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The Association of Asian Social Science 
Research Councils (AASSREC) is a 
non-political, not-for-profit regional 
organisation bringing together national 
social science academies, research 
councils, and institutes across the Asia-
Pacific. Established in 1973, AASSREC 
aims to strengthen the development 
and visibility of the social sciences in the 
region, while fostering a shared regional 
identity grounded in collaboration, 
knowledge exchange, and mutual 
learning.

AASSREC currently comprises 15 full 
member organisations and two associate 
members, providing a unique platform 
for regional dialogue and cooperation. 
It promotes research, teaching, training, 
and the dissemination of social science 
knowledge, with due regard to the 
region’s diverse national and cultural 
contexts. The Association supports 
cross-national, policy-relevant research 
on key development challenges, 
facilitates exchange among institutions 
and scholars, and strengthens 
partnerships within the region and 
globally.

AASSREC’s flagship activities include 
biennial general conferences, hosted 
in rotation by member countries, which 
serve as key forums for presenting 
research, sharing expertise, and shaping 
collaborative agendas. Through these 
efforts, AASSREC contributes to evidence-
based policymaking and regional 
cooperation across the Asia-Pacific.

AASSREC maintains consultative 
relations with UNESCO and is a full 
member of the International Science 
Council, contributing to global efforts to 
advance science as a public good.

More information available:

ABOUT AASSREC

www.aassrec.org

https://aassrec.org/
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The “Boosting Social Sciences and their Contribution to Better Lives across the 
Indo-Pacific” program is a major regional initiative aimed at strengthening 
the capacity, connectivity, and policy relevance of social science research 
across the Indo-Pacific. Implemented between 2023 and 2026, the program 
is delivered by the Association of Asian Social Science Research Councils 
(AASSREC), in partnership with the Global Development Network (GDN), with 
generous funding of Canada’s International Development Research Centre 
(IDRC).

The program is structured around three mutually reinforcing pillars, aimed at 
strengthening evidence, collaboration, and research impact across the region:

With a strong emphasis on inclusion, the program prioritises the 
participation of early and mid-career researchers, women, and scholars 
from low and middle-income countries. 

By enhancing collaboration, supporting research excellence, and promoting 
engagement with policy communities, the program contributes to more 
resilient and interconnected social science systems, and to the effective 
use of social science knowledge in addressing complex development 
challenges across the Indo-Pacific.

More information available:

BUILDING THE EVIDENCE BASE 
Generating robust, comparative insights into social science 
research systems through country-level assessments of capacity, 
infrastructure, and challenges.

STRENGTHENING REGIONAL COORDINATION
Convening funding bodies, fostering institutional partnerships, and 
supporting sustained cross-country collaboration.

SUPPORTING RESEARCH AND IMPACT
Providing targeted support for high-quality, policy-relevant research 
through competitive grants, mentoring initiatives, and policy-oriented 
outputs.

ABOUT THE BOOSTING SOCIAL SCIENCES AND THEIR 
CONTRIBUTION TO BETTER LIVES IN THE INDO PACIFIC

www.aassrec.org/boosting-social-sciences

1.

2.

3.

https://aassrec.org/boosting-social-sciences/
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Digital Pathways to Inclusion: ICT for Intergenerational Equity 
and Indigenous Knowledge Preservation in Sri Lanka

Indigenous communities worldwide remain among the most marginalised 
and digitally excluded populations, with the digital divide particularly 
severe in remote areas. Limited access to Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT) restricts opportunities for education, economic 
participation, and cultural preservation. Digital inclusion is increasingly 
recognised as a critical enabler for sustainable development, cultural 
resilience, and social equity. 

In Sri Lanka, the Adhi Vasi communities represent a small but culturally 
significant indigenous population. Despite their rich heritage and ecological 
knowledge, these communities remain disconnected from the digital 
economy and underrepresented in national development agendas. While 
some settlements, such as Dambana, have received limited support for 
tourism development, most remain underserved. This policy paper explores 
how ICT can be leveraged to bridge intergenerational inequality, preserve 
indigenous knowledge systems, and foster inclusive socio-economic 
transformation.

The research underpinning this policy paper identified three major 
challenges:

Barriers to ICT Adoption
Limited infrastructure, low digital literacy, and economic constraints 
hinder technology use. While interest in ICT is growing — particularly for 
education — access remains sporadic and uneven.

Mixed Perceptions of Technology
Community members recognise ICT’s benefits for education, 
emergencies, and tourism promotion. However, concerns about 
privacy violations, family disputes, and cultural erosion persist, 
reflecting a need for responsible and culturally sensitive technology 
integration.

Generational Divide
Younger members increasingly embrace technology, while older 
generations often resist due to cultural concerns or unfamiliarity. 
This divide underscores the need for inclusive strategies that respect 
traditional values while promoting digital literacy.

1 . EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 . 1 KEY CHALLENGES

1.

2.

3.
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To address these challenges, the paper proposes a multi-dimensional policy 
framework focused on four priorities:

Integrating ICT into indigenous development offers transformative potential 
for Sri Lanka and the broader Asia-Pacific region. Improved access to 
technology can drive economic growth, preserve cultural heritage, and 
strengthen community resilience. However, risks of cultural erosion require 
participatory approaches that prioritise indigenous values and ensure 
communities are active partners in shaping their digital futures.

Digital inclusion is not merely a technological issue – it is a matter of equity, 
cultural sustainability, and social justice. By adopting a culturally grounded, 
community-led approach, Sri Lanka can create an enabling environment 
where indigenous communities thrive in the digital age. This policy framework 
aligns with national development priorities and global sustainability goals, 
offering a roadmap for inclusive growth that respects and preserves the 
unique heritage of the Adhi Vasi people.

Economic Empowerment through ICT-enabled Tourism
ICT can enhance indigenous tourism by enabling digital marketing, 
e-commerce, and virtual storytelling. Public-private partnerships 
should provide infrastructure and training to help communities 
participate in the digital economy and create sustainable livelihoods.

Preservation of Indigenous Knowledge
Digitising oral traditions and ecological practices through community 
archives, mobile apps, and audio-visual documentation can 
safeguard cultural heritage while contributing to environmental 
sustainability and climate action.

Inclusive Education and Digital Literacy
Tailored training programs must bridge generational gaps and 
promote gradual technology adoption. Initiatives should incorporate 
culturally relevant content and foster community ownership of digital 
resources.

Reducing Inequalities through Digital Inclusion
Inclusive data practices and culturally sensitive ICT initiatives can 
empower indigenous voices, reduce systemic marginalisation, and 
promote equitable development. Collaborative efforts between 
government, private sector, and NGOs are essential to overcome 
infrastructure challenges.

POLICY IMPERATIVES

STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE

CONCLUSION

1 .2

1.2

1.3
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Indigenous communities globally 
are among the most marginalised 
and digitally excluded populations, 
and Sri Lanka’s Vaddha (Vedda) 
community is no exception. While 
contemporary analyses highlight 
the widening digital divide faced 
by indigenous peoples (Perez-
Escolar & Canet, 2023), a deeper 
understanding of this challenge 
requires situating it within the long-
standing historical, sociocultural, 
and anthropological context of the 
Vaddhas. Over more than a century, 
scholars have documented the 
persistent structural marginalisation 
of the Vaddha community, whose 
traditional livelihoods, cultural 
practices, and social organisation 
have been affected by colonial 
policies, post-independence socio-
economic transitions, and ongoing 
pressures on land, forest access, 
and identity. 

Early ethnographic work by Seligman 
and Seligman (1911) provides one of 
the first comprehensive accounts 
of the Vaddhas, describing their 
geographical dispersion, clan 
structures, and cultural traditions. 
Subsequent studies – such as those 
by Spittel (1924) and Brow (1978) – 
highlight how processes of forced 
assimilation, state-led settlement, 
and forest encroachment gradually 
eroded the community’s autonomy 
and access to resources. These 
historical disruptions have had long-
term implications for education, 
economic participation, and access 
to basic services — factors that 

continue to influence present-day 
digital inequalities.

More recent scholars, including 
Bohingamuwa et al. (2024) 
and De Silva and Punchihewa 
(2011), emphasise the uneven 
development experienced by 
Vaddha groups across different 
regions of Sri Lanka. While some 
communities have integrated into 
mainstream socio- economic 
structures, others – particularly 
those in remote areas such as 
Dambana, Rathugala, Pollebedda, 
and Henanigala – continue to 
experience multi-dimensional forms 
of marginalisation. These include 
limited access to infrastructure, 
inadequate educational facilities, 
and insufficient inclusion in state-
led development programmes. 
Such conditions directly shape 
their limited engagement with 
Information and Communication 
Technologies (ICT), reinforcing the 
digital divide.

This historical backdrop is essential 
for understanding why digital 
exclusion persists today. It is not 
solely a technological issue but one 
deeply intertwined with longstanding 
socio-economic inequalities, cultural 
marginalisation, and the loss of 
traditional lands and livelihoods. The 
United Nations Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues underscores that 
ICT has a critical role in preserving 
indigenous languages, identities, and 
traditional knowledge.

For the Vaddhas – whose language 
and cultural expressions have been 
under threat for decades — digitally 

2. CONTEXT & PROBLEM STATEMENT

CONTEXT2.1
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documenting and revitalising 
heritage practices aligns closely 
with ongoing global commitments 
to protect indigenous cultures.

This broader perspective also 
complements the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly SDG 8 (Decent Work 
and Economic Growth) and 
SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). 
Enhancing digital inclusion among 
the Vaddha community is not 
simply a matter of technology 
access; it is an intervention tied 
to cultural preservation, equitable 
development, and long-term socio-
economic resilience.

In Sri Lanka, the Adhi Vasi 
communities represent a small but 
culturally significant indigenous 
population. Despite their rich 
heritage and ecological knowledge, 
these communities remain largely 
disconnected from the digital 
economy. While some settlements, 
such as Dambana, have received 
limited government support 
for tourism development, most 
Adhi Vasi communities remain 
underserved and underrepresented 
in national development agendas. 
This policy working group 
paper seeks to explore how ICT 
can be leveraged to bridge 
intergenerational inequality, 
promote indigenous knowledge 
systems, and drive inclusive social 
transformation among Sri Lanka’s 
indigenous communities.

This policy paper focuses on three 
interrelated dimensions:

PROBLEM STATEMENT

SCOPE

Digital Inclusion and Economic 
Empowerment
The paper will examine how 
ICT can support indigenous 
cultural tourism as a sustainable 
economic activity. By enabling 
digital marketing, e-commerce, 
and virtual storytelling, ICT can 
help Adhi Vasi communities 
generate income, create 
employment opportunities, and 
reduce economic disparities. This 
aligns with SDG #8 and supports 
national efforts to promote 
inclusive growth.

Preservation of Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems
Indigenous communities possess 
deep ecological knowledge and 
cultural practices that are vital 
for environmental sustainability. 
However, much of this knowledge 
is transmitted orally and is at 
risk of being lost. The paper will 
explore how digital tools — such 
as audio-visual documentation, 
mobile apps, and community 
archives — can be used to 
preserve and disseminate this 
knowledge, contributing to SDG 
#13 (Climate Action) and cultural 
sustainability.

Intergenerational Dynamics  
and Digital Literacy
A critical aspect of the digital 
divide lies in generational 

1.

2.

3.

2.2

2.3
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The need for a policy-oriented 
approach to digital inclusion among 
indigenous communities in Sri 
Lanka is urgent and multifaceted. 
Discussed below are key areas that 
this paper addresses.

The Adhi Vasi communities have 
historically been marginalised, both 
socially and economically. Despite 
their contributions to Sri Lanka’s 
cultural and ecological heritage, 
they remain largely excluded from 
mainstream development. ICT offers 
a pathway to inclusion, enabling 
these communities to participate in 
the digital economy, access public 
services, and assert their cultural 
identity in new ways.

interdisciplinary studies that examine 
the intersection of ICT, indigenous 
knowledge, and economic 
development. International examples 
– from Australia (Du, 2017; Du and 
Haines, 2017; Ormond-Parker et al., 2013; 
Rice et al., 2016), Indonesia (Toyoda 
and Kanegae, 2021), Bangladesh 
(Ashraf et al., 2015; Hasan et al., 2022), 
and Malaysia (Walid et al., 2015) – 
demonstrate the transformative 
potential of ICT in indigenous 
contexts. However, Sri Lanka lacks a 
comprehensive policy framework to 
guide such interventions. This paper 
address that gap by providing 
evidence-based recommendations 
grounded in local realities.

While there is a growing body of 
socio-anthropological research 
on the Adhi Vasi, there is a lack of 

The policy framework suggested in 
this paper aligns with multiple SDGs, 
including:

SDG 8 
By promoting ICT-enabled 
indigenous tourism, the paper 
supports decent work and 
economic growth.

SDG 10  
By addressing digital exclusion, 
it contributes to reducing 
inequalities.

SDG 13  
By preserving ecological 
knowledge, it supports climate 
action.

SDG 4 & 11 
By enhancing digital literacy 
and community resilience, it 
promotes inclusive education and 
sustainable communities.

differences in technology 
adoption. While younger 
members of the Adhi Vasi 
community are increasingly 
using mobile phones and 
tablets, older generations often 
resist digital tools due to cultural 
concerns or lack of familiarity. 
This paper will investigate how 
policy interventions can bridge 
this generational gap, ensuring 
that digital inclusion efforts 
are culturally sensitive and 
intergenerationally inclusive.

JUSTIFICATION

2.4.1 ADDRESSING STRUCTURAL 
MARGINALISATION

2.4.2 FILLING A CRITICAL  
KNOWLEDGE GAP

2.4.3 SUPPORTING SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS (SDGS)

3.

2.4
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While ICT can be a powerful 
enabler, it also poses risks. 
UNESCO warns that digital 
technologies may accelerate the 
erosion of indigenous cultures 
(UNESCO Institute for Information 
Technologies in Education, 2011:3). 
Therefore, any policy intervention 
must be carefully designed to 
balance innovation with cultural 
preservation. This paper advocates 
for a participatory, community-led 
approach that respects indigenous 
values and worldviews.

The generational divide in 
technology use is a significant 
barrier to digital inclusion. Older 
Adhi Vasi community members 
often view technology as a threat 
to their traditional lifestyle, while 
younger members embrace it as 
a tool for empowerment (De Silva 
and Punchihewa, 2011; Dissanayaka 
and He, 2023). Bridging this divide 
requires culturally sensitive digital 
literacy programs, intergenerational 
dialogue, and inclusive policy 
design.

2.4.4 MITIGATING RISKS OF  
CULTURAL EROSION

2.4.5 RESPONDING TO 
INTERGENERATIONAL INEQUALITY

This research holds significant 
relevance across a range of Asia-
Pacific countries that share similar 
socio-cultural dynamics, indigenous 

populations, and challenges related 
to digital inclusion. In Australia and 
New Zealand, where Aboriginal and 
Māori communities respectively  
are actively engaged in cultural 
preservation and digital storytelling, 
the study’s focus on ICT as a tool 
for empowerment and knowledge 
transmission resonates strongly. In 
South and Southeast Asia, countries 
like India, Bangladesh, and Nepal 
are home to numerous tribal and 
indigenous groups – such as the 
Adivasis and Janajatis – who face 
systemic marginalisation and limited 
access to digital infrastructure. 
These contexts mirror the Sri Lankan 
Adhi Vasi community’s experiences, 
making the research highly 
applicable.

Further, in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and the Philippines, indigenous 
populations such as the Dayak, 
Orang Asli, and Lumad encounter 
similar socio-economic and cultural 
challenges. These nations have 
seen growing interest in using ICT 
for education, healthcare, and 
cultural sustainability, aligning with 
the objectives of the study that 
led to the formation of the policy 
recommendations. Thailand’s hill 
tribes and Papua New Guinea’s 
diverse indigenous groups also face 
digital exclusion, and the research’s 
insights into intergenerational 
technology adoption and culturally 
sensitive digital strategies could 
inform inclusive policy development 
in these regions.

RELEVANCE TO THE ASIA-
PACIFIC REGION

2.5
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The findings that led to the 
development of this policy paper 
came from a research study 
that was conducted in Sri Lanka 
in 2024. An indigenous research 
methodology was used to ensure 
the study remained grounded on 
lived experiences of the indigenous 
people, rather than relying on Euro-
Western theoretical frameworks that 
have been previously used in studies 
of this nature. An exploratory, cross-
sectional study was conducted to 
facilitate an in-depth examination 
of the Adhi Vasi community within 
their cultural setting. The research 
methodology involved a blended 
design focused ethnography and 
case study methods – specifically, a 
mini-ethnographic case study.

Sample selection was a challenge 
in the absence of clear census 
data about the Island’s Adhi 
Vasi population (Department of 
Census and Statistics, 2023). This 
lack of inclusion of the indigenous 
population in Government statistics 
show the level of marginalisation 
(Rathnayake, 2022). 

However, some reports show that 
some indigenous settlements such 
as Dambana – have received 
governmental support for tourism 
development (Sumanapala & Wolf, 
2023). Further, Dambana village 
is located close to several major 
tourist destinations, and this makes 
it a unique site for studying the 
intersection of indigenous culture 
and technology use. Therefore, the 
geographic scope of the study was 
limited to the Dambana village. Under 
ethical approval, data was collected 
using in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews involving a purposive 
sample of indigenous individuals. 
Participants belonged to age groups 
ranging from 18 to 60+. Gender 
balance was unachievable in the 
sample due to cultural norms around 
interviewing female members of the 
community. The final sample included 
16 semi-structured interviews.

Presented below is the demographic 
profile of the interview participants 
(Table 1).

3. EVIDENCE & ANALYSIS
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TABLE 1: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF THE PARTICIPANTS

DEMOGRAPHICS

LIVELIHOOD

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

PERCENTAGE  
(%)

Gender

Clan

Age

Education

Marital 
status

Children

Language 
fluency

Engaged in 
indigenous 
tourism-related 
activities

Primary 
Occupation

Secondary 
Occupation

Identify as an 
indigenous 
person

Male

Female

12

4

9

1

2

1

3

3

4

3

3

1

2

6

2

6

2

15

1

14

2

15

1

4

12

14

2

12

2

1

1

2

8

3

3

88

12

75

13

6

6

12

50

19

19

75

25

56

6

13

6

19

19

25

19

19

6

12

38

13

38

13

94

6

88

12

94

6

25

75

Uru warige

Thala warige

Unapatha warige

Morana warige

Other

20 - 30

31 - 40

41 - 50 

51 - 60 

61 - 70

71 - 80

Never Attended School 

Primary (1-5) 

Secondary (6-11)

Passed G.C.E A/L

Married

Unmarried

Yes

No

Adhi Vasi

Adhi Vasi, Sinhala

Yes

No

Yes

No

Chena Cultivation

Businessman (Shop owner)

Indigenous Tourism

Other

Honey collection for selling

Indigenous tourism related businesses 
(e.g. selling items to tourists)

Indigenous tourism related activities 
(e.g. performing cultural dances)

Other
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Data was also gathered about ownership of ICT Device and access to 
technological devices. Table 2 provides a summary.

Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) was 
employed to analyse the qualitative, 
interview data. Three key themes 
were identified, with several sub-
themes. The key insights from the 
study are as follows: 

Theme one included evidence 
related to barriers to ICT use by 
indigenous communities. These 
include lack of infrastructure and 
access to ICT, gaps in digital literacy, 
economic constraints preventing 
ownership of technological devices, 
lack of government or external 
support, and latent demand/
expressed need for ICT by members 
of the indigenous community. It 
appears that limited access and 
knowledge hinder ICT use, but 
interview evidence shows that 
there’s growing interest especially for 
education (e.g. “Currently, we don’t 
have a specific need for technology. 
Maybe the children will need it in the 
future. It’s sometimes useful for their 
schoolwork.”).

Evidence of positive and negative 
perceptions towards ICT use 
emerged under theme two.  

Positive views included the usefulness 
of technology for education, in 
emergencies, and for economic 
activities such as social media 
use for indigenous tourism. For 
example, one elderly participant 
said that “[Technological devices 
such as mobile phones] are useful 
in emergencies, especially when you 
need to communicate with someone 
far away.” Negative views referred to 
violation of privacy due to technology 
and fears of cultural erosion as 
illustrated by the following quotes:

There is a negative side to 
technology – especially phone 
use. It can lead to family disputes. 
Several such incidents have 
occurred in the village. People 
need to learn how to use these 
devices responsibly.

Sometimes outsiders record us 
without our knowledge and then 
share the videos on YouTube. That 
feels unfair to us.

This evidence suggests mixed 
opinions towards ICT use, that is, ICT is 
seen as both beneficial and harmful 
depending on context and usage.

TABLE 2 
ICT DEVICE OWNERSHIP AND ACCESS AMONG INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

ICT OWNERSHIP / ACCESS NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

PERCENTAGE  
(%)

Own ICT 
Devices

Type of 
ICT Device 
Access

Yes

No

5

11

5

4

1

0

31

69

50

40

10

Smart phone

Basic phone

Desktop

Laptop



15

AASSREC WORKING POLICY PAPER SERIES

Digital Pathways to Inclusion: ICT for Intergenerational Equity 
and Indigenous Knowledge Preservation in Sri Lanka

Under theme three, participants reflected on cultural sustainability in the 
face of technological advancement. Findings indicate distinct generational 
differences in attitudes toward technology use, while some members of the 
community are open to using technology for cultural documentation, they 
expressed caution about its impact on traditions. For example, one member of 
the community expressed the view:

We don’t want our children to grow up in the same conditions we did. 
Technology won’t harm our clan.

Conversely, another stated:

I am afraid our culture may disappear — not because the children dislike 
it, but because they have grown accustomed to the modern world, and 
because things are changing rapidly. I believe it is no longer possible to 
preserve our culture unless we isolate ourselves from mainstream society. 
But that is no longer feasible.

These reflections reveal a community at a crossroads, grappling with the 
opportunities and challenges that technology presents.

A summary of the themes and sub-themes are shown in Figure 1.

FIGURE 1: SUMMARY OF THEMES AND SUB-THEMES

Barriers to 
ict use

Finantial constraints

Positive perception and attitude

Generational dynamics in the 
digital age

Negative perception and attitude

Limitations in digital literacy

Latent demand / expressed need 
for ICT

Lack of government or external 
support

Opinions 
towards ICT

Cultural 
sustainability & 
technological 
advancement

ICT IN THE 
VEDDHA 

COMMUNITY

Cultural preservation in the 
presence or absence of ICT

Limitations in infrastructure and 
access to technology
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There is clear evidence that national 
cultural as well as micro-cultural 
values significantly influence 
technology acceptance, shaping 
attitudes and behaviours toward 
ICT adoption (Lin, 2014; Masimba et 
al., 2019; Srite & Karahanna, 2006). 
In the absence of a clear ICT policy 
involving indigenous communities, it 
is crucial to consider micro-cultural 
dimensions such as prioritising 
oral traditions, communal living, 
and cultural preservation when 
developing future policies. The data 
reveal sporadic interventions by the 
Government and other stakeholders 
(e.g. NGOs) in attempts of digital 
inclusion. 

However, these have not been 
successful so far. Therefore, 
continuous investment in digital 
infrastructure, policy harmonisation, 
and stakeholder collaboration 
is required to create enabling 
conditions that support sustained 
ICT engagement that can achieve 
maximum benefits in the long-
term (Okonge and Nyaronga, 2025). 
Negative perception towards ICT, 
lack of enthusiasm to use ICT and/or 
perceived irrelevance of technology 
in the lives of indigenous people is a 
reflection of low exposure and prior 
failures in accessing ICT resulting in 
low confidence in ICT use among 
community members.
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As mentioned previously, the 
integration of Information and 
Communication Technologies 
(ICT) into indigenous tourism and 
cultural preservation has significant 
implications for multiple Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). This 
endeavour is particularly relevant 
when addressing SDG #8 (Decent 
Work and Economic Growth), SDG 
#10 (Reduced Inequalities), SDG 
#13 (Climate Action), as well as 
SDG #4 (Quality Education) and 
SDG #11 (Sustainable Cities and 
Communities). The reconstruction of 
the Ancient Vedda Heritage Museum 
in Dambana exemplifies the role 
of technological enhancement 
in cultural tourism, while also 
highlighting ongoing challenges in 
technology application for cultural 
preservation. Initiatives targeting the 
digitisation of Sámi cultural heritage 
serve as models1 for effectively 
leveraging technology in indigenous 
contexts to facilitate greater 
understanding and preservation of 
cultural knowledge (Khan & Gope, 
2025).

Importantly, effective policy 
implementation in the Dambana 
region requires recognising 
the key government institutions 
and stakeholders with direct 
responsibilities toward the Vaddha 
community. Agencies such as 
The Ministry of Environment, the 
Department of Archaeology, 
the Ministry of Tourism, and the 
Mahaweli Authority of Sri Lanka 
(MASL) have historically played 
central roles in land management, 

cultural preservation, community 
development, and tourism planning 
in areas inhabited by Vaddha 
groups. Dambana itself has been 
significantly shaped by state 
interventions, most notably during 
the 1980s when sections of the 
Vaddha population were resettled 
under the Accelerated Mahaweli 
Development Programme.

To ensure these institutions 
contribute meaningfully to ICT-
led development, the proposed 
interventions must be accompanied 
by clearly defined engagement 
strategies. These include:

Local stakeholders — including the 
Dambana Vaddha leadership (e.g., 
the traditional Chief/Uruwarige 
lineage), community-based 
organisations, and NGOs working 

Establishing a multi-stakeholder 
coordination committee 
comprising government 
agencies, Vaddha leadership, 
and private-sector partners; 

Forming public–private 
partnerships to fund ICT 
infrastructure (with the 
involvement of the Ministry of 
Digital Economy), digital training 
centres, and tourism-related 
digital platforms;

Embedding ICT initiatives 
within ongoing government 
programmes such as rural 
digitalisation projects, cultural 
heritage conservation activities, 
and Mahaweli-linked community 
development schemes.

4. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1.

2.

3.

1 https://nuohtti.com/Content/about?lng=en-gb
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in indigenous rights — are also 
essential partners in ensuring 
culturally appropriate digital 
interventions. Integrating these 
stakeholders into ICT-related 
initiatives ensures that proposed 
policies respect indigenous 
governance structures, address 
community priorities, and avoid 
replicating historical patterns of 
displacement or marginalisation.

ICT has the potential to drive 
economic growth by enhancing 
the competitiveness of indigenous 
tourism. For instance, by utilising 
mobile applications and other digital 
tools, stakeholders in the tourism 
sector can create unique offerings 
that appeal to niche markets, 
fostering sustainable economic 
development. For example, 
innovative technological solutions 
such as AI, immersive technology, 
and 3D technology can be used to 
achieve increased engagement 
and sustainability for the heritage 
tourism/indigenous tourism industry 
(Jia et al., 2025). Such technological 
integrations can optimise tourism 
management processes, improving 
service delivery and enhancing 
competitive standards. Moreover, 
successful projects in various regions 
illustrate that indigenous tourism 
development directly contributes to 
job creation, sustainable livelihoods, 
and financial autonomy among 
marginalised communities (Harris et 
al., 2007; Notzke, 2009).

Local efforts, such as the Ancient 
Vedda Heritage Museum project, 
are vital for generating job 
opportunities not only in tourism 
but also across related sectors, 
including hospitality, retail, and 
cultural production, thereby 
enhancing economic diversification 
within indigenous communities 
(Josiam et al., 2004; McCormick, 
2016). For example, many YouTube 
videos feature local and foreign 
tourists to the indigenous village 
requesting, paying for and 
enjoying cultural experiences such 
as cooking demonstrations of 
indigenous food, buying handmade 
crafts, food items, or enjoying 
herbal drinks at a village café. 

Additionally, addressing the scarcity 
of adequate digital resources 
within these communities is 
crucial for encouraging economic 
growth. Educational programs that 
provide digital literacy training 
tailored to indigenous populations 
can foster engagement with 
technology, thereby enabling these 
communities to participate actively 
in the digital economy and bridging 
economic divides (Mubashira 
et al., 2025). Practical solutions 
include public-private partnerships 
to provide access to critical 
infrastructure such as internet 
connections and computer training 
centres. These facilities could 
be made part of a community 
centre, accessible free of charge 
to all members of the indigenous 
community. In such an environment, 
they could enhance their digital 
literary skills, with adequate 
guidance and training.

PROMOTING ECONOMIC 
GROWTH THROUGH ICT-
ENABLED INDIGENOUS 
TOURISM (SDG #8)

4.1
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To achieve SDG #8, specific 
strategies include:

As mentioned previously, there 
is significant disparities in the 
representation of Sri Lanka’s 
indigenous communities in socio-
economic and digital literacy 
data, highlighting the need for 
inclusive data practices (Lovett et 
al., 2019; Walter et al., 2021). Inclusive 
data increases researchers’ and 
policymakers’ ability to design 
effective interventions, minimising 
the risk of exacerbation of existing 
inequalities (Steffler, 2016).

Further, intentionally designing ICT 
initiatives that respect and integrate 
indigenous cultural practices can 
contribute to reducing inequalities 
while building community resilience 
(Piccolo & Pereira, 2019; Sun, 
2012). Culturally sensitive digital 
literacy initiatives can empower 

Partnering with the Ministry of 
Tourism and the Ministry of 
Digital Economy to develop 
official digital platforms 
promoting Dambana’s cultural 
tourism;

Collaborating with private 
ICT firms to design mobile 
applications, VR/AR experiences 
(at the Dambana Museum), and 
online marketplaces for Vaddha 
crafts and performances.

indigenous individuals to engage 
in the economy, voice their needs, 
and advocate for policy changes, 
ultimately working toward the 
reduction of systemic inequalities 
(Eden et al., 2024; Nedungadi et al., 
2018).

For a developing country such as Sri 
Lanka, infrastructure development is 
an ongoing challenge. Establishing 
partnerships between local 
communities, government entities, 
private sector organsiation, and 
NGOs holds promise for addressing 
infrastructural challenges that 
contribute to digital exclusion. 
Such collaborations are essential 
for not only providing training but 
also ensuring affordable access 
to necessary technology, thus 
allowing marginalised communities 
to participate actively in socio-
economic development (Elayah, 
2025; Fife & Hosman, 2007; Younus & 
Zaenuri, 2024).

To meet SDG #10, interventions must 
include:

Signing formal agreements 
with the ICT Agency of Sri Lanka 
(ICTA) to provide subsidised 
internet connectivity and 
devices;

Integrating inclusive data 
collection practices into national 
statistical programmes;

Ensuring NGOs and tech firms 
co-design culturally sensitive 
digital literacy curricula with 
community elders.

REDUCING INEQUALITIES 
VIA ADDRESSING DIGITAL 
EXCLUSION (SDG #10)

4.2
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Indigenous ecological knowledge 
plays a crucial role in climate action 
strategies due to its sustainability-
oriented and adaptable 
characteristics (Chanza & De Wit, 
2016). Preserved practices often 
encompass local insights regarding 
climate and environmental changes, 
contributing to mitigation strategies. 
By digitising these elements of 
cultural heritage, initiatives can 
enhance the visibility of indigenous 
ecological knowledge in broader 
climate action planning (Khan & 
Gope, 2025).

Projects that replicate approaches 
to safeguard oral traditions and 
ecological practices among 
various indigenous communities 
can transform such knowledge 
into digital archives accessible for 
future generations (Schellnack-
Kelly & Jiyane, 2017; Shiri et al., 2022). 
Preserving this knowledge not only 
contributes to individual community 
identity but also enhances collective 
understanding necessary for 
climate advocacy and stewardship. 

Practical strategies include:

To achieve SDG #4 (Quality 
Education) and SDG #11 (Sustainable 
Cities and Communities), initiatives 
that bolster digital literacy and 
cultivate community resilience 
are essential. Education systems 
integrating indigenous knowledge 
are invaluable for promoting cultural 
appreciation and environmental 
awareness (El Yazidi & Rijal, 2024; 

SUPPORTING CLIMATE 
ACTION THROUGH 
PRESERVATION 
OF ECOLOGICAL 
KNOWLEDGE (SDG #13)

PROMOTING INCLUSIVE 
EDUCATION AND 
SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES 
(SDG #4 AND #11)

Working with the Ministry 
of Environment to digitise 
ecological knowledge using 
structured documentation 
protocols;

Developing community-led 
digital archives jointly managed 
by government archivists and 
Veddah knowledge keepers to 
preserve Indigenous knowledge 
on environmental sustainability;

Securing research partnerships 
with universities to develop 
climate-focused digital tools 
incorporating indigenous 
ecological insights.

4.3

4.4
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Owuor, 2007). The use of digital 
media in educational curricula 
can transform traditional teaching 
methods, creating engaging 
platforms that enhance students’ 
learning experiences and stimulate 
critical thinking (Mutesasira & 
Aphane, 2024; Tariq, 2025).

Training programs focused on 
improving access to digital 
infrastructure are crucial in this 
process. Such programs can 
encourage gradual technological 
adoption through culturally relevant 
content that resonates with 
community traditions (Chohan & 
Hu, 2022). This localised approach 
nurtures both individuals’ technical 
capabilities and fosters a sense of 
communal ownership over cultural 
preservation and educational 
resources.

Key strategies involve:

The synergy between ICT and 
indigenous settlements presents 
transformative potential for 
addressing multiple Sustainable 
Development Goals. However, 
in the case of Dambana, 
sustainable progress requires 
acknowledging historical, 
institutional, and community-
specific factors. ICT policies must 
therefore be coordinated through 
relevant government institutions, 
implemented collaboratively 
with local Vaddha leadership, 
and sensitive to the legacy of 
past resettlement initiatives such 
as those undertaken under the 
Mahaweli Development Programme. 
By embracing inclusive, culturally 
grounded approaches, policy 
measures can ensure that 
indigenous communities are not only 
beneficiaries but active, empowered 
participants in shaping their digital 
futures.Collaborating with the Ministry 

of Education to integrate digital 
content about Vaddha heritage 
into school curricula;

Establishing community ICT 
hubs within Dambana through 
government–private joint 
funding;

Using municipal-level planning 
(under SDG #11) to embed ICT 
infrastructure into broader rural 
development plans for the 
Mahiyanganaya region.
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