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I he various economic, social and po­
litical issues identified in the three sepa­
rate reports and referred to in the previ­
ous chapter, (Poverty AHeviation-Finat 
Report on an action Programme the report 
on Administration reforms and report of 
the Presidential Commission on Youth) 
which has led to Sri Lanka's current mufti-
faceted crisis of Development and De­
mocracy, provided the point of departure 
for the'deeper analysis of these issues by 
the Steering Committee. The challenge 
was to deepen the analysis and to identify 
the critical elements in a sustainable de­
velopment strategy and democratic pol­
ity, which could help to reverse the steady 
slide of the country into anarchy and 
societal collapse.i It was accepted right 
from the outset that the research capacity 
on which a more coherent strategy could 
be built needed to be vastly strength­
ened. Even the limited recommendations 
of the three Commissions in relation to 
poverty alleviation, dolution of power and 
ensuring the relevance of the education 
system would require more and a qualita­
tively different kind of research for effec­
tive implementation. 

From this point of departure, in the dis­
cussions of the Steering Group, and at­
tempt was made to go deeper into the 
interrelationship between these issues 
identified which were manifesting them­
selves simultaneously and contributing 
to deepening themuWfaceted crisis. They 

were: (a) the poverty crisis, with poverty 
reproducing itself; (b) the cultural Con­
flicts, with the ethnic issues in the fore­
front; (c) the generation gap, taking the 
form of a challenge to the system and 
youth militancy; (d) the ecological crisis, 
which was predatory on nature; (e) the 
erosion of democracy, which in turn made 
for fragile state structures which were 
unable to mediate these various tensions 
and manage the emerging crisis; (f) the 
gender conflict, where poorwomen had a 
double burden to cope with; (g) the popu­
lation crisis; and finally (h) the adverse 
consequences On Sri Lanka of various 
international and regional developments, 
ranging from adverse terms of trade to 
the crisis in the Middle East which has 
exacerbated the internal national crises. 
All these crises manifested themselves 
simultaneously and required a carefully 
studied response on the part of the state 
and the people, particularly because of a 
highly literate and aware populace, who 
had been experimenting with democratic 
forms and adult franchise from the 1930's. 
The inability to control the external fac­
tors and the continuous incorporation into 
a global system over which Sri Lanka by 
itself had little influence, meant that even 
greater care was required in the internal 
process to independence, a good and 
stable society and mutual inter-depend­
ence, regionally and globally. 

On the positive side it was recognised 

that Sri Lanka was an example of a poor 
country which had demonstrated unusu­
ally high standards of human develop­
ment (according to the POLI index as well 
as UNDP's recent Human development 
index), even at relatively modest levels of 
growth. Though the country was poor in 
major natural resources such as iron, 
coal and petroleum, it was endowed with 
otherresources which could be harnessed 
for sustainable development. These re­
sources ranged from land resources for 

H>oth subsistence and export crops to 
resources from the sea, to other mineral 
resources, rainfall and water resources 
and most importantly human resources. 
A reasonable rate of domestic savings, 

'which could be increased, and the possi­
bilities of the inflow of external capital 
meant that capital itself would not be a 
major constraint There was a local knowl­
edge system, which when supplemented 
by external technical assistance could 
provide a very wide range of cost effec­
tive technological choices. The culture 
reinforced values such as simple living 
and thrift and provided a strong knowl­
edge base. 

With these points of departure in mind, 
the perspective from which the Steering 
committee proceeded was that a sustain­
able development effort in Sri Lanka 
needed to be people centred, participa­
tory, environmentally sound and cultur­
ally relevant. A corollary to this was that 
such a development pathway could be 
evolved with the available internal and 
external resources, to avoid the sharp 
contradictions that have arisen from past 
efforts. 

Three distinct phases in Sri Lanka's 
past development effort were identified. 
Though the economy continued to re­
main a classic case of "dependent capi­
talism", in each of these phases there 
were conflicting development interven­
tions, with diffe ring emphasis on state 
and/or market mechanism in organising 
the process.2 This was coupled with 
attempts at putting a state subsidised 
safety net under the poor and delivery of 
some inputs to them under state aus­
pices, substantial inflows of external 
assistance supplemented domestic sav­
ings after 1977. The overall impact of 
these varied efforts was neither vigorous 
growth, nor effective distribution accord-
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ing to the principles of equity, nor the 
creation of a welfare state. On the con­
trary, sharp contradictions began to 
emerge, with polarisation of the people 
and reproduction of poverty, youth al­
ienation, ethnicconflict and environmental 
degradation. To cope with these prob­
lems there was increased centralisation 
of decision power, particicularly in the 
1980's and an erosion of democracy which 
had been initiated as far back as 1931 
with adult franchise. All these factors 
gradually culminated in the multifaceted 
crises currently being experienced in the 
country, and an erosion of the resource 
base - human and material - which was 
essential for reversing the process. Even 
the substantial inflow of external resources 
into Sri Lanka could not prevent the steady 
slide into social unrest, violence and near 
societal collapse. 

The Need For A More Complex 
Development Strategy 

While the biases for greater state con­
trol and market orientation respectively 
were implicit in the policy prescriptions of 
the two periods, 1960-76.and 1977-88, 
following the post-independence phase, 
there was no fundamental change in the 
system of state/privatp, capitalism with a 
welfare orientation. Rather, ad hoc poli­
cies and projects were added to the sys­
tem. The simplistic labels that were ad­
duced to these actions were insufficient 
to describe either the 'mix'' in reality or the 
way in which the broad policies were to 
be translated into detailed action plans, 
particularly atthe micro-level. As the policy 
frameworks themselves became increas­
ingly phrased in sharp dichotomies, viz: 

Import Substitution or Export promotion 
Private Enterprise or Public enterprise 
Market forces or state control 
Growth or Poverty Alleviation 
Modern vs Traditional Technology 
Big vs Small enterprises 

so there was a further divergence be­
tween emerging reality and the theoreti­
cal underpinnings and justifications ad­
duced. 

The sharp ideologically-oriented debate 
on these issues did not permit either a 
pragmatic strategy nor a coherent com-
.plex policy framework based on research 

and careful study of the options. There 
was also little study on the methodology 
for evolving a more coherent approach or 
policy package. There was considerable 
"a priori" theorising based on models and 
practices developed elsewhere, and 
which did not quite fit either into the 
culture, the available knowledge system 
or the available resource base. 

Research has to be initiated into the' 
cultural dimension of economic develop­
ment in Sri Lanka. There is a notable 
dearth of studies on the cultural factors 
that might be retarding economic devel­
opment. Considering the relatively in­
adequate economic performance of Sri 
Lanka and other South Asian countries 
compared to the East Asian and south 
East Asian countries, the question has to 
be asked whether the cultural factors 
operating in South Asia are somehow 
less favourable to economic develop­
ment. A whole range of questions will 
have to be explored. To take just one 
example, it has to be asked whether the 
caste system which has valorized hierar­
chy could have been a factor retarding 
economic development in Sri Lanka. An 
understanding of the cultural factors 
operating in Sri Lanka could be of crucial 
importance in promoting the attitudes and 
values necessary for satisfactory eco­
nomic development. 

Studies on the cultural impact of eco­
nomic development are equally impor­
tant. The process of economic develop­
ment inevitably entails cultural change, 
which can sometimes be dangerous for 
being socially disruptive. The process of 
what might be called "modernization" 
tends to be seen quite often negatively in 
Sri Lanka, in terms of a dichotomy be­
tween "tradition" and "modernity". The 
relatively rapid pace of growth following 
on the liberalisation of the economy under 
the 1977 Government has too often been 
seen only in terms of a process leading to 
an acquisition and "consumerism", which 
are destructive of traditional values. An 
ongoing examination of the cultural con­
sequences of economic growth is very 
necessary to manage the transition to an 
economically developed society. 

The longer term challenge of the 1990's 
is how to articulate and manage a transi­
tional pathway to social change under 

these circumstances and reverse the 
steady slide of the country as a whole into 
anarchy. The requirement is for a com­
plex mix of development strategies, not 
dichotomies, complemented by adynamic 
mechanism for continuous monitoring and 
reformulation of such a complex strategy 
mix. The more immediate challenge is to 
identify the transitional path that would 
enable Sri Lanka to bridge the gap be­
tween the current crisis and a sustainable 
development pathway. A more complex 
development strategy needs to be articu­
lated that can respond reasonably quickly 
to the problems of poverty alleviation, 
malnutrition, youth alienation and unem­
ployment, and at the same time not dis­
mantle entirely the gains from past at­
tempts at industrialisation and moderni­
sation. 

It would be a mistake to assume that 
these issues can be tackled effectively 
without greater peoples participation and 
devolution of power. The system cannot 
any longer be managed merely by im­
proving bureaucratic efficiency and 
greater centralisation of power, or by 
expanding and improving the managerial 
efficiency of the private sector alone and 
merely adding on a poverty alleviation 
programme. A major effort at mobilising, 
conscientising and organising people at 
all levels is needed, with a new accumu­
lation process, particularly at the local 
level. A coherence has to be achieved 
between this kind of poverty alleviation 
strategy which is participatory, culturally 
and ecologically sound and a decentral­
ised industrialisation strategy which is 
labour-intensive and is based on local 
resources. Both need to contribute to 
growth and equity. 

Sri Lanka has to follow a certain histori­
cal path, which means that a simple imi­
tative path based upon the end results of 
industrialisation models evolved in other 
contexts and historical circumstances, 
may not be directly relevant or sustain­
able. Sri Lanka needs to identify its own 
historical transition and manage thistran-
sition with a great deal of study, a con­
scious search for innovative options, a 
great deal of flexibility and attention to 
detail. 

From the South Asian regional perspec­
tive, very little thought and research has. 
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yet gone into the complementary indus­
trialisation and poverty alleviation strate­
gies which Sri Lanka and other SAARC 
countries can follow. A new opportunity 
has been presented by the emergence of 
the Japanese surplus-and the commit­
ment of 20% of Japanese ODA to South 
Asia.7 This raises several new policy 
options for south Asia. If countries like Sri 
Lanka are unable to formulate a sustain­
able development strategy as outlined, in 
a national context, perhaps the South 
Asian regional context.could-.provide 
greater options. The current crisis in the 
Middle East with migrant workers return­
ing as refugees, loss of migrant income,' 
higher petroleum prices, joss of an impor>. 
tant tea market etc would also necessi­
tate Sri Lanka joining with other SAARC 
countries to take another look at the inter­
national dimensions. Sri Lanka and other 
SAARC countries are also totally unpre­
pared individually or regionally for- the 
consequences' of 'Europe 1992: The 
announcement at the SAAR6 Summit in 
the Maldives of a SAARC Fund for Re­
gional Development provides a new 
opportunity for in-depth consideration' of 
these issues. '•'•' "! '". • 

There is very little appropriate ongoing 
research on any of the issues mentioned, 
despite some newly created research 
facilities. 

democracy, Militarisation and 
Devolution • 

A sustainable development strategy as 
outlined above cannot be implemented 
without participatory democracy, Which 
s the other side of the coin. Nation build-
ng in post-colonial Sri 'Lanka' has en­
countered a number of difficulties. In 
recent times, there has' been a unprece­
dented increase in lawlessness, violence 
and extremism, that has occured on an 
sland-wide basis. This problem '^par­
ticularly acute in the North arid East as a 
result of the ethnic conflict that has di­
vided the Sinhala majority from the Tamil 
minority but divisions on class, caste arid 
generations are also acute in the South. 
Sri Lanka's independence movement 
failed to provide a stage forthe establish­
ment of a broad social base that Would 
enable the growth of a modem, secular, 
national consciousriess among the 
masses. The results of this historical fail­

ure are now found in the armed actions of 
the Sinhala and Tamil youth, and the 
consequent repressive counter measures 
of the security forces. 
•• The state's response to this situation-
has been on the one hand, a significant 
build Up of the country's security forces 
with its consequent militarisation of the 
state, and on the other, a search for 
alternative democratic systems of gov­
ernance resulting in a shift in policy to­
wards devolution ahd the-introduction of 
Provincial Councils and village level or­
ganisations. There has also been an in­
tensification of the public" debate' bn ; is­
sues of social justiceVequfty and national 

•consciousness:' A-fufidamental issue in 
this debate is tKe necessity and desirabil­
ity of devolved governance arid" decen­
tralised admiriislration'With participation 
of the poor and vulnerable groups.' * 

So far, there hae been a marked lack of 
a strong, intellect'apparatus, in.ithis 
debate, withi the result that the structural 
adjustments and processes of democratic 
refpjm have been insufficiently artidy-
iated. D e v o l u t i o n ^ three dimensions -
axlminfefative]. political and. economic. 
The current emphasis on .administrative 
reform has.npj been.ba|ahced by an in; 
depth consideration of the economic and 
sodo^pblitical dimensions. .Lack of re? 
search on democratisation of political 
structures vis-a-vis political reform, and 
the different models for varying units and 
domains of devolution, has meant a 
continuation of the Same basic Govern­
ment infrastructure even afterfundamenT 

tal shifts in poiicy stance towards devolu­
tion. New development.thrusts, struc­
tures and instrumentalities for bridging 
the., jnbalance .between -policy and. the 
ground reality require to be articulated 
and implemented as specific vehicles of 
achieving such- political and democratic 
reform..Changes in policy at the top do 
not always seep down to lower levels of 
the administration.. 

There is also a continuing theme of a 
sharp divergence between policy, state­
ments and the translation of policy into 
action on the ground and strategies for 
implementation. The Provincial Council 
system in practice is weak. It reinforces 
the Central Government model and the 
Government Opposition dichotomy, with 
the Councils being viewed as mirrors of 
the Centre. A culture of centralisation 

prevails in Sri Lanka which hinders the 
attempts at devolution. Yet the problem 
of adjustment of Oven the central admin­
istrative system and de-learning and're­
training of administrative officers is only 
being superficially undertaken. Though 
the current crisis has resulted in an inten­
sification of the public debate, a great 
deal more in-depth research and reflec­
tion is required on all issues of devolution, 
both in the south arid in the North Eastj as 
the needs are different. The ground reali­
ties of devolution and decentralisation 
vis-a:vis policy posture' now ne'eo" ftrbe 
examined in terms of effectiveness of 
organs of governance, emplacement of 
grass root mechanisms necessary for 
administration, fiscal budgetary require­
ments, ''transfer'of ;i$ey;• economic jtbolis 
from the Centre and "the local savings 
system. i ; ; * 
The issue ofthe ethnic conflict as argu­

ments against gecentralisatipn needs to 
b e e x a j T i i r i e d . ReseajxhOntheconnected 
issues of devolution, decentralisatjori, 
democracy, ethnic .harmony and the 
needs of governance With peoples par­
ticipation, within the framework of a united 
Sri Linkattself, heed to be studied. It 
needs to include comparative, intracoun-
t y studies of successfol pragmatic mod­
erate.models elsewhdre which can pro­
vide opflonsVArhattohai devolution per­
spective tfiaf arises from the needs of 
sustainable regional development also 
needs careful research, reflection, and 
the Working' out Of the implementation 
s t r a t e g y . ~ ' " ' ; 
.Motes: •• 
, 1 . , Sustainable development . has been defined In the 

' Brundend Commission Report. "Our Cenunon Heritage*. 
Howerer, .the Steering Committee members felt that .we 
need tp define our own rjerspscito tor this SturJy.This.has 
Iteendrjrie In paragraph three T ' 

2. See W D. Uikshman in The Challenge 1^ SouthMa: 
Development, 'Democracy and Regional Cooperation, 
ed. Wtgnaraja, P.aHussaln. A., Sage PuMcatlons, New 
DeM/Newbury Park/London, 1990. 

; ' \ •• • ' : .. 
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