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Environment Assessment  
 
1. Sri Lanka has committed to protect the environment, through a declaration in its 
constitution: “the State shall protect, preserve and improve the environment for the benefit of the 
community.”1 Caring for the Environment (CFE), 2008–2012 provides strategies to address 
environmental issues in air quality management; biological diversity, forestry, and wildlife; 
climate change; coastal and marine resources; land resources; waste management; water 
resources; and mining and minerals (footnote 1). In parallel, in 2009 the National Council for 
Sustainable Development published the National Action Plan for Green Lanka Program, building 
on the findings of the CFE. 
 
A. Current State of the Environment 
 

1. Biological Diversity, Forestry, and Wildlife  
 

2. Sri Lanka, though relatively small at 65,625 square kilometers (km2) is rich in biodiversity 
because of its varied climate and topography. It has been identified as one of the world’s 
biodiversity hotspots.2 According to the 2007 Red List, 380 species of fauna and 675 species of 
flora are threatened. Of the total plant species evaluated in the Red List, it was found that 6.5% 
of species were extinct, and 61% were threatened. Of the threatened floral species, 61% are 
endemic to Sri Lanka.3 About 10 key statutes, eight policies, and several key plans govern the 
management of these resources.4 The main threats to biodiversity are the loss, alteration, and 
fragmentation of natural habitat. Present forest cover is estimated at 23% of the total land area.5 
The rate of deforestation is perceived to have declined since 1992, and in 1999 the 
deforestation rate was estimated at 30,000 hectares (ha) per annum.6 Various conservation 
measures adopted by the Forest Department and the Department of Wildlife Conservation have 
contributed to reducing deforestation. The measures included a shift from command and control 
to more participatory management, demarcation of boundaries to reduce encroachment, and 
improved law enforcement. However, the biodiversity is threatened by (i) fragmentation of 
habitats, resulting in increased human wildlife conflicts; (ii) the spread of invasive species; 
(iii) forest dieback; (iv) illicit felling and illegal gem mining; (v) collection of wild animals for 
commercial purposes; (vi) indiscriminate filling of wetlands; (vii) destruction of mangroves and 
coral reefs; (viii) conversion of salt marshes to other land use types; (ix) aquatic pollution; 
(x) hunting and poaching; (xi) over exploitation of resources, exceeding the recuperative 
capacity of ecosystems and species; and (xii) loss of genetic potential from a large number of 
traditional crop varieties, resulting from increased reliance on fewer high-yielding varieties. 
 

2. Coastal and Marine Resources 
3. Sri Lanka has an extensive coastal zone with a coastline that is 1,770 km long. The 
highly productive coastal ecosystems provide many economic opportunities. Threats faced are 
(i) illegal coral mining, although banned since 1988; (ii) large-scale coral bleaching and death—
impacts of the 1998 El Niño effect; (iii) destructive fishing practices and overexploitation of 
resources; (iv) pollution and siltation caused by land-based activities; and (v) impacts of the 
2004 tsunami that destroyed mangroves, coral reefs, and sand dunes. Coastal erosion—a 
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natural phenomenon—has also been accelerated by human activities such as river and beach 
sand mining, removal of coastal vegetation, coral mining, and river damming. 
 

3. Water Resources 
 

4. Sri Lanka receives mean annual rainfall of 2,080 millimeters. Although rich in water 
resources, there is a high degree of variation in water availability, spatially and temporally. 
Water quality is impacted by high loads of fertilizer and agrochemicals entering the system, 
haphazard disposal of solid waste, and improper discharge of industrial and domestic wastes. 
Increased and unregulated extraction of groundwater has led to drying up of aquifers and saline 
intrusion. In the North Western province, about 79% of wells are reported to contain nitrate 
values exceeding the World Health Organization recommended norms for drinking. About 80% 
of the rural drinking water is obtained from open dug wells, therefore safeguarding water quality 
is imperative.7 The average per capita water availability is 2,592 cubic meters per annum 
(m3/year), but in three districts the average drops to under 1,000 m3/year—below the 
recommended levels for human health and quality of life.8 It is estimated that by 2025 the 
national average will drop to 1,900 m3/year and six of the 25 districts will have levels below 
1,000 m3/year. Over 40 agencies and multiple legislations govern this resource, resulting in lack 
of coordination and overlapping of functions.  
 

4. Land Resources 
 

5. Over 80% of the land belongs to the state. Unsustainable land use practices continue to 
reduce the productive capacity of the soil. About 44% of total farmlands have some form of land 
degradation. In the dry zone, 30% of land is degraded and unsuitable for agriculture, and in the 
wet zone 30% of tea land is considered to be marginal lands (footnote 9). The up-country and 
mid-country of the intermediate zone are prone to soil erosion whereas in the southeast and 
northwest, land is prone to salinization. The per capita land availability is 0.35 ha, and if areas 
unsuitable for human use (steep gradient, increased salinization, waterlogging) are excluded, it 
drops to 0.15 ha. Land degradation has resulted from (i) unsustainable land use practices; 
(ii) deforestation; (iii) non-adoption of land use planning policies; (iv) cultivation of erosive crops 
such as potatoes, tobacco, and vegetables on highlands; (v) gem mining and sand mining 
practices; (vi) land clearing for agriculture, human settlement, road construction, and other 
development projects; and (vii) unsuitable irrigation practices. Land management is divided 
among several agencies. The cabinet of ministers has approved a Land Use Policy (2008) and 
regulations are currently being drafted. 
 

5. Waste Management  
 

6. Of the estimated 6,400 tons of municipal solid waste generated daily, local authorities 
collect an estimated 2,800 tons (footnote 9). Because of lack of suitable solid waste 
management systems, the predominant practice of waste disposal is open dumping. Hazardous 
and clinical waste generated are either stored on site or disposed of with municipal waste in 
open dumps, posing serious health concerns. Although local authorities are responsible for 
waste management, the Ministry of Environment and Natural Resources developed a Solid 
Waste Management policy in 2007, as it recognized the need for a national approach to solve 
this issue. The policy promotes the use of landfills for disposal of inert material only and 
emphasizes the need to compost organic waste and recycle non-degradable waste. Out of 
351 local authorities, 93 have established composting facilities. In 2011, the government 
introduced an e-waste management program. With respect to liquid waste management, only 
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2.5% of the population is connected to a sewerage system. Since the introduction of the 
environmental protection licenses in 1990, industrial pollution has reduced.  
 

6. Air Quality Management 
7. Unlike many developing countries, Sri Lanka does not yet face acute air quality 
problems. However, particulate matter concentrations (PM10) have consistently exceeded WHO 
standards in Colombo Metropolitan Area. Increased particulate matter is from vehicular and 
thermal power plant emissions. In 1992, the government introduced the Clean Air 2000 Action 
Plan. By the end of 2000, only 18 of the proposed 49 actions had been partly or fully 
implemented. Implementation of activities continues. The government has since prepared a 
Clean Air 2015 action plan.  
 

7. Climate Change 
 

8. Air temperature records over the past 72 years reveal a 0.14°C increase per decade. 
The past 22 years have shown a 0.45°C increase, indicating a 0.2°C increase per decade 
(footnote 5). In the dry and intermediate zones, the number of consecutive dry days has 
increased, and the minimum and maximum ambient temperatures have risen. While 
precipitation patterns have changed, a trend has not been established, but an increase in the 
frequency of extreme rainfall events and dry periods and droughts is expected. The coastal 
zone, which accounts for 43% of the nation’s gross domestic product, is susceptible to impacts 
of sea level rise. The central hills will be prone to more landslides. Flash floods are expected in 
urban areas, and frequent and severe flooding in flood-prone areas will result in damage to 
crops, infrastructure, and loss of lives and livelihood.  Increased drought will impact on the 
availability of water resources. 
 

8. Disaster Management 
 

9. Following the tsunami of 2004, the government established the necessary legislative and 
institutional framework to improve disaster management. A National Council for Disaster 
Management, under the chairmanship of the President, and a Disaster Management Council 
under the Ministry of Disaster Management and Human Rights, were established, and a 
National Disaster Management Plan prepared. A draft National Disaster Management Policy 
provides guidance to and functions of early warning centers and emergency operations centers, 
and seeks to provide or strengthen the legal mandates of organizations involved in coordinating, 
monitoring, or issuing warnings on specific hazards. 
 

B. Government Priorities and Plans 
 

10. The government has articulated its commitment to sustainable development in the 
development policy framework (DPF), which sets out its plan until 2016 (footnote 6). The DPF 
proposes the polluter pays principle to make the Ministry of Environment self-finance its 
programs. The CFE, 2008–2012 and the Green Lanka program present short, medium, and 
long-term actions for implementation; and programs to address climate change. The 
government has drafted a Climate Change Policy that will be submitted to Cabinet for approval 
in 2011.9 Although the government has a clear strategy, the sector does not necessarily receive 
the required level of financial support, and is not considered a priority sector to mobilize 
development partner funds. The focus of Sri Lanka’s fiscal policy is to manage private goods, 
markets, and the public service sector. Natural resources are mainly public goods and hardly 
any fiscal policies regulate public goods (footnote 1).  There is no sustainable mechanism by 
which funds are generated to allocate for environmental conservation activities. 
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C. ADB’s Past Assistance 
11. The country strategy program for 1998–200310 recommended that sustainable natural 
resources management be one of the key areas of Asian Development Bank (ADB) 
involvement, and supported aquatic resources, coastal resources, biodiversity conservation, 
forestry development, upper watershed management, and water resources management. These 
projects are now all complete and have contributed significantly to addressing some key issues. 
In 2009, ADB responded to the government’s climate change agenda by providing technical 
assistance (TA) to develop the first National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy, 2011–2016, 
which proposes key interventions under five strategic thrust areas. The strategy estimates that 
Sri Lanka would need about $430 million to finance adaptation interventions for 2011–2016.    

 

D. Other Development Partners’ Environment and Climate Change Programs 
 

12. Since the late 1990’s ADB, the World Bank, the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP), and the Government of the Netherlands have contributed significantly to environmental 
management. The focus has been on institutional, policy, regulatory reform, disaster 
management, and promotion of community participation. The World Bank’s last main 
involvement in the environment and natural resources was through the Environment Action 1 
Project completed in 2003. The UNDP has funded pilot interventions to promote collaborative 
management between community and government agencies, particularly in forest and coastal 
ecosystems; supported disaster management; and is presently supporting the preparation of 
Strategic Environmental Assessments. It has also helped implement activities to phase out the 
use of ozone-depleting substances under the Montreal Protocol requirements. Aid from the 
Netherlands has emphasized biodiversity and coastal resources management and advocacy, 
and creating awareness by involving local and international nongovernment organizations. The 
United Nations Population Fund is assisting the government to develop a Climate Change 
Policy and Japan International Cooperation Agency is assisting in clean development 
mechanism projects.  
 

E. ADB’s Current and Proposed Strategies 
 

13. The government (as outlined in the DPF) aims to accelerate economic growth, improve 
social indicators, eradicate hard-core poverty, and improve the environment. This is in line with 
ADB’s Strategy 202011, which commits to focus on inclusive and environmentally sustainable 
economic growth. ADB’s focus is to address the climate change adaptation needs of key 
sectors—(i) transport, and information and communication technology; and (ii) water supply and 
other municipal infrastructure and services —through TA support. ADB is also assisting through 
TA for the strengthening and use of country safeguard systems in social safeguards. Urban air 
pollution is becoming a threat in the Colombo metropolitan area. To shift growth from 
metropolitan urban areas to nonurban areas, it is necessary to provide supportive infrastructure 
and establish a good transport network. In urban areas, multimodal transport initiatives will be 
supported. In the power sector, the main environmental concern is emissions resulting from 
increased dependence on thermal energy. ADB will support improvement of supply-side 
efficiency and encourage the government to diversify to cleaner energy technologies. To 
safeguard water resources, ADB will invest in developing urban and industrial sewerage 
systems, and minimizing losses in water supply transmission. The urban environment will be 
improved through investments in solid waste management, improved sanitation, and drainage 
and flood control. All investments will be designed to be resilient to climate change and ADB will 
endeavor to tap other sources of funds for climate change. 
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