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ENVIRONMENTAL AND AGRICULTURAL
CHALLENGES IN SRI LANKA POST-COVID-19
As the COVID-19 pandemic enters its second year, Sri
Lanka’s agriculture system and natural environment are
experiencing upheavals amidst the changes, redefining
perspectives on planning and policymaking in the
post-pandemic period. Despite early hype on air quality
improvements observed during lockdown phases, the
relationship between COVID-19 and the environment is a
less explored area. Nevertheless, there has been a marked
rise in public interest over environmental (See Figure 1)
and agricultural issues in Sri Lanka, with strong criticism
attracted over how the challenges are being managed.
While the above (Figure 1) will have significant implications
on the environmental management of the country in the
short, medium, and long term, none have sparked a stronger debate than the recent ban on importing synthetic

The Synthetic Fertiliser Ban
The ban on synthetic fertiliser and pesticides was inspired
by mounting public opinion against perceived health and
ecological threats posed by conventional agriculture, a
sentiment nurtured by many interest groups over several
years. The ‘Nation of Free of Toxins’ programme launched
in 2016 and the National Policy Framework (NPF), which is
a close reflection of the President’s Manifesto - Vistas of
Prosperity and Splendour - are just two notable examples
of the growing sentiment towards organic and ‘environment-friendly farming’. While the government has legitimacy in the form of the NPF, the decision to ban these agricultural products with immediate effect raised concerns even
in the minds of supporters of the policy (See Figure 2) who
recognise that transforming present practices of conventional farming into a more sustainable system of agriculture
is an imminent task the country has to fulfil in the long run.

Conventional Agriculture

fertiliser and pesticides. If pursued vigorously without
substantial revisions, this policy will have far-reaching
consequences not only on the environment and health but
also on food security, income from agricultural livelihoods,
poverty, and the national economy.

The conventional agriculture system is closely associated
with the ‘green revolution’ that took place from the 1950s
onwards. In Sri Lanka, this meant expanding paddy cultivation area and increasing yield, of which synthetic fertiliser
and pesticides through subsidy schemes were introduced.
Commencing from 0.9 million metric tonnes (MT) in 1960,
production increased to 3.9 million MT in 2018. Moreover,
as a combined effect of high-yielding new-improved varieties (NIVs), with increased use of synthetic fertilisers and
supply of irrigation to agricultural lands, the average yield of
paddy increased from 1,594 Kg/Ha in 1980 to 4,493 Kg/Ha
in 2018. The success in generating high average yields in
paddy has made the application of synthetic fertiliser and

pesticides increasingly popular, thereby replacing the
traditional system in a relatively short period. As a result, it
is now recognised as the model of conventional agriculture.

Environmental and Health Outcomes
Information on environmental and health outcomes of
agricultural practices is scattered. Broadly though, environmental and health outcomes associated with the spread of
conventional agriculture can be segregated into two areas
(Figure 3):
However, perceived health and environmental damages
supposedly caused by synthetic fertilisers and pesticides is
the more focused of the two. Proponents argue that
fertilisers and pesticides applied to crops enter the surface
or groundwater through the soil, resulting in adverse
impacts on human health and local ecosystems. Moreover,
abusive application and careless disposal of pesticide
containers and bottles expose people to health risks. While
this situation provides justifiable ground for concerns on the
potential health hazards, available scientific evidence
appears to be haphazard. Hence, more research is necessary to produce concrete evidence regarding health
hazards, causes and severity, and remedies to address
these issues.

Challenges to Organic Agriculture
The government’s decision to ban imports of synthetic
fertiliser and pesticides has been hailed by some as a
path-breaking decision that enables Sri Lanka to become
the first country in the world with 100% organic agriculture.
However, this appears to be an unrealistic expectation due
to demand as well as supply-side challenges. The development of an organic product market stems from effective
demand from a segment of consumers who are willing to
pay a premium price for organic products. This requirement
cannot be fulfilled by a government decision to control
synthetic inputs for conventional agriculture. Even though
statistical information is rare, it is not difficult to infer that
effective demand for organic products in the local market is
still meagre compared to the demand for conventional
agriculture products.

From the farmers’ point of view, the main economic motivation for converting to organic is capturing the extra margin
included in the premium price offered to an organic product. However, capturing this margin requires getting products certified through accredited bodies, which is considered an entry barrier in organic markets. Overcoming this
entry barrier requires years of preparation and substantial
costs. As a result, the decision to switch to organic agriculture always remains a voluntary decision motivated by
market and non-market factors. The ban, however, forces
a non-voluntary conversion. In sum, considering the
prospects for converting Sri Lanka’s agricultural system
into a 100% organic agriculture system, its feasibility and
continuation appear to be slim. Hence, the country needs
to focus on a model for ‘sustainable intensification’ of the
conventional agriculture model with more realistic targets
and a timeline.

Sustainable Intensification of Agriculture
System (SIA)
SIA implies building productive agriculture systems using
eco-friendly approaches that conserve natural resources
by integrated management of land, water, and living
resources in an equitable way. It requires designing agroecosystems that deal with difficult trade-offs reconciling
sustainability along with production, economic, and
environmental performance dimensions. It considers the
necessity of demand-side interventions such as moderating demand for resource-intensive foods (e.g. meat and
dairy products), reducing food waste, strengthening the
governance of food systems to improve the efficiency and
resilience, and making food accessible and affordable to
all. Figure 4 represents the key insights for converting the
conceptual outline of SIA into a practically implementable
policy framework in Sri Lanka, along with a few short-term
challenges that can be expected to arise.
* This Policy Insight is based on the comprehensive chapter on “Environment, Food Security and Health: Policy
Challenges Post-pandemic” in the ‘Sri Lanka: State of the
Economy 2021’ 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.

