
 Blog by Dr Dushni Weerakoon addresses the critical macroeconomic question of restructuring Sri Lanka’s sovereign 
foreign debt.
 Blog by Dr Asanka Wijesinghe and Chathurrdhika Yogarajah gives insights into the economic viability of a Bangladesh-Sri Lanka 

preferential trade agreement (PTA).
 New publication on ‘A Three-wheeled Attraction: An Analysis of Three-wheeler Drivers in Sri Lanka’s Labour Market’ 

by Thisali De Silva examines the socio-economic and demographic characteristics of three-wheeler drivers in Sri Lanka, and 
identifies the main factors that attract youth to the three-wheeler sector over employment in other industries.
 IPS Research Economist Priyanka Jayawardena highlights the need for social protection coverage for Sri Lanka’s informal 

workers in the ‘Inside IPS’ segment.
 Dr Bilesha Weeraratne moderates a multi-stakeholder consultative forum organised by the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) on ‘Skilling Migrants Towards the Global Talent Pool’.
 Dr Bilesha Weeraratne explains the reasons behind the drastic decline in Sri Lanka’s remittances during 2021 appearing on 

the live panel discussion ‘Face the Nation’ telecast over TV1.

We hope you find this issue informative and welcome your feedback.
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Participating in the ‘Face the Nation’ live panel 
discussion telecast over TV1, IPS Research 
Fellow Dr Bilesha Weeraratne discussed the 

changes in Sri Lanka’s remittances during 2021. 
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Tell us about yourself 
and your role at IPS:

I am currently working as a Research Economist 
at IPS. I joined the Institute in 2003 as a 
Research Assistant in the health policy unit. 
Since then, I have worked on numerous 
research studies related to human resource 
development for various development partners 
such as the World Bank, ADB, UNICEF, and 
government ministries.

There are vast gaps in the country’s social 
protection system for informal workers, i.e. 
daily wage earners, the self-employed, and 
migrant workers. According to official statistics, 
of the total employed, around 70% fall under 
informal employment. During a pandemic, the 
presence of a large informal sector is particular-
ly worrying because casual workers are highly 
susceptible to an economic shock.

I am working on two important health-related 
projects; one is on promoting healthy diets and 
the other is on tobacco control. Both studies 
aim to strengthen the fiscal and regulatory 
policies to control NCDs. The first project entails 
assessing the effectiveness of the sugar-sweet-
ened beverage (SSB) tax and traffic light (TLL) 
coding on consumer behaviour in Sri Lanka. The 
tobacco study aims to reduce beedi and smoke-
less tobacco consumption in Sri Lanka.

How can Sri Lanka 
protect these informal 
workers?

What do you identify as 
the key issues facing 
Sri Lanka’s labour 
market today?

What are you currently 
researching? Your suggestion sounds 

great, theoretically. But 
how practical is it, given 
the severe economic 
crunch Sri Lanka now 
faces?

Labour shortages in Sri Lanka have been inflicting 
high economic pressure on vital sectors of the 
economy, including manufacturing sector indus-
tries such as apparel and construction and service 
sector industries like tourism. The shortage of 
labour in industries such as construction is often 
attributed to the reluctance of youth to take up 
this type of employment, resulting in labour 
importation. Amidst these labour shortages, many 
young Sri Lankans have entered the labour market 
as three-wheeler drivers. This study – A 
Three-wheeled Attraction: An Analysis of 
Three-wheeler Drivers in Sri Lanka’s Labour 
Market – focuses on socio-economic and demo-
graphic characteristics of three-wheeler drivers 
and identifies the main factors that attract youth 
to the three-wheeler sector over employment in 
other industries. Why are young people drawn to 
three-wheeler driving? What is special about the 
sector? The answers to these questions can 
provide insights into some facets of the labour 
market challenges in Sri Lanka.

Sri Lanka’s Sovereign 
Foreign Debt: 
To Restructure or Not?
By Dr Dushni Weerakoon
Today’s complex creditor landscape makes 
governments reluctant to entertain sovereign 
debt restructuring. Sovereign borrowing has 
evolved from a small group made up of multi-
lateral organisations, a few commercial banks, 
and the ‘Paris Club’ of rich countries to some-
thing much more complicated. In recent 
decades, emerging markets and developing 
economies have borrowed proportionately 
more from international bond markets with 
their dispersed private investors, and tapped 
new non-Paris Club lenders like China. From 
the sovereign’s perspective, this makes a 
potential debt restructuring operation particu-
larly complicated. 

Bangladesh-Sri Lanka 
Preferential Trade 
Agreement: Gains and 
Policy Challenges 
By Dr Asanka Wijesinghe and 
Chathurrdhika Yogarajah
The ongoing Bangladesh-Sri Lanka discussions 
on a preferential trade agreement (PTA) will 
benefit from knowing the potential gains from 
reducing bilateral trade costs. Ex-ante 
estimates predict modest gains for Sri Lanka 
and Bangladesh in absolute terms, even after 
completely removing the sensitive list. Given 
that the estimated modest economic gains of a 
Bangladesh-Sri Lanka PTA do not justify a trade 
deal that requires substantial resources for 
negotiations, the PTA should have fewer 
regulatory measures and tariff concessions for 
the products on the offensive lists to maximise 
the economic benefits of a PTA.

Priyanka Jayawardena

Research Economist with research inter-
ests in skills and education, demographics, 
health, and labour markets. 

Special interview 
featuring

A social insurance scheme to extend coverage 
to those currently ineligible for any existing 
scheme would be beneficial. It is necessary to 
ensure adequate social protection coverage for 
all informal workers, temporary workers, daily 
waged workers, and self-employed workers. 
Such a social insurance scheme will safeguard 
those who have lost livelihoods in a crisis.   

One of our studies has discussed this issue. 
Given that the Employees Trust Fund (ETF) 
provides some income support when unem-
ployed, the government can consider convert-
ing the ETF fund as a proper UI scheme. Going 
forward, the ETF fund should be transformed 
into a UI scheme for all categories of workers, 
based on a fair sharing of the cost between 
employers, workers, and the government. 

What are some of the 
challenging aspects of 
working as a researcher?

Based on research findings, influencing policy-
makers on required policy changes is the most 
challenging part due to the country’s political 
environment.

What do you enjoy most 
in your work?

I studied statistics as part of my bachelor’s 
degree. I like exploring new methodologies and 
conducting rigorous quantitative research, 
given my analytical background. Today, as a 
researcher, I can use what I have learned to 
improve people’s lives, so I enjoy working at IPS.

Apart from your current 
field of research, what 
are your other pursuits?

I like travelling with my family on holidays and 
trying out new food recipes posted on YouTube.

Skilling Sri Lankan Migrants Towards the Global Talent Pool

IPS Research Fellow, Dr Bilesha Weeraratne moderated a session of the Multi-stakeholder Consulta-
tive Forum on ‘Skilling Migrants Towards the Global Talent Pool’, organised by the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO).
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A Three-wheeled Attraction: An Analysis of Three-wheeler 
Drivers in Sri Lanka’s Labour Market 
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