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Policy shift in India – case in
point

If we closely analyse the direc-
tional change taking place in India,
we can see that once again there is
a strategic policy shift that is mak-
ing a composition change of the
India export industry. State-of-art
investment parks are being devel-
oped with up-to-date infrastructure
facilities in Andra Pradesh backed
with a strong marketing campaign
which offers to the world a competi-
tive manufacturing environment
that has resulted in attracting the
top manufacturing operations of
the world into Andra Pradesh.

Sri Lanka has also been lured
into strategy, where we see a lead-
ing apparel company like Brandix
deciding to set up operations in
India. May be if we do not save
GSP+ it will put the nail to the cof-
fin that’s going to sure make many
other companies to follow suit. If
Sri Lanka wants to be competitive
we need cut down the excessive
spending and drive up waste reduc-
tion strategies so that we can invest
these moneys to develop related
services of the export industry. If
we do not do this Sri Lanka will not
be in line with the changing global
business landscape.

Further, if Sri Lanka does not
do this fast in another five years,
the composition of the export
industry will remain the same in
Sri Lanka and will sure not be in
sinc to the world market. May be,
we might see India taking over the
export industry of apparels that Sri
Lanka developed for the South
Asian region.

Global PLCs – Sri Lanka
not in line

If we were to examine the caus-
es that for the need for a strategic
change in direction in a countries
exports is required because of the
concept called global product life
cycles. When a particular industry
reaches maturity stage, at one
moment supply exceeds demand in
the global market place. At this

juncture a typical company can
either differentiate ones merchan-
dise with concepts like branding or,
be the best cost supplier. Sri Lankan
Apparel industry strategy was the
latter, with a competitive advantage
of providing consistency in quality.
However, with the energy cost being
the highest in the region and
increasing we have gradually lost
this competitive position to coun-
tries like China. India having iden-
tified this inherent weakness in Sri
Lanka, has changed strategy
accordingly. Hence, it is important
that Sri Lanka monitor the global
market changes and influence poli-
cy changes to protect the country’s
export industry.

To further justify the argument
that Sri Lanka requires a strategic
shift in export strategy develop-
ment so that we can cover ourselves
to any loss in the garment industry
that accounts for 43 percent of the
exports, may be it could be the tea
industry but that again needs struc-
tural adjustments that only the poli-
cy makers can do. Let us examine
the sub sector performance during
the last four years for a deeper
understanding of this requirement.

We can see that nearly a 70% of
total export earnings continues to
be generated from 10 product cate-
gories. Namely garments (41%),
bulk tea (6.5%), tyres and tubes
(4.3%), diamonds (4.5%), tea packets
(3.2%), petroleum products (2.4%),
electrical and machinery (3%), tea
bags (2%) and gems (1.8%). This
happens to be the same composition
of the export revenue that was gen-
erated in 2002. Which means that at
a macro level,the product mix we
offer to the world has not changed
over a eight year time period. This
further justifies the argurement
that we need to influense the direc-
tional change.

As a nation, if we decide not
change this composition then,
research should validate the cur-
rent course of action in comparison
to the export performances of
developing countries like China,
Vietnam, Bangladesh and Thailand
which driving the global market

with absolute ruthlessness.
On the criteria of differentia-

tion, if we analyze the top ten cate-
gories in the 2009 export perform-
ance, it is fair to say that Sri Lanka
is weak in creating a competitive
advantage by way of branding and
value addition. Garments, tea in
bulk, diamonds, tyres and tubes are
mainly exported on a bulk basis
and contributes to over half the
export value of $7.1 billion. If there
has been some value addition done,
it is only in the sector tea packets.
Just imagine if we have greater
value addition through branding
than exporting in bulk, what impact
it can have on the top line. May be
Sri Lanka’s exports could touch a 10
billion dollars plus. It’s time that we
take the unpopular decision and
select a few key manufacturers and
build at least two brands in each
sector with government –private
partnership.

The truth – R&D invest-
ment low

For this kind of strategic shifts
in policy requires a considerable
focus on research. A country needs
to move into a knowledge based
economy. If we examine the current
spending on R&D in Sri Lanka it is
a mere 0.16 percent of GDP down
from the 0.30 spent, way back in
1996. This is even way below the
investment by countries like
Bangladesh and  South Korea which
experienced phenomenal growths
in the last two decades. These coun-
tries in the last decade has
increased R&D spending from 0.2
percent to a fantastic 2.8 percent of
the GDP value which explains the
strategic thinking required to cre-
ate a change in  export strategy.

Scandinavian countries spend
nearly 4 percent of GDP on R&D
whist India has increased the
investment to 1 percent of the
gigantic economy. The Indian Prime
Minister once made a comment that
R&D investment is the only way to
make a country compete with the
western world. We need to take a
cue from such statements as, we

have seen India is moving the world
stage of business in the recent past.

Sri Lanka’s future
Hence we see that there has to

be a strong directional change to
the Sri Lanka export industry so
that we can have an IPL in the Sri
Lankan Economy so that we will
also be in line with the realities of
the business world. This is all the
more important given that Sri
Lanka’s long term economic
growth and economic stability
depends heavily on the future of
the countries exports. If we were
to diversify the export sector, we
can also reduce the vulnerability
the country has be face, to the
shocks the world throws at each
other.

The key thing to remember is
that this change to become a reali-
ty requires a strong private-public
sector integration so that in turn
it will to a stronger economic. May
be the dream of a 8 percent GDP
growth can become a reality for
Sri Lanka. It will benefit corporate
Sri Lanka and
drive down
poverty across
the country
through wealth
creation.

Rohantha
Athukorala
has a rare contribution of a
private and public sector expe-
rience of 15 years. He has
worked with multinationals
–Lever,Reckitt and Johnsons in
Brand marketing and Country
Management and in the public
sector as Chairman of the Sri
Lanka Export development
Board and the Government
Economic Council(NCED).

Rohantha now serves the
International Public Sector as
the Head of Portfolio
Development in the United
Nations Operations (UNOPS)
and continues to sit in many
Government Economic
Development committees and
private sector boards

Can SL develop... from page 4

By Ifham Nizam
An ambitious project to bring in

indigenous farming practices to
improve quality of life had tremen-
dous success in three villages in
Badulla.

Farmers of the three villages of
Sirimalgoda, Madurulolatenna and
Illuktenne close to Badulla town
own very small extents of land like
home gardens and paddy lands.

Agrochemicals were used inten-
sively while drainage from this area
feeds waters of the Badulu Oya.
Cultivations were largely monocul-
tures of plants valued commercially
and many wild plants, insects and
other vulnerable wildlife have disap-
peared as a result.

Effective traditional farming
methods practiced in their child-
hood, neglected at present are at risk
of being lost to society and future
generations. Raring of cattle being
minimal natural fertilizer is not
used.

Under the initiative of the UN
Development Programme’s Global
Environment Facility/Small Grants
Programme, the Biodiversity
Research and Training Centre
(BRIT)in Badulla joined hands to
bring together practitioners of valu-
able indigenous traditional farming
practices – ‘knowledge holders’.

The quarterly meetings at BRIT
gave the opportunity for wider use
of the Centre’s resources and to gain
knowledge from special invitees.

Experiential learning- finding
for themselves the cost benefits,
health and other advantages of
these practices ensured their
longevity.

Very old varieties of paddy
grown successfully and successes
with organic fertilizer and tradition-
al pest control have created an inter-
est in observers to replicate these
practices. The project has paved the
way for related events the latest
being a medical clinic with a demon-
stration of healthy food on table; for
diabetics.

Community leader A M S
Attanayake says that under the proj-
ect titled ‘Sustainable use of natural
resources, food security and ensur-

ing community ownership of tradi-
tional seed varieties through promo-
tion of capabilities and knowledge of
traditional knowledgeable people’,
they were able to achieve many
goals especially raise the income lev-
els.

He says ensuring food security
by protecting wild varieties and
changing livelihoods and life in gen-
eral to being more eco-friendly has
far reaching effects.

Conscientious record keeping
provides a point of reference for

study and self
evaluation adding
to sustainability.
Village level com-
mittees sharing
knowledge,
resources and
challenges have
strengthened com-
munity ties. The
Saturday sales

programme being already independ-
ent of the implementing organiza-
tion shows great benefits and will go
on.

It was considered important to
give due recognition and empower
them to share their knowledge.
Encouraging self sufficiency of the
farming community by reviving the
cultivation of multiple varieties of
food plants while providing incen-
tives for in situ seed conservation

was also planned. Introduction of
sustainable farming methods, train-
ing in financial management and
marketing of the organic produce
was also part of the initiative.

Recently a workshop was held to
introduce the project, its objectives
to beneficiaries - farmers, tradition-
al knowledge holders, school chil-
dren and government/non govern-
ment personnel in related institu-
tions. Two workshops were held for
empowering traditional knowledge
holders on seed conservation, food
preservation, traditional farming,
traditional recipes, cattle raring, tra-
ditional crop protection and listen-
ing to nature’s signals.

Forming a society they were hon-
ored at a function and taken on a
field excursion to experience nation-
al level programs on food security,
meeting over 200 farmers in
Hambantota and Alpitiya.

Fifty seed varieties were distrib-
uted to 50 farming families who
received assistance for 10 seed banks
– over their wood kitchen as pots in
boxes for grains. The three groups
were given seeds, agricultural imple-

ments and encouraged to engage in
practices of soil conservation, multi-
cropping and organic fertilizer and
natural pesticide use.

Six farming families were helped
with cattle raring as urine and dung
are invaluable for organic cultiva-
tion. The 50 families participated in
workshops designed to develop,
knowledge, skills, and attitudinal
change. More than 400 plants of
seven different groups were listed to
be filled by householders while daily
records were maintained.

A model seed conservation site
and medicinal garden was estab-
lished in the temple premises.
Collection and sale of produce was
ensured.

Workshops to encourage food
security, ownership of traditional
seed varieties and socialize tradi-
tional knowledge; food fairs and seed
exhibitions were organized. Five
boards on display, a newspaper,
almanac for agricultural activities
and a video are all part of the com-
munication dissemination initiative.
A revolving fund was started to over-
come financial problems.

Their collaboration resulted in
* Bringing traditional knowledge

holders who were isolated and inef-
fective into society; valuing and pop-
ularizing their knowledge.

* Plant list (423) is filled by fami-
lies with enthusiasm. Fifteen vari-
eties of paddy including ancient
varieties have been found and
grown.

* Villagers manage collection by
van and sale in town of the produce
every Saturday and income is
brought the doorstep.

* The monthly `eco-friendly soci-
ety’- group meetings and collective
meetings in BRIT strengthens com-
munity ties ensuring a participatory
approach to problem solving.

* Traditional pest control being
by prevention not elimination; wild
varieties are resurfacing.

* Enjoying surroundings-build-
ing ponds and sit-outs in each home
garden.

* Financial security enhanced as
revolving funds in total to have
money exceeding Rs. 200,000.

Indigenous farming plays key
role in community development 

Attanayake

Community participation 

Plants a source of income  


