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Foreword 

 

The Development Papers Series of the UNESCAP South and South-West Asia Office 

(UNESCAP-SSWA) promotes and disseminates policy-relevant research on the development 

challenges facing South and South-West Asia. It features policy research conducted at UNESCAP-

SSWA as well as by outside experts from within the region and beyond. The objective is to foster 

an informed debate on development policy challenges facing the subregion and sharing of 

development experiences and best practices. 

This paper by Ganga Tilakaratna and Chinthani Sooriyamudali prepared as a part of the research 

and policy initiative titled, Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework, 

undertaken by the UNESCAP-SSWA Office in collaboration with the Centre for Policy Dialogue 

(CPD), Dhaka jointly directed by Dr Debapriya Bhattacharya, Distinguished Fellow at CPD, and 

the undersigned. Given that we are in the fifth year of the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, it is timely 

to reflect on the situation of the South Asian countries in terms of progress and gaps assessment to 

identify and address the key challenges for accelerating the implementation of the SDGs in the 

subregion. The overall objective is to explore mutual areas for regional cooperation in the 

subregion from the perspective of various South Asian countries to promote SDG delivery at 

national level and identify modalities, regional instruments and institutional arrangements that are 

necessary to support SDG implementation within a regional framework.  

This paper provides an overview of Sri Lanka’s strategy to unpack and implement the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) at the national level. Sri Lanka has started vigorously on the 

implementation of the SDGs with several initiatives to propel the 2030 Agenda forward and 

institutional bodies at various tiers of the government are actively involved for example, in 

ensuring coordination, policy coherence, alignment and address existing challenges in various 

fields to fast-track implementation across the country. The paper makes a valuable contribution to 

highlight national SDG priorities and attempts to articulate a regional approach by highlighting 

the scope and means for regional cooperation in supporting the implementation of Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in the Sri Lankan context. 

We hope that insights and policy lessons drawn in this paper will be useful for designing a strategy 

for accelerating the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development by South 

Asian countries and ensure inclusive, climate-resilient growth and productive employment to end 

all forms of poverty and other deprivations while ensuring that no one is left behind. 

 

Nagesh Kumar 

Head, ESCAP South and South-West Asia Office 
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Abstract 

  

This study examines the scope for South Asian regional cooperation to further the implementation 

of the SDGs in Sri Lanka. The study provides an overview of the status of the 17 SDGs in Sri 

Lanka and discusses the SDG implementation challenges within the national context. It identifies 

SDG regional cooperation priorities for Sri Lanka, particularly with regard to climate action, 

energy, food security, and economic growth. This is followed by a discussion on the trade, 

investment, transport, knowledge, and institutional connectivity in South Asia from a Sri Lankan 

perspective. The paper concludes that an effective and coordinated inter-regional institutional 

mechanism is key to the improving regional integration. 
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1. Introduction 

In 2015, Sri Lanka endorsed the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and committed to 

achieving the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The SDGs are founded on the need to 

harmonize social, environmental, and economic interests on the path to growth and development, 

both nationally and internationally. This has resulted in a complex development agenda that needs 

to be implemented as a whole, considering the inter-linkages among different sectors in the 

economy and the SDGs. Moreover, the SDGs emphasize the principle of leaving no one behind, 

highlighting the need to ensure inclusive growth. The vastly complex and comprehensive 

development agenda thus presented by the SDGs, requires consistent, well-articulated policies and 

sustained political commitment, as well as unprecedented levels of resources.  

Since the endorsement of the SDGs, Sri Lanka has taken several initiatives to facilitate and 

accelerate their implementation. One of the key initiatives is the enactment of the Sri Lanka 

Sustainable Development Act, No. 19 of 2017, which provides the legal framework for 

implementing the SDGs in the country. It provides the mechanism to employ the existing system 

of government institutions in the implementation of the SDGs in Sri Lanka. The Act can also be 

considered as a significant step towards improving the policy and institutional coherence in Sri 

Lanka. 

In addition, the Ministry of Sustainable Development, Wildlife, and Regional Development 

(MSDWRD) was established in 2015 as the nodal point for SDGs. It coordinated and facilitated 

their implementation until the establishment of the Sustainable Development Council (SDC) in 

2018. The parliamentary select committee on sustainable development which provides guidance 

on the SDGs is symbolic of the commitment of the political leadership to this development agenda. 

Further, Sri Lanka also presented its first Voluntary National Review (VNR) on SDGs at the High- 

Level Political Forum (HLPF) in 2018. 

However, many implementation challenges still remain. This paper looks at the SDG 

implementation challenges for Sri Lanka, specifically in ensuring the alignment of national 

policies with the SDGs, institutional coherence, financing, partnerships and multi-stakeholder 

participation in SDG implementation, as well as data deficits.  

A key focus of this paper is the importance and scope for harnessing regional cooperation for SDG 

implementation in the country. In particular, the paper attempts to identify priority SDGs for 

regional cooperation from Sri Lanka’s perspective, and discusses regional means and instruments 

that could promote implementation of the SDGs. 

The analyses draw from national and international literature, including policy documents, national 

statistics, and research studies. In order to provide the national context, the paper presents the status 

of the 17 SDGs, based on available data including  national official statistics and other data 

compiled by the Department of Census and Statistics (DCS), and international data sources such 

as the World Development Indicators database of the World Bank. In presenting the challenges 
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that Sri Lanka faces in implementing the SDGs, the paper uses primary information gathered 

through interviews with key government officials as well as secondary information from relevant 

national and international literature. Finally, the paper explores the potential for South Asian 

regional cooperation to further the SDG agenda in Sri Lanka, relying on secondary evidence from 

national and international literature. 

2. Status of the SDGs in Sri Lanka 

This section provides an overview of  the SDGs 1 to 16 in Sri Lanka, with the aim of introducing 

the context for the discussion that follows in the paper. This section does not include an overview 

of SDG 17 on implementation challenges as the topics under this Goal are mainstreamed 

throughout the paper.  

In monitoring the progress of the SDGs, data deficit presents a considerable challenge, as discussed 

in detail later. The Department of Census and Statistics (DCS), Sri Lanka’s national statistical 

agency has launched a website and a publication titled ‘Status of Sustainable Development Goals 

Indicators in Sri Lanka’, identifying that data is currently being compiled only for 46 of the 244 

SDG indicators through ongoing data collection tools of the DCS (DCS, 2017b). This section 

presents official statistics for these 46 SDG indicators under the relevant Goals as per the latest 

available version of the publication, in an attempt to identify the level of data availability in the 

country including disaggregated data. However, the actual data gathering capacity of the country 

might be higher than for 46 indicators. There are 29 additional indicators for which DCS expects 

to be compiling data in the near future. In addition, data for over 50% of SDG indicators are being 

compiled or are to be compiled by other agencies. These data sources are yet to be fully integrated 

with the SDG indicator framework maintained by the DCS.  

SDG 1: No Poverty 

Over the years, Sri Lanka’s performance with respect to poverty reduction has been noteworthy. 

During the past decade, extreme poverty measured in terms of proportion of the population below 

the international poverty line of $1.90 a day (2011 PPP) has decreased from 3.8% in 2006 to 0.8% 

in 2016 (World Bank, 2019a). The corresponding decrease in the poverty headcount ratio 

measured according to the national poverty line was from 15.2% in 2006 to 4.1% in 2016 (World 

Bank, 2019b). The reduction in poverty is reflected at the subnational level as well. However, there 

are geographical variations in poverty as well as poverty pockets, signifying the need for better 

targeting of poverty reduction interventions to ensure that no one is left behind. See Figure 1 for 

disaggregated poverty statistics based on official data.  
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Figure 1: Data on SDG 1 

Indicator 1.1.1 Proportion of population below the 

international poverty line (below $1.90 per capita 
per day), by sex, age, employment status and 

geographic location (2012/2013) 

Indicator 1.2.1 Proportion of population living 

below the national poverty line, by sex and age 
(2016) 

  

Indicator 1.2.2 Proportion of men, women and 

children of all ages living in poverty in all its 
dimensions according to national definitions 

(2012/2013) 

Indicator 1.3.1 Proportion of population covered by 

social protection floors/systems, by sex, 
distinguishing children, unemployed persons, older 

persons, persons with disabilities, pregnant women, 

newborns, work-injury victims and the poor and the 
vulnerable (2012/2013) 

  

Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf  
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Another significant issue lies in the form of a significant group of vulnerable people hovering just 

above the poverty line who are at the risk of slipping into poverty due to even a small shock. This 

is evident from the fact that a mere 10% increase of the national poverty line (approximately LKR 

400) would raise the number of people in poverty by 411,789 (DCS, 2017a). The implications of 

the situation seem deeply concerning, especially given the increasing intensity and frequency of 

climate-related extreme events in the country. 

To improve resilience of people who are poor and vulnerable, social safety nets have a significant 

role to play. According to 2012/2013 estimates, 34.2% of the total population were covered by 

social protection systems/floors (See Figure 1, Indicator 1.3.1). However, the current social 

protection schemes are hindered by issues such as targeting errors, insufficiency of benefits, and 

the lack of institutional coherence among implementing agencies (MSDWRD, 2018). 

SDG 2: Zero Hunger 

In terms of ending hunger and ensuring food security, Sri Lanka has succeeded in achieving near 

self-sufficiency in rice; Sri Lanka is currently producing 80% of food requirement (MSDWRD, 

2018). According to 2014 estimates, the Household Food Insecurity Access Scale Score for Sri 

Lanka was 9.2 on a scale ranging from 0 to 24, where higher the score, higher the food insecurity 

(See Figure 2, Indicator 2.1.2).  However, the country is facing a considerable challenge in the 

form of adequate nutrition. In 2016, 17.3% of children under 5 years of age were stunted while 

17.1% suffered from malnutrition (See Figure 2, Indicators 2.2.1 and 2.2.2). In addition, the threat 

posed by climate change on agricultural production also needs to be addressed. 

Figure 2: Data on SDG 2 

Indicator 2.1.2: Prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity in the population, based on the Food 

Insecurity Experience Scale 
Proxy Indicator: Household Food Insecurity Access Scale Score (2013/2014) 

 

 
 

Indicator 2.2.1: Prevalence of stunting (height for 

age <-2 standard deviation from the median of the 

World Health Organization (WHO) Child Growth 
Standards) among children under 5 years of age  - 

2016 

Indicator 2.2.2 Prevalence of malnutrition (weight 

for height >+2 or <-2 standard deviation from the 

median of the WHO Child Growth Standards) 
among children under 5 years of age, by type 

(wasting and overweight) – 2016 

9.2

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24

Household Food Insecurity Access Scale Score
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Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf  
 

SDG 3: Good Health and Wellbeing 

Sri Lanka’s universal free healthcare policy implemented in the 1940s can be credited with the 

country’s noteworthy performance in several health indicators. According to 2013 estimates, 

maternal mortality ratio was 26.8 per 100,000 live births, already well below the SDG target of 70 

per 100,000 live births. In 2016, 99.5% of births were attended by skilled health personnel. In 

2014, the under-five mortality rate and the neonatal mortality rate were 9.4 and 5.6 per 1,000 live 

births, respectively, already below the relevant SDG targets. (Refer Figure 3, Indicators 3.1.1, 

3.1.2, 3.2.1, and 3.2.2)  

Figure 3: Data on SDG 3 

Indicator 3.1.1 Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) – 2013 

 
Indicator 3.1.2 Proportion of births attended by skilled health personnel – 2016 
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Indicator 3.2.1 Under-five mortality rate per 1,000 live births – 2014 and Indicator 3.2.2 Neonatal mortality 

rate per 1,000 live births – 2014 

 

Indicator 3.4.1 Mortality rate attributed to 

cardiovascular disease, cancer, diabetes or chronic 

respiratory disease - 2013 

Indicator 3.4.2 Suicide mortality rate – 2016 

  
Indicator 3.6.1: Death rate due to road traffic injuries – 2016 

 
Indicator 3.7.1 Proportion of women of 

reproductive age (aged 15-49 years) who have their 
need for family planning satisfied with modern 

methods – 2016 

Indicator 3.7.2 Adolescent birth rate (aged 10-14 

years; aged 15-19 years) per 1,000 women in that 
age group – 2012 

 

 

Indicator 3.8.1 Coverage of essential health services 

- Sri Lanka has a universal healthcare system that provides free healthcare to all citizens 
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Indicator 3.c.1 Health worker density and distribution – 2015 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf  

 

However, despite the availability of universal free healthcare, private health expenditure is 

considerably high. In fact, according to 2014 estimates, 42% of health expenditure was out-of-

pocket spending (World Health Organization, 2017). Furthermore, the rise in the incidence of Non-

Communicable Diseases, along with the implications of a rapidly ageing population has 

contributed to transforming the healthcare needs and priorities of the country. Although all citizens 

are eligible for free healthcare services at state hospitals across the island, there are regional 

disparities in the quality of the services, leading to disparities in health outcomes as well. 

Addressing these disparities are a must in ensuring that no one is left behind. 

SDG 4: Quality Education 

Sri Lanka has made notable achievements in education, particularly in primary and secondary 

school enrolment and completion rates and reaching gender parity in education. In 2017, the net 

primary school enrolment ratio was 99% (World Bank, 2019d) while the net secondary school 

enrolment ratio was 89% (World Bank, 2019e); the primary completion rate was around 100% 

(World Bank, 2019c). In terms of pre-primary education, in 2016 the participation rate in organized 

learning one year before the official primary entry age was 97.7% with no significant gender 

disparities. (Refer Figure 4, Indicator 4.2.2) 
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Figure 4: Data on SDG 4 

Indicator 4.2.2 Participation rate in organized 

learning (one year before the official primary entry 

age), by sex - 2016 

Indicator 4.4.1 Proportion of youth and adults 

with information and communications technology 

skills, by type of skill – 2016 

  
Indicator 4.a.1 Proportion of schools with access to: (a) electricity; (b) the Internet for pedagogical 
purposes; (c) computers for pedagogical purposes; (d) adapted infrastructure and materials for students 

with disabilities; (e) basic drinking water; (f) single-sex basic sanitation facilities; and (g) basic hand-

washing facilities (as per the WASH indicator definitions) – 2016 

 
Indicator 4.c.1 Proportion of teachers in: (a) pre-primary; (b) primary; (c) lower secondary; and (d) upper 

secondary education who have received at least the minimum organized teacher training (e.g. pedagogical 
training) pre-service or in-service required for teaching at the relevant level in a given country – 2016 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

The universal free education policy (introduced in 1945), which aimed at educating all students up 

to the tertiary level free-of-charge had a profound impact on encouraging children’s school 

enrolment and attendance. Other important government initiatives to increase educational 

opportunities for children, particularly those from low income families include (i) the free 

textbooks programme which provides free textbooks to students in state schools since 1980, (ii) 

the free school uniform programme which provides free school uniform material to students in 

state schools since 1993, (iii) transportation subsidy to students in the form of a bus season tickets 

programme, and (iv) various scholarship programmes designed to help students from low-income 

families (Tilakaratna, 2014). 
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Although various policies over the years have succeeded in providing universal access to free 

education, there are regional and other disparities in the quality of education services which could 

be further improved to ensure equitable access to education. There is room for improvement in 

terms of the quality of infrastructure considering that only 35.4% of schools have access to 

electricity (Refer Figure 4, Indicator 4.a.1). In improving the quality of education, it is imperative 

to improve the quality of the teachers as well. As illustrated in Figure 4 (Indicator 4.c.1), around 

85% of teachers in the primary and lower-secondary levels have received at least the minimum 

organized teacher training, while around 24% of upper-secondary level teachers fail to meet this 

qualification. 

Technical, vocation, and tertiary education plays a defining role in ensuring that youth are 

equipped with skills for decent work and entrepreneurship. However, due to factors such as 

capacity constraints at state universities, and a Technical and Vocational Education and Training 

(TVET) sector which is at an infant stage, only 18% of Sri Lankan aged between 20 – 24 years are 

enrolled in universities, educational institutions, or vocational training programmes (MSDWRD, 

2018). In 2016, the proportion of Sri Lankans with information and communications technology 

was only 27.6% while the corresponding proportion of the youth population was 58.8% (Refer 

Figure 4, Indicator 4.4.1). Improving access to technical and vocation education is a major 

challenge faced by the Sri Lankan education sector. 

SDG 5: Gender Equality 

The Global Gender Gap Report of the World Economic Forum (2018) assesses four dimensions 

in measuring the Gender Gap Index; economic participation and opportunity, educational 

attainment, health and survival, and political empowerment. Although Sri Lanka’s performance 

on gender equality in education and health dimensions has been commendable, the country is 

lagging behind in terms of the political and economic dimensions. In fact, the proportion of females 

in the total number of persons employed in senior and middle management in 2016 is estimated at 

28.4% (Refer Figure 5, Indicator 5.5.2). Persistent low female labour force participation is a barrier 

to ensuring female empowerment, contributing to impeding women’s income security and access 

to social safety nets such as pensions. In this regard, Sri Lanka needs to further focus on 

recognizing and valuing unpaid care and domestic work. 

Figure 5: Data on SDG 5 

Indicator 5.1.1 Whether or not legal frameworks are in place to promote, enforce and monitor equality and 

non-discrimination on the basis of sex 

 
The following legal frameworks are enacted in Sri Lanka. 

–  Constitution 1978 

–  Article 12 – Non-discrimination on the basis of sex 

Indicator 5.2.1 Proportion of ever-partnered women and girls aged 15 years and older subjected to 

physical, sexual or psychological violence by a current or former intimate partner in the previous 12 
months, by form of violence and by age – 2016 
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Indicator 5.3.1 Proportion of women aged 20-24 years who were married or in a union before age 15 and 
before age 18 – 2016 

 
Indicator 5.5.2 Proportion of women in managerial positions – 2016 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

SDG 6: Clean Water and Sanitation 

The proportion of households with access to safe drinking water in Sri Lanka was 80.9% in 2012 

(Refer Figure 6, Indicator 6.1.1). This had increased to 88.8% by 2016 while 91.7% of households 

in the country had exclusive toilet facilities (DCS, 2018).   

Figure 6: Data on SDG 6 

Indicator 6.1.1: Proportion of population using safely managed drinking water services – 2012 

 

Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

However, there are barriers Sri Lanka needs to overcome in order to successfully achieve SDG 6. 

Regional disparities in the access to and quality of water and sanitation facilities need to be 

addressed to ensure that no one is left behind, especially given the prevalence of Chronic Kidney 

Disease in certain, agriculture-intensive areas in the country; it is also necessary to improve 

institutional coherence among national and local bodies engaged in the sector (MSDWRD, 2018). 

SDG 7: Affordable and Clean Energy 

According to 2012 estimates, 87% of the population in Sri Lanka has access to electricity (Refer 

Figure 7, Indicator 7.1.1).  Other estimates show that in 2016, the principle type of lighting among 

96.9% of households in the country was electricity (DCS, 2018). In fact, Sri Lanka is the only 
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South Asian country that has nearly 100% electricity accessibility with 24 hours uninterrupted 

electricity supply (Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy, 2017). 

Figure 7: Data on SDG 7 

Indicator 7.1.1 Proportion of population with access to electricity – 2012 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

However, Sri Lanka’s energy sector faces challenges related to the increasing dependency on 

fossil-fuel energy resources, and energy consumption and production related inefficiencies. In 

addition, Sri Lanka has recognized the need to improve the share of renewable energy, as evinced 

by the country’s target of employing non-conventional renewable energy sources (e.g. solar, wind) 

to generate 20% of grid electricity by 2020 (Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy, 2017). 

SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Despite rapid growth following the cessation of conflict in Sri Lanka, signified by per capita GDP 

growth rate of 8.6% in 2012, there has been a decline in the growth rate over the past few years 

from 4.3% in 2015, to 3.2% in 2016 (Refer Figure 8, Indicator 8.1.1), and 2.1% in 2017 (World 

Bank, 2019f). According to 2016 estimates, the growth rate of real GDP per employed person was 

2.9% (Refer Figure 8, Indicator 8.2.1). Statistics attest that Sri Lanka has performed well in terms 

of providing employment opportunities for all, reporting an unemployment rate of 4.4% in 2016 

(Refer Figure 8, Indicator 8.5.2). In fact, the unemployment rate has been maintained around 4% 

over the recent past (World Bank, 2019g). However, it is evident that youth unemployment is 

rather high at around 20%. Furthermore, around 26% of youth are not in education, employment, 

or training (Refer Figure 8, Indicator 8.6.1). In addition, it is important to note here that, although 

female unemployment level is only 7%, there exists a significant and persistent gender disparity 

in the labour force participation rate (LFPR) with male LFPR at around 75% compared to female 

LFPR at 35% (World Bank, 2019 h and i). 

 

Figure 8: Data on SDG 8 

Indicator 8.1.1 Annual growth rate of real GDP 

per capita - 2016 

Indicator 8.2.1 Annual growth rate of real GDP per 

employed person – 2016 
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Indicator 8.5.2 Unemployment rate, by sex, age and persons with disabilities – 2016 

 
Indicator 8.6.1 Proportion of youth (aged 15-24 
years) not in education, employment or training - 

2016 

Indicator 8.7.1 Proportion and number of children 
aged 5-17 years engaged in child labour, by sex and 

age – 2016 

  
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

Given the significant contributions made to the economy through migrants’ remittances and 

tourism income (discussed in further detail later), promotion of safe working environments 

(especially for migrants) and sustainable tourism is important for Sri Lanka in achieving SDG 8 

on decent work and economic growth.  

SDG 9: Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 

According to 2012/2013 estimates, 95.6% of the rural population in Sri Lanka live within 2 km of 

an all-season road (Refer Figure 9, Indicator 9.1.1), a sign of the availability of inclusive 

infrastructure facilities in the country. However, it is also important to ensure the quality, 

sustainability, and the resilience of infrastructure as well, especially given the increasingly 

frequent climate-related extreme events. 

In addition, SDG 9 emphasizes the need the need to promote sustainable and inclusive 

industrialization. The value added of the industry sector over the past decade has ranged from 

around 26% to 30% of GDP (World Bank, 2019j), providing around 24% to 28% of total 

employment (World Bank, 2019k). In 2016, the manufacturing value added per capita was USD 

576.90; manufacturing value added as a percentage of GDP was 15.4% (Refer Figure 9, Indicator 

9.2.1). In 2015, the manufacturing sector accounted for 18% of the total employment (Refer Figure 

9, Indicator 9.2.2). Encouraging small scale industries and enterprises is also important with regard 

to promoting sustainable industrialization. However, in 2013/2014, the share of small-scale 

industries in total industry value added was 2.7% (Refer Figure 9, Indicator 9.3.1). 
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In terms of achieving SDG 9, the most significant challenge faced by Sri Lanka is the inadequate 

level of research, development, and innovation. According to the 2018 Global Innovation Index, 

although Sri Lanka’s rank has improved from 90th in 2017 to 88th in 2018, the innovation score 

has worsened from 29.85 to 28.66 on a 0-100 scale, 100 being the most innovative (Cornell 

University, INSEAD, and WIPO, 2018). 

Figure 9: Data on SDG 9 

Indicator 9.1.1 Proportion of the rural population who live within 2 km of an all-season road – 

2012/2013 

 
Indicator 9.2.1 Manufacturing value added as a proportion of GDP and per capita – 2016 

  
Indicator 9.2.2 Manufacturing employment as a proportion of total employment -2015 

 
Indicator 9.3.1 Proportion of small-scale industries in total industry value added – 2013/2014 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities 

Although poverty reduction initiatives of the country appear to have yielded results and decreased 

poverty incidence, income inequality persists. In contrast to the decrease in the poverty headcount 

rate (based on national poverty line) from 8.9% in 2009 to 4.1% in 2016, the GINI Index (according 

to World Bank estimates) has increased from 36.4 in 2009 to 39.8 in 2016 reflecting an increase 

in inequality on a scale from 0 indicating perfectly equality, to 100 which indicates perfect 

inequality (World Bank, 2019l). During the period from 2009/2010 to 2012/2013, the expenditure 

of the bottom 40% grew at a much slower rate than the total population (7.8% growth of the total 

population vs. 1.2% of the bottom 40%); in contrast, the rate of growth of the income of the bottom 

40% was 10.5% during this period, almost double the income growth rate of the total population 

at 5.8% (Refer Figure 10, Indicator 10.1.1). According 2012/2013 estimates, 13.5% of the 

population in Sri Lanka live below 50% of median income (Refer Figure 10, Indicator 10.2.1). 
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Labour share of GDP which reflects the ‘relative share of output paid as compensation to 

employees compared to the share paid to capital in the production process’ (DCS, 2017b) was 28% 

in 2016 (Refer Figure 10, Indicator 10.4.1). 

Figure 10: Data on SDG 10 

Indicator 10.1.1 Growth rates of household expenditure or income per capita among the bottom 40 per cent 
of the population and the total population – From 2009/2010 to 2012/2013 

  
Indicator 10.2.1 Proportion of people living below 50 per cent of median income, by sex, age and persons 

with disabilities – 2012/2013 

 
Indicator 10.4.1 Labour share of GDP, comprising wages and social protection transfers – 2016 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators in Sri Lanka: 

2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf  

A lot needs to be done for ensuring economic, political, and social inclusion of all Sri Lankans. 

Regional disparities in access to services (as discussed under SDGs 3 and 4) need to be addressed; 

the resilience of vulnerable groups need to be improved through tailor-made policies that take into 

account the individual risk factors. In addition, it is necessary to focus on improving Sri Lanka’s 

integration with the global economy, enhancing the country’s representation at international 

decision making platforms. 

SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities 

In order to realize the vision of sustainable cities and communities as depicted under SDG 11, it is 

necessary to ensure adequate access to housing, basic services, safe transport systems, and public 
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systems, as well as improving climate resilience while also promoting inclusive and sustainable 

urbanization.  

In the case of Sri Lanka, 0.8% of urban population live in huts and shanties (Refer Figure 11, 

Indicator 11.1.1), which denotes that the country has made relatively good progress in providing 

permanent housing to all. However, further attention is required to ensure the affordability and 

quality of housing facilities in catering to the growing middle-class (MSDWRD, 2018). 

Transport systems also need to be upgraded in terms of both infrastructure and services, with an 

emphasis on addressing traffic congestion in urban areas and road safety related issues. Urban 

waste management has also been highlighted a noteworthy concern in Sri Lanka, requiring urgent 

attention to minimize the associated environmental and sanitary implications (MSDWRD, 2018). 

Given the increasing frequency and intensity of climate related extreme events in Sri Lanka, 

disaster risk reduction is also a key national priority in establishing safe and resilient human 

settlements.  

However, unplanned urban development has posed many challenges in achieving SDG 11. It is 

estimated that, by 2030, nearly 80% of the population will be over 80% urbanized.2 Thus, it is 

important for Sri Lanka to promote inclusive and sustainable urbanization, supported by 

integrated, participatory human settlement planning and management. 

Figure 11: Data on SDG 11 

Indicator 11.1.1 Proportion of urban population living in slums, informal settlements or inadequate 
housing, 2012 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production 

SDG 12 on responsible consumption and production demands the active participation of all sectors 

in the economy. Sustainable consumption and production principles need to be embedded in all 

economic activities, from public procurement practices and activities of businesses to household 

consumption behaviours. In promoting and mainstreaming sustainable consumption and 

production, voluntary adherence plays a key role. As such, disseminating relevant information and 

raising awareness in essential. A key concern under SDG 12 in the context of Sri Lanka is the post-

harvest loss in the agriculture sector (MSDWRD, 2018). As discussed under SDG 11, waste 

management is another significant challenge for Sri Lanka. As such, SDG 12’s focus on reducing 

waste generation through prevention, reduction, recycling, and reuse is highly significant for Sri 

 
2 Primary source: The Updated National Physical Planning Policy and the Plan 2050 (Draft), National Physical 

Planning Department, February 2018. | Secondary source: MSDWRD (2018) 
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Lanka. Furthermore, it is imperative to improve the sustainability orientation of public 

procurement practices which may currently be geared towards a least-cost purchasing approach 

(MSDWRD, 2018). 

SDG 13: Climate Action 

Climate action is a cross-cutting theme with implications on all three dimensions of sustainability. 

However, it is also a relatively new policy area requiring action in areas which have not been 

monitored traditionally. It has been estimated that by not taking necessary climate adaptation 

mechanisms, Sri Lanka could face economic losses around 6% of GDP during the 2010-2050 

period.3  

Sri Lanka has identified five challenges that need to be overcome in taking climate action: 

information gap, technology gap, policy gap, institutional gap, and resource mobilization gap. Of 

these, the most urgent at the moment are the information gap, i.e. the lack of reliable information 

on weather patterns and climate change, and the institutional gap, which refers to the lack of 

institutional coherence for taking climate action (MSDWRD, 2018). 

SDG 14: Life below Water 

As an island nation, Sri Lanka is entitled to marine resources covering an area that is eight times 

the size of the country’s land area (MSDWRD, 2018). This highlights the national relevance and 

significance of SDG 14 which aims at increasing the economic benefits to small-island developing 

States through the sustainable use of marine resources. The Goal focuses on preventing marine 

pollution, sustainably managing marine and coastal ecosystems, and regulate fishing activities to 

prevent overfishing and harmful fishing activities. 

In achieving SDG 14, Sri Lanka faces several challenges: illegal fishing activities by Indian 

fishermen using damaging methods; growing illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing activities 

which hinder the growth of the fishery industry; increased marine pollution due to rising marine 

traffic around Sri Lanka threatening marine ecosystems; and lack of institutional capacity in 

efficiently implementing relevant policies and frameworks (MSDWRD, 2018). These concerns 

need to be addressed for Sri Lanka to sustainably maximize the benefits of marine and coastal 

resources. 

SDG 15: Life on Land 

Rich in diverse, highly endemic life forms, Sri Lanka (together with Western Ghats of India) has 

been categorised as a ‘biodiversity hotspot’ which had lost over 70% of its original habitat 

(Gunatilleke et al, 2008). There are many species that are categorised as threatened including 44% 

of flowering plants, 50% of freshwater fish and reptiles, 65% of amphibians, 27% of resident birds, 

and 55% of mammals (MSDWRD, 2018). A key factor contributing to loss in biodiversity is 

deforestation and forest degradation caused by human-driven activities such as the growth of 

 
3 Primary source: ADB (2014). Assessing the Costs of Climate Change and Adaptation in South Asia | Secondary 

source: MSDWRD (2018). 
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export plantation, commercial timber extraction, industrialization, and expansion in irrigation and 

agricultural activities.4  

Sri Lanka has identified the need to conserve threatened species and prevent bio-piracy while also 

addressing the issue of invasive alien species vis-à-vis protecting the country’s ecosystems and 

biodiversity. It is also imperative for Sri Lanka to resolve human-wildlife conflicts resulting from 

the expansion of human settlements and agriculture, most notably evident via the human-elephant 

conflict. (MSDWRD, 2018) 

Furthermore, presently forest management in Sri Lanka is highly reliant on legally enforced 

measures the capacity of which is limited by factor such as insufficient human resources, lack of 

institutional coherence and coordination, and information scarcity.5 As such, there is room for Sri 

Lanka to explore the role of community participation in forest management.  

SDG 16: Peace and Justice 

Peaceful, inclusive, and just societies are a necessary condition for the achievement of sustainable 

development. As such, SDG 16 provides for the enabling environment to implement the SDGs. 

The goal is of particular significance to Sri Lanka as a country that is facing the aftermath of a 

three-decade-long conflict which left the Northern and Eastern provinces devastated. In this 

context, it is a national priority to ensure sustained peace through improved rule of law, strong, 

accountable, and effective institutions, enhanced inclusive and representative decision-making and 

non-discriminatory laws and policies. 

Over the past decade violence and related death rate has decreased from 10.4 per 100,000 

population in 2006 (World Bank, 2019m) to 2.5 per 100,000 population in 2016 (Refer Figure 12, 

Indicator 16.1.1). However, 55.2 per 100,000 population in the country were subjected to physical, 

psychological, or sexual violence in 2016 (Refer Figure 12, Indicator 16.1.3).  

Figure 12: Data on SDG 16 

Indicator 16.1.1 Number of victims of intentional 

homicide per 100,000 population, by sex and age – 
2016 

Indicator 16.1.3 Proportion of population subjected 

to physical, psychological or sexual violence in the 
previous 12 months – 2016 

 
 

Indicator 16.2.2 Number of victims of human trafficking per 100,000 population, by sex, age and form of 

 
4 Primary source: UN-REDD Programme (2014), Drivers of Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Sri Lanka: 

Assessment of Key Policies and Measures | Secondary source: MSDWRD (2018) 
5 Primary source: National Biodiversity Strategic Action Plan 2016 – 2022 | Secondary source: MSDWRD (2018) 
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Exploitation – 2016 

 
Indicator 16.3.2 Unsentenced detainees as a proportion of overall prison population – 2016 

 
Indicator 16.4.2 Proportion of seized, found or surrendered arms whose illicit origin or context has been 

traced or established by a competent authority in line with international instruments – 2016 

 
Source: Department of Census and Statistics (2017). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators 

in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf 

Following the end of the conflict, Sri Lanka set up various mechanisms with the aim of restoring 

and sustaining peace as well as facilitating the reconciliation process. These include 

comprehensive programmes to fast-track the development of the conflict afflicted areas along with 

a Lessons Learnt and Reconciliation Committee to build sustainable peace (MSDWRD, 2018). 

However, gaps remain in ensuring the peace and security of all Sri Lankans, due to shortcomings 

and weaknesses in government institutions. As such, it is imperative for the country to focus on 

establishing effective, transparent, and accountable institutions which can facilitate inclusive 

decision making and ensure the protection of fundamental freedoms. 

3. SDG Implementation Challenges in Sri Lanka 

 

Bhattacharya et al (2016) identifies five aspects of SDG implementation challenges: aligning 

SDGs with national planning processes; institutional coherence for delivering the SDGs; adequacy 

of financing; partnerships and stakeholder participation; and data related challenges. In this 

context, this section analyses the challenges to implement SDGs in Sri Lanka. First, the section 

discusses the SDG alignment of national policies through initiatives undertaken to examine the 

extent of the alignment, the findings, as well as steps taken to improve the alignment. This is 

followed by the national institutional structure in place to implement the SDGs in Sri Lanka, 

including bodies specifically introduced to expedite and facilitate the delivery of the SDGs in the 

country. Following this, the section examines the situation with regard to mobilising finances for 

the SDGs, particularly the status, trends, and challenges with regard to domestic and external 
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resource mobilisation. Given the SDG agenda’s drive for inclusive and participatory development, 

this section also explores the extent to which multi-stakeholder engagement has been practiced for 

achieving SDGs in the country. Finally, this section scrutinizes Sri Lanka’s data situation given 

the extensive data requirements for the SDGs.   

3.1 Policy Alignment 

SDG alignment of the national policy framework can reflect the national ownership of the SDGs. 

A policy alignment analysis can help identify the extent to which a country’s policies are in-line 

with the SDG vision while identifying the gaps and overlaps. 

It is important to understand the nature of alignment between national policies and the SDG 

framework. In this regard, Sri Lanka has undertaken a Rapid Integrated Assessment (RIA) of the 

Public Investment Programme (PIP) 2017-2020, which sets out the medium-term investment plan 

of the Government. RIA is a framework introduced by the United Nations whereby policy 

alignment is analysed by mapping SDG targets against targets in national policy documents. Figure 

13 illustrates the results of this analysis, depicting the percentage of alignment of SDG targets with 

the PIP 2017-2020. According to this analysis, all targets under SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 

7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), and SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure) are fully 

aligned with targets in the PIP 2017-2020. Following this, SDG 9 (Sustainable Cities and 

Communities) shows the highest level of alignment with 90% SDG targets being aligned with 

targets in the PIP 2017-2020. In the case of four SDGs less than 45% of the targets are aligned 

with the PIP 2017-2020, with targets of SDG 17 on means of implementation showing the least 

alignment: SDG 16 (Peace and Justice) – 42%; SDG 14 (Life below Water) – 40%, SDG 15 (Life 

on Land) – 33%; and SDG 17 (Partnerships) – 32%.  

Figure 13: Percentage of Alignment of SDG Targets with the PIP 2017-2020  

  

Source: MAPS Approach Supporting SDG Implementation in Sri Lanka, Government of Sri Lanka and UN Country 

Team in Sri Lanka, January 2018 
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Additionally, the RIA exercise analysed the PIP’s alignment with regard to the five key theme 

areas of the SDGs, i.e. the Five Ps which are People, Partnerships, Peace, Prosperity, and Planet. 

The analysis concludes that the country’s policy focus among these five themes is asymmetrical, 

with a 95% alignment for ‘Prosperity’ while less than 50% alignment for ‘Partnerships’ and 

‘Peace’ (See Figure 14). 

Figure 14: Alignment with Key SDG Themes – The Five Ps  

 

Source: MAPS Approach Supporting SDG Implementation in Sri Lanka, Government of Sri Lanka and UN Country 

Team in Sri Lanka, January 2018 

Nevertheless, the above RIA does not provide a holistic analysis of policy alignment with SDGs. 

The PIP 2017-2020 is a dynamic policy tool with its rolling plan approach, providing capital 

budget estimates for three years. It is a national planning document that deals with the all sectors 

of the economy making it a favourable starting point to launch an alignment analysis. However, it 

is necessary to complement this with an analysis of other national and sectoral policy documents. 

While the PIP 2017-2020 provides the medium-term plan, the Government’s long-term vision is 

articulated in the ‘Vision 2025: A Country Enriched’ (Government of Sri Lanka, n.d.). As stated 

by Bhattacharya et al (2016), one approach to ensuring the integration of SDGs in the national 

policies is to incorporate the SDGs when national policies are formulated. This is reflected in the 

Vision 2025 which affirms that the Government will “ensure prosperity for future generations 

while enabling present growth and adherence to the United Nations sustainable development 

goals.” Interestingly, a close examination of the Vision 2025 shows that sustainable peace is an 

underlying aspiration of the Government’s long-term development agenda. This is important in 

highlighting that, although the RIA analysis found that the PIP 2017-2020 has given relatively 

lower emphasis to the ‘Peace’ theme (see Figure 14), this theme has been embedded in the 

Government’s long-term development agenda. 

In addition, the Sri Lanka Budget 2018 also asserts that it was prepared based on the principles of 

SDGs. In fact, the Budget 2018 was titled the ‘Blue-Green’ Budget; ‘Blue’ denotes the 
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of Sri Lanka, 2017). This not only highlights the Government’s adherence to the principles of 

sustainable development, but also helps improve Sri Lanka’s policy alignment with regard to SDG 

14 (Life below Water), where only 40% of the targets were aligned with PIP 2017-2020.  

Furthermore, Sri Lanka Budget 2019 (Government of Sri Lanka, 2019) aims at ‘empowering the 

people and nurturing the poor’, with a focus on growth led by private enterprise in a context where 

small and medium businesses can thrive in fair markets while the poor and the weak are well 

protected with a well-targeted social safety net. This helps further improve Sri Lanka’s policy 

alignment with SDGs 1 (No Poverty) and 8 (jobs and growth) which can be considered as cross-

cutting themes contributing to the achievement of the entire SDG agenda. 

However, this does not imply that every country must strive for 100% alignment for all 17 SDGs. 

The SDGs are an ambitious and overarching agenda. Countries must rationally prioritise among 

the SDGs based on their respective development needs, and this must be done at the highest policy 

making levels. Especially, considering the financing constraints, prioritisation must focus on 

synergies and trade-offs between goals. The Government of Sri Lanka has recently carried out a 

significant exercise to prioritize SDG targets and identify accelerants to implement SDGs. Through 

the consultation of a multi-stakeholder expert committee, 36 SDG targets were identified as 

national priorities based on a scoring and ranking system while also ensuring that all 17 SDGs 

were covered. Table 1 depicts the 36 targets that were thus identified as national SDG priorities. 

These findings could provide valuable insights to future policymaking activities. 

Table 1: List of National SDG Priorities 

SDG 1: No 

Poverty 
1.3 

Implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for 

all, including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and 

the vulnerable 

SDG 2: Zero 

Hunger 

2.1 

By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by all people, in particular the poor and 

people in vulnerable situations, including infants to safe, nutritious and 

sufficient food all year round 

2.2 

By 2030, end all forms of malnutrition, including achieving, by 2025 the 

internationally agreed targets on stunting and wasting in children under 5 years 

of age, and address the nutritional needs of adolescent girls, pregnant and 

lactating women and older persons 

2.3 

By 2030, double the agricultural productivity and incomes of small- scale food 

producers, in particular women, indigenous peoples, family farmers, pastoralists 

and fishers, including through secure and equal access to land, other productive 

resources and inputs, knowledge, financial services, markets and opportunities 

for value addition and non-farm employment 

2.4 

By 2030, ensure sustainable food production systems and implement resilient 

agricultural practices that increase productivity and production, that help 

maintain ecosystems, that strengthen capacity for adaptation to climate change, 

extreme weather, drought, flooding and other disasters and that progressively 

improve land and soil quality 
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SDG 3: Good 

Health & 

Wellbeing 3.5 

Strengthen the prevention and treatment of substance abuse, including narcotic 

drug abuse and harmful use of alcohol 

SDG 4: 

Quality 

Education 

4.2 

By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood 

development, care and pre-primary education so that they are ready for primary 

education 

4.3 

By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable and quality 

technical, vocational and tertiary education, including university 

4.4 

By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and adults who have 

relevant skills, including technical and vocational skills, for employment, decent 

jobs and entrepreneurship 

4.a 

Build and upgrade education facilities that are child, disability and gender 

sensitive and provide safe, non-violent, inclusive and effective learning 

environments for all 

SDG 5: 

Gender 

Equality 5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere 

SDG 6: Clean 

Water & 

Sanitation 

6.1 

By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking 

water for all 

6.3 

By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and 

minimizing release of hazardous chemicals and materials, halving the 

proportion of untreated wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and 

safe reuse globally 

6.4 

By 2030, substantially increase water-use efficiency across all sectors and 

ensure sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address water 

scarcity and substantially reduce the number of people suffering from water 

scarcity 

6.6 

By 2020, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, including mountains, 

forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers and lakes 

SDG 7: 

Affordable & 

Clean Energy 7.2 

By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable energy in the global 

energy mix 

SDG 8: 

Decent Work 

& Economic 

Growth 

8.2 

Achieve higher levels of economic productivity through diversification, 

technological upgrading and innovation, including through a focus on high-

value added and labour-intensive sectors 

8.3 

Promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities, 

decent job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage 

the formalization and growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises, 

including through access to financial services 

8.9 

By 2030, devise and implement policies to promote sustainable tourism that 

creates jobs and promotes local culture and products 

8.10 

Strengthen the capacity of domestic financial institutions to encourage and 

expand access to banking, insurance and financial services for all 

SDG 9: 

Industry, 

Innovation, & 

Infrastructure 9.3 

Increase the access of small-scale industrial and other enterprises, in particular 

in developing countries, to financial services, including affordable credit, and 

their integration into value chains and markets 

SDG 10: 

Reduced 

Inequalities 10.3 

Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, including by 

eliminating discriminatory laws, policies and practices and promoting 

appropriate legislation, policies and action in this regard 
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10.4 

Adopt policies, especially fiscal, wage and social protection policies, and 

progressively achieve greater equality 

SDG 11: 

Sustainable 

Cities & 

Communities 

11.1 

By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic 

services and upgrade slums 

11.2 

By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable transport 

systems for all, improving road safety, notably by expanding public transport, 

with special attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, women, 

children, persons with disabilities and older persons 

SDG 12: 

Responsible 

Consumption 

& Production 12.2 

By 2030, achieve the sustainable management and efficient use of natural 

resources 

SDG 13: 

Climate 

Action 

13.2 Integrate climate change measures into national policies, strategies and planning 

13.3 

Improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional capacity on 

climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and early warning 

SDG 14: Life 

below Water 

14.1 

By 2025, prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in 

particular from land-based activities, including marine debris and nutrient 

pollution 

14.4 

By 2020, effectively regulate harvesting and end overfishing, illegal, unreported 

and unregulated fishing and destructive fishing practices and implement 

science-based management plans, in order to restore fish stocks in the shortest 

time feasible, at least to levels that can produce maximum sustainable yield as 

determined by their biological characteristics 

SDG 15: Life 

on Land 15.1 

By 2020, ensure the conservation, restoration and sustainable use of terrestrial 

and inland freshwater ecosystems and their services, in particular forests, 

wetlands, mountains and drylands, in line with obligations under international 

agreements 

15.9 

By 2020, integrate ecosystem and biodiversity values into national and local 

planning, development processes, poverty reduction strategies and accounts 

SDG 16: 

Peace & 

Justice 

16.5 Substantially reduce corruption and bribery in all their forms 

16.10 

Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in 

accordance with national legislation and international agreements 

SDG 17: 

Partnerships 

for the Goals 

17.14 Enhance policy coherence for sustainable development 

17.19 

By 2030, build on existing initiatives to develop measurements of progress on 

sustainable development that complement gross domestic product, and support 

statistical capacity-building in developing countries 

Source: Sustainable Development Council 

Moreover, policy alignment at the national level is not sufficient. It is necessary to incorporate 

SDGs at the sectoral and local development plans as well. As a key initiative in this regard, Sri 

Lanka has undertaken a project on localizing the SDGs in the agriculture sector as a pilot study. 

Under this, the Department of National Planning (NPD) is developing an Agency Planning 

Template which identifies the links between major government programmes and SDGs for the 

agriculture sector. There are three key areas analysed under this exercise. First, given that there 

are many policies that affect the agriculture sector, it examines the all relevant polices through an 

SDG lens to determine the extent of their SDG alignment. Secondly, it analyses the programmes 
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that have been implemented by the government for the development of the agriculture sector, with 

the objective of identifying their SDG alignment, as well as existing gaps that require the 

implementation of new programmes. Thirdly, it evaluates strategies to achieve SDG targets that 

are related to the agriculture sector based on short-, medium-, and long-term feasibility of realizing 

them. For example, targets that could be achieved with on-going programmes (perhaps with minor 

adjustments) would require short-term strategies while targets that may involve legal or policy 

reforms would require longer term strategies. The study further evaluates the availability of SDG 

indicators, and identifies the relevant national indicators, as well as strategies to achieve relevant 

SDGs. Once the template is fine-tuned based on the findings of the agriculture sector pilot study, 

it will be replicated for other sectors.6 

Another key initiative undertaken by the Government to ensure the incorporation of SDGs in sub-

national policies is the enactment of the Sustainable Development Act, no. 19 of 2017. This Act 

provides the setting for the development of a national policy and strategy on sustainable 

development, based on which sub-national government bodies are to prepare institutional 

sustainable development strategies. The Sustainable Development Council, established under the 

Act, has taken conducted island-wide training programmes to build the capacities of all the 

provincial councils to incorporate SDGs in their institutional strategies.7 

3.2 Institutional Structure 

An efficient institutional mechanism is vital to the delivery of the SDGs. The highly interconnected 

nature of the SDGs has necessitated effective, seamless and holistic institutional coordination 

among various agencies. Sri Lanka’s approach to SDG implementation is through employing the 

existing governmental institutions and mainstreaming the SDGs via the newly enacted Sustainable 

Development Act No. 19 of 2017.  

Sri Lanka has a multi-tiered system of government bodies comprising of three layers: i. National 

Government institutions; ii. Provincial Government institutions; and iii. Local Government bodies. 

The scope of the first tier- national Government institutions extends from the national ministry 

level to the village officer level. The line ministries top this layer with various line agencies such 

as Government departments and State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) that come under the ministries 

handling relevant policy areas. A system of district administration represents the national 

Government institutions at the regional/local level. Among the national Government institutions 

are also 22 Special Spending Units that are not required to report to a line ministry such as the 

Office of the President, Office of the Prime Minister, Auditor General’s Department, and the 

Election Department (MSDWRD, 2018). 

The provincial and local Government Authorities (Municipal Councils, Urban Councils and 

Pradeshiya Sabhas) are under the governance of representatives who are elected locally. These 

 
6 This information is based on interviews with the Department of National Planning. 
7 This information is based on interviews with the Sustainable Development Council. 
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bodies act within demarcated geographical limits, exercising the powers bestowed on them under 

the Provincial Councils Act of 1987, and three local Government acts (MSDWRD, 2018). 

Governmental institutions in Sri Lanka generally tend to operate in silos. However, the interlinked 

nature of the SDGs requires coordinated action among multiple bodies. As such, there is a need to 

improve institutional coherence and coordination. In this regard, the government has taken several 

initiatives to improve institutional coherence and to adapt the existing institutional mechanism to 

the needs of implementing the SDGs. 

A) Sri Lanka Sustainable Development Act No. 19 of 2017: One of the Key government 

initiatives is the enactment of the Sustainable Development Act No. 19 of 2017. This Act 

establishes the legal framework for implementing the SDGs in Sri Lanka and states the 

Government’s intention of setting national targets guided by the ambition of the SDG 

framework taking into consideration national interests and circumstances. Among the main 

objectives of the Act are: 

a) Providing the legal framework for developing and implementing a National Policy and 

Strategy on Sustainable Development (NPSSD) in Sri Lanka; 

b) Ensuring ecologically efficient use of natural, social and economic resources; and 

c) Promoting the integration and maintenance of the balance between environmental, 

economic and social factors in Government’s decision-making. 

In order to achieve the above objectives and to guide and oversee the SDG implementation, the 

Act provides for the establishment of the Sustainable Development Council (SDC).  Among the 

duties and responsibilities of the SDC are: 

a) facilitating the achievement of national, regional and international commitments relating 

to sustainable development; 

b) formulating, reviewing, and updating the NPSSD; 

c) issuing guidelines related to sustainable development to national and sub-national 

Government bodies on new development projects; 

d) facilitating and monitoring the mechanisms and progress review processes of the 

implementation of the NPSSD; and 

e) promoting sustainable development 

The SDC consists of the following members: the Secretary to the President, the Secretary to the 

Ministry of Sustainable Development, the Secretary to the Ministry of National Planning or his 

nominee, the Secretary to the Ministry of Environment or his nominee, two members appointed 

by the President, one member nominated by the Prime Minister, two members nominated by the 

Minister of Sustainable Development and three members out of nine persons nominated by the 

nine Provincial Councils (the nine Provincial Councils are to be represented on a rotational basis) 

According to the Act, the NPSSD which is formulated conforming to the SDGs, is to be in force 

until 2030. This is vital in terms of improving policy consistency for Sri Lanka where shifts in 
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political regimes are generally associated with significant shifts in economic policies. The NPSSD, 

after obtaining the approval of the Cabinet and the Parliament, will be shared with every ministry, 

department, provincial council, provincial ministry and department and local authority that are 

then compelled to prepare institutional Sustainable Development Strategies (SDSs) in compliance 

with the NPSSD. These government bodies are required to submit a report on the progress of 

implementing the SDSs, as well as to undertake a social and environmental audit with respect to 

new development projects. Currently, the SDC has been appointed and is in the process of drafting 

the NPSSD. It has further taken the steps to build the capacity of the nine provincial councils to 

incorporate SDGs in their SDSs. 

B) Parliamentary Select Committee on Sustainable Development8 

Symbolizing Sri Lanka’s adherence to the SDGs at the country’s topmost legislative institution, 

the Parliamentary Select Committee on Sustainable Development was established in 2016. The 

main purpose of this Committee is to facilitate the implementation of SDGs through reviewing, 

providing expert advice, and coordinating the activities of the parliament with respective 

ministries. The Select Committee is tasked with: 

a) making recommendations in formulating national policies and laws in consultation with 

relevant line ministries; 

b) undertaking relevant networking measures at the national, provincial, and local levels; 

c) encouraging public-private partnerships; 

d) obtaining the support of UN Agencies and civil society organizations; 

e) sharing expertise and experiences among countries at regional and international levels; and 

f) developing a database and periodically reviewing progress. 

 

C) Ministry of Sustainable Development, Wildlife, and Regional Development (MSDWRD) 

The MSDWRD, established in 2015, acted as the focal point for coordinating, facilitating, and 

reporting the SDG implementation until the establishment and operationalization of the SDC in 

2018. It has undertaken several initiatives to improve the institutional coherence vis-à-vis SDGs 

in the country. One such initiative is the draft handbook which maps SDG implementation 

responsibilities of 425 statutory bodies by analysing the mandates of each institution. This 

extensive exercise denotes the complex inter-institutional linkages required to achieve the SDGs, 

highlighting the need for institutional coherence and coordination. In addition, MSDWRD took 

the initiative to establish the Consultative Committee on SDGs, a multi-stakeholder platform to 

provide guidance in the SDG implementation. 

Moreover, the MSDWRD undertook various initiatives to improve the awareness and build 

capacity at sub-national level. The Ministry has also taken the initiative of appointing focal points 

for sustainable development at other ministries and Provincial Councils for ease of coordination.  

 
8 The information is this section is based on Parliament of Sri Lanka (2017).  
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D) Presidential Expert Committee (PEC) 

This PEC was established by the President in 2016 mainly for the purpose of drafting the Vision 

2030, a strategic document that discusses the path to sustainable development for Sri Lanka. The 

Vision 2030 has three main sections. Firstly, it discusses the Sri Lankan context in terms of three 

broad clusters, i.e. Economic, Social, and Environmental. Under each cluster, the Vision 2030 

discusses the present status and challenges, and provides recommendations. Secondly, the Vision 

2030 carries out a similar discussion based on eight key sectors: agriculture and food; education; 

energy; health; marine resources; transport; urban development and physical planning; and water. 

Finally, the Vision 2030 has identified and analysed nine cross-cutting themes  including climate 

change, disasters, and air quality, ethics, values, and citizenship, gender, governance, innovation, 

technology, and industry, international relations, poverty and inequality,  reconciliation, security, 

and peace and youth transgenerational perspective.  

Through the Vision 2030, the PEC has provided valuable insight in terms of drafting Sri Lanka’s 

path to sustainable development. It is currently serving as a background document for the 

preparation of the NPSSD. These bodies/institutions have complemented the existing institutional 

structure, contributing to improve its effectiveness in delivering the SDGs. However, there is room 

to improve institutional coherence through better coordination among these different bodies.  

3.3. Financing 

Implementing the SDGs requires mobilization of substantial funds. A well-defined and result-

oriented financing mechanism is the key to garnering the maximum benefit from limited resources. 

This would require focusing on both the domestic and external resource mobilisation. 

3.3.1. Domestic resource mobilisation 

Sri Lanka’s domestic resource mobilization over the years has not realized its full potential. Across 

the past decade, the total revenue of the Government has ranged from 11% to 15% of GDP (see 

Figure 15). The current government revenue as a share of GDP is 13.8%. As illustrated in Figure 

below, tax revenue has stagnated around 12% of GDP. This is a cause for concern considering 

that, over the years, tax revenue has contributed around 86% of total government revenue. In fact, 

according to 2017 estimates, total tax revenue accounted for 91% of total revenue, with Value 

Added Tax (VAT) and income taxes accounting for 24% and 15% of total revenue, respectively 

(see Figure 16). 
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Figure 15: Government’s Total Revenue, Tax Revenue and Overall Fiscal Deficit as a Share of 

GDP 2009-2017 

 

*Provisional data 

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Annual Report various issues 

 

Figure 16: Composition of Government Revenue: 2017 

 

Source: Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Annual Report 2017 

 

Tax revenue has consistently stagnated due to the limited tax base; in addition, ad hoc taxes 

introduced to fill the revenue gap have served to complicate the tax system. Government has taken 

steps to improve revenue collection. One such initiative is the enactment and implementation of 

the new Inland Revenue Act, No. 24 of 2017, with the objective improving direct tax income 

through rationalising and simplifying the existing income tax structure, broadening the income tax 
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base, and strengthening tax administration (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2018). In addition, the 

government introduced amendments such as lowering the registration threshold and removing 

exemptions to the VAT and Nation Building Tax (NBT) Acts in 2016 to improve revenue 

collection related to VAT and NBT. 

However, the persistent revenue shortfall over the year, indicated by the fiscal deficit denotes the 

need to further strengthen domestic resource mobilisation. Currently, the government depends 

heavily on borrowing to finance the budget deficit, ever increasing the national budget. In fact, by 

2017, the central government debt burden stood at 77.6% of GDP; in addition, the share of 

domestic debt in the total outstanding debt recorded a decline for the second consecutive year in 

2017, decreasing to 54.2%. 

There is an evident need for innovative tools to mobilize domestic resources. This includes not 

only innovative tax measures but also measures to mobilize the private sector resources. The 

private sector has an irrefutable role to play in term of achieving goals such as SDG 8 on decent 

work and economic growth, and SDG 9 on industry, innovation, and infrastructure. The 

government’s task lies in encouraging and compelling the actions of the private sector within a 

framework that leads to achieving relevant targets, for example through tax concessions. Public 

Private Partnerships are also a source of domestic finance the potential of which is yet to be fully 

explored in Sri Lanka. For this purpose, a PPP Unit has been established in the Ministry of Finance 

in 2017. The PPP unit is tasked with managing project selection, implementation and providing 

project transaction advice. It will also provide oversight in execution, transparency, good 

governance and formulation of polices (Lanka Business Online, 2017).  

In addition, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) related expenditure is also a tool that the 

government can employ in order to reach grass-root and small vulnerable segments in the country. 

It is estimated that Sri Lanka spends over 4 billion on CSR initiatives (Csrsrilanka.lk, 2018), but 

these funds are spent on ad-hoc projects undertaken by disparate companies at their discretion. 

There is much scope for the government to wield CSR expenditure as a complementary tool in 

reaching pockets of poverty by providing direction and guidance in identifying development needs 

and marginalized communities (IPS, 2016). 

3.3.2. External resource mobilisation 

Sri Lanka’s graduation to lower-middle income status in 2010 was accompanied by a reduction in 

access to concessionary finance. As illustrated in Figure 17, the total grant received by the 

government has decreased over the years, accounting for 0.1% in 2017. Official Development 

Assistance has declined from 1.7% of GNI in 2009 to 0.5% of GNI in 2016 (World Bank, 2019n). 

The proportion of non-concessionary external debt has grown from 7% of total debt in 2006 to 

55% by 2017 (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2018). 
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Figure 17: Grant Income and Official Development Assistance (ODA) Received, 2009-2017 

 

*Provisional data 

Sources: Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Annual Report various issues/ World Bank, World Development 

Indicators database 

 

In terms of other sources of external revenue, there is a need to attract foreign direct investment 

(FDI) and boost export earnings. Sri Lanka’s current export earnings are rather low, amounting to 
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(Refer Figure 18). In 2017, the net FDI inflows were 1.6% of GDP, compared to the 1.9% of GDP 

among lower middle-income countries.  

In addition, remittances have historically contributed significantly as a source of external income 

in Sri Lanka. In 2017, migrant remittances accounted for 8.9% of GDP with almost one in every 

household being a remittance recipient (Weeraratna, 2017). However, over-reliance on worker 

remittances from the Middle-East has rendered the country vulnerable geopolitical risks. There is 

a need to shift the migrant labour force from unskilled workers to semi-skilled and skilled workers 

as well as exploring new markets. However, the government has identified that Sri Lanka will no 

longer be able to depend only on remittances as a major foreign exchange earner to finance the 

external account (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2018). This highlights the need for Sri Lanka to 

attract non-debt creating sources of external finance such as FDI and export income. 
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Figure 18: Export Earnings and Net FDI Inflows as a Share of GDP – 2017 

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators database 

In order to attract more FDI inflows and improve export earnings, Sri Lanka has taken several 

measures including the introduction of a Single Window to improve trade facilitation as well as 

focusing on improving the country’s Ease of Doing Business ranking (MSDWRD, 2018). 

Tourism, on the other hand, is emerging as an increasingly important source of foreign exchange 

for Sri Lanka. In fact, the tourism industry was the third largest foreign exchange earner in 2017, 

reporting an annual growth of 11.6%, earning a total of USD 3,925 million (Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka, 2018). 

The financing requirements for the SDG framework are vast. However, Sri Lanka is yet to estimate 

the financing requirements for SDGs. In this regard, it is helpful that Sri Lanka has undertaken a 

significant step by identifying 36 national SDG priorities. Further, in order to gain the maximum 

benefit from the limited resources, it is necessary to attract and direct funds to areas with greater 

co-benefits and multiplier effects. The SDC’s exercise to identify the national SDG priorities was 

followed by another exercise to map the positive relationships, i.e. synergies, and negative 

relationships, i.e. trade-offs among the selected 36 targets in order to identify accelerants for 

delivering SDGs in the country, engaging a multi-stakeholder working group. The findings of this 

exercise are currently being finalized and will be made available to the public in the near future. 

Once the priorities have been identified, Sri Lanka can be guided by three overarching principles 

when devising financing solutions. Firstly, it is necessary to ensure the efficiency of available 

funds, by planning wisely, allocating resources for results, and leveraging multiple sources of 

finance. Secondly, it is necessary to ensure the effectiveness by combining financial solutions with 

multiple economic, social, and environmental benefits. Thirdly, equity needs to be assured, 

guaranteeing that the benefits of improved financial flows are enjoyed by all (United Nations, 

2018). Resource mobilization needs to be further strengthened with effective institutions and good 

governance, restricting the space for illicit financial flows. 
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3.4 Partnership and Stakeholder Participation 

The principle of inclusive engagement is deeply embedded in the 2030 Agenda. The SDGs are not 

a policy to be enforced by the government but rather a collective endeavour that requires the 

participation of all citizens in order to succeed. As highlighted by Bhattacharya et al (2016), non-

state stakeholders can contribute in every stage of SDG implementation from setting the agenda 

to ensuring accountability. Civil society organizations represent the interests of the marginalized 

groups, while also acting as an agent of service delivery as well as supporting data collection, and 

follow-up and review; the private sector has a key role to play in generating employment, and 

reducing poverty and inequality through adopting inclusive and sustainable practices; think-tanks 

can undertake research which can inform the government when formulating policies to deliver the 

SDGs (Bhattacharya et al, 2016). 

Recognising the need for multi-stakeholder engagement, Sri Lanka has already undertaken several 

initiatives. In terms of ensuring stakeholder participation in policy formulation, the Sustainable 

Development Act has stipulated that the SDC must design the NPSSD “in consultation and with 

the concurrence of all relevant parties and nine Provincial Councils”. Additionally, the nine 

Provincial Councils are represented in the SDC on a rotational basis. Another multi-stakeholder 

body is the Consultative Committee on SDGs established by the MSDWRD. Furthermore, a multi-

stakeholder approach was taken in the recent exercise undertaken by the SDC to identify priorities 

and accelerants among the 169 SDG targets.  

However, Sri Lanka has yet to fully realize the potential of full stakeholder participation in the 

SDG implementation process. This is especially relevant in the stage of policy formulation which 

leaves little room for active non-state sector engagement. Although they may be involved in 

delivering the SDGs, the nexus between state and non-state actors is underdeveloped with both 

sides working in silos. Especially, in the case of the private sector, the CSR ventures could, with 

a little guidance from the government, be employed as effective means of reaching the grassroot 

levels and poverty pockets. However, the Government has yet to explore its potential in harnessing 

these partnerships to accelerate the implementation of SDGs.  

The most glaring shortcoming in terms of stakeholder engagement is, however, the lack of 

awareness. Apart from the public sector actors who are relatively more familiar with the SDG 

framework, awareness is still low, particularly among the private sector and the general public. 

Private sector is a key driver of economic growth and plays a major role in generating employment 

and production. In order for the country to achieve sustainable development, the private sector 

must take a sustainable approach to profit maximization, and be mindful of promoting 

environmental and social interests as well. General public too needs to be actively engaged not 

only by adhering to sustainable practices in their personal lives, but also by being an effective 

influencing force that compels the public and private sectors to adhere to principles of 

sustainability. This requires increased awareness and knowledge on the SDGs followed by 

effective multi-stakeholder engagement cultivated through related capacity building activities. 
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Effective partnerships with development actors and donor agencies must also be nurtured, with 

links established not only with the government actors but also with other stakeholders such as Civil 

Society Organizations and the private sector. South-south cooperation is also an avenue that needs 

to be further explored by Sri Lanka. In fact, regional cooperation is an area with great potential 

that has not yet fully entered the SDG discourse in Sri Lanka. This is discussed in greater detail 

under subsequent section. 

3.5 Data Deficit 

Given the large number of targets and indicators associated with the 17 SDGs, the data requirement 

for SDGs is considerably higher than what was required to achieve the MDGs. Moreover, the 

SDGs require disaggregated data, particularly in terms of gender, age, location, race, ethnicity and 

disability, in order to ensure that no one is left behind.  In addition, the three dimensions of 

sustainable development – i.e. social, economic and environment and the inter-linkages among 

these three dimensions and the 17 SDGs further increase the complexity of the nature of data 

required to effectively monitor the SDGs.  High-quality and timely data along with required level 

of granularity is vital to ensure the effective delivery of SDGs. The massive data requirements for 

the 244 SDG indicators poses significant SDG implementation challenge for Sri Lanka. 

As the national statistical body, the Department of Census and Statistics (DCS) holds the main 

responsibility for collating data for SDGs. In this regard, the DCS has taken the initiative to launch 

a publication and a website on the status of SDG indicators in Sri Lanka. DCS has categorised the 

SDG indicators based on the source and availability as per the following categories: 

i. Already compiled by the DCS9 

ii. To be compiled by the DCS 

iii. Available at or to be compiled by other institutions 

iv. Regional/global indicators 

v. Not relevant to Sri Lanka 

 

This gives an indication of the status of data availability in the country on the SDG indicators while 

highlighting the data gaps that still exist and need to be bridged. Figure 19 illustrates the 

availability of data based on the above categorisation. 

 

 

 
9 All the data available under this category are illustrated in section 2 under the relevant SDGs. This includes all the 
available disaggregated data as well, as per the requirements of the SDGs. 
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Figure 19: Data Availability for SDG Indicators in Sri Lanka 

 

Source: Department of Census and Statistics 

According to this classification, DCS has identified that the responsibility for the collection of data 

for over half the SDG indicators lie with institutions other than the DCS. This highlights the need 

for multi-stakeholder involvement in the SDG data gathering process, especially since the DCS 

cannot compile all the data, particularly in the case of highly specific/specialized fields. As such, 

data collection related capacity building is a key necessity, not only at the DCS but also at other 

institutions which have not traditionally been considered as part of the national statistical system. 

Capacity building at the national and sub-national levels should be aimed at ensuring the adherence 

to international standards on production and dissemination of data. Furthermore, the country needs 

to identify where it is necessary to localize certain SDG indicators, i.e. introduce nationally 

appropriate proxy indicators in the place of the globally defined indicators.  

Prioritizing among targets in accordance with national development requirements could help ease 

the data burden. It would be difficult for a developing country like Sri Lanka to focus equally on 

all 244 indicators. Prioritizing among the targets could thus help expedite the collection of data for 

indicators related to areas that are more urgent development concerns in the national context.  

Another area of concern is ensuring the availability of disaggregated data which is highly pertinent 

to the underlying principle of the 2030 Agenda to leave no one behind.  Lack of data disaggregated 

by gender, age, location, disability status, etc for many SDGs is a concern not only for Sri Lanka 

but also for many South Asian countries (Tilakaratna, 2018). 

Data collection should also lead to data presentation in such a manner that all data users can access 

and visualize data in a user-friendly and convenient manner. The ideal platform for this is via 

online databases and other electronic formats that allow the extraction of information based on 

users’ needs/queries (UNDP, 2015). In collaboration with the United Nations, the government is 
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currently developing an online SDG data tracker. The government will be in-charge of the 

collection and management of the data for this tracker while the technical and financial support 

will be provided by the UN. Where available, this website will provide disaggregated data as well. 

4. Regional Cooperation for SDGs – Sri Lanka’s perspective 

 In the context of the SDG implementation challenges discussed so far, it is of merit to explore 

the role and scope of regional cooperation to provide effective means of implementation for the 

SDGs, keeping in mind the national priorities along with the trans-boundary nature of many of 

the SDGs.  

4.1 SDG Priorities for Regional Cooperation 

This section discusses the SDG priorities for regional cooperation from Sri Lankan perspective. 

As discussed in detail below, regional cooperation can contribute towards achieving a number of 

SDGs and specific targets for Sri Lanka.  

SDG 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 

Climate action is an important area for regional cooperation. This is an emerging policy area that 

is important not only for Sri Lanka but also for the entire South Asian subregion. Regional 

cooperation in exploring means and methods of combatting climate change and its impacts has the 

potential to strengthen the climate action agenda for South Asia.  

As discussed under section 2, the lack of reliable information on weather patterns and climate 

change is an urgent challenge for Sri Lanka with regard to taking climate action. As such, regional 

cooperation on early warning and forecasting systems as well as sharing experiences in climate 

change mitigation and adaptation measures (Target 13.3) could assist Sri Lanka implement and 

achieve SDG 13. In addition, engaging in collaborative research and development on mechanisms 

to strengthen the resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-related extreme events (Target 13.1) 

also could play a role. Regional collaboration on improving education, awareness, and capacity on 

climate change mitigation and adaptation (Targets 13.3) could also contribute to expediting the 

climate action agenda in South Asia. In fact, the risk of cross-border climate-related disasters 

necessitates concerted efforts among South Asian neighbours. 

SDG 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all 

Sri Lanka is the only South Asian country that has nearly 100% electricity accessibility with 24 

hours uninterrupted electricity supply (Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy, 2017). 

However, as discussed under section 2, Sri Lanka’s energy sector faces challenges due to the rising 

reliance on fossil-fuel energy resources, and inefficiencies in energy consumption and production. 

Sri Lanka’s increasing dependence on fossil fuel coupled with the heavy dependence on imported 

coal and fuel resources highlight the potential benefits for the country from improved regional 

cooperation in renewable energy. As such, in terms of regional cooperation for achieving SDG 7, 

renewable energy cooperation is a high priority for Sri Lanka. This could be in the form of 
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enhanced regional cooperation in clean energy research, development and training, as well as 

increased regional investment in energy infrastructure and clean energy technology (Targets 7.2 

& 7.a). 

SDG 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 

agriculture 

In terms of ensuring food security, the country’s food production is on the rise, achieving near 

self-sufficiency in rice (MSDWRD, 2018). However, Sri Lanka is yet to achieve satisfactory levels 

of nutrition security.  

As discussed under section 2, malnutrition among children has been an issue of concern in Sri 

Lanka. Furthermore, it has been estimated that, on average, undernourished South Asians consume 

135 kilocalorie (kcal) less per day than what is needed for them to overcome undernourishment, 

while Sri Lanka reporting the highest depth of food deficit, with undernourished Sri Lankans 

consuming 228 kcal less per day. Furthermore, the prevalence of food inadequacy in Sri Lanka is 

the second highest in Sri Lanka at 32%, preceded by Afghanistan at 45% (Pant, 2014). 

As such, food security related action could be identified as a priority for Sri Lanka with regard to 

regional cooperation (Target 2.1). South Asia has been identified as a food-surplus region (Pant, 

2014), which highlights the potential for achieving food security via regional cooperation. In 

addition, the topographical and climatic variations within the South Asian region, leading to 

differing patterns of production, further enhances the possibilities for pooling the risks of food 

insecurity (Pant, 2014) As such, regional trade liberalization could help Sri Lanka in achieving 

food security (Target 2.b). In addition, operationalizing the SAARC Food Bank could also help in 

this regard particularly during times of disasters/emergencies (UNESCAP SSWA, 2018). 

Furthermore, Target 2.5 on maintaining the genetic diversity of seeds, especially through seed and 

plant banks at the national as well as at the regional and international levels highlight another 

priority for regional cooperation vis-a-vis achieving SDG 2. Furthermore, joint research and 

development in the field of climate smart and sustainable agriculture could benefit the region as a 

whole (Target 2.a). 

SDG 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 

employment and decent work for all 

SDG 8 can be identified as a cross-cutting issue with implications on the achievement of the overall 

SDG Agenda. The South Asian region is collectively burdened by issues such as a growing 

informal sector, lack of skills, low female labour force participation and high female and youth 

unemployment. It has been estimated that, in order to provide employment to a new generation of 

young workers, South Asia must annually generate 12 million additional jobs (IDRC, n.d). 

Given the cross-cutting nature of SDG 8, this goal can be identified as an accelerant to achieving 

the SDGs. Given the common issues shared by the South Asian countries in terms of labour and 

employment, there is great potential for regional cooperation. For example, liberalizing trade in 
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services across the region could help countries improve the access to jobs (Target 8.5). Regional 

cooperation is also key to ensuring the safety and security of migrant workers (Target 8.8). In 

addition, improved regional cooperation can be beneficial for promoting the tourism industry as 

well (Target 8.9). 

SDG 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and 

foster innovation 

In terms of achieving SDG 9, Sri Lanka is greatly hindered by the inadequate level of research, 

development, and innovation. As discussed under section 2, Sri Lanka’s innovation score under 

the Global Innovation Index has worsened from 29.85 in 2017 to 28.70 2018 on a 0-100 scale, 100 

being the most innovative. Sri Lanka was ranked 88th in 2018 compared to India which was ranked 

at 57th (Global Innovation Index, n.d.). It is evident that regional cooperation in science, 

technology, and development could be beneficial for Sri Lanka (Targets 9.5 and 9.b). This in turn 

could help Sri Lanka in adopting clean and environmentally sound technologies and promote 

sustainable industrialization (Target 9.4). 

In addition, successful attainment of SDG 9 necessitates the development of sustainable 

infrastructure, not only at the domestic level, but also at the regional level (Target 9.1), highlighting 

the need for regional cooperation.  

SDG 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 

opportunities for all 

Sri Lanka has made notable progress in education related indicators such as primary and secondary 

school enrolment and completion rates as well as gender parity. While other countries in the region 

can learn from the experience of Sri Lanka, regional cooperation has the potential to improve 

access to technical, vocational, and tertiary education in Sri Lanka (Target 4.3), which, as 

discussed under section 2, is an area that is lagging behind due to factors such as capacity 

constraints. As such, regional cooperation in higher education and training for example through 

the expansion of scholarships (Target 4.b) and the liberalization of higher education services can 

be beneficial for Sri Lanka’s achievement of SDG 4. 

SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 

Section 2 discusses many achievements Sri Lanka has made in the health sector, particularly with 

regard to maternal and child health and providing universal free healthcare. While other countries 

in the South Asian region could also learn from the experience of Sri Lanka in providing free 

health care services, regional cooperation can further promote the achievement of SDG 3, 

especially with regard to Target 3.3 on ending epidemics and communicable diseases. In fact, 

regional cooperation can be identified as an essential factor in minimizing the risks of cross-border 

epidemics. Moreover, joint research and development for vaccines and medicines for tropical 

diseases is another area for regional cooperation under SDG 3 (Target 3.b).  Furthermore, medical 

tourism could also have potential benefits to countries in the region by giving the citizens with 

access better medical care facilities. 
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SDG 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable 

development 

SDG 14 is highly relevant and significant to Sri Lanka, given the abundant marine resources that 

the country is entitled to. Oceans are a shared resource, and as such, prevention of marine pollution 

(Target 14.1) and the sustainable management of marine and coastal ecosystems (Target 14.2) in 

the Indian Ocean necessitate regional cooperation in South Asia. In addition, the coastal countries 

in South Asia can collaborate in research and development of marine technology (Target 14.a). 

Other Potential Areas for Regional Cooperation  

In addition to the above goals, there are many other areas where the potential benefits of regional 

co-operation could help Sri Lanka in achieving SDGs. For example, with regard to SDG 1, 

enhanced regional cooperation can take the form of sharing knowledge and experience with regard 

to poverty reduction programmes and social protection programmes; Sri Lanka could learn from 

the experience of the neighbouring countries to make the existing poverty alleviation and social 

protection programs more effective. Although the overall poverty reduction in Sri Lanka has been 

noteworthy, there are geographical disparities in poverty; the social safety programmes are 

hindered by issues such as targeting errors, inadequacy of benefits, and lack of coherence among 

the various institutions that are implementing the programmes. There is scope for the country to 

learn from India and Pakistan which are classified by the ILO as countries with nearly 

comprehensive social protection coverage, compared to Sri Lanka which has intermediate social 

protection coverage (ILO, 2017). 

Furthermore, with respect to SDG 5 on ‘Gender Equality’, there is much Sri Lanka could learn 

from the experiences of countries such as Bangladesh and India, in terms of promoting female 

political empowerment. (Target 5.5). In addition, low female labour force participation appears to 

be a challenge shared by many countries within the region, indicating another area for 

collaboration among South Asian countries, in terms of strategies, policies and experience sharing. 

The most obvious priority for regional cooperation vis-à-vis SDG 10 on ‘Reduced Inequalities’  is 

in terms of enhancing the representation and voice of South Asia in global decision-making 

platforms (Target 10.6) via collective bargaining. This can help Sri Lanka in actively promoting 

its interests in global agendas and frameworks. In addition, regional trade liberalization for 

securing preferential access to markets (10.a) in South Asia can be identified as another priority 

for regional cooperation. Improving non-debt creating external resource collection is of high 

significance for Sri Lanka, in order to successfully implement the SDGs in the country. 

Furthermore, regional cooperation is essential to ensure safe and responsible migration (Target 

10.7). 

There are many areas under SDG 11 on ‘Sustainable Cities and Communities’ too where regional 

cooperation in the form of knowledge and experience sharing could contribute to Sri Lanka 

overcoming several challenges: for example, the issues caused by unplanned urban development, 

and waste management. As discussed under section 02, these are some challenges Sri Lanka is 



South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1904 

November 2019 

 

 

facing in terms of ensuring the resilience, inclusivity, safety, and sustainability of cities and 

settlements. In addition, regional initiatives for strengthening scientific and technological capacity 

to convert to sustainable production and consumption patterns (Target 12.a) have the potential to 

play a key role. This includes designing a food loss index (Target 12.3) which Sri Lanka is not yet 

compiling, despite post-harvest losses posing a considerable challenge (MSDWRD, 2018). 

4.2 Regional Means and Instruments to Promote SDGs Implementation in Sri Lanka 

This section discusses five means (and related instruments) to promote SDG implementation in 

Sri Lanka. These include (i) trade connectivity, (ii) investment connectivity, (iii) transport 

connectivity, (iv) knowledge connectivity and (v) institutional connectivity. This discussion has 

bearings on Sri Lanka’s regional cooperation perspectives vis-à-vis SDG 17 as it deals with topics 

such as finance, technology, capacity building, trade, regional policy and institutional coherence, 

and multi-stakeholder partnerships which are sub-topics under the SDG on means of 

implementation.  

i) Trade connectivity 

Export income can be identified as an important source of non-debt creating external resources, 

essential for the implementation of the SDGs in Sri Lanka. In addition, the nexus between trade 

and development also provides space for countries to wield trade policy as a pro-poor development 

tool. Instances where trade policy has been embedded in the SDG agenda include: 

- SDG 2 on Zero Hunger which requires the correction and prevention of trade restrictions and 

distortions in global agricultural markets; 

- SDG 8 on Decent Work and Economic Growth which calls for the improvement of Aid for 

Trade for developing countries; 

- SDG 9 on Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure which emphasizes the need for sustainable 

regional and trans-border infrastructure;  

- SDG 10 on Reduced Inequalities which highlights the need for differential and special access 

to markets for developing countries; and 

- SDG 17 on Partnerships for the Goals which provides for the promotion of international trade 

as an important means for implementing the SDGs. 

However, the performance of the trade sector is implicitly linked to many other sectors beyond the 

above.  

Sri Lanka was the first South Asian country to begin the process of economic liberalization in the 

1970s although there has been a backtracking in the openness in recent years. Sri Lanka’s goods 

exports to South Asian countries accounted for only 9.5% of total export earnings in 2017, with 

exports to India accounting for 6.7% of total exports while exports to every other South Asian 

country were around or below 1% (See Figure 20). These patterns are reflected in Sri Lanka’s 

imports from the South Asian region as well. In 2017, While South Asia accounted for nearly 24% 

of Sri Lanka’s total imports, India was largest source for imports accounting for approximately 
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21% of total imports; total imports from the other six South Asian countries accounted for less 

than 3% of Sri Lanka’s total imports (See Figure 21). The extent of trade with India could be 

credited in part to the India – Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement (ISLFTA) that has been in force 

since 2000 (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2018). 

Figure 20: Sri Lanka’s Goods Exports to South Asia &the World – 2017 

 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Trade Map database of the International Trade Centre (ITC) 

available at https://www.trademap.org/Index.aspx  

 

Figure 21: Sri Lanka’s Goods Imports from South Asia & the World – 2017  

 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Trade Map database of the International Trade Centre (ITC) 

available at https://www.trademap.org/Index.aspx  

 

Figure 22 illustrates the share of exports under preferential trade agreements of Sri Lanka. The 

agreements under which Sri Lanka engaged in preferential trade in 2017 are, Generalised System 

of Preference (GSP), which accounted for the highest share of preferential trade; India - Sri Lanka 

Free Trade Agreement (ISLFTA), trade under which accounted for 64% of exports to India as well 

as 6% of imports from India; the Asia - Pacific Trade Agreement (APTA); the Global System of 

Trade Preferences (GSTP); the Pakistan - Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement (PSFTA); the South 

Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) and the South Asian Preferential Trading Arrangement (SAPTA). 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2018). It is evident that share of preferential trade with South Asia is 

at low levels. 
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Figure 22: The Share of Exports under Preferential Trade Agreements of Sri Lanka – 2017 

 

Source: Authors calculations based on Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2018). Annual Report 2017. 

It has been estimated that, although currently intra-regional trade accounts for only 5% of total 

trade in South Asia, the total potential merchandise trade in the region can be thrice the present 

value (Kathuria, 2018).  UNESCAP (2018) estimates unexploited intraregional trade to be 67% 

for South Asia in 2014; Sri Lanka had failed to exploit 62% of the potential trade to South Asian 

countries. Compared to a country like Bhutan which has exploited more than 90% of intra-regional 

trade potential, it is evident that Sri Lanka has much room for improvement (see Figure 23).  

Figure 23: Unexploited Intra-regional Trade Potential in South Asia - 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: UNESCAP (2018). Unlocking the Potential of Regional Economic Cooperation and Integration in 

South Asia: Potential, Challenges, and the Way Forward. 

Note: These figures are based on gravity model estimates 
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According to Kathuria (2018), high tariff and para-tariff barriers which are imposed on imports is 

a key constraint on intraregional trade in South Asia. Sri Lanka and Bangladesh among the 

countries that maintains high para-tariffs. 

Even though the South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) was enforced in 2006 to facilitate the 

countries in the region trade with each other on favourable terms, it failed to realize this objective 

due to the practice of the countries maintaining lengthy sensitive lists of goods that are exempted 

from the terms of SAFTA. In fact, around 45% of Sri Lanka’s imports from South Asian countries 

are commodities thus listed as sensitive (Kathuria, 2018). There is a need for an effective phasing 

out mechanism to be introduced under SAFTA to ease up this barrier. 

Non-tariff barriers, especially in the form of sanitary and phyto-sanitary standards and technical 

barriers to trade, also constrains South Asia’s intraregional trade; port restrictions where certain 

import goods are allowed to pass only through designated ports of entry (due to the lack of testing 

facilities) also exacerbate the cost and difficulty of trading (Kathuria, 2018). For example, the 

Pakistan – Sri Lanka Free Trade Agreement (PSFTA) and ISLFTA are bi-lateral trade agreements 

that have been hindered by non-tariff barriers such as procedural delays (Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka, 2018). There is a need to systematically address non-tariff barriers in South Asia. 

High costs of intraregional trade pose another barrier to trade in South Asia, due to transportation, 

logistics, and inefficient border procedures (Kathuria, 2018). The cost of trading within the region 

has been estimated at 114% of the value of goods, which is considerably higher than the cost of 

trading with countries that are distantly located (UNESCAP, 2018). This highlights the need for 

improving trade facilitation among South Asian countries. Sri Lanka has ratified the Trade 

Facilitation Agreement of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2016, the full implementation 

of which can yield a 14%-15% decrease of the country’s trading cost (Malith and De Zylva, 2017). 

In addition, similarities in export profiles among South Asian countries can also hinder regional 

trade integration due to competition. However, this also presents an opportunity for South Asia to 

develop regional value chains by exploiting these similarities and to emerge stronger as a region. 

Another key barrier is the trust deficit among the South Asian countries, a necessary ingredient for 

a sustainable trading relationship. The lack of mutual trust has hampered not just trade relations 

but also overall integration of the region (Kathuria, 2018). Advancing trade liberalization in the 

region through eliminating and minimizing barriers to trade would be a beneficial step towards the 

South Asian countries exploiting regional resource mobilization capacity. 

Given the restrictions posed by the existence and prevalence of sensitive lists, limiting the full 

exploitation of SAFTA, it has been recommended that the region should come together to develop 

a time-bound phasing out programme to address this (UNESCAP, 2018) and Kathuria, 2018). 

Reduction and gradual elimination of tariffs and para-tariffs in a manner acceptable to all parties 

will also contribute to improving intraregional trade and achieving full trade liberalization within 

SAFTA. However, the most important step would be to address the trust deficit among South 
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Asian countries. This is key towards improving not just trade integration, but also overall regional 

integration, which can help build an enabling environment for peaceful and prosperous societies. 

While taking steps to increase overall regional integration which requires a long-term approach, it 

would be helpful to further explore bilateral FTAs which could expedite regional trade integration.  

However, in employing trade as a tool for implementing and financing the SDGs, it is important 

to ensure that it is wielded in a manner that ensures inclusive growth, maximizing the nexus 

between development and trade. As such, trade liberalization should look at not only the income 

aspect but also easing up cross-border access to development related commodities, for example 

medical goods and services. As such, trade policy should be developed in a coherent and holistic 

manner, in consultation and coordination with other sectoral policies (Helble and Shepherd, 2017).  

ii) Investment connectivity 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) is a source of external resources that can stimulate economic 

development through improving employment levels and human capital while also increasing 

access to technology, knowledge, and resources. For a small island nation like Sri Lanka, FDIs 

present an opportunity engage in global value chains. As illustrated in Figure 24, FDI inflows to 

Sri Lanka have been on an increasing trend since 2015 ( in numbers), but low compared to Sri 

Lanka’s level of development.  

FDI inflows from India has also been steadily on the rise amounting to USD million 181 in 2017. 

India was in fact the third highest source of FDI inflows to Sri Lanka in 2017 (Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka, 2018). Among the south Asian countries, Sri Lanka receives most of India’s FDI. 

Figure 24: Foreign Direct Investment Inflow to Sri Lanka: 2013-2017 

 

Source: Authors based on Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2018). Annual Report 2017 

However, intraregional FDI flows are below potential. The low levels of intraregional FDI flows 

have been credited in part to the trust deficit among South Asian countries (Kathuria, 2018).  
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Among potential benefits of FDI to a host country are resource generation (in the form of capital 

inflows, technology, knowledge, and management skills), employment generation, and improving 

competitiveness and the balance of payment. Especially relevant for a developing country like Sri 

Lanka is the potential technology transfer benefits of FDI which could later spill-over to other 

domestic enterprises (UNESCAP, n.d.). 

However, FDI is a tool that needs to be wielded fully knowing the potential costs that may negate 

or limit the expected development outcomes. It could negatively affect domestic competition by 

allowing for transnational companies to crowd out local enterprises; after the initial injection of 

resources, FDI could worsen the balance of payments through high volumes of repatriated earnings 

and imported inputs; the national sovereignty and autonomy may be compromised through the 

interference of foreign companies in national decisions and politics (UNESCAP, n.d.).  

Throughout the SDG agenda, mobilizing investment has been embedded as a means of 

implementing the SDGs. For example, SDG 1 recognizes the need for mobilizing investment in 

pro-poor, gender-sensitive development strategies for poverty eradication through national, 

regional, and international frameworks; SDG 2 calls for investment to develop rural infrastructure, 

propel agriculture research and development, and increase productivity. 

In terms of ensuring that FDIs contribute to the achievement of inclusive development, a key step 

would be to link FDIs to local Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), giving them the opportunity 

to reap the benefits of being part of global value chains including access to knowledge and 

technology. In addition, steps must be taken to ensure that social and environmental sustainability 

in ventures sourced by FDI. 

As a means of promoting investment in the SDGs, UNCTAD recommends the establishing SDG 

investment development agencies that can develop and market bankable projects to further the 

SDGs (UNCTAD, 2014). South Asia could also benefit greatly from a regional SDG investment 

of this nature which could advocate and promote SDG oriented investments. Not only could this 

help the intra-regional investment, this could also help the region attract SDG finances from the 

rest of the world as well. Furthermore, it is necessary to improve public access to information 

regarding market conditions and investment regulations within the region, which is currently a 

factor that is hampering intraregional FDI (UNESCAP, 2018). In addition, given the 

complementary nature between trade and FDI, liberalisation of intraregional trade could lead to 

increased intraregional FDI flows (Kathuria, 2018). 

iii) Transport connectivity 

Transport connectivity can be considered as a factor that facilitates intraregional trade and 

investment, a necessary condition for enhanced regional integration.  It is an important ingredient 

for people-to-people connectivity, essential for overcoming the trust deficit which is a significant 

factor hampering regional integration in South Asia.  
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Transport connectivity, especially in the form of air connectivity is important for Sri Lanka given 

the increasingly significant role played by the tourism industry as a foreign exchange earner. 

Tourist arrival patterns over the last five years show that South Asia has been a relatively stable 

source of tourists to Sri Lanka. As illustrated in Figure 25, South Asian tourists have accounted 

for around 25% of total tourist arrivals during the period from 2013 – 2017. Figure 25Figure 25 

further denotes that the mix of South Asian tourists has also remained persistent over the years: 

India, Maldives, and Pakistan are the three key South Asian sources for tourist arrivals to Sri 

Lanka; India, Sri Lanka’s biggest source for tourists, has accounted for over 60% of South Asian 

tourists; Maldives while being the seventh largest source of tourists in 2017 (Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka, 2018), has also consistently been the second largest South Asian origin for tourist arrivals 

to Sri Lanka. However, there is much room to improve, especially considering the fact that Sri 

Lanka’s capital, Colombo is yet to be directly connected to Islamabad (Pakistan’s capital), Kabul 

(Afghanistan’s capital), and Paro (Bhutan’s only international airport). (Kathuria, 2018)  

Figure 25: Patterns of Tourist Arrivals to Sri Lanka from South Asia – 2013-1017 

Source: Authors based on Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2018). Annual Report 2017 

In addition, as an island nation aspiring to become the maritime hub of South Asia, naval 

transportation is also an important sector for Sri Lanka. As such, it can be considered as a positive 

development that in 2017, Sri Lanka was ranked highest in South Asia in terms of maritime 

transportation, according to the global Liner Shipping Connectivity Index of the UNCTAD 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2018). However, although 90% of the transhipment cargo handled by 

the Port of Colombo in Sri Lanka is from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, the Port handles only 

15% of the total transhipment cargo for South Asian countries. This highlights that there is much 

room for improvement in terms of Sri Lanka’s maritime transport sector. The lack of physical 

infrastructure, as well as the inadequate levels of coordination between relevant agencies across 

border is among key challenges that need to be overcome to improve intraregional transport 

connectivity.  
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Transport liberalization in South Asia requires an incremental approach, especially given the 

political context and the trust deficit in the region (Kathuria, 2018). Kathuria (2018) cites the 

progressive liberalization of air services between India and Sri Lank as a good example of how to 

approach liberalization as well as the benefits accrued from liberalization. India has been the 

largest source of tourists to Sri Lanka since 2005. 

The affordability, ease, and efficiency of transport facilities are essential for the development of 

regional value chains. The quality and efficiency of transport infrastructure and procedures affect 

not just trade in goods but also trade in service, with far reaching implications of a variety of 

sectors in a country. In fact, travel and transport sector liberalization plays a defining role in South 

Asia’s regional integration. 

iv) Knowledge connectivity 

The discussion on identifying regional integration priorities for SDGs in Sri Lanka reiterated the 

importance of knowledge connectivity in the form of collaborative research and development 

among South Asian countries as well as learning from each other’s experiences. SDGs present 

many areas that are explorative, with indicators that are yet to be designed on emerging 

development priorities that have hitherto not been measured or fully investigated. New technology 

needs to be developed. Capacities need to be built. There are policies that need to be reformed. 

The investment on knowledge thus required could challenge the capabilities of individual nations. 

As such, learning together and collaborating on knowledge generation could promote collective 

interests.  

A key approach to improving knowledge connectivity in the region is strengthening knowledge 

networks for tertiary education, knowledge generation, and knowledge sharing (UNESCAP, 

2014). This could also pave the way for the emergence of knowledge clusters within South Asia, 

which is essential for the evolution and development of regional industrial clusters as well (Evers 

and Menkhoff, 2016). Furthermore, research networks at the South Asia regional level to share 

knowledge and evidence- based research in areas related to SDGs, particularly the areas that have 

the potential for regional co-operation is important. 

There is also much scope to strengthen Regional Corporation on sharing information/data and 

improving the statistical capacity of countries to address data and capacity constraints to monitor 

the progress of SDGs. South Asia needs to further explore the potential of regional organizations 

such as South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation (SAARC), and regional UN agencies 

like UNESCAP in strengthening regional cooperation for improving statistical capacity. This 

could further provide a platform to develop common standards and methodologies at the regional 

level. The South Asian countries could also build a regional level databases and other data related 

infrastructure. Moreover, countries can engage in collaborative research on data related issues and 

come up with regional solutions to overcome data constraints for SDGs. In addition, there are 

opportunities for technological cooperation among the South Asian nations (Tilakaratna, 2018). 
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In addition, the policy implementing bodies of South Asian regions can learn from each other’s 

experience in devising and implementing interventions, circumventing the need to reinvent the 

wheel and reducing the learning curve.  

v) Institutional connectivity  

Institutional connectivity can be considered the most essential factor to facilitate the process of 

regional integration and cooperation. The smooth progression of trade connectivity, investment 

connectivity, transport connectivity, and knowledge connectivity all requires the efficient and 

effective inter-regional institutions which are capable and willing to working in concert in order 

to devise regional solutions. Inter-regional institutional connectivity is fundamental in facilitating 

regional policy and institutional coherence as South Asia moves forward in synergy.  

Intergovernmental forums, business associations, and civil society organizations all have a role to 

play in contributing to regional institutional connectivity. Furthermore, Regional networks of 

Think Tanks/research institutions can also play an important role in knowledge sharing on SDGs 

and evaluating/ monitoring the SDG progress which is important to achieving SDGs by the 

countries in the region. Regional level organizations such as SAARC and regional United Nations 

agencies like UNESCAP also can play an important role in strengthening institutional connectivity 

in the region. 

5. Conclusion 

Since the endorsement of SDGs in 2015, Sri Lanka has taken several initiatives to facilitate and 

accelerate their implementation. Some of the key initiatives include the enactment of the Sri Lanka 

Sustainable Development Act, No. 19 of 2017, which provides the legal framework for 

implementing the SDGs in the country, and the appointment of a Parliamentary Select Committee 

on sustainable development to provide guidance on the SDGs, signifying the country’s 

commitment to this development agenda at its highest legislative body. Further, Sri Lanka also 

presented its first Voluntary National Review (VNR) on SDGs at the High- Level Political Forum 

(HLPF) in 2018. 

However, there are several implementation challenges. Although some progress has been made 

towards integrating SDGs into the national policies and strengthening institutional coherence and 

building partnerships, much remains to be done in these areas to successfully implement and 

achieve the SDGs. Financing of SDGs through domestic and external resource mobilisation as 

well as addressing the data deficit are other key SDG implementation challenges for Sri Lanka.    

Regional cooperation in several areas has the potential to contribute to the acceleration of SDG 

implementation and achievement in Sri Lanka. The priority areas for South Asia regional 

cooperation from the Sri Lanka’s perspective include climate action (SDG 13), energy (SDG 7), 

Food security (SDG 2), Education (SDG 4) and health (SDG 3) among others. Furthermore, there 

are many other areas ranging from poverty, inequality, gender equality to Sustainable cities and 
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Communities (SDG 11) where knowledge and experience sharing among the South Asian 

countries could contribute to Sri Lanka’s achievement of SDGs. 

Finally, the paper discusses in detail key means (and instruments) to promote regional cooperation 

to implement SDGs. These include trade connectivity, investment connectivity, transport 

connectivity, knowledge connectivity and institutional connectivity. Improved trade and 

investment connectivity can help the region maximize its resource mobilization potential. 

However, it is imperative to view trade and investment tools through a sustainable development 

lens to ensure that improved trade and investment connectivity contributes to the achievement of 

the SDGs. Regional knowledge connectivity is also important in expediting the implementation of 

SDGs in the region through collective knowledge generation. Transport connectivity plays a 

crucial facilitating role, not only in improving trade and investment connectivity, but also in 

furthering overall regional integration. However, in advancing regional integration, institutional 

connectivity can be considered as the most vital factor. A coherent and coordinated inter-regional 

institutional mechanism is a necessary condition to the smooth advancement of trade, investment, 

transport, and knowledge connectivity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1904 

November 2019 

 

 

References 

Bhattacharya et al (2016). Moving forward with the SDGs: Implementation challenges in 

developing countries. Berlin: Friedrich Ebert Stiftung. Retrieved from http://cpd.org.bd/wp-

content/uploads/2016/07/Moving-forward-with-the-SDGs.pdft   

Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2018). Annual Report 2017. 

Cornell University, INSEAD, and WIPO (2018): The Global Innovation Index 2018: Energizing 

the World with Innovation. Ithaca, Fontainebleau, and Geneva. Available from 

https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2018.pdf 

Csrsrilanka.lk (2018). CSR Sri Lanka (guarantee) Limited. [Webpage] Retrieved from 

http://csrsrilanka.lk/our-profile/ 

Department of Census and Statistics (DCS)(2018). Household Income and Expenditure Survey 

2016: Final Report. Available at 

http://www.statistics.gov.lk/HIES/HIES2016/HIES2016_FinalReport.pdf 

DCS (2017a).  Poverty Indicators. Available at 

http://www.statistics.gov.lk/poverty/Poverty%20Indicators_2016.pdf 

DCS (2017b). Status of Sustainable Development Goals Indicators in Sri Lanka: 2017. Available 

at http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf  

Evers & Menkhoff (2016). Knowledge Cluster Development through Connectivity: Examples 

from Southeast Asia. Retrieved from 

https://www.thinkmind.org/download.php?articleid=eknow_2016_2_20_60029  

Government of Sri Lanka (2019). Budget Speech 2019. Retrieved from 

http://www.treasury.gov.lk/documents/10181/684395/BUDGET+++2019+Final.pdf/c603c8ab-

5d04-4075-9bea-eea75ae17783 

Government of Sri Lanka (2017). Budget Speech – 2018. Retrieved from 

http://www.treasury.gov.lk/documents/10181/470884/budgetspeech2018E.pdf/9a9b081b-a709-

418f-88ee-64f397db6ab4 

Government of Sri Lanka (n.d.). Vision 2025: A Country Enriched. Retrieved from 

http://www.pmoffice.gov.lk/download/press/D00000000061_EN.pdf 

Gunatilleke, N., Pethiyagoda, R., & Gunatilleke, S. (2008). Biodiversity of Sri 

Lanka. J.Natn.Sci.Foundation Sri Lanka, 36(Special Issue), 25-62 

Helble, M. & Shepherd, B. (2017). Win-Win: How International Trade Can Help Meet the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Asian Development Bank. Retrieved from 

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/327451/adbi-win-win-how-international-

trade-can-help-meet-sdgs.pdf  

http://cpd.org.bd/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Moving-forward-with-the-SDGs.pdft
http://cpd.org.bd/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Moving-forward-with-the-SDGs.pdft
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/pubdocs/en/wipo_pub_gii_2018.pdf
http://csrsrilanka.lk/our-profile/
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/HIES/HIES2016/HIES2016_FinalReport.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/poverty/Poverty%20Indicators_2016.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/sdg/application/publications/book.pdf
https://www.thinkmind.org/download.php?articleid=eknow_2016_2_20_60029
http://www.treasury.gov.lk/documents/10181/684395/BUDGET+++2019+Final.pdf/c603c8ab-5d04-4075-9bea-eea75ae17783
http://www.treasury.gov.lk/documents/10181/684395/BUDGET+++2019+Final.pdf/c603c8ab-5d04-4075-9bea-eea75ae17783
http://www.treasury.gov.lk/documents/10181/470884/budgetspeech2018E.pdf/9a9b081b-a709-418f-88ee-64f397db6ab4
http://www.treasury.gov.lk/documents/10181/470884/budgetspeech2018E.pdf/9a9b081b-a709-418f-88ee-64f397db6ab4
http://www.pmoffice.gov.lk/download/press/D00000000061_EN.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/327451/adbi-win-win-how-international-trade-can-help-meet-sdgs.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/327451/adbi-win-win-how-international-trade-can-help-meet-sdgs.pdf


Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework- The Case of Sri Lanka 

November 2019 

57 
 

IDRC (n.d.) South Asian Labour and Employment Report: Promoting Inclusive Growth. 

Retrieved from https://www.idrc.ca/en/project/south-asian-labour-and-employment-report-

promoting-inclusive-growth  

ILO (2017). World Social Protection Report 2017–19: Universal social protection to achieve the 

Sustainable Development Goals. Retrieved from https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---

dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_604882.pdf 

Interim Report of the Select Committee of Parliament on the United Nations 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. Retrieved from 

http://www.parliament.lk/uploads/comreports/1520325867080983.pdf#page=1   

Institute of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS) (2016). Sri Lanka State of the Economy 2016. 

Kathuria, S. (2018). A Glass Half Full: The Promise of Regional Trade in South Asia. 

Washington, DC: World Bank. Retrieved from 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30246/9781464812941.pdf?seque

nce=8&isAllowed=y 

Lanka Business Online (2017), Sri Lanka’s new PPP Unit to be launched at Chamber’s 

Investment Conclave. Retrieved from http://www.lankabusinessonline.com/sri-lankas-new-ppp-

unit-to-be-launched-at-chambers-investment-conclave/ (accessed 24.02.2019) 

Malith and De Zylva (2017). Implications of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement for Sri 

Lanka. Retrieved from https://www.lki.lk/publication/implications-wto-trade-facilitation-

agreement-sri-lanka/  

Malith and De Zylva (2017). Implications of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement for Sri 

Lanka. Retrieved from https://www.lki.lk/publication/implications-wto-trade-facilitation-

agreement-sri-lanka/  

Ministry of Power and Renewable Energy (2017). Performance 2017 and Programme for 2018. 

Retrieved from http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-

03-English.pdf  

Ministry of Sustainable Development, Wildlife and Regional Development (MSDWRD) (2018). 

Sri Lanka Voluntary National Review on the Status of Implementing Sustainable Development 

Goals. Available from 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/19677FINAL_SriLankaVNR_Report_

30Jun2018.pdf    

Pant, Krishna Prasad. (2014). The SAARC Food Bank for Food Security in South Asia. 

Kathmandu: South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and Environment (SAWTEE). Retrieved 

from http://www.sawtee.org/publications/DiscussionPaper18.pdf  

Parliament of Sri Lanka (2017). Interim Report of the Select Committee of Parliament on the 

United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Retrieved from 

http://www.parliament.lk/uploads/comreports/1520325867080983.pdf#page=1  

https://www.idrc.ca/en/project/south-asian-labour-and-employment-report-promoting-inclusive-growth
https://www.idrc.ca/en/project/south-asian-labour-and-employment-report-promoting-inclusive-growth
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_604882.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_604882.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30246/9781464812941.pdf?sequence=8&isAllowed=y
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30246/9781464812941.pdf?sequence=8&isAllowed=y
http://www.lankabusinessonline.com/sri-lankas-new-ppp-unit-to-be-launched-at-chambers-investment-conclave/
http://www.lankabusinessonline.com/sri-lankas-new-ppp-unit-to-be-launched-at-chambers-investment-conclave/
https://www.lki.lk/publication/implications-wto-trade-facilitation-agreement-sri-lanka/
https://www.lki.lk/publication/implications-wto-trade-facilitation-agreement-sri-lanka/
https://www.lki.lk/publication/implications-wto-trade-facilitation-agreement-sri-lanka/
https://www.lki.lk/publication/implications-wto-trade-facilitation-agreement-sri-lanka/
http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
http://powermin.gov.lk/english/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/MoPRE-2017.2018-03-English.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/19677FINAL_SriLankaVNR_Report_30Jun2018.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/19677FINAL_SriLankaVNR_Report_30Jun2018.pdf
http://www.sawtee.org/publications/DiscussionPaper18.pdf
http://www.parliament.lk/uploads/comreports/1520325867080983.pdf#page=1


South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1904 

November 2019 

 

 

SAARC Energy Centre (2016). Study for Development of a Potential Regional Hydropower 

Plant in South Asia. Retrieved from http://www.saarcenergy.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/12/Hydro-Study-Final.pdf 

Sri Lanka Sustainable Development Act, No. 19 of 2017. Retrieved from 

https://www.srilankalaw.lk/YearWisePdf/2017/19-2017_E.pdf  

Tilakaratna G. (2014) Social Protection and MDGs in Sri Lanka: Implications for the Post 2015 

Agenda, Southern Voice Occasional Paper No. 12, Southern Voice Secretariat, Bangladesh. 

Retrieved from http://www.southernvoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/SV-OP-12.pdf 

Tilakaratna, G. (2018), ‘Data Constraints in Monitoring SDGs’ in “ South Asian Corporation: 

Issues Old and New’ (eds) Paras Kharel, South Asia Watch on Trade, Economics and 

Environment (SAWTEE), Kathmandu. Retrieved from 

http://sawtee.org/publications/South_Asian_cooperation_Book.pdf   

United Nations (2018). MAPS Approach Supporting SDG Implementation in Sri Lanka. 

Retrieved from https://lk.one.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Sri-Lanka-Report-MAR18.pdf  

UNCTAD (2014). World Investment Report 2014 – Investing in the SDGs: An Action Plan. 

Retrieved from https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wir2014_en.pdf 

UNDP (2015), ‘Making It Happen: Technology, Finance and Statistics for Sustainable 

Development in Asia and the Pacific’, Asia-Pacific Regional MDG Report 2014/15. Retrieved 

from http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/mdg/mdg-reports/asia-pacific.html 

UNESCAP (2018). Unlocking the Potential of Regional Economic Cooperation and Integration 

in South Asia: Potential, Challenges, and the Way Forward. 

UNESCAP (2014). Regional Connectivity for Shared Prosperity. Retrieved from 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Regional%20Connectivity%20for%20Shared%20Pro

sperity_fulltext.pdf  

UNESCAP (n.d.). FDI and Development: Towards Achieving the SDGs. [PDF Presentation 

slides]. Retrieved from https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/FDI%20network-

4th%202014-FDI%20SDGSs%20and%20Development.pdf 

UNESCAP SSWA, (2018). Operationalizing the SAARC Food Bank: Issues and Solutions. 

Retrieved from https://www.unescap.org/resources/sswa-development-papers-1803-

operationalizing-saarc-food-bank-issues-and-solutions 

Weeraratna (2017), ‘Did the Blue-Green Budget Forget Migrants and their “Greenbacks”?’, 

Talking Economics Digest. Retrieved from http://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2017/12/18/did-

the-blue-green-budget-forget-migrants-and-their-greenbacks/  

http://www.saarcenergy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Hydro-Study-Final.pdf
http://www.saarcenergy.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Hydro-Study-Final.pdf
https://www.srilankalaw.lk/YearWisePdf/2017/19-2017_E.pdf
http://www.southernvoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/SV-OP-12.pdf
http://sawtee.org/publications/South_Asian_cooperation_Book.pdf
https://lk.one.un.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Sri-Lanka-Report-MAR18.pdf
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/wir2014_en.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/mdg/mdg-reports/asia-pacific.html
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Regional%20Connectivity%20for%20Shared%20Prosperity_fulltext.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Regional%20Connectivity%20for%20Shared%20Prosperity_fulltext.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/FDI%20network-4th%202014-FDI%20SDGSs%20and%20Development.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/FDI%20network-4th%202014-FDI%20SDGSs%20and%20Development.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/resources/sswa-development-papers-1803-operationalizing-saarc-food-bank-issues-and-solutions
https://www.unescap.org/resources/sswa-development-papers-1803-operationalizing-saarc-food-bank-issues-and-solutions
http://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2017/12/18/did-the-blue-green-budget-forget-migrants-and-their-greenbacks/
http://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2017/12/18/did-the-blue-green-budget-forget-migrants-and-their-greenbacks/


Interpreting SDGs for South Asia: In Search of a Regional Framework- The Case of Sri Lanka 

November 2019 

59 
 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019a). Poverty headcount ratio at $1.90 a day 

(2011 PPP) (% of population) [Data file]. Available at 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.DDAY?locations=LK  

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019b). Poverty headcount ratio at national 

poverty lines (% of population) [Data file]. Available at 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.NAHC  

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019c). Primary completion rate, total (% of 

relevant age group) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.CMPT.ZS?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019d). School enrollment, primary (% net) [Data 

file]. Retrieved from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.NENR?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019e). School enrollment, secondary (% net) 

[Data file]. Retrieved from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.NENR?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019f). GDP per capita growth (annual %) [Data 

file]. Retrieved from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD.ZG?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019g). Unemployment, total (% of total labor 

force) (modeled ILO estimate) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019h). Labor force participation rate, male (% of 

male population ages 15+) (national estimate) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.MA.NE.ZS?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019i). Labor force participation rate, female (% 

of female population ages 15+) (national estimate) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.FE.NE.ZS?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019j). Industry (including construction), value 

added (% of GDP) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.IND.TOTL.ZS?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019k). Employment in industry (% of total 

employment) (modeled ILO estimate) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.IND.EMPL.ZS?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019l). GINI index (World Bank estimate) [Data 

file]. Retrieved from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=LK 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019m). Intentional homicides (per 100,000 

people) [Data file]. Retrieved from 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5?locations=LK 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.DDAY?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.NAHC
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.CMPT.ZS?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.NENR?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.NENR?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.KD.ZG?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.UEM.TOTL.ZS
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.MA.NE.ZS?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.CACT.FE.NE.ZS?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NV.IND.TOTL.ZS?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.IND.EMPL.ZS?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=LK
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/VC.IHR.PSRC.P5?locations=LK


South and South-West Asia Development Papers 1904 

November 2019 

 

 

World Bank, World Development Indicators. (2019n). Net ODA received (% of GNI) [Data file]. 

Retrieved from https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ODAT.GN.ZS?locations=LK 

World Economic Forum (2018). The Global Gender Gap Report 2018.  Retrieved from 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf  

World Health Organisation (2017). 2017 Health SDG Profile: Sri Lanka. Retrieved from 

http://www.searo.who.int/entity/health_situation_trends/countryprofile_srl.pdf?ua=1

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ODAT.GN.ZS?locations=LK
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2018.pdf
http://www.searo.who.int/entity/health_situation_trends/countryprofile_srl.pdf?ua=1


Interpreting SDGs for South Asia in Search of a Regional Framework: The Case of Sri Lanka  

November 2019 

 

61 
 
 

 


