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Sector Assistance Program Evaluation: The Asian Development Bank’s Support for the Transport 
Sector in Sri Lanka (IN.96-12) 
 
1. The Development Effectiveness Committee (DEC) discussed the sector assistance program 
evaluation (SAPE) on ADB’s support for Sri Lanka’s transport sector which was rated overall as less than 
successful. The evaluation study covered transport sector interventions from 1999 to 2010. The 
Independent Evaluation Department (IED) reported that since 2000, ADB has been the lead development 
agency investing in the road sector and engaging the government in policy and dialogue. IED also noted 
that ADB adopted a broad approach which included investment financing, policy and institutional reform, 
private sector development and capacity development. A major intervention over the period was the 
Southern Transport Development Project (STDP), the first large-scale green field project in the road 
subsector for ADB and the first toll road in the country.   
 
2. IED noted various issues including project delays and cost overruns, partly translating to less 
than effective outcomes. Due to insufficient progress with the 2006 road maintenance fund, the 
sustainability of outputs and outcomes was assessed as less than likely. In addition, the study noted 
issues with due diligence and road safety, particularly with the STDP. The evaluation also signaled the 
need for a long-term roadmap for capacity development and greater managerial and financial autonomy 
for the Sri Lanka road maintenance fund, to ensure sustainability of road investments made in the 
country.  
 
Clarifications on the report 
 
3. DEC members asked IED to clarify the number of completed projects within the scope of review. 
IED clarified that the Colombo Port Efficiency and Expansion Project (CPEEP), a technical assistance 
(TA) loan, was counted as a project since it involved reform components and concession issues in 
addition to the preparation of a port investment. IED explained the methodology used and indicated that 
the efficiency rating was based mainly on the rate of return of two completed physical projects while also 
to some extent taking into account process efficiency of still ongoing projects, for which the rate of return 
could not yet be recalculated. The effectiveness rating, on the other hand, included completed projects 
and technical assistance as well as six ongoing projects. The entire portfolio of 9 investment projects 
started over the period, and 14 TA projects, was considered in regard to the ratings for strategic 
positioning, relevance, and sustainability. 
 
4. DEC members expressed concern about the timing of the SAPE in light of the recent approval of 
the country partnership strategy (CPS) final review validation for Sri Lanka. IED explained that the original 
plan was to have a country assistance program evaluation (CAPE) which the SAPE could feed into. 
However, for a series of reasons – political changes in the country, the need for a speeded up process for 
the CPS, the long lead time needed for a CAPE – IED opted to do a validation of the CPS final review 
instead. The SAPE was however already underway. IED noted that sector assessments need not be tied 
to CPSs in the new business process. The SAPE could still feed into sector road maps as these are 
deemed to be continuously updated as and when required. IED also reported that the preliminary findings 
of the SAPE were indeed fed into the CPS preparation process and in the review validation. DEC raised 
the perceived contradiction between the CPS assessment (less efficient but likely to be effective) and the 
SAPE (efficient but less than effective). IED explained that the differing assessments were due to the 
different time scales involved (CPS final review covered only 2009-2011, whereas the SAPE covered 
1999-2010). IED also clarified that it would no longer aim for standalone SAPEs, but rather to conduct 
more sector wide assessments as part of the preparation of CAPEs. 

 
Road safety 

 
5. Answering concerns about due diligence and road safety, South Asia Regional Department 
(SARD) informed DEC that a road safety audit was conducted. Lane width for STDP was considered 



adequate and a number of precautionary measures were put in place such as the establishment of a 
dedicated police unit to enforce traffic regulation, and the installation of camera equipment at 
interchanges to reduce emergency response time. The report also revealed that vehicle condition and 
driver behavior caused the three fatal accidents reported in 2011, rather than narrow shoulder lanes.  
 
Strategic positioning 
 
6. DEC members inquired why ADB’s engagement in the sector was more concentrated on road as 
opposed to other transport interventions such as rail system considering that road density is already high. 
IED and SARD agreed that while road density is high, road width is not sufficient to accommodate future 
traffic increase. SARD also mentioned that while ADB remains on track with the road sector, this does not 
preclude Management from engaging in ports, airports and rail investments if the government requests.   
 
Road project preparation facility 
 
7. DEC requested a more detailed Management response to IED’s recommendation concerning 
capacity development and preparatory work of road design and safeguard documents. DEC members 
inquired about the performance of the road project preparation facility (RPPF), since the SAPE reported 
that the average utilization is approximately 44%. SARD explained that TA loans such as that of the 
RPPF are used for: 1) feasibility studies, 2) detailed designs and bidding documents, and 3) supporting 
safeguards, procurement and other implementation activities (e.g. institutional strengthening and 
training). SARD opined that even if some outputs have not been taken on by ADB or other development 
partners, there is still a contribution to development such as assisting in execution training and project 
management. 
 
8. SARD reported that the project preparatory facility expedited project processing, thereby 
improving implementation readiness by 4 to 7 months; in addition the facility enabled all contracts to be 
awarded within 6 months after approval, and loan disbursements within the first year were between 15-
30% of the total loan amount – an unprecedented development in the country. SARD staff asserted that 
while average utilization is 46%, the figure stands at 85% for national highways and 36% for provincial 
roads, and the outputs could increase before or even after the scheduled closing of the project in a year’s 
time.    DEC members stressed the need to document the experience with the RPPF TA loan at closing of 
the project and to determine to what extent this TA loan should be considered as a best practice model. 
    
Southern Transport Development Project 

 
9. With regard to STDP, DEC members noted the large cost overruns (340%) and inquired whether 

the report could have drawn out more lessons and recommendations on this, and also about the 
contentious resettlement process. DEC members also inquired about IED’s critique of the expressway’s 
conversion into a toll road. SARD explained that the cost overruns were largely safeguards related and 
that indeed lessons were learned with regard to project readiness, due diligence and resettlement. While 
IED asserted that the toll road conversion was not very transparent and was not referred to in the 
supplementary loan and major scope change documentation, SARD maintained that tolling was 
envisaged from the start, adding that it is not envisaged that tolling would affect the traffic level and 
viability; instead, the tolling would be used as a tool to manage the appropriate level of traffic to keep the 
intended level of service. SARD informed that since opening in November 2011, the average daily traffic 
is more than 8,000 vehicles, not far from the projection. 
 
Sustainability and government ownership 
 
10. DEC noted IED’s criticism pertaining to insufficient progress on specific covenants under the 
Road Sector Development Project, particularly with the establishment of the road maintenance trust fund. 
Some concerns were also raised about the sustainability of the toll road given the lack of institutional 
readiness on the government’s side. Some DEC members suggested that ADB should consider shifting 
financing from building new roads to maintenance work in order to improve project sustainability. SARD 
shared that the team is considering institutionalizing regular audits in addition to built-in audits to ensure 



that projects are sustainable. 
 
11. With ADB being the lead agency on the road sector, a DEC member inquired why the report 
mentioned the lack of government ownership as a constraint. SARD indicated that ADB had only worked 
on projects that the government wanted, and was of the opinion that there is available data to conclude 
that ownership is not an issue for concern. SARD reported that funding for maintenance went up from 
46% to 66%. It was agreed that Management will submit a more detailed response concerning 
government ownership.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
 
12. DEC discussed the SAPE transport for Sri Lanka which found ADB’s assistance to the transport 
sector less than successful. Members encouraged IED to be more explicit in their recommendations and 
Management to be more specific on their responses to these recommendations. DEC expressed concern 
about the effectiveness, sustainability and maintenance of road sector interventions, and cautioned 
Management to be firmer about the need for sustainability of projects, and government ownership of TA 
projects.  
 
Any Other Business 
 
DEC members agreed to include the proposed changes in IED’s approach as an agenda item for the next 
DEC meeting in June.  


