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11. Post-conflict Tourism Development in Sri Lanka

11.1 Introduction

Tourism is one of the economic sectors that

was hardest hit by the nearly three decade-

long conflict in Sri Lanka. There have been

heavy fluctuations in tourist arrivals in line

with the state of the conflict. Although there

was a lack of progress in expanding the tour-

ism sector during the conflict period, the

industry had been able to maintain its posi-

tion as the fourth largest contributor to for-

eign exchange earnings until the latest phase

of the conflict (2006-09). During the latter

phase of the military effort, several countries

issued negative travel advisories on Sri Lanka

that adversely impacted on tourist arrivals.

In addition, the global economic downturn

also contributed to the decline in tourist ar-

rivals, with the result that tourism earnings

dropped to sixth place among other foreign

exchange earners in 2008-09.1  Nonetheless,

in 2009, tourism generated around US$ 326

million, and provided employment oppor-

tunities to around 52,000 directly and to

another 73,000 indirectly.

Following the cessation of the armed con-

flict in May 2009, the dawn of a peaceful

environment and the removal of negative

travel advisories saw Sri Lanka experiencing

an unprecedented growth in tourist arrivals.

It is expected that tourist arrivals will increase

to around 575,000 by end 2010, while tour-

ism earnings are forecast to be around US$

500 million. The current post-conflict envi-

ronment presents a unique opportunity to

develop Sri Lanka as a tourist destination in

a sustainable manner and thereby to set an

example of how tourism can be a vital source

of overall development of a conflict-affected

economy. However, having suffered the con-

sequences of a devastating conflict for nearly

three-decades, meeting the development

needs of the anticipated tourism boom is

inevitably a challenging task for Sri Lanka.

Therefore, it is opportune to look at how Sri

Lanka can take policy initiatives to maximize

the advantages of a post-conflict tourism

boom and thereby its contribution to sup-

port the overall growth momentum of the

country in the coming years.

11.2 Prospects for Tourism
Development

The tourism industry in Sri Lanka has begun

to face far better prospects than ever before

in its recent history. The country undeniably

possesses enormous advantages that make it

ideally suited for tourism. An excellent mix

of natural and cultural attractions can be used

as a basis for development of a variety of

tourism activities ranging from small scale

tourism to mass tourism. In addition, Sri

Lanka is blessed with a wide-ranging

ecological and favourable climatic diversity,

located within a small geographical area.

Almost all regions of the country can be

visited within a short duration and, there-

fore, is ideal for compact holidays. Thus, the

future prospects for tourism in post-conflict

Sri Lanka stems from both supply and

demand side factors.

11.2.1  Supply Side Factors

Tourism was virtually non-existent in the

North and East (N&E) of Sri Lanka during the

conflict period. Following the end of the

1 Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, Annual Report, various issues.
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conflict, the provinces are now open for com-

mencement of economic activities, includ-

ing tourism. Out of the total land area of the

country, the Northern Province comprises of

around 14 per cent while the Eastern Prov-

ince accounts for approximately 15 per cent.

This significant portion of untouched land

carries rich natural resources which can be

used for tourism. The most striking attrac-

tion is long stretches of unpolluted sandy

beaches. The provinces are also character-

ized by a diversity of different ethnic and

religious groups. Thus, there are a number of

cultural and religious attractions in the areas

including temples, mosques and churches.2

Also, cultural and religious festivals which

have been long traditions are important driv-

ing factors to attract both foreign and do-

mestic tourists.

Tourism development is highly dependent

on existing infrastructure and therefore it is a

supply side prerequisite, not only in previ-

ously conflict-affected areas, but also in the

rest of the country. Lack of quality road in-

frastructure was a major problem for tour-

ism developments in the N&E even before

the commencement of the conflict.3   Good

quality roads, inter-connectivity between

roads, rail, and air transport help to reduce

travel time of weary tourists who may spend

long hours of air travel. The ongoing infra-

structure development activities, mainly the

improvements in road networks, will create

positive spill-over impacts on tourism in the

N&E. The massive development projects, such

as the establishment of a second international

airport at Mattala in the Hambantota dis-

trict, are expected to create a more condu-

cive environment for increased tourist visits

to the N&E. In addition, construction of the

Hambantota harbour which is currently un-

der way will pave the way for development

of new tourism products such as cruise tour-

ism. The Galle harbour has been identified

as having the potential to offer alternative

attractions as opposed to conventional beach

tourism. In addition, the Sri Lanka Tourism

Development Authority (SLTDA) is in the

process of establishing necessary basic tour-

ism infrastructure to meet the needs of in-

creased arrivals following the end of the con-

flict.  The tourism developments in the rest

of the country will have spill-over impacts

on the N&E, which are newly open for tour-

ism.

The peaceful environment has presented a

new beginning for tourism development in

the rest of the country as well. Arrivals to

popular tourist places in the areas bordering

the former conflict zone, such as

Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, Dambulla, etc.,

were also adversely affected due to perceived

security and safety risks. However, with the

existing peaceful environment, these areas

are also expected to record a notable increase

in both foreign and domestic tourism. The

national parks which also faced security is-

sues during the conflict period, such as Yala,

Wilpattu and Kumana are now open for tour-

ism. As a whole, the favourable peaceful

setting will be the most important factor to

attract visitors to all tourism regions across

the country.

11.2.2 Demand Side Factors

With the dawn of peace, Sri Lanka is viewed

as a prime tourist destination. For instance,

the prestigious New York Times newspaper

in its issue on 10 January 2010, listed Sri

Lanka as the number one destination among

the "Thirty One Places to Go in 2010".4   In

addition, the National Geographic magazine

2 Such as Seruvila temple, Girihandu Seya, Fort Fredrick in Trincomalee, Thirukoneswaram, Velgam Raja Maha Viharaya, etc., in the Eastern
Province and Nagaviharai, Naguleswaram temple, Mulvil Krishnan kovil, etc., in the Northern Province.

3 Eastern Province Tourism Development Action Plan 2010-2012.

3 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/10/travel/10places.html?em.
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of November 2009 rated Sri Lanka as one of

"The 25 Best New Trips for 2010".5  Such

international recognition will have a signifi-

cant positive impact on tourist demand for

visiting Sri Lanka.

The resultant improvement in the climate for

tourism since the cessation of the conflict is

an encouraging sign, recording a notable in-

crease in tourist arrivals following the end of

the conflict in May 2009 (Figure 11.1). As a

result, despite a significant drop in tourist

arrivals during the first few months of 2009

due to a heightened conflict situation, tour-

ism earnings in 2009 recorded a 2.2 per cent

growth when compared to that of 2008.6

Following the increasing trend in 2009, tour-

ism arrivals in the first three months of 2010

also recorded a remarkable growth.

Foreign tourist arrivals in January, February

and March of 2010 have shown a 32, 68 and

54 per cent increase respectively, when com-

pared with that of the same months of 2009.

Accordingly, the rate of growth in tourism

Figure 11.1
Tourist Arrivals by Month (2008-09)

Source: Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority.

arrivals during the period January-March 2010

shows around a 50 per cent increase when

compared with the same period of 2009.7

Arrivals from Middle East countries show a

106 per cent increase during the first three

months of 2010 as compared to that of 2009.

In addition, arrivals from North America,

Western Europe, East Asia and South Asia

have increased by more than 50 per cent

during the same period.

In order to capitalize on the above-mentioned

potential and prospects for tourism, Sri Lanka

should have an effective tourism policy and

strategies in place. The policies and strate-

gies are expected to play an important role

in guiding tourism development which is

expected to take place with the involvement

of a number of stakeholders.

11.3 Present Tourism Policies and
Strategies

Sri Lanka has set ambitious targets for its tour-

ism development in the coming decades. As

envisaged in the 'Mahinda Chinthana' policy

5 http://adventure.nationalgeographic.com/2009/11/best-new-trips-2010/trips-text.

6 Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Annual Report 2009.

7 Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority, Monthly Bulletin, March 2010.
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statement, Sri Lanka aims to attract 2.5 mil-

lion tourists by 2016. Accordingly, foreign

exchange earnings are expected to rise to

around US$ 2,500 million from the current

levels of under US$ 500 million (Table 11.1).

The set target is expected to bring in signifi-

cant economic benefits to the country by way

of employment generation both directly and

indirectly, especially in the Northern and

Eastern Provinces.

The present level of arrivals as recorded in

2009 is less than 0.5 million. Therefore,

achieving a target of 2.5 million arrivals by

2016 is a challenging task.  However, this is

viewed as being possible with the present

peaceful environment if a proper strategy is

undertaken. In this backdrop, it is vital that

Sri Lanka has effective and comprehensive

policies for tourism development and imple-

mentation.

11.3.1 Post-conflict Tourism Policies

A national level plan for tourism develop-

ment is much more important today than

ever, in order to undertake the initiatives in

Table 11.1
Tourism Forecasts (2010-2020)

Year Arrivals            Employment      Foreign  Average
Direct Indirect    Exchange  Spending

   Earnings per Tourist
    (US$ mn.)   per Day

    (US$)

2010 575,000 62,739 87,835 506.1 90.3

2011 700,000 68,182 95,455 600.0 97.1

2012 910,000 104,545 146,363 980.0 103.9

2013 1,183,000 140,908 197,271 1360.0 110.7

2014 1,537,900 177,271 248,179 1740.0 117.5

2015 1,999,270 213,634 299,088 2120.0 124.3

2016 2,500,000 250,000 350,000 2500.0 130.0

2017 2,625,000 286,363 400,908 2880.0 134.5

2018 2,756,250 322,726 451,816 3260.0 139.2

2019 2,894,063 359,089 502,725 3640.0 144.1

2020 3,038,766 395,452 553,633 4020.0 150.0

Source: Sri Lanka Tourism Development Authority.

a carefully planned and integrated manner.

The last Tourism Master Plan had been pre-

pared in 1992 for a period of 10 years. Al-

though there is a pressing need for a national

level plan, there is no formal master plan in

place at present for Sri Lanka's tourism sec-

tor. However, initiatives have been taken to

prepare a master plan for tourism for the pe-

riod 2011-2020. The Sri Lanka Tourism De-

velopment Authority (SLTDA) has been as-

sisted by the World Tourism Organization

(UNWTO) and initial discussions have al-

ready taken place with the involvement of

government and private sector stakeholders.

The master plan, which is expected to be in

operation by 2011, hopes to identify tourist

generating markets, demand for diverse types

of tourism products, and human resource

development needs.

A short term plan - the National Strategy for

Tourism - which has been prepared for the

period 2009-2012 recommends a set of ac-

tivities on a four-year rolling programme under

ten key strategic targets. The targets are:

• to build a more diverse product range,
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• to make Sri Lanka more accessible,

• to attract 1.5 million tourist arrivals per
annum,

• to increase yield per tourist from US$ 80
to US$ 130 per day,

• to create an additional 7,000 rooms by
2016 with the right conditions,

• to further develop the East and North-
West with the development of existing
sites and cities,

• to help traditional markets to grow and
open up new markets,

• to exceed world-class service levels and
hospitality,

• to increase domestic tourism, and

• to help the micro, small and medium

enterprise (MSME) sector to grow.

The private sector is expected to play a promi-

nent role in overall tourism development in

post-conflict Sri Lanka. From a regulatory

aspect, it is commendable to note that the

Tourism Act No. 38 of 2005 which came

into operation in 2007 has set the background

for bringing together public and private sec-

tors in a close working partnership. This is

indeed a good sign for future tourism initia-

tives in Sri Lanka, where the private sector is

given an equal stake in the decision-making

process. The Act has made provisions to es-

tablish four agencies under the Ministry of

Tourism, namely; (i) Sri Lanka Tourism De-

velopment Authority, (ii) Sri Lanka Tourism

Promotion Bureau, (iii) Sri Lanka Institute of

Tourism and Hotel Management, and (iv) Sri

Lanka Conventions Bureau. All four agen-

cies are expected to play an effective role in

tourism development.

The Board of Investment of Sri Lanka (BOI)

has given tax incentives for projects related

to tourism. Accordingly, a full tax holiday

of 5 years, a concessionary tax of 10 per cent

for a further 2 years, and an import duty ex-

emption on capital goods is given to tour-

ism projects with a minimum investment of

US$ 500,000. In order to encourage private

sector investments in tourism projects in the

N&E, the BOI has announced a new initia-

tive of a 15-year tax holiday for investments

in hotels, with a minimum investment level

of US$ 400,000 and provision of employ-

ment to at least 25 persons.8

11.3.2 Post-conflict Tourism Projects
and Initiatives

Several tourism projects are now in place in

the Eastern Province which became conflict-

free in 2007, although some developments

have been delayed due to the necessity of

clearing land, given encroachments and aban-

donment. The major tourism developments

are now taking place in Passikudah and

Kuchchaveli as per the master plan prepared

for each by the SLTDA. Tourism develop-

ments in the Northern Province are to com-

mence following the ongoing de-mining pro-

cess. The SLTDA has indicated that the pri-

vate sector has shown a keen interest in tour-

ism investments in both provinces, which is

indeed an encouraging sign. Short term tour-

ism infrastructure development projects are

now under way to provide basic facilities for

tourists.

Post-conflict tourism developments have not

been confined to the East only, but are tak-

ing place in bordering districts such as

Puttalam. For instance, the Kalpitiya Dutch

Bay Resort Development Project was

launched in 2008 to capitalize on the avail-

able investment opportunities there. Kalpitiya

is of significant historical importance which

can be marketed internationally, and is ideal

for activities such as whale and dolphin

watching. The proposed tourism develop-

8 Board of Investment of Sri Lanka, 'Incentives for Eastern and Northern Provinces', www.boi.lk.
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ment zone of the project consists of 14 is-

lands, of which 9 are state owned and the

rest comprised of private and state lands. The

state lands are being franchised to private

sector investors on long leases. It is proposed

to establish 17 hotels with 5,000 rooms and

10,000 beds, and generate 15,000 direct and

22,500 indirect employment opportunities

through the project. It is a good sign that the

proposed activities under the project include

innovative alternate tourism products to tra-

ditional mass tourism products such as fish-

ing tourism, deep sea diving, nature-based

tourism, beach tourism, sport and adventure

tourism, agro tourism, culture tourism, vil-

lage tourism and event tourism due to its

easy access to the airport.

11.4 What Should be the Way
Forward?

The dawn of peace and resultant prospects

for tourism should be treated as a key oppor-

tunity to launch sustainable tourism initia-

tives, rather than relying on unplanned tour-

ism activities targeted only on monetary re-

turns. Sufficient consideration has to be paid

to avoid ad hoc tourism developments which

took place in some tourism areas in the South

of the country, such as Hikkaduwa, and in-

creasingly in Unawatuna.

As highlighted by a number of studies and

acknowledged in existing policy documents,

diversification of tourism products should

receive utmost consideration. The develop-

ment of a range of tourism products which

span from large scale mass tourism to small

scale tourism has to be promoted. It is im-

portant that tourism products are carefully

designed and developed depending on the

nature of attraction, and take on board so-

cial and environmental aspects of the site

under consideration. Accordingly, develop-

ment of products with regard to ecotourism,

community tourism, etc., would be able to

attract high end tourists and derive tangible

benefits to local communities. Sri Lanka pos-

sesses a natural advantage and prospects for

ecotourism development,9  and the poten-

tial is much higher with the opening up of

the N&E for tourism. There are several con-

flict-affected countries in the world which

have set examples for the adoption of com-

munity-based models of tourism during post-

conflict periods. Community-based tourism

development in Cambodia is one such case

(Box 11.1).  In this context, it is an encour-

aging sign that ecotourism development has

been one of the targeted actions in the

Kuchchaveli tourism project.

There is a greater opportunity to promote

tourism in the areas which had direct restric-

tions on accessibility during the conflict pe-

riod. Tourism activities have already begun

in the Wilpattu and Kumana parks. Some of

the wildlife national parks in the country

have been over-crowded during the peak

months of the year.10  The development of

tourism facilities in the re-opened wildlife

areas in the N&E will help to minimize the

problem of over-crowding.  It is an appropri-

ate time to adopt environmental standards

in tourism activities which take place in frag-

ile natural areas in order to minimize nega-

tive impacts on the natural environment, and

thereby ensure sustainability in the long run.

11.5  Conclusions and Policy  Impli-
cations

It is important to have a holistic and inte-

grated approach for tourism development in

the conflict-affected areas of Sri Lanka. Thus,

it needs close collaboration amongst all the

  9 Wickramasinghe, K. , 2009, "Ecotourism for Sustainable Forest Management in Sri Lanka", Environmental Economic Policy Series No.12,
Institute of Policy Studies, Colombo.

10 Steele, P., N. Sivakumar, N., H.M.B.C. Herath, 1998, "A Strategy for Nature Tourism Management in Sri Lanka", Environmental Economic
Policy Series No. , Institute of Policy Studies, Colombo.
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Box 11.1

Community-based Tourism in Post-war Cambodia

Cambodia had been affected by a civil war for nearly three decades. As in the case of

most war-torn countries, the war had seriously damaged most of the social and economic

infrastructure, particularly in remote areas. The Cambodian government has paid special

attention on tourism in their post-war development programmes with the objectives of

promoting rural development and facilitating conservation of natural resource

management in war-affected areas. Community-based tourism has been identified as an

important tool in this regard. Accordingly, steps were taken to develop ecotourism in a

number of selected regions, where the development activities were guided by aaster

plans prepared using a participatory approach. The community-based ecotourism initiated

in the Kirirom National Park of Kampong Speu province of Cambodia presents a successful

example of such tourism initiatives undertaken by the government. The project contained

several key features which include construction and renovation of infrastructure and

facilities, building the capacity of members and service providers, establishment and

marketing of income generation services, keeping the ecotourism site environment-

friendly, establishment of a women’s association to coordinate livelihood development,

etc.

The project has been able to benefit rural communities who were negatively affected by

the war. Accordingly, around 500 households in 9 villages were benefited. Direct benefits

were accrued to tourism service providers including entrance fee collectors, tour guides,

ox-cart drivers, home-stay owners and coordinators, restaurant workers and souvenir

vendors. The rest of the community benefited through renovation of infrastructure facilities

through a community fund established through ecotourism activities, and from increased

access to forest resources. However, the project faced multiple challenges of low level

of education among the villagers and lack of experience on ecotourism. The challenge

has been met to a large extent through repeated capacity building and education

programmes. To date, the project is viewed to be a best practice model of ecotourism in

post-war Cambodia since it has been able to contribute towards rural livelihood

development and environmental conservation through a community involved approach.

Sources:  Khanal, B. R., J. T. Babar (2007), "Community Based Ecotourism for Sustainable
Tourism Development in the Mekong Region", Policy Brief, Cuts International, and;
Moeurn, V., L. Khim,  C. Sovanny, "Good Practice in the Chambok Community-
Based Ecotourism Project in Cambodia" (http://www.earthscan.co.uk).

agencies of respective economic sectors. Most

importantly, tourism development initiatives

should necessarily be combined with ongo-

ing development programmes. At the national

level, this can be considered as a compo-

nent in poverty alleviation, livelihood de-

velopment and infrastructure development

projects.

Lack of infrastructure, including roads, tele-

communication, etc., is also a major issue

that has to be addressed immediately, not

only with regard to tourism, but also for all

economic activities of the country. In order

to meet the needs of increasing tourist arriv-

als, it is important to undertake short and

medium term plans to provide tourists with

at least basic tourist infrastructure in the N&E,

where infrastructure development activities
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had not been carried out for decades due to

the prevailing conflict.

Private sector participation in the tourism

industry should be further encouraged.  The

private sector is playing a major role in Sri

Lanka tourism, and it is important to elimi-

nate constraints on private sector invest-

ments. In addition, it is important to actively

involve local communities in tourism devel-

opments from planning to implementation.

This will allow the government to minimize

possible negative social implications and

deliver needed economic benefits to local

stakeholders.

Environmental sustainability should neces-

sarily be ensured in the post-conflict tour-

ism developments. The Environment Act pro-

vides legal provisions for large scale hotels

only, whereas there are no such regulations

for small-scale tourism activities.  It is ur-

gent that a sound regulatory framework be

introduced for tourism (capturing large as

well as small tourism businesses), in order

to make sure that tourism takes place in an

environmentally and socially sustainable

manner.

Finally, Sri Lanka should adopt a sustainable

approach for the development of its tourist

destinations. The initiatives have to be nec-

essarily backed up with effective and careful

planning thereby avoiding negative cultural

and environmental impacts which have taken

place in some of the tourism areas. The sus-

tainable approach has to be embedded in all

the tourism initiatives from policies to imple-

mentation and monitoring.


