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A nation’s budget is not only a statement of income and expenditure but also an 
instrument for implementing the priorities of the government. Since almost the entirety 
of resources for social sectors, including for service delivery that is crucial for children’s 
wellbeing, is funded by public sector budgets, a country’s budget is one of the most 
important policies for its children. Thus, UNICEF Sri Lanka engages in budget analyses 
and advocacy, particularly on what the national budget brings to social sectors that most 
impact children’s lives, such as health, nutrition, education, social protection, water and 
sanitation, and child protection.

This brief1 shares observations on the Budget Speech 2022, presented to the Parliament of Sri Lanka on 12th November 
2021 by Hon. Basil Rajapaksa, Minister of Finance. It highlights budget proposals that will impact families and children. 

Sri Lanka

1.  This is the third brief of its kind, adding to the briefs on the 2019 and 2021 Budgets. All of these can be found at https://www.unicef.org/
srilanka/reports/unicef-budget-speech

The Budget Speech 2022 reiterates that the budget was prepared in line with the goals of the National 
Policy Framework “Vistas of Prosperity and Splendour.” It acknowledges five major challenges in the 
world that the budget must consider, namely: 

» The increase of social and economic disparities 

» The slow progress of achieving sustainable goals, which is more difficult for developing countries

» Increased environmental natural disasters and catastrophes owing to increased global temperatures

» The limited assistance from bilateral and multilateral institutions  

» The challenge of adapting to the “new normal” which has emerged due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
with difficulties that arise from lockdowns, working from home, price increases, and disruption to 
global production networks

The Speech was prepared considering the impact of COVID-19 in Sri Lanka’s economy, with loss of 
revenue unlike any other year before and a high debt burden, with interest expenditure on public debt 
being the single largest expenditure item in the budget. This macroeconomic context has significant 
impact on children’s lives as it might mean decreased capacity to invest in social sectors that are crucial 
for them, increased cost of living—making it harder for families to provide for them—or  scarcity of items 
and services that are essential for children. Unaddressed, this situation might lead to an unprecedented 
crisis for children, having a direct impact in the development of human capital in the country, which was 
highlighted as being a central aspect to Sri Lanka’s economic development strategy. For policymakers, it is 
crucial to assess and analyse allocations proposed in the Speech from a child’s perspective: if allocations 
are adequate, if allocations support efficiency and effectiveness, if there are allocations to interventions 
that are less imperative than others, and if allocation levels reflect the goals and priorities of the country. 
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 Nutrition 
 and Food Security

Nutrition of children and mothers, as well as food security of families, received 
much prominence in the Budget Speech. This is tremendously positive, given 
the stubbornly high levels of child malnutrition in the country and the impact the 
COVID-19 crisis has likely had on these. 

It is encouraging and commendable that the Budget Speech clearly recognized that 
the “intellectual development of a child takes place mostly in the mother's womb and 
in the early periods from birth.” A strong body of evidence has shown this to be true. 
The first 1,000 days of life—the time spanning roughly between conception and one's 
second birthday—is  a unique period of opportunity when the foundations of optimum 
health, growth, and neurodevelopment across the lifespan are established.  This time 
period harbours the greatest opportunity to provide optimal nutrition to ensure normal 
development and is also the time of greatest brain vulnerability to any nutrient deficit. 
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COVID-19 posed a major challenge to health systems 
across the world. Sri Lanka incurred many unexpected 
expenditures to allow for the expansion of the health services 
to effectively safeguard people. The availability of COVID-19 
treatment centres and facilities throughout the country was 
strengthened, the vaccination programme was rolled out 

Health and the country saw a high rate of recovery, helping save 
nearly half a million people who were infected. As of 21st 
November 2021, Sri Lanka had administered the first dose of 
the COVID-19 vaccine to 15.9 million and the 2nd dose to 13.9 
million of its citizens. Fortunately, early on during the crisis the 
GoSL was able to quickly reorganize and prioritize essential 
maternal and child health services, ensuring continued 
access to life-saving interventions. These included child 
immunization (being the first country in the region to recover 

The Budget Speech 2022 has two extremely relevant components for nutrition and food 
security:

» The Nutrition Basket for Pregnant Mothers: to ensure that the nutritional requirements of 
both the baby and the mother--including lactating mothers—are met, the nutrition basket for 
pregnant mothers, currently provided for 10 months, will be extended to 24 months. Accordingly, 
apart from the existing allocation for this program, a further Rs. 1,000 million will be allocated;

» The Home Food Security Program: Recognizing that “a family is food-secure only if its 
members are living without starvation or without the fear of being starved,” and that COVID-19 
has heightened the risk of food insecurity, particularly for those engaged in the informal sector or 
without sources of income, an allocation of around Rs. 15,000 million will be made to implement 
a program to identify economically poor families at the Grama Niladhari (GN) Division level and 
provide them with a relief basket to alleviate the pressures of the cost-of-living hike.

It would be important to clarify whether the nutritional support to pregnant mothers that 
is being expanded is the Nutritional Allowance for Pregnant and Lactating Mothers, which 
currently offers ten vouchers of Rs. 2,000 each to all pregnant mothers registered with the Ministry 
of Health. Such programme is currently administered by the State Ministry of Women and Child 
Development, and benefits approximately 285,000 women per year. It is crucial that sufficient 
allocation to allow for the announced expansion is made available, which would likely mean an 
additional Rs. 4,000 million in 2022.

Giving emphasis to such programmes is well aligned with the Government’s identified need to invest 
more and better in human capital development in the country—a priority mentioned in the Budget 
Speech itself, and reflected by the country’s recent joining into the World Bank’s Human Capital 
Project. To be competitive in global markets, a goal expressed in the Budget Speech, countries 
depend on the quality of their labour force. A skilled workforce does not appear from nowhere, but is 
rather the result of countries investing in their children by offering them access to high quality public 
services, such as health, nutrition, education and social security, so that each child can maximise her 
or his potential. Investing in children is not only an obligation but is key for a country’s future well-
being and prosperity. These are excellent initiatives and provisions should be made to ensure their 
continuity and expansion to certify that all vulnerable households and households with children are 
protected. It would be important to set in place a mechanism that allows for measuring the impact 
of such programmes, particularly the support for children throughout their first 1,000 days, to inform 
potential improvements to the programme.
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Cognizant of difficulties faced by many groups in society, the Budget Speech makes some proposals to  
support the vulnerable:

» Samurdhi: The Budget Speech proposes the modernisation of Samurdhi movement to transform it into a rural 
development movement that ensures economic revival and food security. The Speech proposes selecting beneficiaries 
for social welfare and assistance programmes under a rational and scientific mechanism, as well as converting 
Samurdhi banks into one-stop shops that provide all services and facilities, including financial facilities and financial 
advice, for the development of micro and small enterprises;

» Elderly: Recognising the challenges faced by Sri Lanka’s aging population, the Speech proposes the establishment of a 
contributory pension scheme for senior citizens who do not currently receive pensions (who comprise the majority of 
older persons in the country); 

» Retirement age of public service: The Speech announces an increase of the retirement age of public service to 65 
years; 

» Home Economy Security Program to provide relief to people: Rs. 15,000 million allocated to implement an island-
wide new economic development program focused on women entrepreneurs. A mini supermarket network will be 
established at the GN Division level, connecting women with the market network so they can sell home-made edibles, 
groceries, and other products. 

The Budget Speech recognizes that Sri Lanka has been grappling with poverty and vulnerabilities, such as 
underemployment, unemployment and malnutrition for a long time. It highlights that several efforts have been put in place 
to try to tackle these issues, including through many social protection programmes amongst which pensions, Samurdhi, 
elders' assistance , and nutritional food allowances for school children are some of the main ones. Yet, it is stated that results 
have been far from satisfactory. Furthermore, the government realizes that ongoing demographic changes, with the rapidly 
ageing population, will pose even more challenges to ensure that all Sri Lankans have an income and live free from poverty. 

 Poverty, Vulnerabilities and
Social Protection

the high rates of coverage) and maternal care. It is essential 
that these services continue to be prioritized, so that there are 
no reversals of the major gains Sri Lanka has had in improving 
health outcomes for children. The Budget Speech presents the 
following proposals for the health sector:

» Rs. 5,000 million in addition to the already allocated 
Rs. 32,650 million for the development of agencies that 
continue children’s and maternal clinics, rural hospitals, 
dispensaries, offices of Medical Officers of Health, Ayurvedic 
dispensaries, Yoga and clinics for mental health;

» Introduce an inclusive programme to address the issues 
faced by children with mental health development issues;

» Required land and tax concessions will be provided to 
encourage investors to establish a hospital in every district.

Sri Lanka’s public health expenditure amounts to 1.5 per cent of 
GDP, which is similar to the average public health expenditure of 
lower-middle-income countries, and higher than that of regional 
peers in South Asia (1 per cent of GDP). Over time, Sri Lanka’s 
domestic public health expenditure has declined from 2.3 per 
cent of GDP in 2000 to 1.5 per cent of GDP in 2018. Sri Lanka 
significantly outperforms its peers on major health indicators, 
such as child and maternal mortality rates and life expectancy 
at birth. Sri Lanka’s child and maternal mortality indicators are 
already lower than the relevant targets set under the SDGs and 
are on par with those of developed countries. There has also 
been considerable progress in eliminating several communicable 

diseases (NCDs), including malaria and tuberculosis. 
Nonetheless, there remains several challenges concerning the 
minimisation of regional disparities in health outcomes, child 
malnutrition, dengue and rising NCDs associated with an ageing 
population. It is crucial to ensure adequate allocations to the 
Health Sector to continue to strengthen primary health care 
services. It is also key that even with a more prominent focus on 
NCDs, allocations to maternal and child health (MCH) remain 
a priority. To continue the advances made in this area—which  
made Sri Lanka as example in the region—it is crucial that 
these allocations are maintained or increased.
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In Sri Lanka, even though most of the population still lives 
on limited incomes, only those with an income below 
RS. 4,166 per month (or 4.1 per cent of the population) 
are officially poor (based on HIES 2016). Emerging data 
from the HIES 2019  says something about the quality of 
life and standard of living of the population: 50 per cent 
of Sri Lankans have a monthly income below Rs. 15,000. 
On average, the income of individuals is RS. 20,527 per 
month. This might explain people’s inability to save and 
invest. As in most middle-income countries, the bulk 
of people living on middle incomes are characterized 
by uncertain and precarious daily lives, a situation 
compounded by the high level of informality across the 
labour force. This has a strong implication for the question 
of who ‘deserves’ social protection. 

To address these issues, an emphasis is placed on the dire need to have mechanisms that transform and empower the 
poor, supporting them to develop positive attitudes about themselves and self-sufficiency. Yet, there is a concerning 
focus on changing the behaviour of ‘the poor’ and ensuring that benefits reach those who 'deserve' them. A discussion 
about structural issues in Sri Lanka's labour market, including low wages, high informality, and a social protection 
system that does not support most people, which result in the widespread low incomes and economic vulnerability in 
Sri Lanka, would lead to more productive outcomes. It is very important that these issues are discussed by society 
at large, and that Sri Lanka articulates what kind of social protection system it should have in place, taking into account 
the level of development of the country, as well as the remaining challenges. This entails thinking beyond concepts of 
‘the poor vs. non-poor,’ or ‘the deserving vs. non-deserving,’ to an understanding that an adequate living standard and 
social security are human rights enshrined in many of the international human right instruments ratified by Sri Lanka, 
and that constitutes an investment in human capital and the economy. 

In fact, COVID-19 highlighted that everyone is vulnerable, and that someone who has some income security today, 
might become poor tomorrow. We all face risks throughout our lives: losing a job, becoming ill, developing a disability, 
becoming too old to work, having to leave work to care for children or older relatives, etc. Vulnerability is not static.

In many high-income countries, modern social protection systems based on the right and ability of everyone to access 
social protection as needed have been a core component of their successful economic growth. Countries with well-
established social protection systems usually offer universal access to social protection benefits that address risks 
associated with, for example, childhood vulnerabilities, unemployment, paternity/maternity, sickness, injury, loss of 
a breadwinner, disability and old age, complemented by small social assistance programmes that offer additional 
support to those still living in poverty. It is often claimed that it is not realistic to expect Sri Lanka to have the type 
of social protection system found in high-income countries, since Sri Lanka is not at that level of development. 
However, many high-income countries introduced universal schemes when their GDP was lower than Sri Lanka’s is 
today. Sri Lanka was wealthier in 2019 (considering 2011 PPP values) than some high-income countries were when 
they introduced their Universal Child Benefits (UCBs), in particular those countries that introduced UCBs in the 1940s 
(Ireland, Norway, United Kingdom, Finland and Sweden). 

At a minimum, Sri Lanka should explore reforming its current system of over 50 schemes into a programme 
that provides cash transfers to all families with children (an amount per child), all persons with disabilities, and 
all older persons (e.g., 65+). This would be administratively simpler and cheaper as well as clearer to understand who 
receives benefits and why. It would be a more effective means of providing support to the majority of households 
across Sri Lanka, including all of those considered the most vulnerable in society (‘the poor’) without risking exclusion 
errors (people not receiving a benefit while they are eligible for it). It would also serve as a strong economic growth 
tool and help keep individuals food-secure and well-nourished, while addressing some of the challenges of the ageing 
population. This can happen progressively, one step at a time, identifying fiscal space within the constrained context, 
finding efficiency gains, starting with a subset of children (e.g., 0-2 or 0-5), or a subset of the elderly (e.g., all people 
70+), and progressively covering more people. This would be truly transformational and empowering, representing a 
decisive, proven, high-return investment in the most valuable asset in Sri Lanka: its people.

2. It is worth mentioning that other countries pay their old age pensions to individuals whereas, in Sri Lanka, there is only one recipient per household. 
Presumably, this means that, when there is an older couple, the transfer is paid to the man, who tends to be older (and thus becomes eligible first), 
leaving the woman disadvantaged. It would be important, therefore, for Sri Lanka to adopt commonly adopted international practice and provide the 
Senior Citizens’ Allowance on an individual basis.

3. Department of Census and Statistics. Household Income and Expenditure Survey – 2019. Final Result Bulletin available at: http://www.statistics.
gov.lk/IncomeAndExpenditure/StaticalInformation 
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Nationwide school closure for most of the 2020-2021 disrupted 
learning for 4.7 million students. With little to no preparation, 
schools and children were forced to resort to online or other forms 
of distance learning. Accessibility to and quality of alternative 
learning programmes varied significantly, widening learning gaps, 
and learning losses.

The Budget Speech presented some provisions related to Education:

» Install a country-wide telecommunication network, 
expeditiously covering all 10,155 schools in the country using 
Fibre Optic technology. The required financial and technological 
assistance is proposed to be provided to the Telecommunication 
Regulatory Commission;

» The “1,000 National Schools” programme is a priority 
development project of the GoSL, with the objective of making 
rural schools attractive. National schools will be established in 
123 Divisional Secretary’s Divisions where there is no National 
School. Secondary schools' facilities will be uplifted. It is expected 
that the programme will be completed within the next three 
years. For such, Rs. 2,200 million had been allocated through 
the Appropriation Bill and an additional allocation of Rs. 5,300 
million was proposed to accelerate the programme and for other 
developments in the education sector;

» In addition to the current allocation of over Rs. 109,000 million on 
teachers' and principals' salaries, Rs. 30,000 million is allocated 
for salary payments;

» Required land and tax concessions will be provided to encourage 
investors to establish an international school in every district.

Important disparities in learning outcomes and skills development 
between national and rural/non-national schools exist. This means 
that children from different backgrounds and different parts of 
the country access schools which range in quality and resources. 
Investment in improving rural and non-national schools is thus 
critical and very welcomed. Such investment should ensure more 
equity, minimizing the gaps in access, participation and quality-
learning experiences for those disadvantaged in rural and hard-
to-reach areas. Further, evidence shows that teacher commitment 
and quality are the most critical determinants of education quality. 
Therefore, beyond infrastructure development, it is also imperative 
to secure sufficient allocations for teacher development, ensuring 
quality learning for children and adolescents, especially among the 
most disadvantaged.    

As schools start to open back up, a key priority should be addressing 
learning losses caused by the prolonged school closures due to 
COVID-19, which will likely increase pre-existing disparities. Global 
evidence shows that school closures have significant long-term 
negative impact on children’s learning outcomes, which translates 
into a loss of earnings in adulthood. However, it also reveals that 
remediation for one school year after reopening together with 
instruction reorientation continued for subsequent years can 
effectively recover the learning losses (hence earning losses). In 
2020, UNICEF supported the roll-out of an evidence-based learning 
recovery model (remedial education) for primary grades in three 
provinces. This included: i) an adjusted curriculum to help children 
catch up on lost learning; ii) individualized teaching approaches 
that considered the learning needs of individual students; and iii) 
formative assessment that helped students identify their strengths 
and weaknesses, while targeting areas in which they needed help. 
Based on its success, the GoSL introduced this model to all other 

Education provinces nation-wide through the ongoing education reforms. 
It would have been important, therefore, for the Budget Speech 
to emphasize the need for remedial education and allocate 
adequate funds for concrete measures for learning recovery 
and mitigation of widening disparities, starting from the early 
grades at the primary level. 

It is concerning to note the decrease in the central government 
budget allocation for education over the past two years, which 
might be linked to the impact of the COVID-19 in the level of 
government revenues. Nevertheless, Sri Lanka’s expenditure on 
education as a percentage of GDP has been lower than that of 
regional peers. The highest level was in 2017, when 2.7 per cent 
of GDP was allocated, but still considerably lower than that of 
regional peers. To put this in perspective, the South Asia Region 
spends on average 3.37 per cent of GDP on education. Still, Sri 
Lanka outperforms countries in South Asia in terms of basic 
education indicators such as literacy (98.8 per cent for population 
above the age of 15) and access to education (net enrolment 
rates of 99 per cent for primary and 91 per cent for secondary 
education)4.  It is worth noting that households provide a large 
share of education expenditure (in the form of paying for private 
tuition classes), which can put a heavy burden on families. 
Educational outcomes in terms of exam performance have also 
been mixed with a suboptimal, yet improving, record in key 
subjects such as mathematics, English, and science at secondary 
school level. There is also a significant divergence between 
educational outcomes from national schools (centrally managed) 
and provincial schools (regionally managed) as discussed. An acute 
shortage of subject-specific teachers in rural areas (particularly in 
English, science and mathematics) and teacher absenteeism in 
remote areas have contributed to these imbalanced educational 
outcomes, which requires improved allocations to and within the 
education sector. 

4. Comparative figures for South Asia: Literacy rate (74%); Net enrolment Primary education (88%) Secondary (61%)

The Budget Speech commendably gives significant attention 
to the importance of investing in the early years as a means 
to support intellectual development. In fact, young children’s 
brains grow faster and learn more in their early years than in 
any other period of life—by age three, our brains grow to 80 
per cent of adult size, and by age five to 90 per cent. Yet, early 
childhood education (ECE) deserves more attention. In Sri 
Lanka, coverage level of ECE is low compared to that in other 
middle- (66 per cent) to high-income (85 per cent) countries: four 
out of ten children aged three to four years in the country do not 
have access to either pre-schools or early childhood development 
centres, and services are mostly being provided by private 
initiative. This increases inequities in educational outcomes from 
an early age. Extremely limited public resources have been 
allocated to the pre-school education sub-sector in the past years.
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 Environment
 and Climate
Change
Despite contributing little to global climate change, Sri 
Lanka is highly vulnerable to its impacts, ranking amongst 
the 10 most affected countries in 2018 according to the 
Global Climate Risk Index5. Sri Lanka is very susceptible 
to rising sea and land temperatures, changing precipitation 
patterns, and intensifying extreme events such as flooding, 
storms and droughts. Annual average temperatures in Sri 
Lanka are projected to rise 1.0°C-1.5°C by 2050. The University 
of Norte Dame’s 2018 ND-GAIN Index, which summarises a 
country’s readiness to adapt to climate change, ranks Sri Lanka 
as 103rd out of 181 countries. Over 14 drought events have 
been recorded in Sri Lanka between 1980 and 2019, affecting 
the livelihoods of millions and posing food security issues as 
domestic food production struggles to meet population needs. 

In this context, it is positive to see the Budget Speech's 
focus on conservation, with many allocations towards 
conserving the environment and wildlife and eco-
friendly development, and food security. Yet, while the 
Budget Speech acknowledges Sri Lanka's vulnerability 
to climate change and natural disasters, it would have 
been encouraging to see a stronger emphasis on and 
specific allocations towards interventions that help 
address these vulnerabilities and building climate 
resilience. Sri Lanka has recently submitted updated 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) with 
ambitious commitments and announced or put in place 
several initiatives to mitigate climate change impacts, 
and in light of the 26th United Nations Climate Change 
Conference (COP26), it would have been positive to 
see the issue receive some highlighted allocations. The 
climate crisis is a child rights crisis, and unless countries 
invest heavily in adaptation and resilience of social 
services for the children born over the next 30 years, 
these children will face increasingly high risks to their 
survival and well-being. 

 Child Protection

Other areas related to the protection of children need to receive urgent attention, particularly the high number of children in 
Sri Lanka who are living away from their families (in institutional care) and violence against children. In 2019, 10,632 children 
were living in institutions, according to the recently published Census of Children in Childcare Institutions 2019. The Census shows 
that most children end up in institutions—out of which the majority are adolescent girls—due to economic vulnerability of their 
families. As a result of the COVID-19 crisis, there was an increased demand from families to place children in institutions as they 
could no longer make ends meet. Furthermore, school closures and restrictions on movements disrupted children's routines and 
social support, having a major impact on child protection, mental health and children’s well-being. More stressors were placed on 
parents and caregivers who had to find new childcare options or forego work. All this made children more vulnerable to violence and 
psychosocial distress. Physical punishment against children has been a notable problem in Sri Lanka, and as a result of the crisis, 
reports of domestic violence and harsh discipline increased. As children return to school, they should find a safe and protective 
environment that nurtures their healthy development. Yet, research by the National Child Protection Authority (NCPA) indicates that 80 
per cent of students have experienced physical discipline in school. Increased attention and adequate allocations are needed to 
tackle these issues, including for the roll-out of the National Policy for Alternative Care of Children. 

It is notable that the Budget Speech addresses one of the 
fundamental issues that hinders justice for children and thus 
their protection—delays in the judicial process. The budget 
proposes to allocate Rs. 5,000 million, in addition to the Rs. 6,937 
million already allocated, to avert delays in the judicial process, 
including through reforms in criminal, civil and commercial laws.

Budget allocations in this regard are timely and welcomed, especially 
from a child’s perspective. In Sri Lanka, weak legislative frameworks 
and institutional practices, as well as inefficient enforcement, have 
widened the gap between domestic standards and international best 
practices pertaining to justice for children. Such weaknesses result in 
an increased risk of children being re-victimised and exploited by the 
justice system, and backlogs in courtrooms.  

5. Sri Lanka ranked 6th in 2018, according to GermanWatch’s Global Climate Risk 
Index 2020, with a CRI score of 19. The GCRI analyses to what extent countries and 
regions have been affected by impacts of weather-related loss events.
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Disabilities

These proposals are very encouraging, yet still fall short of 
the challenge at hand. The Census of Population and Housing 
2012 (latest available), indicates that 8.6 per cent of the Sri 
Lankan population older than five years—or approximately 1.6 
million people—has some form of difficulty/impairment, with 
women having larger representation. Further, the vast majority 
(71 per cent) of people over 15 years old with difficulties are 
economically inactive and only about six per cent of them 
receives an income or a pension, with men significantly more 
likely to receive than women. Within the population that lives 
with a disability, quite often children are overlooked. Twenty-
three per cent of children aged two to five have at least one 
functional disability in Sri Lanka, according to the Demographic 
and Health Survey 2016, and the Census showed that 20 
per cent of children in the primary education age group (5-9 
years) were not receiving any form of formal education. 
Without adequate support, this can limit children's abilities 
to reach their full potential, making strong attention to the 
rights and needs of all persons, including children, living with 
disabilities crucial. Therefore, it will be important that future 
budgets have an increased focus and allocations to protect 
the rights enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities, ratified by Sri Lanka in 2016, which 
include the right to equal protection and non-discriminatory 
practices on the grounds of disability, the right to accessibility 
and personal mobility, the right to education, healthcare and 
work, and the right to participation in political and public life. 

Clean drinking water is only available for 56 per cent of the population. 
Therefore, it is noteworthy that the budget speech recognises that meeting the 
demand for drinking water is the government’s prime responsibility. To achieve the 
benefits of the Water for All programme in line with the Vista’s for Prosperity and 
Splendour, the budget speech proposes to allocate Rs. 15,000 million in addition to 
the already allocated Rs. 33,963 million to provide pipe-borne water connections to 
approximately 200,000 households while expanding the community water projects 
and developing reservoirs. This includes action to provide 3,314,500 new water supply 
connections around the country through the completion of already initiated water 
supply schemes. These allocations have an ambitious target of 90 per cent of the 
fulfilment of the clean drinking water demand by 31 December 2024. It is also positive 
to note that Rs. 200 million, in addition to the already allocated amount, has been 
allocated to improving the sanitation facilities in prisons. 

This considerable allocation continues a positive trend observed over the past few 
years. In the period between 2015 and 2019, actual budgetary expenditure in the 
WASH sector increased significantly at an annual average growth rate of 9.7 per cent 
in real terms, reaching Rs. 49.5 billion in 2019. Sustaining the trend, a substantial 
increase in budgetary allocations for 2020 (revised estimate Rs. 78.8 billion) and 
2021 (estimate Rs. 105.8 billion) reflects a steadily increasing commitment of the 
government towards the WASH sector. Between 2015 and 2021, the nominal WASH 
expenditure per capita has grown at an annual average growth rate of 38.1 per cent 
while the nominal WASH expenditure as a share of GDP stands at 0.7 per cent in 2021 
compared to the 2015–2020 period average of 0.5 per cent.

Water, Sanitation 
and Hygiene (WASH)

It is encouraging to see the Budget Speech acknowledge the 
rights and challenges faced by persons with disabilities with 
the proposals to introduce an Act on Rights of the Differently-
abled and to launch a programme for the development of 
their entrepreneurship and skills. Particularly for the elderly, 
the Budget Speech proposes to allocate Rs. 1,000 million to 
establish necessary facilities at village level to support healthy 
and happy lifestyles, while also improving the facilities required 
for those with special needs. 

© UNICEF/Noorani
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 COVID-19-related
economic relief

To understand the socioeconomic vulnerabilities faced by 
households due to COVID-19, UNICEF together with UNDP 
conducted five rounds of telephone surveys on a nationally 
representative sample since April 2020. The latest round, 
undertaken over 1.5 years after the outset of the crisis, reveals 
that while there has been a recovery of jobs, most household 
income levels have not recovered to pre-COVID levels. A 
reduction in income compared to a year ago is reported by 
68 per cent of households. In April 2020, 71 per cent of the 
households had either lost all of their income or experienced 
a reduction in their income. That rate has increased to 76 
per cent mid-2021, with households that receive income 
on a monthly basis reporting the lowest income reduction. 
Eighty-five per cent of daily wage earner households and 
77 per cent of weekly wage earner households reported a 
reduction in income compared to 55 per cent of monthly 
wage earner households reporting the same. Further, more 
than half of households report a significant increase in their 
expenditure, while 43 per cent report a decrease in their food 
consumption as compared to pre-COVID times. Moreover, 
school closures disrupted Sri Lanka’s National School Meals 
Programme, which ordinarily fulfils up to one-third of a 
child’s daily nutritional needs. Widespread reductions in 
household incomes have long lasting effects on household 
food security, nutrition and access to various services. As 
the pandemic and its repercussions continue, overstretched 
families are increasingly cutting expenditure on food and 
other basic needs, at the risk of leading to a “lost generation” 
of children. Thus, more robust budgetary measures focusing 
on household-level relief would have been encouraging. 

500,000Data snapshots
COVID-19: 

 11.7% (+2,5%) 85%
People were pushed into poverty in 2020 

is the estimated $3.20 poverty rate increase from 2019, when that rate was 9.2% Of Daily wage earners reports 
reduced income compared to 2019

The Sri Lankan people and economy have faced many 
challenges due to the measures put in place to combat the 
pandemic. The Ministry of Finance estimates that 500,000 
people were pushed into poverty in 2020 alone, and a rise 
in the $3.20 poverty rate from 9.2 per cent in 2019 to 11.7 per 
cent in 2020. In this context, the government took many steps 
to protect people who lost their incomes. The Budget Speech 
recognises that many people will continue to require support in 
the coming year and has allocated the following:

» An additional Rs. 5,000 million to provide relief to micro, 
small and medium scale businessmen; 

» Rs. 400 million to provide relief to the school van and bus 
owners;

» Rs. 600 million to provide relief to the Three Wheelers 
owners;

» Rs. 1,500 million to provide relief to the private bus owners; 

» Rs. 500 million to facilitate and motivate the special sectors 
that lost their income during lockdown.
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UNICEF Sri Lanka is currently analysing the trends in the 
national budgets for the social sectors over the past few years. 

Stay tuned for upcoming reports at:

 www.unicef.org/srilanka 

2021 continued to pose challenges to children in Sri Lanka. They continued to have their routines 

disrupted, missing out on school and socialization. Families continued to feel the impact that the health 

and socioeconomic crises brought on by COVID-19 had on their incomes, the prices they pay for goods 

and services, their ability to meet basic needs and to maintain their usual level of food consumption. 

The decisions being made by Sri Lanka now, as policymakers discuss and deliberate on the Budget for 

2022, will be critical in mitigating the negative impacts that this prolonged crisis has had on the country, 

its children and its future. How children fare in a society is in large part dependent on the decisions 

taken on their behalf, and which materialize themselves through the Budget. Ensuring that sectors and 

services that impact their lives and that strengthen Sri Lanka’s human capital must be a priority.

Allocations should be looked at in terms of investment in the country, and the rationale should be clear. 

In this Speech, it is extremely positive to see the recognition of the importance of the early years of a 

child to her/his development, the attention to food security of families, to challenges faced by persons 

with disabilities, the efforts to create more national schools across the country, and the emphasis on 

providing clean drinking water for all. From a child rights’ perspective it would have been good to see 

more attention and allocations to issues related to the protection of children, such as the large number 

of children in institutions and violence against children, to vulnerability to climate change, and critically 

for social protection measures that aim at reducing child vulnerabilities. 

It is positive to see sizeable allocations to levels of government that are closer to children and their 

families, but it would be important to understand better the criteria for deciding on how those funds 

will be utilized, and if they will address the rights and vulnerabilities of children in the communities. 

UNICEF will continue to analyse the national and subnational budgets to better understand the levels of 

investment in children. We look forward to working with the Government of Sri Lanka, the Parliament 

and other actors to support budgets that are increasingly more sensitive to children’s needs.  
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