


© 2026 UN Women. All rights reserved.

The views expressed in this publication are those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent the views of UN Women,
the United Nations or any of its affiliated organizations.



COUNTRY GENDER

EQUALITY PROFILE:
Sri Lanka



CONTENTS

ABBREVIATIONS L.ttt
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ...ttt
L. INTRODUCTION .ot saee sttt et
2. CONTEXT AND FRAMEWORKS FOR ADVANCING GENDER EQUALITY .o
2.1 Development context and gender iN@QUAITTIES ... sessesseeneee
2.2 Srilankain the global gender equality ranKiNGS.......coririiseesesesiseesesesssesssesssseeons
2.3 International frameworks promoting gender €qUality........ e
2.4 National frameworks, policies, and INSTITUTIONS ..o

241 Llegal framework

2.4.2  Policy frameworks

2.4.3 Institutional framework
2.5  Gender discriminatory SOCIAl NOMMIS. ... sssesssessseesse s ssssesses s
3. WOMEN IN POLITICS AND DECISION-MAKING .....ccrvviemrerrrieemeeseeeeeimseesssessessseeessssesssssesssssssssesessssssssseessssssssenns
3.1 WOMEN TN POIITICS oottt
311 Womeninthe legislature
3.1.2  Women and the executive power
3.1.3  Women in the Provincial Councils
3.1.4 Women in the local government
3.1.5 Challenges: Women and political power
3.2 WOmMEN iN deCISION-MAKING ...urvveirriireriiiiecreiieeeiee s eesesssse s ssssssse sttt st neseon
3.21 Women in the judiciary and justice sector
3.2.2  Women exercising administrative and executive powers
3.2.3  Women in independent commissions
3.24 Women in the media
3.25 Women in trade unions
3.2.6. Women in academia
3.2.7 Women in professional associations
3.2.8 Women in NGOs and CBOs
3.29 Challenges: Women in decision-making
3.3 RECOMMENAGTIONS. c.oooiiir ittt
4. HUMAN DEVELOPMENT ...ttt e
A1 DEMOGIAPINICS oottt

411 Current demographic trends

4.1.2 Population ageing and gendered implications

28
33
35

38

41

42

43
46
46
47
48

49

49
51
52
53
54
55
56
56
57

59

61

62

63
64



5.

6.

4.2

4.3

4.4 Recommendations

THE ECONOMY

5.1 Women and the labour force

5.2

53
54
55
5.6
5.7
5.8
5.9

5.10 Recommendations

POVERTY AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

6.1 Poverty

4.1.3  Migration

4.1.4  Marriage and reproduction

HEATTN st
4.2.1 Reproductive health

4.2.3 Gender-based violence and health

424  Gender differences in morbidity

4.2.5 Gender differences in nutritional levels

4.2.6  Health and the LGBTQIA+ community in Sri Lanka

4.2.7  Achievements and gaps in Public Health Policy

EAUCATION ettt
4.3.1 Access and retention in education

4.3.2 Tertiary education: Women in STEM

4.3.3  Vocational education

4.3.4  Cross-cutting gendered issues in education

Women and employment

521
522
523
524
525

International labour migration
Unpaid care work
Access to and ownership of productive assets
The LGBTQIA+ community and the labour market
Women and the future of work
Cross-cutting gendered constraints in the economic sphere

Legal and policy gaps

6.1.1
6.1.2.

Employment status

Intersectional gendered disparities in the labour market

Gender-based industry and occupational segregation among employees

Informal employment

Gender pay gap

Women in poverty

Impact of multiple crises on poverty

66
67

...................................... 68

69
72
73
76
78
79

...................................... 80

80
83
84
85

103
105
111
115

119
122
125
126
127
128
131
134

135

136

137
140



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Eqguality

7.

8.

6.2 SOCIAl PrOLECTION oot
6.2.1 Universal services
6.2.2. Social assistance
6.2.3  Social insurance
6.2.4  Labour market programmes and gaps
6.3, RECOMMENAATIONS ..o
SAFETY AND SECURITY <ottt

7.1 Gender and safety in Sri Lanka

7.2

7.3

CLIMATE CHANGE, DISASTERS AND GENDER

8.1 Climate impacts on women'’s livelihoods and compounding effects

8.2

8.3

8.4
8.5
8.6

6.1.3.

7.11
7.1.2
7.1.3
7.1.4
7.1.5.
7.1.6
7.1.7
7.1.8

Response mechanisms

Multidimensional poverty and women

Prevalence of sexual and gender based violence
Trafficking in persons

Gendered implications of the armed conflict
Harmful cultural practices

Women human rights defenders (WHRDs)
Prevention of Terrorism Act and minority women
Women with disabilities

LGBTQIA+ communities

7.2.1  Barriers to formal response
7.2.2. Non-state solutions
Recommendations

811
8.1.2
8.1.3
8.14

Access to climate solutions and decision-making

821

Climate impacts on unpaid care work

83.1

Climate impacts on women'’s safety and sexual and reproductive health and rights
Climate impacts on LGBTOIA+ communities

Progress of policies and commitments on climate change

Farming
Plantation sector
Fisheries and coastal industries

Urban sectors

Women'’s agency and farmer collectives

Migration

141

145

146
147
148
149

151

153

154

154
160
161
164
165
166
166
168
170
170
171

173

175

176

176
177
177
178

179

180

180

181



9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

8.7 Lack of data on gendered impacts of climate Change ... 184

8.8 RECOMMIEBNAATIONS ettt 186
TOWARDS GENDER TRANSFORMATIVE GOVERNANCE ..ot seesnens 187
9.1 Strengthening institutional mechanisms, coordination, and monitoring ... 188

9.2 GeNder-reSPONSIVE FINANCING ... eseeesssee s sessesseesssssse s sssss e sssss s ssssesssee

9.3 Strengthening data for gender equality

9.4 CONCIUSTION 1ttt
9.5 RECOMMENAATIONS ooetieete sttt
BIBLIOGRAPHY oottt sttt 200
ANNEX 1: WOMEN IN DECISION-MAKING IN PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS ..o 228
ANNEX 2: HUMAN DEVELOPMENT ..ottt sttt 232
ANNEX 3: THE ECONOMY ..ottt st sttt 235



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Eqguality

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 3:1 Total number of legislators by seX, 1947—2024 ........cccovvcmrreimmmeriereeesesissesssssssssssssssssssssssssessssssnns 43
Figure 4:1 Life expectancy by s€X, 201072022 .......ccooucvvurriimrreimneeiisessessssesssssessssssessssssssssssssssssssssessssssessssssassssssnns 64
Figure 4:2 Population projections from 20122042 ...........cccourrrimerrreeinnerssessessesesssssssssssssssssssessssssssssesesssssssns 65
Figure 4:3 Distribution of new contraceptive acceptors by method, 2018-2022.....c..cc.commrrrrmrrvermrreennenceeenns 71
Figure 4:4 Identified survivors of gender-based violence from 2018 £0 2023.....cccccvurmrrrveermmnnereeeenneereeesens 72
Figure 4:5 Summary of newly diagnosed mental health disorders during the 1st

QUATEET OF 2007 ittt 74
Figure 4:6 Reasons fOr SUICIAR 1N 2022 .......irireeeeeeieieeseesssesesssseessesssssessssse st sessssesssssssss st ssssssssesssssssssnnns 75
Figure 4:7 School enrollment at the primary level by gender (% gross)........ e 81
Figure 4:8 Dropouts rates by grade in government SChOOIS ... 82
Figure 4:9 Gender distribution of students admitted to government universities (excluding the Open
University) by subject stream from 2018 £0 2022 (GCE A/L YEAT) ...cccuuumrrrerrrereeveeesimsissssseeeeessessessssssssssssseeseseeeee 83
Figure 4:10 Number of NVQ certificate recipients by gender from 2018 10 2023 .....ccccccovvveermmmrrrerecnrsneerreveennn 84
Figure 5:1 Labour force participation rate ...t 94
Figure 5:2 Reasons for women’s €CoN0MIC INACTIVITY coocvivvveeurrreeiirerreeiise i ssssssssesessssssessssssess 95

Figure 5:3 Unemployment rates by education level and gender, 2018-2023

FIgUIe 5:4 EMPIOYMENT STATUS oottt
Table 5:1 Employment type DY SEX N 2023 .....oiiicrreeieiseereseesssesesssssssesessssssssssesssssssssssssssssssessssssssssssssssssens 102
Figure 5:5 Employee percentage by gender across industries (ISIC Rev.4 — 2-digit level)........cooooennnc. 106

Figure 5:6 Distribution of male and female employees across major occupational categories
(ISCO, L-QIGIE TEVEI) i eeeesssiss s 107

Figure 5:7 Distribution of employees by gender across major occupation categories
(ISCO, 1-digit level) in the wearing apparel industry in 2023 (ISIC Rev.4 — 2-digit code 14)

Figure 5:8 Formal and informal shares of employees by gender from 2019 t0 2023 .....ccccovovmrvvermerreernnnnenns
Figure 5:9 Formal and informal shares of employees across major occupation categories

by gender in 2023 (ISCO, L-diGIt IEVEI) ... 113
Figure 5:10 Average wages by gender across major occupation groups (ISCO, 1-digit level) ... 116
Figure 5:11 Number of employees across wage deciles by GENAET ..., 116
Figure 5:12 Shares of employed people at different education levels, by gender, across major

occupational categories (ISCO, L-diGIt IEVEI) ... cssessssss st ssssensenns 117
Figure 5:13 Average work hours by gender across major occupation groups

(ISCO, LG TEVEI) i 118
Figure 5:14 Migrant workers registered with the SLBFE by gender (1986—2023) ........ccoovvvvvvvreeeemmrimmssssrrenreeeeee 119
Figure 5:15 Migrant workers registered with the SLBFE by manpower level (2010-2021)......ccccoommmeerrrrrreee 120
Figure 5:16 Nature of complaints received in 2023 by ManpOWer [@Vel .........cc..correinreeeseriseereesneneees 121

Figure 5:17 Participation rates and mean actor time (hours) per day spent on nine major
activity categories

Figure 6:1 Poverty in Sri Lanka from 2002 to 2024

Figure 6:2 Women in poverty across age groups (2019) ....oocccvvveveeeeemmmnneeeeeeeeeeeessssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssseseseseees 138
Figure 6:3 Food security among male- and female-headed households (2023)......cccococecrrvrrreveeeeemiinnsnsssnenneneee 143
Figure 9:1 Budget allocations for Ministry of Women and Child Affairs in 2025 ..., 194

6



LIST OF TABLLES

Table 2:1 Sri Lanka’s ranking in the Global Gender Gap INAEX ....cocwrrreiireeeriseeseessessssseesssssssessseseees 23
Table 2:2 Women’'s EMPOwWerment INAeX, 2022.......cc...reeierrereesieesseessssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnsssssssssssnessssees 24
Table 2:3 Global Gender Parity Index, South Asia region, 2022......cc..orrreeeeeeesinesessssseesssessssssssssseseees 25
Table 2:4 Percentage of parliamentary seats held by WOMEN .....ccccriiriecseeesseesesessieeens 26
Table 3:1 Representation of women and men in selected legislative committees and

CAUCUSES 11 2025 ..ot 45
Table 3:2 Members of Provincial COUNCIIS DY SEX ......riwuriiireiirreeiieceeeieseeisseseeessssesss s sssssssesssssessssessssssnseees 47
Table 3:3 Composition of the judiciary by seX, 2021.......c....cmrrerrrreieieiessssssereeessssesesssssssssssseeessssssssssesssssens 50
Table 3:4 Members of iIndependent COMMISSIONS ...t 53
Table 4:1 Snapshot of reproductive health status in Sri Lanka (2016—=2023) .ccccooverrrvveveeeemmirssssreneeneeeeeeeenessss 70

Table 5:2 Sector representation of CSE board directorships held by WOMEN .....cccocccvvvvimcervvernnncereveeiinnennnnees 130



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Eqguality

ABBREVIATIONS

ADB
ADHD
APWLD
ART
BMI

Bn

BTR

CAT
CBO
CBSL

CEDAW
CESCR
CGEP
CoA
CRC
CRPD
CRHE
CRIB
CRSV
CSE
CSE
CSO
DCS
DHS
EDB
Ed.Tech
EFF
EPF
EPI
eRHMIS
ESCAP
ETF
FAO
FBR
FFA
FGM/C
FLFP

Asian Development Bank

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development
Antiretroviral Therapy

Body Mass Index

Billion

Biennial Transparency Report

Convention against Torture and Other Curel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment

Community-Based Organisation
Central Bank of Sri Lanka

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
Country Gender Equality Profile

Certificate of Absence

Convention on the Rights of the Child

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
Comprehensive Reproductive Health Education

Credit Information Bureau of Sri Lanka

Conflict-Related Sexual Violence

Comprehensive Sexuality Education

Colombo Stock Exchange

Civil Society Organisation

Department of Census and Statistics

Demographic and Health Survey

Export Development Board

Education Technology

Extended Fund Facility

Employees’ Provident Fund

Expanded Programme on Immunization

Electronic Reproductive Health Management Information System
Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP)
Employees’ Trust Fund

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
Family Background Report

Food Assistance for Assets

Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting

Female Labour Force Participation



FPA

FTZ
GDP
GBV
GCEA/L
GCEO/L
GESI
GEWE
GGPI
GMRO
GosSL
GPG
GRB
GRC
HDI
HIES
HIV/AIDS
HPV
HRCSL
ICCPR
ICESCR
ICT

IFC

ILO

IMF

PV
ICATUS
ISCO

|SIC Rev.4

IT
KAP
KPI
KPI
LFS

LGBTQIA+

LKR
MLFP
MMDA
Mn
MoH

Family Planning Association

Free Trade Zone

Gross Domestic Product

Gender-Based Violence

General Certificate of Education Advanced Level

General Certificate of Education Ordinary Level

Gender Equality and Social Inclusion

Gender Equality and Women'’s Empowerment

Global Gender Parity Index

General Marriage Registration Ordinance

Government of Sri Lanka

Gender Pay Gap

Gender-Responsive Budgeting

Gender Recognition Certificate

Human Development Index

Household Income and Expenditure Survey

Human Immunodeficiency Virus/Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome
Human Papillomavirus

Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
Information and Communication Technology

International Finance Corporation

International Labour Organization

International Monetary Fund

Intimate Partner Violence

International Classification of Activities for Time-Use Statistics

International Standard Classification of Occupations

International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities,
Revision 4

Information Technology
Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices
Key Person Interview

Key Performance Indicator

Labour Force Survey

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, O_ueer/O_uestioning, Intersex, Asexual +
others

Sri Lankan Rupee

Male Labour Force Participation
Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act
Million

Ministry of Health



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Eqguality

MoWCA
MPI
MSME
MVI
NAP
NCD
NDCs
ND-GAIN
NDI
NEET
NGO
NLAC
NMPI
Non-SNA
NP

NP GEWE
NSE
NVQ
OCHA
OECD
OHCHR
OPA

PPP
PSUNU
PTA

RH

ROE
SDG
SGBV
SIGI
SLBFE
SLSCO
SME
SNA
SOGi
SOGIE
SOGIESC
SRHR
STD
STEM
STI

Ministry of Women and Child Affairs

Multidimensional Poverty Index

Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises

Multidimensional Vulnerability Index

National Action Plan

Non-Communicable Disease

Nationally Determined Contributions

Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative

National Democratic Institute

Not in Education, Employment, or Training

Non-Governmental Organisation

National Labour Advisory Council

National Multidimensional Poverty Index

Non-System of National Accounts

National Policy

National Policy on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment
National Secretariat for Elders

National Vocational Qualification

United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
Organisation of Professional Associations (of Sri Lanka)
Purchasing Power Parity

Public Service United Nurses’ Union

Prevention of Terrorism Act

Reproductive Health

Return on Equity

Sustainable Development Goal

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence

Social Institutions and Gender Index

Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment

Sri Lanka Standards Classification of Occupations

Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises

System of National Accounts

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity

Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity, and Expression

Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Expression, and Sex Characteristics
Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights

Sexually Transmitted Disease

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics

Sexually Transmitted Infection



TAG
TFGBV
TVET
uGc
UHC
UN
UNDP
UNFPA
UNGA
UNICEF
UNIFEM
UNSC
UPR
WBB
WDI
WDO
WE

WEI
WFH
WFP
WHO
WHRDs
WIN
WPC
WFH
WFP
WHH NAP
WHO
WHRDs
WIN
WPC

Technical Advisory Group
Technology-Facilitated Gender-Based Violence
Technical and Vocational Education and Training
University Grants Commission

Universal Health Coverage

United Nations

United Nations Development Programme
United Nations Population Fund

United Nations General Assembly

United Nations Children's Fund

United Nations Development Fund for Women (now part of UN Women)
United Nations Security Council

Universal Periodic Review

Welfare Benefits Board

World Development Indicators

Women Development Officer

Women Entrepreneurs

Women’s Empowerment Index

Work from Home

World Food Programme

World Health Organization

Women Human Rights Defenders

Women in Need

Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus

World Health Organization

Women Human Rights Defenders

Women in Need

Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus

Women Human Rights Defenders

Women in Need

Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The Sri Lanka Country Gender Equality Profile (CGEP) was developed through
a collaborative and consultative process and has benefited from the expertise
and contributions of a wide range of stakeholders.

TheProfilewasled byadedicated researchteam comprising Dr. GayathriLokuge,
Nilupulee Rathnayake, Chathuri Jayasinghe, and Thilini De Alwis, whose
analytical rigor and contextual expertise were central to the development of
the evidence base and findings.

Strategic guidance and substantive inputs were provided by the Technical
Advisory Group, including the Ministry of Women and Child Affairs, Sri
Lanka, alongside members of academia, civil society organizations, and policy
specialists. The development of the CGEP also benefited from key informant
interviews and consultations with stakeholders across government, civil
society, and academia, whose perspectives and lived expertise strengthened
the analytical depth of the Profile and helped ensure its relevance, accuracy,
and alignment with Sri Lanka’s social, economic, and institutional realities, as
well as national priorities and policy frameworks.

UN agencies in Sri Lanka are gratefully acknowledged for their technical
contributions, data inputs, and peer review support, which further enhanced
the coherence and robustness of the analysis.

UN Women extends sincere appreciation to all individuals and institutions
who contributed their time, knowledge, and expertise to this process, making
the Sri Lanka CGEP a strong and collaborative knowledge product.






1

INTRODUCTION



SriLanka

ofile

Pr

der Equality

UN Women Sri Lanka developed the Country Gender Equality Profile (CGEP) on Sri Lanka as part
of its global flagship initiative, with the aim of capturing the country-specific gender equality
status, shaped by the recent polycrisis and the prolonged armed conflict which ended in 2009.
The purpose of developing a CGEP for Sri Lanka is to provide an understanding of the persisting
gender inequalities in the country, their underlying causes, their intersections with other forms
of inequality, and their implications for the realization of human rights and equitable access to

benefits of development efforts.

The CGEP will also serve as a foundational input to
the UN system’s Common Country Analysis (CCA)
and the United Nations Sustainable Development
Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF) 2028-2032 for
Sri Lanka, ensuring that rigorous, intersectional
analyses of gender, power, and conflict directly
inform development programming and collective
results on gender equality
empowerment in Sri Lanka.

and women’s

To this end, a mixed-methods approach was
adopted, combining secondary quantitative data
analysis with primary and secondary qualitative
data analysis to understand the status of gender
across identified sectors or thematic areas. This
was complemented by a brief institutional and
budget analysis to outline clear pathways for
change through actionable recommendations.

This report was prepared by a team of independent
researchers in close collaboration with UN
Women and guided by a Technical Advisory
Group (TAG) comprising experts from the United
Nations, government institutions, civil society,
and academia, established specifically for this
purpose. The compilation of the CGEP was carried
out between November 2024 and August 2025 and
predominantly reflects the data available during
this period.

The CGEP provides a comprehensive analysis of
gender dynamics across key sectors to inform
policy dialogue and support the design of gender-
sensitive development strategies. It reviews Sri
Lanka’s progress in advancing international,
regional, and national commitments to gender
equality and women’s empowerment (GEWE) while
identifying persistent challenges and reform gaps.
Drawing on this evidence, the CGEP offers targeted,
data-driven recommendations to guide advocacy and
policymaking at both national and subnational levels.

The CGEP was developed through a structured
research process that included a desk review of
existing literature on gender equality, the analysis
of secondary datasets, and primary data collection
through interviews with experts across thematic
areas. Although the most recent available data
were used for this study, inconsistencies in data
availability across sectors and time periods mean
that reference years are not uniform. For example,
Labour Force Survey data were consistently
available up to 2025, while the latest Demographic
and Health Survey was conducted in 2016, and the
most recent Household Income and Expenditure
Survey—the primary national dataset for poverty
analysis—was from 2019. This uneven availability
of updated data presented a key challenge and
underscores broader limitations in Sri Lanka’s
gender data ecosystem, discussed further in
Chapter 9.

Desk review: Following the inception phase, an
extensivedeskand literaturereviewwasundertaken
to establish a foundational understanding of
gender equality and women’s empowerment in
Sri Lanka, situated within international normative
frameworks. The review examined official
government data, academic literature, policy
reports, and case studies across thematic areas,
with a particular focus on locally grounded analyses
of gendered social norms, patriarchal structures,
and systemic forms of discrimination and violence.

Covering the themes and sub-themes proposed
as the main chapters of the CGEP, the review—
conducted in consultation with UN Women and
the Technical Advisory Group—identified key
achievements, persistent gaps, and challenges,
while also highlighting deficits in data, policy,
legislation, and practice. Data sources included
global and national reports, working papers, and
policy briefs produced by government institutions



and development partners, as well as academic
and other published materials.

Secondary quantitative data analysis: To address the
data gaps identified in the desk review, the report
incorporates an extensive secondary quantitative
data analysis. This analysis draws on both global and
national datasets to present trends, comparative
scenarios, and, where feasible, forward-looking
projections. Global indices such as the Global Gender
Gap Index and the Women’s Empowerment Index
were used alongside national microdata from the
Department of Census and Statistics (DCS), including
the Labour Force Survey. Additional secondary data
sources included DCS reports such as the Women'’s
Wellbeing  Survey (2019) and gender-related
statistics on violence against women; administrative
datasets from the School Census and the Ministry of
Education; health statistics from the Family Health
Bureau; and official government records on women'’s
participation and representation in leadership and
decision-making roles.

Primary data through key person interviews:
Primary data collection was conducted through
Key Person Interviews (KPIs) with experts from
government institutions and civil society, focusing

on fields such as law, public policy, and labour
relations. These interviews were designed to
deepen the understanding of complex gender
issues and generate actionable, context-specific
recommendations. A total of 26 interviews were
conducted over a two-month period.

All thematic chapters draw primarily on secondary
data and published quantitative and qualitative
data, supplemented by qualitative insights from
the KPls. An exception is Chapter Eight, which
focuses on climate change and relies mainly
on published qualitative analyses and primary
qualitative data from the KPIs, due to the lack of
secondary or published quantitative data on the
gendered impacts and experiences of climate
change in Sri Lanka.

It is hoped that this report will serve as a resource
for policymakers, practitioners, and researchers
seeking to advance more nuanced, data-driven,
and intersectional approaches to gender equality
in Sri Lanka. By consolidating existing evidence
and amplifying lived experiences, the CGEP aims
to inform programmes and policies that are both
contextually grounded and transformative in their
impact.
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2.1 Development context and gender

inequalities

n analysis of the status of gender equality Sri Lanka must be positioned and contextualised

within the country’s social, economic, and political shifts, and the interplay of power and
people within these shifts. While a comprehensive contextualization is beyond the scope of this
report, this section summarises current critical issues and turning points in Sri Lanka’s history.

In 2025, Sri Lanka ranked 89 out of 193 countries
on the Human Development Index (HDI), thereby
qualifying as a high human development country
(UNDP, 2025). The HDI measures human
development along the three key dimensions of life
expectancy, access to knowledge and education,
and standard of living. Sri Lanka’s achievements in
human development were underpinned by early
investments in universal free education and health
care. As of 2023, life expectancy at birth stood at
77.48 years, literacy rates exceeded 90% for both
men and women in the country, and expected years
of schooling averaged 13.13 years (UNDP, 2024).

However, socioeconomic and political inequalities
persist. Sri Lanka is among the five Asian countries
with the highest levels of wealth inequality,
alongside Thailand, China, Myanmar, and India.
The richest 10% of the population hold more than
50% of the total wealth, while the bottom 50% own
less than 4% of the overall wealth in the country.
Globally, Sri Lanka ranks among the top one-third
of countries in terms of income inequality (UNDP,
2024). As of 2019, regions in the country that are
further away from the capital, Colombo, such as the
rural Uva Province and the war-affected Northern
Province, remain significantly poorer (DCS, 2019a).

Theseinequalities aredriven and sustained in part by
inconsistent infrastructural development, including
road connectivity (Kumarage, 2017). Infrastructural
development under colonial governance, which was
based on economic extraction, excluded certain
areas of the country, such as the rice-growing
areas in the rural dry zone, creating patterns of
uneven development that continue to shape Sri
Lanka’s socioeconomic landscape (Kumarage,
2017). Inequalities are further reinforced by
inconsistent service provision, reflected in the lack of
standardization in educational quality, access, and

20

the allocation of resources and personnel across the
education sector (Kumara & Gunewardena, 2009).

Historical ~and structural inequalities and
discrimination linked to language, ethnicity, and
geography have also shaped patterns of exclusion
and access in Sri lLanka, particularly affecting
Tamil, Muslim, and Malaiyaha communities. These
dynamics continue to influence disparities in
political representation, economic participation,
and access to services.

1948-2019: Development,
discrimination, and violence

Successive Sri Lankan governments have sought
to address poverty and inequality through social
welfare provision since the colonial and early
post-independence periods. Initially, this took the
form of universal provision of heavily subsidised
education, health care, transport, fuel, and fertiliser.
However, with shifts in political and economic
ideology—particularly following liberalisation—
theseinterventions evolved from universal schemes
to more targeted assistance. Over recent decades,
targeted social safety nets were introduced, with
Aswesuma being the latest iteration. Nonetheless,
long-standing challenges related to targeting
accuracy, clientelism, corruption, and unclear
institutional roles have been documented in the
implementation of social protection programmes
(Fernando and Moonesinghe, 2012) (also refer to
Chapter 6 for further analysis).

Structural inequalities and perceptions of
discrimination  have historically  contributed
to social and political unrest in Sri Lanka. For
instance, unequal access to higher education and
employment opportunities among Tamil youth



was one of the factors that deepened grievances
preceding the three-decade civil conflict that began
in the early 1980s (Little and Hettige, 2013). Similar
frustrations among rural Sinhala-Buddhist youth,
linked to economic marginalisation and inequitable
development, were key drivers of the uprisings in
the early 1970s and late 1980s. Episodes of inter-
communalviolence, includingthe 1915 anti-Muslim
riots that spread across five provinces and resulted
in significant loss of life (Wettimuny, 2019),
illustrate how communal tensions have periodically
erupted into violence. Understanding gender-based
violence in Sri Lanka therefore requires situating
it within this broader historical context of conflict
and recurring social unrest.

Several of these incidents were met with
disproportionate use of force by the Sri Lankan
State against its citizens. This was particularly
visible in the suppression of the JVP insurrections
of 1971 and 1987-1988, as well as the conduct
and conclusion of the armed conflict with the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) (Uyangoda
and Bastian, 2008). In both cases, despite credible
documented evidence of disproportionate State
violence, including military violence, there has
been no process of truth or reparation which has
met the demands of victim communities, and
justice remains elusive.

The status of women and men from different social
categories in Sri Lanka is also situated within a
Sinhala-Buddhist majoritarian state, which is seen
as a gendered project (De Mel, 2001). The ideal
Sinhala-Buddhist woman is tasked with preserving
the pristine Sinhala-Buddhist village, and
embodying and reproducing culture, tradition and
community, and the nation through generations
(Jayawardena, 2002; Silva, 2023). These gendered
shaped the
dynamics of conflict, where women’s bodies and
identities became symbolic sites of both protection
and violation.

and ethno-nationalist discourses

The historical processes that led to inter-group
socioeconomic and political inequalities within
the country, including the ‘othering’ of the ethnic
minorities and violent manifestations of such
forms of discrimination are well documented in
existing scholarship (Jeganathan and Ismail, 1995;

Sivasundaram, 2010; Wickramasinghe 2021). For
example, the British ‘colonial elitist’ governing
system—the conventional Westminister system—
propagated monolinguist, mono-religious,
and mono-ethnic policies that marginalised
the minorities (Barter, 2015; Welikala, 2015;
Balasundaram, 2016). What is important to note
here, however, is that these cycles of conflict and
violence—both within communities and between
communities and the State—along with the
persisting culture of impunity for those wielding
majoritarian or socio-political power, have shaped
Srilankansociety. These dynamics have contributed
to lingering trust deficits with the State, which
continue to influence discourse and reform efforts
around equality.

2019-2025: Impacts of the polycrisis
and resulting austerity measures

Against this backdrop, Sri Lanka entered a period
of prolonged polycrisis in 2019, which has further
shaped the dynamics around equality and gender
and will likely influence gender equality in the
country in both the short and medium terms. The
recent polycrisis began with the ‘Easter Sunday
attacks’ of 2019 and was followed by the COVID-19
pandemic and related lockdowns, which disrupted
public life from 2020-2022. This period culminated
in the economic crisis that emerged in 2022,
precipitating a political crisis and transition.

The terror attacks on churches on 21 April 2019,
known as the Easter Sunday Attacks, reignited
inter-communal tensions against the Muslim
community, leading to several riots. It also triggered
increased surveillance and marginalization of the
Muslim community. In addition, the attacks caused
significant economic setbacks for the tourism
industry—one of Sri Lanka’s main sources of
foreign currency—and bolstered political support
for a securitised approach to governance, reflected
in the outcomes of the 2019 and 2020 elections.

Sri Lanka responded to the COVID-19 pandemic
with rigorous national curfews and border
closures in March 2020. While largely effective in
containing the spread of the virus, the loss of vital
foreign currency from the tourism, manufacturing,
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and migrant labour sectors quickly destabilised
the economy—exposing underlying economic
and governance weaknesses that had previously
remained hidden to some extent.

In April 2022, Sri Lanka declared sovereign default
for the first time in history since its independence
in 1948, becoming the first country in the
Asia-Pacific region in decades to do so. Severe fuel
shortages, disruptions to electricity supply and
soaring inflation rates led to mass protests across
the country, culminating in the resignation and
replacement of the President in July 2022. In April
2022, the government of Sri Lanka requested an
International Monetary Fund (IMF)-supported
programme to restore macroeconomic stability and
mitigate the impact of the economic crisis on the
vulnerable.* In March 2023, the IMF approved a USD
3 billion loan for Sri Lanka under the Extended Fund
Facility (EFF), contingent upon the Government’s
commitment to implementing structural reforms.

While the impacts of the recent crises and the
tightening fiscal reforms following the [IMF
intervention were experienced across all segments
of society, they were most acutely felt by those
already vulnerable, including households living
below or just above the poverty line, women-
headed households, estate workers, the elderly, and
pregnant and lactating women. These effects have
been distinctly gendered, threatening to reverse
progress made towards gender parity.

The economic crisis drove sharp increases in the cost
of living and food insecurity. Food inflation reached
nearly 90% in 2022, resulting in 28% of the population
being moderately food insecure (FAO, 2023). By
September 2023, this figure had marginally improved

to 23% (WFP, 2023). As explored further in Chapters
3 and 5, the gendered implications of food insecurity
are significant, particularly for women responsible for
household food preparation and care.

Evidence suggests that the cumulative impact of
this polycrisis over the past five years is eroding
earlier development gains. According to the
Department of Census and Statistics (DCS), poverty
levels rose sharply from 11% in 2019 to 25% in
2022 —even surpassing levels recorded during the
civil conflict. A DCS rapid survey in August 2023
found that 91% of households reported increased
expenditures due to the crisis, while 22% had
incurred new debt—22.3% of whom had borrowed
specifically to buy food.

The gendered dimensions of the crisis are further
reflected in the rising unpaid care burdens borne by
women. Increases in electricity tariffs—up by 75%
in 2022 and a further 65% in early 2023 —resulted
in 1.1 million electricity disconnections in the first
quarter of 2024, affecting nearly one-quarter of
all consumers. Many households responded by
reducing electricity use and reverting to firewood
for cooking (CEPA, 2025a; CEPA, 2025b). This shift
has multiple gendered consequences: it increases
the time women and girls spend collecting
firewood, heightens their exposure to indoor air
pollution, and further compounds the physical and
time burdens of unpaid domestic work.

Collectively, these dynamics risk further restricting
women’s economic participation, mobility, and
overall well-being, thereby contributing to the
already low and declining rates of female labour
force participation in Sri Lanka (see Chapters 4
and 5).

1 https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2022/04/23/pr22129-IMF-Team-Statement-on-Sri-Lanka


https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2022/04/23/pr22129-IMF-Team-Statement-on-Sri-Lanka

2.2 Sri Lanka in the global gender equality

rankings

Despite achieving high human development levels
(Wanasundera, 2022) and ranking first in South
Asia by 2022, Sri Lanka has failed to show broad
progress on addressing gender inequality. The
country has continued to regress against gender
equality markers, falling sharply from 16th place in
the Global Gender Gap Index in 2010 to 130th by
2025—a decline of over 100 places in just 15 years.

High human development achievements in Sri
Lanka are largely attributed to early investments
in universal free education and health care,
which have resulted in high literacy rates and

improved health outcomes across all segments
of the population. These investments have also
contributed to the country’s gender equality
outcomes. Sri Lanka continues to perform well in
sub-indices on educational attainments? and ranks
among the top countries globally in health and
survival>—on par with countries that rank high on
the gender gap index.

However, regressions in economic participation?
and political empowerment® have contributed to a
decline in the country’s ranking in terms of overall
genderequality achievements (see table 2.1 below).

Table 2:1 Sri Lanka’s ranking in the Global Gender Gap Index

Year Sri Lanka’s position  Total number of Economic Educational Healthand Political
in the Global countries considered participation and attainment survival empowerment
Gender Gap Index  in the index opportunity

2010 16 134 89 57 1 6

2011 31 135 102 103 1 7

2012 39 135 105 48 1 22

2013 55 136 109 48 1 30

2014 79 142 109 59 1 50

2015 84 145 120 57 1 59

2016 100 144 124 82 1 57

2017 109 144 123 86 1 65

2018 100 149 125 90 1 65

2019 - - - - - -

2020 102 153 126 88 1 73

2021 116 156 132 88 30 90

2022 110 146 122 80 1 93

2023 115 146 124 85 1 106

2024 122 146 127 49 1 123

Source: World Economic Forum (2010-2024)

2 Measured using the female-to-male ratio in literacy rates, the female-to-male ratio in net enrolment at the primary and secondary
levels, and the female-to-male ratio in gross enrolment at the tertiary level.

3 Measured using the female-to-male sex ratio at birth and the female-to-male ratio in healthy life expectancy.

4 Measured using the female-to-male ratio in labour force participation, wage equality between women and men for similar work,
the female-to-male ratio in estimated earned income, the female-to-male ratio among legislators, senior officials, and managers,
and the female-to-male ratio of professional and technical workers.

5  Measured using the female-to-male ratio of women holding seats in parliament, the female-to-male ratio of women at the minis-
terial level, and the female-to-male ratio of the number of years with a female head of state over the past 50 years.
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At present, as perthe newly introduced twin indices—
the Women’s Empowerment Index (WEI) (see Table
2.2) and the Global Gender Parity Index (GGPI) (see
Table 2.3) (UNDP and UN Women, 2023)—5Sri Lanka
falls within the low category, with a WEI score of
0.568 (the highest in the South Asian region) and
GGPI score of 0.516 (penultimate in the South Asian
region,above only Pakistan).This highlightsacomplex
gender landscape: while Sri Lanka scores highest
in South Asia on the WEI (0.568), which measures
women'’s power and autonomy across certain key
domains, it ranks second lowest regionally on the
GGPI (0.516), which reflects gender gaps relative to
men. The contrast underscores that women'’s gains
have not translated into gender parity, particularly in
terms of political and economic power. This reveals
structural inequalities in access to resources, spaces
of leadership, and economic opportunities.

Sri Lanka’s performance relative to other countries
in the region and worldwide reflects persistent
challenges, including low representation of women
in political leadership—across parliament, and
provincial and local government—and high rates
of young women not in education, employment, or
training (NEET). Female labour force participation
has remained relatively stable, averaging 31.7%
between 2012 and 2022 and 31.3% in 2023. This
rate is broadly comparable to most South Asian
countries except Bhutan but remains considerably
lower than in countries that have achieved higher
levels of gender parity. In contrast, Sri Lanka
performs relatively well on indicators related to life
expectancy and health, female youth education,
financial account ownership, and the lower
prevalence of intimate partner violence among
women and girls.

Table 2:2 Women’s Empowerment Index, 2022

Year Srilanka Bhutan India Nepal Pakistan
Women’s Empowerment Index (WEI) indicators 2022 0.568 0.562 0.520 0.491 0.337
i Modern methods of 2022 73.7 80.4 77.5 63.5 52.8
Life and good contraception ' ' ' ' '
health -
Adolescent birth rate 2022 15.4 18.5 16.3 63.4 41.2
Female youth not in
) ) education, employment or 2022 64 13.8 24.9 18.5 10.1
Education, skill- L
o training
building and -
Female youth not in
knowledge i
education, employment or 2012-2022 275 12.2 435 45.8 56.4
training
Female labour force
participation rate in
Labour and ) 2012-2022 317 72.9 271 33.7 29.5
) ) households of couples with
financial .
. ) children
inclusion - -
Female financial account
. 2021 89.3 27.7 77.6 49.9 13.5
ownership
Share of seats in Parliament
2023 53 16.9 14.7 33.9 20.1
held by women
Participation in  Share of seats in local
. . 2015-2022 10.9 12.8 44.4 41.3 16.8
decision-making government held by women
Share of management
" 2012-2022 27 39.7 15.9 13.2 5.7
positions held by women
Prevalence of intimate
Freedom from partner violence among
2018 4 9 18 11 16

violence

ever-partnered women and
girls

Source: UN Women and United Nations Development Programme (2023)
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Table 2:3 Global Gender Parity Index, South Asia region, 2022

Lower-middle

Low performance in achieving gender

performance in parity
achieving gender
parity
Bhutan Nepal Bangladesh India Sri Pakistan
Lanka
Global Gender Parity Index (GGPI) 2022 0.625 0.618 0.527 0.56 0.516  0.428
Life and Life expectancy Female 2019 85.3 85.3 85.1 83.7 864 852
good health  at birth Male 2019 87.8 88 88 86.7 881 881
Completed Female 2022 13.8 185 28.9 249 64 10.1
secondary
Education, education or Male 2022 20.4 29.5 38 38.6 63.4 12.7
skill- higher
building and  Youth not in Female 2012-2022 122 45.8 44.6 435 275 56.4
knowledge  education,
employmentor  pale 2012-2022 6.9 21.2 9.8 13.7 15.3 13.6
training
Labour force Female 2012-2022 729 33.7 427 271 317 29.5
participation
rate among
prime Male 2012-2022 97.2 78.3 98.4 97.3 97.6 99.1
working-age
Labour and individuals
financial Account Female 2021 27.7 49.9 435 776 893 135
inclusion ownership
at a financial
institution or
with a mobile- Male 2021 39 58.6 62.9 77.5 89.3 28.2
money service
provider
Parliament 2023 16.9 33.9 20.9 14.7 5.3 20.1
barticinat Share of seats
articipation Local
. P held by women 2015-2022 12.8 41.3 23.4 444 109  16.8
in decision- government
making Share of managerial positions
2012-2022 39.7 13.2 10.7 15.9 27 5.7
held by women
Source: UN Women and United Nations Development Programme (2023)
By granting women the right to vote in 1931, Sri  already surpassed Sri Lanka’s representation

Lanka became one of the pioneering countries
in Asia to achieve women’s suffrage. In 1960, Sri
Lanka made history as the first country in the world
to elect a woman as head of state. However, across
all indices measuring gender equality, a recurring
factor contributing to Sri Lanka’s poor progress on
gender equality is the low political participation
of women. Women'’s political participation in Sri
Lanka—particularly in parliament—has remained
historically low, with women holding only 5.5%
of parliamentary seats since independence until
2024. Most other countries in the region had

levels by 2010 and have since maintained or
advanced their gender ratios in parliament (see
Table 2.4). However, progress was recorded in
the November 2024 general elections, where the
number of women in parliament increased to
22, thereby increasing the proportion of women
parliamentarians to 9.8%. As a result, Sri Lanka’s
status in global gender equality indices is expected
to improve by a limited extent. Significant efforts
remain necessary to ensure equal participation of
women in political leadership and decision-making
in Sri Lanka.
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Table 2:4 Percentage of parliamentary seats held by women

Years Countries
Bangladesh Bhutan India Nepal Pakistan Sri Lanka

2010 18.6 8.5 10.8 33.2 22.2 53
2011 19.7 8.5 11.0 33.2 22.5 5.8
2012 19.7 8.5 11.0 33.2 22.5 5.8
2013 19.7 6.4 11.0 _ 20.7 5.8
2014 19.8 8.5 114 29.5 20.7 5.8
2015 20.0 8.5 12.0 29.5 20.6 4.9
2016 20.0 8.5 12.0 29.6 20.6 5.8
2017 20.3 8.5 11.8 29.6 20.6 5.8
2018 20.3 14.9 11.8 32.7 20.2 5.8
2019 20.6 149 14.4 32.7 20.2 5.3
2020 20.9 14.9 14.4 32.7 20.2 5.4
2021 20.9 17.0 14.4 32.7 20.2 5.4
2022 20.9 17.4 14.9 331 20.5 5.3
2023 20.9 17.4 15.2 331 20.5 5.3

Source: World Development Indicators

According to the OECD Social Institutions and
Gender Index (SIGI) 2023, which measures
discriminatory laws, norms, and practices across
four key domains (with 100% reflecting absolute
structural and systemic discrimination), Sri Lanka
scores 53.4%, which is significantly higher than
both the Asian average (37.2%) and the global
average (29.2%). This elevated score reflects
structural gender-based discrimination, with Sri
Lanka displaying comparatively higher levels across
all four domains—discrimination in the family,
restricted physical integrity, limited access to
productive and financial resources, and curtailed
civil liberties. Together, these point to deep-rooted
social and institutional barriers to achieving gender
equality.
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Across several sub-indices of the SIGI, Sri Lanka
records alarmingly high scores. For instance, Sri
Lanka records the maximum discrimination score
(100%) for laws on divorce and inheritance, in
sharp contrast to the global average of 34% and
the Asian regional average of 51%. Although
recent amendments to the Land Development
Ordinance have addressed discrimination related
to land inheritance to some extent, other legal
gaps remain, as discussed in the sub section below
on discriminatory laws. These challenges are
compounded by the lack of comprehensive data
on land ownership, including agricultural land and
natural resources, which inhibits evidence-based
policymaking and legal reforms.



2.3 International frameworks promoting

gender equality

Sri Lanka ratified the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW) on 3 September 1981 and has
since undergone nine periodic reviews, with the
most recent review being conducted in February
2025. In its latest review, the CEDAW Committee
acknowledged progress such as the adoption of the
National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security
and the Women Empowerment Act (Committee on
the Elimination of Discrimination against Women
[CEDAW], 2025). The Committee also raised
concerns over the persistence of intimate partner
violence, discriminatory personal laws, and limited
progress in aligning domestic legislation with
CEDAW obligations. Similar concerns have been
echoed through other human rights mechanisms,
including the fourth Universal Periodic Review
(UPR) and UN Special Procedures, which have
highlighted gaps in protection for women human
rights defenders, barriers to justice for survivors,
and the need for gender-sensitive legal reform.

In  Rosanna  Flamer-Caldera v. Sri  Lanka
(Communication No. 134/2018) (CEDAW, 2022),
decided on 21 February 2022, the CEDAW
Committee reviewed Sri Lanka for the first time
under the Optional Protocol to the Convention.
The Committee found that the criminalisation of
consensual same-sex relations between women
under Section 365A of the Penal Code violated
multiple provisions of the Convention. This was also
the first case brought against SriLlanka on grounds of
sexual orientation, setting an important precedent
for recognising intersectional discrimination under
international law. The Committee held that such
laws perpetuate stigma, enable violence, and
silence lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and intersex
(LBTI) women, particularly in their access to justice
and public participation. It called for the repeal of
Section 365A, the adoption of anti-discrimination
legislation inclusive of sexual orientation and
gender identity, and stronger protections for
women human rights defenders. This decision
underscores the continued relevance of Sri Lanka’s
obligations under CEDAW and the need to align

national laws with its provisions. The Committee’s
recommendations have yet to be reflected in
domestic legal or policy reform, highlighting the
persistent gap between international commitments
and national implementation.

Sri Lanka has also ratified other key treaties. The
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, ratified
by SriLankain 1991) which,amongother provisions,
provides protection for children from all forms of
violence, maltreatment, or exploitation, including
sexual abuse; the Convention against Torture and
Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment
or Punishment (CAT, ratified by Sri Lanka in 1994)
which deals with sexual and physical violence by
public officials; the Optional Protocol to the CAT
(ratified in 2017); and the Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD, ratified by Sri
Lanka in 2016), the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR, ratified in 1980), and
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights (ICESCR, ratified in 1980) also deal
with violence and discrimination against women.

The judiciary has relied on provisions of the
said international conventions in exercising its
jurisdiction in some instances. For example,
in Manohari Pelaketiya v Secretary, Ministry
of Education (SC/FR/No. 76/2012), the court
invoked Sri Lanka’s international obligation under
CEDAW to eliminate all forms of discrimination
against women. Similarly, in PR.S.E. Corea v Sri
Lankan Airlines Limited (S.C. Appeal No. 91/2017),
the Court referred to CEDAW and its General
Recommendation No. 19 in interpreting gender-
specific violence in the workplace and addressing
discrimination against women in employment.

Effective coordination across institutions remains
a critical gap. Multiple UN human rights treaty
bodies have consistently raised concerns regarding
Sri Lanka’s lack of a comprehensive national
mechanism to coordinate the implementation
of treaty body recommendations—a key gap
highlighted most recently by the CEDAW Committee
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(CEDAW 2025). This absence has often resulted in
fragmented follow-up on critical gender-related
issues. Significantly, many treaty bodies have made
overlapping recommendations on gender equality,
underscoring the need for a coordinated response.
These include calls to reform discriminatory personal
laws (Human Rights Commission [HRC], CEDAW,
CRC), strengthen legal and institutional responses
to gender-based violence (CEDAW, CAT, ICCPR),

address conflict-related sexual violence and ensure
reparations (CEDAW, ICCPR), protect the rights of LBTI
persons (CEDAW, HRC), and combat child marriage
and trafficking (Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights [CESCR], CRC, CEDAW). In the absence
of a central coordinating mechanism, these interlinked
issues are often addressed in a piecemeal and siloed
fashion, undermining the effectiveness of Sri Lanka’s
compliance with its international obligations.

2.4 National frameworks, policies, and

institutions

2.4.1 Legal framework

The Constitution of Sri Lanka—established in
1978—is the foundation for legal and policy
frameworks on gender equality (The Constitution
of the Democratic People’s Republic of Sri Lanka [As
amended up to 31st October 2022] 2023).

Articles 12(2) and 12(3) prohibit sex-based
discrimination, while Article 12(4) provides for
special provisions in “law, subordinate legislation
or executive action for the advancement of
women”. These provisions have been referenced
by the Supreme Court to uphold women’s
rights, particularly in cases involving equality in
public employment, protection from workplace
harassment, and recognition in religious and social
life. For instance, in recent years, the Court has
interpreted these articles to affirm the validity
of gender quotas in public appointments and to
condemn exclusionary practices—such as the
non-recognition of bhikkhunis (fully ordained
Buddhist nuns)—as contrary to the constitutional
mandate for non-discrimination and substantive
equality. These provisions have laid a foundational
framework for judicial reasoningin favour of gender
equality in Sri Lanka’s constitutional jurisprudence.

However, under Article 16(1), all existing written

and unwritten laws remain valid and enforceable,
even if they are inconsistent with the fundamental
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rights provisions of the Constitution. This
effectively prevents judicial review of pre-existing
discriminatory laws, limiting the Constitution’s
capacity to guarantee full equality in practice.

As a result, laws that currently allow for child
marriage and non-consensual marriage, or restrict
women'’s inheritance or guardianship rights under
customary frameworks, cannot be invalidated or
reformed through judicial review. This has created a
dual legal structure, where constitutional equality
exists in theory, but not in application for many
women governed by discriminatory laws.

The continued protection of discriminatory laws
under Article 16(1) has been a repeated concern raised
by UN treaty bodies, including CEDAW and the CRC,
all of which have called for its repeal or amendment
to enable harmonisation with international human
rights standards. Until this constitutional barrier
is addressed, Sri Lanka’s legal framework will
remain formally committed to gender equality but
substantively limited in delivering it.

Further, the Sri Lankan Constitution lacks
a “comprehensive and explicit definition of
discrimination against women” (CEDAW, 2025: 3),
and fails to reflect the principle of intersectionality.
In practice, the absence of a clear constitutional
definition of discrimination against women—
aligned with Article 1 of CEDAW, which includes



both direct and indirect discrimination—Ilimits
Sri Lanka’s capacity to address structural gender
inequality. Without this comprehensive definition,
laws and policies often overlook how ostensibly
neutral  provisions can  disproportionately
disadvantage women. The lack of an intersectional
approach further obscures the multiple and
overlapping forms of discrimination faced by
women from marginalised groups, resulting in
fragmented legal
policy responses.

protections and inadequate

Concerningly, in its 2024 ruling on the Gender
Equality Bill (SC SD 54/2024 and SC SD 55/2024), the
Supreme Court of Sri Lanka held that gender equality
and gender identity are not explicitly recognised as
constitutionally protected grounds under Article 12.
The Court stated that enshrining such protections
require both a two-thirds majority in
Parliament and approval via a national referendum.
The Court expressed concern that the Bill's provisions
on gender identity and equality could potentially
contribute to the legal recognition of same-sex
marriages, which it deemed contrary to the nation’s
cultural and moral standards. This has significant
implications for the gender equality discourse in Sri
Lanka. By declaring that gender equality and gender
identity are not constitutionally protected under
Article 12, the Court effectively narrowed the scope
for legal reform and rights-based advocacy. Requiring
a referendum to enshrine basic protections creates
a significant barrier to progress and reinforces the
exclusion of LGBTQIA+ persons from legal recognition.

would

Afinal structural limitation exists within Sri Lanka’s
constitutional framework. Article 126 restricts the
jurisdiction of fundamental rights to executive
or administrative action, excluding violations
committed by private individuals or non-State
actors. This significantly limits legal remedies for
women facing discrimination in familial, cultural,
or community settings—spaces where gender-
based inequality is often most acute.

Laws on gender equality

The adoption of the Women Empowerment Act
No. 37 of 2024 is a key achievement in Sri Lanka,
which gives effect to the CEDAW. The law has

provisions for the following mechanisms: a) an
independent National Commission on Women
with strong powers of investigation and ruling; b)
the appointment of a Woman Ombudsperson to
oversee the protection and promotion of women'’s
rights; and c) the creation of a National Fund for
Women to support gender equality initiatives.
This development is especially significant given
long-standing calls by women’s rights activists
and international treaty bodies for a permanent,
independentcommissiontooversee genderequality
and support accountability. In October 2025, the
President appointed the National Commission on
Women, although the allocation of resources for its
operations remains pending. The initial years will be
critical in establishing the Commission’s mandate,
credibility, and authority, and in demonstrating its
ability to respond to systemic gender inequalities.
To be effective, the Commission must be adequately
resourced and institutionally independent, with
a clear commitment to accountability and public
trust.

Sri Lanka’s Penal Code, originally enacted in
1883 and amended several times, contains key
provisions related to sexual and gender-based
violence, including the criminalisation of rape
(Section 363), grave sexual abuse (Section 365B),
sexual harassment (Section 345), and trafficking
(Section 360C) (Penal Code 1883). These provisions
have enabled prosecutions and contributed to the
development of case law on gender-based crimes.
The 1995 amendments, in particular, introduced
penalties for sexual harassment and expanded
the recognition of sexual violence beyond penile
penetration, marking an important step forward
(Penal Code [Amendment] Act No. 22 of 1995).

However, significant gaps remain. The Penal Code
defines rape narrowly as peno-vaginal penetration
without consent, thereby excluding other forms
of sexual violence, such as non-consensual anal
or oral penetration, from its scope. This restrictive
definition not only limits justice for many women
survivors—particularly in cases involving objects or
non-vaginal acts—but also excludes male and LGBTI
victims of rape. The failure to recognise such acts as
rape has serious implications, especially in light of
documented cases of sexual violence against men
and boys in conflict-related detention and custodial
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settingsin Srilanka. It perpetuates impunity, silences
survivors, and denies access to appropriate redress.

Additionally, marital rape is not criminalised (except
where the couple is judicially separated) denying
most women legal protection within marriage and
reinforcing patriarchal assumptions of implied
consent. The Penal Code also criminalises statutory
rape but allows for an exception if the girl is
legally married and over 12 years of age, effectively
legitimising child marriage and statutory rape,
and undermining protections for girls. These legal
inconsistencies and exclusions underscore the
urgent need to reform the Penal Code in line with
international human rights standards to ensure
comprehensive protection from all forms of sexual
violence.

Under section 303 of the Penal Code, abortion is
a criminal offence in Sri Lanka; except where it is
necessary to save the life of the mother. The law
does not extend to cases involving complications
of physical or mental health, such as rape, incest,
or severe foetal impairment, nor does it recognise
socioeconomic reasons that may make continuing
a pregnancy untenable. As a result, many
women—particularly those from marginalised
backgrounds—resort to unsafe, illegal abortions,
putting their health and lives at risk. The current
legal framework fails to wuphold women’s
reproductive autonomy and dignity, and has been
repeatedly criticised by UN treaty bodies.

In early 2025, the government signalled renewed
momentum for reform, with the Justice Ministry
reviewing proposals to permit abortion in cases
of rape, incest, and severe foetal impairment.
Draft recommendations by medical bodies
also supported limited expansion. While these
discussions represent an important step forward
after years of limited progress, the proposed scope
remains narrow and does not yet reflect the broader
public health and human rights considerations—
such as women’s autonomy and socioeconomic
circumstances—emphasised in  international
standards.

The Penal Code also criminalises same-sex relations

under sections 365 and 365A, framing them as
“carnal intercourse against the order of nature”
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and acts of “gross indecency,” respectively (Penal
Code, 1883). These laws are enforced on an ad hoc
basis—with enforcement or punishment often
more focused outside the capital. However, their
continued presence in the statute creates a climate
of legal uncertainty, stigma, and vulnerability—
particularly for LBTI women, who often face
intersecting discrimination based on both gender
and sexual orientation. Sri Lanka is among only 41
countries worldwide where consensual same-sex
relations between women remain criminalised.
The CEDAW Committee noted in 2025 that there
is an “absence of any legal or policy measures to
protect LBTI women from gender-based violence
and discrimination or to address deep-rooted
prejudices against them” (CEDAW, 2025).

The criminalisation of same-sex relations also
reinforces barriers to justice, as LBTI survivors of
sexual violence or domestic abuse are less likely to
report violations for fear of legal repercussions or
further victimisation. These provisions contribute
to institutionalised invisibility, where violence
against LBTIwomen goes unrecorded, unaddressed,
and often unacknowledged by state systems.
Decriminalisation, coupled  with  protective
legislation, is necessary not only to align Sri Lanka’s
legal framework with international standards but
also to ensure that all women, regardless of sexual
orientation, gender identity or sex characteristics,
can access justice and live free from violence and
discrimination.

A Private Member’s Bill to decriminalise same-sex
relations was tabled in Parliament on 04 April 2023
(Penal Code [Amendment] Bill, 2023), marking a
significant step towards legal reform. However,
as of mid-2025, the Bill has not progressed. In a
significant development, however, in response
to challenges on the constitutionality of the
Bill, the Supreme Court ruled in 2023 (SC SD
No. 13/2023) that the Private Member’s Bill to
amend Sections 365 and 365A of the Penal Code
was not inconsistent with the Constitution. This
ruling has cleared a legal path for reform, and a
similar Bill now only requires a simple majority in
Parliament to become law. The Court emphasised
that decriminalisation of same-sex relations
would enhance the fundamental rights of LGBTOI+
individuals,aligning with constitutional guarantees



of equality and dignity. It also dismissed objections
that decriminalisation would lead to negative
societal consequences, deeming such claims
unfounded.

The Prevention of Domestic Violence Act No. 34
of 2005 was a landmark achievement driven by
sustained advocacy from Sri Lanka’s women'’s
rights movements, which campaigned for years to
secure legal recognition of domestic violence. The
Act enables victims to seek protection orders from
courts and mandates counselling and other forms
of relief. It marked significant progress in naming
and addressing domestic violence, particularly
given its continuing rise and persistent invisibility
in Sri Lanka (see Chapter 6).

However, the Prevention of Domestic Violence
Act has significant limitations in scope and
implementation. In its 2025 Concluding
Observations, the CEDAW Committee called
for urgent reforms to strengthen the Act’s
effectiveness. Key recommendations by treaty
bodies and civil society have included the explicit
criminalisation of marital rape, accelerated
investigation and prosecution in gender-based
violence cases, and the systematic collection of
sex- and ethnicity-disaggregated data to improve
monitoring and accountability. The Committee also
highlighted persistent weaknesses in enforcement,
including inadequate police responsiveness, lack of
survivor-centred services, and sociocultural norms
that deter women from reporting abuse. These
gaps underscore the need for comprehensive legal
reform, not only in statutory provisions but also
in institutional practices, to ensure the Act fulfils
its original promise and aligns with Sri Lanka’s
international obligations.

Some institutional measures have been introduced
strengthen  enforcement, including
assessments of police awareness of the Act and
the establishment of Women and Children’s Desks
in select divisions. The 2024-2028 Multi-Sectoral
National Action Plan (NAP) to Address SGBV
also provides a coordinated framework across
13 sectors—explicitly including justice and law
reform—to improve law enforcement, judicial
response, and referral mechanisms. However,
implementation remains uneven and while
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linkages between the Act and the NAP exist, the
translation from policy to practice is still limited.

Personal laws and discriminatory
frameworks

Srilanka’s personalandterritorial laws governareas
such as marriage, divorce, adoption, and property
successionforspecificethno-religiouscommunities.
Rooted in colonial framings of tradition, these legal
frameworks contain discriminatory provisions
that are incompatible with international human
rights standards, including those under CEDAW.
Their continued application, enabled by Article
16(1) of the Constitution, creates a legal structure
where women'’s equality is undermined by legal
exceptions on the basis of religion, ethnicity, and

geography.

The Kandyan Law, as dictated by the Kandyan Law
Declaration and Amendment Ordinance No. 39
of 1938 and the Kandyan Marriage and Divorce
Act No. 44 of 1952, applies by choice rather than
automatically. However, it contains gendered
grounds for divorce, requiring women to prove
adultery coupled with incest or gross cruelty,
whereas men need only prove adultery. In matters
of succession, it discriminates against daughters
in diga marriages, who must forfeit inheritance
rights. Further, extra-marital children are excluded
from inheritance, reinforcing patriarchal norms
around family legitimacy and lineage.

The Thesawalamai Law, which applies to Tamils in
the Northern Province—particularly in the Jaffna
peninsula—similarly denies women equal rights
in land ownership and disposal (The Thesawalami,
1806). Married women are unable to independently
mortgage, transfer, or dower their property under
the Thesawalamai Law without their husband’s
written consent, even when the property is legally
acquired or inherited in their own name. This legal
restriction does more than constrain economic
agency—it reinforces and legitimises deeply
patriarchal social norms, positioning women as
dependent on male authority in both private and
public life. In post-conflict contexts, where many
women have become de facto heads of households,
these norms are not only discriminatory but also
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structurally disempowering, keeping women in
legal and financial limbo in the many cases where
husbands have disappeared and their wives have
refused to accept death certificates. In recognition
ofthis, Certificates of Absence,introduced under Act
No.16 of 2016, offer temporary legal recognition for
individuals reported missing, enabling families to
access certain civil entitlements. However, they are
time-bound and require periodic renewal every two
years, providing only interim and uncertain relief.
Their implementation remains weak, compounded
by social stigma, cultural marginalisation, and the
limited reach of transitional justice mechanisms.
The Thesawalamai law remains, leaving many
women without secure and free rights to property
and inheritance.

The Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act (MMDA)
No. 13 of 1951 contains multiple provisions that
are incompatible with Sri Lanka’s obligations
under CEDAW and other international human
rights instruments. These include: the absence
of a statutory minimum age of marriage and
the allowance of marriage of girls under 12; the
requirement of a wali (male guardian) for the
marriage of Muslim women and the absence of
consent from Muslim brides, which compromises
their autonomy and decision-making; the legal
recognition of polygamy without equal protection
or recourse for women; and the exclusion of
Muslim women from serving as Quazis, marriage
registrars, or members of Quazi Boards, thereby
denying them access to legal authority within their
own community. Muslims in Sri Lanka generally
cannot opt out of the MMDA for matters related to
marriage and divorce. The Act applies mandatorily
to all Muslims by virtue of their ethnic identity.
There is no legal provision that allows Sri Lankan
Muslims to choose to be governed instead by
the General Marriage Ordinance or another civil
framework.

The Maintenance Act No. 37 of 1999, Civil Procedure
Code, and the General Marriage Registration
Ordinance (GMRO) No. 19 of 1907 provide avenues
forwomentoclaim maintenance, alimony,and child
support following divorce (Alliance for Minorities
et al, 2022). These provisions are intended to
promote greater economic security and fairness
in marital dissolution. However, under the current

framework, the GMRO excludes Muslim marriages
from registration, meaning that such marriages fall
solely under the MMDA. As a result, the protections
and entitlements available under the GMRO are not
uniformly accessible to all women, underscoring
the importance of ongoing discussions on reform
to ensure equitable rights and protections across
all personal laws.

Over the past two decades, there have been
multiple formal processes aimed at reforming
the MMDA. In 2009, the Justice Saleem Marsoof
Committee was appointed by the State to examine
possible reforms, and its report—submitted in
2011 and made public in 2017 —contained several
progressive recommendations, including setting
a minimum age of marriage at 18, removing the
mandatory wali requirement for adult women, and
allowing women to serve as Quazis. Despite broad-
based support, these recommendations were not
implemented. In 2021, the Ministry of Justice
appointed a new advisory committee. Further,
the Presidential election manifesto of the current
government pledged to align domestic laws with
the standards of CEDAW (National People’s Power
[NPP], 2024: 76). However, following the election,
the government announced that it did not intend
to amend the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act
(Siriwardana, 2024).

Although acommittee has beenappointedtoreview
family laws, including reforms to the Civil Procedure
Code and the minimum age of marriage (MWCASD,
2021), progress has been slow and fragmented. The
continued constitutional protection of personal
laws—evenwhendiscriminatory—preventsjudicial
scrutiny and sustains a system where women’s
rights vary depending on ethnicity, religion, and
marital status. Addressing these inconsistencies
is essential for ensuring substantive equality and
fulfilling Sri Lanka’s obligations under international
mandates.

Efforts to reform discriminatory personal laws in
Sri Lanka have faced long-standing challenges,
driven by the perception that advancing gender
equality may conflict with cultural or religious
traditions. This framing has often constrained
progress, allowing unequal practices to persist
under the rationale of protecting community



autonomy. Religious and community leaders have
played influential roles in shaping the discourse
on reform, with differing views on changes related
to child marriage, polygamy, and women’s legal
participation.

Political commitment to reform has remained
limited, reflecting the sensitivity of balancing
constitutional guarantees of equality with
respect for cultural and religious diversity. The
broader objective, however, is not to abolish
personal or community-based legal systems,
but to ensure that all laws—regardless of their
origin—uphold principles of dignity, equality,
and non-discrimination in line with Sri Lanka’s
constitutional and international obligations.
Advancing this goal requires a transparent and
consultative process that engages affected
communities and religious leaders, fostering trust
and cooperation towards reforms that promote
fairness and inclusivity for all.

Recent legal reforms and continuing
gaps in gender equality legislation

Over the years, Sri Lanka has enacted several
laws or legal reforms that have contributed to
advancing women’s rights and gender equality.
Notable among these are the Maternity Benefits
Ordinance No. 32 of 1939 (amended in 1985)
which provides mandatory maternity leave in
formal employment; the Citizenship Act No. 15 of
1993 (amended in 2003) which allows a Sri Lankan
woman married to a non-citizen to pass citizenship
to her children; and the Penal Code Amendment of
1995, which introduced a mandatory minimum
sentence for statutory rape under Section 362(2).
The Local Authorities Elections (Amendment)
Act No. 16 of 2017 introduced a 25% quota for
women in local government bodies and Provincial
Councils, significantly increasing their political
representation.

In terms of land rights, the Land Development
(Amendment) Act No. 11 of 2022 marked a
significant step forward by removing the legal
preference for male heirs in the inheritance and
succession of state lands, thereby strengthening
women'’s rights to land ownership and joint tenure.

Sri Lanka’s Anti-Corruption Act No. 9 of 2023
marked a significant legal reform by explicitly
criminalising sexual bribery, recognising sexual
favours as a form of “gratification” within the scope
of corruption offences. This closed a long-standing
legal gap identified in 2019 by the Commission to
Investigate Allegations of Bribery or Corruption,
which had proposed the inclusion of sexual bribery
within the scope of the Bribery Act.
Major gaps and contradictions still remain,
especially where legislation fails to adopt a rights-
based or gender-responsive approach. Laws relating
to disability, such as the Mental Diseases Act No.
27 of 1956, the Rana Viru Seva Authority Act No.
54 of 1999, and the Election (Special Provisions)
Act No. 28 of 2011, lack a human rights framework
and continue to reflect outdated, welfare-oriented
models (Samararatne and Soldatic, 2015). In
the digital sphere, the Online Safety Act No. 9 of
2024 (GoSL, 2024a), although introduced with the
ostensible aim of protecting women and children
from online harm, has been widely criticised for
establishing a regime of censorship, surveillance,
and privacy violations, raising serious concerns
about its implications for freedom of expression
and digital rights.

The Marriage Registration Ordinance No. 19 of
1907 remains unchanged in its divorce provisions,
which are based entirely on matrimonial fault
grounds—such as adultery, malicious desertion,
or incurable impotency—without recognising
irretrievable breakdown of marriage as sufficient
cause for divorce. This places undue burden on
women, who often face stigma and evidentiary
challenges in court proceedings.

2.4.2 Policy frameworks

In 2023, the Government adopted a National Policy
on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment
(2023-2033) recognises the “inherent
inequalities, marginalisation and discrimination
faced by women and girls in all spheres of life” and
“establish[es] a framework to guide and standardise
the development of laws, policies, programs
and mechanisms” (NP GEWE, 2023: 2). The 2023
National Policy on Gender Equality and Women'’s
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Empowerment is a comprehensive, rights-based
framework that addresses structural and intersecting
inequalities across the sectors of governance, health,
education, economic participation, and freedom from
violence. Itintroduces strongaccountability measures,
including gender audits and budgeting, proposes
a Gender Equality Commission, and specifically
recognises unpaid care work, informal labour, and
the needs of conflict-affected women. Its strength
lies in its cross-sectoral scope and alignment with
international commitments, though implementation
will require sustained political and institutional
support. As of July 2025, the Government of Sri Lanka
is in the process of preparing a National Action Plan
to operationalize the implementation of the policy,
under the leadership of the Ministry of Women and
Child Affairs (MoWCA).

Based on principles of non-discrimination and
substantive equality, the National Policy on
Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment (NP
GEWE) sets the foundation for equal voice, equal
participation, and agency of women, men, and
gender minorities; multi-sectoral collaboration to
achieve this; challenging harmful gender and social
norms; adequate resource and budget allocations
to achieve them; and a whole-of-government
approach to realise those said goals. Governed by
the National Women’s Commission and the MoWCA,
the NP GEWE will operate under the oversight of the
Parliamentary Select Committee on Gender Equality
and the Parliamentary Women’s Caucus. Resources
will be mobilised both internally and externally
by the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL), and
implemented by relevant ministries in collaboration
with government and sub-national governance
authorities, non-governmental organisations,
development partners, civil society organisations,
and the private sector. Monitoring will be led by
the Ministry of Finance, Planning, and Economic
Development together with the Parliamentary
Select Committee on Gender Equality and the
Parliamentary Women’s Caucus (NP GEWE, 2023).

In 1993, the GoSL adopted the Women’s Charter.
Aligned with international instruments such as
CEDAW, it outlined women’s rights across civil,
political, economic, social, and cultural spheres.
Although it lacked legal enforceability, the Charter
played a significant role in setting normative

standards and guiding early gender-focused policy
development in Sri Lanka.

Sri Lanka’s second Multi-Sectoral National Action
Plan to Address Sexual and Gender-Based Violence
(SGBV) 2024-2028 was endorsed by the Cabinet
in December 2024 and officially launched in early
2025. It adopts a whole-of-government and whole-
of-society approach, engaging 13 sectors including
gender empowerment, justice, health, education,
disaster management, transport, and media. The
Plan builds on lessons from the 2016—-2020 NAP
and is structured around three pillars: prevention,
intervention, and policy and advocacy. Developed
through extensive consultations, it emphasises
survivor-centered services, legal reform, awareness-
raising, and robust monitoring mechanisms.

The review of the previous NAP on SGBV identified
that its next iteration (2024-2028) should ensure
horizontal policy congruence, a whole-of-government
and whole-of-society approach, broader consultations
at local levels, strategies to address intersecting
forms of discrimination, budget allocation for
sectoral plans under each line Ministry, sectoral
resource mobilisation strategies to implement the
NAP, and a comprehensive and well-coordinated
multi-sectoral monitoring mechanism to monitor
the implementation (MWCASE, 2021). These
recommendations must be prioritised and embedded
into policy implementation across sectors to ensure
that the current NAP moves beyond intent to
impact—strengthening localisation, coordination,
monitoring, and resourcing in line with the lessons of
the previous cycle.

Sri Lanka’s first National Action Plan on Women,
Peace and Security (WPS) for 2023-2027,
approved by the Cabinet in February 2023, aims
to strengthen women’s roles in peacebuilding
and crisis response. Developed through extensive
national and provincial consultations, the plan
focuses on increasing women'’s participation in
peace processes, protecting women in conflict-
and disaster-affected contexts, and promoting
their leadership and economic empowerment.
It establishes a multi-agency coordination and
monitoring framework to ensure that conflict
prevention, recovery, and resilience efforts are
gender-responsive.



Sri Lanka initiated a draft National Action Plan
on Women-Headed Households (WHH NAP)
in 2017, aiming to address the socioeconomic
vulnerabilities of over 25% of households led by
women—many widowed or left vulnerable by
conflict, displacement, and informal employment.
The draft, based on inter-ministry and stakeholder
consultations, sought to provide targeted social
protection, generation support, and
integrated relief during crises. However, it was
never adopted or implemented.

income

Several policy frameworks have incorporated
elements of gender equality and women’s
empowerment. These include the National Policy
on Decent Work in Sri Lanka (2006), the National
Labour Migration Policy (2009), and the Legal Aid
Policy (2016). The National Strategic Plan for the
Well Women Programme (2019-2023) aimed to
expand preventive and reproductive health services
for women over 35 through improved access,
provider training, and community outreach.

While Sri Lanka has adopted several progressive
policies on gender equality and women’s
empowerment, their effectiveness has often been
limited by chronic under-resourcing, weak inter-
agency coordination, and the absence of binding
commitments or sustained state ownership
following adoption. Implementation has often
relied heavily on external partners. Despite these
constraints, recent policy processes show a gradual
shift towards more inclusive and consultative
approaches, with stronger engagement of civil
society and development actors. However, to
translate policy intent into tangible outcomes,
greater political will, dedicated public funding, and
robust follow-through via regular monitoring and
reporting by the State remain essential.

2.4.3 Institutional framework

Ministry of Women and Child Affairs
(MoWCA)

Sri Lanka’s Ministry of Women and Child Affairs
holds the government mandate for
promoting gender equality and protecting the

central

rights and well-being of women and children.
Its responsibilities are defined through Cabinet
decisions, national policies, and gazette
notifications, and include the formulation,
implementation, and monitoring of policies and
programmes related to women’s empowerment,
child development, and social protection. The
Ministry is tasked not only with delivering services
and coordinating sectoral programmes, but also
with leading national policy development and
coordination of implementation—such as the
National Policy on Gender Equality and Women'’s
Empowerment (2023-2033), the National Action
Plan on Women, Peace and Security (2023-2027),
and the Multi-Sectoral National Action Plan to
Address Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (2024—
2028). This dual role in policy and service delivery
is further operationalised through affiliated
agencies including the Women’s Bureau, the
National Committee on Women, the National Child
Protection Authority, the Department of Probation
and Child Care Services, the National Secretariat for
Early Childhood Development, and the Protection
of the Children National Trust Fund. The National
operates a 24-hour
Complaints Centre and a Women’s Helpline (1938),
while the Women’s Bureau, in partnership with
civil society organisations (CSOs), maintains 10
temporary shelters for women and 12 counselling
centres across the country (MWCASE, 2023).

Committee on Women

A critical component of the MoWCA's institutional
reach is the Women Development Officer (WDO)
network. WDOs are deployed to each District and
Divisional Secretariat and serve as frontline officers
for implementing gender-related programmes,
facilitating access to services, conducting
awareness-raising, and responding to cases of
violence against women. The Ministry is responsible
for their recruitment, training, and oversight.
WDOs face considerable limitations, and would
benefit from enhanced logistical support, clearer
role integration within local governance structures,
and strengthened collaboration mechanisms with
other state actors to enable more effective service
delivery.

The MoWCA also established a gender

mainstreaming programme at the Ministerial level
inthe Cabinet Memorandum No. 16/2522/740/013

35

juality

ramew

d



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Eqguality

dated 06 December2016, whichwascommunicated
to all sectoral ministries (Perera, 2019). The gender
mainstreaming policy focuses on “sectoral policy
analysis and formulation, gender responsive
budget allocation in sectors, establishment of
anti-sexual harassment committees and effective
implementation of the National Action Plan (NAP)
to address Sexual and Gender Based Violence
(SGBV)” (Perera, 2019: 40). Additional Secretaries
of sectoral ministries who wield decision-making
power are tasked with gender mainstreaming
in their ministries as Gender Focal Points. The
MoWCA conducts capacity building for the said
officials, and is tasked with inter-ministerial
monitoring, including incorporation of gender-
disaggregated data (Perera, 2019). The Gender
Equality Bill that was presented to the Parliament
on 09 May 2024 attempted to legislate the Gender
Focal Points, among others; however, the Bill was
declared inconsistent with the Constitution on
other grounds (discussed in Section 1.4.1 Legal
framework).

At various points over the past two decades, the
Ministry responsible for women’s affairs in Sri
Lanka has been downgraded to a State Ministry,
reducing its visibility, budgetary allocation, and
decision-making authority within the government
structure. This shift often deprioritised gender
equality within the broader national agenda.
However, as of July 2025, the portfolio has been
restored to Cabinet-level status, signalling renewed
recognition of its importance and offering greater
potential for stronger leadership, policy coherence,
and inter-ministerial coordination.

The Ministry’s effectiveness in advancing women'’s
equality and empowerment has been hindered
by a persistent conflation of women’s rights
with children’s rights and welfare programming.
Merging these portfolios—particularly since the
early 2000s—has often diluted the strategic focus
on gender equality and reinforced stereotypical
perceptions that view women primarily as mothers
and caregivers, a criticism often raised by women'’s
rights movements. This has constrained the
capacity to lead on cross-sectoral issues such as
women’s economic rights, political participation,
and institutional reform in full pursuit of women'’s
agency and security. Budget allocations and human
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resources remain disproportionately directed
towards child development and welfare, often at
the expense of gender-transformative initiatives

(discussed further in Chapter 8).

While the Ministry’s institutional structure
reflects an ambitious and comprehensive design,
its ability to fulfil its mandate is constrained
by limited resourcing. There have been positive
shifts in recent years, particularly with the
adoption of more consultative policy development
processes involving civil society and development
partners. The new government has also signalled
a commitment to investing in ministries working
collaboratively on cross-cutting issues, creating
an opportunity for the MoWCA to play a more
integrated role in broader policy and programming
efforts. Nonetheless, without stronger political
commitment, dedicated public investment,
and clearer institutional focus on gender as a
standalone policy area, the Ministry’s potential to
lead transformative change on gender equality will
remain unrealised. Strengthening its leadership
role and investing in the capacity of mechanisms
such as the WDO network are vital to delivering on
the promises of Sri Lanka’s gender policy agenda.

A Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus (discussed in
more detail in Chapter 2) was established in 2006
to “carry forward the agenda on gender issues”
(ParliamentSriLanka, n.d.). With the participation
of 'women parliamentarians across political
parties, the Caucus advocates for women’s issues
in the legislature, and has bridged networks
with women members in Provincial Councils and
Local Government, Ministries, Departments and
Institutions, donor agencies, and civil society
stakeholders (ParliamentSriLanka, n.d.).

Intersectional progress and gaps
in advancing gender equality in
Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka has made some progress in recognising
and responding to diverse gender equality concerns.
Judicial and administrative reforms, such as the
Supreme Court’s 2023 directive to issue National
Identity Cards to bhikkunis(SC/FR/218/2013),and the



2016 health circular enabling the issuance of Gender
Recognition Certificates to transgender individuals
(DGHS, 2016), represent significant progress in legal
recognition for historically excluded groups. Similarly,
the 2022 revocation of the Family Background Report
requirement—which had prohibited women with
children under five from migrating for domestic
work—marked a positive reversal of a discriminatory
policy that had long restricted women’s mobility and
contributed to increased trafficking and corruption
(ILO, 2018; CeylonToday, 2022).

However, persistent and layered inequalities
continue to undermine the realisation of rights for
many women in Sri Lanka, particularly those at the
intersection of multiple forms of marginalisation.
For instance, the disability assessment form
used by the National Secretariat for persons with
disabilities uses the household as the unit of
analysis and assigns higher weightage to male
heads of households. In cases where both a man
and a woman are persons with disabilities, only
the man is typically considered for welfare, while
single women with disabilities living with their
parents are excluded altogether (Emmanuel and
Saroor, 2022). These systemic design flaws embed
gendered disadvantages and vulnerabilities into
social protection delivery.

In the conflict-affected Northern and Eastern
provinces, women face compounded barriers. Many
live with war-related physical and psychosocial
trauma, while health systems in these regions remain
under-resourced and ill-equipped to meet their needs.
Female ex-combatants continue to face stigma,
surveillance, and exclusion from formal employment,
whilethe widespreadloss of legal documents—such as
identity cards, land deeds, and marriage certificates—
continues to limit access to land, housing, and public
services (WAN, 2017). Girls face reduced access to
education due to poverty, poor infrastructure, and
early marriage (CEDAW, 2025). The economic crisis has
further intensified vulnerabilities, with rising cases
of trafficking from rural to urban areas for sexual
exploitation and forced labour. In such cases, women
often bear the emotional and financial burden of care,
while survivors face structural barriers in accessing
protection and support (CEDAW, 2025).

The vulnerability of Muslim women has also
deepened in recent years. Following the 2019
Easter Sunday attacks, Muslim women experienced
heightened stigmatisation, particularly due to
their dress codes, with reports of harassment in
multi-ethnic localities including in the North and
East (HRC, 2020). Emergency regulations banning
face coverings in public resulted in the restriction
of Muslim women’s access to essential services
and public spaces—including hospitals, schools,
transport, exam halls, and workplaces—effectively
curtailing their fundamental freedoms and
confining many to their homes. Muslim families
also faced arrests under the Prevention of Terrorism
Act and the ICCPR Act, and women in these families
encountered severe obstacles in accessing justice,
as lawyers were reportedly reluctant to represent
them (CEDAW, 2025). These developments illustrate
how gender-based discrimination is compounded
by ethno-religious identity, legal marginalisation,
and securitisation.

Civil society actors working to address these
intersectional  challenges  are  increasingly
restricted. =~ Women’s  rights  organisations,
particularly in the North and East, face chronic
underfunding and administrative barriers that
limit their reach and effectiveness (CEDAW, 2025).
The proposed Non-Governmental Organisations
(Registration and Supervision) Bill poses a further
threat by granting wide discretionary powers to
regulate non-governmental organisation (NGO)
activity, potentially enabling surveillance and
arbitrary suspension. This would stifle activism
and advocacy efforts by women human rights
defenders (WHRDs), especially those advocating
on issues of gender-based violence, transitional
justice, and minority rights—many of whom
already operate in politically sensitive and under-
resourced environments.

Institutional exclusion also remains evident in
the public sector. For example, female Divisional
Secretaries are still barred from voting in the
appointment of the custodian of the Sri Dalada
Maligawa, reflecting deeply entrenched patriarchal
norms within state structures (Wanasundera,
2022).
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Collectively, these examples highlight the urgent
need for a robust, intersectional approach to
gender equality in Sri Lanka—one that recognises

the overlapping forms of discrimination faced
by women due to disability, ethnicity, religion,
geography, and exposure to conflict.

2.5 Gender discriminatory social norms

To this day, patriarchal divisions of labour in the
households—manifested through unpaid care work
and the expectation that women must ‘take care
of the home’—continue to shape Sri Lankan society
and, by extension, the state. Women who ‘defy’
these expectations, for example by leaving home to
seekemployment, are often viewed as vulnerable to
violence (de Mel el al., 2013). According to the Time
Use Survey (2017) conducted by the Department
of Census and Statistics, 86.4% of women engage
in unpaid domestic work compared to 54% of men,
and unpaid caregiving services are performed by
38.4% of women and 19.5% of men. In both types
of household work, women spend almost double
the amount of time on such work compared to men
(see Section 6.3 for further information).

All caring and nurturing roles are framed as
“natural duties of women” on the basis of their
ability to bear children, while men are assigned
the role of “protector”, including the perceived
right to control the family, “even resorting to
violence” (Kurian and Jayawardhana, 2014: 4). The
Women’s Wellbeing Survey conducted in 2019
revealed that many women have internalised
their subordination and justified violence against
them (DCS, 2020a). A survey conducted in 2013
found that 65% of men believed childcare to be a
woman's responsibility and 58% of the men agreed
thata manshould defend the honour of the family
even through violent means (Care International,
2013). These deep-rooted social norms define
power relations beyond the household and private
sphere, extending to the public sphere, relegating
women to lower paid, precarious jobs, subjecting
them to violence and harassment in both private
and public spaces (United Nations Population
Fund [UNFPA], 2015), including online spaces,
and marginalising them from decision-making
processes.
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Nationally representative data or globally
comparable data on discriminatory social norms is
scarceinSrilanka.Forexample,indicatorsunderthe
Social Institutions and Gender Index, such as ‘Being
a housewife is as fulfilling as working for pay” and
‘When a mother works for pay, the children suffer’,
have no available data for Sri Lanka. National-level
data on how social norms shape different forms
of violence against women is also limited. The
Women'’s Wellbeing Survey points to how women
in Sri Lanka are socialised to normalise violence
and discouraged from reporting it. An analysis
of women’s coping strategies when living with
violence by a partner found that nearly half (49.3%)
of women who had experienced sexual violence by
a partner did not seek formal help anywhere due
to reasons such as shame, embarrassment, and
fear of being blamed or not being believed, and/
or thinking the violence was normal or not serious
enough to seek help (DCS, 2020a).

Discriminatory gender norms in Sri Lanka manifest
in varied forms across communities, influenced
by intersecting factors such as religion, ethnicity,
conflict, and class, yet bound by common threads of
control, modesty, and moral expectations imposed
on women. Across contexts, women are idealised
as caregivers, moral guardians, and upholders of
family and community honour—roles that are often
reinforced through social surveillance, community
policing, and cultural or religious narratives.
Whether through expectations of modest dress,
limits on mobility, discouragement from public
engagement, or restrictions on remarriage and
employment, these norms collectively confine
women to the private sphere and reinforce their
dependence on maleauthority. Womenwho deviate
by engaging in activism, seeking employment
outside traditional roles, or challenging gendered
expectations, frequently face stigma, gossip, or



isolation. The aftermath of conflict and political
violence hasdeepenedthese normsinsomeregions,
where surveillance, militarisation, or nationalist
rhetoric adds further constraints. Despite
their varied expression, such norms commonly
contribute to the normalisation of violence,
silence around abuse, and the underreporting of
violations. As “good wives”, women are expected

to tolerate violence, and honour family unity and
dignity, leading to a culture of victim blaming (de
Mel et al, 2013). These entrenched expectations
not only shape women’s everyday realities but also
structure their access to public life, services, and
justice. This underscores the need for nuanced,
community-specific strategies to challenge and
transform gendered power relations.

Sri Lanka’s trajectory on gender equality reflects both meaningful progress and persistent structural
barriers. Early investments in universal education and healthcare have underpinned the country’s
strong performance in human development, reflected in near-universal female literacy, low maternal
mortality, and its leading regional position on the Women’s Empowerment Index. Legislative milestones
such as the Women Empowerment Act (GoSL, 2024b), inheritance law reform, and the new national
action plans on SGBV and WPS demonstrate renewed policy attention towards gender equality. Yet, the
country’s steep fall from 16th to 130th in the Global Gender Gap Index between 2010 and 2025 shows
that these gains have not translated into parity in terms of political or economic power. This paradox—
high human development but widening gender gaps—points to deep institutional and normative
constraints that continue to limit women'’s full participation in decision-making and economic life.

To move beyond this stagnation, Sri Lanka must consolidate its progress through a stronger, rights-
based legal framework and consistent implementation. Priorities include reforming discriminatory
personallaws,aligning the Penal Code with international standards, constitutionally protecting against
all forms of discrimination, and embedding gender-responsive budgeting and monitoring across
public institutions. Strengthening enforcement mechanisms through adequately resourced justice,
police, and oversight bodies, alongside independent monitoring of commitments, is essential. With
sustained political will, institutional accountability, and predictable resourcing, Sri Lanka can translate
its human-development achievements into genuine gender parity and transformative equality across

all spheres of life.
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Women’s representation in politics strengthens democratic governance, promotes more
equitable development outcomes, and ensures that women’s views, experiences, and
interests are fairly reflected in decision-making (Kodikara, 2009). However, despite achievements
inwomen’s education (discussed in more detail in Chapter 4), the number of women in leadership

and politics in Sri Lanka continues to remain low.

Since independence, women have played a visible
role in shaping Sri Lanka’s political, social, and
economic landscape, contributing as leaders,
workers, activists, and community organisers across
diverse sectors. Women, among others, were at
the forefront of the campaign for universal adult
franchise in the 1920s in Sri Lanka (Jayawardena,
2009). Several women’s movements have historically
played prominent roles, including the Young
Women’s Christian Association (1882), Movement
for the Women’s Franchise in Ceylon (1927), All
Ceylon Muslim Women’s Association (1936), the
Federation of Ceylon University Women (1941), and
Eksath Kantha Peramuna (1947) (Munasinghe and
Ariyaratne, 2019). They dealt with a range of issues,
including “women’s right to vote, labour issues both
in the plantation sector and in export processing
zones, enforced disappearances, and extra judicial

3.1 Women in politics

Political representation of women is essential to
guarantee equality in national policymaking. The
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and its
General Recommendation No. 40 (2023) affirm
that women'’s equal participation in political and
public life is a prerequisite for the full realisation
of gender equality and democracy. It is both a
matter of justice and a condition for inclusive
governance that reflects women'’s interests and
perspectives at national and sub-national levels.
Yet women remain grievously underrepresented
in key decision-making positions at all levels of
government in Sri Lanka.

killings” (Dziedzic & Samararatne, 2023: 139).
However, some have critiqued these movements
for remaining within existing social parameters
without questioning women’s subordination
(Jayawardena, 2003: 133). Consequently, structural,
institutional, ideological, and cultural barriers have
impeded women in the public sphere (Uyangoda,
2001).These barriers are reinforced by patriarchal
political cultures, male-dominated party structures,
and widespread gender bias that questions women’s

leadership capabilities.

This chapter examines the current status of
women wielding legislative, executive, and judicial
powers of the people, and the extent to which such
representation remains limited. It also reviews
women'’s presence in decision-making roles across
the public and professional spheres.®

Historically, many women entered politics through
familial or dynastic connections rather than
through party systems that actively promoted
women'’s political participation. This trend has
particularly benefitted women from political
families, allowing them to gain visibility without
necessarily challenging the gendered hierarchies
within political institutions (Kodikara, 2009). The
2024 parliamentary elections marked a shift, with
a noticeable increase in women entering politics
through grassroots activism and independent
platforms—signalling a potential broadening of
access. However, the ethnic composition of women
in politics remains largely unchanged. The majority

6  Thisanalysis should be read in conjunction with Sri Lanka’s obligations under CEDAW, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Ac-
tion (BPfA), and the UN Security Council Resolution 1325, which affirm women'’s right to equal participation in all decision-making

processes, including post-conflict governance.
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continue to be from the Sinhala community, with
only limited representation of Tamil and Muslim
women, particularly from conflict-affected or
marginalised regions. This underrepresentation
reflects deeper systemic exclusions tied to
language,  geography,  and socio-political
marginalisation. As such, while there are emerging
openings for women'’s political engagement, these
remain confined by both historical legacies and
ongoing structural inequalities.

3.1.1 Women in the legislature

As of April 2025, Sri Lanka ranks 165th out of
193 countries in the global ranking of women
in national parliaments (Inter-Parliamentary
Union [IPU], 2025), placing it among the lowest
in the world in terms of women’s political
representation. This standing is particularly stark
given the country’s early achievement of electing
the world’s first female prime minister in 1960,
a milestone often cited but not matched by
sustained progress.

Over the last decades, the number of women
contesting for seats in the legislature has gradually

increased, rising from 6.2% in 2004 to 12% in
2020 (see Figure 3.1; for more details, see Table
1 in Annex 1). In 2024, a transgender candidate
contested a Parliamentary election in Sri Lanka for
the first time (Jayasinghe, 2024).

In parallel, however, the number of women
legislators stagnated between 2004 and 2020, with
only 12 to 13 women serving in each Parliament—
amounting to just around 5-6% of the 225 seats—
despite repeated calls for greater gender parity.
Priorto 2024, women had never occupied more than
5.5% of parliamentary seats since independence. It
was only in the 2024 parliamentary elections that
women’s representation rose notably, reaching
9.78%. For the first time in Sri Lankan history,
22 legislators are women. Yet this increase is
alarmingly low when compared to the women'’s
share of the population, which stands at 51.6%
(DCS, 2024a). It is also well below the regional
average for Asia, which is 22.1% (UN Women,
2025). Achieving the ‘critical mass’ of 30%, widely
regarded as the threshold for driving meaningful
change beyond tokenism, remains a distant goal
for Sri Lanka.

Figure 3:1 Total number of legislators by sex, 1947-2024
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Encouragingly, an overwhelming majority of
women legislators in 2024 are not from political
families. This is in contrast to the past, where a
significant number of women in politics in Sri
Lanka have entered politics with the support
of male politicians in their families (Pieris and
Lecamwasm, 2021). In previous decades, women’s
entry into politics was largely mediated through
familial ties—particularly as daughters, wives,
or widows of male politicians. A significant
number of women entered politics following
violence against male relatives who were elected
representatives, steppingin to preserve the family’s
political legacy or to secure party strongholds.
This phenomenon was particularly visible during
periods of intense political upheaval, such as the
insurrections, the armed conflict, and post-election
violence. Parties often promoted these women as
extensions of their male predecessors, leveraging
public sympathy and name recognition to retain
electoral support. While these dynastic pathways
offered a route for women into public office, they
often reinforced patriarchal norms and limited
the transformative potential of women’s political
participation. The emergence of women leaders
outside these traditional networks in 2024 signals
a potential broadening of access to political space
and a move towards more autonomous forms
of representation. However, sustaining this shift
will require structural changes in party practices,
campaign financing, and institutional support to
ensure that women from diverse backgrounds can
enter and thrive in political life.

Across both the 2020 and 2024 parliamentary
elections in Sri Lanka, no women were elected
from minority parties, and during the previous
parliament (2020-2024), there were no women
representatives from minority communities—
highlighting the continued underrepresentation
of minority women in national political leadership.
Ethnic politics in post-war Sri Lanka has become
highly masculinised, with leadership often centred
on narratives of protection, resistance, or ethno-
nationalist identity framed as masculine ideals,
which further marginalises women'’s roles. In many
parties, religious conservatism and gender norms
have limited the visibility and advancement of
women. However, while women from Sri Lankan
Tamil and Muslim ethnicities are not represented in
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the legislature at present, the 2024 parliamentary
elections marked the first time that two women
from the Malaiyaha Tamil community were
elected, representing the Nuwara Eliya and Badulla
districts. Their election is particularly significant,
as it breaks both ethnic and class barriers. Their
success again reflects a potential shift towards
more inclusive and diverse candidate selection, and
highlights growing space for grassroots leaders in
national legislative politics. Party leadership and
investment are critical to ensuring such positive
change endures and expands.

In 2025, the position of Prime Minister—the
leader of the government in Parliament—is held
by a woman, marking a significant milestone in
women'’s political leadership and visibility at the
highest levels of governance. Since the adoption of
the current Constitution in 1978, ten Parliaments
have been constituted in the last forty-seven
years, yet only three women have held the position
of Prime Minister. All three have been from the
Sinhala ethnic majority and the Western Province,
illustrating how women'’s political leadership has
largely emerged from dominant social, regional,
and class positions. This pattern underscores
the need for a more intersectional analysis of
political representation—one that examines how
gender intersects with ethnicity, geography, and
socioeconomic status in shaping access to power
and participation in decision-making.

Since1978,onlyonewomanhasservedastheLeader
of the Opposition. In the Sri Lankan Parliament, no
woman has ever been appointed as Speaker, Deputy
Speaker, Chairperson of Committees, Leader of
the House, Chief Government Whip, or Chief
Opposition Whip (Parliament of Sri Lanka, n.d.). For
the first time, in 2024, a woman was appointed as
Deputy Chairperson of Committees under the 10t
Parliament of Sri Lanka. This persistent absence of
women from key parliamentary leadership roles
reflects the deep entrenchment of male dominance
within political power structures. Despite symbolic
milestones, largely excluded
from positions that shape legislative agendas,
party strategies, and institutional authority—
highlighting that access to formal political
office does not necessarily equate influence over
decision-making. Women with visible or declared

women remain



disabilities or LBTI identities also remain entirely
unrepresented in politics, reflecting further layers
of exclusion within national leadership.

As evidenced in Table 3.1, female legislators
remain represented more in committees related to
women and children, social services, and welfare
(Wickramasinghe and Kodikara, 2012)—areas
traditionally associated with the ‘home’—while
committees focused on ‘publicdomains are
predominantly represented by male legislators,
indicating a gendered division of labour (De Alwis,
1995). Based on present appointments indicated
above, although the Women Parliamentarians’
Caucus is exclusively female by design, and women
make up a majority (60%) in the Ministerial
Consultative Committee on Women and Child
Affairs, their presence in other influential and
cross-sectoral committees is minimal. For instance,
as of July 2025, women constitute only 3% of the
Committee on Finance, Planning and Economic

Development, 4% of both the committees on
Defence and Energy, and 9% of the Committee
on Governance, Justice and Civil Protection—
equivalent to one woman in each committee. Even
within the Ministerial Consultative Committee on
Foreign Affairs, Foreign Employment, and Tourism,
despite foreign employment being a highly
feminised sector, women constitute only 6% of its
membership, represented by just two women. This
highlights the gap between those most affected by
policy and those who shape it.

This distribution continues to reflect the pattern
where women are channelled into “soft” portfolios
relatedtocareandsocialsectors, whilebeinglargely
excluded from domains of economic, strategic, and
national security policymaking. The overall picture
underscores the limited influence women hold in
shaping critical policy and legislative decisions,
reinforcing structural gender inequalities within
parliamentary processes.

Table 3:1 Representation of women and men in selected legislative committees and caucuses

in 2025
Category Total Male Female Percentage
of female
representatives

Women Parliamentarians' Caucus 22 0 22 100
Parliamentary Caucus for Persons with Disabilities 13 13 0 0
Legislative Standing Committee 17 13 4 24
Sectoral Oversight Committee on Governance, Justice and Civil

. 11 10 1 9
Protection
Sectoral Oversight Committee on Health, Media and Women's 11 9 5 13
Empowerment
Sectoral Oversight Committee on Infrastructure and Strategic 11 10 1 9
Development
Ministerial Consultative Committee on Defence 26 25 1 4
Ministerial Consultative Committee on Energy 25 24 1 4
Ministerial Consultative Committee on Finance, Planning and 59 28 1 ;
Economic Development
Ministerial Consultative Committee on Foreign Affairs, Foreign 32 30 ) 6
Employment and Tourism
Ministerial Consultative Committee on Women and Child

25 10 15 60

Affairs

Source: Parliament of Sri Lanka
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Efforts to introduce a parliamentary quota for
women in Sri Lanka have frequently emerged
but have repeatedly failed due to lack of political
consensus and resistance within party structures.
Whilebindingquotasexistatthelocalandprovincial
levels, no such mechanism has been implemented
for national elections. Since the 1990s, various
proposals—typically recommending a 20-30%
quota—have emerged during constitutional and
electoral reform discussions, but none have gained
sufficient traction.

3.1.2 Women and the executive
power

Since the introduction of the Executive Presidency
under the 1978 Constitution, a woman has held
executive powers only once in Sri Lanka, from
1994 to 2005. Her election was shaped in part by
her strong political lineage, as the daughter of
two former Prime Ministers. While her presidency
marked a significant moment in women'’s political
leadership in Sri Lanka, it also reflected how access
to executive office for women has often been
facilitated through established political families,
rather than through broader institutional support
for women’s political participation.

Significantly, not a single woman contested in the
Presidential Electionin 2024, while onlyonewoman
contested in 2019 (Election Commission, 2024).
This underscores how executive power remains
structurally and symbolically male-dominated.
Deep-rooted social norms continue to frame
leadership—and particularly executive authority—
asinherently masculine, discouraging women from
pursuing or being perceived as viable contenders
for the highest office. These norms do not only
influence voter attitudes and party selection
processes, but also shape women'’s own political
aspirationsandself-perceptions. Structural barriers
compound these challenges: political financing
mechanisms rarely favour women candidates,
and most parties lack internal policies to build
women’s leadership capacity at the national level.
As a result, few women are positioned with the
resources, visibility, and institutional backing

required to mount a viable presidential campaign.
Together, these intersecting social and structural
dynamics reinforce a political landscape in which
women remain almost entirely absent from the
centre of executive power.

In 2025, only 2 out of 22 Cabinet Ministries are led
by women, accounting for a mere 2% of ministerial
positions (Office of the Cabinet of Ministers,
2025). Specifically, Sri Lanka has only two female
Cabinet Ministers—the Prime Minister, who also
holds the ministerial portfolio for Education, and
the Minister of Women and Child Affairs. This
distribution reflects the continuation of gendered
norms in portfolio allocation, where women
are predominantly assigned to social sectors
traditionally viewed as extensions of caregiving
roles. Out of the 29 Deputy Ministers currently
serving, only one is a woman, appointed in October
2025 (Presidential Secretariat, 2024).

In 2024, only 1 out of 9 Governors—who are
appointed by the President and act as the Chief
Executive of each province—was a woman
(11%), which is a decrease from the three female
Governors in 2020 (33%) (Presidential Media
Division, 2020, 2024). Previously, in 2016, a
transgender person was appointed as a Governor
for the first time in the country, for the Central
Province (ColomboTelegraph, 2016).

3.1.3 Women in the Provincial
Councils

Women’s representation at Provincial Councils
has remained below 5% from 1993-2013 (DCS,
2014a). During that period, only three women
have held ministerial positions in Provincial
Councils. In 1993, female ministers served in
the North Western, Uva, and Central Provincial
Councils. However, in 2006 and 2013, out of 35
and 45 ministerial positions in Provincial Councils
respectively, none were held by women (DCS,
2014a).

The members in Provincial Councils disaggregated
by sex is given below in Table 3.2 (DCS, 2014a).



Table 3:2 Members of Provincial Councils by sex

Province 1993 1999 2004 2013

Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men
Western 7 97 2 102 6 98 5 99
North Central 4 32 1 33 1 32 1 32
North Western 3 49 3 48 4 48 2 50
Uva 0 34 1 31 1 33 1 33
Central 1 57 3 55 5 53 3 55
Southern 2 53 1 54 1 54 1 54
Sabaragamuwa 1 43 1 42 1 43 2 42
Eastern - 1 36
Northern - 2 36
Total number 18 365 12 365 19 361 18 437
Total % 4.7 95.3 3.2 96.8 5 95 3.9 96.1

Source: Department of Census and Statistics; Ministry of Public Administration, Provincial Councils and Local Government

The Provincial Councils Election (Amendment) Act
No. 17 of 2017 introduced a dual gender quota for
provincial elections in Sri Lanka, requiring political
parties and independent groups to include at
least 50% women candidates on their district
nomination lists and mandating that 25% of
seats be allocated to women after the election.
This marked a significant step towards improving
women’s representation at the provincial level.
However, as Provincial Councils have been inactive
since the amendment was passed, no elections
have been held, leaving the quota unimplemented
and its impact on gender equity in subnational
governance unrealised to date.

3.1.4 Women in the local
government

Following decades of advocacy by women'’s rights
advocates since the 1970s, affirmative action
establishing a quota for women was legislated for
the first time in 2016 (Athukorala et al,, 2021) by
the Local Authorities Elections (Amendment) Act
No. 1 of 2016. The Act introduced provisions for
increasing the representation of women in local
government to a minimum of 25% (Ministry of

Women, Child Affairs and Social Empowerment
[MoWCA], 2022). It applies to both categories
of seats under the mixed electoral system. This
resultedinwomen’srepresentationincreasing from
2% in 2015 to nearly 23% at the Local Government
Election of 2018, where nearly 2000 women were
elected to office (Athukorala et al,, 2021) —making
Sri Lanka one of the few countries in South Asia to
achieve a legally mandated gender quota at the
local government level. Gender disaggregated data
for the Local Government Election of 2025 is not
publicly available at the time of writing this report.

The introduction of the 25% quota for women
in local government in 2018 enabled increased
political participationamongwomen who had been
historically marginalised and underrepresented,
including women from the plantation sector
and Muslim women. The quota created space
for women from socially and economically
disadvantaged communities to enter political
office—often for the first time—challenging
long-standing exclusions based on ethnicity, caste,
class, and geography. This marked a critical shift
in the composition of local government, opening
avenues for grassroots representation and giving
greater voice to women from the plantation sector.
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3.1.5 Challenges: Women and
political power

Despite constitutional guarantees of equality and
decades of advocacy, women in Sri Lanka continue
to face a wide range of gendered barriers that limit
their access to political power. These challenges
are shaped by intersecting structural, institutional,
and socio-cultural factors that limit women’s
ability to contest, be elected, and influence
decision-making in political spaces. Research
highlights multiple, mutually reinforcing hurdles.
These include: the lack of adequate financial and
material resources to contest elections (Kodikara,
2009); limited political networks; political parties’
reluctance to nominate women as candidates; and
the tendency forwomen’s campaigns toreceive less
media prominence, with disproportionate focus on
their appearance and personal lives (Bjarnegard
et al, 2022). The effectiveness of affirmative
action policies intended to bridge gender gaps is
also constrained by broader social inequalities,
weakened political systems, and limited avenues
for women to engage effectively with political
parties for policy reform (Athukorala et al., 2021).
Structural barriers within the electoral system—
such as laws requiring substantial funds for
effective campaigning in multi-member districts,
weak regulations on campaign financing—and
male-dominated, centralised political parties
further compound these challenges (Athukorala
et al., 2021). In addition, the multiple burdens of
work borne by women leave little time for them to
engage in political life (Kodikara, 2009).

Women politicians in Sri Lanka experience distinct
and often more severe forms of violence than their
male counterparts, driven by intersecting dynamics
of gender, power, and political competition. While
both men and women are exposed to electoral
violence, studies show that women candidates
disproportionately face sexualised psychological
andphysicalviolence,with6%reportingexperiences
of sexualised physical violence and 15% reporting
sexualised psychological violence (Bjarnegard et
al., 2022). This type of violence is not only aimed
at deterring individual women from participating
in politics but also functions as a broader
mechanism of exclusion and control, reinforcing
patriarchal dominance in political spaces. The

violence takes multiple forms—including threats,
intimidation, harassment, character assassination,
and public shaming—often targeting women’s
bodies, families, and personal lives rather than
their policies or qualifications. These attacks
are exacerbated in online spaces, where women
politicians experience disproportionately
high levels of harassment, including doxxing,
sexualised insults, and disinformation campaigns
(CEDAW, 2025). Despite the growing evidence
base, there is limited institutional recognition of
gendered political violence, and existing reporting
and redress mechanisms remain inadequate or
inaccessible. Researchers have called for a gender-
sensitiveanalysisofelectoralviolencethatcaptures
its layered and cumulative nature, recurs across
electoralcycles,andtakes placeat both nationaland
local levels. Without comprehensive prevention,
protection, and accountability measures, such
violence continues to serve as a powerful deterrent
to women'’s political participation and leadership.

Despite the introduction of quotas for women’s
representation, legal and structural loopholes
continue to undermine the effectiveness of the
25% gender quota. Section 65AA of the Local
Authorities Elections Ordinance exempts political
parties and independent groups that fail to secure
a minimum number of seats from complying with
the quota, thereby weakening its enforcement
(Shaheid, 2025). Moreover, political parties often
nominate men in electorally favourable wards,
while women are disproportionately placed in
less winnable seats, despite the legal requirement
that at least one-tenth of ward nominations be
women (Shaheid, 2025). This strategic placement
reduces women'’s chances of being directly elected.
In addition, women face persistent disadvantages
due to limited financial resources and the
dominance of patronage-based political networks,
which continue to privilege male candidates and
constrain the transformative potential of the quota
system (Pieris and Lecamwasm, 2021).

Gender-disaggregated data is essential for
identifying gender-specific barriers in political
participation, tracking progress, and informing
evidence-based policy and reform (Kodikara, 2009).
Such data enables a nuanced understanding of
women’s representation across different levels of



governance, party structures, regions, and electoral
processes. However, to date, this information has
not been made publicly available by the State.

Women rarely hold decision-making positions
in political parties (Ranawana and Brown, 2021)
and some note that their “knowledge on areas
such as governance, constitutional matters, and
political history” need strengthening (Pieris and
Lecamwasm, 2021). Some available data shows
that of 59 registered political parties in Sri Lanka,

26 had no women at all in their decision-making
bodies, while only 8% of the 602 total party office-
bearers were women (People’s Action for Free and
Fair Elections [PAFFREL], 2023).

Under CEDAW General Recommendation No. 40,
States are obligated to transform institutions—
including  political ~ parties—by  dismantling
male-dominated leadership  structures and
creating enabling conditions for women’s equal
participation in decision-making at all levels.

3.2 Women in decision-making

Examining women’s participation in decision-
making beyond politics is critical to understanding
the broader dynamics of gender inequality in
Sri Lanka. This section maps data on women in
decision-making roles in the public and private
sectors, particularly those exercising judicial,
administrative, and executive authority, as well as
in the media, civil society (including trade unions,
and academia), professional associations, student
politics, and community-based organisations
(CBOs).

3.2.1 Women in the judiciary and
justice sector

Women have held decision-making roles in Sri
Lanka’s justice sector only within the past 30
years, despite the modern legal system’s history
spanning more than two centuries (Samararatne,
2021). In spite of women’s growing presence
in legal education and practice, their entry into
decision-making roles within Sri Lanka’s justice
sector has been both delayed and limited. Key
institutions have seen significant time lags
between their establishment and the appointment
of women to leadership positions—ranging from

36 years in law teaching institutions to 209 years
for the appointment of a female Chief Justice. The
second female Chief Justice was only appointed in
2024. The Sri Lanka Law College, founded in 1873,
only appointed its first female Principal in 2015,
142 years later. Only one woman has ever served
as Attorney General of Sri Lanka, appointed in
2011, with the office remaining male-dominated
since. While 12 women were appointed as
President’s Counsels between 1983 and 2021, this
remains vastly disproportionate to the 130 male
appointments. The Bar Association of Sri Lanka
has yet to elect a woman as its president. (See
Table 2 in Annex 1). These disparities reveal the
deeply entrenched gender hierarchies within the
legal field, where women’s leadership remains an
exception rather than the norm.

As of 2021, women were significantly better
represented in the lower tiers of the judiciary—
comprising 35% of Magistrates—compared to only
11.8% at the Supreme Court level (see Table 3.3).
The disparity has remained consistent over time
between 2018-2021. The absence of ethnicity-
disaggregated data limits a more comprehensive
understanding of intersectional representation
within the justice system.
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Table 3:3 Composition of the judiciary by sex, 2021

Category Total Male Female % of female
Supreme Court 17 15 2 12
Court of Appeal 20 17 3 15
High Courts of Civil Appeal

High Courts 85 67 18 o1
Provincial High Courts

Commercial High Court

District Courts

District/Magistrate Courts 250 163 87 35
Magistrate Courts

Children’s Magistrate Courts 2 0 2 100
Labour Tribunals 29 15 14 48

Source: DCS (2021a)

While more than 80% of officials in the Legal
Draftsman’sDepartmentandtheAttorneyGeneral’s
Department were women in 2014 (DCS, 2014b), Sri
Lanka has had only one female Attorney General in
its history, who served from 2011 to 2012. Women
dominate the lower levels of the Attorney General’s
Department, while their representation decreases
at higher ranks—comprising 30-60% at mid-level
positions and droppingtoaround 20% at the upper-
middle levels, such as Additional Solicitor General
and Senior Deputy Solicitor General. This pattern
reflects a clear glass ceiling, where women'’s strong
presence at entry and mid-levels does not translate
into advancement to the most senior decision-
making ranks (see Table 3 in Annex 1).

In contrast, as of 2021, women held the majority
of decision-making and technical positions within
the Legal Draftsman’s Department (refer to Table
4 in Annex 1). All senior leadership roles—Legal
Draftsman and Additional Legal Draftsman—were
occupied by women, while 67% of Deputy Legal
Draftsmen and 89% of Assistant Legal Draftsmen
were also women. In this sense, the department
is an outlier in terms of gender representation at
senior levels. This may reflect broader gendered
perceptions of legal and bureaucratic work,
where drafting legislation is seen as technical,
desk-based, and less politically visible—traits
often aligned with norms that associate women
with precision, diligence, and back-office roles
rather than public-facing or authoritative
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positions. As a result, women may face fewer
structural or cultural barriers in entering and
rising within such departments compared to more
politicised or high-profile legal roles. The strong
representation of women in the Legal Draftsman’s
Department is nevertheless encouraging, given
the department’s significant influence in shaping
national legislation. This indicates the impact of
women, even within institutional spaces that are
traditionally undervalued or overlooked.

Women continue to be underrepresented in
other key justice sector institutions in Sri Lanka,
particularly in bodies with significant influence
over legal reform and transitional justice. In 2025,
women made up only 19% of the Law Commission
(4 out of 21 members) (refer to Table 5 in Annex
1). Given the Commission’s broad mandate under
the Law Commission Act of 1969—to review and
reform substantive and procedural law—this lack
of gender diversity constrains the potential for laws
to reflect the experiences and rights of women and
other marginalised groups.

In transitional justice institutions, gender
representation has been uneven. The Office on
Missing Persons had only one woman among its
seven members in 2021 (14%). In contrast, the
Office for Reparations shows relatively stronger
gender diversity: in 2025, two out of five members
are women (40%) and the Director General is also a
woman (refer to Table 5 in Annex 1).



According to the Annual Report of the Bar
Association of SriLanka (BarAssociation of SriLanka,
2024), of the five members in its Management
Committee in 2024, none were women. Of the
43 members in the Executive Committee, only 6
were women. However, enrollment of members
from 2010-2023 indicate that more women had
enrolled as members: 878 women (67%) and 433
men in 2023. According to the DCS, the number
of female registrations has increased gradually
from 60% in 2010 to 71% in 2021 (DCS, 2021).
Women constitute the overwhelming majority
of law students, highlighting the persistence of
gendered power structures that constrain women’s
advancement into decision-making roles—even
in spaces where they numerically dominate (see
Table 6 in Annex 1).

The above data reinforces existing analyses that
the justice sector in Sri Lanka is characterised
by gender stereotyping, gender segmentation,
and feminisation, which continue to undermine
women'’s equitable inclusion and representation in
the sector (Samararatne, 2021).

It is important to once again highlight the
structural contradictions that persist within the
legal system. Under the Muslim Marriage and
Divorce Act (MMDA), only men are permitted to
serve as Quazi judges, effectively barring women
from adjudicating in matters of marriage, divorce,
and maintenance within the Muslim community
(Ibrahim, 2023). Efforts to challenge this provision
have faced resistance. A fundamental rights
petition filed before the Supreme Court by Muslim
women on the grounds of discrimination and
seeking the right for women to be appointed as
Quazis was dismissed without granting leave to
proceed (Thambiah, 2022).

However, in contrast to adversarial dispute
resolution, women’s role in alternative dispute
resolution has seen remarkable progress: the
State adopted policies and processes to increase
women'’s participation as mediators in mediation
boards, the progress of which is evidenced by the
increase of women mediators from 14% in 2011
to 20% in 2016 (MoWCA, 2022), and later to 30%
in 2023 (Ministry of Justice, Prison Affairs and
Constitutional Reforms, 2023).

3.2.2 Women exercising
administrative and executive
powers

In 2014, women’s presence in administrative
leadership remained limited, with only 16%
of District Secretaries and 31.7% of Divisional
Secretaries being women (DCS, 2014a). While they
accounted for a higher share—59.6%—at the level
of Additional Divisional Secretaries, this suggests
a concentration in second-tier roles rather than
in the highest decision-making positions within
the public administrative hierarchy. While official
longitudinal data does not exist for the lower
levels, the available data demonstrates that there
have only been between four to six female District
Secretaries out of 25 positions between 2013-2021,
reflecting a continuing trend (DCS, 2021b).

Similarly, women’s representation as Secretaries to
Ministries is also low. As of 2025, out of twenty-five
Ministry Secretaries in 2025, only four are women,
accounting for 16% (Presidential Secretariat, 2025).
Out of 13 Secretaries-General of Parliament (prior
tothe 1978 Constitution, the position was referred
to as the Clerk to the State Council, Clerk to the
House of Representatives, and later the Clerk to the
National State Assembly), only 2 have been women
to date (Parliament of Sri Lanka, n.d.).

32% of the diplomatic corps in Sri Lanka are
women, which is above the regional average
(CEDAW, 2025).

Across key sectors of public security, representation
remains deeply gendered —with women occupying
marginal positions, concentrated in lower ranks
and largely excluded from senior decision-making
and command roles.

Among the cadre of the Department of Prisons,
across 2020 and 2021, women were poorly
represented in lower ranks, and non-existent
in higher positions (please see Table 8 in Annex
1). While overall cadre increased from 4448 to
4826 during the said period, the number of
women decreased. Women are also severely
underrepresented in the Excise Department, where
there were no Chief Excise Inspectors out of a
carder of 67 (DCS, 2021c).
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Despite a SriLankan Cabinet approved policy directive
in 2006 mandating 15% female representation across
all ranks of the police force (Centre for Women'’s
Research [CENWOR], 2019), the actual percentage has
continuously remained below the quota: nearly two
decades later, 11.5% of the carder in the Department
of Police in 2021 were female and they are mostly
represented in lower ranks (OURS/OU, 2023). This
proportion has slightly increased since 2018 (DCS,
2021d), yet the number of females in the senior ranks
of Assistant Superintendent of Police (ASP) and above,
has continued to remain below 10% .

Until 2021, no women held positions at the
highest levels of police leadership (IGP/SDIG/DIG).
In 2021, women constituted 9.5% of these roles
for the first time in Sri Lankan history. However,
this was accompanied by a sharp decline in
female representation at the next tier—Senior
Superintendents of Police—dropping from 6.9%
in 2019 to 3.6% in 2021. The data suggests a lack
of sustained pipeline development, with limited
institutional support for advancing women across
leadership levels (Please refer to Table 7 in Annex 1).

Recent incidents also highlight institutional
resistance to change. In 2021, the first female
Deputy Inspector General of Police was appointed.
However, her appointment was immediately
challenged by 32 male senior superintendents
who filed a fundamental rights petition against
it, reflecting deep-seated opposition to women
advancing into senior law enforcement roles.
In 2024, the HRCSL declared that a female
DIG's constitutionally guaranteed right to
equal protection of the law was violated in the
discriminatory treatment she experienced upon
return from overseas leave .

Recent appointments indicate progress—in
December 2024, several women were promoted to
senior police leadership roles, including Director-
level and DIG-level positions, followed by the
appointment of four women as Deputy Inspectors
General in 2025, marking a historic first for Sri
Lanka. These developments represent meaningful
advances at the apex of law enforcement.

Women’s representation in the armed forces in
Sri Lanka has remained below 10% in 2020 and

2021 (DCS, 2021e). While there were slightly more
women in the officer ranks than in other ranks in
the Army and Navy, there are similar percentages
of women in the officer ranks and other ranks in
the Air Force. Sri Lanka, with one of the highest
military-to-civilian ratios in the region, maintains
a heavily militarised approach to national security.
Within this context, women’s low representation
in the armed forces remains marginal—below
10%—and largely symbolic. Entrenched norms
that equate security leadership with masculine
authority continue to restrict women’s access
to meaningful roles, particularly in combat and
strategic decision-making positions.

The 2023—-2027 National Action Plan on Women,
Peace and Security (NAP-WPS) commits to
increasing women’s participation in the security
sector and ensuring gender parity in recruitment
and promotion. However, tangible institutional
reforms to date remain limited. Among other
factors,institutionalandstructuraldiscrimination,
being assigned to functional divisions that limit
opportunities to gain hands-on experience, lack
of promotions and training, and misconceptions
on the capacity of female officers persist and limit
their career progression (CENWOR, 2019).

Among the cadre of the Department of Prisons,
across 2020 and 2021, women remain poorly
represented in lower ranks, and non-existent
in higher positions (please see Table 8 in Annex
1). While overall cadre increased from 4448 to
4826 during the said period, the number of
women decreased. Women are also severely
underrepresented in the Excise Department, where
there were no Chief Excise Inspectors out of a
carder of 67 (Officers of selected positions of Excise
Department by sex and year, 2021).

3.2.3 Women in independent
commissions

Based on available data, in 2025, all independent
commissions  have 14-33% female
members in decision-making positions, with
the exception of the Commission to Investigate
Allegations of Bribery or Corruption (CIABOC) and the
Finance Commission, which have none. In numerical

between



terms, however, women’s presence remains
limited—typically ranging from only one to three
members—indicating that actual representation is
far less significant. Longitudinal data is not available
for all the Commissions, except in the HRCSL. Among
all the commissions, only the National Procurement

Commission has a female Chairperson at present.

It is noteworthy that in 2020, 80% of the members
of the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka were
women (Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka
[HRCSL], 2025a).

Table 3:4 Members of independent commissions

Independent Commissions (under the 21st Year(s) Total Male Female % of female
Amendment)
1. The Election Commission 2025 5 4 1 20
2.The Public Service Commission 2025 8 5 3 38
3. The National Police Commission 2025 7 5 1 14
4. The Audit Service Commission 2025 6 4 2 33
5.The Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka 2023-2025 5 4 1 20
6. The Commission to Investigate Allegations of
. . 2025 4 4 0 0
Bribery or Corruption
7.The Finance Commission 2025 5 5 0 0
Q12020 3 2 1 33
8. The Delimitation Commission
Q12017 3 2 1 33
9.The National Procurement Commission 2025 5 4 1 20

Sources: (Election Commission of Sri Lanka, 2025) (Public Service Commission, 2025) (National Police Commission, 2023) (Audit Service
Commission, 2025) (HRCSL, 2025a) (Commission to Investigate Allegations of Bribery or Corruption, 2025) (Finance Commission of Sri
Lanka, 2025) (Delimitation Commission, 2017) (Delimitation Commission, 2020) (The National Procurement Commission of Sri Lanka,

2025)

3.2.4 Women in the media

While national-level statistics on women in
media remain limited, available data points
to a stark gender imbalance. A 2011 survey by
the Sri Lanka Press Institute found that women
made up 29.3% of the media workforce (NP
GEWE, 2023). However, their representation in
decision-making roles is far lower. In 2023, only 2
of the 14 members of the Press Council’s Board of
Directors were women, while women held 13% of
leadership roles in newspapers, 14% in radio, and
just 6% in television (NAP GEWE, 2023). Similarly,
a 2015 survey by the International Federation of
Journalists (IFJ) revealed that 58% of respondents
reported women comprised less than 10% of
top management in their organisations, with
female editors across print and broadcast media
collectively below 10%. While more women have

since entered middle management, these gains
have not translated into parity at senior decision-
making levels.

As of 2015, women were also more likely to hold
decision-making positions in English-language
media outlets in Sri Lanka compared to their
counterparts in Sinhala and Tamil media (IFJ, 2015).
This disparity reflects broader socioeconomic and
cultural dynamics. English-language media tends
to be concentrated in urban centers and draws
disproportionately from elite or middle-class
backgrounds, where exposure to global gender
discourses and more liberal social norms may offer
women greater professional mobility. In contrast,
Sinhala and Tamil media institutions often
recruit from rural or peri-urban areas where more
conservative gender expectations persist, limiting
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women’s access to leadership roles. The pattern
highlights how class, language, and geography
intersect to shape the practice and enforcement
of gender norms within professional spaces,
showing that women'’s access to leadership is not
only a function of sectoral representation but also
of social positioning and cultural capital. Gender
discrimination and male bias, sexual harassment
in the workplace, and limited career progression
opportunities are often reported within the sector.

While the survey revealed that male and female
journalists have the freedom to decide the
subject matters of their engagement, more
women journalists chose ‘softer’ subjects than
men (IF), 2015). This trend may reflect personal
preference, but also broader structural and cultural
pressures within the newsroom and society. ‘Hard’
topics such as politics, crime, or economics are
often perceived as male domains and are more
likely to be associated with prestige, risk, and
authority. Women, particularly younger or less
senior journalists, may be steered—explicitly
or implicitly—towards ‘soft’ topics like lifestyle,
culture, or education, which are considered safer
or more aligned with traditional gender roles.

While a Charter for Gender Equality for Media and
Journalism was drafted in 2006 by several media
organisations, it was never operationalised (NAP
GEWE, 2023), and was subsequently adopted as a
South Asian regional charter in 2014 (1JF, 2015).

3.2.5 Women in trade unions

According to the Labour Department, there are
more than 2000 valid trade unions in Sri Lanka as
of 2023; however, the data does not disaggregate
leadership by sex (Department of Labour, 2023).
While trade unionism in general in Sri Lanka
is experiencing many internal and external
challenges, it is also highly patriarchal, even in
sectors where the workforce is predominately
female (Wickramasingha, 2025).

Across Sri Lanka’s labour sectors, women’s
participation remains high in numbers but
low in influence, reflecting entrenched gender
hierarchies in both formal and informal structures.

In the plantation sector, where women make
up the majority of the workforce and actively
participate in trade union activity, their leadership
representation remains minimal—only 6 out of
more than 150 trade union executive members in
2014 were women (Kurin & Jayawardena, 2014).
Even within women’s wings of trade unions,
activities have largely focused on religious or
culturalfunctionsratherthanadvocating forlabour
rights, highlighting how gendered expectations
shape organisational priorities.

A similar pattern emerges in nursing, one of the
most feminised professions in Sri Lanka. Although
women constitute nearly the entire nursing
workforce, the Public Service United Nurses’ Union
(PSUN)—founded in 1969 by 13 female nurses—
has remained under the leadership of a male
Buddhist monk for over five decades, illustrating
how patriarchal and religious hierarchies constrain
leadership even within
dominated sectors.

women’s women-

In the garment industry, where women comprise
around 70% of the workforce (2019), leadership and
management positions remain overwhelmingly
male. Women-led have emerged in
Export Processing Zones such as Katunayake and
Biyagama, yet they remain exceptions rather than
the norm.

unions

Collectively, these patterns reveal that women'’s
strong numerical presence in the workforce has
not translated into commensurate decision-
making power. Across sectors—from plantations
to nursing and apparel—the structures of labour
organisation continue to mirror broader social
inequalities, where gendered, class-based, and
often religious hierarchies limit women’s access
to leadership and voice in shaping labour rights
agendas.

The underrepresentation of women in trade
union leadership in Sri Lanka has significant
implications for the protection and advancement
of women workers’ rights. Despite being the
majority in sectors such as plantations and
garments, women’s limited presence in decision-
making positions means that their specific
concerns—ranging from workplace safety, wage



equity, maternity protections, and harassment—
to broader structural issues such as job security
and social protection, are often sidelined or
inadequately addressed. The lack of gender-
responsive leadership also undermines the ability
of trade unions to challenge discriminatory
labour practices and advance inclusive policy
reform. When women’s wings are confined to
cultural and religious functions rather than
empowered as platforms for rights advocacy, it
reinforces rather than disrupts patriarchal norms
within labour structures. Strengthening women'’s
leadership in unions is therefore not only a
matter of representational justice, but essential
for shaping equitable labour agendas, promoting
democratic union practices, and ensuring that
collective bargaining reflects the realities of the
entire workforce.

3.2.6. Women in academia

While recent and ethnicity-disaggregated data for
academiaare notavailable, existingevidence shows
that women remain severely under-represented
in the top decision-making positions, such as
Chancellors and Vice Chancellors. Between 2018
and 2021, only one woman was appointed to the
position of Vice Chancellor across all universities in
Sri Lanka, highlighting the stark gender gap in the
highest levels of academic leadership. The limited
number of female appointments over an extended
period reflects the persistent structural barriers
and the slow pace of progress towards gender
equality in academic governance. With respect to
other senior positions in the universities, women'’s
representation in positions of Registrar and Dean
range between 14-24%, while only one-third of
Heads of Departments are women. (Please see
Table 9 in Annex 1).

In 2025, 3 out of 9 members of the University
Grants Commission are female; however, both
the Chairman and Vice Chairman are both male
(Commission Members, 2025). In contrast, its
standing committee of the Centre for Gender
Equity/Equality is chaired by women (2 out of
2), and the majority of its members, honorary
members, and secretary are also female (17 out
of 20) (Centre for Gender Equity/Equality, 2025),

indicating that gender equality is considered to be
the domain of women.

The data reveals a persistent gender imbalance
in the leadership of Sri Lanka’s higher education
sector, with women largely excluded from top
decision-making roles such as Vice Chancellors,
Registrars, and Deans. While women are present
in some academic leadership positions—such
as librarians and department heads—their
underrepresentation at institutional and national
governance levels (e.g., Chair or Vice Chair of
the University Grants Commission) underscores
structural barriers to upward mobility.

The concentration of women in the University
Grants Commission’s Standing Committee on
Gender Equity/Equality, contrasted with their
absence from the Commission’s top leadership,
reinforces a broader pattern: gender equality is
treated asawomen’sissue, confined to specialised
committees rather than mainstreamed into
institutional governance. This marginalisation
of gender within leadership structures limits the
transformative potential of equity initiatives,
and reinforces the notion that systemic reform
is peripheral rather than central to the university
system. This lack of gender representation in
university governance has direct implications for
women’s educational experiences. As outlined
in Chapter 4, systemic issues in curricula,
infrastructure, and pervasive campus-based
violence require institutional responses shaped
by women’s perspectives. Without women’s
leadership at decision-making levels, these
concerns risk being overlooked or deprioritised,
undermining efforts to create inclusive and
equitable learning environments.

There are no official records of the number of
student unions or the composition of their
leadership in Sri Lanka; however, in 2024, media
reported the rare election of a female student
as President of the Student Union of the Faculty
of Arts at the University of Colombo (Newswire,
2024). Student unions in Sri Lanka have historically
been politically significant, serving as grounds for
national political leadership, particularly for leftist
and nationalist movements. Many prominent
male politicians trace their roots to leadership
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roles in university unions, where they gained
public speaking experience, political networks, and
grassroots credibility.

However, women’s participation in these spaces
remains limited due to multiple intersecting
barriers. These include entrenched norms around
male political dominance, campus culturesthat can
be hostile to female leadership, and the gendered
burden of balancing academic responsibilities with
political activism and implications for women’s
security.

3.2.7 Women in professional
associations

Similar to other sectors, women are under-
represented in  decision-making level in
professional associations. The Organisation of
Professional Associations has had 43 Presidents
between 1975-2025, only one of whom has been a
woman (Organisation of Professional Associations
of Sri Lanka [OPA], 2024). Of the Office Bearers in
2024/2025, 2 out of 22 members are women (OPA,
2024).

The data reveals a clear and persistent gender
imbalance in the leadership of Sri Lanka’s
professional associations. Of the 48 member
associations of the Organisation of Professional
Associations (OPA), data was not available for 17
at the time of writing. Among the 31 associations
where data was available, only 20% of those
in decision-making positions were women (90
out of 451 professionals). Nine associations
had no women at all in leadership positions:
the Association of Public Service Engineers, Bar
Association of Sri Lanka, Government Medical
Officers Association, Sri Lanka Medical Association,
Government Dental Surgeons’ Association, Sri
Lanka Economic Association, The Institution of
Engineers Sri Lanka, Company of Master Mariners
Sri Lanka, and the Association of Air Line Pilots of
Sri Lanka. These are traditionally male-dominated
fields, where patriarchal institutional cultures
and exclusionary networks continue to restrict
women'’s access to leadership, despite increasing
entry into the professions.

Women are better represented in associations
tied to feminised professions. The Graduates
Nurses’ Foundation of Sri Lanka had 100% female
leadership, while the Sri Lanka Library Association,
Sri Lanka Institute of Architects, and Institute
of Chartered Corporate Secretaries of Sri Lanka
reported 50% or more women in decision-making
roles. Afurther group of associations—the Institute
of Facilities Management of Sri Lanka, Chartered
Financial Analysts of Sri Lanka, and Pharmaceutical
Society of Sri Lanka—reported 30-50% female
representation, indicating modest progress but still
falling short of parity. However, across the board,
women were largely absent from top executive
roles: only one woman served as immediate past
president in the Society of Structural Engineers
of Sri Lanka, and none of the other professional
associations were headed by women, except for
the Graduates Nurses’ Foundation.

Additionally,therepresentationofTamiland Muslim
women in leadership was severely lacking, pointing
to deeper intersectional barriers beyond gender
alone. These patterns reflect how professional
associations—despite their role in shaping
standards, ethics, and influence within sectors—
replicate societal hierarchies and gatekeeping
practices. These dynamics highlight the need for
structural reforms, including transparent selection
processes, leadership development pipelines
for women, and accountability mechanisms, to
advance gender and ethnic equity in professional
progression.

3.2.8 Women in NGOs and CBOs

According to the NGO Secretariat, as of 2025,
there are 1,195 registered NGOs operating at
the district level (both active and inactive), 641
registered national NGOs, and 49 microfinance
NGOs. However, gender-disaggregated data on
their leadership remains unavailable. To enhance
women'’s participation in decision-making at the
subnational level, the State—through the Women’s
Bureau—has established 25 District Women’s
Federations, 334 Divisional Women’s Federations,
and 12,500 Women’s Action Societies (MoWCA,
2022).



Women have long played a central role in Sri
Lanka’s non-governmental and community-based
organisations across humanitarian, development,
and human rights work. From post-conflict
reconstruction to tsunami recovery and economic
crisis response, women-led groups have provided
essential servicesinreproductive health, education,
food security, psychosocial care, and transitional
justice—oftensteppinginwherestatesystemswere
absent. In the human rights sphere, women have
been at the forefront of documenting violations,
demanding accountability, and defending civic
space—particularly within movements focused
on disappearances, militarisation, land rights, and
violence against women in the North and East.

Yet despite this sustained contribution, women'’s
leadership in civil society remains under-recognised,
underfunded, and underrepresented in formal
decision-making structures. Many women-led
community organisations operate informally
and face barriers to registration, funding, and
participation in coordination mechanisms. The
gap between women’s grassroots engagement
and their formal representation in policy processes
remains wide. For example, the Department of
Agrarian Development reported 22,952 registered
“Sithamu” women farmers’ organisations in 2025,
serving nearly 600,000 members and supporting
almost 19,000 women entrepreneurs (Department
of Agrarian Development, 2025)—yet few of these
networks hold decision-making power within local
governance bodies or agricultural policymaking
structures.

Studies further indicate that women'’s involvement
in  community-based organisations s
concentrated on service delivery rather than
leadership. Research by Leitan and Withanachchi
(2012) in Kurunegala found that although women
actively participate in local organisations, many
refrain from pursuing leadership roles, citing
economic priorities and social expectations.
Even when shaped by bureaucratic structures,
these women’s societies serve as vital spaces for
democratic participation among rural women
otherwise excluded from formal politics.

often

Overall, women'’s organisations continue to play an
indispensable role in social transformation—bridging

humanitarian response, development, and justice
agendas. Their leadership represents not only
operational strength, but also moral and political
agency, driving equity, and resilience within Sri
Lanka’s post-conflict and post-crisis landscape.

3.2.9 Challenges: Women in
decision-making

While the data presented may shift over time, it
underscores how deeply entrenched the exclusion
of women from leadership remains—normalised
and institutionalised across sectors and roles,
often limiting women to feminised mandates.
Addressing this requires a radical shift across
governance, institutions, and society in active
pursuit of women’s equal leadership in all spheres.

Decision-making in the public sphere in Sri Lanka
continues to be shaped by entrenched male
dominance, sustained through a combination of
structural and cultural barriers. Discriminatory
norms, unequal family and care responsibilities,
and persistent gender stereotyping, including in
the media, undermine women'’s access to influence
and authority. Despite increasing
presence in the workforce and community spaces,
their visibility in leadership remains limited. This
is particularly evident in institutions traditionally
seen as power holding such as trade unions,
professional associations, student unions, and
community-based organisations, where women
are consistently underrepresented even in sectors
where they constitute the majority of the labour
force.Inleadership across professional associations
and trade unions, male dominance persists—what
Wickramasinghe and Jayatilaka (2006) describe
as “glass ceilings and brick walls”—signifying not
only limited vertical mobility but also horizontal
exclusion from spaces where power is generated
and reproduced.

women'’s

The unequal division of unpaid care work in the
private sphere directly impacts women’s ability to
invest time in skills development and leadership
trajectories (see Chapter 4). Without deliberate
redistribution of care responsibilities within
families and institutions, women’s progression
into decision-making roles remains constrained.
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Simultaneously, exclusion from informal networks
where influence is often brokered further
marginalises women from community and political
engagement.

Compounding these issues is the systemic absence
of intersectional gender responsive governance.
Statistical gender analysis remains weak or
absent across public, professional, and community
decision-making structures, and where gender
disaggregated data exists, it often fails to capture
critical intersections such as ethnicity, geographic
location, or disability. While women'’s participation
inthe publicsector has increased, they still account
for only just over one-fourth of senior managerial
roles (Gunewardena, 2024). Existing affirmative
action measures are either lacking in key sectors or
poorly implemented, limiting their transformative

Addressing these structural exclusions demands
more than token representation; it requires
systemic reform through equitable care policies,
gender-mainstreamed institutional  practices,
accountability mechanisms, and intersectional
data systems that enable women’s full and equal
participation in shaping Sri Lanka’s public life.
Unequal division of labour in the private sphere
further limits the time available to women to
develop their skills for career progression (discussed
in more detail Chapter 4). Amore equitable sharing
of care responsibilities within the family has the
potential to increase women’s representation in
decision-making, leading to public policymaking
being more inclusive of women’s interests and
aspirations. Lack of informal networks limits
women'’s engagement in the community and
constrains their equal participation.

potential.

Sri Lanka has made notable gains—an uptick in women MPs in 2024, pioneering appointments
across the justice and security sectors, and stronger national policy commitments—but these remain
outpaced by structural constraints. Male-dominated party machinery, weak campaign-finance rules,
limited childcare and care supports, and gender-segmented portfolios continue to bottleneck women'’s
entry and influence across parliament, the executive, independent commissions, the public service,
unions, academia, media, and civil society. Progress will not scale without closing the gap between
constitutional guarantees and practice, tackling gendered political violence (including online forms),
and mainstreaming intersectional data and accountability across institutions rather than confining
“women’s issues” to feminised spaces.

A credible path forward must be both systemicand simultaneous: (1) embed time-bound parity targets
and transparent selection rules in parties, public appointments, and commissions; (2) enforce and
extend quotas beyond local government, paired with fair seat allocation and financing; (3) adopt family-
and care-responsive policies (childcare, flexible work, parental leave) to unlock leadership pipelines;
(4) strengthen legal reforms and implementation—including protection from gendered political
violence and workplace harassment—backed by survivor-centred redress; and (5) require routine,
intersectional, sex-disaggregated reporting for all decision-making bodies, with public dashboards and
consequences for non-compliance. With these levers in place, recent “firsts” can convert into durable
norms, narrowing the gap signalled by global gender indices and shifting women'’s representation from
presence to power.



3.3 Recommendations

1. Strengthen and adopt temporary special measures to increase the representation of
women in politics and political leadership. Allocate a percentage of seats at the executive
bodies of political parties for women. Introduce a quota for women'’s representation
at the Parliamentary level. Implement existing temporary special measures when
conducting Provincial Councils elections. Introduce legislation that neither sex should
constitute less than 40% of the members of a public body. Adopt a quota for women
members in the Cabinet. Consult relevant stakeholders in drafting necessary legislative
amendments, and establish clear mechanisms for monitoring, reporting, and public
disclosure on progress towards these targets.

2. Develop capacity of women politicians to overcome structural, institutional, and
socioeconomic barriers that limit their political leadership. Identify and promote
‘gender champions’ in politics—both men and women—and provide mentoring to
female candidates for political activism that supports their leadership and political skills
development. Strengthen access to information, and financial and other resources for
women candidates.

3. Strengthen platforms and visibility for women in leadership by ensuring equitable
media coverage for female candidates, implementing campaign financing laws, and
limiting unrestricted campaign spending. Strengthen internal party processes to ensure
women are fielded in strong, politically viable constituencies.

4. Strengthen accountability frameworks for gender-based violence and discrimination
against female politicians and empower relevant institutions with their enforcement,
strengthening reporting and redress mechanisms. Establish partnerships between key
stakeholders in the state sector, civil society watchdogs, and social and corporate media
to strengthen targeted reporting and monitoring of violence against female politicians.

5. Foster gender mainstreamed institutional practices in the public and private sectors—
across recruitment, promotion, and leadership development—to institutionalise gender-
responsive career-progression systems that create clear pathways for women into
senior, technical, and decision-making positions. Foster workplace and societal cultures
that recognise women'’s skills and contributions, and dismantle biases that hinder their
advancement to leadership roles through sensitised employer networks and responsible
media engagement. Strengthen targeted pathways of mentorship programmes and
leadership training to expedite women'’s transition to positions of power.
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uman development is about expanding the richness of human life, rather than simply

the richness of the economy in which human beings live. It is an approach that is focused
on creating fair opportunities and choices for all people, enabling them to lead healthy,
educated, and dignified lives (UNDP, 2015). It is most commonly measured through the Human
Development Index (HDI), which captures average achievements in three key dimensions: health
(life expectancy), education (years of schooling), and standard of living (gross national income
per capita). Gender equality is integral to human development, as disparities in access to these
capabilities between men and women weaken national progress and perpetuate cycles of

disadvantage.

Sri Lanka’s HDI stands at 0.776, placing the country
in the high human development category and
ranking it 89th globally (UNDP, 2025). The country’s
long-standing investments in free health and
education have led to notable achievements: by 2023,
life expectancy at birth reached 77.5 years, the mean
years of schooling stood at 10.8, and gross national
income (GNI) per capita was USD 12,616. Sri Lanka
continues to outperform most of its regional peers
on many social indicators, maintaining its position at
the top of the South Asian region (UNDP, 2025).

However, these averages mask significant
intersectional disparities in access and outcomes.
Women, persons with disabilities, older persons,
people in estate and rural areas, and certain ethno-
religious minorities face structural and practical

4.1 Demographics

Sri Lanka has experienced significant demographic
changes overthe past several decades, with fertility
rates declining and life expectancy increasing,
positioning the country ahead of many others in
the region. The country’s population policies have
evolved from early demographic control efforts
towards a broader reproductive health (RH) and
rights-based framework. A formal Population
and Reproductive Health Policy was introduced
in 1998, following the International Conference
on Population and Development (ICPD) in 1994,
which marked a global shift from conventional
family planning targets to more comprehensive
reproductive health goals. Sri Lanka’s policy
reflected this shift, aiming to improve the quality
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barriers in fully realising their rights to education
and healthcare. Gendered disparities in Sri Lanka’s
demographics, health, and education systems
are shaped by entrenched social norms, unequal
access to resources, and persistent institutional
gaps. While women constitute a slight majority
of the population, this demographic advantage
has not translated into equitable opportunities or
outcomes across sectors.

This chapter examines the interconnected
dimensions of human development—demographic
change, health, and education—through a gender
lens, and highlights where disparities remain and
how systemic, targeted interventions can bridge
these gaps to realise the full potential of all Sri
Lankans.

of life by ensuring access to adequate RH services,
achieving gender equality, and addressing the
needs of adolescents, the elderly, and underserved
populations, while also aiming for a stable
population size in the long term.

Overtheyears, SriLanka has made notable progress
in reducing maternal mortality and expanding
access to maternal and child health services.
However, regional disparities persist, particularly
inthe post-conflict Northern and Eastern Provinces
and the plantation sector, where maternal
mortality remains disproportionately high and
access to quality RH services is constrained. For
example, districts such as Kilinochchi, Mannar, and



Batticaloa have recorded unusually high maternal
mortality rates, pointing to deep-rooted inequities
in healthcare access.

Gendered dimensions are central to Sri Lanka’s RH
landscape. While women’s access to healthcare,
particularly maternal care, has been relatively
strong, structural and societal barriers continue
to limit their reproductive autonomy. The
1998 RH policy recognised the need for gender
equality, including efforts to empower women in
reproductive decision-making and to increase male
participation in RH matters. However, in practice,
RH services continue to be female-centric, and male
engagement remains minimal. Additionally, stigma,
lack of comprehensive sex education, and socio-
cultural norms restrict access to RH services for
adolescents and unmarried individuals, particularly
girls, who also face risks of early pregnancy and
limited access to family planning support.

Therearealsopronouncedgapsinaccessandservice
quality among conflict-affected populations,
displaced persons, and persons with disabilities.
These groups face significant reproductive health
vulnerabilities, including high unmet needs for
contraception, increased exposure to gender-
based violence, and inadequate access to youth-
and disability-friendly services (Population and
Reproductive Health Policy, 1998).

The RH policy also highlights the importance
of data-driven planning, the integration of RH
education in school curricula, and the provision of
servicesfortheelderlyand migrant populations.Yet,
implementation challenges remain in translating
policy intentions into effective and equitable
service delivery. Notably, the criminalisation of
abortion—except in cases where a woman’s life is
at risk—remain a leading contributor to maternal
mortality, disproportionately affecting women
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds due to
lack of access to safe procedures.

While SriLanka’s reproductive health achievements
are commendable by regional standards, achieving
equality in RH outcomes requires addressing
entrenched  disparities, reinforcing  gender-
transformative  programming, and ensuring

inclusive, rights-based access to services for all,
especially for those in underserved and vulnerable
groups.

4.1.1 Current demographic trends

Sri Lanka’s most recent population census was
conducted in 2024, with the Department of Census
and Statistics (DCS) releasing a preliminary report
titled ‘Census of Population and Housing 2024:
Enumeration Stage — Population of Sri Lanka by
District’. According to the DCS, the population of
Sri Lanka is recorded at 21,763,170, reflecting an
increase of 1,403,731 compared to the population
reported in the 2012 Census of Population and
Housing (DCS, 2025a). Between 2001 and 2012,
the average annual population growth rate was
0.7%, while the rate for the 2012-2024 period is
0.5%, indicating a slowdown in population growth,
although the population continues to rise. At this
stage, the data does not include sex-disaggregated
figures. However, according to the Registrar
General’s Department, using mid-year population
estimates based on the 2012 census conducted by
the DCS, Sri Lanka’s estimated population in 2021
was approximately 22.16 million. Of this, 10.73
million (48.4%)were maleand 11.43 million (51.6%)
were female, indicating that women constitute the
majority of the population (DCS, 2021f).

The Demographic and Health Survey in 2016
shows that children under the age of 15 make up
about 25% of Sri Lanka’s population, while 10% are
aged 65 and above. Approximately 65% fall within
the working-age group of 15 to 64 years (DCS,
2016a). This corresponds to a dependency ratio of
54.9%, meaning there are roughly 1.8 working-age
individuals for every dependent child or elderly
person—a favourable condition often referred to
as the “demographicdividend,” which offers strong
potential for national development. The population
isalsodivided into 30% underthe ageof 18 and 70%
aged 18 and above. However, Sri Lanka’s population
trends suggest that this advantage may not last.
As the population continues to age, the number of
dependents will rise and the dependency ratio is
expected to increase again in the future, bringing
added challenges for the country.
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The sex ratio at birth in 2023 was 104.26 males for
every 100 females, which is consistent with the ratio
observed in previous years. As reported in the UN
World Population Prospects 2024 for Sri Lanka, this
ratio falls within the biologically expected range
of 105, suggesting no evidence of gender bias or
discrimination at birth (United Nations, 2024). A
balanced sexratiois a critical demographicindicator,
as significant deviations could signal gender-based
discrimination, such as sex-selective practices. In Sri
Lanka, the Constitution guarantees equality under
Article 12, ensuring equal protection before the law
and prohibiting discrimination based on sex. The
data above indicates that son preference, which
is evident in some countries in the region, is not
prevalent in Sri Lanka.

Data from the World Bank Group’s World
Development Indicators shows a steady decline

in Sri Lanka’s total fertility rate from 5.4 births per
woman in 1960 to approximately 2 by 2023, with
occasional fluctuations over time. This situation
is further demonstrated through data from the
Department of Registrar General on Sri Lanka’s
current population dynamics (see Figure 1 in
Annex 2), which indicates an ageing population.
This trend is further supported by the high life
expectancy of both men and women (Figure 4.1).
Further, the sex ratio defined as the number of
males per 100 females was 93.9 in 2020 (Annual
Health Bulletin, 2020), reflecting a higher number
of females than males. The longer life expectancy
of women compared to men contributes to a
growing proportion of elderly women, leading to
the phenomenon known as the feminisation of
ageing.

Figure 4:1 Life expectancy by sex, 2010-2022
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4.1.2 Population ageing and
gendered implications

Sri Lanka is undergoing a profound demographic
transition marked by a steadily ageing population.
As illustrated by the population projections made
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by De Silva and De Silva (2023) (Figure 4.2), the
country’s population pyramid is shifting from a
traditional broad-based structure in 2012 to a
top-heavy formation by 2042. This transformation
reflects a sustained decline in fertility rates
alongside increased life expectancy, resulting



in a higher proportion of older persons in the
population.

Between 2012 and 2042, the population of children
and youth (0-14 years) progressively contracts,
while the population aged 60 and above expands
markedly. By 2042, individuals in the 60-79 and
80+ age brackets will constitute a significant
proportion of the total population. These trends
signal not only demographic ageing but also a
transition into a new social and economic reality
where the aged become a central demographic

group.

Importantly, the pyramids also reveal distinct
gendered patterns in the ageing process. Women
consistently outnumber men in the older age
groups, particularly beyond the age of 70. This
‘feminisation of ageing’ is a well-documented

phenomenon driven by women’s higher life
expectancy and has considerable implications
for social protection and care systems. As more
women live into old age often alone, widowed,
and without stable income or pensions, the risk of
feminised old-age poverty grows, especially among
those who spent their working years in unpaid
or informal employment without social security
coverage.

The caregiving dimension of ageing also carries
significant gender implications. With a growing
elderly population requiring support, and in the
absence of a robust formal care infrastructure, the
burdenofeldercareislikelytofalldisproportionately
on women. This unpaid care burden can restrict
women’s labour market participation, perpetuate
traditional gender roles, and widen existing gender
inequalities if left unaddressed.

Figure 4:2 Population projections from 2012-2042

2012
80 & over [ ]
75-79 I
70-74 I
65-69 I
60-64 I
55-59 I
50-54 ]
45-49 1
40-44 I
35-39 I
30-34 I ———
25-29 . ]
20-24 I
15-19 I ———
10-14 I
05-09 I
o 00-04 |
2
@]
o
o 2032
(@)
< 80 & over

75-79
70-74
65-69
60-64
55-59
50-54
45-49
40-44

30-34
25-29
20-24
15-19
10-14
05-09
00-04

I
]
I
I
I
I
I
I ——
I
35-39 —
I
I —
I ———
I
1
I ———
I

2022

2042

1000 1000 500 o 500 1000

Population in thousands

. Male

Source: Based on data from De Silva and De Silva (2023)

. Female

Note: Figures for 2012 are from the population census conducted by the Department of Census and Statistics in 2012.

65

Development

uman



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Equality

Moreover, older women are more likely to
experience chronic illnesses and disabilities, which
necessitates targeted investments in gender-
sensitive health systems, including geriatric
services, mental health care, and community-
based support mechanisms. Their limited mobility,
lower levels of education, and social isolation
further compound the barriers to accessing these
essential services.

As Sri Lanka’s demographic structure evolves, the
gendered implications of ageing must be a central
consideration in policymaking. There is a pressing
need for reforms in social protection systems,
inclusive pension schemes, elder care services, and
health infrastructure that are responsive to the
specific needs of older women. Failing to address
these issues risks exacerbating gender inequalities
in later life and undermines the broader goals of
gender equality and social inclusion.

4.1.3 Migration

Migration—both international and internal—has
become a defining demographic trend in Sri Lanka,
particularlyinthe context of the post-crisis recovery
period following the COVID-19 pandemic, the 2022
economic collapse, and ongoing socio-political
instability. The polycrises of recent years have
catalysed a surge in outward migration, marked
by both labour outflows and skilled emigration,
which are reshaping the country’s demographic
composition and future workforce structure.

Historically, labour migration from Sri Lanka was
dominated by low-skilled workers—especially
women migrating to the Middle East as domestic
However, following the pandemic,
female migration declined sharply, primarily
due to mobility restrictions, health risks, and
tightening of labour market regulations in
destination countries. This resulted in a temporary
dip in remittance inflows, which had traditionally
constituted one of Sri Lanka’s largest sources of
foreign exchange (ILO, 2022).

workers.

At the same time, there has been a marked increase
in skilled and semi-skilled migration, particularly
among youth and professionals. Health workers,
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engineers, IT graduates, and university lecturers
have increasingly sought opportunities abroad
in response to deteriorating economic conditions
and reduced state capacity. This pattern has
raised widespread concerns about brain drain,
with long-term implications for Sri Lanka’s human
capital base, service delivery, and productivity
growth (ILO, 2022).

Migration is not gender-neutral. Although women
once accounted for more than half of total
outbound labour migrants, recent trends show
a reversal in this pattern, with men dominating
migration flows as construction, manufacturing,
and skilled sectors expand. Women’s migration
continues to be shaped by gendered expectations
and occupational segmentation—largely confined
to caregiving and domestic work. These roles are
undervalued, lack social protection, and expose
women to heightened risks of exploitation and
abuse (see Chapter 5).

In addition to international flows, internal
migration—especially of young women from rural
areas to urban and semi-urban industrial zones—is
a significant demographic phenomenon. A notable
trend is the migration of unmarried young women
to Export Processing Zones (EPZs) and Free Trade
Zones (FTZs) (Senerath et al.,, 2016), particularly in
Katunayake, Biyagama, and Koggala. These women
often seek employment in garment factories as
a transitional phase before marriage, driven by
aspirations to save for dowries, contribute to
family income, and gain temporary independence.
While this form of migration offers a pathway to
income generation and delayed marriage, it is often
constrained by precarious working conditions, lack
of labour protections, and gendered surveillance in
hostels and boarding houses. Many young women
face double burdens navigating the demands
of factory work alongside expectations of moral
behaviour and eventual domestic roles.

Migration—both international and internal—
is intricately linked to Sri Lanka’s changing
demographic landscape. While it offers vital
coping strategies and livelihood pathways, the
gendered nature of migration choices, constraints,
and consequences demands close attention in
demographic and policy planning. These patterns



underscore the need for gender-responsive
migration governance, improved protection
mechanisms for migrants, and policies that
recognise the demographic and social implications

of increasingly mobile populations.

4.1.4 Marriage and reproduction

There are notable gendered patterns in marriage
and reproductive health among Sri Lankan women
as per the 2016 Demographic and Health Survey.
According to the survey results, the median age
at first marriage for women aged 25-49 is 23.7
years, showing a slight increase from 23.4 years in
2012 (DCS, 2016a). However, women from poorer
households andthose with lowerlevels of education
tend to marry earlier than their wealthier and more
educated counterparts, highlighting socioeconomic
disparities in the timing of marriage. The median
age at first sexual intercourse aligns closely with
the age at first marriage, both at 23.7 years.

Regarding postpartum reproductive health, the
survey showed that women who gave birth in
the three years preceding the survey experienced
median durations of 3.4 months of postpartum
amenorrhea (absence of menstruation), 3.2
months of sexual abstinence, and 5.1 months
of insusceptibility (period when pregnancy is
unlikely). Additionally, 11% of women aged 30-49
are menopausal, with rates increasing sharply with
age—from 5.2% among women aged 30—34to 35%
among those aged 45-49. These figures provide
a useful lens for analysing women’s labour force
participation, leadership engagement, and related
indicators, as they highlight how gender intersects
with age and socioeconomic factors in shaping
women'’s pathways in Sri Lanka.

In 2023, about 1% of women aged 20 to 24 were
first married or entered a union before the age of
15, while 10% were married between ages 15 and
18 (United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 2023).
This means nearly 983,400 girls and young women
were married before turning 18. Child brides in
Sri Lanka are more likely to come from poorer
households, have lower levels of education, and live
in rural areas. For example, only 6% of women from
the richest households were married before 18,

compared to 33% among the poorest. Education
also plays a strong role: 28% of women with limited
education married early, compared with only 10%
of those with secondary or higher education.
Interestingly, the rates are similar between urban
and rural areas (both around 10%), though rural
figures also include estate populations. Despite
overall progress, child marriage rates have remained
largely unchanged over the past 25 years in Sri
Lanka (UNICEF, 2023), signaling persistent gender
inequalities and social barriers that continue to
affect girls’ rights, education, and opportunities.

Female-headed households

The average household size in Sri Lanka was
about 3.8 people according to data from the 2016
Demographic and Health Survey (DCS, 2016a).
Around one in four households was headed by a
woman. This share of female-headed households
was fairly similar across different areas, with
the highest proportion (26%) found in estate
areas and the lowest (24%) in rural areas. The
number of people living in households did not
vary much between these sectors. These details
help understand household welfare, since larger
families often have fewer economic resources per
person.

Female-headed households account for 26.6% of
all households in Sri Lanka, reflecting a significant
demographic group with distinct vulnerabilities,
according to the most recently available 2023
Labour Force Survey data from the Department of
Census and Statistics. The highest concentrations
of female-headed households are found in
Batticaloa (36.9%), Matale (31.6%), Jaffna (31.4%),
and Puttalam (30.2%). Among female-headed
households, a striking 62.3% are led by women
who are widowed, divorced, or separated, with
this figure rising to 87.6% in Mannar, 82.1% in
Kilinochchi, and 79.3% in Mullaitivu—highlighting
the long-term gendered impacts of conflict and
displacement. In terms of economic activity, 68.8%
of female heads are not in the labour force, while
only 30.4% are employed and among them, a vast
74.2% are engaged in informal work, often lacking
job security, social protection, or decent wages.
This structural marginalisation of female-headed
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households reveals the urgent need for gender-
responsive livelihood strategies, targeted social
protection, and post-conflict recovery frameworks
that recognise and address the compounded
disadvantages they face.

Access to water, sanitation, and
household needs

In Sri Lanka, 90% of households have access to
an improved source of drinking water, with the
majority (80%) having this water source on their
premises—an increase from 72% reported in
the 2006 survey (DCS, 2016a). Similarly, 90% of
households and their population have access to
improved sanitation facilities. Further, 91% of
households have improved toilet facilities and 7%
have improved shared toilet facilities. Regarding
household amenities, nearly all households (97%)
have electricity, an increase from 80% in 2006.
The use of wood and solid fuels for cooking has
decreased to 66% from 79% recorded in 2006.
Access to televisions and mobile phones has
increased substantially, with TV ownership rising
to 87% (from 77% in 2006) and mobile ownership
reaching 91% (from 39% in 2006) (DCS, 2016a).

These improvements have importantimplications
for women, who traditionally bear the primary

4.2 Health

Sri Lanka’s long-standing commitment to universal
access to free state health services—supported by
an extensive network of teaching, provincial, base,
and district hospitals, as well as peripheral units,
maternity homes, and community-based maternal
and child health clinics—has significantly improved
the overall health status of women (ADB & GIZ,2015).
However, persistent regional disparities continue
to challenge the equity of these achievements.
Despite near-universal coverage, unequal access to
healthcare, variations in health outcomes, and the
uneven distribution of resources and infrastructure—
particularly in rural, estate, and conflict-affected
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responsibility for household water collection,
cooking, and caregiving. Having water sources
on premises reduces the time and physical
burden on women and girls, enabling more time
for education and income-generating activities.
Access to electricity and improved cooking fuels
also helps reduce health risks associated with
indoor air pollution, which disproportionately
affect women. Moreover, increased access to
mobile phones and televisions provides women
with greater opportunities for information,
communication, and social engagement,
which can enhance their empowerment and
participation in decision-making at both
household and community levels.

However, disparities continue to exist by location,
with rural and estate sector households less likely
to have access to improved services and amenities,
thereby deepening gender inequalities in access to
basic needs and opportunities. For instance, while
LPG is the most commonly used cooking fuel in
urban areas (67%), firewood remains predominant
inrural (73%) and estate (80%) sectors.

The Demographic and Health Survey has not been
conducted since 2016 in Sri Lanka. While this
data is likely to have been impacted further by
the recent crisis, it highlights important gender
dynamics.

areas—remain major concerns (WHO, 2014). These
inequalities are further exacerbated during crises, as
gaps in emergency preparedness and recurring drug
shortages undermine the resilience of the system.
In addition, gendered barriers within the health
sector limit women’s reproductive rights, bodily
autonomy, and agency, shaped by deeply rooted
social norms, stigma, and lack of decision-making
power. Issues such as domestic violence, harassment
within healthcare settings, and limited access to
safe and respectful reproductive health services
continue to affect women and gender minorities
disproportionately.



4.2.1 Reproductive health

Srilanka has made significant progress in women'’s
reproductive health, particularly in maternal
health, family planning, and access to healthcare.
However, notable challenges remain, especially in
areas such as sexual health education, access to
contraceptives, and reproductive rights.

Historically, Sri Lanka has achieved remarkable
improvements in maternal health. The maternal
mortality rate, which was 1,694 per 100,000 live
births in 1947, has steadily declined, making
Sri Lanka the country with the best maternal
mortality ratio in South Asia (Lanerolle, 2022). By
2023, the maternal mortality rate had decreased
to 25 deaths per 100,000 live births, according to
the Family Health Bureau (Table 4.1). Over 99%
of births now occur in healthcare institutions,
attended by skilled professionals, according to
data from the Family Health Bureau.

The Sri Lankan government provides free maternal
healthcare services, including antenatal and
postnatal care, as well as midwifery services.
However, disparities in maternal healthcare persist,
particularlyinruralareaswhere accesstospecialised
care remains limited. A concerning trend reported
by the Family Health Bureau (Table 4.1) is the rise
in low birth weight, which increased significantly in
2022 and reached 14.8% in 2023. This may be linked
to the nutritional impacts of food insecurity that
arose in 2022 following multiple crises. However, in
terms of maternal nutrition, while the proportion
of pregnant women who were underweight within
their first trimester declined from 24.6% in 2011 to
14.7% in 2023, the proportion of women who were
overweight within their first trimester more than
doubled, rising from 15.2% to 31.8%. In response
to this, the state provides nutrition-specific
interventions through antenatal and postnatal
care, including pre-pregnancy education for newly
married women on achieving healthy weight
(Ministry of Health, 2024).

The percentage of teenage pregnancies remains
low, recorded at 3.7% in 2024, and has been

steadily decreasing (Table 4.1). However, the need
for Comprehensive Reproductive Health Education
(CRHE) remains high. Existing school-based
reproductive health programmes are often focused
on biological aspects and exclude discussion on
rights, consent, or broader reproductive health
topics (Karunathilake & UNFPA Sri Lanka, 2019).
Cultural and religious resistance to CRHE further
limits the effectiveness of these programmes.

Menstrual hygiene remains a concern, as the high
costof menstrual products continuestodrive period
poverty in low-income communities. According
to Siriwardana (2024), before 2018, menstrual
products were taxed at an exorbitant rate of 101.2%
under HS code 96190010. While this rate has since
been reduced to 51.07%, it remains a significant
barrier to affordability.” These barriers do not
affect health outcomes alone—they also directly
interfere with girls’ education. National and global
studies indicate that a considerable percentage of
adolescent girls miss school during menstruation
duetolackofaccesstosanitary products, and water
and sanitation facilities, or due to embarrassment
and social pressures (WaterAid, 2018). This reflects
the interconnections between health, education,
poverty, and gender equality, where a seemingly
singular health issue—menstrual hygiene—can
contribute to reduced educational attainment and
long-term socioeconomic disadvantage for girls.

Government initiatives promote menstrual hygiene
awarenessinschools,butchallenges persist,including
social stigma, taboos, and inadequate sanitation
facilities in some schools and workplaces. Addressing
these issues is essential to improving menstrual
health and promoting inclusivity. According to a
Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices (KAP) analysis
conducted with 720 adolescent girls and 282 female
teachersinthe Kalutara district, 37% of girls reported
missing at least one or two days of school each
month due to menstruation (WaterAid, 2018). These
absences are not solely due to physical discomfort
but are compounded by social restrictions—60%
of parents did not allow their daughters to attend
school during their periods, reflecting how cultural
stigma directly limits girls’ mobility and access to

7  However, according to Verité Research, the figures differ slightly: until 2018, sanitary napkins were taxed at 101.2%. Subsequent
revisions to the tax structure lowered this amount, but by 2024, the total tariff on menstrual products still stood at 47.1%—signifi-
cantly higher than the taxes imposed on military equipment, fertiliser, and gold jewellery (Verité Research, 2024).
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education. The lack of supportive infrastructure
in schools further exacerbates this issue. Among
the government-sponsored schools surveyed, only
41% had soap available—a basic requirement for
maintaining hygiene during menstruation. Even
more concerning, just 1% of school principals and
6% of teachers reported that emergency sanitary
pads were available—highlighting the lack of
preparedness within the education systemto support
girls’menstrual health needs (WaterAid, 2018).

In terms of access to contraceptives, the Sri Lanka
Demographic and Health Survey (2016) reports
a contraceptive prevalence rate of 65%, with
54% of users relying on modern methods (WHO,
2022). Free contraceptive services are available
through Ministry of Health (MOH) clinics and
Family Health Bureau programmes. However,

challenges persist: unmarried women often
face stigma when seeking contraceptives and
awareness of newer methods such as implants
and self-injectables remains limited. Cultural and
religious norms further affect contraceptive use

in some communities.

Encouragingly, the number of new contraceptive
acceptors has been rising in recent years (Figure
4.3). Injectables and implants remain the most
commonly used methods in Sri Lanka. The
relatively low use of contraceptive implants is
partly due to limited access to long-acting or
permanent methods in low-resource settings.
Injectable contraception remains a popular choice
in low-resource settings due to its effectiveness
and ease of use compared to daily pills or other
methods.

Table 4:1 Snapshot of reproductive health status in Sri Lanka (2016-2023)

Indicator 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Percentage of teenage pregnant
mothers registered

4.85 4.6 4.4

4.4 4.1 3.9 3.9 3.8 3.7

Percentage of pregnant mothers with

low BMl as it is on or before 12 weeks 18.8 175 16.6 15.5 14.7 139 146 14.7 141
of gestation
Percentage of postpartum mothers
visited by Public Health Midwife 79 77.5 79.2 83 81.3 80.4 84.9 89.3 89.5
(PHM) at or around 42 days
Percentage of mothers reported with

32.1 35.4 39.4 42 411 38 35 38.1 38.7

antenatal morbidities

Percentage of institutional deliveries  99.9 99.9 99.9

99.9 99.9 99.9 99.9 99.9 99.9

Percentage of pregnant mothers

s 10.8 11 11.4 12 11.8 10.2 11.5 133 15.2
reported postnatal morbidities
Percentage of low birth weight 11.2 11.8 11.9 123 123 12.7 14.6 14.8 14.6
Percentage of infants who are

: 6.47 6.2 6.6 6.4 6.1 5.9 6.7 7.7 7.3

underweight
Maternal mortality rate (per 100,000
. . e P 33.8 39 32 29.2 29.5 47 33 25 N/A
live births)
Infant mortality rate (per 1,000 live
births) 8.2 9 9.1 9.5 8.4 9 101 10.4 10.2

Source: Family Health Bureau (2022)
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Figure 4:3 Distribution of new contraceptive acceptors by method, 2018-2022
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Abortions remain a criminal offence in Sri Lanka
under the Penal Code. Due to these restrictive
laws, individuals who cannot afford safe and
confidential services, either locally or abroad, are
often compelled to undergo unsafe procedures
or carry unwanted pregnancies to term, placing
their health and lives at risk (International
Planned Parenthood Federation, 2019). A 2016
report by the Ministry of Health estimated that
approximately 658 abortions occur daily in Sri
Lanka, amounting to over 240,000 annually
(Gomez et al, 2023). Unsafe abortion remains
a significant public health concern, accounting
for 10-13% of maternal deaths and ranking as
the third leading cause of maternal mortality
in the country (Ganguly, 2022). The abortion-
related mortality rate is estimated at around 15%
(International Planned Parenthood Federation,
2019).

Access to abortion services is highly stratified
by class. While women from upper-middle-class
backgrounds may obtain abortion services from
certain private hospitals by paying high fees,
those from low-income groups are left to rely
on unregulated and often unhygienic providers.
These procedures are typically accessed through

2020 2021 2022
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word-of-mouth, with no guarantees of provider
skill or pain relief, resulting in traumatic and
unsafe experiences for many women (International
Planned Parenthood Federation, 2019).

In addition to medical risks, women seeking
post-abortion care often face stigma and
discrimination within the healthcare system.
However, social attitudes towards abortion are
shifting. A 2015 survey published in the Ceylon
Medical Journal found that 65% supported
legalising abortion in cases of rape, and 53%
supported it for fetal abnormalities (Gomez et al.,
2023).

Recognising abortion as a reproductive right is
essential to the full realisation of human rights.
These rights encompass civil, political, economic,
and social dimensions including the rights to
health, life, equality, privacy, information, and
freedom from torture and ill-treatment. States
are therefore obligated to ensure that women
and girls not only have access to comprehensive
reproductive health services and information,
but also have the ability to make free, informed
decisions about their reproductive lives without
facing violence, coercion, or discrimination.
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4.2.3 Gender-based violence and
health

Gender-based violence (GBV), including rape,
sexual violence, and domestic abuse, continues to
be a serious concern in Sri Lanka. The Ministry of
Health reports in their 2022—2023 Annual Bulletin
that GBV-related health outcomes are persistently
under-addressed—particularly for women in
low-income, rural, estate, and conflict-affected
areas—despite improvements in health indicators
at the national level. Data from the Family Health
Bureau indicate that the number of newly
identified female survivors of GBV increased by
2023 compared to 2018, and remains significantly
higherthan the number of male survivors (Ministry
of Health, 2024) (Figure 4.4).

Survivors often face barriers to healthcare,
including stigma and a lack of specialised
support services. Limited access to emergency
contraception for rape survivors due to restrictive

policies exacerbates these challenges. In the Sri
Lankan context, these consequences are shaped
by patriarchal norms, stigma, and limited support
systems, particularly for women in marginalised
settings. Addressing social stigma, legal barriers,
and healthcare disparities is crucial for ensuring
comprehensive reproductive health services for all
women in Sri Lanka.

The Ministry of Health (2024) further reports that
GBV during pregnancy is a commonly reported
issue, contributing to adverse outcomes such as
miscarriages, stillbirths, and maternal deaths.
The Annual Health Bulletin also highlights the
intergenerational impact of GBV, noting that
children exposed to violence between parents
are likely to internalise these behaviours. Boys, in
particular, may learn to use violence as a means of
asserting control, thereby increasing the likelihood
of becoming perpetrators in adulthood through a
process of learned behaviour.

Figure 4:4 Identified survivors of gender-based violence from 2018 to 2023
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4.2.4 Gender differences in
morbidity

Thehealthlandscapein Srilankais marked byadual
challenge of preventable communicable diseases
and the growing burden of non-communicable
diseases (NCDs). While significant strides have
been made in reducing the incidence of diseases
such as malaria, other infectious diseases such as
dengue, leptospirosis, and dysentery continue to
pose significant public health challenges. These
diseases are often tied to poor environmental
conditions, emphasising the importance of
environmental health policies alongside medical
interventions.

Sri Lanka is experiencing a concerning rise in NCDs
such as diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, cancers,
chronic kidney disease, and accidents. These
conditions, which are largely preventable through
lifestyle changes, pose a significant challenge for
policymakers. Data from the Medical Statistics
Unit highlights a clear gender disparity in the
prevalence and outcomes of these diseases.

Mortality rates for major NCDs—including
neoplasms (cancer), cardiovascular diseases, and
respiratory diseases—are generally higherin males
compared to females. For instance, government
hospital records show that male deaths due to
neoplasms stand at 3,223, compared to 2,566
female deaths (see Table 1 in Annex 2). Similarly,
cardiovascular disease mortality is notably higher
among men, with 8,983 male deaths versus 7,126
female deaths. This suggests that men may be
more vulnerable to fatal outcomes, possibly due
to riskier lifestyle choices, late-stage diagnoses, or
lower healthcare-seeking behaviour.

In contrast, morbidity rates—reflecting the
incidence of illness—are higher among females.
Women account for a greater number of hospital
discharges for conditions such as cancer and
endocrine disorders, including diabetes. Data
reveals that female discharges for neoplasms are
significantly higher than those for males (86,034 vs.
66,235), indicating that while men may have higher
death rates, women are more frequently diagnosed
and treated. This could be due to factors such as
better health-seeking behaviour among women,

longer life expectancy, and biological differences
that predispose them to certain chronic conditions.

A closer look at specific diseases further highlights
gendered trends. In the case of neoplasms, while
more female patients are discharged (86,034 vs.
66,235 males), male mortality remains higher
(3,223 vs. 2,566 female deaths). This could suggest
that men are diagnosed at later stages or may
experience more aggressive types of cancer.
Endocrine diseases, particularly diabetes, show
a similar pattern, with more female discharges
(50,656 vs. 42,162 males). However, the mortality
difference between genders is relatively narrow
(365 male deaths vs. 344 female deaths), indicating
that while diabetes affects women more in terms
of prevalence, men may experience more severe
complications leading to fatal outcomes.

Cardiovascular diseases also display gender
disparities. While men face a significantly higher
mortality rate (8,983 male deaths vs. 7,126 female
deaths), the number of female hospital discharges
remains substantial. This suggests that although
men are more likely to die from cardiovascular
diseases, women are still significantly affected
and may require more targeted public health
interventions.  Addressing  these  gendered
vulnerabilities  through  tailored healthcare
strategies is crucial in reducing the burden of NCDs
in Sri Lanka.

According to the Ministry of Health (2024), data
from the National Cancer Registry Programme
in Sri Lanka from 2005 to 2021 indicates breast
cancer as the most common type of cancer among
females, with the crude incidence rate increasing
significantly from 18.4 per 100,000 in 2005 to
48.0 per 100,000 in 2021. Cervical cancer, while
previously the second most common in 2005,
ranked fifth by 2021, but its crude incidence rate
remained relatively stable between 7.4-11.3 per
100,000, indicating no marked decline. Among
males, lip, tongue, and mouth cancers were the
most common, with incidence rising from 8.9 to 25
per 100,000 during the same period. Lung cancer
was the second most common, increasing from 6.9
to 14.4 per 100,000 between 2005 and 2021. Both
lip, tongue, and mouth cancers and lung cancer are
closely associated with tobacco use.
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The increasing incidence of breast cancer among
women highlights critical gaps in early detection,
awareness, and timely access to treatment. While
cervical cancer has fallen in rank, the lack of
significant reduction in its incidence suggests that
screening, treatment, and HPV vaccine coverage
remain inadequate or unevenly distributed. For
men, the high andrising rates of lip, tongue, mouth,
and lung cancers point to gendered behavioural
risks, particularly tobacco and smoking-related
habits, which are more prevalent among men
due to social and cultural norms. These patterns
emphasise the targeted, gender-
responsive health education and prevention
programmes. Overall, the data reflects how gender
roles and social expectations shape both exposure
to risk and access to healthcare, underscoring the
need for gender-sensitive cancer prevention and
control strategies.

need for

4.2.4.1 Mental health

According to the Epidemiology Unit (2022),
depressionandanxietydiagnosesaremoreprevalent
among females, while behavioural disorders such
as ADHD are more commonly diagnosed in males.
Although more recent data from the Directorate
of Mental Health is not available, the 2017 data
indicate that recurrent depressive disorders are
more common among women, whereas mental
disorders due to psychoactive substances are more
frequently recorded among men (Figure 4.5). These
patterns may also be influenced by gendered social
roles and expectations, which shape how distress
is experienced, expressed, and diagnosed.

Figure 4:5 Summary of newly diagnosed mental health disorders during the 1st
quarter of 2017
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Note: Data of Anuradhapura, Trincomalee and Kalmunai are not available.

EducatedyoungwomeninSrilankafaceheightened
psychosocial distress, as they navigate the tensions
of modern aspirations within a patriarchal
framework that expects conformity to traditional
(Chandradasa & Rathnayake,
2019). This is particularly evident in rural and

gender roles
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disadvantaged areas, where young women face a
higher risk of self-harm and suicide. Findings from
the 2024 Global School-Based Student Health
Survey support these concerns. The survey revealed
thatthe percentage of students considering suicide
(suicidal ideation and attempts) rose from 9.4% in



2016 to 15.4% in 2024. The percentage of those
who attempted suicide also increased, from 6.8%
to 9.1%. Notably, females reported significantly
higher rates of suicidal ideation, with 17.1% of
females considering suicide at least once during
the 12 months prior to the survey, compared to
13.6% of males. A similar pattern was observed
in suicide attempts, with 10.5% of females and
7.7% of males reporting attempts. This highlights
the critical mental health challenges faced by
young women in Sri Lanka, particularly in rural and
disadvantaged communities.

The World Health Organization (2024) reports that
in 2022, the suicide rate in Sri Lanka was 27 per
100,000 for males and 5 per 100,000 for females,
with a national average of 15 per 100,000, based
on national police data. While acknowledging Sri
Lanka’s notable progress in reducing overall suicide
rates—largely attributed to national bans on toxic
pesticides since 1997 —WHO emphasises that the

country continues to record suicide rates above the
global average.

Despite lower absolute numbers among women,
gendered patterns in suicide motivations and
mental health links are evident in the data from Sri
Lanka Police.In 2022, 2,832 males and 574 females
died by suicide. While the most cited reason in
both groups was categorised as “other,” intimate
partner violence (IPV) was the second leading
cause accounting for 17.12% of male cases (485)
and 18.8% of female cases (108). Mental health
disorders were also a significant contributor, cited
in 10% of male suicides (311 cases) and 17.24%
of female suicides (99 cases) (Figure 4.6). This
suggests that mental health challenges are more
closely linked to suicide among women, reinforcing
broader evidence of their greater psychological
vulnerability, particularly under conditions of
violence, social control, and limited support
systems.

Figure 4:6 Reasons for suicide in 2022
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4.2.4.2 Sexually transmitted
infections

Data from the 2023 Annual Report of the National
STD/AIDS Control Programme (see Table 3 in
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Annex 2) highlights that, in general, women are
more affected by sexually transmitted infections
(STIs) than men. For most conditions, the female
share of diagnoses is notably higher, with women
accounting for a majority of cases in several
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categories. For instance, women account for
56.61% of genital herpes diagnoses, 72.35% of
non-gonococcal infections, and 50.54% of total
STls. While some conditions, such as gonorrhoea
and syphilis, show a higher prevalence in men,
the overall trend indicates that women are
more frequently diagnosed with a variety of
STls. Particularly in the case of conditions such
as trichomoniasis, for which women constitute
an overwhelming 80.39% of reported cases, the
data reveals a significant gender disparity in
STl diagnoses, with women disproportionately
affected across multiple infection types.

However, data from the National STD/AIDS Control
Programme of the Ministry of Health (see Table
4 in Annex 2) indicates a consistent decline in the
percentage of females among the reported cases
of HIV/AIDS from 2010 to 2019. In 2010, females
accounted for 36.4% of all reported HIV/AIDS
cases, but this figure steadily decreased over the
years, reaching 18.2% by 2019. Nevertheless, it is
importantto continue monitoring gender disparities
in HIV/AIDS to ensure that men’s healthcare needs
are adequately addressed, as the disease remains
highly prevalent among men, according to the data.

In 2023, the majority of new infections occurred
in males, accounting for 613 cases or 88% of the
total, while females represented 12% of the total,
and transgender individuals accounted for only
two cases. This highlights a significant difference
in new HIV infections by gender, with males being
the most affected group (National STD/AIDS
Control Programme, 2023).

However, such shares are based on absolute
numbers of reported cases and should be
interpreted with caution. They do not account
for possible differences in testing rates, health-
seeking behaviour, or symptom visibility between
women and men.

4.2.5 Gender differences in
nutritional levels

Gender differences in nutrition levels in Sri Lanka
reflect significant disparities in dietary diversity
and food security between men and women, with

/6

some findings highlighting the challenges faced
by both genders. A large proportion of women,
especially in urban and marginalised areas, did not
meet minimum dietary diversity. Approximately
83% of women in urban areas and over 60% in
marginalised areas failed to achieve minimally
diverse diets, with urban areas showing poorer
diet diversity than rural areas (Weerasekara et al.,
2019). About 63% of reproductive-age women'’s
diet did not meet minimum dietary diversity and
food security standards. The diets of these women
were characterised by imbalanced macronutrient
intakes and alarmingly low consumption of
essential micronutrients. Furthermore, women
in urban slums were found to be at higher risk of
food insecurity compared to women in rural areas,
indicating a link between urban living conditions
and nutritional challenges. The study conducted
by Weerasekara et al., which surveyed 400 women
of reproductive age, suggests that improving
nutrition is crucial for disease prevention and
overall health.

As part of the Food Assistance for Assets (FFA)
program, a study found that men were more
likely than women to have a diverse diet (Olney
et al, 2021). Men consumed higher proportions
of pulses, dairy products, and meat compared
to women, while women consumed more dark
green leafy vegetables and other vegetables. This
difference suggests that although women have a
higher intake of certain plant-based foods, men
generally have a more varied diet in terms of animal
products, and therefore have more comprehensive
nutrition.

Additionally, the National Nutrition and
Micronutrient Survey of 2022 found that 10.7% of
adult men were underweight, while 25.6% were
overweight and 6.4% were obese (Jayatissa et al.,
2023). In comparison, women recorded slightly
higher prevalence rates across these categories,
highlighting the greater nutritional challenges
faced by women compared to men. Among
students, hunger due to food insecurity was
more prevalent among males (5.3%) than females
(3.4%), suggesting a gender difference in food
insecurity even at a younger age. Furthermore, the
prevalence of underweight students was notably
higher among males (27.2%) compared to females



(15.8%), indicating that male students are more
likely to experience malnutrition in the form of
being underweight.

These studies highlight that both men and women
face distinct but significant nutrition-related
challenges in Sri Lanka. Women tend to suffer
from lower dietary diversity and food insecurity,
particularly in urban and marginalised areas, while
men are more likely to experience food insecurity
in terms of hunger. Moreover, both genders face
issues of underweight and obesity, reflecting the
complex nature of nutrition and malnutrition in
the country. Addressing these gendered nutritional
disparities requires targeted interventions to
improve food security, enhance dietary diversity,
and ensure that both men and women have access
to balanced and nutritious diets.

4.2.5.1 Crisis impact on women’s
nutrition and health

According to UN estimates, as of 2022, approximately
6.3 million people in Sri Lanka were food insecure,
unable to access or afford a nutritious diet on a
daily basis (UN, 2022). Rising food prices, reduced
household incomes, and shrinking livelihood options
have had severe consequences on the dietary quality
and quantity across all population groups. These
conditions have disproportionately affected women
and girls due to entrenched gender norms that
often place them at the end of the household food
distribution hierarchy. The nutritional crisis was
accompanied by dietary shifts. Households reported
decreasing their consumption of milk powder and
dairy products such as yoghurt and curd due to
cost and availability constraints. Instead, there is
a growing reliance on low-cost beverages such as
malted milk and plain tea, which lack the nutritional
density of dairy products. Moreover, with reduced
access to protein-rich foods, many households
compensated with increased intake of carbohydrate-
heavy staples—compromising nutritional diversity
and leading to potential long-term health risks
(Sooriyaarachchi and Jayawardena, 2023).

Certain population groups have been identified
as being at higher risk of nutritional deficits. An
assessment conducted by the United Nations

Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA)inJuly 2022 revealed that 238,000 pregnant
and breastfeeding women from low-income
and food-insecure households required urgent
food assistance (Amnesty International, 2023).
Similarly, female-headed households, women
with no formal education, lactating or pregnant
mothers, and families with members living with
disabilities were found to be especially vulnerable
to acute food insecurity (Samantha et al,, 2024).

The crisis also disrupted state-led nutritional
instance, the Thriposha
programme—a long-standing government food
supplementation initiative targeting pregnant and
lactating women and undernourished children
under five—saw severe production cutbacks.
Shortages in imported raw materials such as maize
and soy significantly reduced output, weakening a
key buffer against child malnutrition and maternal
undernutrition. This reduction had a twofold
impact: it undermined the nutritional well-being
of vulnerable groups and increased household
financial burdens, particularly for low-income
familiesthatdependedonthissupplementtooffset
up to 57% of children’s nutritional needs (Amnesty
International, 2023). As established across this
report, women disproportionately bear the burden
of these disruptions due to prevailing care norms
that position them as primarily responsible for
ensuring the health and nutrition of children
and family members, further compounding the
gendered impact of the crisis.

interventions. For

Thestrainonthe healthcare system extends beyond
nutrition. Following the onset of the economic
crisis, major maternity hospitals in Colombo—such
as the De Soysa Maternity Hospital and the Castle
Street Hospital for Women—reported shortages
of essential medical supplies, including insulin for
diabetic pregnant women and reagents required
for routine tests such as full blood counts. In early
2023, the Sri Lanka Medical Association confirmed
widespread shortages of antibiotics, anesthetics,
and prenatal and neonatal medicines, severely
compromising maternal and child health services
(Amnesty International, 2023).

Despite Sri Lanka’s previous successes in achieving
near-universal access to health services, the crisis
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has underscored persistent gendered and regional
inequalities and vulnerabilities in access and
outcomes. Women living in poverty, especially
in rural or estate sectors, lack financial means
to procure essential medicines from private
pharmacies, which were previously available free of
charge in public hospitals. These barriers not only
undermine the right to health but also reinforce
gendered vulnerabilities in times of crisis.

In sum, the recent economic crisis has exposed
significant gaps in resilience and equity. As Sri
Lanka’s context shifts and the economy shows signs
of recovery, the data above may gradually improve.
However, they remain a stark reminder of the
country’s recurring vulnerabilities in times of crisis
and underscore the need for targeted, preventative
measures to build long-term resilience.

4.2.6 Health and the LGBTQIA+
community in Sri Lanka

Despite Sri Lanka’s free state healthcare system,
individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual,
or other (LGBTQIA+) continue to experience
widespread discrimination, exclusion, and systemic
neglect in health settings, contributing to unequal
access to services and poor health outcomes. While
services are technically available to all citizens,
prejudice within the healthcare system, lack of
privacy, and institutional disregard for sexual
and gender diversity significantly undermine
the quality of care received by LGBTQIA+ persons
(Equal Ground, 2023). Public hospitals are often
characterised by large crowds, time-consuming
procedures, and discriminatory practices by
healthcare staff, making them unwelcoming
and unsafe spaces for LGBTQIA+ individuals. This
drives many to seek care in private health facilities,
which, though costly, are perceived to provide
better privacy, more respectful interactions, and
systematic complaint redress mechanisms (Equal
Ground, 2023).

Transgender and gender-diverse individuals
face unique barriers due to the binary nature of
institutional structures. For instance, gender-
segregated wards and toilets fail to accommodate
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people who do not identify within cisgender
norms. Even when transgender individuals have
obtained a Gender Recognition Certificate (GRC)
introduced through a 2016 Ministry of Health
circular to enable legal gender change for those
undergoing transition, the lack of awareness
among state officials and medical personnel often
results in additional bureaucratic hurdles and
persistent misgendering (Equité Sri Lanka, Bridge
for Equality, & Rajarata Gemi Pahana, 2023). Those
with non-binary identities are entirely excluded
from this legal recognition process, further
marginalising them within medical and legal
systems.

Discriminatory and harmful practices are
pervasive across all levels of healthcare staff.
Reports document incidents of sexual harassment,
invasive examinations without informed consent,
verbal abuse, and even attempts at “conversion”
by doctors, many of whom hold limited or
pathologising views about LGBTQIA+ individuals
(Equal Ground, 2023).Theattitudes and behaviours
of doctors—who are seen as role models by other
staff—are often mimicked by nurses, midwives,
attendants, and even security personnel, creating
an environment of normalised discrimination and
abuse. Community consultations have revealed
frequent breaches of confidentiality, denial
of recognition of one’s gender identity during
hospital admission, and psychological abuse, all
of which contribute to distrust in the healthcare
system (Equité Sri Lanka, Bridge for Equality, &
Rajarata Gemi Pahana, 2023).

As a result, many LGBTQIA+ persons delay or
avoid seeking care, which may lead to untreated
conditions and worsening health outcomes. This
has particularly affected access to sexual and
reproductive health services, including for queer
women and trans men, who often face inferior or
inappropriate care (Rodriguez, 2022). Trans women
have been especially impacted due to mismatched
identity documents, which hinder access to
necessary medical treatment and reinforce stigma
in care settings.

The mental health situation among LGBTOIA+
individuals is also concerning. A 2024 study by
Jayatilake and Caldera, based on responses from



162 LGBTO+ individuals in Sri Lanka, revealed
that 70.4% experienced symptoms of depression,
with 34.6% of them experiencing extremely
severe depression. Similarly, 66.7% of respondents
reported symptoms of anxiety and stress, with
approximately one-third experiencing extreme
severity in both categories. These figures reflect the
compounded impact of societal stigma, systemic
exclusion, and everyday discrimination faced by
LGBTQIA+ people in Sri Lanka.

The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified
vulnerabilities, particularly among those living
with HIV, sex workers, and transgender individuals.
These groups faced disruptions in access to
essential medicines, such as antiretroviral therapy
(ART) and hormone treatments, especially when
fearsofdiscrimination kept them away from clinics.
In response, some community-based organisations
stepped in to deliver these medications directly to
individuals, highlighting both the resilience of civil
society and the failure of public systems to ensure
equitable access (Rodriguez, 2022).

In sum, while basic healthcare infrastructure
exists in Sri Lanka, the LGBTQIA+ community faces
structural, institutional, and attitudinal barriers
thatimpede access to safe, respectful,andinclusive
care. Discriminatory practices within medical
settings, the lack of training among healthcare
providers, absence of non-binary recognition,
and mental health vulnerabilities call for urgent,
systemic reforms. These must include mandatory
gender sensitivity training, inclusive infrastructure,
comprehensive sexual and reproductive health
services, and mechanisms to ensure accountability
and redress. Without such interventions, the
principle of universal health coverage will remain
out of reach for many LGBTQIA+ Sri Lankans.

4.2.7 Achievements and gaps in
Public Health Policy

As highlighted in the 2022 review of Sri Lanka’s
National Health Policy 20162025 by the Directorate
of Policy Analysis and Development, Ministry of
Health, Sri Lanka has made significant strides in
achieving better health outcomes, particularly in the
areas of communicabledisease controland maternal

and child health. The country has successfully
eliminated malaria, lymphatic filariasis (2016),
measles (2019), and the vertical transmission of
HIV and syphilis (2020). The Expanded Programme
on Immunization (EPI) continues to maintain
coverage, contributing to the
eradication of diarrhoeal mortality among children.
Sri Lanka scored 67% on the Universal Health
Coverage (UHC) index in 2018, and ranked 76th
out of 163 countries in the 2022 SDG Health Index,
reflecting strong overall performance in health-
related Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

near-universal

Sri Lanka’s strong public health infrastructure,
especially the public health midwifery service,
continues to underpin its maternal and child health
achievements. Several measures have enhanced
access to essential care, such as free provision of
intraocular lenses, stents, cochlear and prosthetic
implants, and increased focus on non-communicable
disease (NCD) screening.

Despite overall progress, gender-specific and
intersectional gaps remain significant and often
leave marginalised women behind. Mental
health services are underdeveloped, with only 34
in-patient psychiatric units available across the
country. Geriatric services are similarly limited,
with just two dedicated geriatric wards in state
hospitals (in Kadugannawa and Peradeniya),
despite Sri Lanka’s rapidly ageing population and
women’s longer life expectancy. While maternal
health services are robust, other sexual and
reproductive health services, including family
planning, are not consistently accessible, and
tend to lack targeted outreach for marginalised
groups. The burden of unpaid care work, primarily
shouldered by women, also restricts timely access
to health services, particularly in rural, estate, and
conflict-affected areas.

However, despite the deeply gendered dynamics
mapped above, most health sector programmes
do not consistently integrate a gender analysis
or provide disaggregated data to inform
gender-responsive planning. For instance, NCD
prevention and treatment strategies rarely
account for gendered risk factors or care-seeking
behaviours, despite NCDs being the leading
cause of death.

/9

2lopmen



SriLanka

ofile

p

Gender Eqguality

Although  policies  emphasise
and equity, communities such as people with
disabilities, LGBTQIA+ individuals, and those from
economically and geographically marginalised
backgrounds encounter barriers in terms of
physical accessibility, stigma, service availability,
and affordability. Moreover, regional disparities
persist in access to quality services, infrastructure,
and human resources.

universality

4.3 Education

Sri Lanka boasts one of the highest literacy
rates in the region, with a national literacy rate
of 92% (World Development Indicators, 2023).
Literacy rates and educational attainment levels
have steadily increased since Sri Lanka gained
independence in 1948. In 2023, the youth literacy
rate stood at 98% (World Development Indicators,
2023). Gender parity has been achieved in literacy
rates in Sri Lanka, largely due to the country’s
long-standing free education policy. Although the
female literacy rate remains slightly lower than
that of males, it still exceeds 90% (see Figure 2 in
Annex 2).

Sri Lanka was one of the first countries in Asia to
grant universal adult franchise in 1931. Following
this, laws were enacted in 1939 and 1945 to ensure
free education for all (Bandara, 2018). These
measures enabled both boys and girls from all
backgrounds to access free education. Education
is recognised as a fundamental right under the Sri
Lankan Constitution, and the state is obligated to
ensure accesstoeducation forall. Thiscommitment
was reinforced through the Compulsory Education
Regulation of 1997, which mandated schooling for
all children aged 5 to 14 years. Sri Lanka’s National
Education Policy and other legislative frameworks
further emphasise the provision of equitable,
inclusive, and quality education irrespective of
gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background.
These commitments have laid the groundwork
for near-universal access to primary education
and significant progress in gender parity at the

80

Public health investment has remained low, with
government health expenditure under 5% of
the gross domestic product (GDP), and out-of-
pocket spending rising to 50.1% in 2022. In this
context, advancing gender-transformative health
policy implementation—including  stronger
data disaggregation, targeted programming,
and accountability mechanisms—is essential to
ensuring that universal health coverage becomes
a reality for all.

national level, although disparities persist in terms
of quality, subject choices, regional access, and
school-level experiences, particularly for girls and
gender-diverse learners.

Today, the Sri Lankan Constitution emphasises
universal and equal access to education at all
levels, and the law mandates compulsory schooling
between the ages of 5 and 16. According to World
Development Indicators, literacy rates for both
men and women have remained above 90% for
decades in Sri Lanka.

4.3.1 Access and retention in
education

Despite Sri Lanka’s long-standing commitment to
free education and historically high enroliment
rates, recent years have witnessed troubling
setbacks—particularly in the wake of successive
crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the
2022 economic collapse. While overall enrollment
remains high, a closer look reveals emerging
gendered patterns in both enrollment and dropout
rates.

As illustrated in Figure 4.7, data from the World
Development Indicators show that primary school
enrollment has remained above 95% for both
sexes from 2010 to 2022. However, before 2019,
female enrollment was slightly lower than male
enrollment. This trend shifted after 2019, with



female enrollment surpassing that of males. It is
important to note, however, that both male and
female enrollment rates have been declining since
2020 due to multiple crises, which poses a concern
for the progress Sri Lanka has made in education

through its free education system. This decline is
particularly worrisome for male students, whose
sustained engagement in education appears
increasingly atrisk, signalling a gendered challenge
that requires urgent attention.

Figure 4:7 School enroliment at the primary level by gender (% gross)
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The school dropout rates by grade presented in
Figure 4.8 based on data from the Annual School
Census highlights this concerning trend even
further. The data indicates that dropout rates are
higher among males compared to females, and that
they tend to increase in higher grades compared
to lower grades. This high dropout rate among
male students in Sri Lanka is driven by economic
pressures to support families, disengagement
from formal education, masculine social norms
encouraging early work, and a lack of targeted
retention strategies. Female dropout rates are also
higher in secondary education compared to primary
education, pointing to gender-specific pressures
faced by adolescent girls. This highlights the need
for gender-responsive policies that address both
boys" and girls’ educational challenges. It is also
crucial to note that, as shown in Figure 4.8, school
dropout rates have risen significantly in the wake of
the economic crisis, exceeding pre-pandemic levels
and disproportionately affecting male students,
underscoring ongoing gendered trends in education.

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Male

The relatively lower dropout rates observed in
2020/21 may be attributed to school closures
during the pandemic period, along with the
broader disruptions to learning. However, the
compounded effects of the pandemic and the
subsequent economic crisis appear to be more
fully reflected in the 2022/23 dropout rates, as the
impact of these polycrises on education became
more visible over time. It is also important to note
that while these figures represent overall trends,
dropout rates are likely to be significantly higher
among socioeconomically disadvantaged groups,
such asthose inthe estate sector. Previous research
indicates that the estate sector had already
been experiencing high levels of school dropout
(Vithanage, 2022), and these patterns may have
worsened in the aftermath of the crises.

In the wake of multiple crises including the
COVID-19 pandemic and Sri Lanka’s economic
collapse, educational technology (Ed.Tech)
saw a rapid rise as a substitute for traditional
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learning. However, despite initial momentum,
this shift has not delivered inclusive or equitable
outcomes. The impact was more pronounced for
socioeconomically disadvantaged children who
lacked access to essential learning resources. The
expansion of Ed.Tech in Sri Lanka has been marked
by deep disparities, particularly along lines of
income, geography (see Chapter 5), ability, ethnicity,
and gender (Vithanage, 2024). While initiatives
such as the NenasaTV programme aimed to bridge
the urban—rural educational gap by broadcasting
curriculum-aligned content to remote areas, the
success of such interventions has been mixed
(Vithanage, 2024). Many children from estate
sectors, ethnic minorities, migrant worker families,
and those with disabilities remain excluded due
to structural inequalities. Children in these groups
often lack access not only to devices and stable
internet, but also to learning environments that
support digital engagement.

In Sri Lanka, where approximately 40.6% of
households do not have internet access (Chia et al.,

2022), the digital divide between men and women
further exacerbates gendered disparities in access
to remote education (see Chapter 5). Girls are
particularly disadvantaged due to limited access to
personal devices, as digital tools are often owned
or controlled by male family members. Moreover,
when learning from home, girls are frequently
expected to shoulder increased domestic and
caregiving responsibilities which constrains their
ability to engage consistently with educational
content. As a result, the crisis not only disrupted
schooling but also intensified pre-existing gender
norms that deprioritise girls’ education in favour
of their domestic contributions. These challenges
threaten to reverse gains in gender parity in
education, especially for girls from low-income
households, and undermine their long-term
economic and social empowerment.

Thus, targeted, inclusive, and innovative Ed.Tech
approaches are urgently needed not just as crisis-
time interventions, but as long-term strategies to
promote educational equity in Sri Lanka.

Figure 4:8 Dropouts rates by grade in government schools
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4.3.2 Tertiary education: Women
in STEM

According to data from the Sri Lanka University
Statistics Report by the University Grants
Commission (2022), the percentage of female
students (65%) in universities and non-vocational
tertiary education is higher than that of male
students (35%). significant gender
imbalances exist in certain fields, particularly in
engineering and technology-related courses. As
reported bythe University Grants Commission (UGC),
women comprised nearly half of undergraduate
enrolments in the disciplines of Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) at Sri Lankan
universities (UN, 2023). However, Figure 4.9, which
illustrates the percentage of admitted students
to government universities (excluding the Open
University) by gender across subject streams,
shows that women are predominantly enrolled
in arts, commerce, bioscience, and biotechnology,
while men have a drastically higher presence in
engineering technology and physical sciences. This

However,

points to the need for more nuanced narratives
around women in STEM, which go beyond aggregate
figures to reflect the gendered distribution within
disciplines. While suggest
increasing gender parity in STEM, they can obscure
the persistent underrepresentation of women in
engineering and physical sciences—fields that
remain male-dominated due to entrenched social
norms, limited early exposure to technical subjects,
and perceptions of these careers as incompatible
with traditional caregiving roles or unsuitable for
women. Thus, in contrast to men, women tend to
be concentrated in care-related STEM areas such as
health and biological sciences.

overall narratives

The near gender parity in STEM education is not
reflected in the STEM workforce, where women
remain significantly underrepresented, especially in
leadership roles (see Chapter 5). The segregation in
higher education limits women’s opportunities for
economic empowerment and career advancement
in high-demand, higher-paying STEM sectors,
leading to gender pay gaps and earning inequalities.

Figure 4:9 Gender distribution of students admitted to government universities (excluding
the Open University) by subject stream from 2018 to 2022 (GCE A/L year)
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4.3.3 Vocational education

Gender disparities in vocational education persist
despite significant progress in 2022 where an
increase in women’s participation was recorded

(National Human Resources Development Council
of Sri Lanka, 2023). The percentage of females still
remains considerably lower than that of men, as
shown in Figure 4.10.

Figure 4:10 Number of NVQ certificate recipients by gender from 2018 to 2023
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While vocational education and training are critical
for bridging the gap between education and
employment, Sri Lanka continues to face systemic
shortcomings in this sector, with pronounced
gendered implications. Vocational education
remains shaped by persistent gender stereotypes,
with women and girls underrepresented in
technical and ICT-related fields and often funneled
into traditionally “feminised” training programs.
These disparities are further deepened by unequal
access to information, infrastructure, and the
internet—only 52.8% of youth have internet
access, and of that, girls make up a mere 33%.
The gendered digital divide and stereotyping
in curriculum, subject choice, and vocational
pathways reduce opportunities for women, girls,
and gender minorities to participate in training
within high-demand and high-paying sectors
such as STEM and ICT, ultimately reinforcing
occupational segregation and limiting economic
empowerment (Sri Lanka Ministry of Women, Child
Affairs and Social Empowerment, 2021).
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A majority of women remain outside the labour
force or are concentrated in low-paid employment
despite their high educational levels, compared to
men (see Chapter 5). This disconnect is not only
driven by gender biases, stereotypes, and unpaid
care burdens, but also by the limited availability
of gender-responsive vocational education and
training programmes that bridge the gap between
formal education and employment. Social norms
and gender stereotypes often restrict women’s
access to vocational fields that offer better pay and
growth—particularly in non-traditional sectors
such asICT, construction, orengineering. Improving
vocational education through gender-sensitive
curricula, targeted outreach, and industry linkages
can play a transformative role in equipping women
with practical, market-relevant skills, enabling
their transition into decent work and reducing
occupational segregation. Such improvements
are critical to ensuring that women’s educational
achievements translate into substantive economic
participation and long-term career advancement.



4.3.4 Cross-cutting gendered
issues in education

This section explores how cultural and social
norms, combined with institutional failures,
create significant educational disadvantages
for women and gender-diverse students, with
far-reaching implications for equity, safety, and
future opportunities. LGBTQIA+ students in Sri
Lanka face widespread discrimination, stigma, and
abuse within the education system, particularly
when their sexual orientation, gender identity, or
same-sex relationships become known to school
authorities. Particularly, in schools, young adults
have reported incidents of physical, emotional, and
psychological harassment, often triggered by their
sexual orientation, gender identity, and expression
(SOGIE) or involvement in same-sex relationships
(Equité Sri Lanka, Bridge for Equality, & Rajarata
Gemi Pahana, 2023). Due to the taboo nature of
discussing student sexuality, many such violations
go unreported. There are cases where students
were subjected to prolonged emotional abuse,
publichumiliation, and threats of expulsion (Equité
Sri Lanka, Bridge for Equality, & Rajarata Gemi
Pahana, 2023). Similarly, transgender students had
reported being verbally harassed by teachers with
demeaning and transphobic remarks and were
often isolated from their peers by school staff.
These experiences reflect a hostile educational
environment where LGBTQIA+ students are denied
the safety, dignity, and support required for equal
participation in learning.

Gender-based violence (GBV) is a serious issue
within Sri Lanka’s university system, where
many female students face harassment and
abuse simply because of their gender. Research
shows that practices such as ragging—a form
of organised hazing by senior students—can be
deeply traumatic foryoung women. These practices
often involve verbal abuse, public humiliation,
forced removal of personal belongings (such as
clothes or accessories seen as “too fashionable”),
and emotional manipulation, especially targeting
those who are perceived as attractive or confident
(Premadasa et al., 2011).

The abuse goes beyond ragging. A national study
found that among over 1,300 undergraduates,

nearly half had experienced sexual abuse, and over
a third had experienced physical abuse (Sri Lanka
Medical Association Colombo, 2011). Another
study at the University of Colombo revealed that
more than half of medical students surveyed had
faced some form of gender-related violence—
especially women, who reported much higher
rates than men (Perera, Abeynayake & Galabada,
2006). Verbal harassment was the most common,
but physical, sexual, and emotional abuse were
also reported. Female students were also more
likely than male students to be treated unequally
or forced into sexual acts without consent,
suggesting that the university environment can
be unsafe and discriminatory (Wijewardene et al,
2021). These findings highlight an urgent need for
stronger protections and support systems within
higher education institutions to ensure equal,
safe learning spaces for all students—especially
women.

The perpetuation of gendered norms and
stereotypes is ingrained in curricula, teaching
methods, teachers’ attitudes, and educational
institutions, limiting women’s
opportunities, while reinforcing harmful gender
attitudes, perceptions, and practices in society (Sri
Lanka Ministry of Women, Child Affairs and Social
Empowerment, 2021).

access and

Gender bias in school textbooks exerts a formative
influence on how children internalise gender roles
and envision future pathways. Because textbooks
often mirror prevailing social norms, materials
that depict boys disproportionately as leaders,
scientists, or protagonists risk entrenching outdated
stereotypes. Forexample, areview of a Grade 6 science
textbook found that 75% of images portrayed boys or
men, while only 25% depicted girls or women; men
were more frequently shown in occupational and
leadership roles,and women were less visible and less
active (Uruthirathasan & Piratheeban, 2024). Such
imbalances can dampen girls’ identification with
science and other fields and signal, implicitly, that
certain careers are “not for them.” To mitigate these
effects, textbook authors, designers, and curriculum
planners should adopt explicit standards for gender-
balanced  representation—ensuring  equitable
visibility, diverse role modeling, and gender-neutral
language—so that all students, regardless of gender,
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can see their aspirations reflected and legitimately
pursued.

The lack of availability of and access to
comprehensive  sexuality and reproductive
health education for adolescent girls and boys
and for adults, results in unwanted pregnancies,
neglecting of sexual health, vulnerability to sexually
transmitted diseases, unsafe and illegal abortions,
and sexual abuse including intimate partner sexual
violence (Sri Lanka Ministry of Women, Child Affairs
and Social Empowerment, 2021).

Sexual education in Sri Lanka remains limited,
fragmented, and deeply gendered. Only 35% of girls
and 60% of boys were aware that using a condom
could prevent pregnancy, while 75% of girls believed
that menstrual blood was ‘polluted’—a harmful
myth that reinforces stigma and limits girls’ comfort,
participation, and dignity in everyday life. Among male
adolescents, 40% perceived nocturnal emissions as
abnormal, underscoring the pervasive lack of accurate
information and the prevailing culture of silence
surrounding puberty and sexual and reproductive
health for both boys and girls (UNFPA, 2019).

Despite the broader challenges discussed earlier,
there are additional issues such as inadequate

menstrual hygiene management and poor
sanitation facilities that continue to affect school
attendance and dignity for girls, especially in rural
and estate sectors. Unpaid care responsibilities,
early caregiving roles, and social expectations
around domestic work also contribute to higher
rates of absenteeism and school dropouts among
girls, particularly during crises such as the
COVID-19 pandemic and the sudden economic
downturn. Young mothers and girls who become
pregnant often face stigma and lack pathways
to re-enter formal education. Furthermore,
cultural restrictions on older girls" mobility and
continuation of education deepen existing gender
gaps. The digital divide, including limited access
to devices, connectivity, and safe learning spaces
at home, disproportionately affects the continuity
of girls’ education—a disparity that became
especially evident during school closures and
distance learning periods in times of crisis in Sri
Lanka. While these may not be issues faced by the
majority, and may appear as individual cases, they
are largely rooted in entrenched social and cultural
norms surrounding gender roles. Addressing these
challenges requires the establishment of universal,
gender-sensitive education policies accompanied
by transformative systemic shifts in social norms,
community attitudes, and institutional practices.
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In conclusion, Sri Lanka continues to maintain its position at the top of the South Asian region in human
well-being rankings. However, these average rankings mask significant intersectional disparities in
access to social services such as health and education, and human well-being outcomes. Vulnerable
groups face structural and practical barriers in fully realising their rights to education and healthcare,
shaped by social norms, unequal resource distribution, and institutional gaps. Recent demographic
shifts are further intensifying pressures on public services. The ageing population of Sri Lanka is
projected to rise to 25% by 2050—creating a growing need for long-term care and healthcare services.
Compounding these issues are regional and infrastructural disparities, particularly in rural and estate
areas, where women face greater constraints in terms of mobility and caregiving responsibilities that
limit their access to timely, quality healthcare.

In health, Sri Lanka has made significant progress in maternal and child health, yet pronounced gender
inequalities remain in areas such as mental health, reproductive rights, access to care for elderly women,
and gender-based violence. Adolescent girls face stigma and systemic barriers in accessing sexual and
reproductive health services, while deeply rooted caregiving norms disproportionately burden women
often at the expense of their own health and well-being. Addressing gender equality in health in Sri
Lanka requires a comprehensive approach that goes beyond biomedical outcomes to tackle the social and
structural determinants of health. The ongoing crises have deepened existing disparities, particularly
affecting female health workers, who often face poor working conditions, inadequate safety measures,
and limited compensation despite their frontline roles. Health literacy gaps, cultural stigma, and taboos



around seeking care continue to undermine timely access to services, especially for women, adolescent
girls, and gender minorities. The burden of unpaid care work disproportionately carried by women is
closely linked to increased rates of chronic illness and poor mental health. Menstrual health remains
a neglected area, with inadequate access to hygiene products, education, and sanitation facilities,
especially in schools and workplaces in rural and estate areas, where cultural taboos are also more
prevalent. Barriers to sexual and reproductive health services persist, particularly for unmarried girls
and gender-diverse people, due to stigma and limited provider sensitivity. These challenges are further
exacerbated by the lack of sex-disaggregated, age-specific, and regionally nuanced health data, limiting
the ability to design targeted, evidence-based interventions. A gender-transformative approach to health
policy and programming is therefore critical to achieving inclusive, equitable health outcomes for all.

In education, while Sri Lanka has achieved gender parity in primary and secondary school enroliment,
and girls often outperform boys in national exams, these gains are undermined by gendered subject
choices, limited participation in STEM fields, and weak school-to-work transitions for young women.
The gendered digital divide poses a significant barrier to distance learning, particularly during times
of crisis, when limited access to devices, connectivity, and digital skills disproportionately affects girls
and women, further widening educational and skill gaps. Girls from marginalised backgrounds, such
as estate, rural, and low-income communities, face compounded challenges due to intersecting forms
of discrimination. Furthermore, sexual and gender-based violence and harassment within and around
educational institutions pose serious threats to girls’ safety, leading to absenteeism, dropout, and
psychological harm. The absence of comprehensive reporting systems and gender-sensitive support
services continue to silence survivors and normalise impunity.

Theseinterconnected issues underscore the need for a gender-transformative approach in demographic
planning, health, and education policies that confronts social norms, addresses structural barriers, and
ensures that no group of women or girls is left behind in the country’s development trajectory.
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4.4 Recommendations

Design and implement long-term care policies that address the needs of ageing
populations and support unpaid caregivers, the majority of whom are women: To
respond to the demographic shift towards an ageing population, a national long-term
care strategy must be developed. This should include formal recognition of unpaid care
work, direct financial and service-based support for family caregivers, and the expansion
of state-run or subsidised community-based care services. Policies must prioritise
training and certifying care workers, especially women, to transition unpaid care into
decent work, with appropriate labour protections and social security. This care agenda
should be operationalised through robust coordination across sectors. Inter-ministerial
working groups and care commissions should be established to align planning and
budgets. Data-sharing and joint monitoring frameworks are essential to deliver cohesive
interventions across the life course—from early childhood to elder care—and to embed
care needs within education, employment, and health systems.

Strengthen public health infrastructure and expand community-based, gender-
responsive servicedelivery: Investments should beincreasedin mobileclinics,community
screening, and capacity-building of health workers to offer gender-sensitive diagnostics
and provide gender-inclusive health services and follow-up care to bridge urban—rural
disparities, especially in underserved areas. Mobile services, culturally responsive care,
and local hiring practices can also reduce language, caste, and class barriers to access.
Community health workers, particularly women, must be supported to act as liaisons
between the public health system and local populations.

Reform laws to ensure access to safe abortion: Unsafe abortions continue to pose
serious risks to women’s lives, particularly for those from marginalised and low-income
backgrounds who lack access to private healthcare. Legal provisions allowing abortion—
particularly in cases of rape, incest, fetal abnormalities, and modern contraceptive
failure—should be prioritised as essential next steps in law reform to safeguard women'’s
reproductive health and rights.

Enforce occupational health and safety standards in female-dominated industries
such as apparel, plantation, and care work, including psychosocial support: Labour
inspections must be gender-responsive, covering risks specific to women workers
such as long hours, poor sanitation, exposure to harmful chemicals, and gender-based
violence. Psychosocial counselling and workplace mental health programmes should be
institutionalised. Partnerships with unions and women'’s collectives can help monitor
and enforce compliance.

Bridge gender gaps in tertiary and vocational education by promoting equitable
enrolment and completion rates, particularly in STEM (especially in male-dominated
fields such as the physical sciences, engineering technology, and other traditionally
male-dominated disciplines): Offer targeted scholarships to young women and
girls, especially from marginalised communities, with career guidance to actively
encourage girls to enter high-growth fields such as ICT, renewable energy, and
engineering. Investments in gender-sensitive infrastructure (e.g., safe dormitories, safe
transportation) will also enable retention. Revise counselling manuals and training to
challenge stereotypes about what jobs are “appropriate” for girls. Invest in incentives



such as conditional cash transfers, fee waivers, or paid internships to reduce dropout
rates among disadvantaged students.

Address gender stereotypes and biases in curricula, textbooks, and classroom practices
to foster positive gender attitudes and inclusion from an early age: Review educational
materials to remove discriminatory language and imagery, and include content that
promotes gender equality, diversity, and inclusion. Train teachers on how to deliver
gender-sensitive pedagogy and promote critical thinking.

Improve school safety and gender-responsive infrastructure, including sanitation
facilities, transport, and secure learning spaces, especially in rural and estate sectors:
Construct and maintain safe toilets with menstrual hygiene facilities, provide separate
transport for girls in areas with safety risks, and ensure school premises are well-lit and
supervised. Establish gender-sensitive school safety protocols and involve communities
and students in their design.

Ensure universal access to comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) and accurate
information on sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), integrated within
national curricula: CSE should be age-appropriate, culturally sensitive, and aligned
with international standards. It should cover consent, relationships, gender norms,
reproductive choices, and digital safety. Partner with local CSOs and community leaders
to ensure broader acceptance and implementation, particularly in conservative regions.
Menstrual health and hygiene should be integrated into school curricula, with both
male and female teachers trained to deliver the content sensitively and effectively.
Prioritise the provision of affordable, environmentally friendly menstrual products.
In parallel, conduct public campaigns to reduce stigma and normalise conversations
around menstruation and sexual health.






S

THE ECONOMY



Sri Lanka

v Profile

Gender Equalit

ri Lanka’s economy is gradually recovering from the severe economic crisis of 2022-2023 —the

most serious since independence. Following a deep contraction, soaring inflation, currency
depreciation, and a depletion of foreign reserves, a series of economic reforms were introduced
under an International Monetary Fund (IMF)-supported programme. These reforms aimed to
restore financial stability by adjusting utility prices, increasing government revenue, improving
Central Bank independence, and tackling corruption. As a result, the economy showed signs of
stabilisation by mid-2023. Economic growth reached 5% in 2024 —higher than expected —driven
mainly by industry and services, particularly construction. Inflation, which peaked at nearly 70%
in late 2022, dropped significantly and even turned negative in late 2024, while foreign reserves
increased, and public debt levels declined. Despite these improvements, many households are
yet to feel the recovery. Employment levels, household incomes, and real wages remain below
pre-crisis levels. The public sector hiring freeze and limited economic opportunities have led to
increasing emigration, raising concerns about the future availability of skilled workers and the
quality of public service delivery. Looking ahead, Sri Lanka’s medium-term economic prospects
remain uncertain, shaped by the lasting impacts of the crisis, structural challenges, and global

economic risks (World Bank Group, 2025).

Yet beneath the signs of macroeconomic recovery,
Sri Lanka’s economy continues to grapple with
persistent and deep-rooted gender inequalities
that limit the full and equal participation of
women and gender minorities, including the
broad LGBTQIA+ community, in the labour market.
Women'’s labour force participation has stagnated
at around 30-35% for decades and is less than
half the rate of men. This gap is particularly
pronounced among married women and those
with caregiving responsibilities, pointing to the
overwhelming influence of unpaid domestic and
care work on women’s economic inactivity. In
contrast, male labour force participation (MLFP)
remains consistently high, with few men citing
household responsibilities as a barrier. In 2021, Sri
Lanka ranked 14th globally for the largest gender
gap in labour force participation (United Nations
Development Program, 2021).

Social barriers such as unequal care responsibilities,
workplace  harassment, and  gender-based
discrimination continue torestrict women’sentryinto
and retention in the labour market. Gender-based
discrimination in this context refers to the unequal
treatmentorevaluation of women based on gendered
norms, stereotypes, or expectations—shaping both
institutional practices and individual behaviour. It
manifests through lower pay for comparable work,
occupational segregation into low-paid or informal
sectors, limited access to promotions and training,
and tolerance of harassment in the workplace.
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Demand-side factors—those shaped by employers
and firms—reinforce these inequalities. Gender
bias in hiring, assumptions about women’s
commitment to work after marriage or childbirth,
and organisational cultures that undervalue
flexible work or care leave, systematically reduce
opportunities available towomen.In SriLanka, these
forms of discrimination are compounded by cultural
attitudes that link women’s “suitability” for certain
roles with moral or familial expectations. Together,
these structural and normative barriers restrict not
only women’s access to employment but also their
progression and economic security.

This chapter begins by examining women’s
labour force participation, unemployment, and
underemployment, while highlighting the large
proportion of economically inactive women and
youth who are not in employment, education, or
training (NEET), with attention totheintersectional
dimensions of these trends. The second subsection
focuses on women in employment and the
disparities they face, focusing on employment
status, industry and occupational segregation,
informality, pay gaps, and differences in working
hours, again viewed through an intersectional lens.
Subsequent subsections address international
labour migration, unpaid care work, ownership of
productive assets, experiences of the LGBTQIA+
community in the labour market, future of work,
cross-cutting gendered issues in the economic
sphere, and related legal and policy challenges.



5.1 Women and the labour force

In 2023, female labour force participation (FLFP)
stood at 31.3% (DCS, 2023a), well below the global
average of 48.7% (ILO, 2023). Although this rate
is slightly higher than the South Asian average of
28.8% (World Development Indicators, 2024), it
remains lower than in Bangladesh (36.9%), Nepal
(37.2%), and Bhutan (40.1%). The FLFP rate has also
declined over time—from 34.5% in 2019 to 31.3%
in 2023 —reflecting the combined impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic, the economic crisis, and
structural barriers to women’s employment.

Women'’s participation in the labour market is
shaped by intersecting structural, social, and

factors. Key indicators—including
force  participation, unemployment,
underemployment, economic inactivity, and the
share of youth not in education, employment, or
training (NEET)—capture different dimensions
of engagement and exclusion. Labour force
participation measures those working or actively
seeking work; unemployment captures those
seeking but unable to find work; underemployment
highlights individuals working fewer hours or
below their skill levels; and economic inactivity
reflects those neither working nor seeking
employment, often due to care responsibilities,
health, education, or discouragement. NEET rates
further underscore vulnerabilities among young
people, especially young women.

economic
labour

Together, these indicators illuminate the structural
and social barriers that sustain gender gaps in
access to decent and sustainable work—barriers
that have deepened in the aftermath of Sri
Lanka’s recent crises. Despite high educational
attainment, FLFP has remained stagnant for
decades, fluctuating between 30% and 35% (Figure
5.1). In 2023, women’s participation (31.3%)
was less than half that of men (68.7%). Among
those with a degree or higher, however, women’s
participation (80.6%) nearly matches that of
men (81.8%), suggesting education significantly
narrows—but does not eliminate—the gender gap.
Participation peaks among women aged 25-34
(44.9%) and 35-54 (44.3%), yet remains far below
men’s participation in the same age groups (91.3%

and 94%, respectively), underscoring enduring
structural inequities across the course of life.

Impact of the crisis on women’s
labour force participation

Over the past five years, Sri Lanka’s labour market
has experienced significant disruptions due to the
sequential shocks of the COVID-19 pandemic and
the deepening economic crisis. These crises have
affected employment and livelihoods broadly,
but their impact has been disproportionately
borne by women due to the increased unpaid care
burden at home. Drawing on official data from
the Department of Census and Statistics (DCS),
including the COVID-19 Impact Survey (2020), the
MSME Survey (2023), the Household Survey on
Impact of Economic Crisis — 2023, and the Labour
Force Survey series, this section outlines the
gendered consequences across the two crises.

The COVID-19 pandemic created an immediate and
substantial impact on women’s employment in Sri
Lanka. According to the DCS’s COVID-19 Impact on
Employment Survey (2020), the highest impact of
job losses was on males compared to females, with
3.8% of males losing their paid jobs compared to
2.7% of females. However, a higher proportion of
females were temporarily not reporting to work,
at 46.9%, compared to their male counterparts
at 43.6%. Women working in sectors such as the
garment industry, domestic work, and personal
services were especially affected due to business
closures, curfews, and movement restrictions.
Work-from-home (WFH) arrangements,
adopted more widely in formal sectors, were
unevenly accessible, and intensified the unpaid
care workload for women, as home and workplace
responsibilities merged. The proportion of women
who had to work from home was 18.3% compared
to 8.8% of males.

while

Thissituationimposed a burdenonworkingwomen
due to increased unpaid domestic and care work,
especially in dual-earning households and among
those with young children or elderly dependents.
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Labour Force Participation Rate (%)

With schools and childcare centers closed,
women disproportionately took on caregiving
responsibilities, undermining their capacity to
maintain employment or productivity under WFH
conditions. Additionally, limited access to digital
tools and connectivity further marginalised many
women, especially in rural and estate sectors, from

engaging in remote work or digital livelihoods.

The compounding economic crisis that began
in 2022, marked by currency depreciation, fuel
and food shortages, and record inflation, led to
instability. The DCS
(2022a) survey on the impact of the economic crisis
on micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises
(MSMEs) shows that, among closed businesses,
the number of permanently closed female-headed
MSMEs is higher than those temporarily closed.
However, the MSMEs owned by males constitute
the highest proportion overall in both temporarily
and permanently closed categories. Data from the
2023 Labour Force Survey shows that female labour
force participation (FLFP) dropped from 34.5% in

widespread employment

2019 to 31.3% in 2023, with women'’s re-entry into
the workforce slower than men’s due to ongoing
care responsibilities and the limited availability of
decent jobs.

The Household Survey on the Impact of the
Economic Crisis conducted by DCS in 2023 further
indicates that the economic crisis significantly
affected employment across multiple sectors in Sri
Lanka (DCS, 2023b). The data reveals that job losses
were lower among women compared to men, with
8.3% of women losing their main job, in contrast to
18.4% of men. This lower rate of reported job losses
among women in comparison to men during the
economic crisis does not necessarily indicate
lesser impact on women. Instead, it reflects
underlying structural dynamics in Sri Lanka’s
labour market. Women have lower baseline labour
force participation, meaning fewer were in formal
employment to lose jobs in the first place. Many
women work in informal or home-based roles
that may be overlooked in official statistics or that
continued in some form during the crisis.

Figure 5:1 Labour force participation rate
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Additionally, a significant number of women likely
exited the labour force entirely due to heightened
unpaid care responsibilities, rendering them
economically inactive rather than unemployed.
With rising food prices and public service
disruptions, women were forced to spend more
time managing household consumption, caring
for ill family members, and buffering the impacts
of poverty. Some may have turned to informal or
subsistence activities as coping strategies. These
dynamics suggest that official job loss figures
may underestimate the true extent of economic
hardship experienced by women, reinforcing the
need for multidimensional metrics that capture
labour force withdrawal, informal work, and
unpaid care burdens when assessing the gendered
impacts of crisis.

By sector, the highest FLFP in 2023 was recorded in
the estate sector (39%), followed by rural (31.4%)
and urban (28.9%) areas. By ethnicity, Indian Tamils
reported the highest FLFP at 36.26%, followed by
Sinhalese (33.65%), Sri Lankan Tamils (27.39%),

Malays/Burghers (24.67%), and Moors (15.53%).
District-wise, female labour force participation was
lowest in Ampara, Trincomalee, Jaffna, Batticaloa,
and Kilinochchi, and highest in Nuwara Eliya,
Badulla, Vavuniya, Ratnapura, and Kegalle.

The persistently low FLFP reflects the high level of
economicinactivityamongwomen.In2023,women
accounted for 71.7% of the economically inactive
population, with household responsibilities cited
as the primary reason—over 50% each year from
2019 to 2023, and 57.2% in 2023 alone (Figure
5.2). In contrast, fewer than 5% of economically
inactive men cited household duties as the
reason for non-participation. Economic inactivity
among women peaks in the 25-34 and 35-54
age brackets, with 85.6% and 92.1% respectively
identifying household responsibilities as the main
cause, compared to only 17.3% and 15.7% of men
in the same groups.

Figure 5:2 Reasons for women’s economic inactivity
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stages associated with marriage, childbearing,
and caregiving. These domestic and social
expectations—rooted in traditional gender
norms—significantly constrain women'’s ability to
engage in paid work. In 2023, 58% of economically
inactive women were married, compared to
23.5% who were never married, 17.2% widowed,
0.8% separated, and 0.4% divorced. Marriage, and
the unpaid care and domestic responsibilities
that often accompany it, thus remains a major
structural determinant of women’s exclusion
from the labour force. However, this trend is
somewhat less pronounced in the estate sector,
where 51% of economically inactive women were
married—suggesting that economic necessity and
community labour patterns can partially offset the
restrictive effects of marriage on women'’s labour-
force participation.

Sri Lanka’s persistently low female labour force
participation is driven by both supply-side and
demand-side factors (Ranaraja & Hassendeen,
2016; United Nations Development Program,
2021).

On the demand side, entrenched gender
discrimination in recruitment and promotion
continues to constrain women’s economic
participation. Employers frequently assume
women are less dependable due to caregiving
responsibilities, leading to reluctance in hiring
or promoting them—regardless of qualifications.
This not only suppresses women's entry into the
labour force but also limits upward mobility.
Occupational  and  industrial  segregation
further compounds the issue, with women
disproportionately concentrated in low-paid,
informal, and low-skill jobs. Such segregation
narrows employer perceptions of suitable roles
for women, restricting the demand for female
labour. Structural workplace barriers also persist,
including the lack of maternity protections,
flexible work options, and childcare support—
features still rare across the formal sector. Rigid
work arrangements make it particularly difficult
for women to balance paid work with family
responsibilities. Consequently, women are often
viewed as a liability, especially for roles requiring
mobility, travel, or night shifts. Cultural norms
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reinforce these patterns, with widespread beliefs
casting men as primary earners and women as
caregivers. As a result, men are systematically
favoured for leadership, field-based, and
time-intensive roles. These biases are enabled by
weak enforcement of anti-discrimination laws, the
absence of affirmative hiring policies, and a lack
of accountability mechanisms. Beyond prevailing
social norms, deep-rooted legal, institutional, and
market failures continue to restrict the pathways
through which women can access, remain in, and
advance within the labour market in Sri Lanka.

On the supply side, women’s participation in
the labour force is constrained by a web of
interrelated structural and sociocultural barriers.
The disproportionate burden of unpaid care
work—particularly childcare and eldercare—
continues to fall on women, limiting their time,
mobility, and flexibility for paid employment. This
is exacerbated by the lack of formal and regulated
care infrastructure and social services, forcing
women to shoulder caregiving responsibilities
with little institutional support. Cultural norms
that frame women as primary caregivers and
men as breadwinners further cement these
roles, discouraging women’s labour market
engagement—particularly after marriage or
childbirth. These norms are reflected in the steep
decline in female labour force participation after
key life transitions.

Despite outperforming boys in education, many
women lack access to vocational and technical
training aligned with market needs, especially
in STEM sectors and technical and vocational
education and training programmes (TVET) (see
Chapter 3), resulting in a significant skill mismatch
thatunderminestheiremployabilityin high-growth
industries. Women’s economic participation is
further hindered by safety concerns—fear of
harassment, especially during travel or in public
spaces—compounded by the absence of robust
legal protections and inadequate transport
infrastructure. These constraints are particularly
severe in rural and underserved areas, reinforcing
gendered cycles of exclusion and making entry
into the workforce not just difficult, but often
untenable for many women.



Unemployment

The significantly higher unemployment rate among
women—particularly among those with advanced
education (Figure 5.3)—signals a mismatch between
qualifications and opportunities, gender biases
in hiring, and limited access to quality, flexible, or
secure jobs. These patterns point to systemic failures
in creating an enabling labour market for women,
where educational attainment should translate into
equitable employment outcomes. In 2023, the female
unemployment rate—that is to say, the percentage
of the female labour force in Sri Lanka that is not
employed but is actively looking for work and
available to start—stood at 7.0%. This is nearly double
the rate for males, which was 3.6%. This gender gap
is particularly evident among educated individuals;
women with GCE Advanced Level (A/L) or higher
qualifications faced an unemployment rate of 10.2%,
compared with 5.8% for similarly qualified men.

Sectoral differences also reveal important
patterns: female unemployment was highest
in urban areas (7.4%) and lowest in the estate
sector (4.8%), while the reverse was true for men,
whose unemployment rate peaked in the estate
sector at 5.0%. The lower unemployment rate for
women in the estate sector likely reflects economic
compulsion rather than better job access, with
women more often engaged in low-paid, informal
labour.

Youth unemployment among females was
alarmingly high at 29.5%, significantly surpassing
the 19.4% recorded for young males. Alarmingly
high female youth unemployment points to
systemic
they attempt to transition from education to
employment, including discrimination,  skill
mismatches, and lack of supportive infrastructure
such as childcare or safe transport.

barriers facing young women as

Figure 5:3 Unemployment rates by education level and gender, 2018-2023
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Underemployment

The persistence of higher underemployment
among women—that is to say, where women are
economically active, but in jobs that do not fully
utilise their time, skills, education, or experience—
highlights a structural mismatch between women'’s
capacity and qualifications, and the jobs available
to them. Despite being economically active, many
women remain trapped in roles that do not fully
leverage their skills or potential, signalling deeper
inequities in how the labour market values and
absorbs female talent. Female underemployment
in Sri Lanka has consistently remained higher than
that of males over the five-year period from 2019
to 2023. In 2023, the underemployment rate for
women stood at 4.4%, compared to 3.4% for men.
This marks a notable increase from 2019, when
the rate was 3.5% for women and 2.3% for men,
indicating a persistent gender disparity in the
quality of employment. The gap is also evident
among the more educated workforce: women
with GCE A/L or higher qualifications experienced
an underemployment rate of 3.2%, whereas the
rate for similarly qualified men was only 2.0%.
These trends underscore the ongoing challenges
women face in securing adequate and meaningful
employment, even when educational attainment
is high.

NEET

From 2019 to 2023, the NEET (not in education,
employment, or training) rate in Sri Lanka has
consistently been higher for females compared to
males. While there has been a notable decline in
the female NEET rate from 29.0% in 2019 to 22.6%
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in 2023, it still significantly exceeds the male rate,
which remained relatively stable at around 13%
during the same period. The disparity is even more
pronounced among those with lower educational
attainment: in 2023, a striking 76.6% of women
with education up to Grade 5 or below were
NEET. Alarmingly, even among those with higher
educational qualifications (A/L or above), 23.6%
of women were NEET, compared to 15.8% of men,
highlighting persistent structural and gendered
barriers to labour market participation despite
educational advancement.

In summary, Sri Lanka’s labour market data
reveal a persistent gender gap: female labour
force participation remains low and stagnant as
women account for over 70% of the economically
inactive population. The majority of these women
are inactive due to household and caregiving
responsibilities—particularly ~among  married
women in their prime working years—making
unpaid care a key driver of exclusion from paid
work. Even among those who participate in the
labour force, women face a double disadvantage:
consistently higher unemployment rates than
men, especially among the educated, and higher
underemployment rates, reflecting limited access
to decent or full-time work and a concentration
in low-skill, informal, or part-time roles. The
NEET rate further underscores this inequality—
women, particularly those with lower educational
attainment, are far more likely than men to be
disengaged from both work and training. Taken
together, these trends reveal how entrenched
gender norms, unequal care burdens, and systemic
labour-market barriers continue to constrain
women’s economic autonomy and limit their
contribution to Sri Lanka’s recovery and growth.



5.2 Women and employment

This section continues to draw on data from the
Labour Force Survey to assess gendered dynamics
and disparities in Sri Lanka, disaggregated by
employment status, while noting how these
intersect with key identity or experiential markers
such as marriage, education, and disability.

5.2.1 Employment status

Employment status is categorised into four
groups—employees, employers, own-account
workers, and contributory family workers. Across
the categories of employees, employers, and

own-account workers, women’s employment

is low, aligning with their overall lower level of
labour force participation. Since men’s labour
force participation is nearly double that of
women, it is expected that men would comprise
a larger proportion in these categories. Women'’s
representation as employers has remained below
20%. However, the opposite is true for the category
of contributing family workers, where women
are disproportionately represented. These data
points have remained largely unchanged over
time, reflecting not only the persistent stagnation
in female labour force participation, but also the
broader lack of progress in expanding the ways in
which women are able to meaningfully engage
with the economy (Figure 5.4).

Figure 5:4 Employment status
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When considering the total employed female
population in 2023 (see Table 1 in Annex 3),
women are predominantly employed as employees
and own-account workers. Notably, the proportion
of women employed as employees is even higher
than that of men. Own-account workers who are
self-employed without regular employees, make up
a smaller share of the female workforce compared
to men. Importantly, women are significantly
underrepresented in the employer category, with
only 0.91% of employed women falling into this
category.

This data reveals that while a majority of employed
women in Sri Lanka hold wage employment,
they remain significantly underrepresented in
entrepreneurial and business roles. The relatively
high proportion of women as employees, compared
to men (Table 5.1), suggests a reliance on formal or
structured employment rather than self-directed
economic activity. However, the stark gender gap
in the employer category points to barriers in
accessing capital, networks, and opportunities
necessary to establish and grow businesses. The
lower shareof womenamongown-account workers
further indicates constraints in self-employment,
such as limited market access, mobility restrictions,
and caregiving responsibilities. Together, these
trends reflect a constrained pattern of economic
engagement, where women are present in the
labour market but with limited agency and upward
mobility.

Contributing family worker

Women’s high representation in the contributing
family worker category is clearly evident.
Contributing family workers are individuals who
work without pay in a family-owned economic
enterprise, typically assisting with agricultural,
trade, or service activities, and are not formally
compensated through wages or salaries. In 2023,
74.5% of contributing family workers were female.
When male and female employees are considered
separately by employment type, only 2.13% of
employed men are contributing family workers,
whereas the proportion for women is significantly

higher at 12.25% (Table 5.1). This highlights the
continued economic vulnerability of women and
their concentration in informal and unpaid forms
of labour.

Despite actively participating in agricultural or
trade activities, women in these roles typically lack
individual income and have limited autonomy over
how household earnings are used—particularly
when key productive assets such as land or
equipment are registered to male family members.
For example, FAO (2018) confirms that only 16% of
all private land in Sri Lanka belongs to women. This
prevailing pattern reinforces women’s economic
dependence and limits their decision-making
power, while also excluding them from formal
social protection schemes that rely on individual
income records or formal employment status.

Women entrepreneurship?®

The LFS data on employment status underscores
women’s limited representation as employers,
highlightingthe importance of examiningwomen'’s
entrepreneurship within the country. Despite the
significant economic contribution of small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)—which account
for approximately 52% of Sri Lanka’s GDP—the
share of women-owned SMEs remains relatively
low, at around 25% (IFC, 2024).

The Department of Census and Statistics
(2022) conducted a survey of 7,813 business
establishments to assess the impact of the
economic crisis on micro, small, and medium
enterprises (MSMEs) in 2022, and the survey
revealed that 84% of currently active businesses
were led by males, while only 16% were headed
by female entrepreneurs. This gender distribution
was similar among the MSMEs active in 2018. This
figure is notably low compared to global statistics,
where one in three small, medium, and large
businesses is owned by women (Halim, 2020). In
South Asia, this proportion is considerably lower,
with only 18% of businesses being female-led, and
SriLanka’s figure is even lower at 16%, according to
DCS statistics.

8  Both employers and own-account workers fall under the broad umbrella of entrepreneurship.
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This gender disparity is concerning, especially
in Sri Lanka, where approximately 75% of all
businesses are MSMEs, contributing to 45% of
total employment and over 50% of the country’s
economic output (IFC, 2020; Central Bank of Sri
Lanka [CBSL], 2021). Women'’s ownership of formal
SMEs in Sri Lanka remains low, and many women
face challenges transitioning from informal micro-
enterprises to more formal business structures.
This is largely due to barriers such as limited
access to finance, time constraints from unpaid
care work, lack of business development support,
and restrictive social norms that hinder women'’s
ability to formalise and scale their enterprises.
These gender inequalities represent a missed
opportunity for growth, especially in the context of
Sri Lanka’s ageing population and the anticipated
future labour shortage.

An assessment done by the Asian Development
Bank (2019) identifies four key barriers that
constrain women’s entrepreneurship in Sri Lanka:
limited access to finance, weak business capacity,
inadequate policy and regulatory support, and
a lack of gender-disaggregated data to inform
evidence-based policymaking.

Women entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka often face
significant barriers in accessing formal financial
services due to lack of collateral, limited credit
histories,andrigideligibilitycriteria.Theseobstacles
are compounded by extensive documentation
requirements, discriminatory lending practices,
and bureaucratic delays, effectively excluding
many women from institutional finance. As a
result, women, particularly in rural areas, are
driven towards informal microfinance providers
that offer quick access but at exorbitant interest
rates and with minimal regulatory oversight. The
prevalence of doorstep lending has exacerbated
the issue, with many women caught in cycles of
unmanageable debt. In severe cases, microcredit-
induced over-indebtedness has led to distress,
including reports of suicide, underscoring the
urgent need for regulated, gender-responsive
financial systems and consumer protection
mechanisms. Sri Lanka lacks adequate regulation
of these informal financial service providers, and
there are thousands of such companies operating
without sufficient oversight, leaving countless

women vulnerable. Many rural women are also
blacklisted in the Credit Information Bureau of
Sri Lanka (CRIB), making it nearly impossible for
them to re-enter the formal financial system
due to poor credit histories from past loans. This
exclusion further hinders their ability to engage in
entrepreneurship.

There is an urgent need for gender-responsive
financial inclusion strategies that take into
accountthe gendered roles and constraints women
face. Lending frameworks must be adapted to
address these structural barriers. Social norms,
intra-household power dynamics, limited voice in
decision-making, and restricted asset ownership
all contribute to women’s financial marginalisation
and must be addressed in financial policy and
practice.

Many women are confined to MSMEs as they
offer greater flexibility to balance unpaid care
responsibilities with income generation. Operating
a small business—often home-based or locally
rooted—allows women to manage household
duties while contributing economically. To ensure
that MSMEs serve as a pathway to empowerment
rather than perpetuating informality, it is essential
to facilitate and protect women’s participation
through targeted policies, access to finance,
social protection, and skills development. Equally
important is addressing the underlying gender
norms that position care work solely as a woman'’s
responsibility, so that women can grow their
enterprises without being overburdened by dual
roles.

The national adoption of the Women Entrepreneurs
Finance Code (WE Finance Code) is a promising
development in this regard, aiming to expand
women’s access to finance and support their
economic empowerment. Sri Lanka is among the
first pilot countries to implement the programme
at a national scale. It focuses on three key areas:
establishing a policy and regulatory framework
for women-led SMEs, promoting private sector
participation (especially through digital solutions),
and encouraging peer learning and data-driven
insights to strengthen the entrepreneurial
ecosystem. This initiative seeks to address the
financial exclusion women face due to lack of
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collateralandinadequate access to formal financial
services. It also aims to close the gender data gap
in finance, which hampers the development of
effective, targeted solutions.

Further, the Export Development Board (EDB) of Sri
Lanka recently launched the SheTrades Sri Lanka
Hubwhich will serve asaresource centre forwomen
entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka, offering business
generation activities, networking opportunities,
capacity-building programmes, and access to new
markets. This initiative seeks to promote women'’s
entrepreneurship, which largely
underdeveloped area due to persistent gendered
inequalities and restrictive social norms.

remains a

Employees

Within the employee category, there are different
types of employment such as permanent,
temporary, casual, and no permanent employer
(referring to individuals who work for multiple or
changing employers) (Table 5.1). According to the
datain 2023, womenare more likely to be employed
in permanent positions, with 55.83% of female
employees holding permanent jobs, compared to
40.09% of male employees. Conversely, a higher
proportion of men fall into the no permanent

employer category, at 22.33%, compared to just
7.83% of women. The proportions of temporary and
casual workers do not show significant differences
between men and women. This suggests that
women may be concentrated in more stable but
lower-paid and lower-authority roles, shaped by
social norms and caregiving responsibilities. In
contrast, men’s greater presence in informal or
flexible arrangements may reflect wider access
to autonomous forms of work, even if less secure.
These patterns may therefore reflect underlying
gendered power imbalances in terms of economic
agency and decision-making.

While women’s concentration in permanent roles
reflects structural constraints, the data also points
to a form of relative vulnerability among men.
The high proportion of men without a permanent
employer (22.33%) suggests greater exposure to
informal, unstable work with limited protections,
benefits, or job security. This may indicate
economic precarity, particularly for those engaged
in daily wage labour or seasonal employment.
Unlike women, who may benefit from some
institutional safeguards through permanent roles,
men in this category may face inconsistent income
and lack access to social protection mechanisms,
highlighting the need to address male vulnerability
within evolving labour market dynamics.

Table 5:1 Employment type by sex in 2023

Employment type Male Female Percentage of Percentage of
males females

Permanent 1,226,097 933,299 40.09 55.83

Temporary 895,904 440,919 29.30 26.38

Casual 253,171 166,536 8.28 9.96

No permanent employer 682,841 130,945 22.33 7.83

Total 3,058,013 1,671,698 100.00 100.00

Source: Population estimates calculated using sample weights of the Labour Force Survey 2023 (DCS, 2024b)
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5.2.2 Intersectional gendered
disparities in the labour market

The labour market disparities discussed above
are not only gendered; they are also shaped by
other intersecting differences such as marital
status, level of education, geographic location,
and disability status. Thus, the following section
discusses how gendered experiences within the
labour market vary across different intersectional
groups.

The sectoral composition in year 2023 reveals
some noteworthy findings. In the estate sector,
the majority of women are employees (89.52%),
a proportion that is higher compared to both
the urban (72.89%) and rural (57.89%) sectors.
In the urban sector, the proportion of women in
the category of employers (1.67%) is higher than
in the rural (0.78%) and estate (0.5%) sectors.
Women in the estate sector are also markedly
underrepresented  as
(5.43%), creating a a substantial gap with the
urban (20.51%) and (27.15%) sectors.
Interestingly, women in the rural sector are more
concentrated in the contributing family worker
category (14.18%) compared to their counterparts
in the urban (5.09%) and estate (4.56%) sectors,
indicating possible links to collective agriculture-
based livelihoods.

own-account workers

rural

The sectoral employment patterns of women in
Sri Lanka reflect deeply embedded gendered and
historical power dynamics, particularly within
rural and estate communities. In the estate
sector—home to a predominantly Malaiyaha
Tamil population with a legacy of marginalisation
since colonial times—women are overwhelmingly
concentrated in employee roles (89.52%), largely
within plantation labour. This high dependence
on formal but low-wage employment, with
little representation as own-account workers
or employers, underscores limited agency and
structural  exclusion  from  entrepreneurial
opportunity. Generations of Malaiyaha Tamil
women have been positioned at the bottom of
the labour hierarchy, often with little access to
land, credit, or skills training, reinforcing their
dependence on estate structures and management
for livelihood.

In  contrast, rural show greater
representation as own-account and contributing
family workers, reflecting a different set of power
relations shaped by agrarian household economies.
However, this too signals vulnerability: rural
women often work in unpaid or underpaid roles
within family enterprises, with limited control over
income or assets, and minimal access to social
protection. These roles are strongly gendered,
rooted in patriarchal norms that designate women
as economic dependents, regardless of their labour
contributions.

women

Marital status also reveals important differences
in employment patterns in year 2023. The highest
proportion of contributing family workers is found
among married women, at 15.97%, compared
to just 4.11% among never-married women. The
proportioniseven lower—below 5% —forwidowed,
divorced, and separated women. Notably, 84.41% of
never-married women are employed as employees,
the highest among all marital categories, followed
by 71.34% among divorced women. The lowest
proportion of employees is seen among widowed
women, at 49.23%. Interestingly, the highest
share of own-account workers is among widowed
women, at 46.63%, while the lowest is among
never-married women, at just 11.02%.

The data reflects how women’s marital status
strongly shapes their labour market engagement,
mediated by gendered norms around
responsibility, and economic agency. Never-
married women are overwhelmingly concentrated
in employee roles (84.41%), indicating greater
individual agency and mobility, likely enabled by
fewer domestic constraints and lower caregiving
expectations. This pattern reflects how women’s
economic roles are often permitted or encouraged
only when they are perceived as independent or
without family obligations.

care,

In contrast, married women make up the highest
proportion of contributing family workers
(15.97%), pointing to diminished individual
agency and financial autonomy. Their labour is
more likely to be absorbed into unpaid or informal
household enterprises, reflecting both normative
expectations around women’s caregiving roles
and the structural absence of supportive policies
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such as childcare or flexible work. The sharp shift
from formal to unpaid or informal labour after
marriage highlights how social norms continue to
frame women'’s work as secondary to household
responsibilities.

Widowed women, who often assume sole economic
responsibilityinthe absence of a male breadwinner,
have the highest share of own-account work
(46.63%). While this may suggest a degree of
necessity-driven entrepreneurship, it might also
be connected to economic insecurity and lack of
access to formal employment, social protection,
or support systems. The variation across marital
categories underscores how women'’s agency and
economicsecurityare notonly shaped by life stages,
but deeply conditioned by societal expectations of
gender roles within the family and labour market.

When employment is examined by education level,
the proportion of women working as contributing
family workers is highest among those with less
than GCE Ordinary Level (O/L) education (16.33%)
and those with O/L but below A/L qualifications
(14.65%) in 2023. In contrast, only 5.56% of women
with A/L or higher education fall into this category.
Among women with A/L or higher qualifications,
80.62% are employed as employees and 1.01% as
employers—both shares notably higher than in the
lower education groups. However, the proportion of
women working as own-account workers is highest
among those with O/L but below A/L qualifications.

The data highlights the clear links between
education, agency, and the nature of women'’s

participation—demonstrating  how
educational  attainment  constrains

economic
lower

women'’s labour market options and reinforces
gendered patterns of dependency and informality.
Women with less than GCE A/L qualifications are
significantly more likely to become contributing
family workers, a role often associated with low
individual agency, lack of income and resource
control, and high economic insecurity. Conversely,
women with A/L or higher education are far more
likely to be in employee roles, where they may
access regular income, social protections, and
formal workplace structures—critical components
of economic security and autonomy. The small but
notable presence of women with higher education
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in employer roles also suggests that education
can enable some upward mobility and decision-
making power, although overall representation
remains low.

Thedataalsoshowsaconcentrationofown-account
work among women with mid-level education (O/L
but below A/L), indicating a potential strategy of
self-employment in the absence of formal sector
access. While this may reflect some degree of
initiative, it is also likely impelled by necessity and
limited marketable skills. Overall, the trends point
to how education intersects with social norms and
structural barriers to determine whether women
engageintheeconomyontermsthatenhance their
agency—or remain in roles marked by invisibility,
insecurity, and constraint.

Disability is one of the major factors that keep
individuals out of the labour force, and its impact is
even more pronounced among women. According
to Labour Force Survey data (DCS, 2023a), 55.57%
of the working-age population with disabilities are
women. Among them, 90.63% are not in the labour
force, while only 0.27% are unemployed, and just
9.1% are employed.

In contrast, among men with disabilities, 24.17%
are employed, 0.46% are unemployed, and 75.35%
are not in the labour force. The employment
status of disabled women also differs significantly
from that of disabled men. Among employed
women with disabilities, none are employers,
38.75% are employees, 46.69% are own-account
workers, and 14.56% are contributing family
workers. Among employed men with disabilities,
2.46% are employers, 53.98% are own-account
workers, 41.76% are employees, and only 1.8% are
contributing family workers.

These statistics highlight that while disability
alone can limit access to employment, its impact
is magnified for women due to entrenched
gender norms, caregiving expectations, and
limited mobility or access to support services. The
near-total exclusion of women with disabilities
from the workforce and their concentration in
informal, unpaid roles when employed, reveals how
gender amplifies the marginalisation associated
with disability.



5.2.3 Gender-based industry and
occupational segregation among
employees

Gender-based segregation in industries and
occupations creates unfavourable labour market
conditions, affecting the gender wage gap, job
quality, women’s work experience, and their
occupational advancement relative to men over
time.Thedistributionof menandwomenacrossthe
major industry categories—agriculture, industry,
andservices—shows nosignificant differences over
the years, with both genders primarily employed in
services, followed by industry and then agriculture
(see Figure 1 in Annex 3). However, a closer look
reveals that women are slightly more represented
in agriculture and less represented in industry,
although these differences remain modest.

The employment distribution across industries
(illustrated in Figure 5.5) reveals a clear gender
segmentation, with ~ women  significantly
underrepresented in the majority of sectors,
particularly in those involving manual labour,
infrastructure, and high-value manufacturing.
However, a small number of sectors show relatively
high female representation, highlighting the
continued concentration of women in traditionally
feminised and often undervalued roles.

The highest female representation is observed in
the following industries:

i. Apparel manufacturing and textiles, where
women make up the majority of the workforce.
These sectors have historically absorbed large
numbers of women due to the expansion of
export processing zones and labour-intensive

production, although often under precarious
and low-wage conditions.

ii. Education, human health, and social work
activities, reflecting broader global patterns
of occupational segregation in which care
work is heavily feminised. While these sectors
are relatively more formalised, they often
remain underpaid and undervalued relative to
male-dominated professions requiring similar
skill levels.

iii. Retail trade, accommodation and food service
activities, and other personal service activities
also show higher female presence, but are
characterised by informality, limited career
progression, and high exposure to economic
shocks.

iv. Financial and insurance activities and public
administration show moderate levels of female
employment, pointing to progress in access to
more stable and formal employment, though
leadership gaps and glass ceilings remain.

In contrast, sectors such as construction, transport,
mining, and most industrial manufacturing are
overwhelmingly =~ male-dominated, indicating
persistent structural and cultural barriers to
women'’s entry.

This distribution signifies gender norms and
stereotypes that shape education and employment
pathways, as well as the structural barriers—
including unpaid care burdens, occupational
segregation, and gender-insensitive labour market
policies—that limit women’s access to diverse,
secure, and high-quality employment.



Figure 5:5 Employee percentage by gender across industries (ISIC Rev.4 - 2-digit level)
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In Sri Lanka (Figure 5.6), women are most
prominentlyrepresentedinoccupational categories
that are culturally and socially constructed
as feminine or as facilitating parallel unpaid
caregiving roles, such as clerical work (55.03%)
and professional roles (61.48%) predominantly in
education and healthcare, and service and sales
jobs (31.66%). These sectors are often associated
with caregiving, communication, and support
functions, reflecting persistent gender norms that
shape women’s access to and concentration in

specific segments of the labour market. Despite
their high presence in these roles, they remain
underrepresented in  technical, managerial,
and operational occupations that offer greater
authority, income, and mobility. In contrast, men
were more likely to hold managerial roles and were
heavily represented in blue-collar occupations,
including higher-paying craft and skilled work. This
industry and occupational segregation is therefore
one of the major contributing factors to the gender

pay gap.

Figure 5:6 Distribution of male and female employees across major occupational categories
(ISCO, 1-digit level)
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Building on this gendered segregation, the data also
show that even within more typically feminised
sectors, women are primarily concentrated in
low-skilled jobs. This trend is particularly evident in
the wearing apparel industry, as illustrated in Figure
5.7, where women are significantly underrepresented
in high-skilled, high-paying jobs such as managerial

roles, but are far more prevalent in lower-skilled
roles such as machine operation, craft and trade
work, and elementary jobs. This pattern aligns with
evidence from international literature; as Blau and
Khan (2017) note, women have historically been
much more concentrated than men in administrative
support and service occupations.
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Figure 5:7 Distribution of employees by gender across major occupation categories (ISCO,
1-digit level) in the wearing apparel industry in 2023 (ISIC Rev.4 - 2-digit code 14)
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The following two boxes provide focused illustrations
of how gendered labour market structures shape
women'’s economic participation in key sectors of
Sri Lanka’s economy. They highlight sector-specific

dynamics in sectors where women form the backbone
of the workforce, yet experience persistent structural
inequalities, precarious working conditions, and
heightened vulnerability to economic and policy shocks.

Box 5.1: Women in the apparel industry

Women constitute approximately 72% of workers in Sri Lanka’s apparel sector (ISIC Rev.4 — 2-digit
code 14), according to the Labour Force Survey in 2023. This sector remains a key contributor to
Sri Lanka’s GDP and employment, playing a pivotal role in the country’s economy. The industry has
long been recognised for providing a significant number of employment opportunities for women,
particularly those from rural and marginalised backgrounds.

Historical context

The introduction of free trade zones (FTZs) in the late 1970s facilitated the rapid expansion of
the apparel sector, making it Sri Lanka’s largest export revenue generator for over three decades.
Women account for approximately 85% of the workforce in FTZs, with many migrating from rural
areas in search of employment. These women, often unmarried and economically marginalised, are
actively recruited by garment factories, reflecting both the sector’s reliance on female labour and
the gendered nature of employment in FTZs (Asia Pacific Forum on Women, Law and Development
[APWLD], 2023).

Working conditions and labour rights
The apparel industry in Sri Lanka is characterised by long and inflexible working hours, which

disproportionately burden women who must balance paid employment with unpaid domestic and
caregiving responsibilities. Gender-based workplace discrimination and production-driven incentive
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structures have contributed to heightened risks of sexual harassment—often underreported due to
cultural stigma, fear of retaliation, and weak grievance and accountability mechanisms. Despite
women constituting the majority of the workforce within the apparel industry, they remain
markedly underrepresented in supervisory and managerial positions. Employment contracts
frequently include discriminatory provisions—particularly related to pregnancy, maternity leave,
and job security—leavingwomen vulnerable to exploitation and dismissal. At the same time, gender
norms also disadvantage male workers, who may face hiring discrimination due to stereotypes that
garment work is “women’s work”and that men are more likely to be disruptive within the workplace.

The recent past: Evolving context and reforms

Sri Lanka’s apparel sector draws on systemic gender stereotyping which portrays women workers
as “innocent”, less assertive, and qualified only for repetitive labour-intensive tasks to justify lower
wages and exploitative working conditions, and to suppress collective bargaining. The COVID-19
pandemic further exacerbated these inequalities, with garment workers, specifically those in FTZs
experiencing severe wage reductions, job losses, and deteriorating working conditions.

During the first wave (January to October 2020), many lost their jobs, had their working hours cut, or
were only paid part of their salaries. Some were pushed into insecure, casual work, making it difficult
to support their families. The second wave (October 2020 to April 2021) was slightly less severe as
factories reopened, but production was still much lower than usual. The crisis deepened when one
FTZ factory became a COVID-19 hotspot, leading to increased social stigma and marginalisation of
these workers—challenges they had already been facing for years. Employers responded with job
cuts and wage reductions, expecting fewer workers to meet demanding production targets. This
resulted in serious violations of labour rights and had a heavy impact on the economic, emotional,
and social well-being of women workers (Women'’s Centre Sri Lanka, 2023).

Recently, women workers in Sri Lanka’s apparel sector—who form the majority of the workforce—
are facing heightened vulnerability due to recent United States tariffs and abrupt factory closures.
The imposition of a 20% tariff on apparel exports to the United States—Sri Lanka’s largest export
market—could significantly reduce demand and trigger job losses across the sector (37.7% of Sri
Lanka’s apparel exports are destined for the US). Earlier in 2025, the sudden closure of a large
unionised factory in May 2025—reportedly without prior notice—left over 1,400 mostly female
workers unemployed without warning or recourse. These developments underscore the fragility
of women'’s employment in the sector, where global trade shifts and weak labour protections
disproportionately impact their livelihoods and bargaining power.



Box 5.2: Women in the plantation sector

Malaiyaha women constitute a significant portion of the workforce in Sri Lanka’s plantation
sector, which has long been a cornerstone of the country’s agricultural economy, especially in the
production of tea. Despite their dominant presence, these women face profound challenges shaped
by historical, economic, and gender-based inequalities. Their labour is a crucial component of the
sector’s productivity, yet they remain subject to systemic exploitation and marginalisation.

Historical background

The origins of this community date back to the British colonial period, where, when faced with
domesticlabourshortagestoworkonlarge plantations,the Britishadoptedthe practice ofindentured
labour. Tamil workers were brought in from southern India under the system of indentured labour,
often characterised by exploitative contracts.

After Sri Lanka gained independence in 1948, the government enacted the Ceylon Citizenship Act
and subsequent legislation that effectively rendered over 700,000 Malaiyaha Tamils stateless—
denying them citizenship, voting rights, and legal recognition, despite their generational presence
in the country. This exclusion also deprived them of access to land ownership, formal employment
protections, and state services. Partial citizenship was granted through later agreements in 1964
and through the Grant of Citizenship to Stateless Persons (Special Provisions) Act in 1988. However,
full and guaranteed citizenship was only afforded to the community in 2003 through the Grant of
Citizenship to Persons of Indian Origin Act No. 35 and the Grant of Citizenship to Persons of Indian
Origin (Amendment) Act, No. 5 of 20009.

Decades of disenfranchisement continue to make their mark. Most members of the community
continue to live on land owned by plantations (both State- and privately owned), without formal
land titles. Many continue to live in line rooms—colonial housing that is often overcrowded,
exposed, and lacking in access to clean water and sanitation. Many Malaiyaha women are born
into multi-generational poverty, with little access to education or skills development. The focus
on low-wage, labour-intensive work in the plantation sector has created a cycle of poverty that is
difficult to break. Social mobility is severely restricted, with limited opportunities for these women
to access better-paying jobs or to leave the plantations for other forms of employment. In addition
to enduring systemic neglect, they have also experienced the impacts of anti-Tamil violence—
most notably during the 1977 and 1983 pogroms—when plantation communities were targeted,
displaced, and faced long-term economic and social disruption. These experiences of ethnic
discrimination, compounded by gender-based inequalities, have left Malaiyaha women among the
most structurally disadvantaged groups in the country.

Working conditions and labour rights

The working conditions on plantations remain highly exploitative, particularly for female workers.
Basic facilities such as toilets and access to clean drinking water are often lacking in the fields, and
female labourers frequently experience mistreatment at the hands of their supervisors. Many are
forced to walk long distances to reach their worksites, exposing them to numerous health risks.
The continued neglect of decent work standards in the plantation sector highlights the enduring
inequalities faced by Malaiyaha Tamil workers, particularly women.

« Lack of basic facilities: Many female plantation workers lack access to essential amenities such as
toilets, clean drinking water, and adequate housing, particularly in remote areas.



Mistreatment by supervisors: Women have consistently reported mistreatment and abuse from su-
pervisors, who exert significant control over their lives, including threats of job loss or physical harm.

Physical hardships and long working hours: Female workers endure physically demanding tasks,
such as carrying heavy loads over long distances, leading to health issues. They also struggle to bal-
ance the long working hours with unpaid domestic responsibilities.

Discriminatory wage practices: Despite performing similar work, women are often paid less than
their male counterparts. Although they perform the most labour-intensive tasks, such as plucking
the daily quota of 18-20 kilograms of tea leaves, they often receive lower wages than men, who are
more likely to be assigned to higher-paying work such as factory operations or field supervision. The
daily wage system, while nominally uniform, is undermined by task-based incentives and attend-
ance-based allowances that disproportionately penalise women, especially those balancing unpaid
care responsibilities.

Lack of legal protections: Many women in the plantation sector lack access to legal protections re-
lated to maternity leave, sick leave, and healthcare, forcing them to work through pregnancy and
iliness.

The recent past: Evolving context and reforms

In recent years, evolving industry dynamics and policy reforms have introduced new challenges and
limited gains for Malaiyaha Tamil women. Climate change and declining global demand have led
to shifts in the plantation sector, including diversification, mechanisation, and land reallocation—
trends that risk displacing thousands of women from their employment without providing
alternative livelihoods or land tenure.

While wage reforms, including the move towards a fixed daily wage of LKR 1,000 in 2021, were
intended to improve conditions, they have often been undermined by inconsistent implementation,
shifting commitments, and ad hoc conditionalities.

5.2.4 Informal employment

In Sri Lanka, a large share of the workforce remains
engaged in employment—a sector
defined by the absence of legal protections, social
security, and job stability. According to the DCS
(2023a), nearly 70% of the employed population
is involved in informal economic activities. While
the absolute number of informally employed men
is higher due to their greater overall labour force
participation, a substantial proportion of employed
women—approximately 60%—also  work in
informal employment (see Figure 5,8). This reflects
the dual pressures women face: limited access to
secure, formal jobs and the need for flexible work
arrangements that allow them to balance income

informal

generation with unpaid caregiving responsibilities.
In contrast, men’s employment choices are less
constrained by care work, contributing to gendered
segmentation within the informal economy and
reinforcing women’s economic vulnerability.

Figure 5.9 presents the formal and informal shares
of employees across major occupation categories
by gender. Among women, certain occupational
categories show a particularly high concentration
of informal employment. These include service
workers and shop and market sales workers; skilled
agricultural and fishery workers; craft and related
trades workers; and those engaged in elementary
occupations®. However, overall, a larger proportion
of male employees are engaged in informal

9  Elementary occupations include workers who perform basic, routine tasks such as cleaners, helpers, street vendors, farm labourers,

manufacturing labourers, and other similar roles.
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employment. At the same time, the data also shows
that among those who are employed, women
are more likely than men to hold formal jobs. This
suggests that women actively seek more secure
and stable employment opportunities. When such
opportunities are not available, they may either
remain out of the labour force or engage in informal
workthatallowsthemtobalanceincome-generating
activities with caregiving responsibilities—unlike
many men, whose employment decisions are less
influenced by care work.

However, certain occupational categories that fall
under elementary work, such as domestic work (see
Box 5.3), are predominantly occupied by women
andare particularly vulnerable due totheirinformal
nature.These jobs often lack legal protection, social
security, and job stability, leaving women exposed
to exploitation and economic insecurity—often
without formal contracts, unclear job scopes, and
heightened risk of harassment and abuse.

It is important to note that the above data refers
only to employees. However, many women are
also engaged in informal work as self-employed

workers and contributing family workers. As
previously mentioned, a large share of women
are found among contributing family workers, a
category that is almost entirely informal. These
roles usually offer no regular income and typically
involve unpaid work performed to support a family
business or agricultural activity, reflecting the
blurred boundaries between economic activity and
domestic responsibility. The heavy burden of unpaid
care work, which mostly falls on women, limits their
ability to take up formal employment outside. This
may partly explain why many women engage in
subsistence farming or assist in family businesses—
types of work that are informal yet flexible enough
to accommodate care responsibilities.

Overall, women in informal work also face limited
access to financial resources, lack of social
protection, and discrimination based on gender
and socioeconomic status. These barriers hinder
their ability to transition into better-quality jobs
or to improve the conditions of their current work,
particularly when unpaid care duties constrain
their time and availability.

Figure 5:8 Formal and informal shares of employees by gender from 2019 to 2023

100 —

80

60 —

40 —

Male Female Male

2019 2020

. Formal

Female Male

Female Male Female

Female Male

2021 2022 2023

. Informal

Source: Labour Force Survey (DCS, 2020b, 2021g, 2022b, 2023a, 2024b)



Figure 5:9 Formal and informal shares of employees across major occupation categories by
gender in 2023 (ISCO, 1-digit level)
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Note: 0 - Armed forces and other; 1 - Legislators, senior officials, and managers; 2 - Professionals; 3 - Technicians and associate professi-
onals; 4 - Clerks; 5 - Service workers and shop and market sales workers; 6 - Skilled agricultural and fishery workers; 7 - Craft and related
workers; 8 - Plant and machine operators and assemblers; 9 - Elementary occupations.

Box 5.3 — Domestic workers

Domestic work is one of the most feminised and undervalued sectors of labour in Sri Lanka. Data
from the Srilanka Labour Force Survey clearly shows that the majority of workers in this sector have
been women (as presented in Table B.1) and represented 90.66% of domestic workers in 2023. In
2023, 75,382 out of 76,453 domestic workers were informally employed, indicating that the sector
remains largely informal, unregulated, and often excluded from labour protections, reinforcing
both gender and class inequalities. The data in Table B.1 also shows a steady increase in the female
share of domestic workers over the years. The numbers dropped significantly in 2020 due to the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, before gradually rising again to levels that exceed pre-pandemic
figures. This trend highlights the vulnerability of domestic workers to sudden economic and health-
related shocks.

The Economy



Table B.1: Number of Domestic Workers in Sri Lanka from 2019 to 2023

Year Number of male Number of female Total number of Percentage of female
domestic workers domestic workers domestic workers domestic workers (%)

2019 11,343 63,424 74,767 84.83

2020 6,723 48,145 54,868 87.75

2021 7,874 50,054 57,927 86.41

2022 7,267 59,409 66,677 89.1

2023 7,877 76,453 84,330 90.66

Source: Labour Force Survey (DCS, 2020b, 2021g, 2022b, 2023a, 2024b)

Note: These are population estimates calculated using sample weights in the Labour Force Survey (LFS) by the Department of
Census and Statistics. The numbers presented here are based on the 4-digit occupation code 9111, as specified in the Sri Lanka
Standard Classification of Occupations (SLSCO-08). This code explicitly refers to domestic cleaners and helpers.

One of the major issues faced by this category of workers is that domestic work is not fully
recognised under the current labour law regime in Sri Lanka. The Wages Boards Ordinance does not
include domestic workers under a dedicated board for minimum wages or working conditions. As a
result, they lack mandatory written contracts, social security coverage, and occupational health and
safety standards. The absence of official registration systems, union representation, and collective
bargaining rights further restricts their ability to advocate for their rights.

Consequently, many domestic workers suffer from long and unregulated working hours, low wages
or in-kind payments, lack of access to social protection, and the absence of grievance mechanisms.
They also face a heightened risk of verbal, physical, and sexual abuse. Many of these workers reside
in theiremployers”homes as part of their employment arrangement, which leads to limited privacy,
isolation, and a high level of dependency on their employers. While some domestic workers have
reported experiencing problems at work, most have not filed complaints (International Labour
Organization Country Office for Sri Lanka and the Maldives, 2020).

Srilanka has ratified certain broaderinternational instruments such as CEDAW and the International
Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 111 on Discrimination (Employment and Occupation).
However, it has not ratified ILO Convention No. 189 on Decent Work for Domestic Workers, a
crucial legal standard that guarantees minimum wages, the right to rest, protection from violence,
and equal treatment with other workers. Sri Lanka is also yet to ratify ILO Convention No. 190 on
Violence and Harassment in the World of Work, which adopts a more expansive definition of work,
and thereby offers broader protections, particularly for those in informal and residential work
arrangements, such as domestic workers.

Inrecentyears, some efforts have been madetoregularise domesticwork, as noted by the ILO Country
Office for Sri Lanka and the Maldives (2020). The issues discussed above are now being reconsidered
in light of Sri Lanka’s potential ratification of ILO Convention No. 189. The ILO emphasises that, in
order to regularise the sector, the country should: (1) enact a separate and distinct law governing
domestic workers; (2) ensure legal recognition by integrating domestic workers into existing labour
laws; (3) introduce a standard agreement between employers and employees; and (4) establish a
state-led formal registration system for domestic workers, including the issuance of a circular to
define the terms and conditions governing their employment.



In March 2025, when the Minister of Labour in Sri Lanka announced during a parliamentary debate
that steps have already been initiated to explore the ratification of ILO Convention No. 190 on
eliminating violence and harassment in the world of work (Parliament of Sri Lanka, 2025a), he
emphasised that Sri Lanka’s failure to ratify this convention has deprived all individuals, particularly
women, of the protections and opportunities it offers.

5.2.5 Gender pay gap

The persistence of the gender pay gap (GPG)
remains one of the most visible indicators of
inequality in labour markets globally. A substantial
and unexplained GPG not only reflects structural
and cultural discrimination but also discourages
women’s participation and advancement in the
workforce.

In Sri Lanka, consistent evidence shows that
women continue to earn less than men even when
performing similar work. Early research found that
wage disparities were particularly pronounced
in low-paid jobs across both public and private
sectors, while the gap narrowed among higher
earners (Gunewardena et al, 2018). Subsequent
analysis confirmed that women were paid less
across all industries and ethnic groups during the
late 1990s and early 2000s (Gunewardena, 2010).
Later studies revealed that part of this gap could
not be explained by differences in education,
experience, or occupation, indicating direct wage
discrimination (Arun et al, 2013). Between 1992

and 2014, the average wage difference gradually
declined—mainly among higher earners—driven
by women’s rising educational attainment
(Senevirathne, 2020). However, more recent
findings indicatethat whilethe overall GPG persists
at a similar rate, the unexplained portion of the
gap has widened, suggesting growing structural
bias, particularly in key export industries such as
tea, apparel, and tourism (Kulatunga, 2021).

Figure 5.10 presents wage trends for men and
women across occupational categories over the
past five years, showing a persistent and consistent
wage gap unfavourable to women. This pattern
holds across all major occupational groups and
survey years. Although average wages increased
modestly during this period, the gender wage
gap showed little narrowing—demonstrating
that women’s income growth has not kept pace
with that of men. Figure 5.11 further illustrates
this disparity: women remain disproportionately
concentrated in the lowest wage deciles, while
men dominate the higher-earning brackets.*

10 Wage deciles divide the wage-earning population into ten equal groups based on their wages, from the lowest 10% (1st decile) to

the highest 10% (10th decile).
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Figure 5:10 Average wages by gender across major occupation groups (ISCO, 1-digit level)
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Source: Labour Force Survey (DCS, 2020b, 2021g, 2022b, 2023a, 2024b)

Note: 0 - Armed forces and other; 1 - Legislators, senior officials, and managers; 2 - Professionals; 3 - Technicians and associate professi-
onals; 4 - Clerks; 5 - Service workers and shop and market sales workers; 6 - Skilled agricultural and fishery workers; 7 - Craft and related
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Figure 5:11 Number of employees across wage deciles by gender
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Data from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) (DCS,
2024b) reinforces evidence from earlier studies
that Srilanka’s gender pay gap cannot be explained
by differences in education or other human capital
factors (Figure 5.12). Across nearly all occupational
categories, women have equal or higher levels of
education than men. Even in sectors with generally
low educational attainment—such as services
and sales, agriculture, forestry and fisheries,
craft and machine operations, and elementary
occupations—women’s education levels are
marginally higher. In higher-skilled occupations,
including management, professional, technical,
clerical, and armed force roles, the gap is more
pronounced, with women significantly more likely
to hold Advanced Level (A/L) qualifications or
higher.

Despite this educational advantage, women
continue to earn less than men across all major
occupational categories. This persistent pay gap—
despite comparable or superior qualifications—
pointstostructuralandculturalbarriersthatextend
beyond differences in human capital. It reflects
discriminatory wage practices, occupational
segregation, the undervaluation of women’s work,
and the disproportionate burden of unpaid care,
all of which restrict women’s ability to access
higher-paying and leadership roles. Addressing
these intersecting factors is essential to achieving
pay equity and ensuring that women'’s educational
progress translates into equal economic returns.

Figure 5:12 Shares of employed people at different education levels, by gender, across major
occupational categories (ISCO, 1-digit level)
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One of the most widely recognised drivers of the
gender pay gap globally is the difference in working
hours between men and women (ILO, Global
Wage Report, 2018/19). The ILO’s Business Case
for Change (2019) links this disparity to women’s
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disproportionate share of unpaid family and care
responsibilities. Limited access to affordable childcare
and rigid work arrangements compel many women
to opt for part-time or flexible work, restricting their
opportunities for full-time employment.
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This global pattern is mirrored in Sri Lanka. Labour
Force Survey data show that women consistently
work fewer hours per week than men across all
occupational categories—a gap that persists both
before and after the country’s recent economic
crises (Figure 5.13). In 2023, the largest disparity
was recorded among Skilled Agricultural and
Fishery Workers, where men worked an average
of 40 hours per week compared with 27 hours
for women— figures similar to 2019 (42 and 29
hours, respectively). In contrast, some convergence
is visible in the Plant and Machine Operators and
Assemblers category, with men working 50 hours
per week and women 47, compared with 53 and
45 hours in 2019. The narrowest gap was recorded
among Clerks, with only a two-hour difference,

while significant disparities persisted in Craft and
Related Trades, Armed Forces, and Other categories.
These differences in working hours reflect
systemic constraints rather than individual choice.
Women'’s shorter working hours often result from
unpaid care responsibilities, limited access to
childcare, and employer biases against flexible
arrangements. Consequently, their total earnings
remain lower even within the same occupational
categories, reinforcing the overall gender pay gap.
Addressing these disparities requires expanding
affordable childcare, promoting shared parental
responsibility, and enforcing workplace policies
that support flexible, family-friendly employment
for both women and men.

Figure 5:13 Average work hours by gender across major occupation groups
(ISCO, 1-digit level)
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5.3 International labour migration

Since the late 1970s, Sri Lanka has been a source
country for migrant workers (UNFPA, 2015). In
2019, the Central Bank of Sri Lanka reported
remittance inflows of USD 5.776 billion through
official channels —equivalent to approximately
8.03% of the country’s GDP (Shifaniya, 2021). These
remittances remain a crucial source of foreign
exchange and are vital for food security and the
agriculture sector (Lansakara, 2022).

Figure 5.14 illustrates SriLanka’s labour migration
trends from 1986 to 2023, based on data from
the Annual Statistics of Foreign Employment
Report 2023 by the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign
Employment (SLBFE). Notably, the total share of
women migrant workers has declined from 1993
to 2018, but since 2018, it has increased slightly.
In contrast, the male proportion began to rise
from 1997 onward, and since 2013, men have
accounted for more than 50% of total migrant
workers registered with the SLBFE (Figure 5.14).

Figure 5:14 Migrant workers registered with the SLBFE by gender (1986-2023)
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According to the SLBFE's Annual Statistics of
Foreign Employment Report 2023, over three-
quarters of women migrant workers are employed
as domestic housekeepers, with the Middle East
being their primary destination. This underscores
how female migration remains closely tied to
low-paid, care-related work, driven largely by
poverty and lack of economic alternatives at home.
The next largest group of women migrant workers
falls under the unskilled or elementary occupation
category, a trend that has remained relatively
unchanged over the years, as shown in Figure 5.15.
The proportion of women in the skilled category
is significantly lower compared to these two
primary categories. However, it is worth noting
that the number of women migrating as domestic
housekeepers has slightly decreased over time
(from 2010 to 2021), while the unskilled category
has seen a slight increase.

The clear gender segmentation of Sri Lanka’s
labour migration patterns are reinforced by the
lack of male migrants registered as domestic
housekeepers. A notably higher proportion of male
migrants fall within the skilled category compared
to women, with unskilled male migrant workers
also outnumbering women migrant workers in
this category. However, the share of male migrant
workers in elementary occupations is less than
50%, and the distribution of categories for male
migrant workers has remained relatively stable
from 2010 to 2021.

The Annual Statistics of the Foreign Employment
Bureau present data on complaints received from
registered labour migrants, categorised by the
nature of the complaint. According to these data,
women account for a higher share of complaints
across most categories within the skilled labour

Figure 5:15 Migrant workers registered with the SLBFE by manpower level (2010-2021)
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group, except for “jail for offences against the
law” and “premature termination” (Figure 5.16).
Almost all harassment complaints are made by
women, with 620 complaints from skilled women
compared to just 12 from skilled men. In low-skilled
jobs, women file fewer complaints than in skilled
jobs for certain issues, but women still make
up a considerable proportion of the complaints
in the low-skilled category (Figure 5.16). This
indicates how even within more regulated or
ostensibly “protected” employment categories,
women remain more exposed to abuse, likely due
to entrenched gender hierarchies, isolation, and
their relative lack of bargaining power. The lower
complaint rates among low-skilled women may
not indicate better conditions but rather greater
fear of retaliation, limited access to complaint
mechanisms, or weaker institutional support, all of
which are exacerbated by intersecting factors such

as class, migration status, and language barriers.
These women are often employed in domestic
or care roles as shown by data where oversight

is minimal, and employer-employee power
imbalances are most acute.
UN Women (2018) notes that Sri Lanka’s

overarching framework for international migration
is the National Labour Migration Policy, first
introduced in 2009. While the policy promotes the
migration of skilled labour, it explicitly calls for a
reduction in low-skilled migration. This emphasis
overlooks the reality that most women migrant
workers are employed as domestic workers, a
group classified as low-skilled. By prioritising
skilled migration, the policy fails to recognise the
economic contributions and resilience of women in
domestic work, who play a vital role in supporting
the national economy. Moreover, the policy does

Figure 5:16 Nature of complaints received in 2023 by manpower level
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not adequately identify or address the specific
vulnerabilities women face at various stages of the
migration cycle.

The emphasis on skilled migration implicitly
constructs a hierarchy of economic worth,
erasing the agency and resilience of women who
undertake difficult, often exploitative, care work
under precarious conditions. Moreover, the policy
lacks a gender-responsive framework to address
the distinct and intersecting vulnerabilities
women face throughout the migration cycle—
from recruitment-stage coercion and contract
substitution to isolation, harassment, and limited
access to redress mechanisms in host countries.
In doing so, it reinforces a migration governance
model that both relies on and renders invisible
the labour of women at the margins. The Sri
Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE),
the regulatory authority overseeing foreign
employment, enforces selection criteria such as
age restrictions attached to the Family Background
Report that reflect deeply embedded gender biases
that constrain women’s access to labour migration
and economicautonomy.The rigid selection criteria
disproportionately affect women, particularly
those from low-income backgrounds who seek
migration as a survival strategy. These regulations
operate under the guise of “protection” but often
function as gatekeeping mechanisms, reinforcing
structural inequalities and paternalistic control
over women'’s mobility.

5.4 Unpaid care work

The unequal burden of unpaid care work is one of
the major factors restricting women’s economic
mobility and reinforcing gender norms.

The Time Use Survey 2017, conducted by the DCS,
remains the most recent and comprehensive
assessment of time allocation in Sri Lanka and
provides critical insights into the gendered division
of labour (DCS, 2020c). This report uses the
International Classification of Activities for Time

The Family Background Report (FBR), introduced in
2013, exemplifies this approach. By barring women
with children under five from migrating, the FBR
institutionalised the assumption that childcare
is exclusively a woman's responsibility, regardless
of her economic needs or support networks. This
policy re-entrenches traditional gender roles by
codifying women’s reproductive and caregiving
duties into law, while placing no equivalent
obligations on fathers. It effectively punishes
women for motherhood and denies them the right
to determine their own livelihoods.

This framing is particularly complex, given that
women’s remittances constitute a significant share
of both household and national income. In 2022,
the FBR requirement was revised to permit women
with children over two years of age—previously
restricted to those with children over five—to seek
foreign employment. This selective relaxation,
introduced amid the economic crisis, reflects
the tension between economic imperatives and
gendered protectionist policies. It underscores how
women'’s labour migration continues to be viewed
primarily through an economic lens, with limited
attention to broader questions of care, rights,
and family well-being. The suspension—but not
abolition—of the FBR leaves open the possibility
of future reinstatement under shifting political,
social, or moral pressures, reinforcing the precarity
of women’s mobility and autonomy within the
labour migration policy landscape.

Use Statistics (Department of Economic and Social
Affairs, 2021), which groups all daily activities
into nine broad categories (see Figure 5.17). These
include both paid and unpaid forms of work.
Under the System of National Accounts (SNA), two
categories—paid employment and the production
of goods for one’s own use—are counted within
the official economy through the calculation of
GDP.



The remaining categories fall outside the SNA,
even though they are recognised as ‘productive’.
These non-SNA activities, commonly referred to as
unpaid care work, include unpaid domestic work
(such as cooking and cleaning), unpaid caregiving
(such as caring for children or the elderly), and
unpaid volunteer work.

The data shows clear gender differences in how
time is spent. Around 60.8% of men are involved
in paid work, compared to just 27.7% of women.

Men also spend more time on paid work—about
9.2 hours a day, while women average 7.1 hours.
However, women carry a much heavier load of
unpaid work. A large majority (86.4%) of women
do unpaid domestic tasks compared to 54% of
men, and they spend more time on them—5 hours
daily versus 2.1 hours for men. The same pattern is
seen in caregiving, with 38.4% of women providing
unpaid care (averaging 3.4 hours), compared to
19.5% of men (averaging 1.9 hours).

Figure 5:17 Participation rates and mean actor time (hours) per day spent on nine major
activity categories
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Caregiving responsibilities are a major factor
limiting women’s paid employment, with married
women spending much more time on non-SNA
activities compared to single women (Kottegoda
& Peiris, 2023). The lack of support systems for

caregiving responsibilities remains a primary
barrier. Both husbands and wives hold traditional
views on gender roles, seeing unpaid care work
as the sole responsibility of women, and these
perceptions significantly influence women’s
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decisions to participate in the labour market
(Gunatilake, 2016). Gunawardena (2015) has also
examined the role of education and the impact of
marriage and children on labour force participation.
She found that marriage and young children posed
significant barriers to women’s employment,
whereas these same factors had the opposite
effect on men. These findings, when combined,
highlight inertia in cultural norms regarding the
division of household work.

These unpaid care burdens not only prevent
some women from entering the labour force but
also impose a double burden on women who are
employed, and they have remained persistent in
Sri Lanka over many years. A 1999 time-diary study
found that employed women were burdened with
an additional 1.8 hours of daily work compared to
their husbands (Satharasinghe, 1999). On average,
employed women worked 15.9 hours a day, while
men worked around 13.8 hours, illustrating the
unequal distribution of labour.

The value of wunpaid care is quantifiable.
Recognising the economic value of unpaid care
supports the idea that caregivers who provide such
care to family or household members deserve a fair
share of, and meaningful control over, the income
generated by those they care for. Gunawardena
and Perera (2022) valuated unpaid work and
revealed that the value of unpaid house work,
care work, and voluntary work conducted in Sri
Lanka amounts to 10.3% of GDP under the lowest
valuation scenario (using the minimum wage),
and 42% of GDP in the highest valuation scenario.
Women, who perform the vast majority of unpaid
care work, contribute a value added ranging from

8.6% (lowest case) to 35% (best case) of GDP. In a
separate study, Gunawardena and Perera (2023)
estimated the average daily value of unpaid care
work. Their analysis found that the unpaid work
done by women was consistently valued higher
than that of men, ranging from LKR 703 to LKR
2,320 per day.

The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified
women’s care burden, as the closure of schools,
daycare centres, and limited access to healthcare
services forced households to become more
self-reliant (Women and Media Collective, 2023).
Women, especially those working from home,
faced increased pressure in balancing paid and
unpaid responsibilities. Gender stereotypes and
workplace discrimination were heightened during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Employers were less
likely to hire women for jobs requiring flexibility,
such as working from home, especially because
women were also expected to shoulder most
unpaid housework and caregiving responsibilities
(Gunatilake & Chandrasiri, 2022). The demand for
care work in Sri Lanka is rapidly increasing, driven
by significant demographic shifts. For example, the
growingageing population is creating a heightened
need for elderly care, with projections indicating
that over 25% of the population will be aged 60
or above by 2050 (Country Diagnostic Study on
Long-Term Care in Sri Lanka, 2022). As outlined in
Chapter 4, the majority of the elderly population
will be women. Therefore, the recognition,
reduction, and redistribution of unpaid care work
are essential. Investing in the care economy is
critical not only to meet growing demographic
demands but also to reduce gender disparities in
the labour market.



5.5 Access to and ownership of productive

assets

Asset ownership remains a critical dimension of
women’s economic empowerment and financial
security. In Sri Lanka, however, significant gender
gaps persist in ownership of productive assets
such as land, livestock, equipment, machinery,
and financial capital—resources essential for
generating income and sustaining livelihoods.
Although detailed data on women’s ownership
of agricultural tools, fishing boats, and gear are
scarce, existing research indicates that women'’s
control over these assets is minimal, reflecting
deeper structural and cultural barriers. Restricted
access to credit further compounds these
challenges. Since banks and formal financial
institutions generally require collateral such as
land or property, women'’s limited asset ownership
hinders their ability to secure loans. This restricts
their capacity to invest in agriculture, start or
grow businesses, and participate fully in income-
generating activities.

Complicating the issue is Sri Lanka’s complex
legal framework, a mixture of Roman-Dutch civil
law, English common law, and customary laws—
namely Kandyan, Thesawalamai, and Muslim laws
(Kamdar, 2021). The absence of uniform legislation
governing women’s land rights combined with
contradictory and overlapping provisions, creates
confusion and limits women’s inheritance and
ownership rights, with disparities shaped by
region, ethnicity, and religion (see Chapter 2).

A recent study by Vithanagam and Gunatilake
(2023), based on primary data from 2,000
households in the Kandy and Jaffna districts—areas
governed by distinct customary land tenure systems
(Kandyan law and Thesawalamai law)—highlights
the complex relationship between women’s land
ownership and their empowerment. The study
finds that the type of land owned influences
women'’s empowerment outcomes. Ownership of
residential land can strengthen women’s bargaining
power within the household, whereas ownership

of productive agricultural land is more likely to
encourage active economic participation. However,
institutional barriers restrict many women from
fully exercising their ownership rights or leveraging
economic benefits, often resulting in dependence
on male family members.

Regionally, ownership patterns differ (Vithanagam
& Gunatilake, 2023): in Jaffna, marriage often
increases property jointly or individually owned
by women, partly due to the cultural role of land
as dowry, which enhances women’s marital
prospects. Conversely, in Kandy, property ownership
post-marriage is predominantly registered in the
husband’s name. Forexample, nearly half (49.1%) of
the properties where female respondents in Kandy
lived were owned by their husbands. Similarly,
much residential property owned in other areas is
also usually registered under the husband’s name.
These patterns reflect the influence of cultural,
legal, and societal norms, which vary across regions,
ethnicities, and religions.

Despite legal ownership, many women—especially
in Jaffna—perceive land as economically
ineffective without male support, limiting its
utility for empowerment. This underscores the
need for policy interventions that not only promote
women’s legal rights to assets, but also address
the socio-cultural dynamics that inhibit their
economic agency. However, significant knowledge
gaps remain regarding women’s land ownership
and management in Sri Lanka, emphasising the
urgent need for further research to inform effective
policies (Gunasekara, 2021).

Policies that reform land rights and facilitate
women'’s control over productive equipment and
credit access are essential for reducing gender
inequalities in the labour market. Without
equitable access to and control over productive
assets, women'’s economic opportunities remain
severely constrained.
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5.6 The LGBTQIA+ community and the labour

market

The LGBTQIA+communityremainlargelyinvisiblein
labour market statistics, policies, and institutional
frameworks. However, they face persistent stigma
and discrimination in the labour market. Gender-
nonconforming individuals are often rejected
duringrecruitmentduetonon-adherencetogender
norms or mismatches in identity documents. Those
who are employed report verbal abuse, exclusion,
limited promotion opportunities, and pressure
to conform to binary roles causing many to leave
jobs or remain underemployed. Transgender
women are particularly overrepresented in
informal and precarious sectors such as beauty
services, entertainment, or sex work, which lack
social protection. Many pursue self-employment
to escape discrimination, yet continue to face
barriers in accessing finance and training due to
institutional bias and documentation constraints.
Thesechallengesare compounded by intersectional
factors—including class, ethnicity, location, and
age—with gender minorities in rural or estate
areas often experiencing heightened social stigma
and reduced access to education and employment.

Transgender youth are particularly vulnerable
to school dropout as a result of bullying, which
undermines their long-term economic prospects.
The COVID-19 crisis and subsequent economic
downturn worsened these conditions, with many
LGBTQIA+ individuals in informal sectors losing
income and being excluded from state relief
due to mismatches between their legal identity
documents or household registration and their
gender identity.

Some micro-level surveys have also highlighted
the discrimination faced by these individuals.
Chowdhury (2021), surveying 193 employed LGBTOI
individuals in Sri Lanka, found that despite high
educational attainment (31% with undergraduate
and24%with postgraduatedegrees), manyremained
in entry-level jobs. Fear of stigma led 42% to conceal
their identity at work, with half fearing negative

consequences if they were open about their gender
identity. Discrimination was common, with 38%
experiencing bias during hiring, denial of benefits,
or dismissal based on their SOGIE. Harassment was
also widespread as 58% reported verbal abuse and
31% sexual harassment. Similarly, Equal Ground
(n.d.) found that 21.85% of LGBTQ individuals had
been denied jobs, 25.21% had lost jobs in the past
two years, and 21.43% were denied promotions or
faced role changes due to their identity. Their 2020
island-wide survey (non-representative, n=4,500)
reported persistent workplace discrimination,
especially in government institutions, highlighting
the need for inclusive policies.

Many LGBTQIA+ individuals are pushed into
informal work due to job insecurity, limiting access
tohousingand credit (The Westminster Foundation
forDemocracy,2023).Legal frameworks lack explicit
protections against discriminatory recruitment or
gender expression, leaving workers vulnerable to
harassment and exclusion. Joshi (2016) further
highlights that although Sri Lankan laws broadly
protect minorities, they do not explicitly recognise
gender identity or sexual orientation, thereby
exacerbating the marginalisation of transgender

individuals in accessing employment and
healthcare.
LGBTQIA+ individuals in informal sectors—

particularly sex work—face heightened risks of
discrimination and violence due to the absence of
legal protections (Priscilla et al., 2021). While there
is no comprehensive legal safeguard, some private
sector actors have attempted to make progress.
Recentinitiatives by private sectorand development
partners have focused on strengthening workplace
inclusion for LGBTQIA+ employees through
improved recruitment policies and collaborations
with  community groups. However, without
binding protective legal frameworks, the reach and
impact of such voluntary efforts remain limited
and unsustainable.



5.7 Women and the future of work

The world of work is
transformation (ILO, 2019). The rise of the
gig economy, adoption of automation and
artificial intelligence, and broader technological
advancements are making a significant impact
on labour markets. In Sri Lanka, these trends are
further shaped by demographic shifts and climate
change. The demand for care work is expected
to rise due to rapid migration patterns and an
ageing population. Green jobs are becoming more
attractive with the transition to a green economy.
To ensure women can fully benefit from and
contribute to these changes, it is crucial to reduce
barriers that limit their participation and address
existing labour market inequalities to prevent
these disparities from widening further.

undergoing a major

Digitalisation accelerated during the COVID-19
pandemic, marking a major turning point in
the way technology interacted with the labour
market as many workers shifted to remote work.
This transition had gendered impacts due to
the digital divide in Sri Lanka. In one nationally
representative sample of people aged 15 and
above during the COVID-19 lockdown, internet
usage was lower among the poor, less educated,
elderly, rural residents, unemployed people, and
women (Galpaya et al,, 2023). They reported a 7%
gender gap in internet use. Although this gap has
narrowed over time—falling from 34% in 2018 to
7% in 2021—challenges remain. The 2023 Labour
Force Survey shows a persistent gender gap in
digital access and skills; computer literacy among
males is 40.9%, compared to 37.2% for females.
This rate has increased over time with the growing
use of computers due to work-from-home and
distance learning practices introduced after the
pandemic. In 2021, the rate was 32.6% for females
and 36.1% for males; in 2022, it rose to 34.8% for
females and 37.3% for males and rose further in
2023, as noted above. Digital literacy—defined as
the ability of persons aged 5-69 to use a computer,
laptop, tablet, or smartphone independently—was
65.9% for males and 61.3% for females.

However, there are stark regional differences in
access.Inthe estate sector,only 4.6% of households

own a desktop or laptop, compared to 18.1% in
rural areas and 34% in urban areas. In contrast,
smartphone use to access the internet in 2023 was
highest in the estate sector (90.4%), compared to
81.5% in rural areas and 73.1% in urban areas. This
suggests that households in estate communities
rely more heavily on smartphones due to lack of
access to other digital devices, hindering their
access to more complex technology and digital
platforms, as well as limiting skill development in
both education and work.

Automation places concentrated in
low-skilled, routine jobs—such as garment workers,
clerks, and domestic workers—at heightened risk
of job loss. There is an urgent need to upskill and
reskill women to support their participation in the
digital and green economies. The plantation sector,
which employs around 10% of the workforce, has
already seen more than a 55% contraction between
1988 and 2011 (ILO, 2019). Larger plantation
companies are also moving towards automation
in processing and factory operations. The rubber
industry, which employs around 200,000 workers,
is expected to adopt more technology, according to
the Rubber Master Plan (ILO, 2019).

women

Care Work is becoming critical amidst an ageing
population and widening care gaps, underscoring
the need for formalisation. Investing in the care
economy produces multiple benefits, creating jobs,
improving gender equality, and strengthening
social cohesion. If developed properly, care work can
become a valuable sector where women can work
with dignity and establish decent work conditions,
as it involves uniquely human skills and empathy
that cannot be replaced by automation. However,
in the absence of a formal care infrastructure,
the burden of elder care is likely to fall even more
heavily on women, further limiting their ability to
participate in the economy.

The expansion of platform economy, including
digital work platforms such as e-commerce, gig
work, and remote services, has opened up new
income opportunities in Sri Lanka due to their
demand and flexibility. However, women continue
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to face a gendered digital divide, including limited
access to smartphones, digital literacy, affordable
data, and safe online environments. While the
platform economy opportunities in
areas such as ride-hailing, delivery services, and
freelancing, most platforms are male-dominated.
Women’s participation is constrained by concerns
around safety, mobility, and limited time due to
unpaid care responsibilities. ILO (2019) notes that
although digital platforms may expand economic
opportunities for women, existing gender norms
and divisions of labour are likely to persist, while
gender-based violence is perpetrated in new ways
through digital spaces. While platform work helps
women bypass certain barriers—such as mobility
or cultural restrictions—deeper issues related to
access and engagement often remain unaddressed
by emerging technologies. Additionally, women
working part-time or through digital platforms
often remain in the informal economy, without
access to social protection or employment benefits
(ILO, 2019).

creates

Green jobs are expanding as investments in sectors
such as renewable energy, waste management,
organic farming, and eco-tourism create new
opportunities. However, without gender-inclusive
training and entry pathways, women risk being
left out. The future of work will require new
skills in science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics, as well as in ICT, communication,
and critical thinking. Yet, women and girls remain
underrepresented in TVET, STEM education (see
Chapter 3), and high-growth sectors.

Climate change is also reshaping work in Sri Lanka,
especially in agriculture, fisheries, plantations, and
informal rural sectors, all of which employ large
numbers of women. More frequent droughts, floods,
and extreme weather events increase job and income
insecurity. During such crises, women’s unpaid
care burdens increase. For instance, they take on
additional caregiving during illness or displacement,
or are responsible for collecting water, which further
restricts their economic participation. Green jobs in
sustainablefarming,renewableenergy,andecosystem
restoration are essential to building climate resilience.
However, without inclusive policies, access to climate
resilient infrastructure may remain male-dominated.
Climate-responsive employment planning must
account for gender-specific vulnerabilities and
capacities, especially among poor women in rural and
urban areas (see Chapter 8).

Despite the transformative and rapid shifts in
the world of work, women remain largely absent
from the spaces where economic futures are
being imagined and shaped. Structural barriers—
ranging from unequal access to digital tools and
STEM education to the persistence of unpaid care
responsibilities and occupational segregation—
mean that women are not only struggling to
enter or remain in new forms of work, but are also
systematically excluded from decision-making
roles in the digital, green, and care economies. As a
result,theemergingworld of workis beingdesigned
without women'’s perspectives, reinforcing existing
inequalities and limiting the potential for more
inclusive and equitable economic systems.

5.8 Cross-cutting gendered constraints in the

economic sphere

Beyond legal and policy gaps, entrenched social
norms, limited agency and voice—reflected in
women’s underrepresentation in decision-making
spaces, whether in households, workplaces, trade
unions, or policymaking bodies—and widespread
sexual harassment and violence, particularly in
public transport and workplaces, all constrain
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women'’s participation in the labour force. These
factorsintersect with policy, legal, and institutional
barriers, reinforcing gender inequalities in
employment.

In terms of social norms, it is clear that women
seeking employment often look for flexible work



arrangements that enable them to balance
paid work with their domestic and caregiving
responsibilities—roles that continue to fall
disproportionately on women. Consequently, many
women face a double burden of paid and unpaid
work, which limits their career advancement and
contributes to gender disparities in labour market
outcomes.

Closely linked to prevailing social norms, women
have limited agency and voice in economic life. The
generally uneven distribution of power between
women and men in both social and domestic
spheres serves to subordinate women (Kottegoda,
2006). This imbalance disempowers women in
accessing and advancing within the labour market,
and the unequal distribution of power directly
contributes to women’s poverty and limits their
ability to overcome these conditions.

While women’s participation in decision-making
and leadership roles is crucial for advancing
gender equality in employment, this also remains
extremely limited (see Chapter 2). Women’s
representation in leadership shapes employment
outcomes across various institutions whether
in ministries, public bodies, corporate boards, or
labour unions, as women leaders are often better
positioned to identify and address issues that
directly impact women. These include gender pay
gaps, the burden of unpaid care work, inadequate
maternity protection, workplace safety, and limited
access to decent work. Their lived experiences
bring vital perspectives to policy formulation,
budgeting, and monitoring—insights that are
often overlooked in male-dominated decision-
making spaces.

Women are severely underrepresented in trade
union leadership, even in feminised sectors such
as garment manufacturing, plantations, and
domesticwork, where women make up the majority
of the membership (United Nations Development
Program, 2021). Women are also underrepresented
in workers’ collectives in the informal economy,
including in farmers’ and fisheries’ collectives.
As a result, gender-specific concerns—such as
maternity rights, protection against harassment,
and flexible working arrangements—often remain
unarticulated and unaddressed. Ensuring women’s

representation in unions is therefore essential to
negotiating and securing collective bargaining
agreements that reflect the realities and needs of
female workers.

In 2023, Sri Lankan women-led unions called for a
more inclusive consultation process ahead of the
potential adoption of proposed labour reforms,
including the then-proposed Employment Bill.
They argued that the existing process lacked
representation from women labour leaders and
union representatives, despite the fact that the
proposed reforms would significantly impact
women-dominated  industries and  sectors.
Women labour union leaders raised concerns that
policymaking had become a “man’s business,”
as no female labour leaders were included in the
official consultations. (Ndure, 2023).

The Red Flag Women'’s Union is possibly the only
trade union in the country with an all-female
membership. In 2012, the Red Flag Women’s
Movement registered Sri Lanka’s first union for
domestic women workers, bringing visibility to
one of Sri Lanka’s most feminised and vulnerable
labour sectors. The underrepresentation of women
in trade union leadership is not unique to Sri
Lanka. As highlighted by the UN Working Group in
the Gender Dimension Report, “As women remain
marginalised with respect to decision-making
positions in most trade unions, their human rights
concerns are frequently overlooked or not taken
seriously.” These dynamics weaken the potential
of trade unions to advance gender equality in the
workplace.
Women’s leadership in national governance
processes on labour remains low, but has shown
some signs of progress. Since its establishment in
1994, Sri Lanka’s National Labour Advisory Council
(NLAC) remained entirely male until 2021, when
a woman was appointed for the first time. This
marked a significant break in a nearly three-decade
absence of femalerepresentationin nationallabour
policymaking. Her removal in 2023 drew public
criticism and highlighted the fragility of such gains.
However, there was a notable increase in 2025,
with three women appointed to the Council. As the
primary tripartite body advising the government
on labour law, policy reforms, and ILO standards,
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the NLAC plays a critical role in shaping the world
of work. This shift indicates a growing recognition
of the need for gender-inclusive labour governance
in Sri Lanka; however, in the absence of quotas or
policies mandating women'’s representation, these
gains remain vulnerable to political change.

According to the International Finance Corporation
(IFC) (2019), over 1,500 board directors serve on
the boards of Colombo Stock Exchange-listed
companies in Sri Lanka, of which only 8.2 % are
women. The report highlights the economic

Table 5:2 Sector representation of CSE

importance of increasing the proportion of women
on boards. Globally, companies with strong
female leadership recorded a Return on Equity
(ROE) of 10.1% per year, compared to 7.4% for
those without. In Sri Lanka, the Banking, Finance,
and Insurance sector has the highest proportion
of women in board directorships, as shown in
Table 5.2, followed by the Hotels and Travel, and
Beverage, Food, and Tobacco sectors. In nearly all
other sectors, women'’s representation on boards is
below 10%.

board directorships held by women

Sector Percentage
Banking, Finance and Insurance 289
Hotels and Travels 15.7
Beverage, Food and Tobacco 10.3
Land and Property 9.8
Manufacturing 9.3
Diversified Holdings 4.9
Trading 3.4
Plantations 2.9
Chemicals and Pharmaceuticals 2.5
Investment Trust 2.0
Motors 2.0
Services 2.0
Healthcare 15
Telecommunications 1.5
Footwear and Textile 1.0
Power and Energy 1.0
Stores Supplies 1.0
Information Technology 0.5

Source: International Finance Corporation (2019), Women on Boards of Companies Listed at the Colombo Stock Exchange

Workplace violence and harassment is another
critical issue. According to IFC (2022), 61% of survey
participants in Sri Lanka had experienced at least
one form of violence or harassment—whether
bullying, sexual harassment, online violence, or
domesticviolence. Such violence affects employees
of all genders and age groups, although certain
individuals are especially vulnerable, particularly
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women. Surveyed employees of an IFC (2022)
study across all demographic groups reported
experiences of bullying, sexual harassment, and
online violence, challenging the assumption
that only younger women are at risk. Notably,
employees with disabilities were more likely to
experience all forms of workplace bullying (68%)
compared to those without disabilities (59%).



Additionally, individuals with disabilities reported
that their work was affected by domestic violence
at more than four times the rate of other survey
participants. These findings underscore the
urgent need to ratify ILO Convention No. 190 on
eliminating violence and harassment in the world
of work, which also recognises the connections
between domestic violence and violence in the
world of work. When women feel unsafe at
work, at home, or in transit, their ability to enter,
remain, and thrive in the labour force is severely
compromised.

Sexual harassment in public transport remains
a critical barrier to women’s equal participation
in the labour market in Sri Lanka. According to
a study commissioned by UNFPA (2017) with a
sample of 2,500 women, 90% had experienced
sexual harassment on public buses and trains.
This was found to be part of a broader pattern of
gender-based harassment that occurs in public
spaces, workplaces, and even within homes.

Importantly, the study found that 50% of women
surveyed relied on public transportation to travel
to work, suggesting that the threat of harassment
directly undermines women’s mobility, safety,
and ultimately, their labour force participation.
This study also revealed that 92% of victims did
not seek help from law enforcement when facing
harassment, largely due to practical barriers and
social stigma. Women reported being unable to
make complaints at the time of the incident and
noted that when complaints were made, it was
often through family or friends. Additionally,
bystander intervention was rare due to general
unwillingness to get involved, driven by fear
of conflict or attracting unwanted attention.
These findings highlight how inadequate public
safety threatens women'’s dignity and rights, and
also reinforces structural gender inequalities in
employment opportunities. Addressing sexual
harassment in public transport is therefore a
prerequisite for ensuring equitable and inclusive
labour force participation for women in Sri Lanka.

5.9 Legal and policy gaps

Sri Lanka’s labour law framework is dated and
fragmented. Currently, the regulatory landscape
consists of more than 40 separate statutes, many
of which date back to the colonial and immediate
post-independence eras, including the Factories
Ordinance (1942), the Shop and Office Employees
Act (1954), and the Wages Boards Ordinance
(1941). While these laws were initially designed to
protect workers, they often contain provisions that
are misaligned with today’s economic context and
gender equality goals.

Labour law reform has emerged as a policy priority
in recent years, driven by the need to modernise an
antiquated system, and to ensure compliance with
the conditions of Sri Lanka’s current agreement
with the IMF. However, initial trends reflect the
risk that the reforms may reinforce a two-tiered
system: enabling women'’s labour where it feeds
capital in high-growth sectors, while failing to
ensure the autonomy, safety, or well-being of

women in low-paid, precarious work. This approach
instrumentaliseswomen’slabour foreconomicgain
without addressing the structural inequalities that
continue to restrict their choices and protections.
For example, the Shop and Office Employees
(Regulation of Employment and Remuneration)
Act No.19 of 1954 historically prohibited many
categories of women workers from undertaking
night work, disallowing employment before 6
a.m. or after 6 p.m. Recent Cabinet-approved
amendments sought to lift these restrictions—but
only for women in high-skilled and high-income
sectors such as IT, finance, and Business Process
Outsourcing (BPOs)—allowing night work with
conditionsrelated totransport and safety. However,
these reforms excluded low-wage sectors such
as retail or hospitality, where many women work
without similar protections or bargaining power.

In 2023, the Ministry of Labour proposed a
Consolidated Employment Act to unify 13 major
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labour laws into a single piece of legislation.
This draft bill is one of the most comprehensive
reform efforts in decades, seeking to modernise
the labour market by introducing greater
flexibility in  employment contracts, legal
recognition of part-time and remote work, and
simplified termination procedures. From a gender
perspective, the bill introduces several positive
measures. It formally recognises paternity leave,
extends labour protections to domestic workers,
and establishes a Social Security Insurance Fund to
support workers during maternity-related income
loss, illness, or unemployment. It also allows night
work for women under specific conditions such as
voluntary consent, enhanced pay, and the provision
of transport and rest facilities, potentially enabling
greater participation of women in non-traditional
sectors such as BPOs and logistics.

However, the proposed reforms have also raised
significant concerns. Increasing daily working
hours to 12 without overtime pay and relaxing
shift work regulations to allow up to 16-hour shifts
with a single break may disproportionately impact
women, particularly those with unpaid care
responsibilities. Moreover, raising the threshold
for forming trade unions from 7 to 100 members
could weaken the ability of women to organise,
where union representation is already limited.
The reform process has also been criticised for its
lack of transparency and insufficient consultation,
particularly with women’s groups and trade unions.
The initial failure to make the draft available in all
national languages limited inclusive participation
and contravened the principles of ILO Convention
No. 144 on tripartite consultation.

Furthermore, the draft law does not address several
long-standing gender gaps in Sri Lanka’s labour
legislation,includingtheabsence of comprehensive
anti-discrimination provisions, legal protections
against workplace harassment, and
mandates for childcare facilities in the workplace.
Without addressing these fundamental issues, the
reforms risk perpetuating the systemic barriers
that prevent women from accessing decent work
and achieving economic security. In summary,
while the proposed Employment Act contains
some gender-sensitive provisions, it falls short
of adopting a transformative approach to gender

sexual

equality in the world of work. Without stronger
safeguards and inclusive stakeholder engagement,
the reforms risk reinforcing rather than addressing
existing inequalities

Sri Lanka lacks not only a comprehensive care
policy but also broader policy recognition of care
as a critical component of economic and social
life. Caregiving is still largely framed as a private
or family level duty, reinforced through both
legal and cultural norms. For instance, under the
Protection of the Rights of Elders Act of 2000
(amended in 2011), care for older persons is
mandated as the responsibility of children or the
State. Yet institutional care provision remains
extremely limited, with only 1% of the elderly
population residing in care facilities—a reflection
of entrenched social norms and expectations that
caregiving is a family obligation, often carried by
women.

This framing reinforces the invisibility of unpaid
care and its exclusion from mainstream social
protection systems. As a result, caregiving remains
informal, undervalued, and unprotected. According
to the Census of Children in Child Care Institutions
(2019), only 44% of childcare staff had received
relevant training, and just 25% held vocational
qualifications. Weak regulation and oversight
further contribute to inconsistent quality of care
and low public confidence in external care services.

Paid care work, where it exists, is often informal,
poorly remunerated, and not covered by formal
labour protections such as minimum wages,
pensions, or social security. Domestic workers,
many of whom provide essential care services, are
particularly vulnerable (see Box 5.3).

The 2023 National Policy on Gender Equality and
Women's Empowerment marks an important
shift by recognising both paid and unpaid care
as central to economic and social development.
However, for this recognition to translate into
meaningful change, care work—especially unpaid
care—must be acknowledged as labour. Social
protection frameworks must expand to include
unpaid caregivers, recognising their economic
contribution and ensuring access to entitlements
such as pensions, health insurance, and targeted



support. Without these shifts, the care economy are women, will continue to be left vulnerable,
will remain unstructured and underresourced—  unsupported, and excluded from the protections
and unpaid caregivers, the majority of whom  afforded to other workers.

The economy has shown some recovery following the severe economic crisis of 2022-2023. However,
employment rates, household incomes, and real wages have yet to recover to pre-crisis levels, leaving
many—especially women—excluded from the benefits of recovery.

Women'’s labour force participation has stagnated at around 30-35% for decades—less than half that
of men. This gap is especially wide among married women and those with caregiving responsibilities,
highlighting the heavy influence of unpaid care work on women’s economic inactivity. Compounding
these issues is the persistent lack of women'’s control over productive assets and land ownership.
This significantly constrains their economic agency and decision-making power, with implications
for employment opportunities and outcomes. Social barriers—including workplace harassment,
discriminatory practices, and structural inequalities—further undermine women’s access to and
retention in decent work. Employer biases and firm-level decisions shaped by gender and cultural
norms also narrow the range of opportunities available to women. Women are underrepresented not
only among employees and own-account workers but even more so among employers—reflecting
constraints on both the demand and supply sides of the labour market. Conversely, they are
overrepresented among contributing family workers, who receive neither income nor social protection,
heightening their economic vulnerability. Informality remains widespread, particularly in sectors such
as domestic work, where over 90% of workers—mostly women—lack labour protections. The gendered
segmentation of the labour market is solidified by occupational and industrial segregation. Women
are concentrated in low-wage, feminised sectors such as garments, plantations, education, and care
work. In the apparel industry, where women make up over 70% of the workforce, they remain largely
confined to low-skilled roles and face persistent discrimination and limited mobility. In the plantation
sector, intersecting gender and ethnic inequalities continue to trap women in exploitative working
conditions, including long hours, poor housing, and wage gaps.

The impacts of multiple crises—economic, health, and climate-related—have deepened these
inequalities. Although fewer women than men lost their jobs outright during the COVID-19 pandemic
and the subsequent economic crisis, women were more likely to face temporary layoffs, unpaid leave,
or intensified care burdens at home. Their re-entry into the labour market has been slow, with limited
recovery in decent, secure employment. Migrant women workers also face higher exposure to abuse
and limited mobility, particularly in low-skilled and domestic work categories. Meanwhile, gender
minorities continue to be excluded from labour force data, legal protections, and inclusive employment
policies. Structural discrimination, stigma, and gaps in laws push LGBTQIA+ individuals into precarious
and informal work.

Sri Lanka’s dated labour laws have struggled to respond to these realities. While some recent reforms
have been introduced, they remain fragmented and insufficiently gender-responsive. Alarmingly,
some proposed reforms risk weakening existing protections further. Women and gender minorities
are systematically excluded from entitlements such as maternity benefits, safe workplaces, and care
services. The emerging future of work—including automation, digital platforms, and green jobs—
presents new possibilities, but without targeted investment and inclusive planning, these too may
widen gender and otherinequalities. Closing these systemic gender gaps will require sustained political
will, a feminist approach to economic recovery, and deep structural reforms—including investments in
care, legal protections, asset access, and inclusive job creation—to ensure no one is left behind in Sri
Lanka’s path to recovery.



5.10 Recommendations

Reform legal and policy frameworks: Reform Sri Lanka’s labour and economic laws
to align with international standards and current realities through an inclusive and
transparent process involving women labour leaders and trade unions. Ratify [LO
Conventions 189 and 190 to extend protections to informal and domestic workers, and
adopt comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation safeguarding women and gender
minorities at work and in services. Guarantee decent work for all—ensuring fair income,
safety, social protection, and equal opportunity—particularly for women, informal
workers, persons with disabilities, and gender minorities. Embed intersectionality
across economic policy to address overlapping barriers, and reform land and asset
rights frameworks to strengthen women'’s ownership, access to credit, and economic
autonomy.

Enhance voice and representation and transform norms: Introduce gender quotas or
targets in corporate boards, public commissions, trade unions, and labour advisory
committees. Integrate principles of gender equality, labour rights, and respectful
workplace behaviour into school curricula and vocational training to foster equitable
mindsets from an early age. Engage boys and men as allies in these efforts to drive
long-term cultural and institutional change.

Increase investment in care infrastructure and introduce care-responsive policies:
Channel public investment into childcare centres, elder care services, and community-
based care infrastructure—particularly in rural and underserved areas—to reduce
and redistribute unpaid care work. Promote employer-supported care facilities, tax
incentives for care-related expenses, and public—private partnerships to expand access
and affordability. Advance national campaigns, school curricula, and media initiatives
that normalise care as a shared responsibility between women and men.

Prepare women for the future of work: Prioritise investments in green jobs and climate-
smart agriculture, ensuring women’s equitable access to training, technology, and
climate finance. Embed climate resilience and digital inclusion at the core of workforce
development. Expand scholarships and university—industry partnerships to close gender
gaps in STEM, and adopt policies that address workplace bias while promoting flexible,
inclusive work environments in emerging technology sectors.
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6.1 Poverty

hile Sri Lanka’s economy showed signs of recovery in 2024 —reflected in improved growth,
fiscal balances, and external reserves—household incomes, employment, and overall
well-being remain well below pre-crisis levels (World Bank Group, 2025). Despite a stabilising
macroeconomic environment, many families have yet to feel tangible improvements in their

daily lives.

The poverty rate stood at 24.5% in 2024, measured
at the international poverty line of USD 3.65 per
person per day (PPP), nearly double the 11.3%
recorded in 2019 (Figure 6.1). Although there was
a marginal decline from 25.9% in 2023, nearly
one-third of the population either lives in poverty
or remains highly vulnerable to falling into poverty
with just one economic or personal shock (World
Bank Group, 2025).

Food insecurity has increased significantly.
Between 2021 and 2024, food prices more than
doubled, prompting households to alter their diets
and reduce their intake of nutritious foods. As a
result, malnutrition indicators have worsened:
underweight prevalence among children under
five increased from 12.2% to 17%, while stunting
rose from 7.4% to 10.5% during the same period
(World Bank Group, 2025). These shifts carry
long-term risks, including impaired human capital

development and the transmission of poverty
across generations.

Projections suggest that poverty may decline
slightly to 22.7% in 2025 and remain around 20%
in the medium term. However, under current
trends, the economic crisis is expected to have
undone a decade of poverty reduction. Reversing
this trajectory will require a more inclusive and
pro-poor recovery—one that ensures economic
growth translates into higher household incomes
for the poor, expands decent employment in
industry and services, revitalises micro and small
enterprises, and supports agricultural livelihoods
(World Bank Group, 2025).

Furtherlinkedto poverty, risinginequality remainsa
pressing concern in SriLlanka. The overall inequality
level, measured by the Gini index, increased from
37.7 in 2019 to 38.1 in 2021 and further to 39.8 in

Figure 6:1 Poverty in Sri Lanka from 2002 to 2024
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2022, indicating a widening gap between the rich
and the poor (World Bank, 2023). Spatial disparities
in poverty are also pronounced. Urban and rural
poverty rates surged in 2022 —tripling to 15% in
urban areas and doubling to 26% in rural regions.
The situation is especially severe in estate areas,
where more than half the population continues
to live below the international poverty line of USD
3.65 per person per day (World Bank, 2023).

Given this poverty landscape, this chapter
discusses two major dimensions: poverty and
social protection. The poverty section first focuses
on the feminisation of poverty—how women are
disproportionately affected—and the underlying
reasons for this. It then examines the impact
of crises and how these have worsened the
situation. Next, it explores the multidimensional
nature of poverty and women’s position within
it, with specific focus on food insecurity and
household indebtedness. The social protection
section covers four major programmes and related
gendered issues, considering poverty-reduction
cash assistance programmes but not limiting the
analysis to them. It also discusses other social
assistance programmes, universal services such as
health and education, contributory socialinsurance
schemes, and labour market programmes.

6.1.1 Women in poverty

The gendered dimensions of povertyin SriLanka are
wellestablished,andthe conceptof feminisation of
poverty’has long been acknowledged in literature.
While gender-disaggregated poverty statistics are
currently unavailable, the socioeconomic profile
of vulnerable groups indicates that women are
disproportionately affected by poverty. Available
data and literature highlight that women—
especially those in female-headed households
and those whose experiences intersect with other
marginalised identities—constitute the ‘poorest
of the poor’ (Amosu, 2011). The most recent data
from the 2019 HIES survey supports this, finding
that 1,591,000 women lived below the poverty line,
compared to 1,451,000 men. This data underscores
that women comprised a higher proportion of the
poor population, emphasising the importance of
sustained gender-disaggregated poverty analysis.

Women in poverty are not a homogeneous
group, and the degrees of their vulnerability
vary by region, economic activity, and household
composition. Women face a compounded
disadvantage when they are members of poor
households, while simultaneously experiencing
structural inequalities rooted in gender norms
(Perera, 2000). These include lower labour force
participation rates, higher unemployment among
educated women, persistent occupational
segregation that relegates women to low-paying,
low-status jobs with limited upward mobility,
and limited land ownership, as well as social and
political marginalisation. This is evident in the case
of female-headed households where experiences
of social, economic and political marginalisation
intersect. Datashows that 68.8% of female heads of
households are not in the labour force, and among
those who are employed, 74.2% are engaged in
informal employment. These dynamics contribute
to the reproduction of poverty across generations
and underscore the intersection between gender
and economic vulnerability.

Poverty and women’s labour: Poverty is most
concentratedinsectorssuchaslandlessagricultural
labour, smallholder subsistence farming, fishing
and animal husbandry, small-scale rural industries,
and self-employment in minor trade and crafts.
These sectors are not only low-income but are also
heavily populated by women, particularly in roles
thatareinformal, insecure, and unpaid. Notably, for
decades, over 80% of contributing family workers
in Sri Lanka have been women, according to LFS
data from the DCS, despite receiving no regular
payment for the work they perform in enterprises
owned or operated by their families. Moreover,
women’s significant contribution as international
migrants adds another layer of complexity (Perera,
2000). These unpaid or undercompensated roles
contribute directly to women’s economicinsecurity
and poverty, as they limit women’s ability to
accumulate income and assets independently.

Barriers to asset ownership and inheritance rights
limit women’s economic resilience and prevent
escape from poverty. Women’s ownership of land
has historically remained low—as of 2018, only
16% of all private land was owned by women (FAO,
2018). In cases of marital breakdown, widowhood,
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or displacement, women often lose access to
land or housing, increasing their vulnerability to
homelessness and dependency. In relation to land
ownership, women face not only social and cultural
barriers, but also legal discrimination, particularly
when governed by personal laws (Zainudeen,
2016). The Land Development Ordinance of
1935 and its subsequent amendments which
regulate the allocation of state land in agricultural
settlement schemes continue to favour men, as
land grants are typically issued to the male head
of household (Ranaraja, 2020). These structural
biases in land law contribute to the persistent
gender gap in land ownership in Sri Lanka. (Cited
in Sri Lanka Poverty Assessment — Accelerating
Economic Transformation: Synthesis Report, World
Bank Group, 2021)

Limited access to basic household infrastructure
in Sri Lanka such as washing machines, tap water,
and refrigerators disproportionately affects
poor households and reinforces time burdens,
particularly for women (World Bank Group, 2021).
Only 22% of households own a washing machine,
with ownership dropping below 10% among
the poor and the bottom 40%. Furthermore,
households without access to tap water within
the premises require time for water collection, a

task often carried out by women. An evaluation
of an ADB project found that among the 82% of
women who experienced reduced water collection
burdens following improvements to supply, over
50% were able to increase their income by using
the saved time for paid work (World Bank Group,
2021). Nearly half of all households do not have
a refrigerator. Given the consistent warm climate
in most parts of Sri Lanka, the lack of refrigerators
means food cannot be stored for long periods,
requiring more frequent cooking, typically done
by women. Compounding this, nearly 70% of
households rely on firewood as their main cooking
fuel, furtherincreasing the time and physical effort
needed for meal preparation. When coupled with
limited access to tap water and washing machines,
these conditions significantly heighten the unpaid
care workload—placing a disproportionate time
burden on women, particularly in low-income
households. (World Bank Group, 2021).

Poverty and Ageing Women: Figure 6.2 further
reveals the distribution of poverty among females
across different age categories, showing that the
poverty rate is higher among females in all age
groups above 15. The situation is particularly dire
for women in the 25-39 and 60+ age categories,
with the most severe poverty observed in the 60+

Figure 6:2 Women in poverty across age groups (2019)

125,300
0-4
121,400

293,700
5-14
281,200

Age group

230,100
15-24
241,100
251,200
25-39
311,500

£0-59 319,800
342,500
230,900
60+
293,700

0 100,000

. Male

Source: Poverty Indicators - 2019 (DCS, 2022d)

138

200,000

300,000 400,000

. Female



group. According to data from the Household
Income and Expenditure Survey 2019 (DCS,
2022c), individuals aged 60 and above represent
the poorest age group in Sri Lanka, with 293,700
women over 60 living in poverty. Comparatively,
thisis around 62,600 more women than men in the
same age group. This underscores the critical need
for targeted social protection policies to address
the specific needs of elderly women and lift them
out of poverty.

Pregnant women are particularly at risk of
malnutrition and psychological distress, which
affects not only their own well-being but also
the health and development of their children.
The percentage of infants who are underweight
increased to 7.7% in 2023 —following the economic
crisis and rising poverty rates—up from 6.4% in
2019. These risks are compounded by geographical
and historical marginalisation. A nationwide study
involving 2,000 pregnant women found that those
in the estate sector had the lowest proportion of
energy derived from protein—significantly lower
than the intake reported by women in urban and
rural areas (Pathirathna et al., 2025). Additionally,
women in the lowest income group had a lower
total energy intake compared to those in higher
income brackets, emphasising the influence of
socioeconomic status on maternal nutrition. Social
norms also play a role, as women often eat last and
least within households (WFP, 2024). Consequently,
when food insecurity intensified following the
recent crises in Sri Lanka, it led to heightened levels
of malnutrition and anaemia in food-insecure
households, especially among children (Amnesty
International, 2023).

Gender-based violence (GBV) is significantly
more prevalent among women experiencing
poverty in Sri Lanka. According to the 2016
Demographic and Health Survey, women from
poorer households—those with no schooling,
insecure finances, or low wealth—were 2-3
times more likely to experience physical and/
or sexual intimate partner violence (IPV) (DCS,
2016a). Women living in post-conflict and
poverty-affected regions—such as the estate and
rural sectors—are also nearly three times more
likely to face IPV (Bandara et al., 2018).

These experiences of violence deepen women'’s
poverty; trauma and control by partners
undermine their ability to seek work or education,
drive up healthcare and legal costs, and often
result in social isolation or displacement. Thus,
GBV and poverty operate in a vicious cycle—
poverty increases women’s risk of facing violence,
while violence further constrains their access to
resources and pathways out of poverty. Breaking
this cycle requires interventions that combine
economic empowerment, mental health and legal
support, and community-level efforts to transform
harmful norms.

Access to sexual and reproductive health services,
mental health care, and menstrual hygiene
products remains limited for many women under
the poverty line, particularly in rural and estate
sectors. High taxes on menstrual products make
them inaccessible to women—a vulnerability
made more severe after the multiple crises of the
past decades. Analysis from 2024 found that the
cost of sanitary napkins increased by 92% between
2021 and 2024, tied to rising inflation. This has
contributed to compounded period poverty: 40%
of households with women of menstruating age
do not spend any amount of money on sanitary
napkins (UNDP, 2024, based on HIES, 2019
data). While taxes on sanitary napkins have had
disproportionate and regressive effects on the
well-being of women and girls, they accounted for
only 0.0021% of State revenue in 2022.

A common thread these gendered
experiences of poverty is the reliance on gender-
specificcopingstrategiesand survival mechanismes,
shaped by deeply ingrained social norms and
limited access to resources and decision-making
power. This invites a deeper consideration of how
gender intersects with poverty and underlines
the need for sex-disaggregated data and gender-
responsive social protection mechanisms.

across

Recognising and addressing the structural and
gender-specific drivers of poverty is critical for
advancing gender equality and ensuring nowoman
is left behind in Sri Lanka’s post-crisis recovery,
regardless of factors such as age, sector, ethnicity,
or caste.
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6.1.2. Impact of multiple crises on
poverty

Labour force participation has declined during
the crisis period (see Chapter 4), with women
and urban populations experiencing the steepest
reductions. The collapse of many micro, small,
and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs), in which
women are disproportionately employed, also
exacerbated women'’s economic vulnerabilities.

In the absence of sex-disaggregated data on recent
poverty trends, comprehensively understanding
the gendered impacts of these crises on women’s
experience of poverty is challenging. Nonetheless,
broader labour market and household-level
indicators suggest a significant adverse impact
Households are simultaneously
struggling with reduced incomes, high inflation,
and underemployment. As a coping strategy, many
are resorting to increased borrowing to meet basic
needs such as food, healthcare, and education.
The burden of this financial strain often falls
disproportionately on women, who are typically
responsible for managing household consumption
and care responsibilities.

on women.

The World Bank (2021), in a background note to
the Sri Lanka Poverty Assessment, categorised the
population into three groups to assess the effects
of the COVID-19 crisis: the “old poor” (poor as of
2019), the “new poor” (those pushed into poverty
due to COVID-19), and the “non-poor” (households
remaining above the poverty line). The report says the
new poor were more likely to reside in urban areas,
have higher levels of education, and were less likely
to be employed in agriculture compared to the old
poor.The highest numbers were reported from Kandy
and Ratnapura districts which had large shares of the
old poor, followed by Gampaha and Kalutara districts
in the Western Province. This indicates some shifts
in the poverty profile. Crucially, with the impacts of
COVID-19, women made up a higher proportion in
both the old and new poor categories—53.3% and
53.4%, respectively—highlighting the gendered
nature of poverty in Sri Lanka. This trend reinforces
existing concerns about the feminisation of poverty,
where women face compounded disadvantages due
to gender norms, limited access to resources, and
unequal labour market participation.
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The increase in the national poverty line from LKR
6,966 in 2019 to LKR 17,014 in January 2024 and
remaining at LKR 16,421 by May 2025, reflects the
rising cost of meeting basic needs (DCS, 2025b).
In 2023, LIRNEasia reported that, four million Sri
Lankans had fallen into poverty since 2019 through
a nationally representative survey, bringing the
total to seven million (31% of the population).
The survey results indicated that 81% of those
who lived below the poverty line resided in rural
areas. While rural poverty doubled between 2019
and 2023 (from 15% to 32%), urban poverty tripled
(from 6% to 18%), further reflecting the geographic
spread of economic distress. The estate sector
was the most impoverished, with over half of its
population living in poverty. The crisis has forced
families to adopt harmful coping mechanisms.
Data shows that 33% of households reduced
meal frequency, 27% of adults limited their food
intake to prioritise children, 32% sold or pawned
household assets, and 50% depleted their savings
to meet daily expenses (LIRNEasia, 2023). These
coping strategies, often mediated by women,
signal a gendered burden of poverty that is not
fully captured in aggregate data.

In 2023, the Department of Census and Statistics
confirmed that the economic downturn
significantly impacted household-level well-being
(DCS, 2023b). A majority of households (60.5%)
reported a decline in average monthly income,
while 91.0% experienced increased expenditure.
One in five households reported indebtedness due
to the crisis, with 22.3% of loans taken specifically
to meet food needs. Additionally, 54.9% of
individuals aged 3 to 21 suffered disruptions to
education. While the DCS data indicates that male
workers experienced higher job losses (18.4%)
compared to females (8.3%), this may obscure the
more invisible, gendered effects of the crisis on
women’s labour—such as increased unpaid care
responsibilities—that are not fully captured in
official statistics.

Colombo Urban Lab (2023) found that low-income
households in urban Colombo experienced a
steady deterioration in the quantity and quality of
food consumed, reducing their intake of fresh fruits
and vegetables in favour of cheaper alternatives.
These shifts reflect growing food insecurity, which



disproportionately affects women, especially those
responsible for managing household nutrition.
The 2023 Household Food Security Overview by
the World Food Programme (WFP) revealed that
24% of households were moderately food insecure
as of August—September 2023 —an increase from
17% in March. The report attributes this increase
to reduced food consumption among vulnerable
groups such asdaily wage earners and beneficiaries
of socialassistance. With households spending over
62% of their total expenditure on food, the ability
to allocate resources to healthcare, education, and
other essential services has declined. This form of
resource scarcity has gendered consequences, as
women tend to sacrifice their own well-being—
including nutritional and health needs—to ensure
the well-being of their families.

While some crisis-related surveys have begun to
shed light on the worsening poverty situation,
most fail to offer adequate sex-disaggregated data.
This limits the ability to conduct a comprehensive
gender analysis and risks underestimating the
depth and nature of women’s poverty. The lack
of gender-specific data impedes the design of
responsive policy measures and may inadvertently
reinforce gender-blind approaches in poverty
alleviation. Given the evidence suggesting that
women, especially those in rural, estate, and
informal sectors, bear a disproportionate burden
of poverty, integrating sex-disaggregated data
and gender-responsive indicators into future
assessments is critical to ensure equitable recovery
and targeted social protection.

6.1.3. Multidimensional poverty
and women

Poverty is not merely the absence of income. It
encompasses a range of deprivations in access
to education, health, decent living conditions,
housing, and basic services (World Bank, 2024).
This broader understanding, commonly referred
to as ‘multidimensional poverty, reveals the
depth and persistence of inequality that income-
based measures often overlook. In Sri Lanka, the
interaction between genderroles, social norms, and
systemic inequalities leaves women particularly
vulnerable to multidimensional poverty. Women

face poverty not only as individuals with low or no
income but also through a collection of structural
disadvantages that reduce their access to essential
services, resources, and opportunities.

Based on previous analysis of women’s experience
of poverty in Sri Lanka, it becomes evident why a
multidimensional approach to poverty is critical
to gender analysis. While income poverty is a
significant concern, it fails to capture the broader
set of deprivations that disproportionately affect
women.Women’svulnerabilityto poverty stemsnot
only from lower earnings or limited employment
opportunities, but also from their limited access
to land, productive assets, formal institutions,
and political and social capital. These structural
disadvantages are compounded by unpaid care
responsibilities, lower educational attainment in
some regions, and barriers to accessing quality
healthcare and housing. For example, a woman
may not be counted as income-poor but may still
lack autonomy, face time poverty, and have limited
decision-making power—all of which undermine
her well-being. The Multidimensional Poverty
Index (MPI), by incorporating indicators across
health, education, and living standards, allows
for a more comprehensive understanding of how
poverty is experienced differently by women and
men. It highlights the intersecting and layered
disadvantages that cannot be fully captured by
income measures alone, making it an essential
tool for developing gender-responsive policies that
address the root causes of inequality.

Sri Lanka’s National Multidimensional Poverty
Index (NMPI), calculated using Household Income
and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 2019 data (DCS,
2022c), measures poverty across three dimensions:
education, health, and living standards. Indicators
include school attendance, years of schooling,
chronicillness, access to health facilities, quality of
housing, sanitation, drinking water, cooking fuel,
household assets, and access to basic facilities
(DCS, 2022c¢). According to this index, 16.0% of the
population is multidimensionally poor.

Interestingly, the NMPI reveals no statistically
significant difference in multidimensional poverty
levels between female-headed and male-headed
households (DCS, 2021). Household-level measures
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do not capture intra-household gender disparities,
which are critical to understanding the true extent
of women’s poverty (Mufioz Boudet et al., 2018).
This finding should therefore be interpreted with
caution, as it may mask deeper, individual-level
gendered deprivations.

Social norms continue to confine women to
domestic spaces, curtailing their labour force
participation and agency. Despite their central role
infamily and community survival, programmes and
policies are often gender-blind, failing to reflect
women’s needs or involve them meaningfully in
decision-making processes. These challenges are
intensified by intersectional vulnerabilities (Corus
et al, 2016; Statham, 2021). Female-headed
households, widows, disabled women, and ethnic
or religious minorities often experience deeper and
more persistent forms of deprivation.

Geographic disparities in  multidimensional
poverty in Sri Lanka are stark (DCS, 2021h). Over
half (51.3%) of the population in estate areas are
multidimensionally poor, and it is 44.2% in Nuwara
Eliya compared to only 3.5% in the Colombo
District. The National MPIl is 0.236 in estate areas,
far higher than 0.068 in rural areas and 0.018 in
urban areas. This is important as women in the
estate sector, for example, face linguistic barriers,
harsh working conditions, gender pay gaps, and
limited access to health and education. Rural
areas, where 80.9% of multidimensionally poor
people reside, also exhibit poor service delivery in
health, education, and infrastructure. Women in
these areas—particularly those in female-headed
or extended families—shoulder intensified care
burdens and have fewer opportunities for decent
work. Moreover, women in rural Sri Lanka are
disproportionately represented in contributing
family roles, and are frequently excluded from
social protection mechanisms that are tied to
formal sector employment.

Older persons (65+) have the highest
headcount ratio of multidimensional poverty
(17.9%), highlighting significant age—gender
vulnerabilities, especially for elderly women. This
is especially concerning as Sri Lanka’s population
is ageing rapidly, accompanied by a pronounced
feminisation of ageing. By 2050, one in every four

people will be over 60 years of age. Given the
higher life expectancy of women compared to men
in Sri Lanka, the proportion of women is higher in
older age groups. According to the DCS, income
poverty is also higher among older women (DCS,
2022c). Many older women lack access to pensions
or contributory schemes, having spent much of
their lives working in the informal economy or
providing unpaid care. Their income is therefore
often reliant on family support or non-contributory
welfare allowances (see section 6.2 below), which
are small sums and inconsistently delivered.
Many older individuals, especially women,
fall into the widowed, separated, or divorced
categories, which significantly compounds their
vulnerability. Without a spouse or male relative,
they are more likely to face economic insecurity,
as they often lack access to pensions, property,
or other financial assets—especially if they were
dependent on a spouse’s income or excluded
from formal employment. These individuals may
also experience social isolation, reduced access
to informal care networks, and a greater risk of
neglect or abuse, particularly in households or
communities where age and gender discrimination
intersect. Furthermore, widowed or divorced
women are less likely to be prioritised in household
decision-making or community support systems,
which limits their ability toaccess assistance. These
intersecting vulnerabilities highlight the urgent
need for gender-responsive and age-sensitive
social protection measures that ensure dignity,
autonomy, and adequate support in later life.

Care work and time poverty. The most common
deprivations are in cooking fuel (14.5%), drinking
water (13.5%), basic facilities (12.6%), and access
to health services (11.9%). These are services and
resources that disproportionately affect women,
given that they often bear primary responsibility for
domestic work and caregiving within households.
For example, lack of access to clean cooking fuel
affects over 3 million people and contributes
to health issues primarily borne by women and
children (DCS, 2021). The Sri Lanka Time Use Survey
(2017) confirms that Sri Lankan women undertake
the vast majority of unpaid care and domestic
responsibilities—including  cooking, cleaning,
caregiving, and fetching water or firewood —which
significantly limits their time for paid employment,



education, or skill development. These demands,
reinforced by persistent social and cultural norms,
contribute to women’s economic dependency
and limited asset ownership, perpetuating cycles
of poverty and marginalisation. These gendered
dynamics are often assumed to be natural and go
unrecognised even in institutions and national
policy frameworks, thus contributing to time
poverty.

6.1.3.1. Food insecurity

In Sri Lanka, food insecurity has intensified in
recent years and become an acute indicator of
multidimensional poverty. In 2022, the World Food
Programme, found that 6.3 million people—over
30 % of the population—were food insecure and
required humanitarian assistance. Of these,around
5.3 million were reducing or skipping meals, and at
least 65,600 people were classified as severely food
insecure.

Gender disparities within these trends are
notable: 32% of female-headed households were
food-insecure, compared to 23% of male-headed
households (See Figure 6.3). Additionally, 31% of
female-headed households experienced inadequate

consumption, while 48% relied on food-based coping
strategies—such as eating less or reducing meal
frequency—versus 40% of male-headed households.
Livelihood-based coping strategies (such as selling
productive assets or reducing essential expenditures)
were used by both groups at similar rates (43% for
male-headed households and 42% for female-
headed households). The impact on women is more
severe given their lower asset ownership, reduced
access to income-generating opportunities, and
higher care burdens. Female-headed households
also spent a disproportionate share of their income
on food—65%—Ileaving little room for savings,
healthcare, or investment on livelihoods.

These findings highlight that food insecurity in
Sri Lanka is not gender neutral. It reflects broader
patters of economic exclusion, time poverty,
and structural vulnerability faced by women.
Addressingthis requires more than short-term food
assistance. It demands targeted interventions and
policies to promote gender equality and women’s
empowerment, particularly in agriculture and rural
development, including greater access to land,
credit, agricultural inputs, and decision-making
opportunities to sustainably enhance household
food security and improve nutritional outcomes,
benefiting all members of the household.

Figure 6:3 Food security among male- and female-headed households (2023)
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6.1.3.2. Household indebtedness

The findings of the Household Survey on Impact
of Economic Crisis - 2023 indicate that 54.9% of
households in Sri Lanka are currently indebted,
reflecting a significant financial burden on
the population (DCS, 2023b). This high level of
indebtedness places significant strain on household
finances, especially during periods of economic
instability, limiting spending on essential needs
and increasing vulnerability to poverty. The reasons
behind household debt include economic activities,
housing construction, health-related expenses, and
daily consumption needs, with 22.3% of households
borrowing specifically to meet food requirements.
Whilethesestatisticsareconcerningoverall,gendered
disparities become evident when examining the
sources and purposes of borrowing. A study in
2022-23 on addressing household debt-induced
vulnerability in Sri Lanka (UNDP, 2024), reinforces the
heavy reliance on borrowing to cover daily expenses,
finding that 19.3% of households reported borrowing
to meet basic consumption needs.

Existing data shows that the proportion of
indebted households closely intersects with
regional vulnerability, with certain geographic
areas experiencing significantly higher levels of
household debt. According to the UNDP (2023)
Multidimensional Vulnerability Index (MVI) Report,
rural areas in Sri Lanka face a disproportionately
elevated level of vulnerability, with 82% of the 12.34
million multidimensionally vulnerable individuals
residing in these areas. Household debt accounts
for a significant share—17.8%—of overall rural
vulnerability, as captured in this index. The Eastern,
Northern,and North Central provinces are particularly
affected, with over 60% of their populations classified
as vulnerable. The Eastern Province carries a notably
high burden of household debt (22.7%), while in the
Northern Province, both debt and disaster-related
factors are major contributors to vulnerability. At
the district level, areas such as Puttalam, Batticaloa,
Mullaitivu, Kilinochchi, Ampara, Vavuniya, and
Nuwara Eliya exhibit the highest MVI scores, with
more than 65% of their populations identified as
vulnerable.

Itis important to note that when this is overlaid with
demographic data, these high-vulnerability regions

also report a greater prevalence of female-headed
households. Nationally,around 25% of households are
headed by women, but this figure rises to over 27% in
the Eastern and North Central provinces and reaches
28-32% in districts such as Batticaloa, Vavuniya, and
Nuwara Eliya (DCS, 2019a). These households often
face compounded disadvantages due to limited
access to income, assets, and social protection,
underscoring the need for geographically specific
and gender-responsive poverty reduction strategies.
The findings of the MVI report (UNDP, 2023) reinforce
this pattern, showing that the contribution of debt
status to multidimensional vulnerability in Sri Lanka
is higher in female-headed households (18.4%) than
in male-headed households (17.8%). The report also
found that female-headed households rely more
heavily on informal borrowing methods. While the
MVI study found that 38.5% of households in Sri
Lanka are in debt, women in these households are
more likely to face financial instability and rely on
pawning and money lenders, due to unequal access
to formal credit, limited income opportunities, and
restrictive social expectations—further compounded
by inadequate social or economic safety nets. This is
particularly concerning, as such borrowing patterns
can expose women to predatory lending practices
and heighten risks of financial exploitation and
gender-based violence, especially in contexts where
formal protection mechanisms are weak.

Women in rural areas, in particular, tend to
bear the brunt of household financial strain,
regardless of whether they are the formal heads
of households (UNDP, 2023). In the Eastern
province, which has the highest proportion of
households borrowing for consumption (54.7%),
it is often women who bear the responsibility for
managing the household’s finances and securing
loans. In households where borrowing is for basic
consumption, women are often more likely to
engage in pawning and borrowing from informal
and potentially exploitative sources such as
informal money lenders, continuing to reflect the
gendered nature of debt acquisition. In rural areas,
women were found to disproportionately use
pawning (12.5%) as a means of securing loans.

These patterns are further compounded by the
gendered dynamics of Sri Lanka’s microfinance
landscape. Women, especially those in rural



and estate sectors, are frequently targeted by
microfinance institutions due to perceptions of
high repayment reliability (Mersland et al., 2010).
However, many of these loans are used to meet
day-to-day consumption needs rather than income-
generating activities, resulting in limited long-term
financial improvement and growing debt burdens.
These women often take loans with very high interest
rates from doorstep lenders who offer quick access
with minimal paperwork (Arambepola & Romeshun,
2019), repayment
conditions, or interest rates. Many borrowers lack
financial literacy to assess the risks, leading to court
cases and legal consequences when repayment
obligations cannot be met. The responsibility for
repayment often falls solely on women, even if the

but do not clearly explain

loans are taken for household or spousal needs. These
dynamics not only increase economic vulnerability
but also contribute to emotional stress and social
stigma (Arambepola & Romeshun, 2019). The
high interest rates and rigid repayment structures
characteristic of many microfinance schemes have
contributed to widespread over-indebtedness and
cyclical debt traps, with women often compelled to
pawn additional assets or borrow further to meet
their commitments. Reports have systematically
documented collection practices,
harassment, and even gender-based violence linked

coercive

to loan recovery. These conditions increase women’s

6.2 Social protection

SriLanka’s social protection architecture is a hybrid
system that includes universal services, targeted
social assistance, contributory social insurance,
and labour market programmes. As of 2020,
government spending amounted to approximately
2.6% of the GDP, comprising 0.6% for social
safety nets (non-contributory) and 2.0% for social
insurance (contributory) (Bird et al., 2024). This
indicates a modest improvement compared to
previous years, but remains below international
benchmarks and regional averages.

According to Fernando (2023), based on the ILO
World Social Protection Data Dashboards, in 2020

economic insecurity and reinforce cycles of financial
dependency, social isolation, and vulnerability to
abuse.

Despite these challenges, regulatory oversight
and protective mechanisms for
remain limited. Sri Lanka’s regulatory response
to the microfinance crisis has been fragmented
and inadequate. Interest-rate ceilings targeting
microfinance companies which were introduced by
the Central Bank in 2019, were later rescinded in
2022 —at the worst of Sri Lanka’s economic crisis.
In 2023, a Microfinance and Credit Regulatory
Authority Bill was introduced, aiming to expand
regulatory coverage. However, this was strongly
criticised for failing toaddress the most widespread
issues or to include the most relevant entities in
its coverage while overregulating community-led
collectives, and was later withdrawn. Despite
comprehensive evidence of over-indebtedness
and coercive recovery practices—particularly
targeting women in rural and conflict-affected
areas—comprehensive, rights-based regulation of
microfinance lending remains absent.

borrowers

These findings underscore the need for targeted
interventions to address gender-specific financial
vulnerabilities, particularly in rural areas and
among female-headed households.

the largest shares of government social protection
spending were directed towards pharmaceuticals
(39%), Samurdhi (24%), and fertiliser subsidies

(17%). Additional spending included financial
assistance for school children and university
students—covering uniforms, season tickets,

textbooks, Mahapola, and bursaries (8%); assistance
for older persons aged 70 and above (5%); financial
support for disabled persons and kidney patients
(3%); programmes for expectant mothers such
as Thriposha and Poshana Malla (3%); and child
nutrition initiatives, including school nutrition
programmes, morning milk provision, Poshana
Manpetha, and Lama Saviya (1%).
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The Ministry of Finance, Economic Stabilization,
and National Policies identified the lack of
comprehensive policy guidance and an integrated
strategic framework as a major gap in Sri Lanka’s
social protection landscape. In 2024, the Ministry
announced via a press release that Cabinet
approval had been granted for the implementation
of a National Social Protection Policy developed
by the Department of National Planning (Ministry
of Finance, Economic Stabilization, and National
Policies, 2024).

Asoutlined in the draft document, the new policy is
structured around four key pillars: social assistance
for vulnerable groups; social care services; social
insurance to cover old age, disability, and the
death of household breadwinners as well as
protection against health and economic shocks;
and labour market and productive inclusion. These
are guided by the principles of equity, inclusivity,
and sustainability, with the aim of ensuring
efficient resource allocation to reduce poverty and
social exclusion (Ministry of Finance, Economic
Stabilization, and National Policies, 2024; Ministry
of Finance, Planning and Economic Development,
2014). While the draft policy presents several
important advancements such as including social
care services and developing life cycle approach
in social protection, provisions in certain critical
areas are still lacking—particularly in terms of
acknowledging and responding to the unique
challenges faced by women.

Further, given the legal restrictions and lack of
recognition, the LGBTQIA+ community remains
excluded from Sri Lanka’s social protection systems,
a significant threat to equality, as this group faces
heightened vulnerabilities in relation to labour,
poverty, health,andoftenexperiencesdiscrimination
even within universal service provision.

6.2.1 Universal services

Sri Lanka provides free universal health and
education services, which form a central pillar
of the country’s social protection framework.
More than 95% of the population relies on public
healthcare services, and school enrolment rates for
girls and boys are nearly equal at the primary and
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secondary levels (ADB & GIZ, 2015). Women and
girls benefit from universal access to maternal,
reproductive, and child health services, supported
by extensive localised networks of Medical Officers
of Health and Public Health Midwives (PHM) who
deliver essential services—such as antenatal
checkups, family planning, immunisations, and
child nutrition monitoring—even in remote local
communities. One study found that over 83% of
women were visited by a PHM within a month of
delivering their child (Siriwardhana et al., 2019).
This access to health care has significantly reduced
maternal mortality rates (for more details, see
Chapter 4). In education, free schooling, textbooks,
uniforms, and subsidies at the primary and
secondary levels, and free education and bursaries
at the tertiary level have narrowed gender gaps
in literacy rates and academic achievement.
Programmes such as the provision of Thriposha
(nutritional supplementation for pregnant and
lactating mothers) and school meal programmes
directly support women and girls’ health and
well-being.

However, persistent access and quality disparities
distinctly affect women—particularly those in
rural and estate sectors—due to geographic
remoteness, linguisticisolation, and poor transport
infrastructure. Access to reproductive, maternal,
and mental health services remains uneven, and
outreach to adolescent girls is particularly limited.

Although  free  school uniforms, textbooks,
scholarships, bursaries (even in tertiary education,
for instance: Mahapola), and mid-day meals are
provided, particularly in rural, estate, and conflict-
affected areas—girls’ access to and retention in
education is hindered by a complex interplay of
gendered expectations, economic pressures, and
inadequate infrastructure. Older girls are more
likely to drop out due to unpaid care responsibilities,
household labour demands, and social norms
surrounding menstruation and early marriage.
Moreover, existing education infrastructure often
does not accommodate the specific needs of girls,
including access to safe sanitation, menstrual
hygiene management, and safe transport. True
reform requires gender-responsive infrastructure and
planning, as well as the formal recognition of unpaid
care work in the design of social protection policies.



6.2.2. Social assistance

Social assistance in Sri Lanka is primarily
delivered through targeted cash and in-kind
transfers, aiming to support individuals and
households living in poverty or experiencing
vulnerability due to age, disability, or crises. These
schemes are non-contributory and are generally
funded by the government, but they remain
fragmented, inadequately resourced, and often
lack intersectional responsiveness. While these
programmes have helped address basic needs and
reduce extreme poverty, they remain fragmented,
and non-universal. These programmes are also
not designed taking gendered experience into
consideration, limiting their effectiveness in
addressing the unique risks and needs faced by
women. For instance, household-level targeting
often overlooks intra-household inequalities and
unpaid care responsibilities predominantly borne
by women.

Sri Lanka relies on targeted poverty alleviation
programmes and safety net initiatives to support
low-income populations. These interventions,
together with the state’s provision of free health
and education services, are intended to address
the basic needs of vulnerable groups. However,
they do not amount to a comprehensive social
protection system capable of ensuring coverage for
all citizens (Welfare Benefits Board, 2022). Over the
past few decades, the country has implemented
several targeted poverty alleviation programmes,
including the Janasaviya, Samurdhi, Divineguma
programmes, and most recently, the Aswesuma
programme. While these initiatives have sought
to reduce economic disparities, they often
lack adequate gender sensitivity, limiting their
responsiveness to the distinct needs, constraints,
and experiences of women and other marginalised
groups.

Aswesuma (2023)

The present Aswesuma programme is managed by
the Welfare Benefits Board (WBB), which operated
under the Ministry of Finance, Planning, and
Economic Development, and aims to uplift the
most vulnerable and marginalised populations,
particularly in light of the ongoing economic

crisis. It was introduced in August 2023 and
follows the long-standing Samurdhi scheme.
Implemented across all 25 districts of Sri Lanka,
the Aswesuma programme aims to reduce poverty
while advancing social justice, inclusivity, and
equitable resource allocation. Delivered through
cash transfers, the programme addresses basic
welfare needs and is administered by local officials
from Divisional Secretariats, who are responsible
for validating data, selecting beneficiaries, and
managing appeals and grievances. The selection
of beneficiaries is governed by the Welfare Benefit
Payment Selection of Persons Eligible to Receive
Payments Regulations No. 1 of 2022 (Welfare
Benefits Board, 2022).

One of the main limitations of the previous
Samurdhi subsidy scheme was the absence of
a defined exit mechanism or specified duration
for benefits. As a result, some families received
Samurdhi payments for over 20 years, which
strained the programme’s budget and limited its
ability to support newly impoverished groups.
The lack of time-bound criteria also contributed
targeting Under
Aswesuma, benefits are provided for a fixed
period—typically three years—for households
identified as poor or severely poor. This fixed-
term approach helps prevent beneficiaries from
viewing government cash transfers as lifetime
entitlements. The Aswesuma scheme is therefore
a positive step towards reducing fiscal pressure
on the government and improving targeting
accuracy. However, to ensure sustainable poverty
reduction, mechanisms must be in place to
support beneficiaries in building livelihood
opportunities and generating income, enabling
them to transition out of dependence on cash
assistance after the three-year period (Sunday
Morning Business, 2023).

to substantial inaccuracies.

Aswesuma improves on the approach of the
Samurdhi scheme, by moving beyond a simplistic
family size-based or household method to
a multidimensional approach to poverty
measurement. Using a multi-indicator assessment
framework, households are classified into four
social groups—transitional, vulnerable, poor, and
extremely poor—allowing for a more differentiated
and potentially equitable allocation of assistance.
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This structure enables the programme to tailor
support according to the severity of need, marking
a shift towards a more data-driven and structured
social protection system.

However, the poverty alleviation programme design
positions the household—typically assumed to be
male-headed—as the primary unit of intervention,
overlooking gender-based differences in access to
and control over resources. National policies and
prevailing social norms tend to view the household
as a harmonious unit, overlooking the gender
disparities that affect how resources are distributed
within families. Consequently, women often have
limited direct access to the financial support
provided by these programmes, reinforcing existing
gender inequities (Kottegoda, 2006). This can
limit women’s access to financial resources within
households and reduce their decision-making
power. Moreover, unpaid caregivers—especially
women—may not be visible in the data used for
targeting, despite their economic vulnerability.
Another critique is that the Aswesuma
scheme’s asset-based targeting framework risks
systematically excluding working-class women
and their households (Perera, 2025). Indicators such
as access to a gas cylinder, permanent housing,
or ownership of a motorbike are scored neutrally
(0), irrespective of underlying deprivation, thereby
penalising households that have made modest
investments in basic living standards. Women—
who often bear the responsibility for managing
household consumption, debt, and day-to-day
survival needs—may be disproportionately
excluded if these visible assets obscure the
gendered dimensions of poverty, including time
poverty, care burdens, and reliance on informal
employment. While more structured, Aswesuma’s
model may enable exclusion errors by failing to
account for the invisible and intersectional nature
of women'’s economic vulnerability.

In addition to poverty alleviation transfers, Sri
Lanka operates limited social assistance schemes
for persons with disabilities, elderly persons, and
single women-headed households. However, these
programmes are constrained by low benefit values,
stringent eligibility requirements, and limited
outreach, particularly in rural and estate areas.

Women with disabilities experience multiple layers
of exclusion—from the labour market, community
life, and even from assistance programmes—often
duetotheabsence of official identification, missing
administrative records, or limited awareness of
their eligibility for disability benefits or livelihood
support. For the elderly, especially older women
without pensions, poverty is a growing concern.
Many elderly women are widowed, unpaid
caregivers, or former informal workers, and are
therefore not eligible for contributory pensions.
While some receive non-contributory old-age
allowances, these remain small and inconsistent.
Disaster-related cash transfers are also offered
through emergency response mechanisms, but
these are typically short-term and not gender-
targeted, despite evidence that women face
greater economic insecurity and care burdens
during crises.

While social assistance is a vital pillar of protection
for vulnerable populations in Sri Lanka, its design
and delivery mechanisms require reforms to
ensure women—especially those in female-headed
households, informal work, caregiving roles, and with
disabilities—are not left behind. Enhancing benefit
adequacy, improving individual-level targeting, and
integrating gender-sensitive criteria into beneficiary
selection processes are essential for making these
programmes more equitable and transformative.

6.2.3 Social insurance

Sri Lanka’s social insurance landscape is mainly
contributory and largely oriented towards formal
sector workers. Key mechanisms include the
Employees’ Provident Fund (EPF), Employees’ Trust
Fund (ETF), and public sector pension schemes.
‘Agrahara’is a contributory health insurance scheme
available exclusively to employees in public services
in Sri Lanka, providing them and their families access
to a range of medical benefits. While these provide a
degree of security for workers in formal employment,
they remain inaccessible to the vast majority of
women, who are disproportionately concentrated
in informal, unpaid, and low wage sectors. In 2024,
more than 60% of employed women were in the
informal sector, where access to social protection is
negligible.



The Social Security Board—established under Act
No.170f1996 and amended by Act No.33 0f1999—
offers voluntary pension and insurance schemes
for those in the informal economy, such as the
self-employed and non-government pensionable
workers (Ministry of Rural Development, 2025).
However, enrolment remains limited, hindered by
low awareness, financial inaccessibility, and the
lack of gender-sensitive policy design and outreach.

Gender disparities are further entrenched by
the limited coverage and enforcement of labour
protections. While Sri Lanka’s legal framework
guarantees minimum wages, regulates working
hours, and provides maternity leave, these
protections are largely confined to formal
employment. Coverage does not extend to the
informal sector—which accounts for over 60%
of total employment and includes the majority
of working women. As a result, most women in
informal employment do not receive maternity
leave, wage protections, or job security. Domestic
workers, plantation workers, and home-based
workers—many of whom are women—face the
greatest vulnerabilities, with limited bargaining
power, inadequate job security, and minimal access
to grievance redress mechanisms.

Structural barriers compound these gaps. The lack
of publicly funded childcare services or flexible
work policies, combined with the invisibility of
unpaid care and domestic work, also constrains
women'’s ability to engage in decent, secure work.
This disproportionate burden curtails women’s
economic autonomy, contributes to time poverty,
and further marginalises them from contributory
protection schemes and labour market benefits.

6.2.4 Labour market programmes
and gaps

Maternity leave is a critical element of labour
legislation globally, including in Sri Lanka, as it
ensures that pregnant employees are afforded
a secure and supportive environment during
pregnancy and following childbirth. In Sri Lanka,
the Maternity Benefits Ordinance serves as the
legal framework that governs maternity leave.
Under this ordinance, female employees are

entitled to a minimum of 12 weeks (84 calendar
days) of maternity leave, providing essential time
for recovery, bonding with their newborns, and
supporting breastfeeding practices. This leave
not only promotes the physical, emotional, and
psychological well-being of the mother, but also
supports the well-being of the infant. By providing
time for recovery and family bonding, maternity
leave plays a significant role in advancing gender
equality and societal welfare (European Institute
for Gender Equality, 2021).

Research shows that paternity leave can help reduce
gender inequalities by lowering the motherhood
wage penalty, thereby improving women’s labour
market outcomes and career progression (Farré &
Gonzalez, 2019). However, in Sri Lanka, while the
public sector provides a special leave of 3 days for
male employees on the birth of a child (Ministry
of Public Administration, Provincial Councils and
Local Government, 2006), there are no statutory
provisions for paternity leave in the private sector.
As a result, there is a significant gap in terms of
gender-inclusive leave policies, which limits the
ability of men to participate fully in family care and
caregiving responsibilities. The absence of paternity
leave highlights the need for comprehensive policies
that offer both parents equal opportunities for
parental involvement and contribute to achieving
gender equality in the workforce.

The informal sector in Sri Lanka, much like in many
other developing countries, plays a vital role in the
economy by providing livelihoods to a substantial
portion of the population. However, workers in
this sector often face considerable vulnerabilities
due to the absence of formal labour protections,
social security benefits, and legal safeguards.
Unlike workers in the public and private sectors,
who typically have access to pension funds or
provident schemes for old-age security, those in
the informal sector—who make up the majority
of the labour force—are excluded from such
protections. (Approximately two-thirds of the
labour force, both male and female, are employed
in the informal sector.)

This situation disproportionately affects women,

who face greater vulnerability due to their longer
life expectancy and limited resources to secure a
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comfortable quality of life in old age. Furthermore,
the absence of adequate geriatric care facilities and
supportive social networks further exacerbates this
vulnerability.

Although Sri Lanka has ratified core International
Labour Organization (ILO) conventions, it has
not extended many protections to rural workers,
migrant workers, subcontracted workers, and
domestic ~ workers—including  through  the
ratification of Conventions 189 and 190—all of
whom are employed primarily in the informal
sector (ADB & GlZ, 2015). This gap in legal coverage
continues to perpetuate the challenges faced by
workers in the informal economy.

Social care services are a missing pillar in Sri
Lanka’s social protection system. In Sri Lanka, social
protection for the elderly includes government-
funded healthcare and education, retirement benefits
such as pensions or lump sum payments, and various

poverty alleviation and financial assistance programs,
with the National Secretariat for Elders (NSE) playing a
central role. Despite these efforts, caregiving remains
a significant challenge, particularly as the population
ages. Globally and in Sri Lanka, women increasingly
represent the majority of the elderly population, with
theaveragelifeexpectancyforSriLankanwomenbeing
79 years, compared to 72 years for men. Additionally,
one in three older women in Sri Lanka are widowed,
and among the oldest-old category, half of all women
are widowed. Furthermore, 40% of female household
heads are widowed, divorced, or separated. Widows,
in particular, face social stigma and marginalisation,
often being discriminated against and considered
inauspicious. The lack of economic autonomy and
security for these women increases their vulnerability,
leaving them susceptible to sexual harassment and
exploitation. These challenges highlight the need
for more targeted support systems to protect elderly
women and address their unique social and economic
needs (UNFPA, 2022).

Poverty in Sri Lanka is both deeply gendered and multidimensional, reflecing not only income deprivation
but also systemic barriers that disproportionately affect women. Women’s economic marginalisation
is not simply a result of low income but is rooted in structural exclusions such as limited access to land,
formal employment, social protection, and targeted financial services. These disadvantages are reinforced
by patriarchal social norms—including the the undervaluation of unpaid care work—and persistent
policy gaps that fail to recognise or address the distinct constraints women face in both public and private
spheres. Women'’s experience of poverty is further compounded by factors such as ethnicity, location, age,
and marital status, where women are more likely to experience time poverty, gender-based violence, and
exclusion from decision-making spaces. Recent crises have disproportionately impacted women, deepening
existing gendered poverty and pushing more women into precarious living conditions. Addressing women'’s
multidimensional poverty requires moving beyond welfare responses. It requires transformative, rights-
based development strategies that center gender equality, intersectionality, and the redistribution of
power and resources, while promoting women’s agency, autonomy, and leadership in economic and social
development.

Sri Lanka’s social protection system is a hybrid model composed of universal services, targeted assistance,
social insurance, and labour market programmes. While universal health and education services have
improved outcomes for women and children, geographic and socioeconomic barriers continue to limit
access, particularly in rural and estate sectors. Targeted schemes like Aswesuma aim to alleviate poverty
but often lack gender sensitivity, overlook intra-household gender dynamics, and fail to account for unpaid
care work. Social insurance and labour market protections are limited in scope, especially for the majority of
women in informal work, including domestic workers. The 2024 National Social Protection Policy proposes a
more inclusive, life-cycle approach but still falls short in addressing women'’s specific needs and recognising
the vulnerabilities of groups such as LGBTQIA+ individuals. The absence of social care services, economic
recognition of unpaid work, and inclusive legal and institutional frameworks further weakens the system’s
responsiveness. Structural barriers, such as limited childcare and the lack of paternity leave, compound gender
inequities. Therefore, comprehensive reforms—particularly those integrating gender and intersectionality—
are essential to ensure equitable, sustainable, and transformative social protection in Sri Lanka.
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6.3. Recommendations

1. Adopt data-driven and gender-sensitive targeting systems for social assistance
programmes such as Aswesuma’: Strengthen social assistance programmes such as
Aswesuma through comprehensive, sex-disaggregated data that capture intersecting
vulnerabilities such as unpaid care burdens, disability, ethnicity, and geography. Utilise
dataanalyticsandinteroperable databases toidentify and prioritise marginalised groups,
including female heads of households, elderly women, and persons with disabilities,
ensuring transparent and inclusive targeting.

2. Link cash assistance to sustainable livelihoods: Move existing processes beyond
consumption support by integrating livelihood development through vocational training,
enterprise grants, and market access, enabling poor households to achieve lasting economic
independence.

3. Transition to a universal, rights-based, life-cycle social protection model: Establish a
life-cycle model that supports individuals from birth to old age, reflects women'’s needs
across the life course, and adapts to shocks such as pandemics, economic crises, and
ageing-related vulnerabilities.

4. Make social protection gender-responsive and ensure inclusive and intersectional
targeting: Recognise unpaid care work through caregiver allowances, childcare services,
and community-based care. Design digital cash-transfer systems accessible to women
with limited connectivity or mobility and ensure inclusive outreach to marginalised
groups. Embed women'’s participation and leadership at all levels of policy design,
feedback, and monitoring to make programmes truly responsive. Extend schemes to
informal workers—especially women in domestic work, agriculture, and small trade—
providing maternity benefits, childcare assistance, and livelihood support. Regularly
adjust allowances to reflect living costs and reduce economic insecurity.

5. Establish a comprehensive unemployment benefit scheme: Introduce temporary income
support linked to active labour-market programmes such as reskilling and employment
services, addressing gendered barriers to labour-market re-entry.

6. Invest in community-based and women-led social protection initiatives: Scale up
women’s savings groups, cooperatives, and local mutual-aid networks that deliver micro-
insurance, emergency funds, and care services—building resilience and positioning
women as agents of social protection.

7. Develop shock-responsive, gender-sensitive protection systems: Ensure disaster and
emergency responses explicitly address gendered vulnerabilities, maintaining access to
health, food, shelter, and safety for women, girls, gender minorities, and care-dependent
groups through adaptive delivery mechanisms.
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\/iolence against women manifests in both overt and structural forms, rooted in deep-seated
gender inequalities and sustained through social norms, institutions, and state practices.
While structural violence encompasses systemic barriers such as economic marginalisation,
legal discrimination, and the culture of impunity, this chapter focuses on the more visible and
direct forms of violence, including harassment and physical insecurity both within the public
and private spheres. In Sri Lanka, the legacy of war and conflict continues to influence the safety
of women, with militarisation, surveillance, and impunity reinforcing experiences of fear and

vulnerability (CEDAW, 2025).

Social norms in Sri Lanka continue to reinforce and
legitimise gender hierarchies that enable violence
against women and girls. Dominant expectations
confine women to the domestic sphere, valorising
their roles as mothers and caretakers while limiting
theirautonomy,visibility,and participationin public
life. Violence, particularly within the home, is often
minimised or excused in the name of preserving
family honour or protecting children, leading to
systemic neglect of women’s rights and safety.
Violence against women is frequently framed
as a consequence of lapses in their behaviour or
choices, rather than as an expression of harmful
masculinities and entrenched structural power
imbalances. Cultural and religious discourses
continue to uphold male authority as natural and
desirable, legitimising control over women’s bodies
and choices. These norms are further reinforced by
the persistent underrepresentation of women in
institutional and political leadership, perpetuating
the perception that men are inherently more
suited to decision-making and governance. In this
context, violence is not only tolerated but rendered

invisible—embedded ineveryday relations of power
and protected by social silence and institutional
inaction.

Public discourse and reforms on safety and security
often reinforce patriarchal narratives that frame
women as inherently vulnerable and in need of
protection, rather than as rights-holders entitled
to live free from violence. This chapter adopts
a rights-based lens, asserting that the issue at
stake is not protectionism, but the fundamental
right of women to bodily autonomy, agency,
and freedom from fear. Gender-based violence
(GBV) is one of the most pervasive human rights
violations globally, directly tied to the unequal
power relations that sustain it. While GBV affects
women disproportionately, it also encompasses
violence against men and LGBTQIA+ individuals,
all shaped by rigid gender hierarchies. The culture
of impunity reinforced by patriarchal norms,
stigma, insensitive law enforcement, and gaps
in institutional response, continues to silence
survivors and obscure access to justice.

7.1 Gender and safety in Sri Lanka

Compared to the global estimate that 35% of
women have experienced physical or sexual
violence globally, as per WHO, 17.4% of women in
Sri Lanka have experienced physical violence by a
partner, and 7.2% by a non-partner (DCS, Women'’s
Wellbeing Survey - 2019, 2019). According to the
Women'’s Wellbeing Survey (DCS, 2020a), 24.9%
of ever-partnered women aged 15-64 in Sri
Lanka have experienced physical violence in their
lifetime, either by a partner or non-partner.

7.1.1 Prevalence of sexual and
gender based violence

Rape

Although the legal provisions governing rape in Sri
Lanka are discussed in detail in Chapter 1, several
critical gaps warrant highlighting here. Available
data on rape in Sri Lanka reflects the limited legal



definitions and must be interpreted with the
understanding that violence against women is
systemically underreported due to stigma, fear
of retaliation, and social norms that discourage
disclosure. Within these constraints, the Police
Grave Crimes Abstracts show that reported rape
remained virtually unchanged from year to year.
Adult-victim rapes (women aged 16 and over)
increased slightly from 257 cases in 2022 to 291
cases in 2023, while statutory rape cases (girls
under 16) showed a shift in composition. Statutory
rape “with consent” declined from 1,391 cases in
2022 to 1,259 in 2023, whereas cases “without
consent” rose from 338 to 375. Averaged across
the year, nearly five rape-related complaints were
recorded daily. The decline in “with consent” cases
alongside the rise in non-consensual statutory
rape may reflect shifts in classification practices,
changing enforcement priorities, or patterns in
victim reporting.

Alongside police data, it is notable that the
1938 Toll-Free Helpline for Women recorded 60
rape-related complaints over nearly six and a half
years (2019-June 2025) (MoWCA, Unpublished).
This stark discrepancy may reflect survivors’ fear
of stigma, retaliation, disbelief, or institutional
inaction—barriers that are particularly acute in
cases of sexual violence. Unlike domestic violence,
which showed thousands of «calls annually,
rape remains severely underreported—even to
confidential support services—underscoring the
deep social silence and institutional distrust that
continue to surround sexual violence in Sri Lanka.

Whilepolicegravecrimesdatadoesnotdisaggregate
by ethnicity, geographic patterns reveal uneven
reporting across districts. Higher numbers of
rape and statutory rape cases are recorded in
districts such as Ratnapura, Anuradhapura,
Kalutara, and Matara, which may reflect greater
access to police infrastructure, population size, or
regional reporting dynamics. In contrast, districts
in the Northern Province, including Kilinochchi,
Mullaitivu, and Mannar, consistently report
extremely low numbers, while the Eastern Province
shows only slightly higher figures. These disparities
likely point to underreporting driven by stigma,
limited institutional trust, and post-conflict

marginalisation. Such patterns underscore the
need for regionally tailored, survivor-centred
interventions and stronger mechanisms for
monitoring and responding to sexual violence.

Statutory rape in Sri Lanka is defined as sexual
intercourse with a girl under 16 years of age,
irrespective of consent. However, police reporting
distinguishes between statutory rape “with
consent”and “without consent,”a classification not
clearly established in law. This distinction is often
informed by police discretion, social perceptions
of the relationship, or parental involvement.
In practice, such classifications risk obscuring
coercion, grooming, or unequal power dynamics,
particularly when minors may not fully understand
or be able to articulate consent. Statutory rape
“with consent” cases were highest in Matara,
Anuradhapura, and Ratnapura, while statutory
rape “without consent” cases were highest in
Anuradhapura, Tangalle, and Kuliyapitiya.

A controversial 2024 Bill proposed further reducing
penalties for offenders under the age of 22 who
had intimate relationships with victims aged 14,
even allowing suspended sentences. Activists
argued this would effectively lower the age of
consent from 16 to 14 and undermine protections
for minors (Samuel & Kodikara, 2024). The
Parliamentary Sectoral Oversight Committee on
Children, Women, and Gender strongly opposed
the amendment, citing additional risks such as
exploitation, teenage pregnancies, STls, and school
dropouts (Parliament of Sri Lanka, 2024). Following
widespread backlash, the Bill was withdrawn.

Access to justice. Under Section 364 of the Penal
Code, the punishment for rape in Sri Lanka ranges
from a mandatory minimum of 7-20 years of
imprisonment. In cases involving aggravating
factors, such as rape of a minor under 18, the
sentence increases to 10-20 years. This includes
statutory rape of girls below the age of 16 even if
the minoris deemed to have “consented.” A notable
exception applies for boys under 18 who engage
in consensual sexual activity with a girl under
16, where courts may impose lighter sentences
under a “close-in-age” exemption (Centre for Policy
Alternatives [CPA], 2020). However, the law is
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vague and does not specify an age range for the
victim, potentially allowing for leniency even in
cases where the age difference is significant.

Despite the existence of formal legal processes to
address rape, data from 2023 highlights persistent
challenges in securing justice for survivors. In
2023, of the 291 rape complaints made by women
over 16, police classified 289 as “true cases”,
demonstrating the credibility of survivors’accounts
when they come forward. However, only 45 plaints
were filed, indicating significant attrition within
the system and reflecting the limited willingness
or ability of survivors to pursue a justice process
widely regarded as retraumatising and ineffective.
In addition, in 2023, of the 1,634 statutory rape
cases reported, only 1% were resolved, reflecting
severe delays and persistent barriers to justice.
With no convictions or discharges recorded and
just nine cases otherwise disposed of, 2,017 cases
remained pending at various stages. This sharp
drop-off between verified incidents and legal
resolution points to systemic weaknesses, where
survivors who choose to report and pursue justice
face a system that offers little protection, support,
or outcome.

Further, although the Amendment to the Penal
Code in 1995 clarified that physical evidence is not
required to prove non-consent, courts frequently
still rely on corroborative evidence—an expectation
that is difficult to meet given the private nature of
the offence. Victim-blaming narratives, including
the belief that women provoke sexual violence
by dressing “immodestly” or by travelling alone,
continue to shift responsibility for safety onto
women rather than addressing the behaviour
of perpetrators (CPA, 2020). These attitudes,
combined with fear of stigma, retaliation, and
persistent obstacles to registering complaints,
severely hinder reporting and impede survivors’
access to justice.

Intimate partner violence

Sri Lanka faces a high prevalence of intimate
partner violence (IPV), with at least one in five
women reporting having experienced physical and/
or sexual violence by an intimate partner (Women’s
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Wellbeing Survey, 2019). Despite this, prosecution
and conviction rates remain disproportionately
low, including severe limitations in governing law,
allowing domestic and intimate partner violence
to persist with limited accountability.

Domestic violence. Data from the 1938 Toll-Free
Helpline for Women, operated by the National
Committee on Women, indicate that 11,007
domestic violence complaints were recorded
between 2019 and mid-2025 (MoWCA,
Unpublished). The sharp increase in cases during
2020 and 2021 —peaking at 3,489 in 2021 —aligns
with the COVID-19 pandemic, which heightened
household stress and restricted survivors’ access
to external support. While reported
declined in subsequent years, numbers remained
consistently higher than pre-pandemic levels, with
1,796 cases in 2022 and 2,034 in 2023 (MoWCA,
Unpublished). This period also overlapped with
Sri Lanka’s severe economic crisis, marked by
inflation, food insecurity, and service disruptions—
all of which are recognised drivers of domestic
violence. As of June 2025, 552 cases have already
been reported (MoWCA, Unpublished), indicating
continued demand for protection and support.
Civil society organisations also recorded spikes in
distress calls, while hospitals reported increased

cases

admissions for domestic violence-related injuries
(Centre for Equality and Justice [CEJ], 2022).
These trends underscore not only the persistence
of domestic violence, but also the importance of
crisis-responsive and sustained interventions to
ensure survivors can access safety, justice, and
psychosocial support.

As Sri Lanka marks 20 years since the enactment
of the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act No. 34
of 2005 (PDVA), it is essential to assess both its
strengths and limitations. The law itself marked a
significant step forward, achieved through decades
of sustained and unified advocacy by women’s
movements across the country, who demanded
legal recognition of domestic violence as a serious
human rights and public health issue. The PDVA
adopts a broader definition of domestic violence,
recognising a range of personal relationships and
forms of abuse, including emotional violence.
However, it falls short by excluding non-cohabiting
partners, leaving many survivors outside the



scope of legal protection (CEJ, 2022). The Act also
does not explicitly include economic abuse which
also creates the possibility of a narrow judicial
interpretation of abuse (CPA, 2020).

Findings from the 2019 Women'’s Wellbeing Survey
illustratethewidespread natureof IPVanddomestic
violence in Sri Lanka. Among ever-partnered
women, 18.9% reported experiencing physical
violence, 6.8% sexual violence, 27.9% psychological
violence, and 18% economic violence. The
consequences are severe: 36% of women who had
experienced physical or sexual violence reported
suicidal thoughts, and 60% stated their children
had witnessed the abuse, with some children
dropping out of school as a result. The survey also
highlighted deeply embedded gender norms that
reinforce unequal power dynamics, with 40-50%
of respondents acknowledging unequal power
relations between men and women. These social
attitudes are echoed in findings by de Mel et. al.
(2013), which show that 26% of men and 38% of
women agreed that it was acceptable to beat a
woman under certain circumstances, while 58%
of women believed violence should be tolerated to
preserve the family.

Incidence of intimate partner violence is also
intersectional. For example, severe and prolonged
forms of domestic violence are commonly reported
in Jaffna and Mullaitivu, where abuse is often
committed not only by husbands but also by close
relatives (Women in Need, 2019). These districts
also see higher rates of teenage pregnancies,
rape, incest, and illegal abortions. The prevalence
of SGBV in the North and East is closely linked to
the long-term impacts of the civil war (Women in
Need, 2019). In militarised post-war environments,
the breakdown of community protection
structures, prolonged exposure to violence, and
the normalisation of coercion and control have
deepened women'’s vulnerability to domestic and
sexual violence. Years of conflict has also disrupted
traditional accountability mechanisms and eroded
trust in law enforcement and judicial institutions,
leaving survivors with limited avenues for redress.
Economic precarity—particularly among female-
headed households—can increase dependency on
abusive family members. At the same time, social
stigma, fear of surveillance, and the threat of

community backlash continue to silence survivors,
resulting in delayed reporting and legal action
often pursued only as a last resort.

The Women'’s Wellbeing Survey (2019) categorises
forms of IPV; its key findings are summarised
below:

Physical violence was measured by asking women
if they had experienced one or more acts of abuse
by a current or former partner, including slapping,
hitting, kicking, choking, or being threatened
or attacked with a weapon. Overall, 18.9% of
ever-partnered women reported experiencing
physical violence in their lifetime, and 4.8%
reported such violence in the 12 months preceding
the survey.Violence rates varied slightly by location,
with 18.6% of rural women and 15.7% of urban
women reporting However,
the estate sector recorded significantly higher
levels: 37.9% of ever-partnered women reported
violence over their lifetime, and 14.8% reported
incidents within the past 12 months. Younger
women, particularly those aged 25-34, reported
the highest rates of recent violence (8.5%), while
lifetime experiences was highest among women
aged 45-54 (21.6%).

lifetime violence.

Sexual violence by a partner includes being
forced to have sex against one’s will, coerced
into intercourse out of fear, or made to perform
degrading acts. Among ever-partnered women
in Sri Lanka, 6.8% reported experiencing such
violence in their lifetime, and 2.2% within the past
12 months. Rates differed slightly by location, with
higher lifetime prevalence in the estate sector
(8.5%) and lower in urban areas (5.3%). Most
incidents occurred repeatedly—65.4% of those
coerced into sex out of fear said it happened 2—5
times, and 31.9% said it happened more than five
times. Nearly all women who experienced sexual
violence by a partner also faced physical violence.

Economic violence involves a partner controlling or
restricting a woman’s access to financial resources.
This includes taking her earnings without consent,
refusing to provide money for household needs
while spending on personal items such as alcohol,
or preventing her from working. Nearly one in five
(18.1%) ever-partnered women in Sri Lanka reported
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experiencing economic abuse in their lifetime, and
7.7% in the 12 months prior to being surveyed.
Rates are higher in urban and estate areas, with
estate women most affected (11.5%). Younger
women, particularly those aged 15-24, reported
the highest rates of recent abuse (14.1%). The
most common form of violence reported was being
prevented from working or earning an income. This
is particularly concerning given that women in Sri
Lanka are already significantly underrepresented in
the labour force and often face systemic economic
disenfranchisement (see Chapter 5). This form of
control further entrenches dependency and limits
women'’s ability to leave abusive situations. Smaller
percentages reported being denied household funds
(2.9%) or having their income taken (1%). Despite its
prevalence, gaps remain in how economic violence
is legally defined and addressed.

Emotional or psychological violence was reported
by 16.7% of ever-partnered women in Sri Lanka
during their lifetime and by 6.2% in the past year.
Rates were significantly higher in the estate sector,
where 29.2% reported experiencing such violencein
theirlifetimeand 11.1% inthe 12 months preceding
the survey. The most common forms included
intimidation (12.5% lifetime; 4.1% past year) and
being insulted or belittled (9.0% lifetime; 3.3%
past year). More than 90% of women who reported
recent emotional abuse stated that it occurred
repeatedly. Controlling behaviours were reported
by 19.1% of ever-partnered women in their lifetime
and 9.9% in the past year, with higher prevalence
in urban areas. The most frequent controlling act
was partners insisting on always knowing the
woman’s whereabouts (8.9% lifetime; 5.4% past
year), followed by anger when she spoke to other
men. These patterns highlight the widespread
and repeated nature of psychological abuse and
coercive control in intimate relationships.

Sexual harassment in public spaces
and public transport

With increasing urbanisation and mobility in the
post-war period, more women, girls, and gender-
diverse individuals in Sri Lanka are navigating public
and traditionally male-dominated spaces, including
transport systems. However, these spaces remain
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unsafe. 90% of women and girls in Sri Lanka have
experienced sexual harassment on public buses and
trains at least once, with over half reporting regular
incidents (UNFPA, 2017). Despitethis high prevalence,
only 8% sought help from law enforcement, while
82% of bystanders rarely intervened, reflecting both
systemic failures and the broader social silence
surrounding the issue (UNFPA, 2017).

Sexual harassment in public transport is further
reinforced by social norms that place the burden
of prevention on women, while excusing or
ignoring male behaviour (Oxfam, 2019). Gender
roles in Sri Lanka continue to reinforce a divide
between public and private spaces, with women
often perceived as out of place in the public
sphere. Perpetrators are rarely held accountable,
and harassment is routinely normalised as an
unfortunate consequence of external factors
such as crowding or being out late (Oxfam, 2019).
This culture of impunity not only minimises the
seriousness of GBV but also discourages reporting,
further embedding these patterns in everyday life
(Oxfam, 2019).

The normalisation of sexual harassment in public
spaces reflects deeper structural issues that go
beyond individual incidents. Legal protections
against sexual harassment exist under Section
345 of the Penal Code, but enforcement is weak,
and complaints rarely progress through the justice
system. Moreover, infrastructure and institutional
responses are inadequate—few transport hubs
have complaint mechanisms, trained personnel,
or awareness materials that make it clear that
harassment is a punishable offence. For gender-
diverse individuals, the risks are even more acute,
as harassment often intersects with transphobia
and heightened visibility, while existing redress
mechanisms generally fail to recognise non-binary
or trans survivors. Collectively, these conditions
create a form of gendered exclusion, in which
access to public space remains conditional and
unsafe for many.

Sexual harassment in the workplace

Over the years, multiple incidents of violence
against women in the workplace across diverse



sectors in Sri Lanka have continued to surface,
highlighting the systemic nature of gender-based
abuse. In the health sector, a recent case (2025)
involved a female doctor being raped while on
duty at a hospital, demonstrating that even the
most respected and regulated professions are
not immune to violence. In public discourse, this
underscored the heightened risks faced by women
in precarious or invisible forms of employment,
such as domestic work, estate labour, or garment
manufacturing, where oversight is weak and
protection mechanisms are minimal. In politics,
women councillors and elected officials have faced
verbal abuse, intimidation, and threats from male
colleagues within institutional settings, alongside
a rise in online harassment—including doxxing,
sexualised threats, and coordinated smear
campaigns—targeting those who speak out or
hold visible leadership roles.

A survey by the International Finance Corporation
across nine Sri Lankan businesses found that
68% of participating women had experienced
some form of workplace violence or harassment.
This issue disproportionately affects women
and carries significant economic costs, with
each affected employee losing an average of six
workdays—resulting in an estimated USD 1.7
million loss in productivity. Similarly, an ILO survey
(2016) showed that 60% of unemployed women
would join the workforce if they were assured of
protection from sexual harassment. This concern
is particularly evident among apparel sector
workers in the free trade zones, who frequently
face verbal harassment and bullying (Dulmini &
Anjala, 2023).

A 2015 survey by the International Federation of
Journalists found that 29% of female journalists
in Sri Lanka had experienced sexual harassment
at work. The lack of formal complaint mechanisms
and redress systems had discouraged many from
reportingtheseincidents.Thissilencebegantobreak
in 2021 during Sri Lanka’s own #MeToo movement,
when several women journalists publicly shared
their experiences of harassment, often from male
colleagues in positions of power, on social media
platforms (de Visser, 2021). Their stories sparked
widespread discussions and prompted some
media organisations to host public forums on

accountability. In response, an investigation was
promised, but progress has been limited. Activists
argue that class privilege plays a role in shaping
responses as both perpetrators and victims from
affluent Colombo circles may avoid confronting or
speaking out against entrenched misogyny within
their own networks (Wijesiriwardena, 2020). Thus,
breaking this silence requires both institutional
reform and broader cultural change.

Together, these patterns highlight how workplace
violence cuts across sectors, fuelled by institutional
inertia, unequal power relations, and a broader
culture of impunity.

Despite its significant impact, workplace
sexual harassment is not adequately addressed
under existing labour laws. While Section 345
of the Penal Code criminalises harassment by
persons in authority, the process requires filing
a police complaint and navigating lengthy
legal proceedings with a high burden of proof
(Randeniya & Dassanayake, 2023). The Industrial
Disputes Act allows for civil remedies in the
private sector, providing comparatively quicker
avenues for resolution, while public sector
employees may seek redress through fundamental
rights claims (Randeniya & Dassanayake, 2023).
Encouragingly, the Sri Lankan Government has
signalled progress by initiating steps to ratify
ILO Convention 190, with a motion tabled on
behalf of the Women’s Caucus on 8 March 2025
(Parliament of Sri Lanka, 2025a). ILO Convention
190 is the first international treaty to explicitly
recognise the right to a world of work free from
violence and harassment, including gender-based
violence. Its significance lies in its broad definition
of the world of work, covering formal and informal
sectors, public and private spaces, and commutes,
which is critical for countries such as Sri Lanka
where many women work in insecure or informal
settings. ILO Convention 190 also holds employers
and states accountable for prevention, protection,
and redress, shifting responsibility away from
survivors. Crucially, it recognises violence as both
a structural and intersectional issue, and explicitly
acknowledges the impact of domestic violence
on the world of work and on workers” well-being,
making it a vital tool for advancing safer, more
equitable workplaces.
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Technology-facilitated gender-based
violence

Technology-facilitated  gender-based  violence
(TFGBV) has seen an increase in Sri Lanka,
including “cyberstalking, harassment, doxxing, the
non-consensual sharing of intimate images, and
the proliferation of Al-generated sexually explicit
media, deepfake videos, synthetic media, and
cyber porn that commodify and objectify women’s

bodies” (CEDAW, 2025: 7).

SLCERT reported 3,566 incidents in 2019, and this
figure increased by 460% in 2020, with 16,376
cases reported following the onset of COVID-19.
The gendered dimensions of TFGBV and gendered
online hate speech do not operate in a vacuum
as they intersect with, and thus exacerbate and
complicate, other prevalent forms of discrimination
and vulnerabilities (CEJ, 2023a), such as sexism,
racism, and queerphobia. In comparison to men,
women and children were more often victims of
revenge pornography (CEJ, 2023a).

The impact of TFGBV extends beyond the digital
sphere, often affecting survivors’ employment,
education, and personal relationships. Women
targeted by online abuse, such as non-consensual
image sharing or cyberstalking, frequently report
withdrawing from professional spaces, losing
job opportunities, or facing reputational harm
that compromises their livelihood and safety.
Relationships may also suffer due to stigma, victim-
blaming, or emotional distress. Compounding
these harmsis the difficulty of holding perpetrators
accountable, as many platforms lack clear redress
mechanisms, and attackers often use anonymous
accounts or proxy servers to avoid detection. Weak
institutional capacity to investigate or prosecute
digital offences further contributes to the impunity
surrounding TFGBYV, leaving survivors with limited
pathways to justice or protection.

While Sri Lanka’s legal framework includes
provisions to address online gender-based
violence, its application is inconsistent, marked by
overlappingoffences,ambiguities in interpretation,
and lack of uniform enforcement. Many offences
share similar elements, resulting in duplication
and confusion in classification and prosecution,
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whichinturnundermineslegal clarity and effective
redress for survivors (Rajapaksha, 2023).

The Online Safety Act, which was ostensibly
introduced with the aim of protecting women and
children, instead institutionalises a framework
of censorship, surveillance, and state overreach
(Hattotuwa, 2025). While the Act aims to
address online harms, it lacks clear definitions of
digital violence and does not establish adequate
safeguards for survivors. The broad and ambiguous
language risks arbitrary enforcement and may have
achilling effect on freedom of expression. Concerns
have also been raised that certain provisions—
particularly those related to impersonation and
“inauthentic  behaviour”—could inadvertently
expose LGBTQIA+ individuals to heightened
risks of identity disclosure, online harassment,
and discrimination (Shamdasani, 2023). Rather
than advancing a survivor-centred approach to
online gender-based violence, the Act’s current
framing may unintentionally reinforce existing
power asymmetries and divert attention away
from measures that genuinely promote safety,
accountability, and inclusion in digital spaces.

The Online Safety Act has faced widespread
criticism from civil society, digital rights activists,
and international observers, with strong calls for its
repeal due to concerns about overreach and threats
to fundamental freedoms. Meaningful digital
governance requires regulatory frameworks that
uphold rights, transparency, and accountability, and
are shaped by inclusive leadership. Policymaking in
thedigital sphere has largely been dominated by male
voices, sidelining the lived experiences and expertise
of women and gender-diverse individuals, which
are especially critical when addressing technology-
facilitated gender-based violence and online safety.

7.1.2 Trafficking in persons

Human trafficking in Sri Lanka is a serious and
organised crime involving the exploitation of men,
women, and children through forced labour, sexual
exploitation, organ removal, and other forms of
coercion (IOM, 2023). Sri Lanka adopted a National
Action Plan against Trafficking in Persons (2021-
2025) in 2021.



However, the combined impact of political
instability, the COVID-19 pandemic, and economic
hardship since 2019 has driven a surge in
unregulated migration, where men and women
used irregular migration pathways to overcome
bureaucratic and costly migration processes,
increasing the risk of exploitation and trafficking
(IOM, 2023). In cases where men are trafficked,
including for services in foreign armed forces,
women also bear the resulting financial burden
and emotional trauma (CEDAW, 2025). Migrant
workers, especially women, frequently end up
in precarious conditions without adequate legal
protection. Most victims of trafficking originate
from poverty-stricken rural areas, especially the
estate sector, where debt, unemployment, and lack
of family support push individuals—particularly
women—into risky migration (Lecamwasam,
2021). Microcredit schemes have further indebted
women, compelling them to seek foreign
employment as a last resort, and many have
faced abuse at home or abandonment by spouses
(Lecamwasam, 2021).

There is often a tendency to blame women who
face exploitation abroad for not using official
state-regulated migration channels. However, this
narrative overlooks the structural and gendered
barriers embedded within formal systems, which
often limit women’s ability to migrate safely
through legal pathways. State-approved migration
processes are frequently costly, time-consuming,
and male-dominated, with limited outreach or
support forwomen, particularly those from rural or
estate sectors. Moreover, age-based restrictions—
such as minimum age limits for female domestic
workers—combined with limited job categories
deemed suitable for women, further restrict
access to regulated migration. Faced with urgent
economic needs, mounting debt, or domestic
violence, many women find informal or irregular
migration pathways more accessible, despite
the increased risk of trafficking, exploitation,
and abuse. These choices are shaped less by
recklessness and more by the absence of viable,
gender-sensitive alternatives.

The rise in irregular migration is closely linked to
trafficking, as both exploit the same structural
vulnerabilities—poverty, gender inequality, and

weak regulatory oversight. Irregular migration
pathways often blur the line between voluntary
migration and coercion, making it even easier
for traffickers to exploit migrants under the
guise of employment. The involvement of
informal facilitators, who are often trusted
community members (Lecamwasam, 2021),
further complicates detection and accountability,
embedding trafficking within socially legitimised
networks.

The intersection of irregular migration and
trafficking is particularly dangerous, as individuals
who migrate through illegal channels are often
unprotected by labour laws or consular support,
making them highly vulnerable to coercion, debt
bondage, and abuse. Notably, irregular migrants
may be re-victimised within trafficking cycles,
where their undocumented status is weaponised
to trap them in forced labour or exploitative
conditions. Although trafficking is criminalised
under Section 360(C)(1) of the Penal Code, irregular
migration continues to expose vulnerable groups
to significant trafficking risks (IOM 2023). The lack
of a unified, formal mechanism for collecting and
sharing trafficking-related data hinders effective
prosecution and evidence-based policy responses.
Information remains scattered across multiple
agencies and is not systematically shared with
the National Anti-Human Trafficking Task Force
(NAHTTF), undermining Sri Lanka’s ability to fulfill
its commitments under the Palermo Protocol and
its national action plans (Lecamwasam, 2021).

7.1.3 Gendered implications of the
armed conflict

The Sri Lankan civil conflict (1983-2009) had a
gendered impact that continues to shape the lives
of women, particularly in the Northern and Eastern
provinces. Three interlinked issues—conflict-
related sexual violence, enforced disappearances,
and the feminisation of poverty through female-
headed households—are central to understanding
this impact.

The Government of Sri Lanka adopted the National
Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security (NAP
on WPS) in 2023, reflecting its commitment to
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UNSC Resolution 1325 and CEDAW, particularly
General Recommendation 30 on women in
conflict prevention and post-conflict settings, and
acknowledgesthedifferentialimpactsoftheconflict
on women (NAP on WPS, 2023). The NAP on WPS
also affirms the role of women as key stakeholders
inthe peacebuilding process. While thisis a positive
step, steady progress on the NAP on WPS is lagging
and requires regular monitoring of activities
(CEDAW, 2025). Delays in the implementation of
transitional justice mechanisms and reparations,
as well as the lack of effective representation of
women—including representatives of women’s
civil society organisations and women human
rights defenders—in peace and security processes,
have been raised as key concerns (CEDAW, 2025).

Conflict-related sexual violence

Conflict-related sexual violence (CRSV) in Sri Lanka,
as in many conflict contexts, has been shaped by
deep-rooted power imbalances and militarised
environments, sexual violence has
functionedasameansofexertingcontrol,degrading

where

individuals, and destabilising communities. In the
Srilankan context, credible reports point tothe role
of detention, displacement, and systemic impunity
in facilitating such violations, often along ethnic
lines. The persistent silence of survivors—driven
by fear, stigma, and limited access to justice—has
contributed to a legacy of unaddressed harm.

Many credible sources, including UN bodies and
human rights organisations, have reported that
women and girls were subjected to widespread
sexual violence during the final stages of the war
and its aftermath. Reports document patterns
of rape, torture, and sexual exploitation, often in
detention settings (UN OHCHR, 2015). Civil society
organisations have documented widespread CRSV
in Sri Lanka, both during and after the war (UN
Women, 2017). Studies found that 96% of women
and 66% of men previously detained had experienced
sexual torture (Freedom from Torture, 2015). In
the aftermath of the war, women in state-run
displacement camps in the North reported facing
degrading treatment, including forced nudity, sexual
assault, and coercion by male soldiers (Davies & True,
2024). Sexual favours were reportedly demanded

in exchange for basic necessities such as food or
access to sanitation (Davies & True, 2024). Reports
by the United Nations Secretary-General on violence
committed by both security forces and the LTTE note
that sexual violence remained vastly under-reported
due to cultural stigma and fear of shame.

Highlighting the credibility of these reports, in
its 2025 Concluding Observations, the CEDAW
Committee expressed concern over the persistent
impunity for CRSV in Sri Lanka and the absence
of comprehensive reparations for
It recommended that Sri Lanka promptly and
thoroughly investigate all allegations of CRSV,
prosecute and adequately punish perpetrators, and
ensure that victims receive full reparation, including
compensation, rehabilitation, and guarantees of
non-repetition. Crucially, the Committee called
for the establishment of a separate, specialised
prosecutorial authority to investigate and prosecute
CRSV in line with international standards. It
also urged the State to ensure gender-sensitive
legal, medical, and psychosocial support services,
alongside effective victim and witness protection
mechanisms.

survivors.

Based on existing reports, CRSV was most prevalent
in the North and East, where active conflict
occurred and where civilian populations were
heavily impacted by militarised governance. These
regions remain among the most militarised in the
country today, raising concerns about ongoing
psychological trauma, fear of recurrence, and
barriers to recovery for survivors. The continued
presence of military actors in civilian spaces,
particularly in areas where security forces have
been implicated in past violations, has implications
not only for transitional justice and peacebuilding,
but also for the reporting and redress of ongoing
violence, including intimate partner violence and
domestic abuse. In contexts where the State is
associated with past perpetration, survivors are
less likely to trust oraccess formal support systems,
reinforcing cycles of silence and impunity.

Impacts of disappearances

The war resulted in tens of thousands of reported
enforced disappearances, with Sri Lanka recording



the second-highest number globally of such cases
submitted to the UN Working Group on Enforced
or Involuntary Disappearances (UN Working
Group, 2021; Amnesty International, 2022). Since
its establishment in 2016, the Office on Missing
Persons (OMP) has received over 13,000 complaints
(OMP, 2023).

Women left behind—often wives or mothers of
the disappeared—face significant legal, economic,
and psychosocial hardship. Previously, the lack
of a death certificate restricted their access to
inheritance, pensions, and land rights. In response,
the Government enacted the Registration of
Deaths (Temporary Provisions) (Amendment) Act,
No. 16 of 2016, which established the Certificate
of Absence (CoA). The CoA confirms a person’s
status of “missing” without a declaration of death,
which balances emotional and psychological
needs without dismissing the need for active
investigation into cases of disappearances (CPA,
2015; Shaheid, 2025). This legally valid document
enables relatives of the missing or disappeared to
access welfare services and perform administrative
functions on their behalf, addressing many of
the practical issues faced by families of the
disappeared. A CoA is issued by the Registrar
General’'s Department, based on an Interim Report
from the OMP, and is valid for two years, with the
possibility of renewal. Importantly, it does not
hinder or terminate ongoing investigations into
the missing person’s whereabouts. Despite this
provision, many women continue to serve as sole
providers and caretakers without adequate social
protection or formal recognition as next of kin,
particularly in cases where CoAs are not issued or
accepted in practice (ICRC, 2020). Recent reports
indicate that despite its legal validity, the CoA has
not been widely accepted by financial institutions;
even where a nomination was made at the time of
opening an account, banks have remained hesitant
to release funds (Shaheid, 2025). Such barriers
further entrench poverty and economic insecurity
for women and other family members left behind.

In many cases, these women have stepped into
public roles to seek truth and accountability.
However, their mobilisation has often taken place
in sensitive and highly monitored environments,
where calls for justice have very often reportedly

been met with increased surveillance and
harassment. Cultural expectations and limited
access to institutional support further compound
their challenges. Addressing the issue of enforced
disappearances therefore requires a gender-
sensitive approach that recognises both the
practical and psychosocial needs of affected
women, as well as the importance of creating safe
and enabling spaces for their participation in truth

and reconciliation processes.

Female-headed households

As highlighted in Chapter 3, the impacts of the
armed-conflict drastically increased the number
of female-headed households (FHH) in conflict-
affected districts. Many of these women face
economic vulnerability. Shortly after the end of
the armed conflict, 80% of these women were
unemployed or engaged in precarious livelihoods,
often without access to land or credit (ICAN,
2012), operating outside formal social protection
mechanisms. Further, many of these households
continue to lack adequate access to basic
services, frequently facing conditions of poverty
and marginalisation (UN 2015), with increasing
vulnerability due to compounding crises.

Sri Lanka does not yet have an officially endorsed
definitionforafemale-headed household, resulting
inafragmented and inconsistent understanding of
who qualifies as afemale head of household, which
fails to reflect the full range of circumstances that
lead women to assume this role (UNDP 2022). This
gap has contributed to the homogenisation of
FHHs and the exclusion of particularly vulnerable
sub-groups, including women with disabilities,
women caringforspouseswithdisabilities, divorced
or abandoned women, women whose spouses
have migrated, elderly women, ex-combatants,
and widows of former combatants (UNDP 2022).
Female-headed households (FHHs) are often
conflated with “war widows” (Ratwatte, 2021)
and other conflict-affected categories, such as
families of the disappeared, and returnee women
from displacement. This broad and imprecise
classification can obscure the diverse realities and
needs of these women, leading to their invisibility
in official statistics and policy frameworks. As a
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result, many are excluded from targeted social
protection mechanisms or development initiatives,
despite facing heightened economic vulnerability,
social stigma, and structural barriers to accessing
services and entitlements. The COVID-19 pandemic
further exposed these gaps, as FHHs were not
considered a priority group in emergency relief
efforts, despite their heightened vulnerabilities
(Presidential Secretariat, 2020).

The 2023 CEDAW Concluding Observations
highlighted the lack of targeted livelihood and
psychosocial support to female heads of household
in post-conflict districts, and urged the government
to ensure their inclusion in development and
reparations programs (CEDAW, 2025). In 2017, the
MoWCA began to draft the National Action Plan on
Women-Headed Households to address some of
the short to medium term socioeconomic issues
and vulnerabilities faced by them. However, this
was hampered by frequent administrative changes
(UNDP 2022).

Gendered impact of the armed
conflict on the South

Gendered implications of the armed conflict and
subsequent militarisation have continued to shape
social relations and gender dynamics in Sri Lanka.
Research indicates that militarisation—intensified
and normalised after the end of the war—has
extended intocivilian, educational,and commercial
domains, influencing governance structures and
community life (Satkunanathan, 2018). These
dynamics have had differentiated gender impacts,
including heightened surveillance and control,
limited civic engagement, and the reinforcement
of patriarchal norms. Narratives that idealise
the soldier as a “war hero” have contributed to a
dominant form of militarised masculinity, shaping
public perceptions of security and national identity
(Kahandagama, 2015). At the same time, economic
and social transformations during and after the
conflict—such as the expansion of export-oriented
industries and the feminisation of the garment
sector—were closely intertwined with broader
processes of state- and market-led reconstruction
(de Mel, 2009; Venugopal, 2011; Ruwanpura,
2017). Analyses further indicate that episodes

of insecurity and gender-based violence in the
post-war period, such asthosedocumentedin 2011,
occurred within a wider context of militarisation
and post-conflict anxiety. This underscores the
complex intersections between security, gender,
and social trust (Thiranagama, 2022).

7.1.4 Harmful cultural practices

Female genital mutilation/ cutting

Female genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) is
internationally recognised as a serious human
rights violation and a form of gender-based
violence, often inflicted on minors and rooted
in gender inequality. It violates the rights to
health, bodily integrity, and security (WHO, 2025).
Reporting on FGM/C in Sri Lanka first entered
public awareness in 2017-2018, when women
from the Muslim community began sharing
their experiences with FGM/C, challenging the
long-held assumption that the practice did not
exist in the country. Information gathered since
then shows that FGM/C is practised discreetly as
a cultural ritual, referred to as Khatna or Sunnat,
often performed as a generational practice by
Osthi Maamis (untrained traditional practitioners),
and in some cases by informal medical personnel
(CPA, 2020; Ibrahim & Tegal, 2017; Goonesekere,
2012; Thomas, 2020). FGM/C in Sri Lanka
generally falls under WHO Types | and IV, involving
clitoridectomy or other harmful modifications to
female genitalia (Ibrahim & Tegal, 2017). Girls are
typically subjected to the practice shortly after
birth or during adolescence (CPA, 2020).

Despite consistent advocacy by women'’s rights
groups, there is no specific legislation banning
FGM/C in the country. In 2017, activists submitted
a report to national authorities, including
testimonials and a call for legal reform (CPA,
2020). This led to a confidential Parliamentary
hearing, and, in 2018, the Health Ministry released
a Circular advising medical professionals against
performing FGM/C (CPA, 2020). While this move
was welcomed by rights groups, it was opposed by
some conservative factions and remains limited in
scope, as it excludes unlicensed practitioners.



Child marriage

Early marriage is not widely regarded as a
traditional practice in Sri Lanka, and public
awareness of the legal minimum age of marriage
is high (Goonesekere & Amarasuriya, 2013). In
a study of 71 cases, only 6 were early marriages;
however, 32 cases involved early cohabitation,
often treated by families as informal unions to
be formalised once the individuals reached legal
age. These arrangements were heavily influenced
by societal pressure to preserve a girl’s chastity,
and in some instances were even encouraged by
service providers such as the police. The study also
documented 21 cases of teenage pregnancy and 49
cases of statutory rape, mostly involving girls aged
14-15, with perpetrators ranging from under 18 to
65 years. Many early marriages and cohabitations
were preceded by statutory rape, highlighting a
troubling link. Early cohabitation and marriage
had similar consequences for girls, including
early pregnancy, interrupted education, economic
hardship, reduced status, and risk of domestic
violence (Goonesekere & Amarasuriya, 2013). The
law was found to be inconsistently applied, with
confusion among both communities and service
providers, and cases often delayed or mishandled
to the detriment of victims.

7.1.5. Women human rights
defenders (WHRDs)

Sri Lanka has a long and rich history of women
human rights defenders (WHRDs) who have
played pivotal roles across diverse domains—from
labour rights and legal reform to governance,
peacebuilding, and post-war accountability.
Women activists have historically mobilised around
trade unionism, legal aid, and civic rights, and
have taken on leadership roles in peace processes,
transitional justice, and gender equality initiatives.
Despite their contributions, WHRDs continue to
face systemic and gendered repression.

Reports by the Human Rights Commission of Sri
Lanka (HRCSL), UN Special Rapporteurs, and civil
society organisations document that WHRDs
are subjected to a spectrum of violations—
including surveillance, intimidation, arbitrary

detention, physical and sexual violence, and smear
campaigns—both online and offline (HRCSL,
2024; Lawlor, 2023; Front Line Defenders, 2022).
These threats are compounded by intersectional
vulnerabilities, with ethnicity, geography, class,
sexual orientation, and the nature of their activism
all acting as risk multipliers. In particular, minority
WHRDsinthe Northand East—many of whom work
on enforced disappearances, militarisation, and
wartime accountability—face disproportionate
levels of state scrutiny and repression. Women
defending rights in the media, legal sector, or in
protest spaces in both the North and South have
been charged under laws such as the Prevention
of Terrorism Act, the ICCPR Act, and the Computer
Crimes Act, underscoring the criminalisation of
dissent.

Several high-profile incidents have shown how
WHRDs engaging with international human
rights mechanisms or speaking publicly about
state violence are subjected to coordinated online
harassment, including sexualised abuse and
threats, as well as death threats. This underscores
how patriarchal and militarised responses to
women’s political voice seek to silence and
delegitimise their work. The HRCSL has responded
by issuing detailed guidelines affirming the rights
of defenders and calling for gender-sensitive
protection mechanisms, including temporary
relocation, psychosocial support, and the effective
implementation of the Witness Protection Act
(HRCSL, 2024).

Despite the critical work of WHRDs, they remain
underrepresented in formal leadership structures
and decision-making spaces. This disconnect
highlights broader structural barriers, including
deeply rooted gender norms and a lack of
institutional recognition for grassroots advocacy.

is the
when

A critical factor behind this exclusion
heightened insecurity WHRDs
engaging in public life. Their work often makes
them targets of intimidation, surveillance,
harassment, and violence. The Human Rights
Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) notes that it
has received complaints of “arrest, detention,
prosecution of legitimate activities, [...] violence,
threats, retaliation, intimidation, de facto and

face
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de jure adverse discrimination, harassment, and
other arbitrary action, and [.. being] frequently
stigmatised in media” (HRCSL, 2024: 2). These
risks are not gender neutral. As HRCSL further
emphasises, “gendered and sexualised harassment
that includes physical and sexual violence, threats
of physical or sexual violence, intimidation, and
harassment” is frequently experienced by WHRDs,
and is compounded by intersecting factors such as
ethnicity, geographical location, professional role,
or sexual orientation—manifesting both online
and offline (HRCSL, 2024: 3).

In this context, WHRDs' exclusion from formal
leadership and policy spaces is not merely a matter
of oversight; it reflects systemic failures to ensure
their safety, recognition, and participation. Bridging
this gap requires institutional commitment to
gender-sensitive protection frameworks, freedom
of expression, inclusive policy processes, and
recognition of WHRDs as essential actors in building
inclusive governance and sustainable peace.

7.1.6 Prevention of Terrorism Act
and minority women

The Prevention of Terrorism Act, No. 48 of 1979 (PTA)
is widely regarded as oppressive on multiple grounds.
It contains vague and open-ended offences; permits
long-term detention; removes the requirement
to produce a suspect before a Magistrate within a
stipulated time frame; denies the accused of bail
once an indictment has been served by the High
Court; and allows the admissibility of confessions to
police officers as evidence. The PTA has been applied
disproportionately to target persons of Tamil and
Muslim ethnicities. The criminal justice framework,
including the torture and ill-treatment framework,
has globally evolved largely in response to practices
and situations that disproportionately affected men,
and has failed to have a gendered and intersectional
lens (Special Rapporteur, 2016). Accordingly, the
impact of entrenched discrimination, patriarchal,
heteronormativeanddiscriminatory powerstructures
and socialised gender stereotypes on women remain
less visible in public discourse. Women detainees
face gender-specific challenges, including increased
violence and sexual abuse, inadequate healthcare
and hygiene, and separation from their children.
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The majority of women currently detained under
the PTA are from poor families and have been
imprisoned for reasons independent of their
actions, such as mere association with family
members allegedly involved in the 2019 Easter
Sunday attacks or other contacts with male
suspects (International Human Rights Internship
Program, 2022). Refusing appropriate medical care,
separating mothers from children, and impeding
access to legal representation amount to torture,
cruel and degrading treatment. Overcrowding
in prisons makes women detainees few and far
apart, increasing their vulnerability and affecting
their mental well-being. Sometimes, pregnant and
breastfeeding women are placed under detention.

Women detainees who have been primary
caretakers for their children are separated from
those under five years old, with the children
either institutionalised or left with distant family
members in their absence. Detained women have
limited contact with their children and receive
little information about them.

When the family breadwinner is detained, women
face physical, economic, social and psychological
hurdles. In some cases, women are unaware of
the detention of their male spouses due to delays
in issuing official documentation. Poverty further
limits the women from visiting their detained
family members. Female relatives of detainees
experience surveillance, visits by security agencies,
and summons for interrogation, increasing their
vulnerability. This also reduces the support of the
family and community to overcome the challenges
caused by the absence of the breadwinner. Family
members of PTA detainees have also experienced
challengesinaccessing “reputable counseland have
been taken advantage of due to their desperation,
including financial extortion and pressure to send
their loved ones to ‘De-radicalization’ programs”
(International Human Rights Internship Program,
2022: 3).

7.1.7 Women with disabilities

Based on national data, there are more women with
disabilities (96 per 1000 persons) than men (77
per 1000), with higher concentrations in districts



such as Kandy, Ratnapura, Jaffna, Trincomalee,
Kurunegala, Badulla, Monaragala, Kegalle, and
Puttalam (DCS, 2012b). These figures are expected
to rise due to population aging and increasing
rates of road accidents. According to Emmanuel
and Saroor (2022), 10.9% of the population in the
Kilinochchi district are persons with disabilities;
in the Eastern Province, 17,487 individuals are
registered as living with disabilities, comprising
9,461 men and 8,026 women.

In addition to accessibility issues experienced
by persons with disabilities, women with
disabilities also have protection concerns, limiting
their engagement in public life, and creating
dependency. Limits in physical accessibility also
limit their access to healthcare, education, welfare
services, and voting, among others. Women with
disabilities face an elevated risk of sexual abuse
due to dependency, particularly on men (Hype
Sri Lanka, 2022). Public spaces frequently lack
sanitary facilities that are accessible to women
with disabilities. Political parties have also failed
to nominate women with disabilities when filling
the quota for Local Government elections.

In Sri Lanka, disability is predominantly viewed
through a charity-based rather than a rights-based
framework, which reinforces the marginalisation
of women with disabilities. This is especially severe
at the intersections of gender, disability, age,
ethnicity, geography, and socioeconomic status.
Rural women with disabilities in post-conflict areas
face heightened exclusion, poverty, stigma, and
gender-based violence (Samararatne & Soldatic,
2015). Female ex-combatants with disabilities also
experience distinct layers of discrimination linked
to their identities and experiences (Emmanuel &
Saroor, 2022).

Barriers to justice are pervasive. Courts remain
physically inaccessible, legal processes are poorly
understood, communication obstacles persist,
and the costs of legal action are often prohibitive
(Hype Sri Lanka, 2022). Social protection systems
also embed gendered hierarchies—for instance,
the disability assessment form of the National
Secretariat for Persons with Disabilities prioritises
male heads of households. Single women with
disabilities living with parents are often excluded

from welfare benefits, and where both a man and
awoman in a household have disabilities, only the
man is counted (Emmanuel & Saroor, 2022).

Cultural norms further restrict access: Muslim
women with disabilities often depend on male
relativestoobtain medical documentation required
for assistance (Emmanuel & Saroor, 2022), and
women caring for children with disabilities face a
lack of state-supported services. These constraints
are compounded by entrenched stigma in both
private and public life.

The Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka has
stated:

“Women with disabilities have identified additional
challenges: absence of an effective mechanism
to process complaints of sexual, verbal, physical
and other forms of abuses suffered by women
with disabilities; attitudinal barriers in the form
of stigma and prejudice against women with
disabilities; domestic violence and abuse against
women with disabilities; lack of access to property
among women with disabilities due to patriarchal
attitudes in terms of inheritance; absence of
a dedicated mechanism to assist, empower
and mainstream women entrepreneurs with
disabilities into the competitive market, as well
as attitudinal barriers encountered by the women
entrepreneurs with disabilities when conducting
business” (HRCSL, 2024: 4).

A rights-based approach is urgently needed—one
that addresses these structural inequalities and
meaningfully includes women with disabilities in
policymaking, justice, and economic life.

Framework for disability inclusion

Sri Lanka’s legal and policy framework provides for
the non-discrimination of persons with disabilities,
anchored in Article 12(4) of the Constitution and
Section 23(1) of the Protection of Persons with
Disabilities Act No. 28 of 1996 (HRCSL, 2024).
Accessibility is addressed through Ministry Gazette
No. 1467/15 of 2006, with further clarification
from Supreme Court orders (SCFR No. 221/2009
and SCFR No. 273/2018). Public Administration
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Circular No. 27/88 of 1988 mandates that 3% of
public sector vacancies be allocated to qualified
persons with disabilities. These provisions are
further operationalised through HRCSL guidelines,
which outlineinclusive recruitment procedures and
workplace accommodations, including measures
tailored to the needs of women with disabilities
(HRCSL, 2024).

While this framework offers a foundation
for inclusion, often remains
weak and uneven. There is limited institutional
accountability and oversight to ensure compliance.
For example, although the Office for Reparations
Act No. 34 of 2018 encouragingly recognises
disability as a ground for reparation and includes

implementation

conflict-related injuries, survivors face significant
barriers in accessing reparations due to difficulties
in obtaining the required medical documentation
(Emmanuel & Saroor, 2022). These gaps underscore
the need for strengthened enforcement, improved
inter-agency coordination, and more robust,
gender-sensitive approaches to ensure that legal
guarantees translate into meaningful protection
and support.

7.1.8 LGBTQIA+ communities

Although Article 12(2) of the Constitution does not
explicitly reference LGBTQIA+ or SOGIES identities,
some have argued that evolving jurisprudence—
both globally and within Sri Lanka—supports
interpreting LGBTQIA+ status as falling within
the scope of prohibited grounds of discrimination
(Chandrasekaram, 2020: 125). Nevertheless,
sections 365 and 365A of the Penal Code of 1883
continue to criminalise consensual adult same-sex
relations in Sri Lanka. Socially, LGBTQIA+ identities
are often seen as foreign constructs or Western
impositions that are unsuited to the Sri Lankan
culture.

In Sri Lanka, LGBTQIA+ identities are often framed
as a biological defect that must be medically
rectified, a perception rooted in heteronormative
and pathologising attitudes that equate sexual
and gender diversity with illness or abnormality.
This has legitimised harmful practices such

as so-called “conversion therapy,” psychiatric

institutionalisation, and other coercive
interventions by families, religious leaders, and

even some medical professionals.

The continued criminalisation of same-sex
relations under Sections 365 and 365A of the
Penal Code is often defended under the guise
of protecting children from sexual abuse—
conflating consensual adult relationships with
predatory behaviour. This rationale obscures the
fundamental distinction between consensual and
non-consensual acts and reflects a broader gap in
the justice system’s ability to differentiate them.
Such conflation undermines legal protections
against actual abuse while fuelling discrimination
and violence against LGBTOIA+ individuals.

The justice sector, including police and judiciary,
frequently demonstrates limited understanding
of diverse sexualities and gender identities, which
can result in secondary victimisation of LGBTOIA+
persons who seek justice or redress.

There is no official data on the LGBTQIA+
community available in Sri Lanka. This absence is
unsurprising given the continued criminalisation
of same-sex relations and the widespread
experiences of harassment, discrimination, and
violence faced by LGBTQIA+ individuals across
sectors. As a result, many individuals are unwilling
to self-identify, fearing reprisal or exposure. Any
effort to generate national data on the LGBTQIA+
community must therefore be preceded or
accompanied by decriminalisation and robust
protections to ensure safety, confidentiality, and
trust. Without such legal and social safeguards,
data collection risks reinforcing stigma and harm
rather than advancing inclusion.

However, a national survey of 4,000 respondents
across all districts in Sri Lanka found that 12% of
the respondents identified as LGBTQIA+, including
8% identifying as bisexual, 0.5% as gay, 0.5% as
lesbian, 1% as transgender, and 2% as “other”
(Chowdhury, 2021).

According to the same study, 11% of the LGBTQIA+
respondents reported experiencing abuse and
discrimination based on their identity, with
6% having been refused medical treatment,



10% refused employment, 12% forced out of
employment, education or family. Another study
found that 90% of transgender respondents, 65%
of gay respondents, and 5% of lesbian respondents
had experienced violence from law enforcement
authorities (Thangarajah, n.d.). The same study
revealed that 90% of police officers and 86% of
lawyers interviewed believed in the need for
criminalisation, while 77% of mental health
practitioners interviewed LGBTQIA+
identities to be a form of deviant social behaviour.
Although medical treatment is not formally denied
based on LGBTOIA+ identity, fear of discrimination
limits LGBTQIA+ individuals revealing
complete information  (Thangarajah, n.d.).
Reductive social norms and rigid gender binaries
restrict LGBTQIA+ persons from fully enjoying their
rights to education, employment, and housing,
as they frequently encounter ridicule, bullying,
intimidation, abuse, harassment, and unwelcome
sexual advances, with no recourse, which affects
their willingness and ability to remain in those
sectors or living arrangements (WFD, 2023). A
survey of 119 LGBTQIA+ respondents in 2012 found
that 30% of the participants blamed themselves
for the issues they faced, 32% reported low self
esteem, and 26% reported experiencing suicidal
thoughts (Equal Ground, 2012). State entities
have acknowledged the heightened vulnerability
of LGBTOIA+ individuals, The Human Rights
Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) has observed
that LGBTQIA+ people experience “harassment,
and cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment”
(HRCSL, 2025b).

consider
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While not many cases are filed under Section 365
and 365A by the police, the provisions are used to
intimidate, harass, and coerce LGBTQIA+ people to
obtain bribery, blackmail/extortion, and coerced
sexual favours (Thangarajah, n.d.). Transgender sex
workers face arrest under the Vagrants Ordinance.
Insome instances, families of LGBTQIA+ individuals
use Section 352, which criminalises taking a
minor out of legal guardianship, and Section

353, which addresses abduction, to target their
partners. Section 399, which refers to cheating by
impersonation, is also commonly applied against
transgender persons. However, LGBTQIA+ victims
of discrimination or violence are often reluctant to
report complaints due to “fear of reprisal, exposure
in media, lack of faith in the justice system, lack of
legal resources, or simply due to the fact that they
have accepted to live as second-grade citizens”
(Chandrasekaram, 2020: 124)

Recent developments. \While Sri Lanka had
voluntarily pledged to decriminalise same-sex
relationships during the 2017 Universal Periodic
Review (UPR), it withdrew this commitment in its
2023 National Report to the UPR (HRCSL, 2024).
Nonetheless, efforts to advance decriminalisation
have continued through other channels. A private
member’s bill to repeal Sections 365 and 365A
of the Penal Code—which criminalise same-sex
relations—was tabled in Parliament in 2023.
During a 2025 visit to Sri Lanka, the United Nations
High Commissioner for Human Rights noted that
the government had indicated it was working
towards decriminalising relations,
signalling continued progress on reform.

Same-sex

At the institutional level, there have been
incremental developments. In 2021, the Court
of Appeal permitted a petition to proceed that
challenged the police’s discriminatory treatment
of LGBTQIA+ persons during training sessions (The
Morning, 2021). The Human Rights Commission
of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) issued guidelines in 2020 for
the Department of Police to safeguard the rights
and dignity of transgender persons (HRCSL, 2020).
In 2023, the Inspector General of Police followed
with a circular outlining procedures on arrest and
detention of transgender individuals and called for
increased sensitivity in police training programmes
(Sunday Times, 2023). These steps reflect a
limited shift towards institutional recognition;
however, comprehensive legal reform and full

decriminalisation are pending.
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7.2 Response mechanisms

7.2.1 Barriers to formal response

There has been important progress in strengthening
Sri Lanka’s formal response to sexual and gender-
based violence (SGBV). Collaboration between the
government and development partners has led to
the establishment of more structured, multi-sectoral
responses, particularly through initiatives such as
the National Action Plan on SGBV, which, while not
exhaustive, illustrates a shared commitment across
the justice, health, and law enforcement sectors to
improve survivor-centred mechanisms. These efforts
have improved referral pathways, standard operating
procedures, and inter-agency coordination.

Visible gains in women'’s leadership—such as the
appointment of women to senior roles in Sri Lanka
Police—have also contributed to a gradual shift
in institutional culture. These appointments have
strengthened the work of the Women and Children’s
Bureau and signalled a broader recognition of the
importance of gender-sensitive leadership within
the security and justice sectors. Together, these
developments reflect growing awareness and
momentum to reform entrenched systems, offering
a foundation on which more inclusive, rights-based
protections for women can be built. However,
significant challenges remain.

The work to respond to and end sexual and gender-
basedviolenceinSriLankacontinuestoface structural
and institutional limitations. A foundational issue is
the prioritisation of the family unit over women'’s
individual safety and rights. Women are often viewed
primarily as mothers and custodians of familial and
social stability, a framing that leads to a protectionist,
rather than rights-based, response to violence. This
cultural lens, embedded across legal, judicial, and
law enforcement systems, results in survivors being
encouraged to maintain family cohesion—even in
situations of abuse—rather than seek accountability.
Legal education remains a significant gap;
institutions such as the Sri Lanka Law College do
not offer dedicated coursework on gender and law,
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and gender issues are not systematically integrated
into the training of judges, lawyers, or court staff. A
patriarchal professional culture continues to shape
courtroom interactions and outcomes, with limited
awareness or training on handling SGBV cases
sensitively. These gaps result in inconsistent and
often harmful judicial practices.

Implementation of key legal protections, such as the
Prevention of Domestic Violence Act (PDVA), remains
weak. Judges have been reported to delay or deny
immediate protection orders, failing to recognise the
risk associated with sending victims back to unsafe
environments. The Act also limits who can apply for
such orders, excluding adult victims’ “next friends,
further constraining access to immediate protection
(CPA, 2020).

’ o« ”

Access to justice is further hindered by gaps in legal
aid provision. Many survivors are unaware of their
rights or the support services available to them
(WIN, 2019). Even where legal aid exists, eligibility
criteria—such as income thresholds—often exclude
working women, leaving them reliant on costly
private counsel (Ministry of Justice and National
Integration, 2025).

Judicial discretion in sentencing sexual violence
cases has weakened accountability. A 2008 Supreme
Court ruling enabled suspended or lighter sentences
in statutory rape cases, regardless of mitigating
factors. A review of 129 sexual violence cases from
2009-2010 found that 114 resulted in suspended
sentences (Samuel & Kodikara 2024). This leniency
fosters impunity, erodes trust in the legal system, and
deters reporting.1n 2023, only 4% of the 291 reported
rape cases involving women over 16 were resolved (Sri
Lanka Police, 2023). Many cases are dropped due to
victim withdrawal, insufficient evidence, or marriage
between victim and perpetrator—a practice that
undermines justice and compounds harm (lzzath &
Kodikara, 2022).

State responses to SGBV are also limited by
capacity and inadequate support infrastructure.



There are insufficient shelters and psychosocial
services for survivors, particularly in rural and
estate areas (CEDAW, 2025). These shortcomings
are compounded by the State’s broader approach to
women'’s protection, which emphasises control and
safeguarding over empowerment. This protectionist
lens restricts women’s agency, reinforces dependency,
and undermines their participation in shaping
governance and communal security.

The legacy of conflict adds another critical layer
of complexity. Many women continue to live with
unacknowledged trauma from conflict-related sexual
violence (CRSV), without safe spaces to report or seek
justice. The state has consistently maintained that
allegations of conflict-era violence against civilians
are not credible. This continued denial contributes
to a culture of silence and fear among survivors and
reinforces mistrust in justice institutions. Language
and regional disparities exacerbate these challenges,
especially in the North and East, where the
limited presence of Tamil-speaking female officers
discourages Tamil-speaking women from seeking
help (WIN, 2019).

In sum, these systemic shortcomings reflect broader
societal attitudes that normalise violence, prioritise
family preservation,anddiminishwomen’sautonomy.
A transformative response requires structural
reforms, gender-sensitive training, survivor-centred
processes, and meaningful integration of women—
particularly those from marginalised communities—
into formal systems of power and justice.

7.2.2. Non-state solutions

Civilsociety plays a critical role in supporting women'’s
access to safety and justice in Sri Lanka. Women-led
and community-based organisations have long been
at the forefront of efforts to address SGBV, offering
counselling, legal aid, and safe shelter for survivors
(WIN, 2019). Crucially, CSOs often accompany
women through intimidating processes—navigating

police procedures, seeking medical attention, or
engaging with the justice system—especially where
institutional responses are insensitive, inaccessible,
or linguistically exclusive.

Beyond immediate support, CSOs play a critical
role in community-based prevention work, shaping
conversations around gender norms, power, and
violence in ways that centralised institutions often
cannot.Inregionswithdeep-rooted mistrustofformal
systems, especially post-conflict areas, they have
helped rebuild relationships between communities
and supportive state officials, enabling engagement
where language, identity, and geography create
barriers. Their long-standing presence and grassroots
credibility make them trusted actors, particularly
when state institutions are viewed as punitive or
distant.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, as the state
response systems struggled to meet rapidly rising
demand for support, CSOs were central to ensuring
crisis response (CEJ, 2022b). Survivors often turned
to CSOs, which they viewed as more approachable
and less demanding of immediate evidence. In
the area of trafficking in persons, CSOs continue to
play an indispensable role in survivor referrals, legal
navigation, and psychosocial care (Lecamwasam,
2021).

However, this vital ecosystem faces mounting threats.
Funding cuts, growing donor dependency, and a
shrinking civic space endanger the sustainability
of services and advocacy, particularly in rural and
conflict-affected areas. There is an urgent need to
strengthen national commitment to safeguarding
civic space, ensuring long-term investment in
community-led mechanisms, and facilitate locally
driven resource mobilisation. Without sustained
support, these frontline actors—who are uniquely
positioned to drive social change and deliver survivor-
centred care—risk being sidelined, weakening the
broader ecosystem of protection and prevention.
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In conclusion, entrenched patriarchal norms, institutional gaps, and a persistent culture of impunity
continue to normalise gender-based violence across public, private, and professional spaces in Sri
Lanka. While violence against women is systemically underreported due to stigma, fear of retaliation,
and social norms that discourage disclosure, nearly 25% of ever-partnered women aged 15-64 in
Sri Lanka have experienced physical violence in their lifetime. The prevalence of physical and sexual
harassment—reported by 90% of women using public transport and 68% of women in the workplace—
highlights systemic failures in ensuring women’s safety and dignity. Existing legal frameworks are
weakly enforced and often refracted through a protectionist lens that infantilises ratherthan empowers
women. A rights-based approach that recognises women as autonomous rights-holders, rather than
vulnerable dependents, is essential to dismantle victim-blaming narratives and challenge the notion
that safety is a woman’s burden.

The combined impact of political instability, the COVID-19 pandemic,and economic hardship since 2019
has driven a surge in unregulated migration, increasing the risk of exploitation and trafficking. The rise
inirregular migrationis closely linked to trafficking, as both exploitthe same structural vulnerabilities —
poverty, gender inequality, and weak regulatory oversight. The gendered impacts of the armed conflict
continue to shape the lives of women, particularly in the Northern and Eastern provinces, through
conflict-related sexual violence, enforced disappearances, and the feminisation of poverty through
female-headed households. Harmful cultural practices such as female genital mutilation which were
assumed not to exist in the country, have recently been discovered to prevail, and legislation banning
the practice is lacking. Child marriages, usually preceded by statutory rape, are often viewed by families
as informal unions to be formalised once the parties reach legal age—an approach heavily shaped by
societal pressure to preserve a girl’s chastity, sometimes even encouraged by service providers such as
police. Despite their critical contributions, WHRDs continue to face systemic and gendered repression,
including intimidation, surveillance, harassment, and violence. WHRDs remain underrepresented in
formal leadership structures and decision-making spaces, reflecting systemic failures to ensure their
safety, recognition, and participation. Women detained under the PTA, as well as women whose family
members are under PTA detention, experience gender-specific challenges. Most affected individuals
are from Muslim and Tamil ethnicities. Women detained under the PTA experience heightened risk
of sexual abuse, inadequate healthcare and hygiene, and separation from children, while the women
whose family members have been detained under the PTA experience surveillance, visits by security
agencies and summons for interrogation, increasing their vulnerability. Women with disabilities
experience access and protection issues which are compounded by their ethnicity, geography, language,
and class. Rural women with disabilities, particularly in post-war areas, and female ex-combatants
with disabilities experience heightened exclusion, poverty, stigma, and violence. Same sex relations
continue to be criminalised, and the justice sector frequently displays a limited understanding of the
diversity of sexual and gender identities. Limited progress has been made on decriminalisation, and
comprehensive legal reform and full decriminalisation are pending.

Efforts to address GBV in Sri Lanka face deep-rooted structural and institutional barriers, including
a cultural emphasis on family preservation over women'’s individual rights and safety. Legal systems
remain shaped by patriarchal norms, with inadequate gender-sensitive training among legal
professionals, and the enforcement of key protections such as the Prevention of Domestic Violence
Act is inconsistent. Access to justice is hindered by limited legal aid, restrictive eligibility criteria, and
judicialleniency in sexual violence sentencing, all of which reinforce impunity and discourage reporting.
Survivors, especially in rural and war-affected regions, encounter under-resourced support services,
language barriers, and a pervasive protectionist approach that curtails women'’s agency. The trauma
of conflict-era sexual violence among Tamil women remains largely unacknowledged, contributing to
ongoing silence and mistrust. A shift towards a rights-based, survivor-centric



7.3 Recommendations

1. Strengthen survivor-centred response systems:

Ensure coordinated, survivor-centred responses by strengthening linkages between
police, healthcare, WDOs, legal aid, and shelter services to deliver timely, trauma-
informed support and minimise re-victimisation. Formalise inter-agency protocols on
referrals, data sharing, survivor follow-up, and psychosocial care for cases of sexual
violence, trafficking, and domestic violence. Establish a national database to track age-
and location-disaggregated data and support victim-oriented justice. Expand helplines,
shelters, and psychosocial services in all districts, ensuring the availability of Tamil-
speaking, female, disability- and LGBTOIA+-sensitive officers to strengthen survivor trust
and improve access. Strengthen legal aid coverage and update eligibility thresholds.
Resource women-led and survivor-centred organisations providing legal, counselling,
and shelter services, ensuring accessibility and intersectional design. Mandate gender-
sensitivity training for judges, lawyers, and court staff, and integrate gender modules
intojudicial and legal education. Promote public awareness and targeted empowerment
initiatives for women and girls with disabilities and LGBTQIA+ persons to strengthen
online and offline safety.

Operationalise the WPS agenda through stronger coordination and resourcing of the
NAP-WPS, integrating transitional justice and inclusive participation of conflict-affected
women. Establish independent prosecutorial and reparations mechanisms for conflict-
related sexual violence and ensure robust victim and witness protection.

2. Judicial and legal reforms:
2.1 Advance priority legal reforms:

Amend key legislation—including the PDVA, PTA, and Online Safety Act—to strengthen
protections against gender-based violence, ensure due process, and safeguard digital
rights. Align these laws with constitutional guarantees and international standards,
ensuring they protect women, LGBTOIA+ persons, and other vulnerable groups without
restricting freedoms.

2.2 Guarantee equality and inclusion in law:

Constitutionally affirm the rights of LGBTQIA+ persons to equality, dignity, and
non-discrimination. Strengthen legal and policy frameworks to recognise disability as
part of human diversity, embed affirmative action under Article 12, and adopt broader
definitions that include war-related and gendered dimensions of disability. Ensure equal
access to GBV and domestic violence services for women and girls with disabilities,
safeguard them from exploitation, and train police and frontline officers to respond
with sensitivity and respect.

2.3 Repeal discriminatory laws:

Urgently repeal Penal Code Sections 365 and 365A which criminalise same-sex relations,
and reform the Vagrants Ordinance and related Penal Code provisions that are routinely
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misused against LGBTOIA+ and gender-diverse persons to ensure equality, dignity, and
protection under the law.

2.4 Sentencing and administrative practices

Reform the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) to prevent abuse and ensure terrorism
offences are dealt with under general law in accordance with international human
rights standards. Review legislation found to restrict the work of women human rights
defenders and establish gender-sensitive protection mechanisms. Introduce judicial
guidelines prohibiting suspended sentences in statutory rape and sexual-violence cases
to improve deterrence and survivor confidence. Clarify statutory-rape classifications to
remove obscurity around coercion and abuse.

Safeguard rights in law enforcement and public places

Make detention processes and facilities gender-responsive, using imprisonment
for pregnant women and mothers with young children only as a last resort. Where
unavoidable, guarantee safeguards that uphold children’s developmental, medical,
and educational needs, and ensure regular monitoring and confidential complaint
mechanisms in all detention centres. Promote gender-sensitive urban planning and
safety through improved surveillance, accessible reporting systems in transport hubs,
and bystander-awareness campaigns to challenge harassment norms and strengthen
institutional accountability.
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Sri Lanka’s geographic location, combined with high temperatures, complex hydrological
systems, and exposure to extreme climate events, makes it particularly vulnerable (World
Bank, 2020). The country faces multiple natural hazards, including droughts, floods, landslides,
cyclones, storms, and rising sea levels (Ministry of Environment, 2022). The cost of climate change
to Sri Lanka has been immense. Between 2008 and 2018, approximately 15 million people
were affected by droughts (8 million), floods (7.1 million), and landslides (190,000) (Ministry
of Environment, 2022). Sri Lanka is classified as a high-risk country by the Notre Dame Global
Adaptation Initiative (ND-GAIN), the Climate Risk Index, and the Inform Risk Index (UNDP, 2023).
The average annual cost of damages between 2006 and 2022 from natural hazards was USD
327 million—a 3.6-fold increase from 1964-2005, excluding the 2004 Tsunami (UNDP, 2023).
In 2022, Sri Lanka ranked 62nd for vulnerability and 110th for readiness out of 187 countries in
the ND-GAIN Index, with notable vulnerability in agricultural yields and water access (ND-GAIN,
2022).Srilankaalsofacessignificant risks from extreme heat, withthe number of days surpassing
35°C potentially rising from a baseline of 20 days to more than 100 days by the 2090s, under the

emissions RCP8.5 pathway (World Bank & ADB, 2020).

Women in SriLanka are identified as especially
vulnerable, facing disproportionate impacts
due to limited access to resources and the
lack of ownership of assets and decision-
making power, especially within associations
controlling farming and fishing (UNDP, 2023).
The IPCC 6th Assessment Report emphasises
with high confidence that vulnerability to
climate change is driven by intersecting
patterns of socioeconomic development,
inequity, marginalisation, colonial legacies,
and governance structures (Calvin et al,

2023). In other words, vulnerability is rooted
ininequalities created by layered factors such
as gender, ethnicity, class, age, disability,
and geographic location (Ariyabandu &
Wickramasinghe, 2003). These intersectional
nuances mean that not all women are able
to cope with climate change to the same
extent or in the same ways (Fisher 2010;
Rao et al, 2019). However, Sri Lanka lacks
systematic gender-disaggregated data to
fully understand the extent of these gendered
impacts.*

8.1 Climate impacts on women’s livelihoods and

compounding effects

8.1.1 Farming

With the majority of multidimensionally poor
populations residing in rural areas (UNICEF, 2023),
their reliance on agriculture for their livelihoods
(Menike & Keeragala Arachchi, 2016) means
that these communities endure the brunt of
environmental shifts, which disrupt agricultural
practices, livelihoods and food security (Ministry
of Environment, 2022; Samaraweera et al,, 2024).

Rural women’s livelihoods—often dependent
on agriculture, water resources, livestock, and
forestry—are particularly sensitive to climate
stresses. Women undertake a wide range of
agricultural tasks, from paddy cultivation and
home gardening to waged labour on commercial
farms, making them highly vulnerable to climate-
related disruptions (Gunawardana, 2018; Ministry
of Environment, 2022). As a result of the armed

conflict, the Northern and Eastern parts of the

11 Given the lack of data on gender and climate change, this chapter relies on secondary data—including academic articles, research
reports, and KPIs with sector experts—to identify key issues affecting women in the context of climate change and disasters. The
analysis also incorporates theoretical linkages from global studies on gendered impacts of climate change and disasters.
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country in particular saw an increase in female-
headed households whose livelihoods now largely
depend on small scale businesses, agricultural
activities, and fishing related activities (UN Sri
Lanka, 2015). These livelihoods are particularly
vulnerable to the rising water shortages in the
Jaffna Peninsula, driven by prolonged drought,
heat stress, and the decline of arable land due to
growing salinity in soil and water sources (UN Sri
Lanka, 2015; Gopalakrishnan et al., 2020; Rizwie,
2025).

Home gardens in Sri Lanka are a crucial part of
local food systems, particularly for women-headed
households, where nearly half of household food
consumption and a third of market-sold produce
originate from home gardens (Galhena et al,
2013). The loss of home-based food production
due to climate stress, including kitchen gardens,
poultry, and livestock, disproportionately affects
women, as these resources provide both household
subsistence  and  vital income-generating
opportunities for them (Sultana, 2014; Ranasinghe
et al., 2023).

8.1.2 Plantation sector

Climate change is directly impacting the
profitability of Sri Lanka’s plantation sectors (tea,
rubber, coconut, and oil palm) by reducing crop
productivity (Gunathilaka et al, 2018). Unlike
annual crop farmers, who can switch to alternative
crops, perennial plantations require a longer time
for adaptation (Gunathilaka et al., 2018). Tea
production is projected to decline by 12% by 2050,
with tea estates in the hill country expected to
experience the most severe impacts due to climate
variation. Increased rainfall during monsoons and
inter-monsoon periods is expected to slow tea
growth and lower harvest volumes, decreasing
labour demand (Gunathilaka et al., 2018). Climate
change also intensifies soil erosion, pest and
disease outbreaks, and declining tea quality,
further affecting labour demand (UNICEF, 2023).

This poses a significant challenge for employment,
as plantations provide steady jobs for a large
portion of the agricultural workforce, especially
Sri Lanka’s tea industry that employs a greater

proportion of Malaiyaha Tamil women. With
limited alternative employment options within
the estate areas (Gunathilaka et al., 2018), these
women are disproportionately affected. In the
estate sector, 28% of workers affected by declining
demand for labour migrated for employment,
including overseas migration, with 28% of those
who migrated leaving their children in the care
of spouses (UNICEF, 2023). Additionally, extreme
weather reduces worker turnout, as some
households have to repair damaged housing
and children are unable to attend school due to
weather disruptions and cannot be left at home
alone. Many face displacement due to landslides,
further affecting attendance (UNICEF, 2023).
During such times, women face increased burdens
of care work and heightened risks to their personal
safety in temporary shelters (Gunathilaka et al.,
2018; UNICEF, 2023), alongside the need to provide
for their families.

8.1.3 Fisheries and coastal
industries

Rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and
changing marine ecosystems have led to declining
fish stocks, directly impacting coastal livelihoods,
including those of women. Furthermore, sea level
rise and flooding have deepened the isolation
of coastal communities, disproportionately
impacting poor women, many of whom reported
being cut off from markets and healthcare
facilities, with restrictive gender norms preventing
them from leaving their homes (APWLD, 2011).
Although women are not always recognised as
fishers, they perform integral roles throughout
the fishing industry—including net making, fish
processing, drying, sorting, and marketing—which
are essential components of the value chain.
However, these activities are often undervalued
and categorised as low-skilled or supplementary
work, leaving women disproportionately exposed
to economic shocks and livelihood disruptions
driven by climate impacts (APWLD, 2011). Reports
from the North reveal that although many women
worked in manufacturing dried fish, their numbers
have declined over time due to reduced fish
catch. This is attributed to bottom trawling and
rising sea temperatures, which have disrupted
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traditional fishing patterns (Arudpragasam, 2025).
Previously, predictable environmental conditions
provided steady income; however, in the context
of the economic crisis and rising inflation, these
livelihoods have become unstable.

Rising temperatures have also severely affected
daily wage labourers working outdoors in the
informal sector, especially in the Northern
regions of the country (World Bank & ADB, 2020;
Arudpragasam, 2025). In the North, many women
employed in salterns, seaweed production, drying
fish, and cashew processing report depleted
physical well-being due to the extreme heat and
difficult working conditions, such as enclosed,
poorly ventilated spaces without cooling systems
and outdoor work (Arudpragasam, 2025). These
women are typically from marginalised and
underrepresented communities living in poverty
and are often from a lower caste. Unpredictable
weather patterns as a result of climate change—
such as intense heat, rainfall, floods, and winds—
destroy crops such as seaweed and reduce workdays
in salterns, resulting in a loss of income for
communities employed in this sector, a majority of
which are women (Arudpragasam, 2025). Despite
these hardships and tangible risks to their health
and well-being, women continue to work out of
economic necessity, even as many struggle to stay
motivated and maintain their physical and mental
well-being under such conditions.

8.1.4 Urban sectors

Cities face complex challenges and are increasingly
vulnerable to natural and man-made disasters.
Large-scale urban development projects in Colombo
often lead to mass evictions and forced relocations,
compelling the urban poor communities to live in
hazard-prone, peripheral areas due to risingdemand

and prices for urban land (Wickramasinghe et al,
2023; Anwar & Sur, 2024). These precarious living
conditions and poor drainage systems exacerbate
the exposure of these communities to climate risk,
intensifying impacts of urban floods, landslides,
droughts, cyclones, and heatwaves. These risks are
experienced in distinctly gendered ways, particularly
in feminised sectors concentrated in such urban
centres. For example, many women working in the
garment factories, located close to the Negombo
coastal line, live in congested quarters and face
added hardships during urban floods (KPI, CSO
Representative, 2025).

Air pollution is also an increasing concern in
Colombo, posing severe risks to those with
respiratory illnesses (Anwar & Sur, 2024),
increasing the number of people needing care.
Water injustice is another growing crisis, as some
underserved settlements in Colombo access
water from common pipelines that are poorly
maintained, underscoring inequality in water
access in urban settings (Mallawa Arachchi, 2017).
This disproportionately affects women, who bear
the burden of securing water for households and
have to use public sanitation facilities (Mallawa
Arachchi, 2017; CEJ, 2023b; Anwar & Sur, 2024).

Extreme heat threatens human health and living
standards, particularly for outdoor labourers in
urban areas without adequate cooling systems
(World Bank & ADB, 2020). In Colombo, both men
and women reported experiencing sweating,
headaches, and heat rash (Madurasinghe et al.,
2023). However, women engaged in informal work
outside do not have access to clean, affordable,
and safe bathrooms. Therefore, women may tend
to drink less water or take time off work to go
home or somewhere close by to use the bathroom,
which can lead to health complications (Perera &
Perera, 2025).



8.2 Access to climate solutions and decision-

making

Despite their central role in Sri Lanka’s food
systems, women remain largely excluded from
climate adaptation and agricultural decision-
making. Their work—often concentrated in
smallholder and subsistence farming—tends to
be undercounted and undervalued in both policy
and data systems (Silva et al., 2024; FAO, 2018;
Gunawardena, 2018). This invisibility constrains
the design of targeted support measures for
women farmers and obscures the full extent of
their economic contribution.

As aresult, women are concentrated in low-income,
labour-intensive segments of agriculture, while
structural inequalities—such as unequal access
to land, credit, technology, and markets—Ilimit
their entry into higher-value activities such as
trading, value addition, and commercial farming.
Training and livelihood programmes available to
women tend to reinforce these divides, focusing
on small-scale or home-based enterprises such as
food processing, rather than enhancing technical,
entrepreneurial, or climate-smart agricultural
skills needed for economic mobility (FAO, 2018).

Critics note that many initiatives aimed at
“empowering women” in agriculture remain
instrumentalist—framing women as beneficiaries
or implementers rather than as decision-makers
with agency over resources (FAO, 2018; KPI, CSO
Representative, 2025). Consequently, interventions
often address immediate livelihood needs without
tackling the structural reforms—such as land
rights, equal access to finance, and institutional
inclusion—necessary  to  achieve  gender-
transformative outcomes in Sri Lanka’s agricultural
and climate policy landscape.

These conditions limit women’s access to climate-
resilient agricultural practices and technologies.
Often, thelack ofland ownership due toinheritance
laws and patriarchal customary practices, prevents
women from accessing agricultural
resources such as subsidies, credit, and irrigation
that would enable them to withstand climate

crucial

fluctuations (FAO, 2018). For example, paddy
farmer organisations only register landowners
as its members, which excludes women from
formal irrigation mechanisms limiting their
ability to withstand drought. Similarly, in the
fisheries sector, gendered cultural taboos and
institutionalised practices such as the exclusion of
women from decision-making bodies and official
statistics continue, despite their involvement
in fish processing, marketing, and value-chain
activities (Lokuge & Hilhorst, 2017; Paranamana et
al., 2024). Seaweed farming is promoted as a viable
livelihood for coastal communities, particularly as
a pathway for women’s economic empowerment
(Ginigaddara et al., 2018). Despite the industry’s
economic potential, seaweed farmers are excluded
from government relief for crop failures, as they
are not officially recognised as farmers. This lack
of recognition creates significant regulatory and
bureaucratic obstacles, making it hard to access
seeds, loans, and essential inputs (Arudpragasam,
2025). Without representation in decision-making
spaces,women havelimitedinfluence overresource
management and climate adaptation strategies
in their industries to be able to cope with climate
stress (KPI, INGO Representative, 2025).

Women’s limited exposure and training with
agricultural  machinery  and
technology further constrains their adaptive
capacity. Women farmers struggle to adapt to
modern agricultural technologies, as they are barred
from continuous learning opportunities which
in turn hampers effective agricultural decision-
making and resilience to climate shocks (Silva et
al,, 2024). Financial constraints further hinder their
ability to invest in necessary tools and resources. As
a result, many young women perceive agriculture as
a marginalised occupation, prompting them to seek
alternative employment opportunities in cities and
industries (Silva et al., 2024).

climate-smart

In 2021, tens of thousands of rural Sri Lankan
women were reported to be trapped in debt due to
exploitative microfinance schemes that offered quick
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loanswith highinterest and no collateral (Attanayake,
2024; de Silva 2021; De Silva & Wedagedara, 2024).
Low financial literacy and the urgency to fulfill basic
needs have also been cited as reasons for defaults
(De Silva & Wedagedara, 2024). These loans are
ill-suited for agricultural livelihoods, as they require
immediate and frequent repayments despite the
seasonal nature of income (Attanayake, 2024). In
2018, intense heatwaves and droughts resulted in
low harvests. Thus, climate-related crop failures—
floods, droughts, and heatwaves —made repayments
even harder, leading to defaults, harassment by debt
collectors, and even coercion into sexual favours
(Attanayake, 2024). Although the government offered
limited debt relief and capped interest rates in 2018,
later policy reversals and weak regulations have
worsened the crisis. The UN Special Rapporteur on
contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes
and consequences, noted in their 2021 report that
many women were pushed to despair, with over 200
reported suicides, exposing the gravity of the issue.

8.2.1 Women’s agency and farmer
collectives

Women farmer collectives offer a powerful
platform for building agency, securing land and

water rights, and reviving traditional knowledge
around sustainable farming practices (Arasu &
Emmanuel, 2022). In Sri Lanka, women play a
centralyet oftenunrecognisedroleinagriculture—
contributing to food production, preparation, and
distribution, largely ascontributing family workers
(see Chapter 5)—despite having limited access to
resources, markets, land, and formal recognition
of their labour. Collectives in Batticaloa, Ampara,
and Monaragala overcame the above challenges
through knowledge-sharing on sustainable
techniques, such as multicropping and seed
preservation, and by providing avenues for shared
ownership of equipment and resources, reducing
individual costs while promoting environmentally
and economically sustainable food systems (Arasu
& Emmanuel, 2022). Collectives also help women
navigate socioeconomic barriers, particularly in
accessing markets, where patriarchal norms and a
lackof knowledge often restrict their participation.
Working together allows women to confront
market dynamics as a group, building confidence,
negotiating power, and mutual support. State
and non-state actors should prioritise support
for such collectives, as they represent not only a
pathway to food security and climate resilience,
but also a step towards gender justice in the
agricultural sector.

8.3 Climate impacts on unpaid care work

Climate change has significantly increased the
burden of unpaid care work on women, particularly
in rural and marginalised communities. As
essential resources such as water and fuelwood
become scarce, women dedicate more time and
effort to household responsibilities, limiting their
opportunities for income generation, education,
and social engagement. In the dry zone of Sri
Lanka, women and girls travel long distances
multiple times a day to fetch water, carrying heavy
loads (Tennakoon & Mahees, 2021). The time and
physical toll of these tasks reduce their ability to
engage in other productive activities. UNDP (2023)
reported that improved access to drinking water
in one project saved an average rate of 1.3 hours
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per day per woman/girl, enabling them to pursue
education or livelihoods, exposing the clear links
between reduced time and energy spent on care
work and women’s empowerment.

Climate shocks intensify the burden of care, often
forcing women to prioritise caregiving over paid
employment due to prevailing gender norms
(Gunawardena, 2018). As men migrate for work as
a result of disasters, women shoulder additional
responsibilities, from securing food and water to
caring for sick family members (Patel et al., 2020).
During periods of food scarcity, women frequently
sacrificetheirown mealstoensuretheirchildrenare
fed. Rising inflation has further pushed households



to adopt livelihood-based coping strategies to
access food, leaving them increasingly exposed to
climate shocks (WFP/FAO, 2023). Additionally, as
heat-related illness rise, women have borne the
burden of caring for affected family members at
the cost of their time for leisure, paid work, or their
own well-being (Arudpragasam, 2025).

8.3.1 Migration

Climate-induced disasters compelled families to
relocate as a coping mechanism, due to disrupted
livelihoods and living conditions. Migration in
fishing and agriculture communities driven by
losses from extreme weather events has further
reshaped gendered experiences and social
structures (Lund, 2021; IOM, 2023). Men are more
likely to be mobile than women in the context of
climate impacts (IOM, 2023). Two distinct gendered
patternsofinternal migration werereported during
rapid onset and slow onset climate events. During
sudden onset events, such as floods and landslides,
there was no large disparity between male and
femalemigration which attributed tofamilies being
displaced or seeking shelter together during a flood
or landslide. However, during slow onset climate

events—such as droughts and rising sea levels—a
difference between men and women is observed.
During droughts, 58% of men reported migrating
compared to 40% of women. Similarly, in response
to salinity/sea level rise, 57% of men had migrated
as opposed to 44% of women. The report analyses
that in slow onset climate events, households
have sufficient time to select who among its
members is better suited for migration, based on
a combination of the need to earn a higher income
and social norms (IOM, 2023). In this context,
men were seen as better suited for migration as
they were compelled to be the breadwinner for
the family, while women were associated with
the responsibility of childcare and managing the
household. The continued vulnerability of women
who are left behind has also been highlighted,
as they manage household responsibilities with
declining resources, and manage farms in the
face of climate change (Anderson et al, 2016;
Patel et al., 2022). These dynamics have led to the
feminisation of survival economies, where women
in climate-affected regions increasingly engage in
low-paid, informal, and precarious work—often
as the primary means of sustaining households
amid environmental stress and declining formal
livelihood opportunities (Vivekananda et al., 2025)

8.4 Climate impacts on women’s safety and
sexual and reproductive health and rights

Literature on climate change in other contexts
documents impacts on Sexual and Reproductive
Health and Rights (SRHR) and Gender-Based
Violence (GBV), particularly affecting women and
marginalised communities. Lack of access to clean
and safe water, especially during droughts, creates
major barriers for menstrual health and for sexual
and reproductive health services, including safe
pregnancy and childbirth (IPPF, 2021; Rekha et
al., 2024; Kuehn & McCormick, 2017). In addition,
significant associations have been found between
air pollution and heat exposure related to climate
risk and adverse pregnancy outcomes, including
preterm birth, low birth weight, and stillbirth (IPPF,

2021; Rekha et al., 2024; Kuehn & McCormick,
2017). Increased saline contamination of drinking
water as a result of saltwater intrusion from
rising sea levels can also have adverse maternal
health outcomes (ibid; KPI, INGO Representative,
2025). Given Sri Lanka’s heavy exposure to climate
impacts, further research on specific SRHR impacts
is needed.

GBV was identified as one of the most important
issues impacting communities in the wake of
multiple crises in Sri Lanka (IFRC 2022). The
compounding effects of climate change are very
likely to exacerbate this situation. In Sri Lanka,
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violence, especially domestic violence, persists in
camps and temporary shelters post-disaster (KPI,
Government Representative, 2025; Fisher, 2010).
A UNICEF survey revealed that in the wake of
landslides, only 2% of respondents felt temporary
shelters were safe for women and children (UNICEF,
2023), confirming gaps in gendered disaster
responses. Crowded living conditions and a lack of
privacy have created environments conducive to
sexual assault and harassment (Fisher, 2010). As a
result, male family members frequently accompany
women to public spaces such as camp toilets (KPI,
Government Representative, 2025). Some studies
also reveal that women and gender minorities
opted to stay home or return prematurely from
camps, even when it was unsafe to do so, fearing
harassment or sexual violence in relief camps.
This increases their exposure to extreme events
and further restricts access to essential relief and
support services (Fisher, 2010; van Daalen et al,
2022). The extent of GBV during and after disaster

8.5 Climate impacts on

Discussions on women’s vulnerability in climate
change literature are criticised for being generalised
and reductive, overlooking intersectional privileges
and failing to address the unequal gendered power
dynamics underlying poverty (Dalton & Smith,
2023). This homogenised narrative of equally
affected populations is not only problematic but also
inaccurate in gendered analyses of climate impacts.
Similarly, LGBTQIA+ individuals are more likely to
experience homelessness and poverty and often
struggle to access stable employment and affordable
housing (Mann et al.,, 2023). This persistent precarity
puts them at greater risk of losing resources or
facing further displacement as climate disasters
erode existing protections. However, this community
remains largely underrepresented in Sri Lanka’s
policy dialogues and academic discourse on climate
change.

Structural discrimination makes it difficult for
LGBTOIA+ individuals to assert their rights, making
it more likely for them to be left behind in climate

situations, however, is largely unknown and heavily
underreported, which is a barrier to adequate policy
response (KPI, Government Representative, 2025).

Despite the lack of local data, global studies show
that IPV and its underlying drivers intensify during
and after extreme events, with migrating women
facing higher risks of forced marriage and sexual
violence (van Daalen et al., 2022). Factors such as
economic instability, food insecurity, mental stress,
disrupted infrastructure, and exacerbated gender
inequalities contribute to increased violence,
perpetrated by both intimate partners and
strangers. Emerging reports from Sri Lanka indicate
a rise in domestic violence in the aftermath of
income losses resulting from crop failures due to
drought and erratic rainfall (Attanayake, 2024). It is
important to highlight that extreme events do not
cause GBV; rather, they amplify existing social and
patriarchal structures that enable and normalise
violence.

LGBTQIA+ communities

emergency debates (KPI, CSO Representative, 2025).
Anticipating discrimination in emergency settings
also discourages LGBTQIA+ individuals from seeking
aid, placing them at even greater risk during climate
disasters (Dalton & Smith, 2023). As a result, they are
often excluded from relief and reconstruction efforts,
limiting their ability to recoveraftercrises. Forexample,
during consultations with members of the LGBTOIA+
community to update the National Adaptation
Plan for Sri Lanka, some revealed that they feared
being denied entry to emergency relief distribution
locations due to societal norms, and therefore did not
access disaster relief (KPI, INGO Representative, 2025).
Organisational bias, of those involved in disaster relief,
can also create hostile environments for LGBTOQIA+
individuals, resulting in their inability to access
shelters (King, 2022; Oxfam, 2008). In Sri Lanka, the
lack of information on these impacts, alongside the
explicit criminalisation of same-sex relations, further
increases the discrimination and the scepticism by
government officials for gender sensitive solutions
(KPI, Government Representative, 2025).



8.6 Progress of policies and commitments on

climate change

Sri Lanka has made progress in the last five years
in promoting components of gender equality and
social inclusion (GESI) in policy commitments
relating to climate, including the National Climate
Change Policy, the National Adaptation Plan (NAP),
and reporting on the Nationally Determined
Contributions (NDCs). There is increased discourse
on the impacts of climate change and disasters
on women, which has led to some positive policy
changes (KPI, Government Representative, 2025).
For example, the National Climate Change Policy
of 2023 incorporates commitments to improving
women’s knowledge, livelihoods, and access to
technology, reflecting progress from previous
iterations.

The country has submitted three National
Communication  Reports to the UNFCCC,
increasingly incorporating GESI components. While
the Initial National Communication (Ministry
of Environment, 2000) made limited reference
to gender, the Second National Communication
(Ministry of Environment, 2011) acknowledged the
differential impacts of climate change on women,
children, and other vulnerable and marginalised
groups. The Third National Communication
(Ministry of Environment, 2022) expanded on
these themes, emphasising the need for gender-
disaggregated data, women’s participation
in decision-making, and gender-responsive
approaches in adaptation and mitigation. It
highlighted the role of women in agriculture,
water management, disaster risk reduction, and
renewable energy adoption, while advocating for
capacity-building programmes tailored to their
needs. In developing its indicator framework, it
also considered the needs of other vulnerable
groups, including children, the elderly, differently
abled individuals, and pregnant women, proposing
adaptation opportunities to address their unique
challenges.

Sri Lanka’s NDCs demonstrate a growing
commitment to integrating GESI into climate

policy. The First NDC (2016) acknowledged the
need to consider gender-specific vulnerabilities,
particularly in adaptation measures related to
agriculture, water, and disaster management, but
provided limited clarity on implementation. The
updated NDCs (2021) took a more comprehensive
approach, emphasising gender-responsive
strategies across both mitigation and adaptation
goals. It highlighted the importance of empowering
women’s roles in renewable energy initiatives,
sustainable agriculture, and community-based
disaster risk reduction. Additionally, the updated
NDCs advocated for capacity-building programmes,
equitable access to resources, and the inclusion
of women and marginalised groups in climate-
related decision-making processes. Sri Lanka is
currently updating its NDCs (2025), adopting
a comprehensive extensive
stakeholder consultations and validation processes
that integrates Gender Equality, Disability, and
Social Inclusion (GEDSI). GEDSI considerations
are being systematically embedded across all six
mitigation sectors and nine adaptation sectors,
demonstrating good progress at policy levels.

approach, with

Sri Lanka’s National Adaptation Plan (NAP) for
2016-2025 states that it adopts a gender-sensitive
approach to addressing climate adaptation. While
the document acknowledges the importance
of gender sensitivity and social inclusion in its
overall strategy, it does not provide a detailed
breakdown of specific GESI components within the
proposed actions. The NAP highlights vulnerable
sectors and emphasises the need to enhance
resilience in communities, sectors, and areas most
affected by climate change. It also recognises the
disproportionate impact climate change may have
on marginalised groups, particularly the poor. Sri
Lanka is in the process of updating the NAP and
developing Provincial Adaptation Plans (PAPs).
These are expected to be gender-responsive,
with a commitment to incorporating gender
considerations through extensive consultations at
various levels.
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Finally, Sri Lanka’s First Biennial Transparency
Report (BTR1), submitted to the UNFCCC
Secretariat in December 2024, shows significant
progress in integrating GESI into climate reporting
(Ministry of Environment, 2024). BTR1 offers a
more structured approach to embedding GESI
considerations compared to previous reporting
documents. The report emphasises the importance
of disaggregated data collection to better
understand the differential impacts of climate
change on various demographic groups, including
women, youth, and marginalised communities. It
also underscores the need for inclusive stakeholder
engagement processes, ensuring that adaptation
and mitigation strategies are informed by diverse
perspectives and lived experiences.

Whileitis promising that there has beenincreasing
recognition of the need for more gendered

approaches in climate change policies in the
country, there has been little translation of these
efforts to on-ground tangible actions and change.
Gaps remain in resourcing, implementation, and
leadership beyond policy design. Alarmingly, KPls
reveal that senior government officials leading in
climate and disaster management sectors do not
believe that gendered barriers and the differential
impacts of climate change exist in the country
(KPI, Government Representative, 2025; KPI, INGO
Representative, 2025). The inclusion of gender
is seen mostly as an external compulsion from
donors (KPI, INGO Representative, 2025). Therefore,
there remains a gap in gender mainstreaming and
prioritisation between climate response design
and implementation, and the sector needs to
move beyond policy narratives to organic whole-
of-systems approaches to address

experiences and advance gender equality.

women'’s

8.7 Lack of data on gendered impacts of

climate change

The lack of adequate sex-disaggregated data in
disaster impact reporting in Sri Lanka makes it
difficult to assess how disasters affect individuals
differently. In the Deslnventar Database
administered by the Disaster Management
Centre for Sri Lanka, which is an open-source data
management system for disaster incidents under
the Sendai Framework, many affected individuals
have not been assigned a gender in reporting. This
gap has been attributed to the lack of resources
and the inability to prioritise documentation over
relief provision during disasters (KPI, Government
Representative, 2025).

In addition, there is a dearth of qualitative
evidence on gendered impacts of extreme weather
events, limiting the ability to develop nuanced and
targeted gender-responsive disaster policies (KPI,
INGO Representative, 2025). A gendered analysis
on disaster impacts is further constrained by Sri
Lanka’s reporting on Sustainable Development
Goals, where the indicators for targets focused
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on climate and disaster impacts (1.5 and 13.1) do
not require data to be gender disaggregated (Citra
Innovation Lab, n.d.). Nationally representative
surveys such as the Multidimensional Vulnerability
Index (UNDP, 2023) are calculated at the household
level, making it difficult to extract a gender
comparative analysis.  Finally, understanding
impacts of climate change requires going beyond
disaster related reporting (such as floods, droughts
and landslides) and also engaging with slower-
onset and less-visible manifestations, including
heat stress, salinity, and agricultural shifts.

Addressing these data gaps requires a
comprehensive, gender-responsive, and
intersectional data collection framework that
captures both quantitative and qualitative
dimensions of vulnerability and resilience.
Beyond disaggregating data by sex, national and
subnational systems must integrate variables
such as age, ethnicity, disability, geographic
location, livelihood type, and household structure



to reveal how climate impacts intersect with
social and economic inequalities. Routine
disaster impact assessments should include
individual-level data on losses, displacement,
access to relief, and recovery outcomes, rather
than household aggregates, to identify gendered
disparities in coping and adaptation. Qualitative
methodologies—including participatory mapping,
focus groups, and life-history interviews—should
complement statistical surveys to capture women'’s
lived experiences, especially in marginalised and
post-conflict regions where official data remain

limited. Integrating these approaches into existing
mechanisms such as the DesInventar system, the
Department of Census and Statistics, and local
government disaster reporting would generate
more accurate, timely, and policy-relevant
insights. Building the capacity of frontline officers,
local women’s groups, and community-based
organisations to collect and validate data is equally
critical to ensuring that climate and disaster
governance in Sri Lanka reflects diverse realities
and supports evidence-based, equitable, and
context-sensitive responses.

The impacts of climate change in Sri Lanka are deeply gendered, intensifying existing inequalities
across sectors and identities. Women, particularly those from marginalised and underrepresented
groups, face compounding vulnerabilities due to limited access to resources, decision-making
opportunities, relief schemes, and climate-smart knowledge. The stress on natural resources and
health conditions increase energy spent on unpaid care work. These vulnerabilities further expose
women to SGBV, financial disempowerment, and depleted well-being. However, the lack of robust
research and intersectional data constrains analysis and understanding on the extent of the gendered
impacts of climate change in Sri Lanka. Despite policy advancements in gender equality and climate
adaptation, there is a persistent gap between commitment and implementation, driven by inadequate
data, weak institutional prioritisation, and deeply embedded patriarchal norms. A transformative
response requires systemic change that recognises the intersectionality of climate impacts, prioritises
gender-responsive investments, strengthens inclusive leadership in community collectives, and builds
community resilience through equitable access to resources, knowledge, and credit.

change
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8.8 Recommendations

Strengthen gender-responsive data and research: Standardise the collection and use
of sex-disaggregated and intersectional data across climate, disaster, and development
reporting systems to better capture differential impacts. National and subnational
databases should include variables such as age, ethnicity, disability, livelihood type,
geography, and household structure to enable nuanced analysis of vulnerability and
resilience. Routine disaster assessments must record individual-level data on loss,
displacement, relief access, and recovery outcomes. Quantitative systems such as the
Deslnventar Database should be complemented with qualitative and participatory
research—including focus groups, life-history interviews, and community mapping—to
reflect women'’s lived experiences in climate-affected and post-conflict regions. Such an
integrated evidence base is critical to shape inclusive, data-driven, and context-specific
policy interventions.

Build senior leadership capacity for gender-responsive climate action: Invest in targeted
training, exposure visits, and dialogue for senior officials to champion gender equality as
acore principle of climate and disaster governance. Institutionalise gender accountability
within leadership performance frameworks to sustain long-term commitment.

Empower women in agriculture and fisheries: Expand leadership training, technical
education, and reforms within farmer and fisheries organisations to remove structural
barriers to women’s participation. Extend crop insurance, credit schemes, and state
services to recognise women’s labour and risks under changing climatic conditions.
Strengthen women farmer collectives through targeted pilots and ensure livelihood
interventions prioritise collective approaches over individual income generation.
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Across its chapters, this Country Gender Equality Profile (CGEP) has underscored a critical and
recurring reality: gender inequality in Sri Lanka is systemic. It is woven into the fabric of
social, economic, legal, and political life, manifesting across sectors and institutions—family,
society, markets, and state—often to the sustained detriment of women and girls. While men
are also disadvantaged by rigid gender norms, the overwhelming weight of evidence points to
women’s structural marginalisation in terms of access to power and decision-making, economic
resources, legal protection, and voice. These inequalities are neither incidental nor isolated.
Rather, they are interlinked and entrenched, shaped by long-standing institutional, cultural, and

policy factors.

Taken together, the evidence presented in this
report signals that fragmented or ad hoc efforts
will not suffice. Sri Lanka cannot afford to adopt
piecemeal responses to such ingrained disparity.
Instead, what is required is a transformative
approach—one that is comprehensive, sustained,
coordinated, and rooted in responsive governance
and institutional accountability.

This concluding chapter adopts a forward-
looking approach. It argues that if we are to
disrupt the structural reproduction of gender
inequality, we must commit to systemic change
through governance. This includes not only
reforming laws and policies, but reshaping the
institutional frameworks that implement them,
aligning  financial decision-making through

gender-responsive budgeting, and finally, investing
in robust gender data systems that enable
accountability through monitoring of progress and
resource allocation, and by illuminating gaps.

To that end, the chapter identifies three strategic
levers for change: (1) strengthening institutions
and coordination mechanisms, (2) advancing
gender-responsive financing, and (3) improving
the availability and use of gender data. These are
not peripheral interventions. When systematically
integrated intooverallgovernance frameworks with
strong political backing, they are foundational to
building the kind of development and governance
architecture capable of driving gender equality and
social justice.

9.1 Strengthening institutional mechanisms,
coordination, and monitoring

Sri Lanka has a number of institutions and
collectives within its governance architecture
focused on advancing gender equality and
women’s empowerment. The national institutional
framework is anchored in the Ministry of Women
and Child Affairs, which currently holds Cabinet
rank. Under its purview sit key operational bodies,
including the National Women’s Bureau and the
National Committee on Women. These institutions
are mandated with implementing gender-related
policies, supporting grassroots service delivery, and
coordinating national action plans. The Ministry
of Women and Child Affairs plays a pivotal role in

advancing gender equality in Sri Lanka. It leads the
formulation and implementation of key national
frameworks, including innovative national action
plans and policies, and ensures the provision of
life-saving services through shelters, helplines, and
community-based support mechanisms. However,
theintegration of women’sand children’s portfolios
within a single ministry has at times reinforced
a primarily protection- and welfare-oriented
approach. This broad and complex mandate
can limit strategic focus and policy coherence,
contributing to gaps between national ambition
and delivery.
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Beyond this, Sri Lanka’s Women Parliamentarians
Caucus functions as a cross-party platform that
has played a critical role in advancing legislative
and policy reforms on gender equality. The Caucus
has contributed to shaping major frameworks
such as the National Policy on Gender Equality
and Women’s Empowerment and has actively
championed reforms related to gender-based
violence, participation,
political representation, and legal protections.
By bringing together women legislators across
party lines, the Caucus has served as a space for
consensus-building and collective advocacy on
genderissues within Parliament, helping to sustain
momentum on key reforms despite political shifts.
Its work highlights the importance of women’s
leadership within legislative bodies and the value
of institutional platforms dedicated to promoting
gender equity within governance.

women’s  economic

More recently, the establishment of the National
Commission on Women under the Women
Empowerment Act of 2024 marks a significant
institutional development. The Commission has
been vested with strong investigatory powers
to hold individuals accountable for rights
violations against women—an important step
in institutionalising accountability. However,
as with other national gender institutions, the
Commission’s effectiveness will depend on its
operational independence, financial resources, and
sustained technical and political support.

Despite the presence of these institutional actors,
significant gaps persist. Mechanisms for advancing
gender equality remain fragmented, with limited
coordination between entities working on
overlapping mandates.

Gender equality has not consistently been
treated as a government-wide priority, and
many institutions operate in silos, diminishing
their collective impact. It is essential that all
governance sectors—including those responsible
for justice, finance, labour, health, and economic
development—recognise that gender equality is
not a standalone issue, but a cross-cutting priority
centraltotheirmandates. Ensuring gender equality
requires all ministries to take responsibility for

addressing the disparities that fall within their
scope—whether in legal protection, access to
healthcare, economic opportunities, or decent
work.

There have been efforts to mainstream gender
across ministries, such as the appointment
of gender focal points through the Cabinet
Memorandum No. 16/2522/740/013 in 2016,
which is a promising opening for greater
coordination. These roles remain an important
entry point for advancing gender mainstreaming.
With stronger resourcing, clearer mandates, and
greater authority within institutional structures,
gender focal points could play a more strategic
role in influencing planning, budgeting, and
programme design. However, without adequate
institutional support, their ability to drive
meaningful intersectoral coordination is severely
limited.

This CGEP also highlights the persistent gender
imbalance in leadership across multiple sectors
and layers of governance. While women have
made gains in certain areas, they are often
concentrated in roles or portfolios viewed as
traditionally appropriate for women, such as social
welfare or childcare. In contrast, sectors such as
finance, justice, security, migration, and labour
are frequently governed without meaningful
representation or co-leadership by women. This
stratification of leadership reflects and reinforces
broader gendered power hierarchies. Advancing
gender equality within governance requires a
deliberate effort to ensure women’s full and
equitable participation in leadership and decision-
making across all domains of government.

In addition, Sri Lanka lacks a regular, state-led
mechanism  for  monitoring institutional
progress and results on gender equality. While
some reporting occurs through administrative
reports to Parliament or evaluations tied to
specific national action plans, these processes
are typically fragmented. The absence of an
integrated monitoring system makes it difficult
to assess institutional performance, identify
systemic gaps in programming and financing,
and drive evidence-based improvements from a
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whole-of-government approach. As the number of
actors engaged in gender equality efforts expands,
this lack of coordination poses a growing risk to
policy coherence, accountability, and results.

Towards gender-transformative institutions

Moving forward, Sri Lanka must adopt a deliberate
and coordinated approach to building gender-
transformative and coordinated institutional
frameworks that not only integrate gender
equality into their structures and mandates but
also proactively work to dismantle the norms,
power dynamics, and resource gaps that reproduce
inequality.

This begins with strengthening the mandates of
existing gender-defined institutions, including the
Ministry of Women and Child Affairs, the Women
Parliamentarians’ Caucus, and the National
Commission on Women, while ensuring that their
roles are complementary and well-coordinated.
Dedicated mechanisms should be established to
facilitate regular communication, joint planning,
and alignment of priorities across these actors. This
will help overcome institutional fragmentation
and support a more cohesive national agenda on
gender equality.

The role of gender focal points within Ministries
must be reinforced and regularly maintained
through high-level directives that establish clear
mandates, seniority, and institutional positioning.
Focal points should be equipped with adequate
resources, training, and authority to lead gender
mainstreaming within their respective ministries.
Their work must also be integrated into planning,
budgeting, and performance review processes to
ensure accountability and visibility.

Institutional strengthening must also include the
establishment of a comprehensive and transparent
government-owned monitoring and reporting
systemthat tracks genderequality outcomesacross
sectors and different levels of government. This
should include both quantitative and qualitative
indicators, as well as periodic review mechanisms
that inform policy adaptation, course-correction
and resource (re)allocation. Such a system would
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enhance transparency, promote learning, and
ensure that institutions are held accountable for
delivering on their gender-related mandates.

Achieving gender transformative governance also
requiresinvestingintheleadership and capacity of
women who have historically been excluded from
formal power structures. As this report has shown,
underrepresentation in governance
is not only a question of numbers, but also of
structural barriers and unequal access to political
and institutional capital. To shift this, targeted
efforts must be made to build women'’s capacity
to navigate and influence governance systems,
through training, mentorship, civic education,
and structured pathways for engagement. At
the same time, institutions must be prepared to
receive and respond to women'’s contributions by
creating inclusive environments where women'’s
expertise, lived experience, and leadership are
recognised as vital to national progress. Only
through a dual focus on institutional reform and
women’s empowerment by addressing structural
barriers, can Sri Lanka ensure that its governance
systems reflect the full diversity and potential of
its people.

women’s

Finally, transformative institutions must reflect the
lived realities and priorities of the communities they
serve. This requires inclusive governance models
that create space for meaningful engagement
with women’s organisations, human rights
defenders, and community-based activists. These
actors hold deep knowledge of local contexts and
are critical to designing and delivering effective
interventions. Strengthening mechanisms for civil
society participation—including through advisory
bodies, consultations, and new and revived
collective governance platforms such as women'’s
parliaments and town halls—will help ensure that
institutional reform is grounded in social justice
and responsive to evolving needs.

With strong political will, adequate resourcing,
cross-sectoral collaboration, and strong, systematic
monitoring and reporting of progress in gender
equality policies, strategies and actions, Sri Lanka
has the potential to develop institutions that not
onlyadvance gender equality but also model overall
inclusive, equitable, and accountable governance.



9.2 Gender-responsive financing

Ensuring gender equality requires dedicated,
planned, and transparently tracked public spending
that reflects the specific needs and priorities of
all genders. Gender budgeting, defined as the
integration of a gender perspective at all stages
of the budget process, provides a transformative
approach to align public spending with gender
equality goals. However, Sri Lanka does not currently
have a gender-responsive budgeting process in
place. Without such a process, it is not possible
to assess whether financial resources are being
adequately allocated or effectively used to achieve
national gender equality targets. Embedding
gender considerations into public finance systems
is therefore essential not only for accountability, but
also for ensuring that policy intentions are matched
by tangible investments and measurable outcomes.

Gender responsive budgeting in Sri Lanka

In 2021, the Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus
highlighted that integrating gender-responsive
budgeting is a critical form of affirmative action
to close persistent gender gaps—particularly in
women'’s representation, economic participation,

andtherealisationofrights—identified throughout
this CGEP. This commitment has been reaffirmed
by the current Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus
and remains a key government priority under
the leadership of the Minister of Women and
Child Affairs, reflecting continued political will to
advance gender equality through institutional and
fiscal reform.

At present, however, Sri Lanka lacks a systematic
framework or institutionalised practice of
gender-responsive budgeting at either national
or subnational levels. While policy statements
occasionally reference gender considerations,
budget call circulars rarely require ministries to
assess or report on gender-differentiated impacts
of allocations. As a result, funding for critical
sectors such as social welfare, maternal health, and
care infrastructure remains insufficient relative
to need. The absence of comprehensive gender-
disaggregated data further constrains efforts
to analyse, advocate for, and monitor gender-
responsive public spending. Although discussions
on gender budgeting have persisted for many years
(Box 9.1), they have yet to translate into sustained
institutional practice or commitment.

Box 9.1 Historical efforts towards gender-responsive budgeting in Sri Lanka

Discussions on the need for gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) in Sri Lanka have spanned decades,

with several notable initiatives:

1997: The National Planning Department of the Ministry of Finance conducted a gender-sensitive
budget analysis as part of a Commonwealth-initiated pilot.

2002: The Ministry of Women's Affairs, launched a GRB initiative aligned with the poverty reduction

strategy.

2017: The Ministry of Women and Child Affairs (MoWCA) developed 12 key performance indicators
(KPIs) for all cabinet ministries, state ministries, and provincial councils to integrate into budget
estimates. Ministries were instructed to establish gender focal points and maintain gender-

disaggregated databases.
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2019: Budget Circular No. 2/2019 required ministries to report progress on the 12 KPIs. The Ministry
of Women and Child Affairs also issued a manual on gender mainstreaming and GRB.

2021: The Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus (WPC) and the Select Committee on Gender Equity and
Equality introduced GRB guidelines and proposals to include GRB in the national budget process.
The WPC also launched a Quick Reference Guide on Inclusive & Gender Responsive Planning &
Budgeting for Sri Lanka Parliamentarians.

2024:The Women Empowerment Act, No. 37 0f 2024, though not explicitly mandating GRB, promotes
advancing women’s rights, includes a national fund for women, and establishes mechanisms for
implementing gender equality policies—laying a foundation for future GRB. Further, the MoWCA
prepared a concept note for a Gender Budgeting Act.

Sources: Silva & Kemps (2023); Perera (2019); The Women Empowerment Act (2024); Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus

(2021)

To support gender-responsive budgeting, the
MoWCA developed 12 key performance indicators
(KPIs) (Box 9.2) for all cabinet ministries, state
ministries, and provincial councils to consider
when preparing their budget estimates. These
KPIs were aligned with the UN Sustainable
Development Goal 5, focusing on gender equality
and the empowerment of women and girls.
Ministries and provincial councils were expected
to report on these KPIs and also establish gender
focal points and maintain gender-disaggregated
databases and information systems, submitting
this information to the State Ministry.

However,assessmentsreveal weakimplementation
of these measures. A review of 2021 submissions

found that most ministries made little or no
progress in meeting the KPIs, and that institutional
transparency and accountability in the process
remained poor (Verité Research, 2022). Despite
the clear framework provided, follow-through
across ministries and councils was inconsistent,
undermining the potential impact of the initiative.

A 2022 review found minimal progress in
implementing the 12 GRB KPIs introduced in 2017;
by 2021, 83% of ministries reported no progress
and 17% showed only weak progress. Subsequent
assessments showed continued stagnation,
with limited disclosure of results—highlighting
persistent gaps in transparency and accountability
in gender budgeting efforts.

Box 9.2 Key performance indicators (KPIs) developed by the State Ministry of Women and
Child Affairs to consider when preparing budget estimates in 2018

1. Increased percentage of women participation in the labour force

2. Increased number of female-headed households that have built houses through financial

assistance programmes

3. Number of public institutions that maintain gender-disaggregated data systems

4. Increased percentage of females who obtain NVQ certification and enter into employment in the

technical and vocational fields

5. Numberoffemaleentrepreneurs engagingin sustainable enterprises utilising SME loans/subsidies



6. Number of national policies and projects aimed at employing female migrant returnees and

potential female migrants

7. Increased number of females in decision-making positions attained through policy interventions

8. Number of institutions that have taken measures to improve the gender-friendly working

environment and day-care facilities

9. Number of policies and guidelines placed and effectively implemented to ensure gender concerns
are addressed in rescue, relief, rehabilitation, and reconstruction stages of disasters

10. Number of Women and Children Bureau units in police stations that are capacitated to handle
women'’s and children’s issues in a sensitive and effective manner

11. Number of gender-discriminatory laws, policies, and procedures that are amended, enacted, and/

or implemented

12. Number of allocations made to complement Multi Sectoral National Action Plans to address

sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV)

Source: Verité Research (2022)

Budget for 2025

The 2025 national budget, presented under a
new government, continues to reflect limited
integration of gender perspectives into fiscal policy.
This is despite evolving development priorities and
widespread recognition of gender equality as a
national objective. Critical provisions that would
enable women’s economic participation—such as
affordable childcare, paid parental leave, and elder
care support—remain absent, highlighting the
persistent gap between gender commitments and
budgetary practice.

According to the 2025 budget estimates published
by the Ministry of Finance, the MoWCA received
a total allocation of LKR 16.08 Bn, representing
an 18.45% decrease from the previous year’s
allocation of LKR 19.72 Bn (Figure 9.1).

A closer look at the activity-wise budget estimates
reveals that only LKR 844 million has been
allocated for programmes explicitly focused on
women. This means that the vast majority of
the ministry’s budget is directed towards other
areas, notably child-focused interventions. This
allocation pattern reinforces the persistent

concern that combining women’s and children’s
affairs under one institutional mandate often
results in the prioritisation of child welfare over
gender equality, both in terms of policy focus and
resource allocation.

This large decrease is primarily due to the
Stimulating  Loan  Scheme  for  Economic
Empowerment of Women in the MSME sector,
which received LKR 2 Bn in 2024 but has no
allocation in 2025. Similarly, the Gender-Based
Violence Prevention Programme, which had an
allocation of LKR 0.087 Bn in 2024, receives only
LKR 0.01 Bn in 2025.

It is important to note that these figures reflect
allocations only within the MoWCA. While funding
related to maternal and child health is also
included under the Ministry of Health, it is difficult
to identify gender-disaggregated allocations
within other ministries. This underscores a key
limitation arising from the absence of gender-
responsive budgeting, as gendered needs should
be addressed across sectors through dedicated
funding—a practice not yet reflected in Sri Lanka’s
largely gender-neutral budgets.
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Figure 9:1 Budget allocations for Ministry of Women and Child Affairs in 2025
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2024 Revised Budget

. Total recurrent

Source: GoSL (2025)

The 2025 national budget includes several
allocations under the MoWCA aimed at supporting
women and girls: LKR 7,500 Mn for a monthly
nutrition programme for pregnant mothers; LKR
5,000 Mn for the Thriposha nutrition supplement;
LKR 120 Mn for programmes on preventing violence
and promoting women’s empowerment; LKR 720
Mn to maintain the national implementation
network; and LKR 1,440 Mn for providing sanitary
napkins to female students. Beyond these,
however, gender-specific allocations across other
ministries remain difficult to identify, reflecting
the continued absence of a systematic gender-

responsive budgeting framework.

Transforming gender-responsive financing

As of June 2025, Sri Lanka has reportedly taken
an encouraging step towards institutionalising
gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) by drafting
legislation under the leadership of the MoWCA. The
ministry reports that the preliminary draft has been
shared with other ministries, accompanied by initial
awareness-raising sessions. While these efforts
reflect growing recognition of the importance of
GRB, realising its transformative potential requires
a significant shift in how gender and public finance
are understood and integrated within the state.
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2025 Estimate

. Total capital

To date, GRB in Sri Lanka has not been embedded
in the country’s broader fiscal and governance
frameworks. It remains largely viewed as the
responsibility of the MoWCA rather than as a
cross-governmental public finance reform. This
siloed framing has limited both implementation
and impact. For GRB to be effective, it must be
understood and treated as a core component of
public financial management, led by the Ministry of
Finance in close coordination with the MoWCA and
integrated into the Public Finance Management
Act. This would enable systematic adoption at both
national and subnational levels and ensure gender
perspectives are considered throughout the budget
cycle—from planning and resource allocation to
execution and accountability.

Systemic constraints in public budgeting further
weaken the potential for GRB. Sri Lanka does
not follow a results-based budgeting model, and
ministries often apply flat inflationary increases
unless specific projects are planned. Procurement
constraints and limited flexibility also inhibit the
strategic use of funds. Without a shift towards
outcomes-based budgeting, where expenditures
are linked to measurable gender equality
objectives, resource allocation will continue to
reinforce existing inequalities. GRB requires clear
identification of gender-responsive outcomes,



costed interventions, and transparent mechanisms
for tracking progress.

In addition, persistent misconceptions around
GRB continue to constrain political buy-in and
institutional uptake. As highlighted by the
Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus (2021), GRB
is often wrongly assumed to mean separate
budgets for women or equal spending across
genders. In reality, GRB is not limited to women-
focused programmes or one-off schemes. It is a
comprehensive process that requires all ministries
and sectors to incorporate gender perspectives
into the entire budget cycle, supported by strong
institutional arrangements, capacity building, and
disaggregated data.

Despite these challenges, the case for advancing
GRB in Sri Lanka is compelling. If designed and
implementedeffectively, GRBoffersatransformative
pathway foraligning public spending with national
gender equality commitments, including those
under the SDGs, CEDAW, and the Beijing Platform
for Action. Among the 17 SDGs, gender equality
(Goal 5) has nine dedicated targets and intersects
with 14 other goals; 34% of all SDG indicators are
gender-relevant and 21% are sex-disaggregated.
GRB enables the State to direct resources towards
addressing key structural gaps—including unpaid
care work, social protection, and the economic
empowerment of marginalised groups—while
fostering inclusive growth and poverty reduction.

Atthesectorallevel, GRBcanstrengthenthedelivery
and equity of services in education, health, care
infrastructure, and protection from gender-based

violence. At the macro level, it contributes
to higher female labour force participation,
improved human development outcomes, and
more equitable distribution of public investment.
GRB also allows for tailored responses to the
needs of diverse groups of women—including
widows, women with disabilities, female heads of
households, conflict-affected women, and women
in the informal and plantation sectors—making
budgeting more inclusive and socially responsive.

Yet realising these benefits requires addressing
several factors. Key enablers for success include
strong political leadership, clear legal and policy
mandates for GRB, capacity development in the
Ministry of Finance and line ministries, and robust
civil society engagement. Conversely, risks such as
tokenisticimplementation,institutionalresistance,
weak data systems, and lack of accountability
mechanisms can undermine progress. The absence
oflegalrequirements forgenderanalysisin budgets
and the limited availability of sex-disaggregated
data linked to budget outcomes remain persistent
barriers.

Moving forward, a robust accountability and
monitoring framework is essential to track gender
outcomes and hold institutions accountable
for progress. GRB must be part of a broader
transformation of public financial management
that aligns national spending with equity, rights,
and development priorities. With the right enabling
conditions and sustained commitment, gender-
responsive budgeting can serve as a foundation for
building a more inclusive and just economy in Sri
Lanka.

9.3 Strengthening data for gender equality

Reliable and accessible gender data are essential
for evidence-based policymaking, monitoring
progress, and ensuring accountability in advancing
gender equality. While Sri Lanka has a solid
statistical foundation, significant gaps remain in
coordination, consistency, disaggregation, and
accessibility.

The Department of Census and Statistics (DCS)—
the national agency mandated for data collection—
along with various state institutions, provides
a critical basis for analysing gender equality
trends. Despite resource constraints and limited
public financing, the DCS continues to strengthen
national data systems in line with international
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standards. However, administrative data from
agencies such as the Election Commission, Police
Commission, and the MoWCA Women's Hotline
are often collected for agency-specific purposes,
leading to limited uniformity, comparability,
and disaggregation. The absence of a national
gender statistics framework further contributes
to fragmentation and restricts data accessibility,
underscoring the need for a more integrated and
coordinated approach.

The national census, conducted once every ten
years, offers valuable gendered demographic
insights—including projections that by 2040, one
in every four Sri Lankans will be over 65 years old —
highlighting the urgent need to address aged care,
which is disproportionately borne by women.

Regular surveys such as the Labour Force Survey
(LFS) capture vital information on female
labour force participation, gender wage gaps,
unemployment, and the distribution of formal
and informal employment. The Household
Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES), conducted
every three years, provides critical data on
poverty levels. Together, these have informed key
statistical dashboards, including those tracking
SDG 5 (Achieve Gender Equality and Empower
All Women and Girls). The DCS has also identified
specific survey modules to strengthen gender data
and support Sri Lanka’s international reporting
obligations.

Special surveys conducted by the DCS have been
instrumental in advancing gender analysis. The
2017 Time Use Survey revealed stark gender
disparities in unpaid household and care work,
while the 2019 Women'’s Well-being Survey—based
on an internationally standardised methodology —
offered nationally representative data on the
prevalence of gender-based violence (GBV) among
women.

Data on SDG 5 are also presented in the SDG
Data Portal Sri Lanka, covering indicators 5.1-5.5.
However, notable gaps persist; forexample, there is
no country-level data for indicator 5.6 on universal
accesstosexualand reproductive health and rights,
indicator 5.a on women’s ownership of economic
resources and land, or indicator 5.b.1 on women'’s
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mobile-phone use. These omissions or gaps in
data constrain Sri Lanka’s ability to benchmark
and demonstrate progress globally and weaken
the evidence base for gender-transformative
policymaking.

Recent years of polycrisis—including the
COVID-19 pandemic, the economic crisis, and
climate shocks—have further disrupted national
data systems. Many surveys are outdated or have
not been conducted in the past two to five years,
creating a major evidence gap for decision-making.
For instance, although Sri Lanka has faced multiple
socioeconomic shocks, there is no updated poverty
data—the last HIES was conducted in 2019, while
the planned 2021 round was postponed to 2025
and its results have yet to be released. Similarly,
gender-focused surveys such as the Time Use
Survey (2017) and Women’s Well-being Survey
(2019) have not been repeated, leaving critical
gaps in understanding post-crisis changes in care
work, livelihoods, and violence against women.
Administrative data are also incomplete—for
example, DCS data on women victims of grave
crimes, sourced from police reports, is only
available up to 2019.

Timely data accessibility is another pressing issue.
Microdata from national surveys are often released
years after collection, limiting their relevance
in fast-changing socioeconomic contexts. For
example, the microdata from the 2019 Women'’s
Well-being Survey and the 2023 Household Survey
on the Impact of the Economic Crisis were not
available until early 2025. This delay hampers
intersectional and policy-relevant analysis beyond
the initial national findings, limiting the ability
to generate timely, disaggregated insights that
reflect evolving socioeconomic realities and inform
responsive policymaking.

Even where national-level data collection exists,
gender disaggregation s
sex-disaggregated data are missing in several
administrative systems. For example, the Disaster
Information Management System —DesInventar—
does not consistently record the gender of
affected individuals, and the Multidimensional
Vulnerability Index (UNDP 2023) is calculated
at the household level, limiting gender-specific

inconsistent. Basic



analysis. Similarly, the Election Commission
does not publish sex-disaggregated data, and
administrative data in sectors such as finance,
education, health, and social protection are not
systematically sex-disaggregated. This gender-
blind approach obscures differences in experience
and outcome, undermining the design of gender-

responsive policies and services.

In some areas, no national data exist at all.
Migration is a key example: only registered migrant
data are available through the Sri Lanka Bureau of
Foreign Employment (SLBFE), while no national
migration survey captures irregular or internal
migration. As a result, gendered migration patterns
and vulnerabilities remain underrepresented,
constraining evidence-based policymaking.

A further gap is the complete exclusion of gender
minorities from national data systems. The
LGBTOIA+community is not represented in existing
surveys, preventing analysis of their socioeconomic
conditions, access to services, or exposure to
discrimination. To address this, national surveys
should integrate questions on sexual orientation
and gender identity, moving beyond binary
classifications, while ensuring institutional and
legal safeguards that create safe conditions for
respondents to declare their identities.

Transforming gendered data

Despite the continued and valuable work of
the Department of Census and Statistics and
other state institutions, the gaps outlined above
reflect a persistent fragmentation in Sri Lanka’s
gender data ecosystem. These include outdated
or irregular national surveys, critical missing
indicators within existing statistical dashboards,
absence of sex-disaggregated and intersectional
data in administrative systems, and the complete
invisibility of gender minorities in national data

collection efforts. Moreover, the lack of timely
access to microdata severely constrains policy
responsiveness, a concern made more urgent by
SriLanka’s recent economic and social upheavals.

Addressing these systemic gaps requires a
deliberate and coordinated transformation in the
country’s approach to gender data. A foundational
step must be a comprehensive review of all
national data on gender, and the development
of a national gender statistics framework. This
framework should articulate a set of core gender
equality indicators that the State is committed
to measuring on a regular basis. These indicators
must go beyond headline figures toinclude data on
unpaid care work, gender-based violence, access to
land and finance, migration, and the experiences
of gender diverse persons, with a commitment to
intersectional analysis across geography, income,
age, disability, and other axes of marginalisation.

To  operationalise  this  framework, clear
institutional mechanisms are needed to ensure
that gender indicators are integrated into existing
national surveys such as the Labour Force Survey
and the Demographic and Health Survey, and to
ensure that data for these indicators are collected
through systematic, uniform, and standardised
administrative data systems. This must be
accompanied by public financing allocations to
support regular data collection, ensure timely data
accessibility, and build institutional capacity for
gender sensitive analysis and use.

Without such an approach, data gaps will continue
to hinder the development of policies that reflect
the lived realities of Sri Lanka’s diverse population.
A national gender statistics framework, backed by
political commitment and resourcing, is essential
not only for monitoring progress towards gender
equality but also for enabling the kind of policy
interventions that can meaningfully transform
systems, institutions, and outcomes.
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9.4 Conclusion

While gender inequality in Sri Lanka remains
deeply systemic and embedded in institutions,
norms, and everyday practices, this profile also
highlights encouraging shifts that point to growing
momentum for change. National attention to
issues such as women'’s participation in the labour
force, women'’s leadership, and the elimination of
violence against women has increased in visibility
and political salience. These developments,
though uneven, reflect expanding recognition
that gender equality is not a marginal concern but
a central pillar of Sri Lanka’s social and economic
development.

To build on this momentum, Sri Lanka must
move beyond broad commitments towards more
targeted and context-specific interventions. This
requires greater nuance in how gender disparities
are understood and addressed, with approaches
that reflect the complex intersections of identity,
geography, and lived experience. It also demands
that the underlying power dynamics and social
structures that entrench inequality be named,
examined, and challenged. Norms that restrict
women’s and participation, and
institutional cultures that resist change must
be confronted directly if efforts towards gender
equality are to be truly transformative. Equally
important is the use of special measures to redress
structural disadvantage and achieve equity in
outcomes.

autonomy

As highlighted in this chapter, Sri Lanka must
also prioritise transformative reforms in key
segments of governance that are foundational

to sustainable progress on gender equality.
These include the establishment of regular, well
resourced systems for collecting and analysing
gender data; the coordination and alignment
of state institutions working towards gender
equality; and the strengthening of public
financing for gender equality, particularly through
the institutionalisation of gender-responsive
budgeting. Such reforms are essential to ensure
that gender equality is not only a stated goal
but a measurable, resourced, and accountable
commitment within national development efforts.

The potential for reform in Sri Lanka is significant.
Women human rights defenders,
organisations, and community-based
across the country continue to bring vast expertise
and long-standing commitment to advancing
justice. Their understanding of community
dynamics and their ongoing work to challenge
inequality are vital assets for national progress.
A coordinated, inclusive approach that brings
together state institutions, development partners,
civil society, and community leaders can support
the kind of broad-based transformation needed to
dismantle gender inequality in Sri Lanka.

women'’s
activists

Currently, the country stands at a critical political-
economic juncture: with sustained investment,
bold political will, and strong collaborative action,
Sri Lanka has the opportunity to lead by example—
both in meeting its own constitutional and
international obligations and in reimagining what
inclusive, gender responsive governance can look
like in practice.



9.5 Recommendations

1. Promote gender equality as a national governance priority: Mainstream gender equality
across Sri Lanka’s governance system by strengthening coordination, resourcing, and
accountability mechanisms. Strengthen and reinforce the mandates of the Ministry
of Women and Child Affairs, the Women Parliamentarians’ Caucus, and the National
Commission on Women to ensure complementarity, joint planning, and structured
communication. Empower gender focal points and Women Development Officers with
authority and resources, and integrate them into core governance processes. Invest
in women'’s and marginalised groups’ leadership, address discriminatory norms, and
establish inclusive governance models that engage civil society. Introduce a transparent,
government-owned monitoring system using a national gender scorecard grounded in
data and lived experience to guide responsive and equitable policy reform.

2. Embed gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) in public finance systems: Recognise gender
equality as a public finance priority by legally mandating GRB across all ministries and
subnational institutions. Amend the Public Finance Management Act to include GRB
principles, establish leadership by the Ministry of Finance in collaboration with MoWCA,
and create inter-ministerial coordination committees and GRB focal points in each
ministry. Adopt a results-based budgeting model linking expenditures to measurable
gender outcomes, supported by gender-responsive indicators aligned with natioal and
international commitments. Ensure all budget proposals include costed gender analyses
and track impacts through robust monitoring, reporting, and sex-disaggregated
beneficiary data. Build the capacity of planning and budgeting officers through technical
training and guidance.

3. Strengthen evidence through a national gender statistics framework: Establish a
coordinated, well-financed framework for gender statistics to monitor institutional
progress, budget allocations, and policy impact. Begin with a diagnostic assessment of
data capacity, identify core gender equality indicators aligned with national priorities, and
integrate these into existing surveys and administrative systems through harmonised,
sex-disaggregated, and regularly updated data collection. Embed the framework within
the national statistics strategy to track progress on gender action plans, inform GRB,
and address data gaps in areas such as political participation, social norms, and the
gendered impacts of climate change and crises.
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ANNEX 1: WOMEN IN DECISION-
MAKING IN PROFESSIONAL
ASSOCIATIONS

Table 1: Number of women contesting parliamentary elections (2004-2020)

Year of Parliamentary Election Total candidates Male Female Percentage
of female
candidates (%)
2004 6,060 5,685 375 6.2
2010 7,680 7,223 457 6.0
2015 6,151 5,582 569 9.3
2020 7,452 6,561 891 12.0

Source: DCS, (2020d)

Table 2: Women in the decision-making roles of the justice sector

Institution Year of Year a woman was appointed to decision Gap in years
establishment making role
Sri Lanka Law College 1873 2015 (Principal) 142
Law teaching institutions 1947 1983 (Professor of Law) 36
1996 (Justice) 195
Supreme Court 1801
2010 (Chief Justice) 209
Attorney General 1884 2011 127
Silks at the Bar 1903 1983 80
Legal Draftsman’s Department 1927 2001 (Legal Draftsman) 74
Bar Association of Sri Lanka 1974 (a woman has not presided yet)

President’s Counsels

1983-2021 (12 women have been appointed
as President’s Counsels, and 130 men)

Source: (Samararatne, 2021)
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Table 3: Percentage of female officials in the Attorney General’s Department, 2021

Position Total Male Female Percentage of
female officials
(%)

Attorney General 1 1 0 0

Solicitor General 1 0 1 100

Senior Additional Solicitor General 2 1 1 50

Additional Solicitor General 14 11 3 21

Senior Deputy Solicitor General 7 6 1 14

Deputy Solicitor General 10 7 3 30

Senior State Counsellor 28 12 16 57

State Counsellor 133 61 72 54

Assistant State Counsel (Probation) 3 2 1 33

Senior State Attorney 1 0 1 100

State Attorney 4 0 4 100

Senior Assistant State Attorney 1 0 1 100

Assistant State Attorney 6 0 6 100

Junior Assistant State Attorney 11 0 11 100

Source: DCS (2021i)

Table 4: Percentage of female officials in the Legal Draftsman’s Department, 2021

Position Total Male Female Percentage of
female officials
(%)

Legal Draftsman 1 0 1 100

Additional Legal Draftsman 1 0 1 100

Deputy Legal Draftsman 3 1 2 67

Senior Assistant Legal Draftsman 0 0 0

Assistant Legal Draftsman 19 2 17 89

Source: (Government law officers by position, sex and year, 2021)

Table 5: Percentage of female in selected justice sector institutions

Institution Year(s) Total Male Female % of female
Law Commission 2025 21 17 4 19

Office on Missing Persons 2021 7 6 1 14

Office for Reparations 2025 5 3 2 40

Director General, Office for Reparations 2025 1 0 1 100

Source: Law Commission of Sri Lanka: Office for Reparations (2025)
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Table 6: Number of LLB students enrolled in selected public universities, 2023

University Total Male Female Percentage of
female students
(%)

University of Colombo 1,216 180 1,036 85

University of Jaffna 432 65 367 85

University of Peradeniya 317 30 287 91

Source: UGC (2023)

Table 7: Percentage of female cadre in the highest ranks of Sri Lanka Police, 2018-2021

Designation Percentage of female cardre (%)

2018 2019 2020 2021
Inspector General of Police/Senior Deputy Inspector General 0 0 95
of Police/Deputy Inspector General of Police
Senior Superintendent of Police 0 6.9 5.1 3.6
Superintendent of Police 5.5 1.8 2.5 0.9
Assistant Superintendent of Police 0.4 0.7 0.4 3.2

Source: Sri Lanka Police (DCS, 2021d)

Table 8: Percentage of female officers in the Department of Prisons, 2021

Rank Total Male Female Percentage of
female officers
(%)

Superintendent of Prisons 15 15 0 0

Assistant Superintendent of Prisons 13 13 0 0

Chief Jailor 28 28 0 0

Chief Rehabilitation Officer 4 3 1 25

Jailor 372 358 14 4

Rehabilitation Officer 114 95 19 17

Prison Sergent 731 705 26 4

Guard 3,549 3,098 451 13

Source: Police personnel by designation, sex and year (2019)
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Table 9: Percentage of women in decision-making positions in state universities, 2021

Position Total Male Female Percentage of
women (%)

Chancellors 17 17 0 0

Vice Chancellors 17 14 3 18

Registrars 17 13 4 24

Librarians 10 5 5 50

Deans 114 98 16 14

Heads of Departments 703 469 234 33

Source: Selected administrative positions in the state universities of Sri Lanka by sex and year (2021)
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ANNEX 2: HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Figure 1 - Population dynamics (2013-2024)
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Source: Department of Registrar General
Note: Numbers are provisional from 2018 to 2024

Figure 2 - Literacy rate in Sri Lanka by gender
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Table 1: Discharges and deaths in government hospitals related to nhon-communicable
diseases, 2018

Major non-communicable Disease Live dischargers Deaths

Male Female Male Female
Neoplasams 66,235 86,034 3,223 2,566
Endocrine (Diabetes) 42,162 50,656 365 344
Cardiovascular Diseases 194,661 179,300 8,983 7,126
Diseases of the Respiratory System 326,053 302,025 5,253 3,540

Source: Medical Statistics Unit - Ministry of Health (From DCS)

Table 2: Prevalence of mental health difficulties among women and men

Male Female
Wave 1 (2018-19)
Minimal 1,489 1,412
Mild 422 591
High 36 79
Wave 2 (2021-22)
Minimal 1,000 1,112
Mild 839 832
High 108 139

Source: Deivanayagam et al. (2024)

Table 3: STI Sexually transmitted infections (STI) diagnoses reported from STD clinics in

2023
Diagnosis Male Female Percentage of female
cases (%)
Genital herpes 1,335 1,742 56.61
Non-gono. infections 868 2,271 72.35
Genital warts 1,079 1,110 50.71
Syphilis 1,046 337 24.37
Gonorrhoea 927 201 17.82
Trichomoniasis 10 41 80.39
Other STls 467 155 24.92
Total STIs 5,732 5,857 50.54

Source: National STD/AIDS Control Programme (2023)
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Table 4: Number of reported people with HIV/AIDS

Year Percentage of females (%)
2010 36.4
2011 43.8
2012 35.5
2013 34.2
2014 26.8
2015 26.0
2016 24.5
2017 21.8
2018 18.3
2019 18.2

Source: National STD/AIDS Control Programme (2023)
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ANNEX 3: THE ECONOMY

Figure 1 - Employee percentage of major industries by gender
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Source: Labour Force Survey (DCS, 2020b, 2021g, 2022b, 2023a, 2024b)
Table 1: Employment status by sex in 2023
Employment Status Male Female Male Share Female Share
Employee 3,058,013 1,671,698 57.62 61.86
Employer 183,890 24,572 3.46 0.91
Own Account Worker 1,952,496 675,148 36.79 24.98
Contributing Family Worker 113,164 330,935 2.13 12.25
Total 5,307,563 2,702,354 100.00 100.00

Source: Population estimates calculated using sample weights in the Labour Force Survey (DCS, 2024a)
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