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Like many other countries, Sri Lanka has to face multiple
challenges in the battle against the COVID-19 pandemic. The
crisis highlights the importance of ensuring equitable access
to health care coverage for all, which can be accessed in
vulnerable contexts such as during emergencies, ageing,
sickness, or disability. As such, digital healthcare resources
could have given significant advantages to effectively respond
to the challenges posed by COVID-19, as well as for chronic
and primary care patients with increased accessibility of care.
However, the lack of an adequate central health database
and IT infrastructure have hampered the rolling out of digital
health services. Furthermore, Sri Lanka's healthcare
investments (capital expenditure) have been underfunded for
years prior to the outbreak of the pandemic, and the country
entered the crisis already financially stretched to the limits.

Thus, Sri Lanka faced difficulties in preparing its health
facilities on time to face the new wave of the pandemic.

The containment measures adopted in dealing with the COVID-
19 crisis require many tools. Typically, Sri Lanka imports much
of its tools used in the healthcare sector. , In this context,
the response to the outbreak demands higher government
spending in the health sector, due to increased investments
in the number of health workers and medical supplies -

personal protective equipment (PPE), respirators and oxygen
- as well as better infrastructure such as infectious diseases
units, intensive care units (ICU) facilities and equipment, and
the COVID-19 vaccination programme. A PCR test, for
instance, costs around LKR 6,000, and the cost of conducting
PCR tests is around LKR 150 million per day. Already
hampered by fiscal constraints, the government faces an
added burden, in preparing its health facilities to face the
new wave of the pandemic.

Prioritising health in the government budget is necessary to
eliminate COVID-19 and a ensure sustained economic
recovery. Government spending on the health sector is set to
increase during 2020-2021; as given in the approved Budget
for 2021, direct allocations by the central government to the
health sector accounts for 8.3% of the total government
expenditure (LKR 223 billion)." A considerable hike can be
noted in the health sector budget allocation, whereas health
sector expenditure was around 5.5%-6.0% in previous years
(2017-2019).

A considerable level of health spending in the past has paved
the way for Sri Lanka to achieve favourable health outcomes.



However, to meet present demands - particularly in the current
pandemic situation - the allocation of funds is becoming
increasingly insufficient. For instance, the approximately LKR
35 billion capital allocation for the health sector in the Budget
2021 accounts for only 14% of the health sector budget.

Efficient Healthcare Management

Vaccination is the only remedy available at present to bring
the pandemic under control as it reduces the severity of the
illness and prevents deaths. Parallel to an efficient vaccination
programme, better-connected screening, contact tracing, and
investments in technology to increase testing capacity and
treatment through the linked preventive and curative care
delivery systems are crucial. Digitalisation of healthcare and
the effective use of technology for sharing real-time data,
contact-tracing and surveillance and coordinating the efficient
use of clinical resources are vital for an efficient pandemic
control programme. Improved functional integration and
coordination in treatment centres, laboratory services, and
an efficient supply-chain system bring in many benefits.
Therefore, a laboratory information management system
(LIMS) needs to be in place.

Public healthcare service should institute enabling digital
services similar to private sector providers to reduce the risk
of infection. For instance, telemedicine services can be
introduced for NCD care management, primary care, post-
hospital discharge and post-operative follow-ups. Patients can
also utilise online patient portals to make appointments, billing
and lab reports. It is vital to use digital services to reduce
patient's waiting time - for out-patient consultations, patients
should have the option to self-check-in via phone. Given the
emerging health care needs and unequal distribution of
resources, an appropriate e-health strategy can enhance
access quality and viable healthcare.

Local Manufacturing

The pandemic has sparked a growing concern on the
availability of medical supplies in emergency contexts. Sri
Lanka is seeing this as an opportunity to be more self-sufficient
and reduce its reliance on imports. The response has seen
local innovation in the manufacturing of PPE and lab
consumables and there is further scope to encourage local
enterprise and innovation for this purpose. The government
can also work closely with the private sector to scale up
local innovation in the health sector such as the production
of multi-patient ventilators, or robotic health attendants to
minimise physical contact with health personnel for non-
essential health services. Encouraging the private sector and
businesses to expand in niche areas - such as manufacturing
face masks and PPE - may open up new markets. To face
challenges in the future, it may be useful to consider
establishing a centralised procurement system to feature both
demand and supply of health sector goods and services.

A Comprehensive Plan for Health Financing

The necessity to increase health spending in Sri Lanka in the
context of the current fiscal constraints will require a new
paradigm where health is seen as an investment and not
simply as an expenditure item. A systematic National Health
Accounts (NHA) to integrate the funding process involving
state and other agencies, including development partners,
and budgeting for activities would facilitate this exercise. It
is important to ensure value for money in health spending by
reducing the fragmentation of funding flows and parallel
administrative arrangements.

Tax policy too can indirectly serve as a measure to support
health-related objectives. It is necessary to mobilise domestic
revenue through non-regressive and pro-poor taxes. According
to the WHO, taxation of tobacco and sugar-sweetened
beverages (SSBs) is an effective means of preventing
noncommunicable diseases (NCDs). One option is to consider
expanding 'pro-health taxes' such as those on alcohol, tobacco
and SSB, which can be expanded to products with salt and
trans fats as well. Such taxes not only address funding needs,
but also adds value to health policy efforts to tackle NCDs
and other forms of unhealthy consumer behaviour.

* This Policy Insight is based on the comprehensive chapter on "Coping
with Pandemics: Sri Lanka’s Health Care System" in the 'Sri Lanka: State of
the Economy 2020' report - the annual flagship publication of the Institute
of Policy Studies of Sri Lanka (IPS).The complete report can be purchased
from the Publications Unit of IPS located at 100/20, Independence Avenue,
Colombo 07 and leading bookshops island wide. For more information,
contact 011-2143107 / 077-3737717 or email: publications@ips.lk.



