that are intended 
to increase the ability of rural or urban 
inhabitants to reach jobs, markets, schools, 
clinics, and other key destinations need to 
be planned in light of reliable information 
about transport needs and gaps. Data 
collected should be sex-disaggregated so 
that the specific needs of women and men 
can be better identified but, as pointed out in 
the Box 7, investigations need to go beyond 
sex-disaggregation of community surveys 
to gain a better understanding of needs. 
The collection of such data at the outset is 
also necessary to provide a baseline against 
which to assess project impacts. 

Box 6:  ADB’s Sustainable Transport Initiative provides guidance 
on social (and gender) dimensions

The 2010 Sustainable Transport Initiative states that:

More attention needs to be given to realizing the potential 
positive social impacts of transport and to avoiding and 
mitigating negative social impacts. Since ADB’s overarching goal 
is poverty reduction, its work on transport should contribute to 
providing effective solutions to the transport needs of the poor. 
More effective approaches are also needed for addressing other 
social dimensions of transport, including gender mainstreaming, 
participation, and social risks other than those covered by ADB’s 
safeguard policies. These include 

(i) more participatory approaches to project planning and project 
strategies to protect against associated HIV/AIDS and human 
trafficking risks, 

(ii) incorporating complementary development programs and 
community-based maintenance, 

(iii) improving transport services, 
(iv) providing improved facilities such as public toilets and 

pedestrian and bicycle lanes to make transport accessible and 
safe for all users and social groups including women and the 
elderly, 

(v) applying core labor standards, and 
(vi) using tariff and subsidy options to increase access for  

vulnerable groups.
Source: ADB. 2010. Sustainable Transport Initiative: Operational Plan: Manila. 
p. 20. www.adb.org/documents/sustainable-transport-initiative-operational-
plan
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 Institutional capacity of government 
transport agencies on gender  
equality issues

ADB has a lead role among development 
partners in the transport sector on capacity 
development issues. There is room within 
this for greater attention to the knowledge 
and capacities of government partners to 
address the mobility needs of women. A 
starting point would be to identify whether 
data on transport patterns and needs are 
sex-disaggregated, whether there has been 
any research or consultation related to this, 
whether there are any links to research 
and advocacy organizations with interests 
in women’s mobility and transport needs, 
etc. Capacity assessments done for project 
planning provide an opportunity to identify 
weaknesses in such areas and support the 
partner in addressing them.

 Livelihood and entrepreneurial 
opportunities in transport services  
and roadside amenities

The contribution of expanded road networks 
to poverty reduction and inclusive growth 
will depend to some extent on the transport 
services that facilitate the movement of 
people and goods on the roads. There are 
likely to be entrepreneurial opportunities 
in responding to the need for transport 
services for owners and operators of vehicles 
(bicycles, motorcycles, three-wheelers, cars, 
minibuses, trucks, etc.). Related to this would 
be opportunities in vehicle repair, supply 
of parts and fuel, and shops and facilities  
along roadways. Assisting women to gain 
equitable access to such opportunities 
would serve both improved transport and 
gender equity objectives.

Box 7:  “Better Transport Surveys: Giving Women Voice”

In a paper prepared for the 2002 Earth Summit, Deike Peters called 
for better transport surveys that would give voice to women’s 
views and needs (as well as those of men). Peters points out 
that disaggregating survey responses by sex is a necessary first 
step to better identify women’s needs, but also emphasizes that 
disaggregation is not enough—it is “only a prerequisite for subsequent 
gender analysis, not a substitute.” Peters identifies several approaches 
to gaining a better understanding of transport needs, which are 
briefly summarized here:

Gender-sensitive interviewing. Interviews in which one 
household member answers for the needs of all, often the head 
of household, likely emphasize the respondent’s own experience 
and obscure the needs of other household members, with the 
result that the needs of women and adolescent girls may not be 
identified. 
Documenting women’s latent demand. User surveys at bus 
stops, markets, etc. provide useful information on current users 
but fail to capture the needs of those (mostly women) who do not 
travel because transport is unavailable or unsuitable. Household 
surveys used to assess needs must also ask about the why 
someone did not travel, the obstacles to travel, improvements 
that would facilitate travel.
Documenting women’s willingness to pay for better transport. 
Differences between male and female travel patterns are often 
attributed to women’s inability to pay. However, there are studies 
that suggest that while women pay less for transport than men, 
they are willing to pay more where services are appropriate to 
needs.
Documenting mode shares at district levels. In urban 
areas in particular, there may be considerable difference by 
residential location in patterns of use by women and men of 
different transport modes (walking, three-wheelers, public 
transport), so sex-disaggregated data collection should be done 
at submetropolitan levels to gain an accurate understanding of 
availability of services for women.
Documenting the daily reality of women transport users.  
This would include perceptions of the attractiveness, efficiency, 
safety, relative cost, social status, etc. of particular transport 
modes, as experienced by women (compared with men), to  
better understand factors that shape the travel experience, 
including the impact of sexual harassment, or of practices such  
as overcharging by drivers.
Gender-sensitive stakeholder consultation. Open-ended focus 
groups are a means of gaining a better understanding of the sub-
tleties of cultural and/or social access and mobility constraints 
that are not easily captured in standardized survey responses. 

Source: D. Peters. 2001. Gender and Transport in Less Developed Countries: 
A Background Paper in Preparation for CSD-9. Paper prepared for the Expert 
Workshop on Gender Perspectives for Earth Summit 2002: Energy, Transport, 
Information for Decision-Making. www.earthsummit2002.org/workshop/
Gender%20&%20Transport%20S%20DP.pdf 
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Box 8:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the transport sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas  
of investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

Increased connectivity (of rural 
communities with socioeconomic centers, 
and between population centers and 
regions):

  Increased access to markets, 
employment, and economic 
opportunities by women

  Increased access to health services and 
educational facilities, reducing time 
and effort for women making these 
trips for themselves or with family 
members

reached identify as their transport 
practices and problems? Are they 
being asked about trips related to 
both economic and household or 
personal activities and how they are 
met? How do the perspectives of 
women and men compare?

do these people currently enjoy? 
What journeys are made on foot? 
Do individuals own or use bicycles, 
motor scooters, three wheelers, and 
other vehicles? How do responses of 
women and men compare?

services offered or likely to be offered 
on the improved roads? What steps 
are required to promote and expand 
services to meet the needs of different 
client groups (women compared to 
men, girl students compared to boy 
students, women who are elderly or 
of limited mobility compared to men 
in those situations)?

practices, problems, means, and 
resources in project-related surveys 
and analyses, and ensure that the data 
and analyses distinguish between the 
situation of women and men.

issues and priorities for women and 
men separately, to better identify 
needs.

population centers for safe use 
by pedestrians as well as vehicles 
(pedestrians walking alongside the 
road, pedestrians seeking to cross 
busy stretches, etc.).

responsible for transport services 
to better enable women and men 
to benefit from the possibility of 
improved mobility.

of local transport services by women 
and men of the communities reached.

Improved road and transport safety:
  Increased ability for women 
pedestrians to reach destination safely

  Improved personal security and dignity 
in women’s use of public transport

or users of nonmotorized transport 
identify as safety concerns?

 
and security issues in the use of 
public transport?

persons with constrained mobility 
(e.g., pregnant women, elderly 
persons, persons with physical 
handicaps or using wheelchairs)?

includes attention to the needs and 
safety of pedestrians, in rural and 
urban areas.

campaigns also target drivers of 
private and commercial vehicles and 
buses on their responsibilities for 
sharing road and public spaces  
with pedestrians.

transport service providers the role 
of drivers in protecting women 
from harassment by staff or other 
passengers. 

Improved urban transport (infrastructure 
and services):

  Increased ability for women to reach 
jobs and public services

  Increased safety for women on urban 
streets and urban transport services

  Increased affordability of transport  
for women

and health services? Are current 
arrangements adequate, affordable,  
and safe to use? What are the 
problems, and what are the 
implications for women’s time use  
and economic activity?

concerns of urban women in relation 
to their journeys to work? Are they 
subject to harassment as pedestrians 
or transit users? What would be 
required to reduce this hazard?

infrastructure or design of buses and 
railcars take account of physical access 
requirements of smaller, pregnant or 
physically handicapped persons?

services that respond to the particular 
needs of women at different income  
levels (i.e., through the mix of various  
types of services, including public 
buses, taxis, and other private 
services).

urban planning to address mobility 
problems related to different modes 
(e.g., problems of poor pedestrian 
pavements, infrequent safe 
crossing points, pavements without 
wheelchair accessibility, buses and 
railcars that are difficult to access, 
etc.).

as safe waiting areas and lighting in 
bus bays.
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Box 8:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the transport sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas  
of investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

Increased institutional capacity for 
transport planning and management:

  Better awareness and responsiveness 
to the mobility needs of women 

  Agencies and staff more capable of 
assessing and responding to gender- 
differentiated transport needs

needs sex-disaggregated (including 
data on trip destinations and 
purposes; problems encountered 
with respect to ease of access, costs, 
hazards; unmet needs)?

women might have different needs 
and views on transport priorities, 
rates, services?

the skills to formulate and analyze 
questions about the gender 
dimensions of transport needs and 
transport interventions? 

generate the sex-disaggregated data 
as inputs to transport planning (i.e., 
data on needs for and uses of different 
transport modes, including pedestrian 
modes).

 
to transport planners on gender 
 and transport. 

practices to ensure outreach to 
women and better information on 
women’s needs and priorities.

New opportunities for employment and 
entrepreneurship in the provision of 
transport services:

  Increased participation of women as 
transport operators and owners, and as 
transport professionals

  Increased participation of women in 
providing related goods and services 
(parts and maintenance)

provide transport services on new or 
improved roads (e.g., offering services 
in private vehicles, minibuses, or 
larger buses)? What services would 
those service providers need (e.g., 
parts and maintenance)? Are women 
participating in such enterprises? 

in becoming owners or operators 
of enterprises in these areas? Are 
there government entrepreneurship 
programs that could address these 
needs?

provided for skilled work or technical 
services in providing or managing 
transport services.

offer or could offer transport services 
on new roads or provide products or 
services to transport providers.

 
potential women entrepreneurs  
and government programs  
supporting entrepreneurship.

Effective employment policies and 
practices of public sector authorities 
responsible for transport planning, 
management, and service delivery:

  More equitable employment 
opportunities for women

on the staff of the national, provincial, 
and local agencies responsible for 
transport and transport services? 
To what extent have women 
entered technical, professional, and 
management jobs? What barriers 
to entry and promotion can be 
identified?

level equal opportunities strategies 
(for recruitment, promotion, training, 
and working conditions).

 
agencies and vocational and 
professional training institutes to 
support increased participation of 
women.

Equitable access to employment 
generated by road construction, 
rehabilitation and maintenance 
initiatives:

  Equitable access to temporary project-
related jobs, including professional and 
skilled work as well as nonskilled work

  Better recognition of women’s  
rights to equal pay and appropriate 
working conditions

workforce in different categories 
required (professional, skilled, 
unskilled) been collected? Is it 
sex-disaggregated to allow for an 
assessment of appropriate targets for 
recruitment of women?

of core labor standards and workers’ 
rights, including women’s rights to 
nondiscrimination and equal pay?

supplying foods or meals or other 
services to work sites?

at different skill levels that are 
meaningful and achievable (given 
labor supply, local conditions, etc.).

responsibilities for equitable pay and 
working conditions.

sites by local small enterprises run  
by women.

Successful resettlement of those 
displaced by new infrastructure:

  Restoration of livelihoods of both 
women and men

women’s livelihoods? What is needed 
to reestablish livelihoods in self-
employment or trade? 

participation in consultation 
processes? How can these  
be overcome?

reestablishment of livelihoods 
(responding to findings of analysis  
on needs).

reaches women in various types of 
households (households headed by 
women, widows, married women, etc.).
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Box 9:  Useful resources for gender analysis in the transport sector
Resources specific to Sri Lanka

Sector overviews 
and background 
documents

Annual Report 2014. www.cbsl.
gov.lk/htm/english/10_pub/p_1.html

The Asian Development Bank’s Support for the 
Transport Sector in Sri Lanka. pp. 42–57. www.adb.org/documents/asian-development-bank-s-support-
transport-sector-sri-lanka 

Relevant policy 
statements 

National Road 
Master Plan 2007–2017. http://www.rda.gov.lk/source/publications.htm 

Research and 
analysis on gender 
equality and 
transport in  
Sri Lanka

In K. Kusakabe. ed. Gender, Roads and Mobility in Asia. http://developmentbookshop.com/gender-roads-
and-mobility-in-asia-pb

Gender Equality Results Case Study—Sri Lanka: Improving Connectivity to Support Livelihoods 
and Gender Equality. www.adb.org/publications/gender-equality-results-case-study-sri-lanka-improving-
connectivity

Other resources

Research and  
analyses on gender 
and transport

Gender, Roads and Mobility in Asia. http://developmentbookshop.com/gender-roads-
and-mobility-in-asia-pb

Gender and Mobility in the Developing World. Background Paper for the 2012 World 
Development Report. https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/9111 

World Bank Transport Notes. 
TRN-43, September. go.worldbank.org/O5I149H4G0

Public Transportation: Rethinking and Theories. http://genderedinnovations.
stanford.edu/case-studies/transportation.html

International Transport Forum Discussion Paper 2011–2011.  
www.internationaltransportforum.org/jtrc/DiscussionPapers/DP201111.pdf 

Gender and Sustainable Urban Mobility. Paper prepared for the 2013 Global Report on 
Human Settlements. www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2012/cc/bgrd/CC20_1_app3_24.pdf 

Problem of “Eve Teasing” in Chennai, India. In Women’s Issues in Transportation. Summary of the 4th 
International Conference. Vol. 2, pp. 74–84. onlinepubs.trb.org/onlinepubs/conf/cp46v2.pdf

Resources on 
walkability

Moving Dangerously, Moving Pleasurably: Improving Walkability in Dhaka. 
Using a BRT Walkability Strategy to Make Dhaka’s Transportation Infrastructure Pedestrian-Friendly; 
Summary Report. Consultant Report for ADB Project 39335, TA6350. www.adb.org/projects/documents/
sustainable-urban-transport-dhaka-bus-rapid-transit-walkability-strategy

Improving Footpaths in Indian Cities through 
Walkability Survey and Tighter Policies. http://cleanairasia.org/improving-walkability-in-indian-cities-2/ 

Walkability and Pedestrian Facilities in Asian Cities. State and Issues. ADB 
Sustainable Development Working Paper Series No. 17. http://cleanairasia.org/walkability-study-in-asian-
cities-4/ 

Resources on  
safe cities and  
safe transport

Virtual Knowledge Centre to End Violence Against 
Women and Girls. http://endvawnow.org/en/modules/view/12-safe-cities.html#57 

Safe Cities for Women: From Reality to Rights. http://global.safecitiesforwomen.org/
about-us/

Guides on gender  
and transport and 
related issues

Gender Tool Kit: Transport—Maximizing the Benefits of Improved Mobility for All. www.adb.
org/documents/gender-tool-kit-transport-maximizing-benefits-improved-mobility-all 

Making Transport Work for Women and Men: Tools for Task Teams. Practical manual. 
go.worldbank.org/UW1GDCX260

Balancing the Burden? Desk Review of Women’s Time Poverty and Infrastructure in Asia and the 
Pacific. www.adb.org/publications/balancing-burden-womens-time-poverty-and-infrastructure
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of all, and women most directly.
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facilities are also major concerns for women and girls.

management.
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in the sector.
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to consider

 
sanitation goals

organizations

Further resources p sheet on integrating gender perspectives in the water and 
sanitation sector (Box 10)

sanitation sector (Box 11)
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Areas of Collaboration

The water and sanitation sector has been 
a major focus of collaboration between 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and 
the Government of Sri Lanka, with an 
investment of $1,000.6 million in the period 
1966–2014 (13.9% of all ADB loans, grants 
and technical assistance to Sri Lanka in that 
period).1 Improved access to drinking water 
has been the lead area of investment—
between 2010 and 2014, for example, ADB-
assisted projects provided new or improved 
water supply to 56,572 households, and 
new or improved sanitation to 5,018 
households.2

ADB has also engaged with the central 
government on sector and regulatory 
reforms, financing issues, devolution to 
local authorities, and institutional capacity. 
ADB has supported local governments 
in improving infrastructure and services, 
including water supply, septage management 
and sanitation, and solid waste management. 
It has also supported rural communities in 
developing water supplies and community-
based organizations (CBOs) for subsequent 
operations and maintenance. 

Sector Context

Improved water supply and sanitation for 
the population has been a priority of Sri 
Lankan governments, and Sri Lanka was 
able to report that it had achieved the 
Millennium Development Goal targets by 
2015. The current aim is to achieve safe 
water and improved sanitation for all by 
2020, considerably ahead of other countries 
in the region and ahead of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which aim to 
achieve these targets by 2030. Box 1 sets out 
coverage levels in 2015 and the targets that 
Sri Lanka has set for 2020.

Both the central government and local 
authorities provide water and sanitation 
services.3 The lead agency in the sector is the 

1  ADB. 2015. Asian Development Bank and Sri Lanka. 
Fact Sheet. Manila. Table 2.

2  ADB. 2015. Development Effectiveness Brief: Sri 
Lanka. Building on Success. Manila. p. 4.

3  Unless otherwise noted, the remainder of this 
section is based on sector assessments in ADB 

National Water Supply and Drainage Board 
(NWSDB), which is the implementing arm 
of the Ministry of City Planning and Water 
Supply. When NWSDB was established in 
1974, it took over several existing schemes 
operated by local authorities and became 
the main implementing agency for publicly 
financed projects. With decentralization 
in 1987, municipal water and sanitation 
services were to be turned over to local 
authorities. However, only the Colombo 
Municipal Council has taken on the 
responsibility, while others were reluctant 
due to their limited institutional and 
financial capacities.

In 2014, the NWSDB managed 329 piped 
water schemes in urban areas and small 
towns.4 In rural areas, some local authorities 
(pradeshiya sabha) manage water supply but 
a larger role is played by CBOs established 
for water management. This approach 
was mandated by the National Policy 
for Rural Water Supply and Sanitation, 
2001, which outlined a government role 
in regulating and facilitating activities in 
the sector, with service provision by CBOs 
or the private sector, and a responsibility 
on the part of users for operation and 
maintenance as well as a share of initial 
capital investment. A 2012 report stated 
that there were 3,500 CBOs involved  
in rural water supply schemes serving  

project approval documents for projects 42459 and 
45148, and M. Fan. 2015. Sri Lanka’s Water Supply 
and Sanitation Sector: Achievements and a Way 
Forward. ADB South Asia Working Paper Series. No. 
35. Manila.

4  Central Bank of Sri Lanka. 2015 Annual Report 2014. 
Colombo. p. 73.

Box 1:  Sri Lanka’s national targets include safe water and improved 
sanitation for all by 2020

2015 2020

Safe water coverage (% of population) 94 100

Improved sanitation (% of population) 93 100

Access to pipe-borne water (%) 44 60

Piped water connections (number) 1,600,000 3,000,000

Pipe-borne sewage (%) 3 7

Source: Ministry of City Planning and Water Supply. 2016. Country Paper— 
Sri Lanka. Paper prepared for the Sixth South Asian Conference on Sanitation 
(SACOSAN VI), Dhaka, Bangladesh, January 2016. p. 18.
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600,000  families.5 (This represents about 
15% of rural households.)6 The National 
Community Water Trust was established 
in 2011 to support and guide these CBOs 
in managing their assets and ensuring 
sustainability of services.

Challenges in water supply include 
increasing demand, variations by region 
in water availability (with particular 
stresses in the dry zones of the country), 
competition between water users that is 
resulting in an increasing number of water 
conflicts, and rural–urban disparities in 
the quality of services. Another emerging 
issue is the effects of climate change on 
water sources and water management, 
particularly in urban areas.

Management of wastewater and sanitation 
is largely at the household level except in 
larger urban areas. Government policy 
is to provide pipe-borne sewerage only 
where population density does not allow 
environmentally sound on-site facilities 
and to assist with septage treatment 
facilities in urban areas not warranting 
piped sewerage. The NWSDB manages 
piped sewerage systems other than that of 
the Colombo Municipal Council.

Solid waste management is another area of 
local authority responsibility, assisted by the 
National Solid Waste Management Support 
Center was established by the Ministry of 
Local Government and Provincial Councils 
in 2007.

Finally, the need for an independent 
regulatory agency for water services has 
been discussed, and it has been proposed 
that the role be assigned to the Public 
Utilities Commission of Sri Lanka, which 
already regulates electricity, but this seems 
to been held up due to concerns about 
achieving appropriate alignment with the 
decentralized structure of responsibilities.

5  Ministry of Environment. 2012. Country Report of 
Sri Lanka, United Nations Conference on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+20). p. 43.

6  The latest household survey estimated the number 
of rural households at 4,024,000. Department of 
Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Colombo. Table A2.

Gender-Related Considerations 
Relevant to Sector Planning  
and Outcomes

 Access to safe water and sanitation 
affects health and quality of life of all, 
and women most directly

Safe water and adequate sanitation are 
basic rights for all. Their particular 
significance for women derives from 
the household responsibilities generally 
assigned to women, including tasks related 
to food preparation, hygiene of children, 
cleanliness of clothing and bedding and the 
household, disposal of waste, among others. 
Where water supplies are insufficient or 
distant, or only intermittently available, all 
these tasks become more difficult and time-
consuming. 

Unsafe water and poor sanitation also 
increase the frequency of illnesses among 
children and other family members and thus 
increase the burden of care for the ill, also 
generally provided within the household by 
women. One problem of increasing urgency 
that seems to have some relation to water 
quality is the increasing incidence of the 
chronic kidney disease of unknown etiology 
(CKDu), particularly in the North Central 
Province, Uva Province, and North Western 
Province.7 While the causes and course of 
the illness are as yet poorly understood, 
families, and particularly women, are the 
ones taking up the burden of care.

The time demands on women related to 
household maintenance activities and 
care of the ill are significant and can 
have an impact on their ability to pursue 
skill development and income-earning 
activities. 

Deficiencies in services thus have high 
costs for women, but also for the nation 
through greater pressures on the health 
system and the loss of economic inputs that 
women might otherwise have made.

Further, women face risks to personal 
safety and dignity related to the availability, 

7  K. Jayasekara. 2015. Epidemiology of Chronic Kidney 
Disease, With Special Emphasis on Chronic Kidney 
Disease of Uncertain Etiology, in the North Central 
Region of Sri Lanka. Journal of Epidemiology 25 (4): 
275–280.
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location and condition of toilet facilities. 
Such risks may also be associated with 
obtaining water where the source is far or 
the route to it is over difficult or insecure 
terrain.

 Distant or intermittent water supply 
and poor quality remain issues in some 
areas

While much progress has been made in 
improving access to safe drinking water, not 
all areas are equally served. In particular, 
services are poorer in rural than urban areas, 
in the areas most affected by the long civil 
conflict, and in estate-sector communities.8

Box 2 details several aspects of these 
disparities. In 2012/2013, 10.3% of Sri 
Lankans were without safe drinking water,9 
but the proportion is as high as 53.7% in the 
estate sector, and 20% or more in the three 
provinces with the largest populations 
living on estates.10 There are also disparities 
among sectors in the sufficiency of the 
available water for drinking and for bathing 
and washing.

Even where water is available it may be 
outside household premises and at some 
distance, as is evident in Box 3. Overall, 
the source of drinking water is outside 
household premises for 20.1% of households, 
with much higher proportions in the 
Northern Province (47.6%) and the North 
Central Province (34.6%). The North Central 
Province also has the largest proportion of 
households (5%) in which someone must go 
more than 500 meters to access water.

In sum, despite progress made, a significant 
number of households—and particularly 
women—still need to expend time and 
energy obtaining water or coping with the 
added workloads and health consequences 
of insufficient or poor quality supplies.

 There are remaining gaps in ensuring 
safe and appropriate sanitation for all 

There have been major advances toward 
safe sanitation. Open defecation is close 

8  Footnote 3 (Fan), p. 4.
9  This figure differs somewhat from that in Box 

1, which is for 2015 (presented by the ministry 
responsible, but without specifying source from 
which they derived the data); the data in Box 2 and 3 
is from the most recent household survey.

10  See appendix, Table A.1, for data on the population 
distribution by sector.

Box 2:  Access to safe and sufficient water differs by location
Percent of Households in Each Category, 2012/2013

Without Safe 
Drinking Water

Water Available 
Is Not Sufficient 

for Drinking

Water Available 
Is Not Sufficient 

for Bathing, 
Washing

Sri Lanka 10.3 7.2 11.3

By sector

�Urban 1.2 1.8 2.2

�Rural 10.0 8.2 13.1

�Estate 53.7 10.3 13.5

By province

�Western 2.9 2.3 3.1

�Central 22.4 11.1 15.7

�Southern 11.8 5.7 8.3

�Northern 4.9 5.8 10.0

�Eastern 2.8 8.0 10.6

�North Western 7.1 13.0 17.1

�North Central 6.6 11.1 16.2

�Uva 25.2 12.3 27.4

�Sabaragamuwa 19.7 5.0 12.5

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A31. 

Box 3:  For households in some parts of the country, the source of 
drinking water is over 500 meters away

Percent of Households, 2012/2013

Access to Water is Within  
or Outside Premises Distance Outside Premises

Total
Within 

Premises
Outside 

Premises
<100 

Meters
101–500 
Meters

>500 
Meters

Sri Lanka 100.0 79.9 20.1 13.3 5.7 1.2

By sector

�Urban 100.0 92.2 7.8 6.0 1.5 0.4

�Rural 100.0 77.9 22.1 14.2 6.6 1.4

�Estate 100.0 68.5 31.5 25.0 5.9 0.6

By province

�Western 100.0 91.5 8.5 7.6 0.8 0.1

�Central 100.0 79.4 20.6 15.9 4.6 0.1

�Southern 100.0 84.6 15.4 11.2 3.9 0.4

�Northern 100.0 52.4 47.6 27.5 16.8 3.2

�Eastern 100.0 73.2 26.8 18.4 7.0 1.4

�North Western 100.0 73.2 26.8 15.5 8.0 3.3

�North Central 100.0 65.4 34.6 14.7 14.9 5.0

�Uva 100.0 78.2 21.7 11.5 9.5 0.7

�Sabaragamuwa 100.0 80.3 19.7 14.7 4.8 0.2

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A30. 
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to being eliminated—it was practiced by 
1.7% of the population in 2015 compared 
to 16% in 1990. In 2015, almost 90% of the 
population had access to an improved toilet 
facility, compared to 68% in 1990.11

These are impressive changes, but gaps 
and disparities remain. The most recent 
data on households indicate that 5.9% of 
households in the Northern Province and 
4.9% of those in the Eastern Province have 
no toilet facilities, not even shared or public 
facilities (Box 4). In these two provinces 
alone there are 36,700 households without 
facilities.12

While most households do have facilities, 
very few are or will be connected to piped 
sewerage and thus households depend on 
their own systems, generally septic tanks 
or soakage pits. Ensuring that such systems 
work effectively to treat fecal material and 
wastewater requires that they be properly 
sited and constructed so that they do not 
contaminate waterways and groundwater. 
They must also be properly managed 
to prevent overflow and the associated 
environmental pollution, health hazards 
and unacceptable smells. Both increases in 
population and increased water availability 
place pressures on these systems.13

Options and practices for solid waste 
disposal vary considerably by region, with 
few households outside of urban areas that 
benefit from collection by local authorities 
or that seeming to have any facilities 
managed by the local authorities who are 
responsible for solid waste management 
(Box 5).

11  Ministry of City Planning and Water Supply. 2016. 
Country Paper—Sri Lanka. Paper prepared for 
the Sixth South Asian Conference on Sanitation 
(SACOSAN VI), Dhaka, Bangladesh, January 2016. 
p. 5. (SACOSAN VI Country Paper)

12  Calculated from percentages presented in Box 3 
and the number of households in each category, as 
stated in Table A.2 of the survey cited. The figures 
for those not using a toilet are considerably higher 
in the 2012 Census of Population and Housing: 1.7% 
for Sri Lanka overall, and 9.3 for northern provinces 
and 6.3 for eastern provinces. See Quick Stats page, 
tab for number of households, at www.statistics.
gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2012Visualization/htdocs/
index.php

13  H. Bandara and M. Najim. 2013. Compliance with 
Standards and Emerging Issues of Household 
Sewage Disposal Systems in Gampaha Municipality 
Area in Western Sri Lanka. Journal of Environmental 
Professional Sri Lanka. 2(2): 1–12.

Box 4:  There is still a gap in sanitation for all
Availability of Toilet Facility, 2012/2013

(Percent of Households)

Total

Exclusive 
for 

Household

Shared 
(another 

household)

Public 
Toilet 

Facilities
No Toilet 
Facilities

Sri Lanka 100.0 89.9 8.4 0.7 0.9

By sector

�Urban 100.0 90.0 7.3 2.7 –

�Rural 100.0 90.7 7.8 0.2 1.2

�Estate 100.0 76.2 21.1 2.1 0.7

By province

�Western 100.0 91.0 7.4 1.6 0.1

�Central 100.0 89.3 10.0 0.6 0.1

�Southern 100.0 93.1 6.7 0.1 0.1

�Northern 100.0 83.9 9.8 0.3 5.9

�Eastern 100.0 82.5 11.5 1.1 4.9

�North Western 100.0 91.4 7.4 0.1 1.1

�North Central 100.0 90.4 8.2 0.3 1.1

�Uva 100.0 89.3 9.7 0.6 0.5

�Sabaragamuwa 100.0 91.2 8.8 – –

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A30. 

Box 5:  Household options and practices for garbage disposal vary 
by location

Type of Garbage Disposal, 2012/2013
(Percent of Households)

Collected 
by Local 

Authorities

Buried 
or 

Burned

Processed 
for 

Fertilizer

Dumped 
Within 

Premises

Thrown 
Away 

Outside 
Premises Other

Sri Lanka 20.4 41.5 5.6 30.5 0.8 1.2

By sector

�Urban 74.8 16.1 2.0 5.9 0.4 0.8

�Rural 9.4 47.7 6.5 35.1 0.5 0.8

�Estate 4.4 29.9 3.2 43.6 7.5 11.3

By province

�Western 40.2 35.6 4.2 18.7 0.5 0.8

�Central 12.2 35.5 6.8 37.9 2.3 5.3

�Southern 11.6 38.1 8.0 41.1 0.6 0.5

�Northern 12.4 54.2 9.3 23.1 0.8 0.1

�Eastern 43.0 35.0 0.7 20.3 1.1 –

�North Western 6.7 55.5 5.8 31.4 0.3 0.3

�North Central 4.9 74.3 3.1 17.6 – 0.1

�Uva 6.9 37.6 8.4 44.5 0.7 1.7

�Sabaragamuwa 8.8 32.4 6.1 50.8 0.7 1.3

– = counts not adequate to provide reliable estimates.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Table A33.
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 Toilet and washing facilities in schools, 
workplaces, and public facilities are also 
major concerns for women and girls

Consultations with women and adolescent 
girls held in preparation for the 2016 South 
Asia Conference on Sanitation (SACOSAN 
VI) resulted in a set of key demands, 
including several that went beyond the 
household to consider community facilities 
and public awareness (Box 6).

In Sri Lanka, a 2008 study that highlighted 
grave deficiencies in water and sanitation 
facilities in primary schools focused 
attention on the need for change. In 2008, 
only 76.8% of primary schools had running 
water, only 32.8% had a sufficient number of 
toilets for girls, and only 32.5% had sufficient 
toilets for boys.14 In addition to discomfort for 
students and teachers, the lack of toilet and 
handwashing facilities cannot but lead to 
more frequent illnesses and absences. At the 
secondary level, adolescent girls also face 
the issue of menstrual hygiene management 
(as do female teachers of all grades).

In collaboration with the United Nations 
Children’s Fund water, sanitation, and 
hygiene (UNICEF WASH) program, 
there have been major improvements in 
facilities. There has also been increased 
attention to designing child-friendly toilets 
and facilities needed by adolescent girls 
for menstrual hygiene, water in toilets and 
washstands near them or in classrooms, and 
hygiene awareness. While in 2008 there 
were 1,283 schools without a single usable 
toilet, there remained only 74 by 2015.15

However, there is still some distance to go 
in ensuring that schools not only have basic 
facilities, but that they meet the needs of 
users, including adolescent girls in particular. 
In his speech to parliament about the 2016 
budget, the Minister of Finance referred 
to the lack of proper sanitary facilities in 
many schools, and proposed an allocation of  
Rs. 4,000 million (about $28 million) to 
achieve the aim of equipping all schools 
with proper sanitary and water facilities by 
the end of 2016.16

14  UNESCO-UIS. 2008. A View Inside Primary Schools. 
A World Education Indicators (WEI) cross-national 
study. UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Montreal. 
p. 43.

15  Footnote 11 (SACOSAN VI country paper), p. 13.
16  Minister of Finance. 2015. Budget Speech–2016. 

Box 6:  Key demands of women and adolescent girls in relation to 
sanitation include both household and community needs

In the preparation for the South Asia Conference on Sanitation 
in January 2016 (SACOSAN VI), consultations were held with 
groups that were identified as having had too little voice previously, 
including women, adolescent girls, elderly, persons with disabilities, 
and the sanitation work force. Six consultations, of which three 
were with women and adolescent girls, were held in Sri Lanka 
in October and November 2015. The report on the consultations 
synthesized the inputs from all SACOSAN countries to outline the 
situation and key demands of each group.
The key demands of women and adolescent girls relate to household 
needs but also community facilities and awareness. The key 
demands were:

with adequate water supply. 

and good drainage system especially in highly congested slum 
settlements. 

to minimize risk of injury, violence, and burden on women and 
adolescent girls.

in public institutions and market places with adequate water, 
lighting and good drainage systems, so they are clean, safe, and 
offer privacy and dignity to their users.

hygiene management, including safe disposal of sanitary 
materials. 

menstrual hygiene management so that women and adolescent 
girls can adopt hygienic practices and the community can keep 
the facilities clean.

All groups highlighted the importance of consultations with all users 
to be able to take account of the specific needs of each. A point that 
should not be overlooked is that these groups are overlapping. In 
particular, there are women and girls among persons with disabilities, 
and these groups have needs and concerns different from those of 
men and boys; for example, related to the additional complications a 
disability could bring to hygiene management and privacy. Similarly 
there are women among the elderly who are likely to have some 
needs and concerns that differ from elderly men.
Source: Freshwater Action Network South Asia (FANSA) and the Water 
Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC). 2015. Leave No One 
Behind. Voices of Women, Adolescent Girls, Elderly, Persons with Disability 
and Sanitation Workforce. Report launched at SACOSAN VI.

 Women have contributed significantly 
to community-based water 
management

Most rural water supply schemes are 
managed by community-based organizations 
(CBOs) established for this purpose. Despite 
their important role, very little data is 
available on the number and composition of 

Colombo. para. 308.



55

Water and Sanitation

these organizations or their characteristics 
and success rates.

Anecdotal data suggests that women’s 
participation has been important to water 
supply CBOs, and that the network of 
Women’s Rural Development Societies, 
which have been formed with government 
encouragement as a means to reach 
communities and promote economic and 
social betterment, have in some cases been 
sources of dynamism and leadership.17

Women’s full participation in water supply 
CBOs was mandated by the National Policy 
for the Rural Water Supply and Sanitation 
Sector, 2001, which provides a framework 
for community-based approaches and 
specifies as one of the policy principles 
that “women should play a central role in 
decision making processes of the sector.”

The water management CBOs have 
considerable responsibility, as they are 

17  Discussions in Sri Lanka, November 2015.

required to be self-sustaining, and to manage 
and finance all operation and maintenance 
costs. Projects to establish new schemes 
generally include training and capacity 
building, and some technical assistance is 
provided subsequently through regional 
support centers. However, there has been 
no ongoing program to support these key 
institutions to develop their capacities on 
technical, financial or leadership matters.18

 While women are still in the minority, 
they are a notable presence among 
water sector engineers and managers

Women are also making a contribution as 
professionals in public sector organizations. 
Box 7 provides figures for senior staff of the 
NWSDB, the lead agency. In 2014, women 
accounted for 21.8% of senior staff, 25.0% of 
senior engineers, and 26.8% of the engineer 
category. This is a noteworthy increase over 
the last decade, in particular for women 
engineers, who in 2007 accounted for only 
18.1% of the total.19

The increasing number of female engineers 
in the water and sanitation sector was also 
noted in a 2013 study on human resources 
in the sector. The study noted that women 
were actually preferred personnel in the 
rural water supply sector, where rural 
water schemes run by women-led CBOs 
are common—“stakeholders consider that 
women are capable of performing more 
effectively in rural settings compared to 
male, especially in situations where there is 
a lack of strong institutional mechanisms.”20

Relevant Government 
Commitments 

The government’s commitments to 
achieving water for all and sanitation for all 
by 2020 are very positive for women, given 
the importance of these basic services to 

18  Footnote 3 (Fan), para. 49, 119.
19  CENWOR. 2009. Situation Analysis of Women 

Water Professionals in Sri Lanka. In SaciWATERs 
(South Asia Consortium for Interdisciplinary Water 
Resources Studies). 2011. Situational Analysis 
of Women Water Professionals in South Asia. 
Hyderabad.

20  International Water Association (IWA). 2013. 
Mapping Human Resource Capacity Gaps in the 
Water Supply and Sanitation Sector. Country 
Briefing Note: Sri Lanka. London. p.8. (IWA 
Mapping)

Box 7:  Women managers and engineers were present in key 
managerial and engineering posts of the National Water 
Supply and Drainage Board in 2014

Designation
Board 
Grade

Total 
Number

Number 
Women

Percent 
Women

General Manager 1 1 0 0

Additional General 
Manager 1 9 1 11.1

Deputy General 
Manager (including 5 
acting as PDs) 2 26 6 23.1

Assistant General 
Manager (including 14 
acting as PDs) 3 59 7 11.9

Manager 4 28 3 10.7

Chief Engineer (civil, 
mechanical, electrical) 
(including 4 acting as 
PD) 4 146 25 17.1

Senior Engineer (civil, 
mechanical, electrical) 5 24 6 25.0

Engineer (civil, 
mechanical, electrical) 6 339 91 26.8

Chemical Engineer 7 1 0 0

Hardware Engineer 8 10 1 10.0

TOTAL 643 140 21.8

PD = project director.
Source: Centre for Women’s Research (CENWOR). 2015. Review of the 
Implementation of Beijing Platform for Action—Sri Lanka 1995-2014. Colombo. 
p. 382.
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women’s workloads, quality of life, and 
opportunities.

This is a sector in which the government 
has recognized the motivating force of 
international and regional commitments and 
platforms. The SACOSAN has been important 
among these, bringing much greater attention 
to what has tended (both regionally and 
internationally) to be the lagging subsector. 
The Dhaka Declaration on Sanitation that 
emerged from the first SACOSAN meeting 
in 2003 stated that the agreed approach was 
“people-centered, community-led, gender-
sensitive, and demand-driven.” Declarations 
from subsequent meetings have reaffirmed 
this approach and have brought attention 
to the importance of women’s voice and 
participation in management (Delhi, 2008); 
of WASH in schools, including separate 
toilets for girls and boys and facilities for 
menstrual hygiene management (Colombo, 
2011); and of menstrual hygiene management 
in all public buildings, including schools and 
health clinics (Kathmandu, 2013).21

Monitoring is key to judging progress 
and achievements. The WHO–UNICEF 
Joint Monitoring Programme for Water 
Supply and Sanitation has proposed an 
interpretation of the SDG targets as a basis 
for specifying monitoring indicators. These 
are reproduced in Box 8 and provide a good 
summary of the commitments made.

Looking Forward: Issues and 
Opportunities to Consider

This section highlights a number of issues 
and opportunities that merit consideration 
by ADB in sector and project analyses, 
and in discussions with government 
counterparts.

 Working with both women and men to 
achieve water and sanitation goals

Women have been targeted for participation 
in sector activities at the community level 
because of the importance of adequate and 
safe water supplies and sanitary facilities to 
their household and family tasks. Women 
have also pushed for more participation in 

21  Declarations of all SACOSAN meetings are posted 
by the SACOSAN Regional Center for Sanitation. 
 www.sacosan.lk/ (tabs About, then History).

Box 8:  The Sustainable Development Goals provide comprehensive 
guidance on water and sanitation for all

Target 6.1: by 2030, 
achieve…

Interpretation used to design indicators for 
monitoring:

…universal Implies all exposures and settings including 
households, schools, health facilities, workplaces, 
etc.

and equitable Implies progressive reduction and elimination of 
inequalities between population sub-groups

access Implies sufficient water to meet domestic needs is 
reliably available close to home

to safe Safe drinking water is free from pathogens and 
elevated levels of toxic chemicals at all times

and affordable Payment for services does not present a barrier  
to access or prevent people meeting other basic  
human needs

drinking water Water used for drinking, cooking, food preparation, 
and personal hygiene

for all Suitable for use by men, women, girls, and boys of all 
ages including people living with disabilities

Target 6.2: by 2013, 
achieve…

Interpretation used to design indicators for 
monitoring:

…access Implies facilities close to home that can be easily 
reached and used when needed

to adequate Implies a system which hygienically separates 
excreta from human contact as well as safe reuse 
and/or treatment of excreta in situ, or safe transport 
and treatment off-site

and equitable Implies progressive reduction and elimination of 
inequalities between population sub-groups

sanitation Sanitation is the provision of facilities and services  
for safe management, and disposal of human urine  
 and feces

and hygiene Hygiene is the conditions and practices that help 
maintain health and prevent spread of disease 
including handwashing, menstrual hygiene 
management and food hygiene 

for all Suitable for use by men, women, girls, and boys of all 
ages including people living with disabilities

end open defecation Excreta of adults or children are: deposited (directly 
or after being covered by a layer of earth) in the 
bush, a field, a beach, or other open area; discharged 
directly into a drainage channel, river, sea, or other 
water body; or are wrapped in temporary material 
and discarded

paying special attention 
to the needs of women 

and girls 

Implies reducing the burden of water collection and 
enabling women and girls to manage sanitation and 
hygiene needs with dignity. Special attention should 
be given to the needs of women and girls in ‘high 
use’ settings such as schools and workplaces, and 
‘high risk’ settings such as health care facilities and 
detention centers

and those in vulnerable 
situations

Implies attention to specific WASH needs found in 
‘special cases’ including refugee camps, detention 
centers, mass gatherings, and pilgrimages

Source: WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply and 
Sanitation (JMP). 2015. WASH Post-2015: Proposed Indicators for drinking 
water, sanitation, and Hygiene. 
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could also strengthen understanding 
that water and sanitation are community 
responsibilities rather than the concern of 
women alone, as is the responsibility for 
the safety and dignity of women and girls 
using water and sanitation facilities, as 
suggested in Box 9.

 Capacity building of water 
management CBOs

Given the current and future role of CBOs 
in water management, the reliability and 
quality of water supplies in the communities 
served will depend on the capacity of 
those CBOs and, in turn on the capacity of 
the government organizations to provide 
appropriate leadership and support.

 Human resources in the water and 
sanitation sector

The water and sanitation sector is a 
major public sector employer—the major 
agency, the NWSDB, has more than 10,000 
employees to staff its central office; 11 
regional support centers at the provincial 
level; 24 regional offices for operation and 
maintenance of water supply schemes; 
and 19 district offices providing rural 
technical assistance.22 Access to these posts 
by qualified women is a matter of equal 
employment opportunities.

At the same time, future needs in the sector 
are expected to be large. A 2013 analysis of 
shortages in the number of professionals 
and technicians, and the gaps in skills and 
competencies in light of goals for universal 
coverage of water and sanitation estimated 
that another 1,541 water and sanitation 
technical personnel and 2,323 other 
technical personnel would be needed.23 
Meeting these needs will require efforts 
to make full use of available resources, 
women, and men.

22  Footnote 3 (Fan), p. 17–18.
23  Footnote 20 (IWA Mapping), p. 8.

Box 9:  Sectoral education and awareness campaigns can seek to 
engage men and communities in ensuring women’s safety 

Reducing violence against women is a challenge not only for women 
but for all community members. This is a message that is relevant to 
water and sanitation initiatives as access to water sources and toilet 
facilities can be hazardous for women. A manual that addresses 
these issues suggests a number of messages to that sector activities 
could convey to community members and community leaders:

violence when trying to access water, sanitation, and hygiene 
(WASH) facilities—how can we reduce these vulnerabilities?

health, but also their dignity and safety.

WASH tasks and to reduce vulnerabilities to violence.

sanitation facilities. No one should fear going to collect water or 
using a toilet.

subjected to any form of violence, or if we ourselves are violent 
toward others.

Source: S. House et al. 2014. Violence Gender and Wash. A Practitioner’s Toolkit. 
Making Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Safer through Improved Programming 
and Services. London: WaterAid/SHARE.

decision making on investment priorities 
and the design and management of facilities.

Efforts should continue to ensure full 
participation by women, particularly 
in decision making. At the same time, 
workloads and labor inputs to establish 
and maintain community facilities 
should be shared with men, and not be 
disproportionately carried by women. 
Engaging men as champions of changes 
of behaviors related to water safety and 
sanitation practices may contribute to 
effectiveness, given the generally higher 
standing of men in households and 
communities. Engaging men in this way 
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Box 10:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the water and sanitation sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas  
of investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

Effective community management of 
water supply schemes:

  Reliable water supplies, with regularly 
maintained facilities

  Access and distribution practices that 
reflect women’s priorities

  Opportunities for women to take up 
community leadership roles

assessment of the functioning and 
effectiveness of community-based 
organizations (CBOs) managing 
community schemes? Or the factors 
affecting this? 

involvement of women, as well as the 
extent to which they have decision 
making and leadership role, as well as 
the factors affecting this? 

targets for women’s participation as 
members and leaders of community-
based water management groups, and 
that women participate equitably in 
all training opportunities.

widows, female heads of households) 
are assisted by local authorities or 
CBOs where beneficiary contributions 
are required to obtain facilities. 

in these CBOs, including patterns by 
sex, and develop a capacity building 
approach that aims to address the 
specific needs of women, if they differ. 

and the contribution this makes to 
the outcomes of community water 
management.

New or upgraded urban water supply, 
sanitation, and waste disposal in 
underserved and low-income areas:

  Better reflection of women’s  
priorities in selection of  
infrastructure investments
  More women-friendly design and 
placement of infrastructure, increased 
personal safety

  Opportunities for women in low-
income areas to take community 
leadership roles 

water and sanitation needs and 
priorities? How do they compare with 
the needs men identify? 

such as number and location of 
facilities (pumps and toilets), sharing 
versus individual facilities, and design 
of public toilets?

discussions and decision making 
about water supply and sanitation 
proportionate to their extensive 
household responsibilities for water 
and hygiene?

in poor and underserved areas 
consider how to overcome obstacles 
that poor households could face?

consultations identify issues for 
women and men separately, to better 
identify and respond to needs. 

priorities for the type, design, and 
location of communal facilities  
(e.g., water points, toilet facilities,  
and waste collection).

procedures for connection, billing, 
and payment do not exclude poor 
women and households.

indicators track women’s tasks and 
time use in relation to water and 
sanitation and changes achieved 
through interventions.

Adequate water and sanitation facilities 
in schools, health centers, and public 
places such as markets and community 
buildings:

  Improved health, dignity, and safety for 
women in public spaces

  Better health and hygiene of students, 
fewer illnesses

have records on the availability and 
condition of water and sanitation 
facilities in schools, health centers, 
markets, and other community 
buildings? 

bridge any gaps?

communities to develop systems to 
monitor availability and condition  
of facilities.

communities to ensure that  
key community services have  
adequate facilities.

Improved water, sanitation, and hygiene 
knowledge and practices at the household 
and community levels:

  Improved knowledge and practices  
by men and boys as well as women and 
girls
  Better intrahousehold sharing of tasks 
related to water, sanitation, and hygiene

girls and boys, women and men, with 
messages related to water, waste,  
and hygiene

and community tasks but seek to 
avoid stereotyping these as tasks that 
belong only to women.

leaders as champions for changes in 
practices, and a view of water and 
hygiene management as a shared 
responsibility between women and 
men.

responsibility to reduce violence 
against women in hygiene awareness 
education.
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Box 10:  Tip sheet on integrating gender perspectives into analysis and planning in the water and sanitation sector
STEP 1: Identify the positive outcomes 
for women or gender equality that could 
be achieved in relation to main areas  
of investment.

STEP 2: Identify key questions to better 
understand gender equality issues and 
women’s needs in these areas.

STEP 3: Identify the steps or strategies 
that could be considered or adapted to 
move forward in these areas.

Inclusive decision making about local 
priorities and investments:

  Increased opportunities for women to 
voice their interests and participate in 
decision making

  Local decisions and investments 
that are more responsive to women’s 
priorities for infrastructure and 
services 

equitably represented? Do they have 
the opportunity or the confidence to 
voice their views? Do men listen? 

times and in locations convenient to 
both women and men?

to develop consultation processes that 
identify and respond to constraints to 
women’s participation (e.g., times and 
locations that allow women to attend, 
possibly separate focus groups).

approach that provides a secure 
environment for debate that 
includes women’s voices, which may 
include supporting men to work 
constructively with women.

More effective and equitable employment 
policies and practices in water and 
sanitation sector institutions:

  More equitable employment 
opportunities for women

  More effective use of women’s skills

on the staff of partner agencies 
dealing with water, sanitation, 
sewage, and related issues? Are 
women represented at management 
as well as lower levels? 

greater participation by women at 
professional, technical, and decision-
making levels?

commitment and leadership on  
equal opportunities.

equal opportunities policies (for 
recruitment, promotion, training, and 
working conditions).

promotion of women professionals 
through access to information and 
training opportunities, mentorship, 
etc.

Strengthened human resource pool in  
the sector:

  Better representation of women in 
the sector workforce, particularly in 
skilled, technical, and management 
positions

 
of upcoming human resource needs 
and the “pipeline” from the education 
and TVET systems? And the extent 
to which girls and women are 
represented?

students in tertiary and vocational 
education to promote awareness of 
career opportunities in the sector.

between sector agencies and tertiary 
institutions to promote increased 
participation of women in courses 
relevant to the sector.

promotion of women professionals.

Equitable access to temporary 
employment arising from project 
construction activities:

  Equitable access to temporary  
project jobs
  Better recognition of women’s  
rights to equal pay and appropriate 
working conditions

involved in the project aware of 
potential interest among women to 
participate and ready to follow up? 

of core labor standards and workers’ 
rights, including women’s rights to 
nondiscrimination and equal pay?

temporary project employment  
among women as part of initial  
social assessment (to ensure that 
approaches are based on evidence 
rather than assumptions).

at different skill levels that are 
meaningful and achievable (taking 
account of labor supply, local 
conditions, etc.).

responsibilities for equitable pay and 
working conditions.
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Box 11:  Useful resources for gender analysis in the water and sanitation sector
Resources specific to Sri Lanka

Useful sector 
overview and 
background 
documents

ADB South Asia Working Paper Series. No. 35. www.adb.org/publications/sri-lanka-water-supply-and-
sanitation-sector-achievements-way-forward

Country Paper—Sri Lanka. Paper prepared for the Sixth 
South Asian Conference on Sanitation (SACOSAN VI), Dhaka, Bangladesh, January 2016. www.sacosanvi.
gov.bd/data/frontImages/Sri_Lanka_Country_Paper.pdf 

Sri Lanka: Lessons for Rural Water Supply. Assessing Progress towards Sustainable 
Service Delivery. IRC International Water and Sanitation Centre. http://www.waterservicesthatlast.org/
countries/sri_lanka_overview 

Mapping Human Resource Capacity Gaps in the Water Supply and 
Sanitation Sector. Country Briefing Note: Sri Lanka. www.iwa-network.org/project/human-resource-
capacity-gaps-study 

Relevant policy 
statements and 
legislation

pdf 

in 2015.

Other resources

Gender-specific 
resources

We Can’t Wait. A Report on Sanitation and Hygiene for Women and Girls. http://
worldtoilet.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/WecantWait.pdf 

Council (WSSCC). 2015. Leave No One Behind. Voices of Women, Adolescent Girls, Elderly, Persons with 
Disability and Sanitation Workforce. Report launched at SACOSAN VI. http://wsscc.org/2016/02/03/
leave-no-one-behind-voices-of-the-marginalized-at-sacosan-vi/ 

Violence Gender and Wash. A Practitioner’s Toolkit. Making Water, Sanitation and 
Hygiene Safer through Improved Programming and Services. WaterAid/SHARE. http://violence-wash.
lboro.ac.uk/toolkit/ 

Useful websites
and hygiene)

html (focuses on water, sanitation, and hygiene in schools)

International 
targets and 
monitoring

WASH 
Post-2015: Proposed Indicators for Drinking Water, Sanitation and Hygiene. (8-page brief ) www.who.int/
water_sanitation_health/monitoring/coverage/wash-post-2015-rev.pdf?ua=1 ; JMP website also provides 
access to data sets, documents, briefs: http://www.wssinfo.org/ 

fileadmin/user_upload/resources/JMP-Update-report-2015_English.pdf 

ADB resources in 
the sector (other 
than those noted 
above)

briefs on particular issues, experience in the region, etc.: www.adb.org/sectors/water/main 
Balancing the Burden? Desk Review of Women’s Time Poverty and Infrastructure in Asia and the 

Pacific. www.adb.org/publications/balancing-burden-womens-time-poverty-and-infrastructure
ADB Briefs. No. 24. www.adb.org/sites/default/files/

publication/150953/women-water-and-leadership.pdf
Good Practices in Urban Water Management. (Includes chapter on Colombo.) www.adb.org/

publications/good-practices-urban-water-management 
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Table A.1:  Selected population data, 2012 (Sri Lanka, provinces, and districts)

Total Population Sex Ratio Population Distribution by Sector (%)

Total Male Female
Females per  
1,000 Males Urban Rural Estate

SRI LANKA 20,359,439 9,856,634 10,502,805 1,066 18.2 77.4 4.4

By province
Western 5,851,130 2,848,649 3,002,481 1,054 38.8 60.4 0.8 

Central 2,571,557 1,229,795 1,341,762 1,091 10.5 70.6 18.9 

Southern 2,477,285 1,194,541 1,282,744 1,074 10.6 87.7 1.7 

Northern 1,061,315 510,760 550,555 1,078 16.7 83.3 – 

Eastern 1,555,510 752,500 803,010 1,067 25.1 74.9 – 

North Western 2,380,861 1,146,172 1,234,689 1,077 4.1 95.5 0.4 

North Central 1,266,663 620,880 645,783 1,040 4.0 96.0 0.0 

Uva 1,266,463 616,116 650,347 1,056 5.5 81.7 12.8 

Sabaragamuwa 1,928,655 937,221 991,434 1,058 6.0 85.9 8.1 

By district
Colombo 2,324,349 1,140,472 1,183,877 1,038 77.6 22.1 0.3

Gampaha 2,304,833 1,116,893 1,187,940 1,064 15.6 84.3 0.1

Kalutara 1,221,948 591,284 630,664 1,067 8.9 88.0 3.1

Kandy 1,375,382 655,791 719,591 1,097 12.4 81.4 6.2

Matale 484,531 233,657 250,874 1,074 12.4 83.6 3.9

Nuwara Eliya 711,644 340,347 371,297 1,091 5.6 40.9 53.5

Galle 1,063,334 509,902 553,432 1,085 12.5 85.7 1.8

Matara 814,048 389,903 424,145 1,088 11.9 85.4 2.8

Hambantota 599,903 294,736 305,167 1,035 5.3 94.7 –

Jaffna 583,882 274,173 309,709 1,130 20.1 79.9 –

Mannar 99,570 50,053 49,517 989 24.5 75.5 –

Vavuniya 172,115 84,715 87,400 1,032 20.2 79.8 –

Mullaitivu 92,238 46,036 46,202 1,004 – 100.0 –

Kilinochchi 113,510 55,783 57,727 1,035 – 100.0 –

Batticaloa 526,567 250,676 275,891 1,101 28.7 71.3 –

Ampara 649,402 314,352 335,050 1,066 23.6 76.4 –

Trincomalee 379,541 187,472 192,069 1,025 22.4 77.6 –

Kurunegala 1,618,465 777,201 841,264 1,082 1.9 97.7 0.5

Puttalam 762,396 368,971 393,425 1,066 8.8 91.0 0.2

Anuradhapura 860,575 420,100 440,475 1,049 5.9 94.1 –

Polonnaruwa 406,088 200,780 205,308 1,023 – 100.0 0.0

Badulla 815,405 391,948 423,457 1,080 8.6 72.6 18.9

Moneragala 451,058 224,168 226,890 1,012 – 98.1 1.9

Ratnapura 1,088,007 536,401 551,606 1,028 9.1 81.7 9.2

Kegalle 840,648 400,820 439,828 1,097 1.9 91.3 6.8

– = counts not adequate to provide reliable estimates.
Note: Sectors are defined as follows: urban sector = area governed by either a municipal or urban council; estate sector = plantation areas 
with more 20 acres (8.1 hectares) and not less than 10 residential laborers; rural sector = neither urban nor estate.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Population Tables: Census of Population and Housing 2012. Table A1. (Sex ratios calculated 
from the population data.). www.statistics.gov.lk/pophousat/cph2011/index.php?fileName=Activities/TentativelistofPublications
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Table A.2:  Poverty indicators, 2012/2013 
(Sri Lanka, sectors, provinces, 
and districts)

Headcount 
Index 

(Percentage of 
Poor Persons)

Households 
(Percentage 

of Poor 
Households) 

Sri Lanka 6.7 5.3 
By sector
Urban 2.1 1.5 
Rural 7.6 6.0 
Estate 10.9 8.8 
By province
Western 2.0 1.5 
Central 6.6 5.1 
Southern 7.7 6.3 
Northern 10.9 8.8 
Eastern 11.0 8 
North Western 6.0 4.5 
North Central 7.3 6.1 
Uva 15.4 13.5 
Sabaragamuwa 8.8 6.6 
By district
Colombo 1.4 1.1 
Gampaha 2.1 1.5 
Kalutara 3.1 2.5 
Kandy 6.2 4.6 
Matale 7.8 6.0 
Nuwara Eliya 6.6 5.6 
Galle 9.9 7.7 
Matara 7.1 6.2 
Hambantota 4.9 3.8 
Jaffna 8.3 6.6 
Mannar 20.1 15 
Vavunia 3.4 2.4 
Mullaitivu 28.8 24.7 
Kilinochchi 12.7 10.7 
Batticaloa 19.4 14.3 
Ampara 5.4 4.1 
Trincomalee 9.0 6.2 
Kurunegala 6.5 5.0 
Puttalam 5.1 3.3 
Anuradhapura 7.6 6.3 
Polonnaruwa 6.7 5.6 
Badulla 12.3 10.4 
Moneragala 20.8 18.8 
Ratnapura 10.4 7.5 
Kegalle 6.7 5.4 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. 
Colombo. Table 4.1. www.statistics.gov.lk/page.
asp?page=Income%20and%20Expenditure
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Table A.3:  Households headed by females, selected data, 2012/2013 ( Sri Lanka, provinces, and districts)

All HH  
(‘000)

HH 
Headed 

by 
Females  

(‘000)

HH 
Headed  

by Females 
as % of  
All HH

Marital Status of Female Heads  
of Household (%)

Level of Education of Female Heads 
of Household (% Distribution)

Never 
Married Married

Widowed, 
Divorced, 
Separated

No 
Schooling

Up to  
Grade 10

Passed  
GCE O/L 

and Above
SRI LANKA 5,121 1,201 23.5 3.6 32.2 64.3 7.1 68.9 23.9 
By sector
Urban 880 205 23.3 4.6 33.3 62.1 3.4 62.6 34.0 
Rural 4,024 947 23.5 3.4 31.3 65.2 7.1 70.1 22.8 
Estate 217 49 22.7 1.8 43.6 54.6 24.7 72.2 3.0 
By province
Western 1,426 317 22.2 4.2 27.0 68.8 3.4 66.4 30.2 
Central 633 163 25.7 2.2 45.6 52.2 8.8 65.7 25.4 
Southern 636 155 24.3 5.5 33.6 61.0 9.5 66.4 24.1 
Northern 255 58 22.6 5.1 14.1 80.8 2.8 79.1 18.1 
Eastern 381 96 25.1 1.4 33.2 65.4 9.4 76.0 14.6 
North Western 632 149 23.6 3.8 37.1 59.1 5.9 69.9 24.2 
North Central 329 79 23.9 0.7 26.0 73.3 6.3 76.0 17.8 
Uva 325 74 22.7 1.9 39.5 58.6 14.9 62.1 23.0 
Sabaragamuwa 504 112 22.2 5.0 26.7 68.3 9.4 71.2 19.4 
By district
Colombo 554 118 21.4 4.0 27.7 68.3 3.1 63.6 33.3 
Gampaha 573 137 23.9 4.7 26.9 68.3 2.6 67.9 29.4 
Kalutara 299 62 20.5 3.3 25.6 71.1 6.0 68.3 25.7 
Kandy 338 89 26.2 2.2 44.3 53.4 6.5 62.6 30.9 
Matale 127 33 25.9 1.9 44.6 53.5 5.4 69.4 25.2 
Nuwara Eliya 168 41 24.5 2.4 48.9 48.7 16.5 69.2 13.8 
Galle 275 72 26.2 5.1 30.2 64.7 8.2 68.8 23.0 
Matara 209 51 24.3 7.4 40.1 52.5 6.6 62.7 30.8 
Hambantota 152 32 21.0 3.3 30.7 66.1 17.2 67.0 15.8 
Jaffna 138 33 23.8 5.1 13.4 81.6 1.6 79.2 19.3 
Mannar 23 4 15.3 8.8 7.2 84.0 0.0 92.3 7.7 
Vavunia 43 12 28.2 6.0 24.5 69.6 5.7 73.2 21.1 
Mullaitivu 24 5 20.5 2.2 3.2 94.6 6.3 80.8 13.0 
Kilinochchi 27 4 16.2 3.3 9.1 87.7 1.7 82.5 15.7 
Batticaloa 128 33 26.2 1.6 46.9 51.5 8.4 74.6 17.0 
Ampara 158 38 24.1 0.7 30.4 68.9 13.1 73.4 13.5 
Trincomalee 95 24 25.2 2.1 18.4 79.5 4.9 82.1 13.0 
Kurunegala 428 99 23.1 3.6 36.8 59.6 7.0 66.3 26.7 
Puttalam 204 51 24.8 4.3 37.6 58.1 3.7 77.1 19.2 
Anuradhapura 226 54 23.8 0.7 16.5 82.7 5.9 77.0 17.0 
Polonnaruwa 103 25 24.1 0.7 46.5 52.8 7.0 73.6 19.4 
Badulla 206 46 22.2 1.8 37.3 60.9 15.2 62.2 22.6 
Moneragala 119 28 23.5 2.0 43.1 54.9 14.5 61.8 23.7 
Ratnapura 287 56 19.6 6.0 22.3 71.7 15.0 71.5 13.5 
Kegalle 217 56 25.6 4.0 31.2 64.8 3.7 71.0 25.3 
HH = households; GCE O/L = General Certificate of Education, O Level.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. Colombo. Tables A2, A10, A11.  
www.statistics.gov.lk/page.asp?page=Income%20and%20Expenditure 
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Table A.4:  Population by broad age groups, 2012 (Sri Lanka and provinces)

Total 
Population

Distribution of the Population  
by Broad Age Group (%) Population 

Aged 60  
and Above

Less Than  
15 years Ages 15–59

Ages 60  
and Above

SRI LANKA 20,359,439 25.2 62.4 12.4 2,524,570

By province

Western 5,851,130 22.7 63.9 13.4 784,051

Central 2,571,557 26.4 60.8 12.8 329,159

Southern 2,477,285 25.1 60.9 14 346,820

Northern 1,061,315 26.7 61.4 11.8 125,235

Eastern 1,555,510 30.4 61.8 7.8 121,330

North Western 2,380,861 25.4 62.4 12.2 290,465

North Central 1,266,663 26.6 64 9.4 119,066

Uva 1,266,463 26.8 62.4 10.8 136,778

Sabaragamuwa 1,928,655 24.2 62.0 13.8 266,154

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Census of Population and Housing 2012: Provincial Summary 
Data. Colombo. Table 1. www.statistics.gov.lk/pophousat/cph2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf

Table A.5:  Population over age 60, by age 
group and sex, and sex ratios by 
age group, 2012 (Sri Lanka)

Population over Age 60
Sex 

Ratio

Total Male Female

Females 
per 

1,000 
Males

60–64 917,910 425,428 492,482 1,158

65–69 633,289 283,764 349,525 1,232

70–74 412,414 181,846 230,568 1,268

75–79 283,186 116,389 166,797 1,433

80–84 159,379 64,250 95,129 1,481

85–89 73,441 28,293 45,148 1,596

90–94 24,258 9,293 14,965 1,610

95+ 16,696 6,388 10,308 1,614
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Census 
of Population and Housing 2012: Provincial Summary 
Data. Colombo. Table 1. www.statistics.gov.lk/pophousat/
cph2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
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Table A.6:  A-level students by stream and sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka)

Stream
Number of Students Girls as a % of  

All StudentsBoys Girls Total
Arts
SRI LANKA 71,964 141,583 213,547 66.3
Western 13,320 27,297 40,617 67.2
Central 9,177 18,686 27,863 67.1
Southern 8,995 17,353 26,348 65.9
Nothern 5,756 11,132 16,888 65.9
Eastern 7,794 14,422 22,216 64.9
North Western 9,651 18,051 27,702 65.2
North Central 4,591 9,115 13,706 66.5
Uva 5,434 11,339 16,773 67.6
Sabaragamuwa 7,246 14,188 21,434 66.2
Science
SRI LANKA 58,075 60,910 118,985 51.2
Western 16,735 15,797 32,532 48.6
Central 6,508 7,538 14,046 53.7
Southern 9,474 10,632 20,106 52.9
Northern 3,401 3,183 6,584 48.3
Eastern 4,466 4,271 8,737 48.9
North Western 6,427 6,780 13,207 51.3
North Central 2,805 3,026 5,831 51.9
Uva 3,435 3,934 7,369 53.4
Sabaragamuwa 4,824 5,749 10,573 54.4
Commerce
SRI LANKA 58,711 60,298 119,009 50.7
Western 19,237 22,100 41,337 53.5
Central 7,265 6,946 14,211 48.9
Southern 7,392 7,916 15,308 51.7
Northern 2,925 3,061 5,986 51.1
Eastern 4,488 3,316 7,804 42.5
North Western 5,946 5,969 11,915 50.1
North Central 2,888 2,800 5,688 49.2
Uva 3,596 3,211 6,807 47.2
Sabaragamuwa 4,974 4,979 9,953 50.0
Technology
SRI LANKA 18,765 10,235 29,000 35.3
Western 3,887 1,754 5,641 31.1
Central 2,102 1,335 3,437 38.8
Southern 2,683 1,477 4,160 35.5
Northern 1,460 944 2,404 39.3
Eastern 1,548 546 2,094 26.1
North Western 2,347 1,240 3,587 34.6
North Central 1,796 928 2,724 34.1
Uva 1,321 817 2,138 38.2
Sabaragamuwa 1,621 1,194 2,815 42.4
All streams
SRI LANKA 207,515 273,026 480,541 56.8
Western 53,179 66,948 120,127 55.7
Central 25,052 34,505 59,557 57.9
Southern 28,544 37,378 65,922 56.7

continued on next page
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Table A.6:  continued

Stream
Number of Students Girls as a % of  

All StudentsBoys Girls Total
Northern 13,542 18,320 31,862 57.5
Eastern 18,296 22,555 40,851 55.2
North Western 24,371 32,040 56,411 56.8
North Central 12,080 15,869 27,949 56.8
Uva 13,786 19,301 33,087 58.3
Sabaragamuwa 18,665 26,110 44,775 58.3

Source: Ministry of Education (unpublished information).
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Table A.7:  Literacy and illiteracy rates of population aged 10 and over by age and sex, 
2012 (Sri Lanka)

Literate (%) Illiterate (%)

Male Female Male Female

SRI LANKA

By age group

10-14 99.3 99.4 0.7 0.6

15–19 99.2 99.3 0.8 0.7

20–24 98.9 99.1 1.1 0.9

25–29 98.6 98.8 1.4 1.2

30–34 98.0 98.0 2.0 2.0

35–39 97.1 96.8 2.9 3.2

40–44 95.9 95.0 4.1 5.0

45–49 94.5 92.7 5.5 7.3

50–54 94.8 92.3 5.2 7.7

55–59 95.1 91.5 4.9 8.5

60–64 95.0 89.3 5.0 10.7

65–69 94.2 86.0 5.8 14.0

70–74 93.2 82.3 6.8 17.7

75–79 90.9 76.8 9.1 23.2

80 + 89.4 74.5 10.6 25.5
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. Population Tables: Census of Population and Housing 
2012. Colombo. Table A31. www.statistics.gov.lk/pophousat/cph2011/index.php?fileName=Activities/
TentativelistofPublications
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Table A.8:  Labor force participation rates and unemployment rates by sex,  
2006–2014 (Sri Lanka)

Labor Force  
Participation Rate  

(Age 15+)
Unemployment Rate 

(Age 15+)

Female Male Female Male

2014 34.7 74.6 6.5 3.1

2013 35.6 74.9 6.6 3.2

2012 32.9 75.0 6.2 2.8

2011 34.4 74.0 7.0 2.7

2010 34.4 75.0 7.7 3.5

2009 36.2 74.7 8.6 4.3

2008 36.6 76.1 8.4 3.7

2007 37.0 76.2 9.0 4.3

2006 39.5 76.7 9.7 4.7
Note: 
1.  Data for 2011-2014 are all-island; 2008–2010 excludes Northern Province; 2006–2007 excludes Northern and 

Eastern Provinces.
2.  Before 2013, labor force information was based on population aged 10 and over; from 2013 onward published 

data are for ages 15 and over. The table above from the 2014 report provides data for previous years 
recalculated for ages 15 and over.

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey. Annual Report 2014. 
Colombo. Table 1 (Statistical Appendix) and p. v. www.statistics.gov.lk/page.asp?page=Labour%20Force 
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Table A.9:  Currently employed persons by employment status and sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka and provinces)

Total 
Employed

Employees

Employer

Own- 
Account 
Worker

Unpaid 
Family 
Worker

Total 
Employed

Public 
Employees

Private 
Employees

Men

SRI LANKA 5,548,131 3,180,385 721,898 2,458,487 204,056 2,005,035 158,655 

Western 1,667,816 1,131,019 218,166 912,853 88,114 423,018 25,665 

Central 585,251 331,698 99,713 231,984 18,779 215,265 19,510 

Southern 661,493 370,519 71,193 299,326 26,497 248,840 15,636 

Northern 256,026 157,490 38,502 118,988 9,199 86,768 2,570 

Eastern 369,959 222,936 62,300 160,636 7,712 133,355 5,955 

North Western 683,147 352,711 77,192 275,519 30,375 278,970 21,091 

North Central 345,244 133,896 56,322 77,573 2,589 181,979 26,780 

Uva 404,662 155,978 47,641 108,337 3,356 216,131 29,197 

Sabaragamuwa 574,534 324,138 50,869 273,269 17,437 220,708 12,251 

Women

SRI LANKA 2,875,862 1,574,311 570,937 1,003,373 28,623 680,369 592,560 

Western 804,570 558,788 161,937 396,851 11,164 156,819 77,800 

Central 354,643 212,502 105,375 107,126 2,337 67,691 72,114 

Southern 357,216 192,134 63,714 128,420 5,620 88,294 71,167 

Northern 96,841 56,917 28,529 28,387 330 31,760 7,834 

Eastern 112,065 55,772 30,655 25,117 623 47,280 8,389 

North Western 393,961 189,454 70,573 118,880 2,744 107,116 94,648 

North Central 197,236 55,481 29,582 25,899 276 54,810 86,668 

Uva 253,435 86,230 35,188 51,042 1,350 50,629 115,226 

Sabaragamuwa 305,895 167,033 45,384 121,649 4,178 75,969 58,714 

Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey. Annual Report 2014. Colombo. Table 16 (Statistical 
Appendix).
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Table A.10:  Percentage of current employment accounted for by employees  
(wage workers) and unpaid family workers, by sex, 2014  
(Sri Lanka and provinces)

Employees (Public and Private) as a 
Percentage of Total Employment

Unpaid Family Workers as a 
Percentage of Total Employment

Men Women Men Women

SRI LANKA 57.3 54.7 2.9 20.6

Western 67.8 69.5 1.5 9.7

Central 56.7 59.9 3.3 20.3

Southern 56.0 53.8 2.4 19.9

Northern 61.5 58.8 1.0 8.1

Eastern 60.3 49.8 1.6 7.5

North Western 51.6 48.1 3.1 24.0

North Central 38.8 28.1 7.8 43.9
Uva 38.5 34.0 7.2 45.5

Sabaragamuwa 56.4 54.6 2.1 19.2
Source: Calculated from Table A.9.
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Table A.11:  Currently employed persons by industry and sex, 2014 (Sri Lanka)

Currently Employed
Percent 

Female of  
Each Industry

Distribution 
of Males by 

Industry 
(Percent)

Distribution 
of Females 

by Industry 
(Percent)Total Male Female

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 2,399,629 1,482,816 916,814 38.2 26.7 31.9
Mining and quarrying 79,193 73,998 5,1951 6.6 1.3 0.2
Manufacturing 1,535,243 812,534 722,709 47.1 14.6 25.1
Construction, electricity, water supply, 
sewerage, waste management 615,374 589,244 26,130 4.2 10.6 0.9
Wholesale and retail trade, motor repair 1,110,605 792,808 317,797 28.6 14.3 11.1
Transportation and storage 527,781 512,240 15,541 2.9 9.2 0.5
Accommodation and food services 199,602 137,400 62,201 31.2 2.5 2.2
Information and communication 71,357 54,237 17,120 24.0 1.0 0.6
Financial and insurance activities 160,728 91,064 69,664 43.3 1.6 2.4
Professional, scientific, and technical 
activities 52,556 34,806 17,750 33.8 0.6 0.6
Administrative and support services 112,335 89,998 22,337 19.9 1.6 0.8
Public administration and defense 654,938 422,979 231,959 35.4 7.6 8.1
Education 341,183 104,820 236,363 69.3 1.9 8.2
Human health and social work 138,033 60,202 77,830 56.4 1.1 2.7
Other service activities 143,889 111,841 32,048 22.3 2.0 1.1
Households as employers, own-use 
production 219,463 129,848 89,615 40.8 2.3 3.1
Other 62,083 47,295 14,789 23.8 0.9 0.5
Total employed 8,423,994 5,548,131 2,875,852 34.1 100.0 100.0
1  Source document recommends that the data for currently employed females in mining and quarrying should be treated with caution as 

the coefficient of variation values are high.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey. Annual Report 2014. Colombo. Tables 6, 6A, and 6B 
(Statistical Appendix). www.statistics.gov.lk/page.asp?page=Labour%20Force
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Table A.12  Departures for foreign employment, selected data, 2013 (Sri Lanka, provinces, and districts)

Housemaids
All Female 
Departures All Departures 

Housemaids as 
% of All Female 

Departures

Female 
departures as a % 
of All Departures

SRI LANKA 96,934 118,058 293,105 82.1 40.3

By province
Western 20,497 28,108 75,271 72.9 37.3

Central 15,097 17,374 38,093 86.9 45.6

Southern 6,937 9,170 21,346 75.6 43.0

Northern 1769 1926 9590 91.8 20.1

Eastern 11,373 12,098 49,386 94.0 24.5

North Western 20,315 24,425 47,684 83.2 51.2

North Central 7,683 8,655 14,264 88.8 60.7

Uva 4,400 5,050 9,142 87.1 55.2

Sabaragamuwa 6,290 7,491 15,613 84.0 48.0

Not identified 2,573 3,761 12,716 68.4 29.6

By district
Colombo 9,131 12,475 34,810 73.2 35.8

Gampaha 6,834 9,786 25,676 69.8 38.1

Kalutara 4,532 5,847 14,785 77.5 39.5

Kandy 10,754 12,422 28,321 86.6 43.9

Matale 3,366 3,881 7,864 86.7 49.4

Nuwara Eliya 977 1,071 1,908 91.2 56.1

Galle 4,003 5,170 11,992 77.4 43.1

Matara 1,482 2,015 5,020 73.5 40.1

Hambanthota 1,452 1,985 4,334 73.1 45.8

Jaffna 483 565 6,178 85.5 9.1

Mannar 356 375 999 94.9 37.5

Kilinochchi 94 101 412 93.1 24.5

Vavuniya 822 870 1,961 94.5 44.4

Mullativu 14 15 40 93.3 37.5

Batticaloa 4,507 4,722 20,411 95.4 23.1

Ampara 2,700 2,990 18,597 90.3 16.1

Trincomalee 4,166 4,386 10,378 95.0 42.3

Kurunegala 12,433 14,999 27,794 82.9 54.0

Puttalam 7,882 9,426 19,890 83.6 47.4

Anuradhapura 4,277 4,777 7,621 89.5 62.7

Polonnaruwa 3,406 3,878 6,643 87.8 58.4

Badulla 3,575 4,027 7,085 88.8 56.8

Monaragala 825 1,023 2,057 80.6 49.7

Rathnapura 2,933 3,442 6,221 85.2 55.3

Kegalle 3,357 4,049 9,392 82.9 43.1

Note: Data for 2013 is provisional.
Source: Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment. 2014. Annual Statistical Report of Foreign Employment – 2013. Colombo; Table 31 
(online, under tab for district and country-wise). www.slbfe.lk/page.php?LID=1&MID=54
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Table A.13:  Households using firewood as principal cooking fuel, 2012/2013  
(Sri Lanka, sectors, provinces, and districts)

All Households

Households That Use Firewood  
as Principal Cooking Fuel

Households Using Firewood  
That Collect Firewood  

(As opposed to purchase, etc.)

% of All 
Households

Number of 
Households

% of Firewood-
Using 

Households
Numbers of 
Households

SRI LANKA 5,121,000 78.5 4,019,985 70.4 2,830,069
By sector
Urban 880,000 36.7 322,960 24.8 80,094
Rural 4,024,000 86.7 3,488,808 79.0 2,756,158
Estate 217,000 95.7 207,669 95.2 197,701
By province
Western 1,426,000 53.0 755,780 44.7 337,834
Central 633,000 84.3 533,619 78.2 417,290
Southern 636,000 85.3 542,508 80.3 435,634
Northern 255,000 87.3 222,615 65.5 145,813
Eastern 381,000 77.5 295,275 54.6 161,220
North Western 632,000 92.5 584,600 84.7 495,156
North Central 329,000 94.8 311,892 91.3 284,757
Uva 325,000 95.2 309,400 94.1 291,145
Sabaragamuwa 504,000 91.6 461,664 88.5 408,573
By district
Colombo 554,000 30.0 166,200 24.2 40,220
Gampaha 573,000 62.6 358,698 51.9 186,164
Kalutara 299,000 77.6 232,024 68.9 159,865
Kandy 338,000 81.0 273,780 72.4 198,217
Matale 127,000 89.7 113,919 84.7 96,489
Nuwara Eliya 168,000 87.3 146,664 84.7 124,224
Galle 275,000 81.7 224,675 73.6 165,361
Matara 209,000 84.3 176,187 81.6 143,769
Hambantota 152,000 93.0 141,360 90.5 127,931
Jaffna 138,000 85.9 118,542 56.9 67,450
Mannar 23,000 87.4 20,102 71.8 14,433
Vavunia 43,000 81.0 34,830 68.4 23,824
Mullaitivu 24,000 93.9 22,536 84.0 18,930
Kilinochchi 27,000 98.5 26,595 83.1 22,100
Batticaloa 128,000 70.0 89,600 55.8 49,997
Ampara 158,000 77.8 122,924 57.2 70,313
Trincomalee 95,000 87.1 82,745 48.7 40,297
Kurunegala 428,000 94.9 406,172 88.4 359,056
Puttalam 204,000 87.4 178,296 76.8 136,931
Anuradhapura 226,000 94.4 213,344 90.8 193,716
Polonnaruwa 103,000 95.8 98,674 92.3 91,076
Badulla 206,000 94.1 193,846 92.5 179,308
Moneragala 119,000 97.2 115,668 96.9 112,082
Ratnapura 287,000 91.5 262,605 89.9 236,082
Kegalle 217,000 91.7 198,989 86.7 172,523
– = Counts are not adequate to provide reliable estimates.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. 
Colombo. Table A35 and A36. www.statistics.gov.lk/page.asp?page=Income%20and%20Expenditure
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Table A.14:  Households by principal type of lighting, 2012/2013 (Sri Lanka, sectors, 
provinces, and districts)

Electricity Kerosene Solar Other Total

SRI LANKA 90.2 9.0 0.7 0.2 100.0 

By sector

Urban 98.0 1.8 0.2 – 100.0 

Rural 88.8 10.2 0.9 0.2 100.0 

Estate 83.0 16.5 0.3 0.2 100.0 

By province

Western 97.6 2.2 0.2 – 100.0 

Central 92.5 7.1 0.4 – 100.0 

Southern 94.4 5.2 0.3 0.1 100.0 

Northern 66.0 31.9 2.0 0.1 100.0 

Eastern 79.9 19.6 0.5 0.2 100.0 

North Western 89.1 9.4 1.5 – 100.0 

North Central 87.4 11.1 1.0 1.0 100.0 

Uva 83.7 14.1 2.0 0.2 100.0 

Sabaragamuwa 88.2 11.1 0.8 – 100.0 

By district

Colombo 98.7 1.2 0.1 – 100.0 

Gampaha 97.6 2.1 0.2 0.2 100.0 

Kalutara 95.5 4.2 0.3 – 100.0 

Kandy 95.1 4.5 0.4 – 100.0 

Matale 90.0 9.3 0.8 – 100.0 

Nuwara Eliya 89.3 10.5 – 0.4 100.0 

Galle 94.9 4.7 0.4 – 100.0 

Matara 94.8 4.8 0.2 0.2 100.0 

Hambantota 93.0 6.7 0.3 – 100.0 

Jaffna 77.2 21.5 1.3 – 100.0 

Mannar 70.5 27.3 2.2 – 100.0 

Vavunia 70.2 29.0 0.8 – 100.0 

Mullaitivu 36.0 59.6 4.4 – 100.0 

Kilinochchi 24.9 69.1 5.3 0.6 100.0 

Batticaloa 73.0 26.5 0.1 0.5 100.0 

Ampara 86.6 13.1 0.3 – 100.0 

Trincomalee 77.8 21.0 1.3 – 100.0 

Kurunegala 90.4 8.1 1.5 – 100.0 

Puttalam 86.4 12.0 1.6 – 100.0 

Anuradhapura 86.5 11.6 1.3 1.4 100.0 

Polonnaruwa 89.7 10.1 0.2 – 100.0 

Badulla 87.2 12.4 0.2 0.2 100.0 

Moneragala 77.6 17.1 5.1 0.2 100.0 

Ratnapura 87.7 11.1 1.3 – 100.0 

Kegalle 88.9 11.1 0.1 – 100.0 

– = Counts are not adequate to provide reliable estimates.
Source: Department of Census and Statistics. 2015. Household Income and Expenditure Survey, 2012/13. 
Colombo. Table A34. www.statistics.gov.lk/page.asp?page=Income%20and%20Expenditure



Sri Lanka: Gender Equality Diagnostic of Selected Sectors

This publication presents a gender equality diagnostic of education, energy, transport, and water and 
sanitation in Sri Lanka—four sectors which are the major areas of cooperation between ADB and the 
Government of Sri Lanka. The sector-focused chapters provide insights into the gender equality issues 
and considerations relevant to sector planning, related government policies and legal frameworks and 
commitments, and institutional structures for promoting gender equality actions. Each chapter concludes with 
gender issues and opportunities to consider in designing sector-related interventions for possible use by and 
discussion with government, civil society, and development partners.
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