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Abstract 

The nexus between sustainability and society is complex as it is impacted upon by a range of social, 

economic, political, environmental and cultural factors. This is evident in the present global 

environment where these factors are also shaped by forces connected to the interdependent global 

economy and society that promote transnational flows of financial capital, raw materials, labor, 

commodities, technology and scientific knowhow. The ensuing process of development in many 

countries has also been decisively influenced by neoliberal ideas. The consequent transnational 

mobility of people as migrants, workers and students seeking better opportunities creates new 

consumer aspirations and demand resulting in the spread of unsustainable consumption patterns and 

lifestyles as is evident from environmental degradation and pollution, human induced natural 

disasters, runaway urbanization and increasing income disparities. As is well known, climate change 

has emerged as an overarching issue overshadowing many other issues. This reality clearly points to 

the need for an interdisciplinary approach to promote a well-rounded understanding of the 

challenges we face today. Yet, the economic and social transformations mentioned above have 

continued to encourage development policies in many countries that promoted unrestrained 

economic growth over many decades despite serious concerns articulated by many critically minded 

social scientists regarding its adverse consequences. i.e. (Veblen. T. (1899), Meadows, D. (1972), 

Brundtland, G.H. (1987), Beck, U. (1992), Sennett, R. (2006), Urry, J. (2011), UN (2015) and Mulligan, 

M. (2015), Jayasuriya, L. (2010).  

 

It is against the above backdrop that this paper examines Sri Lanka’s development experience in 

recent decades and the serious challenges the country faces today in achieving most of the SDG’s on 

the basis of available research evidence (Hettige, 2017). The main conclusion drawn from evidence is 

that Sri Lanka needs to review its national development goals with a view to harmonizing economic, 

ecological and social considerations.  

 

 

Introduction 

The main focus of the present paper is on the nexus between sustainability and society in Sri 

Lanka with particular reference to the countries development trajectory in Sri Lanka in recent 

decades. While Sustainability is widely discussed and accepted today. As an integral part of the 

development process at both local and global levels, prospects for countries to achieve 

sustainable development depend on a range of economic, social, cultural and environmental 

factors. That influence the development process. 

What we have witnessed in Sri Lanka over the last four decades is a process of development that 

has made the achievement of key SDGs increasingly more difficult. In this paper an attempt is 

made to provide an analysis of the factors that have prevented and continued to prevent Sri 

Lanka from making significant progress towards sustainability. 



Background 

In this section an attempt is made to outline the changes in Sri Lankan society wrote about by 

development and other related policies. Over the last four to five decades these policies 

popularly refer to neoliberal open economic policies are in fact offer neo liberal nature & 

deviated from the earlier development and public welfare policies adopted by course 

independence regimes till the mid 1917. Though there were many differences between the two 

periods in terms of the nature of development policies, the key distinction was based on relative 

roles that the states and the market played in the development process. While the state played 

a dominant role in guiding the development process before economic liberalization, the market 

and the private investors began to play a decisive role following the adoption of open economic 

policy. More over almost total control that the state had over the social sectors like education, 

health and passenger transport prior to liberalization much weaker when increasing private 

sector participation in the above social sectors grew steadily following the adoption of liberal 

economy policies.  

Economic, social, cultural and environmental impacts of the above policy shift became 

increasingly evident since the late 1970’s. These impacts have been widely investigated by social 

scientists and there is a considerable body of publications based on these investigations. ( 

References) 

Implementation of liberal economic policies over several decades resulted in a transformation of 

the Sri Lankan economy. Firstly, the domination of the state sector enterprises over several 

decades after political independence came to an end opening the way for the proliferation of 

private enterprises, making the latter the key drivers of wealth and employment creation. For 

instance, state-owned textile and handloom industries across the country were increasingly 

replaced by a steadily expanding, increasingly export oriented garment industry, and this soon 

emerged as a significant sector of employment. Expanding tourist industry, mostly driven by 

proliferating private enterprises also became a major source of employment and foreign 

exchange earnings in the country.  

On the other hand, increasing demand for intermediate and industrial goods created an 

expanding and vibrant domestic market for all sorts of industrial goods, giving rise to large and 

small retail businesses, creating income earning opportunities for informal sector activists across 

the country, in particular, large and small urban centers. 

Meanwhile, increasing availability of cheaper, imported industrial goods in the country has a 

negative impact on local industries, in particular, small rural industries, resulting in the 

disappearance of production-oriented, import-substitution industrial enterprises, notably 

thousands of small handloom production units in different parts of the country, leading to the 

loss of income earning opportunities, particularly for rural women.  

It is against the above backdrop that the successive governments since the late 1970’s identified 

labor migration not only as an alternative source of employment for the unemployed, in 



particular for rural women but also as a major source of much needed foreign exchange for the 

country. In fact, remittances sent by Sri Lankan workers employed overseas, particularly in the 

Middle East, eventually becoming the largest single source of foreign exchange for Sri Lanka, 

amounting to over 7 billion US dollars.  

Table 1: Trends in Migration of Sri Lankan Workers for Overseas Employment 

Year 
Male Female 

Total 
No. % No. % 

1976 524 99.05 5 0.95 529 

1981 27,287 47.49 30,160 52.50 57,447 

1986 10,618 67.0 5,191 33.0 15,809 

1991 21,423 33.0 43,560 67.0 64,983 

1996 43,112 26.5 119,464 73.5 162,576 

2000 59,725 33.0 121,645 67.0 181,370 

2006 90,170 44.6 111,778 55.3 201,948 

2011 136,307 51.8 126,654 48.1 262,961 

2015 
172,630 

 
65.5 90,677 34.4 263,307 

Source: Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment, Colombo, Various years. 

Note: Table compiled by the author based on data drawn from the above source. 

 

The impact of neoliberal state policies in the service sectors such as health, education transport 

and telecommunication was as transformative as in the industrial and other production sectors, 

creating major changes in each one these sectors. While the changes in the economy impacted 

significantly on income distribution and rural-urban disparities, the demand for private 

education, health and transport services began to rise steadily, encouraging private investment 

in such services. The result was a proliferation of private education and health institutions in 

urban areas where higher income earners were largely concentrated, while the increasing 

demand for private transport vehicles like cars and three wheelers began to fill the road network 

in the country. Meanwhile the stagnation of public transport services encouraged even lower 

income groups to rely on private modes of transport as is evident from the steady increase in the 

importation of motor cycles.  

 



As the data in Table  2 below shows, Sri Lanka’s road vehicle fleet is heavily dominated by private 

transport vehicles such as motor cars, three wheelers and motor cycles, a clear deviation from 

the pattern that prevailed in the 1970’s when public buses had an overwhelming presence on 

the country’s main roads in all parts of the country.   

Table 2: Composition of the Vehicle Fleet in Sri Lanka  

Type of Motor vehicle Total Number Registered  
Motor cycles 4.9 M 

Buses 114,362 

Motor cars 912,871 
Land vehicles 403,096 

Three Wheelers 1,186 220 

Source: Registrar of Motor Vehicles, Sri Lanka, May 2025 

On the education front, the emerging picture has been even more complex. Beside the widening 

public-private divide, segregation of the public education system based on language, ethnicity 

and religion became a major factor contributing to increasing ethno-religious divisions in the 

country. This in turn played a significant role in reinforcing pre-existing ethnic and religious 

divisions in the political arena. The emerging picture has been even more complex. Beside the 

widening public -private divide, segregation of the public education system based on rural urban 

differences, language, ethnicity and religion became a major factor contributing to ethno-

religious divisions in the country. This in turn played a significant role in reinforcing pre-existing 

ethno-religious divisions and conflicts in the national political arena. Young people in the country 

who became increasingly dependent on the education system for educational credentials and 

eventually better employment prospects also came under the influence of identity politics that 

they perceived as discriminatory across, ethnic, linguistic and religious divisions.  

How younger people belonging to major ethno-religious communities were drawn into violent 

identity politics has been extensively investigated and documented by social scientists over 

several decades. Many young people belonging to all communities have suffered immensely due 

to such conflicts in the country resulting in many deaths and disappearances. Persisting tensions 

and conflicts also resulted in an exodus of many youths and others from Sri Lanka, adversely 

affecting the development process and wider public welfare.  

As mentioned above, health is another area that has been adversely affected by liberal economic 

and social reforms. The establishment of well resourced private health institutions in urban 

centers to meet the rising demand for the services provided by these institutions from the 

affluent segments of society resulted in growing health inequality in the country, adversely 

affecting the people living in the peripheral regions of the country where health facilities have 

continued to suffer from inadequate health staff and resources, often forcing even lower income 

groups to resort to private healthcare, particularly OPD treatment.  



Increasing economic and social pressures in turn have encouraged not only rural-urban migration 

looking for better income opportunities in urban areas but also overseas labor migration, looking 

for better income opportunities outside the country. When a significant proportion of the 

country’s labor force moved away from rural areas, resulting in a labour shortage for rural 

economic activities, wages continued to increase resulting in higher cost of production in the 

agricultural sector, leading to vicious cycle in the rural economy adversely affecting agricultural 

production, compelling successive governments to increase even the importation of food grains 

like rice which is the main staple food in the country.  

The developments outlined above that followed the adoption of neoliberal policies since the late 

1970’s, popularly termed as open economic policies produced serious structural imbalances in 

the country’s economy leading a growing balance payment crisis. The resulting domestic debt 

crisis forced the country to declare bankruptcy in 2022 compelling the incumbent government to 

seek IMF support for re-structuring the debt repayment and securing a loan facility to allow the 

importation of essential like fuel, medicine and food. It should however be noted that, beside the 

structural problems in the economy, increasingly poor governance in the country over the same 

period, also made a highly significant contribution to the declining economic prospects of the 

country.  

Changing Economy and the Social Structure in Sri Lanka: 

Social structure in a society is largely a reflection of the structure and the composition of the 

economy. In the case of Sri Lanka, structural change in the economy outlined above brought 

about by state interventions over the last four decades. These changes can be listed under four 

themes. Firstly, weakening of the rural economy due to de-industrialization and the migration of 

rural labor to urban areas in the country and the Middle East. Secondly, increasing dependence 

of the country on industrial and other imports leading to a widening trade deficit, consequently 

leading a debt crisis. Thirdly, increasing income inequality and widening rural-urban disparities 

encouraged intra-national and international migration of people of all walks of life. Finally, the 

emergent class structure gave rise to highly unequal life chances and consumption patterns 

among Sri Lankan citizens.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3: Sri Lanka Trade Statistics 2010-2017 

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Total 
Exports 
(US$ Mn) 8,293.71 10,030.58 9,180.50 10,009.41 11,044.38 10,211.92 10,217.28 11,411.23 

Export 
Value as a 
percentage 
of GDP (at 
Constant 
(2010) 
Prices, 
(US$ Mn.) 

14.78 16.11 15.72 16.87 17.94 16.47 16.51 18.68 

Export 
Growth 
Rate % 

 20.94 -8.47 9.03 10.34 -8.45 0.05 11.69 

Total 
Imports 
(US$ Mn.) 

12,340.34 19,703.02 17,888.64 17,949.09 19,245.71 18,989.31 19,514.78 21,323.77 

Coverage 
of imports 
by exports 
% 

67.21 50.91 51.32 55.76 57.39 53.78 52.36 53.51 

Balance of 
Trade (US 
$ Mn.) 

-4,046.61 -9685.39 -8708.11 -7,939.68 -8,201.33 -8,777.39 -9,297.50 -9,912.54 

Source: International Trade Statistics of Sri Lanka, Department of Commerce (2017) 

(- https://www.doc.gov.lk/images/pdf/downloads/statistic/statreports2017/Write-up---New2017.pdf) 

Note: Table compiled by the author based on the data drawn from the above source 

 

The developments outlined above have significant implications for sustainable development in 

the country. In the next few pages, an attempt is made to examine the nexus between social 

structural change and sustainability in the context of Sri Lanka.  

Social Structure, Consumption Patterns and Sustainability:  

 As mentioned above, social structure in Sri Lanka was significantly altered by the structural 

changes in the economy. The is clearly evident from the data on the changing structure of 

employment of the adult population, income distribution and consumption patterns. While Sri 

Lankan society became highly unequal in terms of income distribution, life changes, consumption 

patterns and intranational and international mobility for employment, education and permanent 

https://www.doc.gov.lk/images/pdf/downloads/statistic/statreports2017/Write-up---New2017.pdf


migration. These patterns are clearly evident from the data available. Some of this data is 

presented and discussed in brief below.   

Table 4. Population statistics by employment  

 Total Female Male 
 Persons aged 15 and above 

Population  17,133,659 9,218,000 7,915,659  

Employed 8,113,507 2,699,228 5,414,280 

Not employed 9,020,152 6,518,77 2,501,379 

Formal  2,635,087 1,060,141 1,574,945  

Public 1,235,164 579,514 655,650 

Formal Privatea 1,399,923 480627 919295 

Informal  5,478,420 1,639,086 3,839,334 

Self-employed 2,706,505 684,709 2,021,796 

Unpaid family workers 538,597 408,952 129,645 

 Informal employees 2,328,383 577,215 1,751,168 

Source: Department of Census and Statistics (DCS), 2021, Labour Force Survey, Colombo: DCS. 

 

Table 4 above provides a breakdown of the Sri Lanka population 15 years and above in terms of 

their participation in the labor force based on the 2021 data. It shows that only about quarter of 

the population is engaged in regular employment with social security. Over 60% of the working 

population belongs to the category of informal employment, usually without any formal social 

security. Informal sector workers do not have employment or income security, besides having no 

access to retirement benefits when they stop working either due to old age or inability to work 

adverse circumstances like ill health.  

Sri Lanka’s highly unequal income distribution evident from the data in the following Graph 1 is 

partly a reflection of the pattern of employment evident from the data in Table 4 above. Low and 

informal, income earners also experience difficulties in accessing services such as quality 

education and health facilities, particularly if they are living in peripheral regions of the country. 

Such circumstances often adversely affect their life chances, making it more difficult for them to 

escape from poverty and exclusion.  On the other hand, they are also exposed a range of risks 

due to their particular vulnerabilities arising out of indebtedness, poor housing, exposure to 

disasters, etc. as clearly evident from the data in the Sri Lanka Vulnerability Report published by 

the UNDP( 2024).  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Share of Household Income by Household Income Deciles 1990/91 to 2019 

 

 

Source: Household Income and Expenditure Surveys (1990/91 to 2019), Department of Census and 

Statistics, Sri Lanka 

Note: The graph prepared by Chamika De Silva (2024) based the data drawn from the above survey. 
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Summary and Conclusion: 

As I have discussed in another paper which I published in 2017 on Sri Lanka’s prospects and 

challenges in achieving sustainable development goals, the development and welfare policies 

adopted by governments in the first few decades since political independence in 1948 led the 

country on a path towards inclusive and equitable development and welfare. These state 

interventions helped the country to achieve a very high level of social development despite the 

country’s low per capita income at the time. (Hettige, S. and Mayer, M. eds. (2000) However, 

subsequent, neoliberal development policy shifts adopted by successive governments since the 

late 1970’s onwards resulted in major economic and social transformation leading to major 

structural changes in the economy and society. These changes have been accompanied by 

increasing income and social inequality, highly unequal life chances for the population, 

weakening of publicly provided services like education, health and public transport. These 

changes have resulted in unsustainable consumption patterns, widening rural -urban disparities, 

increasing concentration of wealth and other resources in a few urban centers, encouraging 

unsustainable urbanization and steady expansion of informal employment and livelihoods. 

Against this backdrop, it is clear that the prospects for achieving many sustainable development 

goals by 2030 has become more challenging. In view of the developments in recent decades, it 

has become necessary for the Sri Lankan authorities to review national development policies, 

strategies and goals in order to harmonize economic, social and ecological considerations.  
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