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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Sri Lanka - Overview 
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103 River Basins
17 River Basins>1000sqkm

Mahaweli River Basin is

the Largest, 10327 Sq.km.

Sri Lanka is a  tropical island situated in the Indian Ocean with a 
total land area of 65,525 km2.  Its rainfall feeds a radial network 
of rivers that begin from the highlands in the Central part.  103 
distinct rivers cover about 59,217 Sq. km. within their basins.  
Large percentage of water resources in these basins are used 
for irrigated agriculture and hydropower generation.  Current 
population is estimated to be around 19  million and is projected 
to be stabilized at 23  million by 2025. The literacy rate is 97%. 

1.2 Historical Perspective of Water Sector 
 
Sri Lanka is a country with a long history of hydraulic civilization, which had been developed along the main 
river basins of the country.  Early settlers began developing their network of irrigation systems in the main 
river basins around 5th Century B.C.  Some of the large basins developed by them were; Malwathu, 
Mahaweli, Deduru, Kelani, Kalu, Walawe, Kirindi, Menik and Kumbukkan.  Many of these rivers originate in 
the central highlands and flow towards plateaus in other parts of the country providing opportunities for 
irrigated agriculture.  This geographical situation helped the early settlers to conserve the watersheds in the 
highlands and to develop plateaus in agriculture by storing water in a network of reservoirs. 
 
This system of optimum use of water is well expressed in the popular dictum by the King Parakramabahu (AD 1153) 
that "not a single drop of water received from the rain should be allowed to escape into the sea without being utilized 
for human benefit".   
 
People of Sri Lanka focused only on useful part of the Water and not made significant attention on 
destructive part of the Water. 
 
2. Sri Lanka is not a Disaster Prone Country until Recently 

• Sri Lanka was Badly affected by the Tsunami in December 26, 2004. 
• It was an Eye Opener for the people of the Entire Country. 
• To face this challenge GOSL has taken action  to pass a Parliamentary Act and Establish a separate 

Ministry to handle this important aspect in 2005. 
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3. Legal Framework 
 

GOSL has  Passed a New Act of Parliament in 2005 to address this issue in nation wide. 
• Sri Lanka Disaster Management Act  No 13 of 2005. This act has provision for establishment of the  

 
o National Council for Disaster Management  
o The Disaster Management Center 
o Appointment of the Technical Advisory Committee 
o Preparation of Disaster Management Plan  
o Declaration of  a State of Disaster 
o The award of compensation and matters connected therewith or incidental there to. 

4. According to this Act the Ministry of Disaster Relief Services that was formed under the Gazette No. 
1422/22, dated on 08th December 2005  

 
Functions of the Ministry for disaster reduction 
 

♦ Planning and Implementation Programmes to meet impact of  Disasters 
♦ Providing response assistance to victims of Disasters  
♦ Monitoring, Coordination and Evaluation the activities of  disaster response and recovery with relevant 

authorities and parties  concerned  
♦ Implementation of Search and Rescue operations at Natural and  Human made Disasters 
♦ Implementation of Recovery Programmes to regain and re- establish live hood and economic activities 

disrupted by disasters 
♦ Contribution to Sustainable Development Programmes of the  affected  areas through disaster response 

and recovery 
♦ Conducting awareness programmes to making awareness Officials,  General public and school children 

in relation to Hazards, Risk and  Vulnerability of Disaster Management 
 
5. The Water 

• Constructive Part of the Water 
• Irrigation , Food Production 
• Domestic Use 
• Hydro Power Production 
• Industrial use 

• Destructive Part of Water 
• Flood 
• Land Slides 
• Tsunami 
• Droughts 

 
6. Level of Attention 

• Public attention was totally on constructive part of the Water,  because of the various benefits. 
 

• Very less attention was on destructive part of the Water until recent time. 
 
 
7. One of the Major Challenge to the Water Sector in Sri Lanka 
Over 350 Large/Medium Dams, Headworks and Trans-Basin  Canals of the country are aging and suffering from 
various structural deficiencies and shortcomings in operation and monitoring of such facilities which affect largely on 
Public Safety.  
 



8. Under the project following activities will be carried-out …….  
 32 Large Dams of the country which have been identified as high risk to the public safety , will be 

rehabilitated. 
 80 Large, ( including above 32 Dams) of the country will be provided Basic Safety Facilities. 
 Critical issues of Senanayake Samudraya, Samanalawewa, Polgolla Tunnel, Minipe Trans basin 

Canal and Victoria Dam will be studied and make recommendation for remedial actions. 
 Upgrade/Develop a modernized and efficient Hydro-Meteorological Information System (HMIS) for 

the country to forecast water resources development work more accurately. 
 
 
 
 
9. Country’s efforts towards Reduction of Impacts of Disasters 

• Examine and reorganizing existing Relief Assistance Programme to ensure for providing excellent services 
to disaster victims 

• Setting up an Emergency Operation Unit at the Ministry  
• Setting up Disaster Resource Centers to each Districts 
• Implementation of Disaster Mitigation Programmes to reduce Risk and Vulnerability in disaster prone areas  

      eg:  Construction of tanks for  rain water  harvesting in dry  zone for preventing Drought. 
       Development of conservation measures in hill  country for preventing landslide & soil erosion 
 
10. Country’s efforts towards Reduction of Impacts of Disasters 

• Mapping flood prone areas  
• Establishment of Disaster Response Teams at the school level  
• Setting up Disaster Management Coordinating Committees to each Divisional Secretariats  
• Preparation of Divisional Level Disaster Response and Action Plan to each Divisional Secretariats  
• Implementing an Income Generating Programme among Tsunami and War victims in the Batticola District  

 
11. Recent  Disasters in Sri Lanka 

• Tsunami on 26th December 2004 
• Drought 2004 
• Flood and Landslide 17th  May 2003 
• Drought, 2001  
• Cyclone, 26th  December 2000 
• Kantale Dam Failure-1986  

 
12. Water-Related Disaster 
 

Kantale Dam Failure in 1986 
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The Kantale Tank Bund breached in 1986 resulting in a massive dam 
disaster.  

• killing 127 people,  
• affecting 10864 residents,  
• destroying 1200 houses 
• damaging agriculture,  
• Commercial and public infrastructure sector.  

     The cost to the Government of rebuilding the breached section was 
Rs186m.  

     Total expenditure spent including the cost of rebuilding public properties 
and infrastructure like schools, roads, hospitals, etc. is equivalent to Rs 
3.5 billion 

 



Tsunami on 26th December 2004 
• Deaths         -   30,920  
• Missing                                -     5,620 
• Injured           -  15,196   
• Displaced Persons                 - 392,048  
• Displaced Families                 -   84,031  
• Affected Families                   -  201,901  
• Completely Damage Houses    -   78,199 
• Partially Damage Houses         -    40,911 
• Fishing Boats Lost                   -   15,300   
• The waves struck with huge force and swept inland as far as  

5 kilometers.  
 
 
Drought 2004 in Sri Lanka 
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