
Dry Zone Urban Water and Sanitation Project – Additional Financing (RRP SRI 37381) 

SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): WATER SUPPLY AND OTHER MUNICIPAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES 

Sector Road Map  

 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities   

1. Overview. The urban population of Sri Lanka is growing nearly twice as quickly as the 
rural population, such that the urban population is forecasted to rise to 45% of the whole by 
2015. Regional disparities regarding the quality and extent of public infrastructure services are 
significant. With limited infrastructure and services, some urban centers struggle to respond to a 
growing demand from households. Rapid urban sprawl has degraded environments and 
overloaded physical infrastructure. 1  In small and medium-sized towns, the lack of basic 
infrastructure for economic development poses a major challenge. 

2. Government targets for water and sanitation. Committed to achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), the Government of Sri Lanka has identified access to safe drinking 
water and adequate sanitation as priority objectives. 2  While a recent government report 
indicated that Sri Lanka would meet the MDG targets for water supply and sanitation services, 
the quality of these services is a concern, as are regional disparities and urban–rural 
differences. 3  While 75% of the urban population has piped water, only 14% of the rural 
population benefits from this service, with 65% relying instead on water obtained from protected 
wells. Differences between provinces are even greater, and conditions in the north and east—
particularly in areas affected by extended conflict—are only now reflected in aggregate statistics. 
Piped water coverage stood at 45% in 2012. The vast majority of urban residents rely on septic 
tanks. Most of the water supply services constructed before the conflict could not be properly 
maintained during the conflict. Some water schemes have been destroyed or are not in 
operating condition. With the end of the conflict in 2009, resettlement has commenced, and 
water supply and sanitation services have become a primary requirement. 

3. Water scarcity. A core constraint in the northern dry zone is securing reliable raw water 
sources, as Sri Lanka’s dry zone generally has little precipitation. The arid northwest and 
southeast coasts receive the least annual rainfall, only 600–1,200 millimeters during the 
November–January northeastern monsoon. Water resources are scarce on the surface and 
underground. Vavuniya District has a multitude of water tanks that capture perennial waters 
from catchments. This pattern, although less discernible, has been extensively used in inland 
areas of Mannar and Puttalam districts. However, the reservoirs are often in a poor condition, 
some even breached, or utilized suboptimally. Multiple water uses and users operating in 
isolation and competition have exacerbated the situation, with priority given to agricultural 
demand. The use of groundwater resources has intensified, leaving the aquifer fragile and at 
risk. In most northern areas, groundwater contains high concentrations of calcium, manganese, 
iron, and fluoride, making it unsuitable for drinking. Many agencies exploit water resources 
according to their mandate, with no single agency responsible for stewardship over the 
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  Deficiencies include deteriorated roads, poor drainage, and inadequate potable water supplies and domestic 

sanitation. 
2
 The government has set as targets for 2015 (i) increasing the proportion of households with sustainable access to 

safe drinking water to 86% and (ii) increasing the proportion of the population with access to improved sanitation to 
93%.  

3
 Department of Census and Statistics. 2008. MDG Indicators of Sri Lanka. Colombo 
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country’s water resources. This multiplicity of agencies operating more or less independently of 
one another causes distortions and inefficiencies 
 
4. Low water infrastructure coverage and poor service in the dry zone. The National 
Water Supply and Drainage Board (NWSDB) operates urban water supply schemes in all major 
towns in the northern dry zone. In all instances, schemes have been stretched beyond their 
design life, causing operating deficiencies. Investment to improve and expand water supply 
schemes is urgently needed. Coverage extends to only a limited number of beneficiaries,4 the 
schemes run at a small fraction of their design capacity, 5

 nonrevenue water (NRW) is 
significant,6 and services do not meet accepted standards. In Vavuniya and Mannar, water is 
supplied daily for an average of 2–3 hours, and in Puttalam supply is on a zonal basis for an 
average of 6 hours. In Chilaw, service averages 4–5 hours per day. All of the schemes, except 
in Mannar, are subject to water quality constraints arising, in Puttalam and Chilaw, from high 
iron, manganese, and salinity in the groundwater and, in Vavuniya, from hardness. Where piped 
drinking water is unavailable, water is generally sourced from private or public dug or tube wells, 
public tanks, ponds, and channels. 7  However, the quality of the water extracted is often 
compromised and seldom verified. In addition to limited access, water supplies are usually 
insufficient, particularly at the end of the dry season. Demand and willingness to pay for water 
and sanitation are nonetheless high, particularly in Vavuniya, Mannar, and Puttalam. Total water 
demand in target towns in 2030—including supply for domestic, institutional, commercial, and 
industrial purposes—is estimated at 87,000 cubic meters per day for a projected population of 
420,000. New groundwater sources have been investigated for the four towns. 
 
5. Integrated water and sanitation. Conventional piped sewerage has been constructed 
in only a few areas of Sri Lanka. As water supply augmentation is considered in emerging 
regional centers in Northern and North Western provinces, wastewater and septage 
management must be simultaneously addressed. Solutions based on appropriate technology, 
affordability and financial viability, and health and environmental principles have been found to 
match the needs of the various centers. Sanitation also involves changing attitudes and 
behavior (especially personal hygiene habits), developing solutions, and creating demand for 
sanitation to ensure that systems are effective. 
 

2. Government Sector Strategy 

6. Key strategic directions. The Mahinda Chinthana: Vision for the Future, the 
government’s overarching agenda, specifies development targets in each province with respect 
to safe water supply. The overall target to be achieved is 44% coverage for piped water 
connection by 2015 and 60% by 2020. The safe water supply coverage target specified therein 

                                                
4
  The number of connections per town is low. In 2007, there were 738 connections in Vavuniya (10% of the 

population), 3,213 in Mannar (47%), 7,882 in Puttalam (72%), and 5,034 in Chilaw (49%). 
5
  Puttalam’s scheme reportedly operates at 98% of capacity, but the figures are much lower for Chilaw (58%), 

Vavuniya (67%, with variations mostly due to restrictions during the dry season), and Mannar (65%, though actual 
extraction amounts cannot be given for Mannar, as no flow rates have been recorded, but it is known that one of 
the four wells is currently not operating).  

6
  Estimates exist for NRW in all project towns, though the range is great in Vavuniya and Mannar for lack of bulk flow 

meters. NRW estimates are 33% in Chilaw, 26% in Puttalam, 5%–34% in Vavuniya, and 9%–21% in Mannar. 
These values are thought to represent only a fraction of actual losses because of inadequate measurement and 
failure to account for all components of NRW, such as apparent and real losses. 

7
  In Vavuniya, only about 4% of urban households have access to the service. The service coverage is only 30% in 

Chilaw, 50% in Puttalam, and 48% in Mannar. According to a survey conducted under project preparatory technical 
assistance, the percentage of households with toilets in 2007 was 85.0% in Vavuniya, 90.8% in Mannar, 78.0% in 
Puttalam, and 88.0% in Chilaw. 
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is 94% by 2015 and 100% by 2020. The targets for piped sewerage coverage are 3% by 2015 
and 7% by 2020. Aligned to these objectives, the NWSDB Corporate Plan, 2012–2016 aims to 
provide 52.4% of Sri Lanka’s population with water supply services (40.4% by NWSDB) and   
2.8% with piped sewerage coverage. In addition, The National Physical Planning Policy and 
Plan, 2010 and 2011 has identified the areas in which urbanization is expected to concentrate 
from 2011 to 2031. These areas are predominantly along the coast and in major inland towns 
and cities, including Mannar. The government’s development policy framework aims to 
accelerate economic growth, improve social indicators, eradicate hard-core poverty, and 
improve the environment.8 It thus aims for socially inclusive and environmentally sustainable 
economic growth. The framework identifies inadequate and poor-quality infrastructure as a 
major constraint on sustaining rapid economic growth. Large infrastructure projects are 
therefore planned in transport, energy, water, sanitation, and irrigation. The sector objectives of 
the framework include increasing access to improved water supply, achieving national 
standards for service and quality, improving sanitation facilities and access to them, and setting 
high national standards for service and the quality of discharged waters.  

7. Institutional mandates for water and sanitation. Water supply and sanitation services 
in Sri Lanka are provided by both central and local governments. The governance of water is 
the task of several ministries and a number of agencies covered by over 40 acts of Parliament. 
The Ministry of Water Supply and Drainage (MWSD), established in 2007, is the lead agency for 
water supply and sanitation, but the Ministry of Urban Development and Sacred Areas has a 
number of responsibilities in rural water supply and sanitation. The MWSD is the policy-making 
body in Sri Lanka for developing and improving water supply and sanitation. All major 
government water supply and sanitation projects, particularly in urban areas, are centralized at 
the MWSD, and the ministry is often tasked as the executing agency for foreign-funded projects. 
While the NWSDB, under the MWSD, is mandated with implementing water development 
projects in urban and rural areas, the Ministry of Urban Development and Sacred Areas is, 
through the Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Division, actively involved in rural areas. The 
NWSDB is involved in piped water supply and sewerage services, but the government’s 
decentralization policy, supported by the 13th amendment to the Constitution in 1987 and 
associated laws, also devolves powers and responsibilities to local authorities including 
municipal and urban councils to establish and maintain schemes for their constituencies.9 On a 
smaller scale, some nongovernment organizations and community-based organizations are 
active in providing services.  

8. National Water Supply and Drainage Board performance. The NWSDB is generally 
responsible for planning, designing, constructing, and managing larger urban schemes, as well 
as for supporting the development of rural schemes in some areas as declared under the 
NWSDB Act. 10  The NWSDB has started to decentralize functions, especially operational 
responsibility, to 11 regional support centers. As of September 2011, the Northern center had 
only 6,996 connections, and the North Western center only 44,955, the two smallest numbers in 
the country, reflecting the need for infrastructure in these areas.  

9. NWSDB’s Corporate Plan, 2012–2016 objectives are (i) increasing water supply and 
sanitation coverage, (ii) improving business efficiency, (iii) improving services to customers and 

                                                
8
  Department of National Planning, Ministry of Finance and Planning. 2010. Sri Lanka, The Emerging Wonder of 

Asia: Mahinda Chintana—Vision for the Future. Colombo 
9
  In practice, few local authorities maintain water supply schemes. 

10
 At the end of October 2011, the NWSDB had 9,202 employees and covered 75% of the country’s 315-plus piped 
water supply schemes. 
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promptly attend to public complaints, (iv) promoting information and communication technology 
solutions as catalysts for business growth, (v) ensuring greater accountability and transparency, 
(vi) promoting human resource development, and (vii) facilitating safe drinking water supply and 
sanitation to rural and underserved communities. 11  The plan emphasizes establishing and 
maintaining an asset management system to optimize staged rehabilitation and replacement of 
infrastructure. To attend to its first goal, the plan has linked capital investment to the preparation 
of water safety plans and asset management and rehabilitation. To improve business efficiency, 
NWSDB will focus on NRW reduction; increased labour productivity, energy efficiency, 
treatment process efficiency, and research and development; improved collection efficiency with 
a shortened bill payment period and reduced bad debts; and outsourcing and the timely 
implementation of capital programs through asset management and business plans. 

10. Policy and regulation. The National Drinking Water Policy and the National Policy on 
Sanitation, adopted by the MWSD in 2010, are intended to guide NWSDB, provincial councils, 
local authorities, lending institutions, and organizations involved in delivering water supply 
and sanitation services. In 2003, Parliament authorized the formation of the Public Utilities 
Commission of Sri Lanka to regulate electricity, petroleum, and water tariffs. Although 
commissioners were appointed soon after, the commission’s functions have not been fully put 
into effect, partly because of delays in formulating and approving a water industry act. Revisions 
to the NWSDB Act with the same objective have been considered but are not yet finalized. In 
the interim, water tariffs are approved by the ministry in consultation with others in the cabinet, 
the most recent tariff having been approved in October 2012.  

 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program  

11. Lessons learned. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been a major development 
partner in water supply and sanitation in Sri Lanka. It has provided eight loans to the sector 
since 1986 totaling $521 million. General lessons from development partner involvement in the 
sector include the desirability of (i) accompanying physical investments with capacity building 
and institutional strengthening; (ii) supporting local authorities during and after projects to 
ensure their sustainability; (iii) improving self-financing performance by implementing sector 
reforms and instilling cost recovery and commercial discipline in service agencies; (iv) 
developing capacity not only in technical aspects of operation and maintenance but also in 
planning and financial management; and (v) institutional action that broadens participation, such 
as public awareness campaigns and building the capacity of end users.12 

12. Lessons drawn from projects in northern and eastern Sri Lanka and directly relevant to 
this project are to (i) incorporate consultation, participatory processes, and local government 
involvement into project implementation; (ii) avoid conflicts with other water users and secure 
adequate rights to access the water source; (iii) conduct adequate costing and contingency 
assessments, minimizing inaccuracies in cost estimates that may cause significant cost 
overruns; (iv) implement regular water tariff increases with adequate tariff objectives; (v) ensure 
that sanitation improvements are integral to any water development project; (vi) secure 
sustainable water resource development and establish frameworks for water resource 
management; and (vii) develop capacity at all levels. 
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  http://www.waterboard.lk/scripts/ASP/Publications.asp 
12

 Lessons extracted from various sources, including ADB. 2007. Sri Lanka Country Assistance Program Evaluation. 
Manila. 
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Sector Results Framework (Water Supply and Sanitation, 2012–2020) 
Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Output ADB Sector Operations 

Outcomes 
with ADB 

Contribution 

Indicators with 
Targets and 
Baselines 

Sector Output 
with ADB 

Contribution 
Indicators with 

Incremental Targets 
Planned and Ongoing ADB 

Interventions Main Output Expected from ADB Interventions 

Urban 
population 
has water 
supply and 
wastewater 
services 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

100% safe water 
coverage 
(baseline 85% in 
2009) 
 
60% piped water 
supply coverage  
(baseline 37% in 
2009) 
 
7.0% sewerage 
coverage 
(baseline 2.5% in 
2009) 
 
87.0% access to 
improved 
sanitation in 
2015, and 100% 
in 2025 (baseline 
86.5% in 2010) 
 
.   

 
  
 
 

Water supply 
and 
wastewater 
systems 
expanded, 
improved, and 
well managed 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

1. 583 km of water 
supply pipes installed 
or upgraded by 2020 
2. NRW reduced from 
33% in 2010 to 20% in 
2020 
3. NRW in Colombo 
reduced to 20%, and in 
critical areas to 18%, 
by 2020. 
4. 475 km of sewerage 
lines constructed or 
rehabilitated 
5. Regional Support 
Center–Western 
Central successfully 
operating as an 
autonomous utility and 
cost center within 
NWSDB 
6. Colombo Municipal 
Council wastewater 
unit successfully 
operating with 
separate financial 
management  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Planned key activity areas 

Water Supply and Sanitation 
 
Pipeline projects 

2012, 2013, 2015, 2016: Greater 
Colombo Water and Wastewater 
Management Improvement 
Program ($300 million)  
2014: Environmentally 
Sustainable Urban Development 
Project (Secondary Towns) ($50 
million) 
   
Ongoing projects 

1. Secondary Towns and Rural 
Community-Based Water Supply 
and Sanitation Project ($137.9 
million) 
2. DZUWSSP ($85 million) 
3. Jaffna Water Supply and 
Sanitation ($90 million) 
4. Improving Community-Based 
Water Supply & Sanitation in 
Post-Conflict Areas of Jaffna  and 
Kilinochchi ($2 million) 
5. Greater Colombo Wastewater 
Management Project ($100 
million)  

 
 

Planned key activity areas 
Pipeline projects 

2012: GCWMP 
1. NRW in Colombo reduced from 49% to 20% by 2020 
and 583 km of water supply pipes installed or upgraded by 
2020 
2.  475 km of sewerage pipes installed or upgraded by 2020 
3.  Wastewater treatment plants with a daily capacity of 
175,000 cubic meters constructed and operating by 2020. 
Ongoing projects 

Length of water supply pipes installed: 
1. STRCWSSP 799 km 
2. DZUWSSP 586 km 
3. JWSSP 594 km  
Number of new water connections: 
1. STRCWSSP 16,000 
2. DZUWSSP 120,000 
3. JWSSP 60,000  
Length of sewer mains and networks  installed or improved: 
1. JWSSP 331 km 
2. GCWMP 25 km 
Number of new households connections to the  sewer 
network: 
1. JWSSP 20,000  

Construction of low-cost latrines 

1. STRCWSSP 60,000 
  2. JWSSP 20,000 
  3. DZUWSSP 2,000 

DZUWSSP = Dry Zone Urban Water Supply and Sanitation Project, GCWMP = Greater Colombo Wastewater Management Project, JWSSP = Jaffna Water Supply 
and Sanitation Project, km = kilometer, NRW = nonrevenue water, NWSDB = National Water Supply and Drainage Board, STRCWSSP = Secondary Towns and 
Rural Community-Based Water Supply and Sanitation Project. 
Sources: Asian Development Bank estimates 




