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COVID-19 Pandemic Crisis Management in Sri Lanka:  

Slipping Away From Success 
 

Mohamed A.M. Fowsar/N.K. Kumaresan Raja/Mohamed.A.M. Rameez 

 

The purpose of this article is to analyze the strategies pursued by the 

Government of Sri Lanka to control the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic, its 

variants and the associated crises. The Government of Sri Lanka initially 

took several precautionary measures against the spread of the pandemic, 

such as enforcing social distancing, quarantining, creating social security 

networks, locking down and so on. The actions taken by the government and 

the public response to these were significant during the initial phase. Despite 

the success of the initial phase of operations, the government is now facing a 

crisis in coping with the subsequent waves of the Covid-19 spread. With the 

massive economic crisis already confronting the Sri Lankan government, the 

spread of Covid-19 pandemic has further aggravated the country's economic 

situation and eroded public trust in the government. In this backdrop, the Sri 

Lankan government will have to formulate a number of new strategies to 

meaningfully address the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Keywords: Covid-19, Economic impact, Sri Lanka 

 

1. Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic, which originated in the Wuhan Province, China, 

has become another major crisis confronting the world today. However, the 

Chinese government managed to successfully mitigate the impact of the 

Covid-19 outbreak with minimal deaths (Kapasia et al. 2020). From the 

beginning, China was ready to deal with it by adopting several strategies, 

including the imposition of social distancing and lockdowns (Lancet 2020). 

So far, the number of Covid-19 victims in China has added up to 95,810. Of 

these, 4,636 have died, and 90,194 have recovered (Worldometers 2021). 

Later, the Covid-19 pandemic spread to other parts of the world, and the 

effects of the pandemic in those countries have been high. As of 20 

September 2021, more than two hundred and twenty million (229,842,559) 

cases of Covid-19 were reported. Of these, more than two hundred million 

patients recovered (206,521,111) and a death toll of more than four million 

people (4,713,813) was reported worldwide (Worldometers 2021). 

https://pesquisa.bvsalud.org/global-literature-on-novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov/?lang=en&q=au:%22Kapasia,%20Nanigopal%22
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For more than a year and a half, the world has been struggling with the 

Covid-19 pandemic, which has harmed all sectors of all countries. The 

disease has caused social, political and economic repercussions. In response, 

governments around the world are taking various measures to control the 

spread of the Covid-19 pandemic. Several countries worldwide have 

attempted to do this by temporarily shutting down most of the activities of 

the people. In addition, their citizens have been instructed to follow strict 

health guidelines and take measures to avoid disease transmission, and this 

included a ban on social gatherings. Countries also worked on controlling the 

epidemic by utilizing the full capacity of their health and safety 

infrastructure. At the same time, governments are endeavoring to bring the 

disease under control by conducting mass immunization campaigns. The 

initial steps taken by many countries to prevent the spread of the disease 

have been largely successful (Cirrincione et al. 2020). Nevertheless, it is 

possible to observe that new variants of the Covid-19 virus are causing 

further public health issues. 

Sri Lanka is a tiny island nation in the South Asian region with a population 

of about 21 million. Sinhalese Buddhists, Tamils, Muslims and other ethnic 

groups live in the country, which is divided into 25 administrative districts. 

Colombo is the commercial capital of the country. The first Covid-19 patient 

was diagnosed in January 2020, although the Sri Lankan government was 

vigilant from the beginning of the Covid-19 outbreak in China and then in 

other parts of the world. A Chinese tourist became the first Covid-19 patient 

to be diagnosed in Sri Lanka. The first report of a Sri Lankan with Covid-19 

infection was made in March 2020 (Rameez, Fowsar & Lumna 2020). 

Following this, the Sri Lankan government urged the public health sector to 

remain vigilant and take adequate measures to prevent the spread of the 

Covid-19 virus. As of 30 September 2020, the number of Covid-19 cases 

was less than 3,374, and the number of people recovering from the Covid-19 

pandemic was very high, with only 13 fatalities due to Covid-19 (Health 

Promotion Bureau 2020). During the early stages, most of the people in Sri 

Lanka who contracted Covid-19 were Sri Lankan migrant workers.  

There were several waves of the Covid-19 pandemic in Sri Lanka and with 

each succeeding wave the situation kept worsening. During the third wave 

the number of Covid-19 infected people and the number of deaths kept rising 

steadily. As of 20 September 2021, a total of 506,009 cases of Covid-19 

were reported in Sri Lanka, with a death toll of 12,218 and 433,093 cases of 

recovery (Health Promotion Bureau 2020). In addition, clinical studies found 
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that there was an increase in the prevalence of Delta and Alpha variants, 

especially in the case of the third wave, which had a devastating impact on 

all aspects of life (The Hindu 2021). Following that, the Sri Lankan 

government had no choice but to impose severe restrictions on people’s 

movements to control the pandemic. Although these measures helped to 

temporarily prevent the spread of the disease, they severely disrupted the 

economic activities and this could lead to repercussions in the long run. 

These measures have also had a significant impact on the export-import trade 

of the country. Being a developing country, Sri Lanka has been plunged into 

an economic crisis precipitated by the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic. At 

this juncture, this article discusses the Sri Lankan government’s strategies to 

control the spread of the pandemic, their consequences and the crises that are 

caused as a result.  

 

2. Covid-19 in Sri Lanka 

The spread of Covid-19 first began in China and spread to other western 

countries from the end of 2019. The World Health Organization has been 

paying close attention to the global spread of Covid-19. In this situation, Sri 

Lanka was also worried about the impact the spreading pandemic might 

have. The first case of Covid-19 was identified in Sri Lanka on the 27th of 

January 2020. The first victim was a Chinese national who was on a tour of 

Sri Lanka. Later, in the first week of March, a Sri Lankan was diagnosed 

with the disease (Erandi et al. 2020). Subsequently, the Sri Lankan health 

sector was put on alert and instructed to remain vigilant and actively 

involved in taking preventive measures to halt the spread of Covid-19. 

When the Covid-19 virus first made its appearance in Wuhan, China, the 

government was deeply concerned about the Sri Lankan students who were 

studying there. Accepting this as a challenge, the Sri Lankan government 

brought them in by special flights in February 2020 and isolated them in a 

quarantine center set up at an army camp (Jayawardane 2020). It is 

noteworthy that this precautionary measure helped to prevent the spread of 

Covid-19 in Sri Lanka. Meanwhile, a Special Task Force on Covid-19 

Prevention was established by the President, and this included the President, 

the Minister of Health, the army, the police and members of the intelligence 

services (Xinhua 2020). The Task Force has been very vigilant since March 

2020 and has been actively involved in the efforts to bring the Covid-19 

outbreak under control. 
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Following the identification of a Sri Lankan citizen as infected on the 11th of 

March 2020, the number of Covid-19 patients increased steadily. As of mid-

April 2020, 07 Covid-19 patient deaths had been reported, and more than 

300 infected people had been identified (Health Promotion Bureau 2020). 

Even in this situation, tourists continued to arrive from infected countries. In 

the meantime, many Sri Lankans who were employed abroad returned from 

Italy, South Korea and other countries that were already affected by Covid-

19. Thus, beyond the domestic situation, the arrival of infected persons, both 

locals and foreigners, had a significant impact on the spread of Covid-19 

(Talking Economics 2020). In addition, the neglect of control measures like 

quarantining for the arrivals, led to the escalation of the Covid-19 pandemic 

in the country. 

Under these circumstances, the Sri Lankan government foresaw the severe 

impact that the coronavirus would have and began to tighten its measures. As 

a result, airports were closed from the 19th of March 2020, returnees were 

isolated, and police curfews were imposed locally (CRISIS24 2020). During 

this period, Covid-19 clusters were identified in Puttalam and Jaffna districts 

and some parts of the Western Province. However, the Sri Lankan 

government successfully controlled the first wave by imposing tight control 

measures and by conducting social awareness campaigns. During this period, 

the dedicated and selfless service of doctors and health workers attracted the 

attention and admiration of many (TRT World 2020). During this time, the 

government put a halt to most of the activities in the country while 

maintaining only the essential services. Even the parliament was adjourned 

to keep the Covid-19 pandemic in check as it posed a major threat to human 

life. 

During the initial stage, the government decided to isolate by quarantining all 

persons visiting Sri Lanka from abroad and closed all schools and 

universities. These measures came into effect on the 12th of March. At the 

same time, a process was set up to continue educational activities online 

using the Internet so as not to affect the educational activities (Adaderana 

2020; Newsfirst 2020). Passengers arriving at the Bandaranaike International 

Airport at Katunayake were completely grounded from the 18th of March 

(CRISIS24 2020). Special flights were also arranged to recall pilgrims who 

had gone abroad for pilgrimage. Civil servants too were subject to the curfew 

from the 20th of March but many of them were able to carry out their work 

from home. These early precautionary steps may have contributed 
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significantly towards protecting the people from the first wave of the Covid-

19 pandemic. 

All of these restrictions were largely relaxed by the end of June. Although a 

few cases were found in some places, isolation measures were taken to 

prevent further spread. During the latter part of June, several stakeholders 

also made demands that the restrictions imposed following the discovery of 

the pandemic should not be relaxed. But the government authorities wanted 

to ease the controls as there was no spread at the community level, and the 

spread seemed to be completely under control. At the same time, people 

were urged to adhere to basic health rules such as wearing face masks, 

washing hands and maintaining social distance even after the restrictions 

such as curfews were lifted. At the same time, there was an outbreak of the 

corona virus among some units of the government forces (Amaratunga 

2020). 

The government was getting ready to begin the general election campaign in 

August of 2020. Sri Lanka had held the presidential election in November 

2019, and incumbent President Gotabaya Rajapaksa had won the election 

(ALJAZEERA 2020). Fears of the Easter Sunday suicide attack in the capital 

had raised concerns about national security. Thus, the opinion prevailed 

among the people that a strong political leader was necessary for the country. 

Such a situation played a crucial role in deciding Rajapaksa's election 

victory. Right after the success at national election, fears about the Covid-19 

pandemic began to rise. 

The people's confidence in the new president had created an impression 

among them that Covid-19 too would be successfully controlled by him. In 

keeping with their expectations, the government managed to control the first 

wave of the Covid-19 pandemic successfully. The government's swift action 

to prevent the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic by controlling it effectively, 

enabled the ruling party to win a landslide victory in the parliamentary 

elections. By the time of the 2020 parliamentary elections, the country was 

back to normal. Even as the election campaign was heating up, the 

government, the people and the parties were not paying much attention to 

health guidelines. They ignored it as they did not see any point in following 

them in the absence of Covid-19 (IndianEXPRESS 2020). At the same time, 

the government must be commended for restricting the influx of foreigners, 

even though the country had returned to normalcy.  



406 

During this period, the Covid-19 pandemic was spreading rapidly and 

uncontrollably in neighboring India. There was also the illegal entry of some 

Covid-19 patients from India to Sri Lanka by sea. Some Covid-19 deaths 

were also reported after the lockdown was lifted. On 30 July 2020, a public 

servant from the Polonnaruwa district was diagnosed with coronavirus. 

However, the concerned Sri Lankan health sector officials did not pay 

sufficient attention to this. This negligence led to the spread of the second 

wave of the Covid-19 pandemic. The infection then spread among many of 

the employees of a Brandix garment factory in Minuwangoda 

(Fernandopulle 2020). After these incidents, the government increased the 

number of polymerase chain reaction (PCR) and antigen tests to identify the 

Covid-19 patients. Thousands of infected persons have been identified since 

then. Following the outbreak in the garment factory, more Covid-19 clusters 

were found in fish markets, hospitals, and even police stations. 

There were several other outbreaks in famous schools and educational 

institutions, and the government rushed to implement Covid-19 control 

measures again. Isolation curfews were again imposed throughout the 

infection hotspots. Clinical tests were further extended to cover areas where 

there were new outbreaks. But the impact of the infections has not 

diminished. For example, the Covid-19 infections at the Minuwangoda 

Garment Factory were carried by affected persons to the Katunayake Free 

Trade Zone, the Peliyagoda Fish Market and the Pettah Wholesale Market, 

which are among the country's main economic hubs (Ceylon Today 2020). In 

addition, PCR machines malfunctioned in many places, and this also 

prevented the early detection of patients. 

Thus, the emergence of the second wave of Covid-19 that was bigger than 

the first wave made it more challenging to carry out measures to control it. 

At this point, the Covid-19 infection was close to spreading at the 

community level in Sri Lanka. The health authorities then issued more 

serious warnings. In this situation, there was a shortage of beds in hospitals. 

There were also not enough isolation stations (Talking Economics 2021). 

The situation was such that some of the infected people had to be cared for at 

home. As a result of the failure to control the crisis that arose during the 

second wave, it became inevitable that the third wave of the Covid-19 

pandemic would emerge next in Sri Lanka. In fact, the third wave of the 

pandemic was unleashed in April soon after the Tamil-Sinhala New Year 

festivities came to an end. 
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The third wave has turned out to be the most challenging for the country. 

After recognizing the sudden increase in infections as the Covid-19 

pandemic’s third wave, health authorities insisted that the government lock 

down the country. Opposition parties and civil society were also pushing for 

it. But the government was reluctant to impose a lockdown due to fear the 

prevailing economic situation of the country would become worse. 

Meanwhile, Sri Lanka was at significant risk as variants of the virus, named 

as Delta and Alpha, were beginning to spread (The Hindu 2021). The 

government finally decided to declare a general lockdown in the country 

following the request of Buddhist monks, who are a strong pressure group in 

the country. As a result, Sri Lanka was fully closed on 20 August 2021 to 

reduce the impact of the third wave, and it will remain in effect until 01 

October (Reuters 2021). The government has also evinced greater interest in 

vaccination at this juncture. The vaccination campaign gathered momentum 

in Sri Lanka, as the authorities were now convinced that immunization is the 

only way to protect against the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Meanwhile, the State Medical Officers' Association is of the view that the 

island wide lockdown should be continued. Several studies have shown that 

the Delta variant is widespread in Colombo, the country's capital city 

(Sunday Times 2021). The health authorities believe that prolonging the 

closure could prevent the deaths of tens of thousands due to Covid-19. But 

the government is worried that continuing the lockdown would put the 

country's economy at further risk. In addition, the present lockdown 

measures have not been very effective, and it has proved difficult to prevent 

the movement of people.  

 

3. Strategies for fighting the pandemic 

Ever since the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in Sri Lanka, which began 

in March 2020, the government has been implementing several strategies to 

control its spread. As a first step, the government established a National 

Operations Centre for the Prevention of COVID-19 Outbreak (NOCPCO) 

(Xinhua 2020). As soon as a person was suspected of being a Covid-19 

carrier, government personnel would gather information to identify those 

who had been in contact with the carrier and isolate them. Root causes of the 

infection were identified by collecting symptomatic history related to 

specific patients and performing relevant tests including PCR, which could 

confirm the symptoms. Subsequently, the corona positive patients were 

isolated, kept under observation, and given the necessary treatment. From the 
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outset of the spread of the Covid-19 disease, several health guidelines were 

issued on the basis of health authorities’ advice, to regulate human 

interactions. For example, they proposed several measures, such as wearing 

face masks, frequent hand washing, maintaining social distance, staying at 

home, and working from home whenever possible. In addition, the 

government used the armed forces to force people to comply with 

requirements like isolation, lockdown, police curfew, etc (Jayawardane 

2020). 

During the early days, a vaccine had not been found to control the spread of 

the Covid-19 virus. In this situation, people had to stay at home whether they 

wanted to or not. At this stage, when a group-dependent infection was 

identified, it was classified as a cluster, and strategic measures were devised 

to control it. Several quarantine measures, including self-quarantine, and 

quarantine in immunization centers were imposed. Whenever a large number 

of infections were found in a particular premises or locality, it was 

recognized as a cluster, and measures were taken to isolate the specific zone 

or village or town. Thus, the health department, the military and the 

intelligence services were working together in diagnosing, treating, 

quarantining, vaccinating and generally dealing with all matters related to the 

Covid-19 patients. This included safely disposing of the bodies of those who 

had succumbed to the virus (State Intelligence Service 2020). 

The role of high-ranking government officials, including the President, is 

significant in preventing the spread of Covid-19 in Sri Lanka. They were 

fully occupied in making policy decisions on Covid-19 and implementing 

them expeditiously. As a first step, the Presidential Task Force on Covid-19 

was established, and it met frequently to discuss the situation and make 

decisions regarding the necessary actions to be taken to deal with the Covid-

19 pandemic. From the outset, high-level government officials focused on 

implementing the general lockdown in the country, isolating areas infected 

with Covid-19, and promoting health facilities (Senevirathna 2020). In 

addition, the President issued a series of directives to implement the Covid-

19 prevention activities under the law. 

The establishment of the Covid-19 Healthcare and Social Security Fund 

headed by the President was another initiative that was intended to assist in 

the fight against Covid-19 (Permanent Mission of Sri Lanka to the United 

Nations 2020). The government used the media to garner social support for 

the elimination of the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result of such prompting 
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from the government, the public and private sectors extended their support, 

including providing financial assistance for Covid-19 prevention. The 

government took further steps to strengthen the health sector by obtaining 

test equipment to diagnose Covid-19 infections, improve the infrastructure of 

hospitals and isolation centers, declare some hospitals as Covid-19 treatment 

centers, and provide financial assistance to the isolated patients and their 

families. For this purpose, the National Operations Center for the Prevention 

of Covid-19 Outbreak worked with the government and the people. At the 

same time, during the parliamentary sessions, debates on Covid-19 were 

conducted, which identified the strengths and weaknesses of the 

government's anti-Covid-19 measures and proposed ways to carry them out 

successfully. 

The government undertook several steps for Covid-19 crisis management 

with the support of the Central Bank. Accordingly, tax-related amendments 

were made, and tax relief was granted to the public (Central Bank of Sri 

Lanka 2020). Allocations were made for Covid-19 emergency expenditures. 

The government provided Rs. 10,000 by way of interest-free advances to 

low-income families, senior citizens, and to disabled persons. Thus, the 

government allocated more than 500 million rupees to provide financial 

assistance to low-income families during the recession, which swiftly led to 

increased government spending. In a similar move, the Central Bank 

introduced debt moratoriums and extended credit facilities. Further, the Sri 

Lankan Tourism Development Authority (SLTDA) developed and 

implemented guidelines for tourism development in collaboration with the 

Ministry of Health and the WHO. The government then imposed restrictions 

on the import of non-essential goods and took steps to revitalize the economy 

(Central Bank of Sri Lanka 2021). However, all of these measures have had 

a negative impact on the country's economy and led to inflation and 

associated crises. 

The government also focused on efforts to prevent Covid-19 preventive 

measures from affecting the income of the people. Steps were taken to 

prevent shortages of essential food items when the general lockdown was 

declared. The manufacturing sector, including agriculture, was allowed to 

continue without interruption, while the economic hubs operated with some 

restrictions. The daily wage earners were given a stipend of Rs. 10,000 to 

meet their basic needs, disbursed in two installments. During the third wave 

of Covid-19, the government provided an allowance of Rs. 2,000 to the 

needy people. 
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From the beginning, the government introduced various relief measures for 

individuals by setting maximum retail prices for selected items such as 

clothing, food items, and pharmaceuticals, while providing a cash subsidy to 

low-income families and affected families. The government doubled 

insurance plans for the healthcare of security personnel and civil servants 

working on the Covid-19 control frontlines. After the government received 

the funding needed to control the Covid-19 pandemic, it introduced financial 

plans to help traders who were unable to settle long-standing arrears; it also 

assisted pharmaceutical purchasers, farmers and small and medium 

businesses that were unable to settle payment arrears. 

During the lockdown period, opportunities were provided for people to meet 

their basic needs by relaxing the lockdown on certain days. In addition, steps 

were taken to solve the financial problems of the general public by allowing 

the banks to continue banking services. Banks granted additional time to 

borrowers to pay their loan installments. Measures were also taken to reduce 

the interest rates charged by banks for loans and to facilitate access to loans. 

By doing so, the government sought to reduce the economic burden on 

consumers during this period. 

Another special task force was set up to manage the economy during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. It was set up under the leadership of Basil Rajapaksa, 

the president's younger brother and current finance minister of the country. 

The task force devised various plans to restore the normal life of the people 

and took steps to ensure that those receiving monthly salaries, pensions, and 

monthly government assistance received their dues on time (ColomboPage 

2020). Attention was paid to measures to address credit issues for the 

individuals concerned. Relief was also provided for those who had leased 

three-wheelers, and the van drivers who transported students to and from 

school. Private companies were encouraged to pay salaries to their 

employees, and relief arrangements were proposed. 

The health sector's contribution to Sri Lanka's Covid-19 eradication strategy 

is also significant. Sri Lanka's advanced healthcare facilities have played an 

important role in softening the impact of Covid-19. From the beginning, the 

health department has been committed to the total eradication of this 

pandemic. The department is engaged in continuous health surveillance to 

identify the infected and those who associated with them so they could be 

sent for treatment or quarantined as appropriate (State Intelligence Service 

2020; Senevirathna 2020). In addition, postmortems were conducted on the 
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dead bodies to ascertain whether they had Covid-19 infection or not. 

Moreover, the health department has been working jointly with the military, 

police and intelligence services to prevent the spread of Covid-19 at the 

community level. 

Health workers use rapid antigen tests, and PCR tests to identify Covid-19 

infections. In addition, the health authorities monitor suspected carriers for 

the presence of Covid-19 virus by keeping them in isolation centers for 14 

days. The National Epidemiology Unit, Regional Epidemiologist, District 

Epidemiologist, Public Health Inspector and Medical Officer of Health, all 

coming under the Department of Health, work together jointly and make a 

significant contribution to control the spread of the Covid-19 pandemic 

(State Intelligence Service 2020).  

After the vaccination drive for Covid-19 infection was started, vaccination 

activities were carried out in each of the Medical Officer of Health Divisions 

under the supervision of the respective officers. According to the Ministry of 

Health, more than 50% of the total population had been vaccinated in Sri 

Lanka as of September 20, 2021. Covishield, Sinopharm, Sputnik-V, Pfizer, 

and Moderna are the Covid-19 vaccines used in Sri Lanka. To date, the 

government has spent more than 500 million rupees on this. In addition, it 

has received funding and vaccines under the special international programs 

for the eradication of Covid-19. In particular, countries including China, the 

United States, India and Russia have provided millions of Covid-19 vaccines 

free of charge. Statistics also show that Sri Lanka has a good standing in the 

world vaccination program against Covid-19 (Ministry of Health 2021). 

From the outset, the World Bank coordinated its efforts with Sri Lanka's 

Covid-19 controlling measures. In this matter, the Ministry of Health of Sri 

Lanka, the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank worked together to 

design a Health Disaster Preparedness, Response and Recovery plan. In 

terms of this plan, strategies were devised to respond systematically to the 

Covid-19 crisis. Additional attention was paid to improving various health 

facilities, including hospital beds and laboratory facilities, as a matter of 

urgency. It also included strategies for obtaining and financing Covid-19 

vaccines, through which Sri Lanka received several million US dollars in 

funding to pay for more than 5 million Pfizer vaccines. To date, the World 

Bank has provided approximately $ 217.56 million in funding for this project 

(Reliefweb 2021a). 
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The role of the military is also significant in Sri Lanka's Covid-19 control 

operations (The Hindu 2020). The military is part and parcel of the National 

Operations Center for the Prevention of COVID 19 Outbreak and the 

Presidential Task Force on Covid-19, which the government set up to 

manage the crisis. The national operations center coordinates the Covid-19 

prevention and management activities to ensure that health and other services 

are readily accessible to the public. The second task force directs, 

coordinates, and monitors service delivery to the public and deals with the 

financing activities. Army Commander serves as co-chair of the National 

Operations Center for the Prevention of COVID 19 Outbreak and the 

Presidential Task Force on Covid-19. Thus, the military leaders are also 

involved in the Covid-19 related decision-making process. 

The police, air force and navy work together with the army in the Covid-19 

prevention operations. The combined force's Covid-19 related activities 

include detection of Covid-19 patients, co-operation with Covid-19 clinical 

teams, transportation of patients to isolation centers, transportation of 

foreigners from airport to isolation centers, operation of isolation centers and 

ensuring safety at the centers, monitoring the release of persons at the end of 

quarantine, etc. The security forces were also involved in providing food and 

basic amenities to the people during the lockdown period. Moreover, the 

defense sector has shown significant involvement in preventive measures by 

Detecting (D), Isolating (I) and Tracing (T) persons who were carrying or 

were suspected of carrying the Covid-19 virus to control its spread. This is 

referred to as the DIT model (State Intelligence Service 2020). In addition, 

the intelligence services worked with the security forces to detect the Covid-

19 positive cases. 

During the first wave of Covid-19, the military's role proved crucial to the 

success of Sri Lanka's Covid-19 counter-strategy (Institute of National 

Security Studies, 2020). However, it has paved the way for the military's 

increased involvement in the Covid-19 pandemic control activities. It is 

indeed a health-related issue, not a security issue. There have also been 

allegations that the military's involvement is seen as undermining the 

country's civil administration. It was also suggested that the military's 

intervention was uncalled for due to their surveillance of citizens using 

intelligence tactics and their tendency to send people to forcible detention for 

no compelling reason (Medact 2020). In some instances, the influence and 

authority of military officers were more pronounced than that of medical 

officers. 
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Sri Lanka's Covid-19 elimination measures include a psycho-counseling 

service (State Intelligence Service 2020). Realizing that Covid-19 could have 

a massive impact on the community and government organizations, the 

health sector launched a series of counseling activities and built a strong anti-

Covid-19 mindset among the people. After witnessing the spread of Covid-

19 over an extended period, people have now become more aware about it. 

Also, the government releases daily information on the impact of Covid-19 

and updates statistics on the number of Covid-19 infected victims, survivors 

and deaths. Postmortem tests have been carried out on the dead bodies ever 

since the outbreak of the disease, and it was found that many of those who 

died of Covid-19 had other chronic diseases like diabetes, asthma, 

hypertension and the like. This revelation added even more fear into the 

minds of an already anxious community. The government had no choice but 

to continue raising awareness about the dangers of the Covid-19 pandemic 

and to build confidence among the people to live with Covid-19.  

The government provided health counseling while Covid-19 patients were 

isolated and material assistance was provided to their families to overcome 

economic difficulties. Monitoring the families affected by Covid-19 and 

providing them with appropriate counseling were also done successfully 

under the supervision of public health workers. Unfortunately, there have 

been many instances when the cooperation of the Covid-19 victims has not 

been forthcoming in this regard. Health specialists instructed victims on how 

to understand and tolerate the disease and gave advice on new learning 

methods to students who could not go to school as all schools were closed. 

Efforts were made to introduce a freer lifestyle and schedule for children by 

facilitating learning-teaching activities while at home through the public and 

private media. Special entertainment programs were also introduced to 

counsel Covid-19 patients.  

The extensive media coverage of the Covid-19 pandemic has raised 

awareness among the general public about the disease. Despite that, some 

people even though they manifested symptoms of the disease, refused to go 

to hospital or seek any treatment for it. This was a situation that caused a lot 

of difficulties to health workers and activists, requiring them to fight against 

this type of Covid-19 patient. When the government decided to cremate the 

bodies of the patients who died of the disease, it ran into an extraordinary 

dispute with two of the island’s minority communities. The reason was that 

the government's decision to burn the bodies went against their religious 

teachings. The requirement to bury dead bodies is an important part of the 
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religious beliefs of the Muslim and Christian minority communities. 

Although the World Health Organization and many countries worldwide 

have approved both cremation and burial of the bodies of dead Covid-19 

patients, the Sri Lankan government's firm decision to cremate all bodies 

drew a lot of criticism. There was much dissatisfaction among the minority 

communities regarding the position and attitude of the government on this 

issue (Human Rights Watch 2021). A great deal of international pressure was 

also applied on the government in this regard. Although permission was 

eventually granted to bury the bodies of Covid-19 dead, the matter caused a 

lot of unpleasantness and inflicted scars in the minds of the minorities in the 

country. Daily wage earners too who were affected by the lockdown 

experienced psychological trauma, and this has created a new dependent 

class in the community. They faced psychological difficulties even when 

they attempted to seek help. Many were forced to lose their jobs due to the 

lockdown. Their family members too suffered psychological trauma because 

they too had to suffer many impacts on their personal and social lives. 

 

4. Economic impact 

Sri Lanka’s economy was still recovering from the challenges that resulted 

from the protracted civil conflict that ended in 2009. The situation was 

aggravated by the multiple suicide attacks that took place on Easter Day in 

April 2019. The attack further weakened Sri Lanka's economy. There was 

also a decline in several sectors, including tourism, worker remittances and 

foreign investment. Consequently, Sri Lanka was deeply mired in an 

economic crisis and further, it has to service the continuing debt burden. In 

this context, inadequate foreign exchange reserves, drastic drop in tourism, 

poor self-employment prospects, reduced output of small and medium 

enterprises, drop in garment exports and other export sectors, have all caused 

a significant setback in the lockdown era necessitated by the spread of the 

Covid-19 pandemic (Colombo Telegraph 2021). 

Covid-19 has affected all of the world's countries and in the present state 

tourists cannot visit Sri Lanka. It is doubtful whether those countries will 

relax the restrictions on the movement of their citizens anytime soon in view 

of the prevailing pandemic situation. In January 2019, 54,452 tourists visited 

Sri Lanka from China alone. This number dropped to 24,459 in January-

February 2020. It is the worst drop in tourist arrivals in Sri Lanka's recent 

history. The tourism industry is one of the most important sources of income 
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for Sri Lanka, but about 500,000 people in this industry have lost their jobs 

due to the impact of Covid-19. This industry alone has suffered a huge loss 

(Gunawardana 2020).  

While commenting on the impact of the second wave of the pandemic, 

global health policymakers stressed the need for social distancing and travel 

restrictions despite the apparent slowdown in the spread of the pandemic. 

Due to these precautionary restrictions, the tourism industry will remain in a 

dormant state for a long time to come. Similarly, the garment industry in Sri 

Lanka has seen a sharp decline in turnover and income. Sri Lanka is one of 

the largest suppliers of tailor-made garments to the West. In 2019, Sri Lanka 

earned US $ 5.3 billion from the export of garments. But in March 2020, the 

garment factories closed, and the exports came to a complete standstill. 

Although garment production was gradually restarted in the factories 

registered under the Board of Investment, the output was constrained by the 

threat posed by the second wave of Covid-19. 

The Western Province is the biggest contributor to the economic 

development of Sri Lanka. But the province has to incur massive financial 

losses in taking action against the pandemic. In addition, more and more 

foreign exchange earnings have been lost due to the loss of employment 

opportunities for a very large number of Sri Lankans employed in the Middle 

East. Such problems have added to the dimensions of the crisis in Sri Lanka, 

which is already mired in deep economic problems. When various strategies 

were being implemented to control the disease, the government instituted 

measures to alleviate the people's suffering, caused mainly by the restrictions 

imposed on movement. These measures can be used as a means to protect the 

domestic economy. These strategies aimed to reduce the number of people in 

the workforce by running businesses and factories with the minimum of staff 

and performing the tasks from home by working online over the Internet. 

The measures also called for restarting the road and rail services and running 

them cautiously while observing all safety precautions. 

During this period, domestic production (home gardening) was also 

encouraged to produce essential food items like vegetables required for the 

domestic consumption of households. This naturally would prove to be of 

economic benefit to the country and to the families. The initiative was taken 

so that it would be possible to meet the basic needs of the home and help the 

country's economy in the long run. Although it is a common approach, the 

program will promote health and provide relief to an infected community. 
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Though these control measures adopted to deal with the Covid-19 pandemic 

initially had great success in Sri Lanka they also had an enormous negative 

impact on local economic activity. The declaration of lockdowns, curfews 

and limited public services, along with the closure of airports and ports, 

badly affected the movement of people. This had a significant negative 

impact on daily wage earners. 

 

5. Outcomes of strategies 

The Covid-19 crisis management in Sri Lanka has produced various positive 

and negative outcomes. The President of Sri Lanka gave effective leadership 

in controlling the Covid-19 pandemic in Sri Lanka from March 2020. The 

guidance of good leaders in a crisis makes the country safer, and thus, Sri 

Lanka overcame the Covid-19 situation with excellent health management at 

a low cost. The World Health Organization (WHO) and other international 

organizations praised the Sri Lankan government for achieving what even 

the developed countries of the world could not achieve. Sri Lanka 

maintained excellent crisis management with the cooperation of the people, 

the advice of medical professionals and the work of the combined forces 

(Arambepola 2021). Thus, it was a huge success for Sri Lanka compared to 

the developed countries during the initial phase of Covid-19. Sri Lanka has 

long been allocating more funds to the defense, health and education sectors. 

This could have helped the health sector to perform effectively in a crisis 

environment such as Covid-19. Healthcare is considered a fundamental 

human right of the people of Sri Lanka, and thus, Sri Lanka is a leader in 

disbursing tax revenue for health promotion and disease prevention needs. 

Investing resources for the health of the people living in the country is an 

onerous task, and this investment has dramatically contributed to the 

successful management of the Covid-19 pandemic situation. 

The military played a significant role in managing Sri Lanka's Covid-19 

pandemic crisis. Their assistance was sought, especially when the Covid-19 

situation needed to be dealt with quickly and decisively by a well-organized 

and capable force. Assistance was obtained from the military to manage the 

quarantining, operate the isolation centers, distribute the essential 

commodities, etc (The Hindu 2020). But the military's deep involvement was 

seen as a major threat to the civilian administration by some. The decision to 

burn the bodies of dead Covid-19 patients was also seen as an infringement 

of the fundamental rights of the minority (Reliefweb 2020b). The ruling class 
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though does not seem to understand that this is an act of disregard for the 

democratic rights of the people. The subsequent directive to allow such 

victims to be buried in one place in Sri Lanka has created many new crises. 

Meanwhile, the contribution of the military by carefully executing its allotted 

tasks was considerable. 

Although the frequent lockdowns imposed in Sri Lanka since the outbreak of 

Govid-19 have dramatically aided in controlling the spread of the pandemic, 

they have also created many economic and social problems. Due to the 

lockdown, revenue offices, schools, universities, public offices, companies, 

shopping malls, and retail stores were kept closed, and this led to massive 

job losses and loss of livelihoods. Although the Covid-19 crisis was initially 

successful, it was achieved amidst huge losses (TRT World 2020). The 

government was unable to repeat this success in the subsequent waves of 

Covid-19. Following the success of the first wave, the government took steps 

to restructure and normalize the lives of the people, but it also wanted to 

launch a national election campaign followed by general elections. During 

the successive waves of the pandemic, Sri Lanka was included in the list of 

countries marked as Covid-19 red zone. As mentioned earlier, Sri Lanka was 

able to handle the initial Govid-19 crisis situation quite well. It was then 

identified as one of the top ten countries to deal with the Covid-19 crisis 

successfully. More than fifty percent of the population was vaccinated by the 

end of the second and third waves, which is another victory for Sri Lanka. 

The World Health Organization has commended Sri Lanka for its rapid 

vaccination efforts. Nevertheless, the health crisis is one of the saddest things 

to happen in the face of the space crisis in hospitals and the high number of 

deaths during this period. 

Sri Lanka recently launched vaccination programs for young men and 

women and schoolchildren. The impact of black fungus has also been 

recognized together with the effects of the Delta, Beta, and Alpha variants 

(Daily News 2021). The fungal disease affects the eyes and brain and can 

cause vision loss if not treated immediately. However, to manage the Covid-

19 crisis successfully, it is necessary that everyone should be vaccinated and 

follow health regulations strictly. Unfortunately, because of the Covid-19 

pandemic, Sri Lanka has been plunged into its worst economic crisis ever. 
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6. Conclusion 

Although Sri Lanka never had any previous experience in managing a 

massive pandemic like Covid-19, the government initially employed very 

successful tactics to control it. Just after the first wave of the Covid-19 

pandemic, Sri Lanka received plaudits on the world stage, and the World 

Health Organization praised Sri Lanka's handling of the Covid-19 crisis. The 

government initially established the National Operations Centre for 

Prevention of COVID 19 Outbreak followed by the Presidential Task Force 

to manage the Covid-19 crisis. Then the government published health 

guidelines to be followed by the general public and instilled awareness about 

its dangers. The health sector, military, police and intelligence agencies 

made significant contributions to control the Covid-19 pandemic. The 

government's decision making on Covid-19 in Sri Lanka, allocating the 

necessary funds, and general crisis management also made significant 

contributions towards effectively managing the first wave of the pandemic.   

Sri Lanka used three types of economic policies to deal with Covid-19 like 

the rest of the world. The monetary and financial sector mechanisms covered 

border controls, health sector policies, tax relief systems, and capital inflow 

management. Border controls and health sector policies reduced the spread 

of the pandemic. Of the financial matters the most important was the means 

of providing relief to the communities most affected by the pandemic. 

However, Sri Lanka's Covid-19 preventive measures have presently failed 

due to shortcomings in the implementation of proper plans, not making use 

of tactics that could have proved successful in practice, excessive 

dependence on the military, while disregarding the advice of the health 

sector, and finally, the concealment of Covid-19 data. The government's 

policies to manage the economy during the Covid-19 crisis have also not 

been successful. The government is shying away from the responsibility for 

this economic failure. Inevitably, this has led to increasing loss of faith in the 

government among the general public. 

The unsuccessful strategies pursued by the government in dealing with the 

second and third wave of the Covid-19 pandemic in Sri Lanka have led to a 

massive increase in poverty, malnutrition, health crises, and even suicide. In 

addition, students’ education has been severely affected due to the prolonged 

closure of schools while the public service has also declined. On the other 

hand, the government's strong Covid-19 crackdown has harmed the working 

of democracy in the country. Thus, Sri Lanka is slipping away from 
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successfully handling the Covid-19 pandemic. In this problematic situation, 

the government needs to develop systematic strategies to recover from the 

Covid-19 crisis. It is important to meaningfully address the issues related to 

the spread of the pandemic, by strengthening the education and health 

facilities, promoting economic development, maintaining law and order, 

respecting the democratic rights of the people, ensuring food security, and 

reducing the cost of living.  

 

References 

Adaderana. (2020). All universities to be temporarily closed over coronavirus fears. 

Retrieved from http://www.adaderana.lk/news/61355/all-universities-to-be-

temporarily-closed-over-coronavirus-fears  

ALJAZEERA (2020). Gotabaya Rajapaksa wins Sri Lanka election. Retrieved from 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/11/17/gotabaya-rajapaksa-wins-sri-lanka-

election 

Amaratunga, D., Fernando, N., Haigh, R., & Jayasinghe, N. (2020). The COVID-19 

outbreak in Sri Lanka: A synoptic analysis focusing on trends, impacts, risks and 

science-policy interaction processes. Progress in Disaster Science, 8: 100133. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pdisas.2020.100133 

Arambepola, C., Wickramasinghe, N.D., Jayakody, S., Hewage, S.A., 

Wijewickrema, A., Gunawardena, N., Dhanapala, S., & Prathapan, S. (2021) Sri 

Lanka’s early success in the containment of COVID-19 through its rapid response: 

Clinical & epidemiological evidence from the initial case series. PLoS ONE 16(7): 

e0255394. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0255394 

Central Bank of Sri Lanka, (2020). The Central Bank of Sri Lanka’s COVID-19 

Relief Measures: How are we helping the Country, Economy and YOU? Retrieved 

from 

https://www.cbsl.gov.lk/sites/default/files/cbslweb_documents/press/pr/press_2020

0625_the_central_bank_of_sri_lankas_covid_19_relief_measures_e1.pdf 

Central Bank of Sri Lanka, (2021). Covid-19 Relief Measures. Retrieved from 

https://www.cbsl.gov.lk/en/covid-19-measures 

Ceylon Today, (2020). Taking Stock of Growing ‘Fish-phobia’. Retrieved from 

https://ceylontoday.lk/news/taking-stock-of-growing-fish-phobia 

Cirrincione, L., Plescia, F., Ledda, C., Rapisarda, V., Martorana, D., Moldovan, 

R.E., Theodoridou, K., & Cannizzaro, E. (2020). COVID-19 Pandemic: Prevention 

and Protection Measures to Be Adopted at the Workplace. Sustainability. 12(9): 

3603. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12093603 



420 

Colombo Telegraph, (2021). Sri Lanka and Its Economic Crisis Due To Covid-19. 

Retrieved from https://www.colombotelegraph.com/index.php/sri-lanka-and-its-

economic-crisis-due-to-covid-19/ 

ColomboPage, (2020). President establishes Task Force to revive economy and 

eradicate poverty post COVID-19. Retrieved from 

http://www.colombopage.com/archive_20A/Apr22_1587566923CH.php 

CRISIS24, (2020). Sri Lanka: Authorities lift curfew June 28 and extend closure of 

international airports beyond August 1 / update 18. Retrieved from 

https://crisis24.garda.com/fr/perspectives-

renseignements/renseignements/alertes/y6k2gxw6dfkkzpvpk/sri-lanka-authorities-

lift-curfew-june-28-and-extend-closure-of-international-airports-beyond-august-1-

update-18 

Daily News, (2021). Black fungus cases reported among COVID patients in Sri 

Lanka. Retrieved from https://www.dailynews.lk/2021/09/15/local/259407/black-

fungus-cases-reported-among-covid-patients-sri-lanka 

Erandi, H., Mahasinghe, A.C., Perera, S., Jayasinghe, S. (2020). Effectiveness of 

the Strategies Implemented in Sri Lanka for Controlling the COVID-19 Outbreak. 

medRxiv 2020.04.27.20082479. https://doi.org/10.1101/2020.04.27.20082479 

Fernandopulle, L. (2020). Minuwangoda Covid-19 Cluster: another 329 cases 

reported. Sunday Observer. Retrieved from 

http://www.sundayobserver.lk/2020/12/14/news/minuwangoda-covid-19-cluster-

another-329-cases-reported 

Gunawardana, D.P. (2020). The Impact of COVID19 on the MSME Sector in Sri 

Lanka. Retrieved from 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26277Report_The_Impac

t_of_COVID19_to_MSME_sector_in_Sri_Lanka.pdf 

Health Promotion Bureau. (2020). COVID-19: Live situational analysis dashboard 

of Sri Lanka. Retrieved from https://hpb.health.gov.lk/covid19-dashboard/ 

(Accessed on 20.09.2021). 

Human Rights Watch, (2021). Sri Lanka: Covid-19 Forced Cremation of Muslims 

Discriminatory. Retrieved from https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/18/sri-lanka-

covid-19-forced-cremation-muslims-discriminatory 

IndianEXPRESS, (2020). Sri Lanka’s parliamentary elections will hold lessons for 

India’s Election Commission ahead of Bihar polls. Retrieved from 

https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/sri-lanka-coronavirus-elections-

6536509/ 

Institute of National Security Studies, (2020). Maintaining National Security: Role 

of Sri Lankan Military during COVID-19. Retrieved from 

http://www.insssl.lk/index.php?id=253 

https://www.dailynews.lk/2021/09/15/local/259407/black-fungus-cases-reported-among-covid-patients-sri-lanka
https://www.dailynews.lk/2021/09/15/local/259407/black-fungus-cases-reported-among-covid-patients-sri-lanka


421 

Jayawardane, T.V.P. (2020). Role of Defence Forces of Sri Lanka during the Covid-

19 Outbreak for Nations Branding. Journal of Management, 15(2): 47. 

Kapasia, N., Paul, P., Roy, A., Saha, J., Zaveri, A., Mallick, R., Barman, B., Das, P., 

& Chouhan, P. (2020). Impact of lockdown on learning status of undergraduate and 

postgraduate students during COVID-19 pandemic in West Bengal, India. Children 

and Youth Services Review, 111(105194). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105194 

Lancet. (2020). COVID-19 and China: Lessons and the Way Forward. Lancet. 

396(10246):213. https://doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(20)31637-8 

Medact, (2020). Sri Lanka’s militarised coronavirus containment has grave 

consequences. Retrieved from https://www.medact.org/2020/blogs/sri-lanka-

coronavirus/ 

Ministry of Health, (2021). COVID - 19 Related Information. Ministry of Health, 

Government of Sri Lanka. http://www.health.gov.lk/moh_final/english/ 

Newsfirst. (2020). More than 13,000 curfew violators arrested as Sri Lanka enters 

nationwide curfew. Retrieved from https://www.newsfirst.lk/2020/05/17/more-than-

13000-curfew-violators-arrested-as-sri-lank a -enters-nationwide-curfew/  

Permanent Mission of Sri Lanka to the United Nations, (2020). Establishment of the 

COVID-19 Healthcare and Social Security Fund. Retrieved from 

https://www.un.int/srilanka/news/establishment-covid-19-healthcare-and-social-

security-fund 

Rameez, A., Fowsar, M.A.M., & Lumna, N. (2020). Impact of Covid-19 on Higher 

Education Sectors in Sri Lanka: A study based on South Eastern University of Sri 

Lanka. Journal of Educational and Social Research, 10(6): 341. 

https://doi.org/10.36941/jesr-2020-0132 

Reliefweb, (2021a). Sri Lanka’s COVID-19 Response: Saving Lives Today, 

Preparing for Tomorrow. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/report/sri-

lanka/sri-lanka-s-covid-19-response-saving-lives-today-preparing-tomorrow-0 

Reliefweb, (2021b). Sri Lanka: Compulsory cremation of COVID-19 bodies cannot 

continue, say UN experts. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/sri-

lanka-compulsory-cremation-covid-19-bodies-cannot-continue-say-un-experts 

Reuters, (2021). Sri Lanka announces lockdown as coronavirus cases surge; 

president to address nation. Retrieved from https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-

pacific/sri-lankans-seek-full-covid-lockdown-ahead-presidents-address-2021-08-20/ 

Senevirathna, A. (2020). Sri Lanka and the Covid 19 Crisis: Strategies and Future 

Challenges. Tribhuvan University Journal, 34: 147, 

https://doi.org/10.3126/tuj.v34i0.31546 

https://www.unboundmedicine.com/medline/?st=M&journal=Lancet
https://www.unboundmedicine.com/medline/?st=M&journal=Lancet
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016%2FS0140-6736(20)31637-8


422 

State Intelligence Service, (2020). Combatting Covid – 19 Sri Lankan Approach. 

Retrieved from 

https://www.chamber.lk/images/COVID19/pdf/conceptpapergovt.pdf 

Sunday Times, (2021). COVID crisis at explosive point; medical specialists plead 

for tough measures or lockdown. Retrieved from 

https://www.sundaytimes.lk/210815/columns/covid-crisis-at-explosive-point-

medical-specialists-plead-for-tough-measures-or-lockdown-452440.html 

Talking Economics, (2020). Repatriation and Replacement of Lost Foreign Jobs: 

Handling Labour Migration in Sri Lanka during COVID-19. Retrieved from 

https://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2020/05/14/repatriation-and-replacement-of-

lost-foreign-jobs-handling-labour-migration-in-sri-lanka-during-covid-19/ 

Talking Economics, (2021). Bridging the Gaps: The COVID-19 Crisis and Sri 

Lanka’s Healthcare Response. Retrieved from 

https://www.ips.lk/talkingeconomics/2021/09/02/bridging-the-gaps-the-covid-19-

crisis-and-sri-lankas-healthcare-response/ 

The Hindu, (2020). COVID-19 | Sri Lankan military is helping the country fight the 

pandemic. Retrieved from https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/covid-19-

sri-lankan-military-is-helping-the-country-fight-the-pandemic/article31350778.ece 

The Hindu, (2021). Alpha, Delta COVID-19 variants found in Sri Lanka. Retrieved 

from https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/alpha-delta-covid-19-variants-

found-in-sri-lanka/article34780914.ece (Accessed on 20.09.2021). 

The Siasat Daily. (2020). Sri Lanka to lift nationwide curfew on Monday. Retrieved 

from https://www.siasat.com/sri-lanka-lift-nationwide-curfew-monday-1879303/ 

TRT World. (2020). Why Sri Lanka's response to Covid-19 is the most successful in 

South Asia. Retrieved from https://www.trtworld.com/asia/why-sri-lanka-s-

response-to-covid-19-is-the-most-successful-in-south-asia-38998 

Worldometers. (2021). Reported Cases and Deaths by Country or Territory. 

Retrieved from https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/#countries (Accessed 

on 20.09.2021). 

Xinhua, (2020). Sri Lankan president appoints special task force to protect military 

personnel's health amid COVID-19 pandemic. Retrieved from 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2020-04/28/c_139015638.htm 

View publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/357501449

