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The idea of spurring development by borrowing may seem paradoxical, 
because loan repayments can be a drag on spending in the future. Yet in 
developing countries, where tax revenues are dearer and aid access is 
limited, concessional loans and debt securities are a growing part of the mix.

Recently, the government insisted it will rescind an agreement for a 
$280 million loan to build a light rail connecting downtown Colombo to its 
Eastern suburbs. To walk away from a binding 
agreement, on an excuse that it costs too much, 
will have its own consequences. 

An LRT would have improved the lives of tens 
of thousands of people although a short term 
financial return would be difficult to generate. 
Costs and financial returns haven’t guided past 
decision-making. Consider the financial returns 
of the following projects which cost much more 
than the LRT that has been axed. Lotus Tower 
$104 million, Hambantota airport $210 million, 
the $26 million Suriyawewa cricket stadium, and the $15 million convention 
centre in Hambantota.  

There is a hierarchy in credit, and even in concessionary loans such 
a hierarchy exists. Our cover story discusses the concessional lending 
landscape. Rejecting a Japanese soft loan, with the most generous terms, 
to fund infrastructure with semi-soft or commercial credit sounds absurd. 
However, Sri Lanka seems determined to do just that.

Not all soft loans are 
comfortable
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BY BELLWETHER

An independent judiciary, a parliament that makes laws 
governed by the rules of natural justice and constitutional 
restraint prevent one person, or the overall state, from 
becoming too powerful: this is the key to freedom

CONSTITUTION
MAKING  IN SRI  LANKA:
HOW  THE POPULAR  VOTE  
DESTROYS FREEDOM
AND  PROSPERITY

THE PRICE SIGNAL

T H E  P R I C E  S I G N A L   |   B E L L W E T H E R
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In Sri Lanka when the elected ruling 
class tries to amend the constitution 
and amass greater power at the 
expense of individual freedom and 

the rule of law, a widely repeated excuse is 
that the U.S. has amended its constitution 
27 times.

"In the great five-star democracy of the 
U.S the constitution had been amended over 
27 times," a Sri Lanka minister said in 2010. 
"We have done much less." Since then the 
constitution has changed once more and the 
current administration is attempting the 20th 
amendment.

The same excuse was trotted out in 
September 2020 by another minister. He 
went further to claim that the constitution 
must change with the mandate of the people 
as their desires change with time and is 
reflected by the majority vote.

M A J O R I T Y RU L E
But freedom is not a passing fad or a fashion 
that can be subjugated by majority rule. 
Freedom is an enduring and inherent right, 
and the human struggle over centuries 
has been a work-in-progress to achieve it. 
If people are seduced by such propaganda 
and liberty is subjugated by majority rule or 
the popular vote (called democracy here, and 
fascism or illiberal democracy elsewhere), 
disaster follows.

The great economic and scientific 
advances made in Western Europe came 
from individual freedom, property rights, 
free thinking and the breakaway from the 
clutches of the church and the ruling class. Sri 
Lanka inherited a European style governing 
apparatus from the British complete with 
a standing army and police as well as a 
law-making parliament without having to 
struggle greatly or fight a war.

Representative democracy in Sri Lanka 
started with the Colebrook-Cameron reforms. 
While Cameron was a liberal jurist Colebrook 
is said to have drawn from utilitarian 
thinking. Sri Lanka achieved universal adult 
franchise without much of a struggle. Foreign 
liberals also ended slavery amid requests 
from natives to extend it by sixty years.

There is no assurance that independence from a foreign yoke 
(self-determination) will provide freedom. In many cases it had not 
happened as just rule of law was usurped to levels worse than under 
foreign rule. There is no assurance that majority rule will ensure 
freedom or equality, either in Sri Lanka or elsewhere. Unless the 
citizenry is careful, the rulers will steal liberties.

"..[I]t should never be forgotten that majorities are no less 
exposed to error and frustration than kings and dictators," wrote 
economist and philosopher Ludwig von Mises, who watched voters 
turn democracies into fascist nationalist dictatorships, which 
made many including himself flee to a free country. "That a fact is 
deemed true by the majority does not prove its truth. That a policy 
is deemed expedient by the majority does not prove its expediency. 
The individuals who form the majority are not gods, and their joint 
conclusions are not necessarily godlike."

If a person believes in individual freedom and equality and 
succeeds in convincing fellow citizens, freedom and happiness 
and economic prosperity, can be achieved. If he believes in his 
superiority over his fellows (chauvinism) due to his religion or 
language and succeeds in convincing his fellow beings to give them 
legal effect (nationalism), then hate, minority oppression and war 
is the result.

In the US the 
overwhelming majority 
of constitutional 
amendments were to 
enhance freedoms, not 
to take them away from 
citizens and give them to 
the state and rulers.

T H E  P R I C E  S I G N A L   |   B E L L W E T H E R
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September 25, 1789 

September 25, 1789 

September 25, 1789 

September 25, 1789 

September 25, 1789 

September 25, 1789 

December 15, 1791 

December 15, 1791 

December 15, 1791 

December 15, 1791 

December 15, 1791 

December 15, 1791 

1st (12) Protects freedom of religion, freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom 
of assembly and the right to petition the government. 

September 25, 1789 December 15, 1791 2 years, 81 days

2 years, 81 days

2 years, 81 days

2 years, 81 days

2 years, 81 days

2 years, 81 days

2 years, 81 days

Restricts the quartering of soldiers in private homes

Prohibits unreasonable searches and seizures and sets out requirements for search 
warrants based on probable cause 

Protects the right to a speedy public trial by jury, to notification of criminal accusa-
tions, to confront the accuser, to obtain witnesses and to retain counsel 

Provides for the right to a jury trial in civil lawsuits 

Prohibits excessive fines and excessive bail, as well as cruel and unusual 
punishment 

September 25, 1789 December 15, 1791 2 years, 81 daysProtects the right to keep and bear arms 2nd (13)

3rd (14)

4th (15)

6th (17)

7th (18)

8th (19)

NO SUBJECT RATIFICATION (10)
(11) PROPOSED

COMPLETED TIME SPAN

The constitutional amendments in the U.S. were aimed at improving citizens’ liberties, contrary to what Sri Lanka’s lawmakers believe
THE PATH TO FREEDOM

States that rights not enumerated in the Constitution are retained by 
the people 

9th (20)

September 25, 1789 

March 4, 1794 

June 13, 1866 

February 26, 1869

July 12, 1909

January 31, 1865 

December 9, 1803 

December 15, 1791 

June 15, 1804 

February 7, 1795 

December 6, 1865 

July 9, 1868

February 3, 1870

February 3, 1913

2 years, 81 days

340 days

309 days

2 years, 26 days

342 days

3 years, 206 days 

189 days

States that the federal government possesses only those powers delegated, or 
enumerated, to it through the Constitution 

Makes states immune from suits from out-of-state citizens and foreigners not 
living within the state borders; lays the foundation for state sovereign immunity 

Revises presidential election procedures by having the president and 
vice president elected together as opposed to the vice president being the run-
ner up in the presidential election 

Abolishes slavery, and involuntary servitude, except as punishment for a crime 

Defines citizenship, contains the Privileges or Immunities Clause, the Due Process 
Clause, and the Equal Protection Clause, and deals with post–Civil War issues 

Prohibits the denial of the right to vote based on race, color or previous condition 
of servitude 

Permits Congress to levy an income tax without apportioning it among the 
various states or basing it on the United States Census 

11th

12th

13th

14th

15th

16th

10th (21)

May 13,  1912

December 18, 1917

June 4, 1919

March 2, 1932

February 20, 1933

March 21, 1947

December 5, 1933

February 27, 1951

288 days

3 years, 343 days

January 23, 1933 327 days

January 16, 1919

August 18, 1920

1 year, 29 days

1 year, 75 days

April 8, 1913 330 daysEstablishes the direct election of United States senators by popular vote 

Prohibited the manufacturing or sale of alcohol within the United States

Prohibits the denial of the right to vote based on sex 

Repeals the 18th Amendment and makes it a federal offense to transport or import 
intoxicating liquors into U.S. states and territories where such is prohibited by law 

Limits the number of times a person can be elected President. 

Changes the date on which the terms of the president and vice president and of 
members of Congress end and begin (to January 20 and January 3 respectively). 
States that if the president-elect becomes vacant, the vice president-elect is 
inaugurated as president in their place. 

17th

18th

19th

20th

21st(22)

22nd(23)

June 16, 1960 

September 14, 1962

March 29, 1961

January 23, 1964

286 days

1 year, 131 days

Grants the District of Columbia electors in the Electoral College 

Prohibits the revocation of voting rights due to the non-payment of a poll tax or 
any other tax 

24th

23rd(24)

September 25, 1789 December 15, 1791 2 years, 81 daysSets out rules for indictment by grand jury and eminent domain, protects the right 
to due process, and prohibits self-incrimination and double jeopardy 

5th (16)

T H E  P R I C E  S I G N A L   |   B E L L W E T H E R
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T H E U. S.  A M E N D M E N T S
The false claims made about the U.S. constitution 
by Sri Lankan politicians can be easily debunked. 
In the U.S. the overwhelming majority of 
constitutional amendments were to enhance 
freedoms, not to take them away from citizens 
and give them to the state and rulers. The first 
ten enacted in 1789 are called the bill of rights. 
It protects the freedom of religion, freedom of 
speech, halts unreasonable search, instituted 
search warrants, and right to a trial by jury. 
The 13th abolished slavery; the 15th prohibited 
the denial of the vote based on race, colour or 
previous condition of servitude.

When Western liberals set up constitutions 
they were based on two principles; restrain 
the state and give absolute guarantees of 
equality.  But Sri Lanka's 1978 constitution 
went in the opposite direction. In the U.S. 
only a few amendments expanded the state’s 
controls and reduced freedoms. One was the 
federal income tax code (16th) and another 
on prohibition (18th) which led to smuggling 
and illicit alcohol. The 21st repealed the 18th. 
Unfortunately, the income tax code is still there.                                                                                                                   
The founding fathers of the U.S. went to great 
lengths to make sure that democracy (popular 
vote/majoritarianism) did not subjugate the 
freedoms of the people.

“Most people, including most Americans, 
would be surprised to learn that the word 
“democracy” does not appear in the Declaration 
of Independence (1776) nor in the Constitution 
of the United States of America (1789)," wrote 
economist Steve Hanke (On Democracy Versus 
Liberty/2011).

"They would also be shocked to learn the 
reason for the absence of the word democracy in 

the founding documents of the U.S.A. Contrary to what propaganda 
has led the public to believe, America’s Founding Fathers were 
sceptical and anxious about democracy. "They were aware of the 
evils that accompany a tyranny of the majority. The Framers of 
the Constitution went to great lengths to ensure that the federal 
government was not based on the will of the majority and was 
not, therefore, democratic.

"The Constitution was designed to further the cause of liberty, 
not democracy. To do that, the Constitution protected individuals’ 
rights from the government, as well as from their fellow citizens. 
To that end, the Constitution laid down clear, unequivocal and 
enforceable rules to protect individuals’ rights. In consequence, 
the government’s scope and scale were strictly limited. Economic 
liberty, which is a precondition for growth and prosperity, was 
enshrined in the Constitution."

The U.S. Congress has two houses. A Senate was set up as a 
separate independent house, not an upper house. Each State has 
two members in it regardless of the population. The House of 
Representatives is majoritarian based on population. But it cannot 
pass laws by itself. A bill also has to pass in the Senate. Ministers 
are also not elected. Sometimes experts from the opposite camp 
are appointed as ministers.  The President is also elected by an 
Electoral College. The Electoral College was supposed to vote for 
the most reasonable candidate in case an illiberal loose cannon like 
Donald Trump was elected in the heat of electioneering. 

Unpledged electors were supposed to make a reasoned 
judgment. But in the intervening years, many states brought laws 
to compel the electors to pledge their votes and block so-called 
faithless electors. There were attempts to get electors to break ranks 
to stop Donald Trump, a nationalist, but it failed to get ground. 
Nor are judges elected. The President cannot appoint the judges 
unchecked either.

U N I T E D K I N G D O M
The United Kingdom, essentially a Federal State composed of 
England, Scotland and Northern Ireland, does not have a (codified) 
constitution. It survives because the U.K., along with France, was 
a country where liberal thinking originated and the ideology has 

July 6, 1965

March 23, 1971

September 25, 1789

February 10, 1967

July 1, 1971

May 5, 1992

1 year, 219 days

100 days

202 years,
223 days

Addresses succession to the presidency and establishes procedures both for 
filling a vacancy in the office of the vice president and responding to presidential 
disabilities 

Prohibits the denial of the right of US citizens eighteen years of age or older to 
vote on account of age 

Delays laws affecting Congressional salary from taking effect until after the next 
election of representatives 

25th

26th

27th

T H E  P R I C E  S I G N A L   |   B E L L W E T H E R
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not been effectively defeated by nationalists or socialists.
The UK has true parliamentary supremacy. Basically, any law can 

be passed with a simple majority. A constitution on the other hand 
seeks to make the individual supreme or sovereign. The reason two 
thirds (or higher majority) is usually required is to stop passing fads 
or the popular vote from taking away enshrined freedoms.

However, any elected leader is susceptible to fascist nationalism. 
And England had not been an exception. Oliver Cromwell, who 
defeated the King’s Army and created the concept of a Parliament's 
army, made England a Republic. But it did not bring freedom to all. 
All that came much later. Cromwell persecuted Catholics.  A group of 
constitutionalists were executed. After his death, however, Cromwell 
was exhumed and beheaded. Eventually, due to the work of liberals, 
religious emancipation, free trade was established. There has also 
been a resurgence of nationalism in the Brexit era.

C E N T R A L A N D E A ST E R N E U RO P E
When Western liberal thought ended monarchic rule, broke up empires 
bloodlessly and republics emerged with universal franchise, it was 
not expected that elected dictatorships which treated people worse 
than the old feudal rulers ever did, would emerge. But it was the 
unfortunate consequence in countries where the popular vote was 
imported and transplanted. It happened in Asia and Africa as the 
popular vote came to multi-religious, multi-ethnic newly created 
nation-states in the 20th century. 

But it first happened in Europe in the 19th century. The popular 
vote backfired terribly in Central and Eastern Europe, where new 
nation-states were set up after the break-up of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire. The worst authoritarian dictatorship emerged in Germany 
after the socialist policies and currency depreciation led to a severe 
economic collapse during the period of the Weimar Republic, and 
people called for a strong decisive leader.

It is said that Cromwell carried out ethnic cleansing against Irish 
Catholics. But Hitler did it on a vast scale not seen in the history of 
humankind with an organized state apparatus. However, in many 
countries in the region, liberal philosophy was weak and nationalist 
hate and ethnoreligious fascism triumphed. It was no accident that 
the armies of Hungary and Romania fought alongside that of Hitler.

STAT E  I N T E RV E N T I O N  A N D  U N D E R M I N I N G  O F  RU L E 
O F L AW
Economist and philosopher Frederick von Hayek who also saw fascism 
rising during lifetime points out that the roots of post-monarchical 
totalitarianism and attacks on individual freedom and liberty in 
Europe lay with socialist planning, which undermined rule of law 
and equality.

"It is significant that this abandonment of liberalism, whether 
expressed as socialism in its more radical form or merely as 
‘organization’ or ‘planning’, was perfected in Germany," von Hayek 
wrote in Road to Serfdom. "The Germans, long before the Nazis, were 

attacking liberalism and democracy, capitalism 
and individualism. Long before the Nazis, too, 
the German and Italian socialists were using 
techniques of which the Nazis and fascists later 
made effective use."

Planning forces governments to make 
decisions favouring one group of individuals or 
companies and discriminate the rest. "When the 
government has to decide how many pigs are to 
be raised or how many buses are to run, which 
coal-mines are to operate, or at what prices 
shoes are to be sold, these decisions cannot be 
settled for long periods in advance," Hayek says. 

"They depend inevitably on the 
circumstances of the moment, and in making 
such decisions it will always be necessary to 
balance, one against the other, the interests 
of various persons and groups. In the end, 
somebody’s views will have to decide whose 
interests are more important, and these views 
must become part of the law of the land. Hence 
the familiar fact that the more the state ‘plans’, 
the more difficult planning becomes for the 
individual. The difference between the two kinds 
of rulership is important. It is the same as that 
between providing signposts and commanding 
people which road to take."

Donald Trump's executive orders today 

A ruling class will 
hoodwink the public by 
pushing concepts such 
as state sovereignty and 
parliamentary supremacy
or the general worship
of the state

T H E  P R I C E  S I G N A L   |   B E L L W E T H E R
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by-passing the Congress of the founding fathers, 
that have triggered widespread turmoil and court 
battles stems from a piece of legislation passed 
by the New Deal semi-socialist interventionists 
in the Franklin Roosevelt administration.

"In 1937 and 1938 Roosevelt’s attempt to 
reorganize the executive branch of government 
seemed to many of his opponents still another 
attempt on the part of a would-be dictator “to 
subvert democratic institutions” by “importing 
European totalitarianism into the United States," 
explains economist Robert Higgs (Regime 
Uncertainty Why the Great Depression Lasted 
So Long and Why Prosperity Resumed after the 
War).

"After the House of Representatives defeated 
the president’s reorganization bill in 1938, FDR 
introduced a watered-down replacement in 
1939, which gained quick enactment."

The regime uncertainty (policy shifts and 
interventions that disturbs investment planning) 
that followed then delayed the recovery from 
the Great Depression. 

Sri Lanka's flawed constitution was also 
enacted following the 1970s closed economy 
and exchange and trade controls, which came 
from a bad central bank as well as the U.S. Fed's 
money printing that led to the collapse of the 
Bretton Woods system of soft-pegs in 1971. All 
modern currency crises are state failures. Sri 
Lanka's current administration is also pointing 
to the economic slowdown from two currency 
crises from 2015 to 2019 as a reason for needing 
a powerful presidency. 

A ruling class will hoodwink the public by 
pushing concepts such as state sovereignty 
and parliamentary supremacy or the general 
worship of the state (or ‘statolatry’) as opposed 
to the concept of supremacy or the sovereignty 
of the individual. They will not admit to state 
failure, which is what the Great Depression, 
Great Recession and the 1970s economic closure 
is. The state failure then leads to an expansion 
of state agencies and interventions.

T H R E AT O F V I O L E N C E
States and criminal gangs operate on the same 
principle: the threat and use of violence. As a 
result, the danger of any modern state turning 
into a fascist dictatorship is high. 

"The state is, if properly administered, the foundation of society, 
of human cooperation and civilization," explains Mises. It is the most 
beneficial and most useful instrument in the endeavours of man to 
promote human happiness and welfare. But it is a tool and a means 
only, not the ultimate goal. It is not God. It is simply compulsion 
and coercion; it is the police power.

"It has been necessary to dwell upon these truisms because the 
mythologies and metaphysics of etatism have succeeded in wrapping 
them in mystery. The state is a human institution, not a superhuman 
being. He who says ‘state’ means coercion and compulsion. 

“He who says: There should be a law concerning this matter, 
means: The armed men of the government should force people to 
do what they do not want to do, or not to do what they like. He who 
says: This law should be better enforced, means: The police should 
force people to obey this law. He who says: The state is God, deifies 
arms and prisons. The worship of the state is the worship of force. 

"There is no more dangerous menace to civilization than a 
government of incompetent, corrupt, or vile men. The worst 
evils which mankind ever had to endure were inflicted by bad 
governments. The state can be and has often been in the course 
of history the main source of mischief and disaster. The apparatus 
of compulsion and coercion is always operated by mortal men. 
It has happened time and again that rulers have excelled their 
contemporaries and fellow citizens both in competence and in 
fairness."

To compel the state to work for the benefit of the citizens instead 
of the supreme rulers or the ruling class, effective constitutional 
restraint is needed. In Western Europe and North America, citizens 
got freedom despite having a heavily armed state, through the belief 
in key values and full awareness of the danger and nature of a 
European style nation-state.

"These virtues were independence and self-reliance, individual 
initiative and local responsibility, the successful reliance on voluntary 
activity, non-interference with one’s neighbour and tolerance of the 
different, and a healthy suspicion of power and authority," Hayek 
says.

Freedom comes from the rule of law. The independence of the 
judiciary and the general underlying rules of natural justice in 
lawmaking in the parliament and constitutional restraint in not 
giving power to one person or the state overall is the key to freedom.

Many parliaments however make unjust laws that violate the 
principles of natural justice and equality, which are discriminatory 
regulations.

"By giving the government unlimited powers the most arbitrary 
rule can be made legal, and in this way, a democracy may set up 
the most complete despotism imaginable," Hayek says. "The Rule of 
Law was consciously evolved only during the liberal age and is one 
of its greatest achievements. It is the legal embodiment of freedom. 
"As Immanuel Kant put it, ‘Man is free if he needs obey no person 
but solely the laws." 

T H E  P R I C E  S I G N A L   |   B E L L W E T H E R
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New motor vehicle registrations have been declin-
ing since 2018 due to measures to conserve forex 
reserves

A U T O  I N S U R E R S 
H I T  B Y
C O V I D  V I R U S

The ban on auto imports to conserve foreign 
currency reserves as the economy suffers 
from the COVID-19 pandemic is hurting the 
intensely competitive motor insurance in-
dustry, Fitch Ratings said.
"Price competition among non-life insurers in 

Sri Lanka is likely to intensify as a ban on auto imports and 
an economic downturn hinder premium growth," Fitch Rat-
ings said in a September 2020 report. It has estimated a 1.3% 

economic contraction for the year. 
Sri Lanka is yet to recover from a near 

two-month lockdown in March to contain 
the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Weak-
ened export markets, falling remittanc-
es and travel restrictions wiping out the 
tourism industry have combined to hit the 
country's U.S. dollar reserves. 

The government banned imports of 
non-essentials including autos to preserve 
greenback reserves held by the Central 
Bank to pay for essential imports like oil 
and debt servicing. 

Registration of new motor vehicles from 
January to August 2020 has declined 30% 
from a year ago to 177,484 according to the 
Central Bank. The decline is 48% from two 
years earlier due to import restrictions af-
ter the 2019 Easter terror attacks combined 
with the COVID-19 pandemic (see Chart 1).

For auto insurers, new business premi-
ums from motor insurance will contract 
in 2020. With the government expected to 
continue with the ban, Fitch Ratings says 
that the release of limited new-vehicle 
stocks into the market will be insufficient 
to offset the contraction in new business 
premiums. 

"Also, some policyholders are switch-
ing to third-party insurance from compre-
hensive coverage and allowing policies to 
lapse due to the economic stress caused by 
the coronavirus pandemic, which will im-
pede non-life insurers' business growth," 
the rating agency said.
Auto insurance accounts for around 60% of 
the industry's non-life business. Total non-
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life premiums and premiums from motor insurance fell by 
8% and 4% from a year earlier during the first half of 2020.

Policymakers have recently indicated that this ban may 
continue at least over the near term given the economic 
stress caused by the pandemic, Fitch said. Foreign currency 
reserves have been declining from 2018 highs (see Chart 2).
"The sluggish market growth will exacerbate competition 
among insurers. Underwriting profitability in Sri Lanka's 
non-life industry is declining due to by high price competi-
tion and the industry's combined ratio has been above 100% 
in recent years," Fitch said.

It expects the industry claims ratio for non-motor lines 
to remain high until insurers achieve meaningful growth in 
the non-motor premium base. The three-year average claims 

Fitch expects non-life insur-
ers will expedite their expan-
sion into non-motor business 
lines to counter the impact 

Jan

5,000

15,000
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Chart 2

Offcial forex reserves ($M)-the COVID impact

2018 2019 2020

Source: Central Bank

ratio for non-motor lines was 77%, higher than the 
61% for auto insurance, which is generally aided by 
benefits from economies of scale.

Fitch expects the constrained top-line growth, po-
tential amplification of price competition and lower 
investment returns to put pressure on non-life in-
surers' earnings. However, the temporary reduction 
in claims during the lockdown period, particularly 
from motor insurance will provide some small relief.
"Insurers' regulatory capital positions could also 
come under pressure from potential stress in earn-
ings, although the impact may be partly offset by 
a possible reduction in liability-risk capital charges 
from lower motor claims and the insurance regula-
tor's (IRCSL) direction to insurers to suspend divi-
dend distributions until further notice. 

"The non-life industry had satisfactory capital 

buffers, with an average risk-based capital ratio of 
238% at end-June 2020, above the 120% regulatory 
minimum," Fitch said.

Fitch expects non-life insurers will expedite their 
expansion into non-motor business lines to counter 
the impact from lower motor insurance sales. 

"Some insurers already target to increase busi-
ness exposure to non-motor lines, such as the fire, 
property, health and micro-insurance classes. How-
ever, we believe that the expansion will only partly 
offset the premium loss from motor insurance.

"Insurers' expansion into non-motor lines will 
likely be gradual given the weaker economic envi-
ronment, which could keep the near-term demand 
for less-essential insurance products in check. 
Non-motor insurance lines' contribution to industry 
non-life gross premiums rose marginally to 41% in 
2019 from 38% in 2016."

Chart 1

Source: Central Bank
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he importance of small businesses to an econ-
omy can never be overstated: Sri Lanka's micro, 
small and medium enterprises (MSMEs, or small 
businesses for this article) account for 90% of 
all businesses in the country, employs 45% of 
the workforce and contributes 52% to the gross 
domestic product. But small businesses are also 
the hardest hit during an economic downturn.

Sri Lanka’s recovery from COVID-19 will be slow, and it also depends 
on how fast small businesses can be revived, argues Kithmina Hewage, 
a Research Economist at the Institute of Policy Studies, a think tank.

"While managing a narrow fiscal space, Sri Lanka should look 
towards complementing its traditional fiscal and monetary policy 
measures with other measures that support small businesses to be 
more competitive in a post-pandemic world," he wrote in an IPS blog 
post titled 'Protecting Sri Lankan MSMEs During a Pandemic: A Need 
for Innovative Solutions'.

"The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified the traditional vulnerabil-
ities among MSMEs, such as low levels of savings, assets, and inven-

T

Sri Lanka's post-covid economic 
revival will depend on how fast 
small business can bounce back. 
Can the government do more 
to help struggling businesses 
survive the pandemic?

OUT OF 
THE BOX 
STIMULUS

tories, consequently creating a unique set of asso-
ciated policy challenges," Hewage says. "However, 
any policy measures in response have to account 
for Sri Lanka’s narrow fiscal space and concerning 
macroeconomic fundamentals," he suggests.

"During the past five months, lockdowns, border 
closures, and social distancing regulations have all 
led to a sudden and significant fall in income for 
MSMEs. With little liquidity in reserve, therefore, 
firms are struggling to survive without downsizing, 
laying off workers, and in some instances, completely 
shutting down operations.

"Disruptive impacts of COVID-19 on economic 
activities, especially in vulnerable sectors such as 
tourism, have led to Sri Lanka’s highest unemploy-
ment rate in a decade".

Small businesses are desperate for cash to survive 
the COVID-19 economic shock, but Sri Lanka has 
limited fiscal manoeuvrability to provide a mean-
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Limited fiscal and monetary policy space has sapped the government’s 
COVID-19 economic stimulus 

Source: World Bank, IPS

Chart 1

ingful relief package compared to its peers in the region (see Chart 1).
The policy response thus far has been largely restricted to monetary 

policy and debt finance instruments, in the form of debt moratoriums 
and loan guarantee schemes to cover working capital. 

While loan guarantee schemes have increased the level of liquidity 
within the banking system structural limitations have reduced the 
benefits to small businesses, Hewage points out. 

"Given the current economic uncertainty and the high probabil-
ity of loan defaults, banks are rightly risk-averse in approving loan 
disbursements. Unfortunately, small businesses tend to have worse 
credit histories that affect their risk assessments and have limited 
access to these new working capital loans," he said.

Hewage is proposing a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV) by way of a 
temporary public entity tasked with the specific purpose of facilitating 
small business working capital loans. Risk can be shared by lending 
banks and a central bank-backed SPV. "This will reduce the fiscal 
burden on the government that gets accrued through direct fiscal 
spending while preserving central bank independence and banking 
sector stability".

Beyond monetary policy and fiscal policy measures, there are other 
things a government can do to support small businesses survive the 
pandemic without incurring significant fiscal costs.

For instance, Greece launched a digital solidarity initiative, a plat-
form where large tech corporations provide free online marketing and 

account management train-
ing to small business owners. 

"This will help reduce 
operational costs, increase 
efficiency, and transition 
onto e-commerce and digi-
tal platforms to mitigate the 
effects of lockdowns. In this 
instance, the government 
becomes a conduit, without 
incurring a cost, which in 
turn facilitates stronger sup-
ply chain linkages between 
small and larger businesses," 
Hewage notes.

"Well-targeted wage sub-
sidies can also help small 
businesses. In Nepal, the gov-
ernment subsidises a portion 
of employer contributions to 
employee superannuation 

funds. Even though it is a small proportion of 
the total wage, such a subsidy provides valuable 
relief to MSMEs and mitigates some job losses," 
Hewage suggests. 

However, for this to work, Sri Lanka will need 
a database of small businesses, but this won't be 
easy. Many small businesses operate in the infor-
mal sector and are even outside the tax net either 
because their incomes don't meet the taxable 
threshold, or they're simply dodging the taxman. 

"Measures that develop domestic supply chain 
links to facilitate greater innovation and value 
addition are more effective than protectionist 
policies and import restrictions. Small businesses 
tend to operate on thin profit margins and import 
restrictions price out or completely shut out firms 
from accessing vital raw materials," Hewage says. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and its resultant eco-
nomic upheaval is a uniquely 21st-century prob-
lem, he argues, deeply intertwined with public 
health, global supply chains, and a growing digital 
economy. "It requires a shift away from archaic 
1970s policies and a greater focus on innovative 
solutions," Hewage says. 

Small Business Relief

Employment Support

Tax

Business Costs

Demand

Business Climate

Business Advice

Other (Regulatory)

Debt Finance
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OPEN GOVERNMENT 
DATA: WHY IT MATTERS 
AND WHERE TO START
What citizens expect of democracies is growing. These days they 
expect to have access to government data

BY SHAMINDRA KULAMANNAGE

A G E N D A
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Organisation Type of data 
available

Availability of
Sri Lanka's
trade data

No. of countries 
that provide 
data up to 2019

Annual/ Monthly

Annual

Annual

United Nations

World Bank

2017/ Feb 2012 59 / 96

59

96

2017

2017
International 
Trade Centre

Source: Veritè Research

Sri Lanka’s Customs Department’s infamy for corruption 
is long-running. A recent news report highlighted police 
filing criminal action in cases involving seven Customs 
officers suspected to have obtained billions of rupees 
illegally.

 According to the report, several of these prosecutions are a result 
of Customs officers allegedly sneaking out detained goods or stuff 
earmarked for re-export. Corruption is only one of the problems 
afflicting the department.

 Another is a perverse rewards system that benefits Sri Lanka 
Customs employees at the expense of everyone else.

 State departments, such as Sri Lanka Customs, are taxpayer-
funded and should be serving the interest of the citizens. However, 
the over 150-year-old Customs Ordinance (enacted in 1869), the law 
that governs Sri Lanka Customs, has several provisions that serve 
the interests of its officers ahead of the public.

 Section 127 of the Customs Ordinance grants power to Customs 
officers to arrest any individual who is ‘under suspicion of commission 
of an offence’. The officer conducting the investigation can file a 
B-report before the magistrate and have a suspect remanded.

 Court then has no jurisdiction to grant bail to a suspect, although 
a magistrate will remand a suspect based on the B-report outlining 
the evidence that customs department files. The enquiring Customs 
officer, who frames the charges has power to pass judgment and 
determine the penalty.

 An officer can impose a penalty up to three times the value 
of the duties and levies deemed to have not been paid or evaded 
of which the officer is automatically entitled to claim a third, as a 
reward. Greater the penalty the higher the reward for the officer 
imposing the penalty.

 When a Customs officer has personal financial gain from a 
judgement he delivers, expecting justice is unrealistic.

O P E N  D A T A

Outdated DATA
International databases that provide free online access to trade data

Chart 1
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 In some countries, the obstacle for more open data 
is that the ethos of democracy, the rule of law, and 
transparency rules like a Freedom of Information act, 
are unavailable or not well established.  

 Despite this, the culture of secrecy is changing. 
Many countries are moving towards more transparency 
in government and realization is growing that opening 
access to data can achieve policy aims more effectively. 
Rich countries have mostly opened access to government 
data and emerging markets are now coming around to 
the idea.

 Reliable, irreversible and real-time access to 
government data has spawned startups. These businesses 
are using the open access to transport timetables, property 
tax records, weather reports and pollution readings to 
build products. In this way, data allows governments to 
serve citizens better and power innovative new businesses.

 In making the case for open data in Sri Lanka, Verité 
Research highlights the potential for free online access to 
the Customs Department collected trade data.

 Customs is the only agency with access to detailed 
trade data, both import and export, although several other 
government departments also deal with trade, for instance 
like the Export Development Board.

2013

2013

2014

2014

2015

2015

Regional laggard

Comparison of monthly data availability on the UN COMTRADE platform:
South Asian countries

* Monthly data not available for other South Asian countries

Source: UN COMTRADE

2012

2012

2016

2016

2018

2018

2019

2019

2017

2017

Comparison of yearly data availability on the UN COMTRADE platform: 
South Asian countries

 Not all perverse incentives for customs 
officers’ stem from laws the governing enacted 
a century and a half ago.

 In 2004, the Ministry of Finance approved 
incentives for Sri Lanka Customs, allowing 
officers to receive 60% of income from the sale of 
trade data. In 2017, Customs earned Rs8.6 million 
from the sale of import and export statistics, 60% 
of which, or Rs5.16 million, would have been 
distributed among officers involved.

 Sri Lanka Customs accentuates several 
familiar problems at government institutions. One 
such common but poorly understood problem 
is how government agencies treat data as their 
exclusive preserve.

 Open access to data collected by government 
agencies ensures higher returns for the 
investment made by public authorities, using 
public funds to collect the data, highlights 
Verité Research, a public policy think tank. In a 
policy note, Verité highlights data collected by 
government agencies is often ‘non-rival’; meaning 
it can be used by many at once for different 
purposes without diminishing its value. Second, 
it says, greater usage creates greater value similar 
to an investment in tangible goods; greater usage 
determines the return on investment.

 Open access to government data is now one 
of the most vibrant and promising areas of public 
policy. In addition to enabling evidence-based 
policy making, other users of data like the private 
sector, research outfits and academia will also 
benefit.  

To succeed, a nation must be adept at 
managing information. From imposing 
taxes, enforcing laws, to raising an army 

for war, all rely on a nation's ability to manage 
information. Data collected by government 
agencies is a public good.

 A government is a huge data generator, 
collector and also user. It generates data about 
tax, the economy and everything else from 
regulations to licenses. It also records data about 
birth, marriage and death and many other events 
in the lives of citizens. It then uses this data to 
formulate policy and inform decision making.

 Government departments tend to keep data 
tightly locked, sometimes making it difficult for 
even other state agencies to access it.

A G E N D A

Chart 2



  OCTOBER 2020  ECHELON.LK   29

 Traded products are identified by an 
international classification referred to as the HS 
Code, an eight digit number, which disaggregates 
the data to a high level. Yearly and monthly 
trade data in CSV-file, a format readable by 
computers, will impact three stakeholders. The 
first are policymakers and trade strategy setters, 
the second are businesses which will want to 
identify opportunities, and the third are foreign 
buyers and potential investors.

 Countries are also providing their trade data 
to international agencies which in turn provide 
free online access to these numbers. Businesses, 
investors, policymakers and researches use these 
databases. Countries with up to date data benefit 
from greater trade and investment.

 However, analysis by Verité Research finds 
Sri Lanka lags the world and the region in its data 
transparency (see chart 1 and 2).

Sri Lanka’s trade data on international 
databases are more outdated than those of 
Afghanistan, the Maldives, India and Pakistan. 
Of South Asian countries only Bhutan’s and 
Bangladesh’s data are more out of date than Sri 
Lanka’s.

 Some data, like trade statistics, are useful 
in aggregate. Exporters researching potential 
markets refer to trade data to assess the potential 
market size, identify untapped ones and assess 
the level of competition.

 Imports are a critical source of Inputs to 
domestic production and the ability of producers, 
by referring trade statistics, to evaluate sources 
of imports, their prices and quantities will be 
important for businesses.

 In the region, India has led data transparency. 
India’s Ministry of Statistics and Programme 
Implementation in a 2019 memo on the free 
online access to microdata observed that “Official 
statistics are key inputs for decision making and 
policy intervention and become public assets 
for conducting research both in the public and 
private sphere. Recognizing the potential of 
data, the Ministry of Statistics and Program 
Implementation, the Government of India, has 
decided to provide free of costs, single-point 
access and support to microdata of census and 
surveys conducted by the Ministry to students/
researchers/institutes in India and abroad through 
its National Repository from 1st April 2019”. 

O P E N  D A T A

“RTI, mandates government agencies to 
proactively disclose information relating 
to available data and its accessibility to 
the general public including the fees to be 
charged if these publications are sold.”

Source: Veritè Research

Right to information
Regulation number 20 – Right to Information Act

Chart 3

Verité identifies four key challenges in Sri Lanka 
Customs’ data dissemination policy, one of which is 
the incentive structure in place for Customs officers 

which acts as a disincentive to provide free online access 
to data.

 Second, to even obtain data at a fee, the Customs website 
does not reveal what data is available and how to get about 
filing a request to obtain it. No details are available about 
price, the time taken to provide the data and who to contact. 
Not disclosing information about available data and how the 
public can access it, is a violation of regulations in the Sri 
Lanka’s Right to Information Act (Chart 3).

When an organisation or person does contact Sri Lanka 
Customs for trade data by visiting their offices, the data is not 
free. This is the third challenge. A month’s Customs returns cost 
Rs20,000 at least and import or export statistics for just one 
month for any one country costs between Rs9,000 to Rs13,000. 

 Timeliness also matters. The fourth challenge is that data 
cannot be accessed online and payments cannot be made 
online. For a resident, a visit to the Sri Lanka Customs office 
to request and pay for trade data, will be inconvenient. For 
anyone from overseas that process would be a deal-breaker.

 For potential investors scouting opportunities or foreign 
buyers scoping suppliers, limiting trade data access impairs 
their ability to make informed decisions, while other countries 
are proactively making such statistics available online.

 The Customs Department is only one example albeit a 
critical one.

 Government’s may fear releasing more information about 
the goings-on will highlight their own shortcomings. There 
are also questions about how the data should be processed 
instead of supplied raw and how it can be displayed.

 The challenges with data will differ from one department 
to another. However, for a government willing to kick start 
the process, there is possibly no better and or impactful place 
to start than Sri Lanka Customs. 
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great to see the state giving importance to flora that has a sub 
decimal economic value, even with nearly one out of every three 
in Sri Lankan workforce depend either directly or indirectly on 
agriculture.

In that backdrop, it would be interesting to consider the eco-
nomics of these 17 trees, palms and plants. Each has its own sto-
ry. This is an attempt to explore five selected species of flora. The 
selections explore ones that may appear trivial. Together they 
may form an interesting tale.  

Areca nut or puvak (Areca Catechu)
Two centuries ago areca nuts were then Ceylon’s fourth largest 
export, following coffee, coconuts and cinnamon. In 1840 Ceylon 
exported £12,700 worth of areca nuts – or 4% of all exports. (The 
other key exports of the same year were coffee £197,400, coco-
nut £29,300, cinnamon £28,800 and – another surprise – arrack 

Rough note from a botanist’s 
diary. That is what one may mis-
take the list of brand new state 
ministerial portfolios to be. There 
are ministers with responsibility 

for seventeen types of trees, palms and plants - 
namely betel, cashew, chilly, cinnamon, clove, 
coconut, kitul, maize, onion, paddy, palmyra, 
pepper, potato, rattan, rubber, sugarcane and 
tea. Their responsibilities aren’t related to the 
environment; we have a separate Ministry of 
Environment. Each is responsible for the eco-
nomic value.

Agriculture’s contribution to Sri Lanka’s 
economy has been dipping in the last few dec-
ades. Agri sector contribution has dropped from 
over 50% at independence, 36% in the 1960’s 
to a little less than 8% now. The sectors annual 
growth is marginal. Last year it was only 0.6%. 

Contribution to the economy by agriculture’s 
sub-sectors, we generally consider important, 
are also low. Rice contributed only 0.7% of GDP. 
Vegetables did only 0.6%. Tea and coconut, key 
commercial crops once, contributed only 0.7% 
each the same year. With such numbers, it is 

GREEN
ECONOMICS
From what’s going on, it appears some 
trees (and palms) are going to play 
a crucial role in the rural economy. 
Exploring these ideas, we find both 
uplifting and disheartening information 

BY CHANUKA WATTEGAMA

A G E N D A

V A L U E  A D D I T I O N
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£3,200) This was reported by J. W. Bennett of the Ceylon Civil 
Service in his book ‘Ceylon and its Capabilities’ (1843). 

From a commercial viewpoint, Bennett writes, the areca 
palm has been next in value to the coconut. The author high-
lights two major uses, then. One, as an ingredient of what we 
call ‘bulat-vita’ (‘Paan’ in India and Bangladesh). In both In-
dia and Sri Lanka, the original custom of the royalty chewing 
areca nut with betel leaf had spread among the masses. The 
second is its use for making dyes. The bulk of the exports to 

Asia may have been for the latter.
We’re discussing the market environment 180 years after. 
Do the same opportunities still exist? Perhaps. Despite being 
frowned upon by governments chewing betel has, since then, 
become common in other Asian cultures such as Taiwan, Chi-
na (some provinces only) and Vietnam. This is in addition to 
its medicinal applications. The global annual production of 
areca nuts is nearly 1.5 million Mt, with India contributing 
more than half. Sri Lanka now is neither a top producer nor a 
top exporter, but that may change. 

Black Pepper or Gam-miris (Piper Nigrum)
Every western breakfast table, even if other meals are ignored, 
has two shakers, one of which is for pepper. Salt and pepper 
as table condiment date back to seventeenth-century French 
cuisine, which considered black pepper to be the only spice 
that did not dominate the true taste of food. This per se is 
adequate to estimate the global market size for the spice, said 
to be originally from nearby Kerala. One source puts it at $4 
billion a year. Others estimate the global annual consumption 

of black pepper to be somewhere around 0.75 
billion to one billion metric tonnes. Sri Lanka 
produces about 30,000 metric tonnes – a mere 
3-4% of estimated global demand. Vietnam is 
the world largest producer and manufacturer 
with a  30% market share. Other major produc-
ers are Indonesia, India and Brazil. Peppercorns 
are also one of the world’s most widely traded 
spices, accounting for 20% of the spice trade.

Are we doing our best? The last agriculture 
census identified 6 million scattered pepper 
trees island-wide – around 40,000 hectares of 
cultivation (average production 5 kg per tree 
per year). Sri Lankan pepper manufacturers 
mainly produce black pepper and white pepper 
from their harvest says an Export Development 
Board (EDB) blog. They are the products with the 
least value addition. Black pepper requires only 
sun-drying while the white variety requires ad-
ditional processing to remove fruits outer layer. 
Pepper oil and pepper sauce are two other op-
portunities at the global level. Time to focus on 
these. More the value addition better will be the 
opportunities. 

 
Clove or Karabu-neti (Syzygium Aromaticum)
We know they originate from an Indonesian is-
land, but don’t know when they were first plant-
ed in Sri Lanka. It may have been the Arabs who 
brought them to Sri Lanka. They traded clove in 
the Indian Ocean during the Middle Ages until 
the Portuguese took over in the 15th century. To-
day the global clove market is largely dominated 
by Indonesia which produces 75% of the global 
demand with an aggregate annual production of 
180 million Mt. Sri Lanka produces about 3% of 
demand, and is fourth in the list. Madagascar is 
second on the list with a 12% share. Tanzania, 
Comoros and Kenya are relatively small produc-
ers, just like us.

Is there a developing story here? Yes. Clove is 
used widely for many purposes. It’s popular in 
Asian, African, Mediterranean, and Middle East-
ern cuisine, lending flavour to meats, curries, 
and marinades. It’s used to add aroma and fla-
vour to hot beverages, often combined with oth-
er ingredients such as lemon and sugar. Clove 
cigarettes are popular in some countries. Clove 
oil containing a chemical called Eugenol is effec-
tive for relieving toothaches and is used widely 

Spice markets: A few facts

Small scale holders dominate Sri Lanka's spice sec-
tor with a 70% share.

Expect for cinnamon's 33%, Sri Lanka's share in 
global spice markets is less than 4% in each.

Global organic spice market its expected to grow 
at a CAGR of 7.85% from 2017 to 2021.

Source : National Export Strategy (NES) of Sri Lanka 2018 - 
2022, Sri Lanka Export Development Board.
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with toothpaste. It is also used in the manufacture of some 
mosquito repellents. Clove oil is also used in aromatherapy. 

Sri Lanka is yet to explore many of these uses. Sri Lan-
kan Clove, according to EDB blog, is notably richer in oil 
than the clove varieties produced elsewhere in the world. 
Surely we have a long way to go.

Rubber (Hevea Brasiliensis)
This crop was introduced to the island in 1867. Henarathgo-
da Botanical Gardens, till recently, had the first tree plant-
ed. Its significance was recognized even during the British 
occupation when stamps depicting the sketch of a rubber 
trapper with those of Kings George V and George VI were 
popular.    
The story of rubber appears here not just for its historical 

importance. More interesting is the fact that Sri Lanka ap-
pears to have some strategy for this product’s development. 
$ 4.4 billion is the target. That is where EDB is we want rub-
ber products exports to be in 2024 from its current about $1 
billion, according to the Export Development Board.

An industry can’t grow four or five fold in four years – 
despite Sri Lanka’s global reputation for the quality of solid 
tyres produced from Sri Lankan rubber. 

So what could be our strategy for natural rubber, in the 
backdrop of the market domination by synthetic rubber by 
2:1? Sri Lanka’s share from all 25 million Mt rubber produced 

annually (natural and synthetic) has varied between 
100 to 150,000 Mt during the last few years. So even 
in a good year, we don’t have a 1% market share from 
the entire market for rubber (including synthetic) or 
2% of the natural rubber market. On the other hand, 
rubber cultivation, in terms of land use is declining. 
It has plunged to 137,000 hectares from over 200,000 
hectares in the 80’s. With declining production it’s 
difficult to think raw rubber production can expand. 
However, rubber products, like tyres, may grow in 
their contribution to exports. 

Asian Palmyra or Panai Maram/Tal (Borassus Fla-
bellifer)
Palmyra to North is what coconut is to the South. 
That was what we learnt at school. Of the estimat-
ed 10 million-plus Palmyra trees in Sri Lanka, around 
90% are found in the districts of Jaffna, Mannar and 
Kilinochchi. The tree is part of Sri Lankan Tamil cul-
ture in the North with it’s leaves used for fencing, 
roofing and handicrafts, timber for construction, fi-
bre for rope; and sap for drinking. Palmyra toddy in 
the North is as popular as coconut toddy in the South.

The story of Palmyra is different from the rest of 
the stories here as the focus of the former is the lo-
cal market. Often Palmyra is intermingled with Kitul 
(Fishtail Palms). Figures for these rarely appear in 
agriculture statistics. Another resemblance between 
the two are the legal restrictions on felling these two 
trees. This is ostensibly to discourage the act, but in 
turn, but discourage planting the same too. If we 
were to see an improvement in cultivation certainly 
such laws should be appropriately relaxed.

Several economic factors underlie the above ag-
riculture crops. Their markets, either local or inter-
national are limited. Our own share in such markets 
is small. In almost all these crops the market share 
ranges between 1 - 4%. Growing agricultural crops, 
for export as commodities, without value addition 
limits potential. How successful can that approach 
be? In all categories above shouldn’t we first think 
about value addition? 

These are questions the new state ministers must 
ponder. Not that it would be impossible, but im-
proved production under the same circumstance 
right now has nothing to offer stakeholders. So while 
there may appear to be opportunities, we may have 
to work both harder and smarter to exploit them. But 
only with if that results in value addition. Without 
that, things will remain the same. 

Agriculture’s 
contribution to Sri 
Lanka’s economy has 
been dipping in the 
last few decades. 
Agri sector 
contribution has 
dropped from over 
50% at independence, 
36% in the 1960’s to a 
little less than 8% now. 

A G E N D A

V A L U E  A D D I T I O N
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Orcas have been lauded as earth’s most 
astonishing animals. One scientist suggests 
that they were ‘brainiacs’ of the planet for 10 
million years or so before humans appeared 
200 thousand years ago

othing…nothing…THERE!! A distant white 
smudge blurs a spot on the horizon: spray 
from a blue whale coming to surface. As our 
boat picks up speed in its direction, it comes 
in and out of sight as it too moves along. 

Now and then, crew members shout out which way to 

N look: “one o’clock...ten o’clock” and so on. Soon we 
can see portions of whale above the waves, then 
more and more whale as we close in. By and by, 
mysteriously, crew alert us that our whale is about 
to dive. How can they tell? Sure enough: up goes 
the broad tale, then down to disappear as doz-

WHALE OF A TIME
BY MARK HAGER
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ens of onlookers emit simultaneous sighs of wonder: 
“haaah….”  Minutes go by until another spout is sight-
ed—THERE—“eleven o’clock”: some of us have joined 
the crew now in shouting out directions.

As an hour goes by of spouts, whales and tails, 
we learn that we are watching three blues repeat-
edly diving and surfacing. I wonder if our crew rec-
ognize any of them and whether they can tell male 
from female. Unfortunately, I forget to ask. I am fairly 
certain, however, that our massive friends are ‘lunge 
feeding’ on balls of krill: thumb-size, orange, shrimp-
like animals that congregate in their millions here and 
there at the edge of the continental shelf--offshore 
Sri Lanka’s south coast. I am hosted today by Miris-
sa Water Sports, an experienced pioneer in Lanka’s 
whale-watching sector. At our closest approach, one 
blue lies maybe 20 meters from the boat. Our excel-
lent morning of blue sightings owes much to the fact 
that we are out in the November-December ‘high sea-

son’ while blues migrate from the Arabian Sea 
to the Bay of Bengal in search of good 
eats, which for blues means exclusive-
ly krill, krill and more krill.

Blue whales are not only the largest 
animals ever to live on our planet but possi-

bly the largest that ever could. Their diet of prolif-
erating krill affords them nutrition abundant enough 
to support their large size and high activity levels. A 
typical blue feeding dive is an athletic marvel. Strokes 
from powerful tail flukes power her downward against 
her own buoyancy through the first 25 meters. As she 
descends, pressure from the water above forces her 
flexible rib cage inward, decreasing her volume and 
increasing her density so that her buoyancy dissipates 
and she begins to fall rapidly with gravity toward the 
sea bed. She turns and heaves herself upward in a 
strenuous ‘lunge’ through krill blooms, fighting not 
only gravity but also the huge hydrodynamic drag 
created by her own gaping jaws. After a few seconds, 
she shudders to a halt, having gulped maybe sixty 
tons of seawater into her ventral pouch. With a gelati-
nous tongue the weight of an elephant, she spews the 
water out through her baleen—cartilaginous vene-
tian-blind-like sieves that line her mouth instead of 

teeth—retaining thousands upon thou-
sands of krill then to swallow. She does 
this all again and then again in a hand-
ful of successive lunges back toward the 
surface, holding her breath all the while 
of course. She floats gasping in the waves 
for several minutes before her tail goes up 
again in her next dive.

Along with the whales themselves, I 
catch glimpses of what could be a sub-
stantial threat to their well-being. The 
blues cruise along the edge of continen-
tal shelf extending under water several 
miles outward from Sri Lanka’s southern 
shore. Cold water ‘upwellings’ along the 
shelf edge carry organic nutrients toward 
the surface where photosynthesis utilizes 
them to produce blooms of plankton. Krill 
feed in turn on the plankton and grow nu-
merous, thereby setting the table for blue 
whale lunches. Ominously, however, the 

Blue whales are 
not only the largest 
animals ever to live 
on our planet but 
possibly the largest 
that ever could. Their 
diet of proliferating 
krill affords them 
nutrition abundant 
enough to support 
their large size and 
high activity levels.
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shelf edge is cruising territory not only for whales but 
also for huge, fast-moving ships taking the shortest 
route past Sri Lanka between the Bay of Bengal and 
the Arabian Sea. Ships sometimes strike and kill the 
whales, as attested by several whale corpses observed 
in recent years. (One blue whale came all the way into 
Colombo harbor on the prow of the ship that killed it.) 
No one knows how many whales die this way.

Because blue whales typically sink when killed, 
there may be substantially more fatalities than we 
can observe. Out on the shelf edge, it is easy to visu-
alize the collision course between ships and whales. 
Huge ships—an oil tanker out of Mumbai, a contain-
er ship called ‘Leopold Oldendorff ’ and so on—pass 
us no more than a kilometre away. A whale-watch 
boat—not one operated by Mirissa Water Sports—
wanders too close to a tanker and gets reprimanded 
by a loud blast of fog horn.

After an hour of watching blues, we are in for an-
other treat. A mile or so away, left of that group of 
boats: crew says orcas (killer whales) are there. We 
head off that way and soon pick them up: first two 
of those distinctive high dorsal fins, then three, then 
four, then five! They travel in tight formation, like jets 
flying wingtip-to-wingtip in an air show. That they are 
here while the blues cruise is likely no coincidence. 
Orcas predate on blues just as they do on many other 
seagoing mammals.

With the rise of Sri Lanka’s whale-watching sector, 
it has become increasingly clear that orcas frequent 
our nearby seas. They have been spotted with some 
regularity off the south coast over the past few years, 
as well as off the west coast near Kalpitiya and on 
the east near Trincomalee. A citizen-science initia-
tive called the Orca Project of Sri Lanka (OPSL), uses 
photos to identify and count orcas in Lankan waters 
and compiles reports and data on sightings and be-
haviours. As of 2019, OPSL’s count of identified orcas 
in Lankan waters stood at 39, with perhaps six distin-
guishable pods. The pod we see is one associated with 
a female known as Raven.

Back in 2013, amateur whale-watchers near Miris-
sa caught footage of six orcas attacking a pod of five 
sperm whales. It represents the first recorded attack 
of orcas on sperm whales in the Indian Ocean, though 

such attacks have regularly been seen in 
the Pacific.     

In addition to this incident, OPSL has 
documented and analyzed two other appar-
ent incidents of orca predation on whales 
in waters offshore Mirissa. Later in 2013, 
observers spotted the orcas King and Arya 
swimming around with a beaked whale 
they seem to have just finished killing. It 
appears to be the first-ever confirmed orca 
killing of beaked whales from that particu-
lar genus. In 2014, observers encountered 
a blue whale--“thin and apparently unable 
to dive“--with serious injuries character-
istic of orca attack: extensive rake marks 
from teeth, gaping flesh wounds on flank 
and abdomen, flippers gashed with one 
tip missing, dorsal fin torn off. Blues flee 
at high speed from attacking orcas, while 
orcas attempt to wound them into weak-
ness. Orcas will bite and hold onto flippers, 
dorsal fins and tail flukes to slow their prey 

Ships sometimes 
strike and kill the 
whales, as attest-
ed by several whale 
corpses observed 
in recent years. No 
one knows how many 
whales die this way.

O R C A  P O D S
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down. They may snack heartily without killing their 
prey outright.

Orcas have been lauded as earth’s most astonish-
ing animals. One scientist suggests that they were 
‘brainiacs’ of the planet for 10 million years or so be-
fore humans appeared 200 thousand years ago. Such 
a view is difficult to assess of course, since orcas have 
no hands, use no tools (that we know of) and leave 
no artifacts. But they manifest a high degree of so-
cial learning and are described by some scientists 
as having heavily ‘cultural’ dimensions to their be-
haviours. They teach complex foraging strategies to 
their young. They spend their lives in tight-knit pods 
embedded within defined clans and larger distinct 
communities. Pod members appear to communicate 
among themselves in ‘dialects’ varying from those of 
other pods living nearby. Pod members often share 
highly selective cuisine preferences. Some, for ex-
ample, dine almost exclusively on a single species of 
salmon, though waters around them abound in many 
kinds of fish and other potential prey.

Orcas practice ‘fads’ of play activity such as toss-
ing dead salmon or toying with porpoises. A play fad 
originates with one or a few orcas, gets copied and 
popularized, then disappears as mysteriously as it 
arose. Orcas will stun a stingray with a tail whack or 
ram a blue whale just for fun.

Orcas customarily share kills amongst themselves 
after cooperating in complex coordinated hunting. 
Some orcas, for example, swim in synchronized fash-
ion toward a seal perched on an ice floe. This creates 
a wave that tips the floe and plunges the seal into 
the water where orcas dismember it. Or not: some-
times the orcas are just messing with the terrified 
seal. Orcas elsewhere herd evasive herring into tight 
balls where they can be smacked by killer whale tails. 
Hugely adaptive, orcas range across all oceans. Their 
fearsome hunting may lie behind extinctions over 
the past 10 million years of several whale and dol-
phin species, along with species of seals and their kin 
(pinnipeds) and sea cows.

Under normal circumstances, healthy orcas nev-
er fall prey to other animals, not even great white 
sharks, which are terrified of orcas. Encountering or-
cas off the coast of California, one great white dove 

deep and swam all the way to Hawaii be-
fore it slowed down. Orcas can grab a great 
white by the tail and flip it onto its back, 
sending it into a state of torpor known 
as ‘tonic immobility.’ They can then rip 
out and gorge themselves on its delicious 
fatty liver, which can weigh hundreds of 
pounds. Remarkably though, orcas in the 
wild never attack humans. This is probably 
not because they recognize us as high-IQ 
companions, fun as it might be to think so. 
They may understand that we are danger-
ous to mess with. They may also view us 
as not snack-worthy: too many big bones 
and not enough fat and blubber. As I say, 
they tend to be fussy eaters.

The whale-watch season in southern 
Lanka is just around the corner. Outfit-
ters and crews are making preparations. 
They could use your business in this tour-
ist-starved moment. Make a plan to get 
out there.

Orcas have been 
lauded as earth’s 
most astonishing 
animals. One scien-
tist suggests that 
they were ‘brainiacs’ 
of the planet for 10 
million years or so 
before humans ap-
peared 200 thousand 
years ago.
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BBVVbrand voice

Articles in the following features section that profile successful businesses and interview the people behind their 
success stories consist of paid-for content. The section enables companies to give readers a more detailed look at 

the way they do business and highlight key points of differentiation and competitive advantage. 

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E AT U R E S
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CDB at 25: Against all odds, 
a close-knit team pulled off 
a Phoenix-like restructure. 
Devoted to empowering 
aspirations, team CDB is as 
single-minded today about 
a digital transformation

THE 
REFRESHING 
TENACITY 
OF CDB:

Mr.Mahesh Nanayakkara
Managing Director / Chief Executive Officer
of Citizens Development Business Finance PLC

B R A N D  V O I C E
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DB’s journey in 
the financial ser-
vices industry 
began in Septem-
ber 1995 and the 
25 year journey 
has truly been 

against the odds. While fortunes 
in the early years were not aus-
picious when by 2001/02, it had 
gradually descended into the 
realms of a loss making negative 
net worth Company, a committed, 
passionate and young team decid-
ed to change its course. Determi-
nation, fortitude, and a strength 
of purpose drove this team to 
produce extraordinary results via 
an intrepid team that navigated 
CDB through devastating chal-
lenges including the Ceylinco cri-
sis in 2008/09. Today, CDB stands 
among the Top 5 largest NBFIs in 
the country having harnessed the 
maximum potential of the post-
war economic boom in Sri Lanka 
during the last decade.  Its quan-
titative results during the last 
decade (2010-2020) tell the story:  
CDB has seen its total assets grow 
by 13 times, revenue by 09 times 
and PAT by 21 times.  

This then is the story of a com-
pany that harnessed the extraordi-
nary strengths of ordinary people 
to make it work not just for the 
company, but for each stakeholder.

While people grappled with 
each unfolding chapter that COV-
ID-19 wrought, businesses wrestled 
with keeping entities afloat amid 
unprecedented challenges. The 
financial services industry in Sri 
Lanka had its own share of contin-
uous upheavals which also meant 
stability and continuity of business 
stood on shaky ground. Through 
these encounters however, Citizens 
Development Business Finance 
PLC (CDB) showcased a defiance of 

the present and a leadership in the unexpected.  Its 
business plan had already prepared the Company for 
eventualities and with some quick tweaks, CDB was 
open for business, placing its strengths firmly on its 
robust technological foundation melding a strong 
formula of trust, care and solid relationships.

Managing Director and Chief Executive Officer of 
CDB Mahesh Nanayakkara is confident in the course 
chartered for the Company since his entry into CDB 
twenty years ago, where an extraordinary team of or-
dinary people led the way to create an entity whose 
end goal is to empower the aspirations of people 
from diverse social backgrounds and demographics.  

Here, he discusses the company’s unprecedented 
journey since its founding 25 years ago, the strategic 
leadership infused to transform it into a pioneering 
entity, and the digital disruption CDB is spearhead-
ing to transform into a ‘TechFin’ Company.  Excerpts 
of the interview are as follows:

As CDB celebrates its 25th anniversary, can you take us 
through the formative years and journey thus far?

 N a n a y a k k a r a :  Our inception was in 1995 and for 
nearly a decade, we struggled considerably. Our bal-
ance sheet wasn’t strong and the net value of the 
Company was in the negative. When I joined CDB, 
this was the canvas we had.  But the one asset we 
did have was a young, highly motivated team which 
was determined to work towards a singular goal – to 
turn the company around.  This dynamism fuelled a 
motivation to draw an action plan. Remaining with 
the fundamentals, we set ourselves targets, budgets 
and timelines.  

One of these was that CDB must become profit-
able by 2004 but with the quantifiable profitabili-
ty target of Rs 10 Mn added in. The rewards came 
within the year 2004, the goal was achieved and by 
2005, profitability was firmly on an upward trajec-
tory and a negative book value turned positive.  Our 
team had truly shown its mettle.  They seemed to 
have an innate desire to run against the odds and 
this made us want to continuously set ourselves am-
bitious growth targets supported by astute growth 
strategies.

C



42   ECHELON.LK   OCTOBER 2020

This is when the continuous refrain of ‘Strategy bets on people’ 
became reality.  Our team, irrespective of demographic origins, 
shared the same values, had the same aspirations and envisioned 
the same future for CDB.  There was a hunger in us to unite as a 
team and transform this business to one that makes a real dif-
ference. Our financial discipline was and continues to be beyond 
compliance, governance is immaculate, and transparency and ac-
countability above board.

When the Ceylinco crisis hit us in 2008/09 the strength, repu-
tation and trust we had founded our business upon came to the 
fore.  With flexibility being at the core of our business strategies, 
we once again remapped and re-strategised our plan. This plan 
included a corporate name change, rebranding, reconstitution of 
the Board of Directors, change of regulatory status and a reloca-
tion of the Head Office.  Armed with these and our turnaround 
plan to ensure CDB’s continuity, we approached the Central Bank 
for regulatory approval.  Evaluating our past records, present 
plans and quantifiable map for the future, the regulator gave us an 
affirmative nod and Citizens Development Business Finance PLC 

was born. I am truly grateful to the 
then Governor and officials of the 
Central Bank for being confident of 
our ability to execute our ideas and 
plans and the trust they placed in 
us at a very arduous time.

I have always believed that the 
tone of leadership is a crucial guid-
ing factor in guiding a team to suc-
cess.  In the stressful times we en-
dured between 2001 and 2010, we 
navigated through crises and turned 
around our financials due to the as-
tute leadership of former Chairman 
Rajkumar Renganathan. With him 
at the helm, the checks and balanc-
es were put in place and CDB had 
the courage to step forward confi-
dently. Corporate reputation, public 

M r. D a m i t h  Te n n a k o o n  E xe c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r/  D e p u t y  C h i e f  E xe c u t i v e  O f f i c e r/  C h i e f  F i n a n c i a l  O f f i c e r   |   M r. D a v e  D e  S i l v a   E xe c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r  –  B u s i n e s s
O p e r a t i o n s   |   M r. S a s i n d r a  M u n a s i n g h e  E xe c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r  -  S a l e s  &  B u s i n e s s  D e v e l o p m e n t   |   M r. M a h e s h  N a n a y a k k a r a  M a n a g i n g  D i r e c t o r/  C h i e f  E xe c u t i v e 
O f f i c e r   |   M r s .  N a y a n t h i  Ko d a g o d a  S e n i o r  G e n e r a l  M a n a g e r  –  H R  a n d  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n   |   M r. K a r t h i k  E l a n g o v a n  E xe c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r/  C h i e f  E m e r g e n t  B u s i n e s s 
O f f i c e r   |   M r. R o s h a n  A b e y g o o n e w a r d e n a  E xe c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r  -  C o r p o r a t e  F i n a n c e

S t a n d i n g  ( L- R )
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confidence and stakeholder trust were challenged but CDB’s bold and 
fearless persona defied the odds, once again.  

And in tandem, CDB began etching milestones and planning big-
ger and better.  On October 6th 2010, CDB was listed on the Colombo 
Stock Exchange and CDB set for itself a target of becoming a Rs 50 
Bn company by 2015.  But given that we were already racing ahead 
towards that target with the end to the war heralding an economic 
boom for Sri Lanka, that target was refocused – CDB at that time in 
2010 with a balance sheet size of Rs 10 Bn wanted to reach a balance 
sheet value of Rs 100 Bn in the decade ending 2020.

The unbreakable thread to be observed in all this is the unique 
dynamism in our people.  They are integral to our success and the 
formula that CDB has imbibed into our forward journey is that our 
team must grow with us.  Our business plan unveiled at the begin-
ning of each year communicates the Company’s annual objectives. 
These objectives are further honed via a letter presented to each 
team member, detailing the objectives for the year and their indi-
vidual contribution towards set targets. Our high achievers are cele-
brated annually, good work-life balance is encouraged and fellowship 

S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y  AT  C D B

Net Lending 
Outside Western 
ProvinceRs 18B

Social and 
Environmental 
Impact Investment 
in FY 2019/20Rs 30M

Share of hybrid and 
electric vehicles of 
total leasing30%
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and camaraderie is promoted at numerous events organised 
throughout the year.

As we look to the future, we envision becoming an im-
pactful entity. Our passion is to uplift livelihoods, improve 
financial inclusivity and contribute towards the economic 
development of this country. People and sustainability are 
at the core of our daily business operations.  We work on 
the equation of being a net lender to the rural economy on 
a formula of ‘Rural lending - Urban funding’ on the tenet: 
Empowering Aspirations - across social and geographical 
boundaries. 

Having placed a strong foundation through the building 
blocks of transformation, leadership, astute management 
and strategic vision, we also added technology into our 
overarching success formula.  This focus gave our pioneer-
ing status an exciting push when we became the first NBFI 
to invest in a core-banking system way back in 2011 that 
added a competitive edge and infused dynamism, efficien-
cies and security. Our end aim is to reach beyond the norms 
of the financial services sphere – both in NBFIs and banks 
– it’s an ambitious target but the wheels are already turning. 

Having built a pioneering culture within CDB, our team 
focused on continuous innovation, which meant CDB began 
rolling out a number of first in the NBFI industry includ-
ing operating SLIPS, issuing Visa debit cards, and linking 
up with the banking system’s ATM network. And that un-
relenting focus on accessible technology saw CDB become 
the first to use social media networks to transfer funds and 
open online FDs.  We also added this ‘first’ mindset into our 
environmental commitment becoming the first to be con-
ferred ISO14064-1 carbon certification and initiate ‘Green’ 
asset backed securitisation.

 
What is the role of digital technology in shaping the future of 
CDB?

 N a n a y a k k a r a :  We are into the last year of the decade in 
which we had set for ourselves the target of becoming a Rs 
100 Bn company in terms of total assets.  Despite the chal-
lenges this year, we are confident that the target will be met.  

Looking ahead, our next decade is all about tech.  We will 
move beyond being a financial services entity to make tech-
nology the core fundamental of our journey.  We will think 
and act like a tech company with a regulatory license.  Our 
strategic plan for the next decade embeds this and our key 
intent is to become a ‘Techfin’ company by 2030.  

This technological foundation will form the core in trans-
forming our mindset from one that thinks like a financial 

CDB AT A 
GLANCE:

CDB'S Ten Year Performance
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entity to one that thinks as a technology company.  This is our in-
tent and the vision that will drive the decade 2021/30.

What’s COVID-19’s impact and the outlook for the company?
 N a n a y a k k a r a :  Our 25-year journey amply demonstrates that re-

silience is part of our DNA. COVID-19 has already demonstrated the 
power of going digital and there’s rapid gains from early adoption 
of digital technology. 

In the early days of COVID-19, our priorities were to protect our 
team and customers by stringently adhering to prevalent health and 
safety standards. In the immediate onset of the virus crisis, CDB de-
ployed an emergency task force to ensure our offices become fully 
functional, aligned to the elements embedded within our Business 
Continuity Plan (BCP). Customer service continued uninterrupted 
with technology at the fore. Our internet banking platform (CDBi-
Net), ATM networks for unlimited accessibility and our Call Center 
worked 24x7 were fully operational. Our team also adopted WFH 
(Work From Home) features into their daily routines quickly, en-
suring uninterrupted customer service. We also extended all relief 
measures as per the regulator’s guidelines to customers, while aug-
menting these measures with some of our own – all of which were 
immediately effected. 

This focus on continuity has, at present, seen CDB return to al-
most pre-COVID levels in all aspects of our business operations.

How important is sustainability in realising CDB’s ultimate vision?
 N a n a y a k k a r a :  CDB continues to adopt a socially, environmen-

tally and economically inclusive approach which has led to sustain-
ability becoming an inseparable element in our journey towards 
achieving our vision. The systematic, quantifiable approach which 
encourages utilization and optimization of the least amount of re-
sources, having minimum impact on the environment while sup-
porting community clusters, targeting children health and educa-
tion,  employee volunteerism and empowering entrepreneurs are all 
within the larger vision of CDB’s sustainability plan. 

Looking beyond 2020
 N a n a y a k k a r a :  Our very ethos is about empowering aspirations 

and this means, the aspirations of citizens at all income levels, social 
boundaries, diverse communities and the nation collectively.  Work-
ing towards financial inclusion, we use our core business model of 
urban funding for rural lending, thus being a net lender to the rural 
economy combined with technology to make finance for all demo-
graphics more accessible.  While single-mindedly working towards 
a greener planet where CDB has made headlines in reducing carbon 
footprint and pioneering environmental initiatives, our focus has 
also been to spur entrepreneurs focusing on the rural demographic 

and the base of pyramid economy. 
Looking towards the next dec-

ade, our strategy is to clearly define 
a broader direction, which as I men-
tioned, is to be an NBFI with the 
mindset of a tech company and to 
become a quarter of a trillion asset 
base company. Having placed the 
building blocks to constructing a 
strong resilient and stable company 
where a committed and passionate 
team have honed our business fun-
damentals, we are now ready for 
the journey into the next decade. As 
we embark on this journey, CDB is 
firmly committed to using our tech 
capabilities as a conduit to access 
financial services by people of all 
walks of life across multiple social 
boundaries covering the entirety 
of the country, ensuring financial 
inclusion and elevating livelihood 
standards of Sri Lankans with our 
purpose of empowering aspirations.  
In tandem, we will be equally com-
mitted to minimising our carbon 
footprint and committed to contrib-
uting towards a greener economy.  

On the macro canvas, COVID-19 is 
stimulating a green recovery driven 
by a digital economy.  We have both 
these elements in place and are well 
positioned to embrace this emerg-
ing era and infuse it into the way we 
do business, successfully overcom-
ing post-COVID challenges. 

WE ASPIRE TO 
BECOME A QUARTER 
TRILLION BALANCE 
SHEET COMPANY IN 
THE NEXT DECADE 
OF OUR JOURNEY“

B R A N D  V O I C E
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Uzabase Sri Lanka, a Colombo-based research 
unit of a Tokyo-listed company, thrives on an 
open environment and continuous learning.  

Back (L-R):
Saranyan
Mariakkadar,
Mifnaz Jawahar,
Tharindu Weerasinghe, 
Thilan Sampath,
Nirmal Fernando, 
Kanchana Nirupamala,
Mirshad Muzamil

Seated (L-R):
Shehan Jeph Perera, 
Jamal Hussain,
Sharini Adaman

Two Tokyo-based invest-
ment bankers and a Sys-
tems Consultant found-
ed Uzabase in 2008 to 

develop a platform as a source for 
data and information to the global 
financial industry. In 2016, it got 
listed on the Tokyo Stock Exchange 
and started the Colombo research 
centre with just seven people, 
headed by Mifnaz Jawahar. 

Initially Uzabase had offices in 
Shanghai, and Singapore which 
served Japan and a few other mar-
kets in south-east Asia. From Sri 
Lanka, Uzabase expanded coverage 
to include the US, Australia, India 
and the Philippines, apart from 

IS SRI LANKA 
READY FOR A
NEW OFFICE
CULTURE?
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markets in Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, Viet-
nam and Thailand which the Colombo office al-
ready covered. The team publishes various mar-
ket and industry reports including documenting 
the latest trends in artificial intelligence, in-
ternet-of-things, healthcare, and education to 
name a few.

The team comprises of young, dynamic in-
dividuals who have fast proved their dexterity. 
They help drive a new office culture—one that 
includes an open environment, a flat organiza-
tional structure and room for endless growth. 

“Unlike other companies, the job role, sal-
aries and position here are very transparent,” 
explains Jamal Hussain, Associate Director of 
the Data Assurance & Stats Team. “And if you 
want to progress in your career, there is a devel-
opment progress chart that each individual has 
for themselves. If someone excels or progresses 
quickly, we make everyone aware of what she or 
he did to get there.” 

Values, too, play a central role at Uzabase. 
Closely intertwined with Japanese culture, this 
working environment is open and integral to 
how it functions as a whole. One such value is 
celebrating individual differences and unleash-
ing each person’s talent. Another important facet 
in this research unit is its diversity. Comprising 
Gen Zs and young millennials, these individuals 
hail from different education, work and ethnic 
backgrounds. “Talent and the outcome are what 
is important,” enthuses Kanchana Nirupama-
la, Associate Director of the Industry Research 
Team, “there’s no bureaucracy here!”. Uzabase 
values various types of expertise and irrespec-
tive of who you are, you can succeed if you have 
the right skill set and are willing to learn. 

As the company grows, so does each individ-
ual. Uzabase’s continuous learning opportuni-
ties set them apart from their competitors. Their 
personal development cycle takes place every 
six months where each team member revises 
their own targets based on both their individual 
vision and that of the company. 

“We’re not hierarchical and we have a very 
flat organizational culture,” explains Saranyan 
Maraikkadar, Associate Director of the Trends 

Team. We evaluate people based on 3 criteria — edge, which is your skills 
and expertise; execution, how well you do your work; and values, and 
these play a role in promotions.” We often push team members out of 
their comfort zones and ensure they never stay in the same role for very 
long. Our culture encourages members to learn from their mistakes, and 
this helps us explore our full potential without any boundaries. “Every 
year since inception, we’ve been doing something new. When you do 
something new, you need to learn a fresh set of skills. Sometimes you 
get it right, and other times you don’t, but you learn from it and become 
better,” he says.

Work-life balance is another essential component at Uzabase. Each in-
dividual is in charge of his or her workload. “And every year, we plan the 
workload around public holidays and annual leave. This way, we ensure 
work life balance is given priority, and when you get back from leave, you 
don’t have so much work to catch up on. This also allows members to plan 
their work in such a way that they can take leave whenever they want un-
like other organizations where specific days of the month/year are taboo,” 
shares Kanchana.

DESIGN TEAM

I joined last November as the Sri Lankan office's first design lead. 
I work directly with the Design division in Japan and report to the 
Chief Design Officer of Uzabase. We manage the entire company's 
design projects including UI/UX, print design, and branding.

A month after I joined Uzabase, I visited Japan to meet my team. 
There are no barriers and we have the freedom to 
decide what we can do. We can plan our fu-
ture and what we want to achieve next. I 
started my career in 2010 in advertising 
and compared to my previous jobs, 
this company differs greatly from 
anything I've experienced. Every-
one is at the same level and, as a 
bonus, there's no office politics!"

Nirmal Fernando,
Associate Director
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INDUSTRY RESEARCH TEAM TRENDS TEAM

CONSULTING SERVICES TEAM

“In addition to managing 
the trends team, I cover 
a few emerging sec-
tors. My core responsi-
bilities revolve around 
researching emerging 
industries, writing re-
ports, identifying key 
trends, analysing in-
dustry updates, and 
providing insights to 
investors. 

Every year at Uzabase 
demanded me to be better 
than the former. I joined as a 
junior analyst three months after 
we set up the Sri Lankan office. When 
I started, I wrote reports across multiple sectors 
for the industry research team. At the start of my 
second year, I became a senior analyst, manag-
ing a team of two analysts. My responsibilities 
included training and mentoring team members 
and managing their workflow. Later that year, the 
company took on industry research work fully 
in-house. We hired nearly 15 new members, and 
Kanchana and I led this new division. This experi-
ence really pushed my limits and taught me val-
uable skills. I realized the importance of stepping 
out of the comfort zone to challenge myself. More 
recently, we started a new US project focused on 
emerging trends, so I moved to that team.”

“I was an introvert when I joined the company 
and was comfortable working on my own. 

But it was only when I moved into a 
managerial role that I understood not 

everyone is like me. At the start, I had 
a high standard for the juniors in my 
team, because I wanted perfection. 
As I grew, I realized people have 
distinct personalities, backgrounds 
and objectives. I’m still learning, 
relearning and unlearning many 
things, and because Uzabase is a 

start-up with such an open culture, 
the opportunity to do this is infinite.
We have close to 3,000 industry reports 

on our platform, SPEEDA. The industry research 
team handles just over 60% of these reports. One of our goals is to 
make sure we manage and update these reports every year.”

“I joined the company in October 2019 with 12+ years of equity back-
ground. The role I have played during this short period is dynamic 
and challenging, and the work requires adaptability. Coming into the 
leadership role in the industry research team was a drastic change 
from being an individual contributor to managing a team. It's inter-
esting because I get to handle people with diverse backgrounds, and 
you need to cater to each of them differently while understanding 
their emotions. What’s challenging is managing people and their ex-
pectations, and ensuring they're meeting the target and continuous-
ly motivating them to achieve their personal goal as well as the ob-
jectives of the company. Despite coming from diverse backgrounds, 
we are bound by the company’s stated seven values 
and, that’s a unique working experience. I’ve had 
the opportunity to work with the team in Japan 
which has been great exposure to learn their 
culture and values. Moreover, as a man-
ager of this team, I have an added re-
sponsibility to constantly improve the 
quality of our reports. The teamwork 
in place gives us the freedom to 
share our own ideas on the quality 
improvements, which goes through 
several brainstorm sessions, and ul-
timately to execution. 

Mirshad Muzamil,
Associate Director

Kanchana Nirupamala,  Associate Director

Saranyan Maraikkadar, Associate Director

B R A N D  V O I C E

“Our team handles almost all customized research 
requests from the ex-China and Japanese client 
base. These clients are in banking, consulting and 
advisory, even general business corporations. The 
common research asked of us is niche industry re-
search, regional business guidance, and company 
profiles. 

I joined Uzabase in 2017 as a Senior Analyst, and 
I was a hybrid between two teams — the industry 
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DATA ASSURANCE & STATS TEAM

“I manage a team of 5, and our focus is on data 
assurance and statistics. The SPEEDA plat-

form has a vast amount of content, so we 
make sure the information we provide 

is accurate. If the company financials 
or non-financial information are tak-
en from an external party, the team 
and I run a check on accuracy. This 
is key to building user trust. Main-
tenance of statistics is the other im-

portant element, for which we make 
frequent stats updates to provide our 

users with the latest information. Besides 
that, I also take upon and execute various 

special projects that come from Japan.
A year after I joined as a Senior Analyst, the 

data assurance and statistics project came about, 
and I had the opportunity to head the team. Uzabase promotes 
stepping out of your comfort zone, so I took a shot at develop-
ing and implementing it. We built this team from the bottom up 
which included hiring, training, coordinating with the team in 
Japan and setting up work processes in Sri Lanka. The process 
is now streamlined, for which I must give credit to my team as 
most of the hands-on work is done by them.

Apart from this, I also work on reports and other individual 
contributions, while also helping around with various office op-
erations. Over the past four years, I have gone from an individu-
al contributor to managing multiple divisions. This brings about 
a dynamic element which makes my work life more interesting.”

“All of us at the Associate Director role manage 
a team. Saranyan and I manage the new initia-
tive team that includes news updates, writing 
reports and market sizing. The team is seven 
strong and our job involves a lot of project 
management tasks, like workflow manage-
ment, resource planning, and coordinating 
with the US. 

I had seven years of experience by the 
time I joined Uzabase. My background is more 
quantitative analysis, but writing was new for 
me. So I began by writing reports, then I super-
vised the customer consulting services—while 
also coordinating with the Singapore team.

Uzabase allows people to run their business-
es outside the company. I have a CrossFit gym 
and it also helps in both roles because I do re-

search on connected fitness devices. So you 
have very applicable knowledge about 

what you do. Many people 
might say, ‘Oh, that’s just 

research,’ but you have 
knowledge that you 

can apply, and start 
your own thing.”

research team and the consultancy services team. 
Back then, my role was only to author customized 
research reports. But as we grew, they completely 
absorbed me into the CS team and I was made re-
sponsible for setting up our unit over here to handle 
the entire function. The scope of work has expanded 
to client communication, client retention strategy 
and managing a team of 5 consultants. Our work in-
cludes putting meticulous care into anything we do. 

Uzabase is very open in terms 
of innovation. We brainstorm a lot 
and welcome a lot of ideas from 
the team. So whenever some-
one comes up with an idea, 
we have a discussion to see 
how we can implement it.”  

Shehan Jeph Perera, 
Lead Consultant

Tharindu
Weerasinghe,
Associate Director

Jamal Hussain, Associate Director
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With a phenomenal growth rate, ADL looks 
to be the disrupting force in the future of 
the telecommunications industry.

A D L :  D I S R U P T I N G 
T H E  D I G I TA L 
T R A N S F O R M AT I O N 
J O U R N E Y  I N  T H E 
T E L C O  I N D U S T RY

Chief Executive Officer at Axiata Digital 
Labs, Thushera Kawdawatta reveals how 
Axiata Digital Labs (ADL), achieved such 
massive progress within the telecommu-
nications industry in such a short time 
period. ADL is the technology hub of the 
Axiata Group which is one of the leading 
telecommunication groups in Asia

Excerpts of the interview are as follows

B R A N D  V O I C E

Thushera Kawdawatta,
Chief Executive Officer,

Axiata Digital Labs
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Could you give us a brief introduction to ADL, its progress 
and what is it ADL set out to achieve?
ADL is an Axiata Group company headquartered in Sri 
Lanka that predominantly focuses on telecommunications 
and adjacent industries like FinTech, HealthTech, Media & 
Entertainment.

We largely look at two areas; product development and 
services, which is a unique combination that IT companies 
struggle to achieve. Most of the companies largely focus on 
one of the two, but we have both, which allows us to think 
R&D, innovation, and release the best possible products into 
the market. ADL supports the larger Axiata Group which 
spans across six countries, six major telecommunications 
providers, and 10 different subsidiaries that focus on the 
industries I mentioned.

As a product organisation, we have two world-leading 
products; one being the Apigate AXP which is an open source 
telco specialized middleware platform, and the other being 
ADL-DTE which is an enterprise grade microservices devel-
opment platform allowing digital transformation at rapid 
pace. We want to be the disruptor in this Telco industry and 
adjacent industries which we will achieve through some inno-
vative products that are to be released in the coming years.

Could you tell us about your background and what drew 
you to ADL?
I started in 1996 with my company, Impact Computer Systems,  
which I was successful at running  for one and a half years, 
but I realised I need to learn from the industry to improve. I 
joined PalmWare Software in 1997, which developed a global 
award-winning product. In 1999 I joined Virtusa, and for 
almost 20 years, led the technology side and a part of its 
growth from 50 employees to a billion-dollar organisation 
with around 25,000 employees.

With product development and services being two sides 
that I, or any IT person for that matter, would love to do, ADL 
presented the best of both situations. This, in combination 
with the focus on technology, Axiata’s strength in the region 
and the team of skilled individuals I had to lead, was too 
attractive to miss.

With ADL looking to disrupt the Telco space, how does 
it differ from its peers and how do your clients benefit 
from this?
There are a multitude of reasons why in which we differ from 
our peers. One is the deep Telco domain knowledge we have, 
which is unparalleled to any other service provider. The other 
is that are our teams possess superior technical experience, 
and we have world-class engineers as a part of this team.

Apigate AXP is an open-source, Telco middleware; poten-

tially the only one available in the market, and this 
competes directly with one of the giants in the 
industry. Because of our deep Telco knowledge, 
we have developed our Digital Telco Enabler (ADL-
DTE) where we have partnered with some of the 
world’s largest Telco providers in disrupting the 
core telco BSS echo-system.

What have you achieved in your tenure at ADL 
and what challenges have you had to overcome?
Through our solutions within the first year, we 
delivered numerous key projects in a short time 
with unparalleled quality. Within 20 months, 
we could increase our growth four-fold, which 
enabled us to deliver greater value for the group.

The biggest challenge we faced within our 
industry was inducting the best of the best people. 
But thanks to our merits, we were able to attract 
a large number of extraordinary talents in a short 
amount of time. We achieved this by transform-
ing the way we did things; our processes were 
increased and our culture had to be well placed. 
We did this to make sure that the organisation 
is sustainable and that there would be no weak 
links since we are growing at a rapid rate.

How has the industry changed in 2020 and 
what is the future of ADL within this new 
landscape?
The telecommunication industry has taken the 
driving seat in this digital transformation jour-
ney. One thing would be the connectivity, plus 
the massive amount of data we deal with. ADL 
has taken on data science & engineering to offer 
comprehensive and meaningful solutions to the 
users. From the user perspective, we are trying 
to deliver a more intuitive user experience. From 
the industry/operator perspective, we are looking 
at achieving the massive operational efficiencies 
in order to lower the TCO.

To achieve this, we are implementing the right 
ecosystem to speed up the digital transformation. 
What you have today can change tomorrow, and 
with the influx of new technologies coming in 
and around 5G, we are aligning ourselves with 
that and making sure we are at  the centre of 
disrupting the Telco space. The end goal will be 
to get the entire telecommunication industry 
together to deliver the best solution to our end 
users, at the lowest cost. 

B R A N D  V O I C E
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TRUE
GRIT

Stories of resilience from 
Sri Lanka’s front-liners
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Most companies carry mortal wounds from the 
Covid pandemic's swift global spread. It didn’t 
alow any time for corporates to figure a response, 
and even the best-prepared companies found 
their disaster management plans were not pan-
demic-proof. 

The stories we showcase in the special features 
that follow are about how leadership and teams 
stepped up even in the face of extraordinary odds. 
They embody the spirit that will guide  Sri Lanka 
through the storm.
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OVID-19 and the sub-
sequent lockdown in 
Sri Lanka took a toll on 
many businesses. But 
Ceylinco Life, although 
affected, worked around 

the many challenges they faced and 
bounced back. The life insurer reported 
a 16% growth in revenue to Rs17 billion 
during the first six months of 2020, with 
profits amounting to Rs3.5 billion. During 
the first six months of the year, Ceylinco 
Life reported gross written premiums 
(GWP) amounting to Rs10 billion, up 13% 
from a year earlier. Total GWP of the life 
insurance industry had only grown by 
4% during this period.

From their humble beginnings in 
1930, they’ve morphed into the market 
leader of life insurance, setting the bench-
mark and leading by example. Today, 
Ceylinco Life covers a million lives, serv-
ing customers from over 250 branches 
across the country. The company paid out 
Rs6 billion in net claims during the first 
six months of 2020. Ceylinco Life com-
mands a 23% market share and its life 
fund reached Rs100 billion, the fastest 
in the industry to reach this milestone.

Thushara Ranasinghe, Managing 
Director/CEO at Ceylinco Life Insurance 
Limited, told us they were on high alert 
even before the lockdown and took the 
steps necessary to monitor and track all 
their employees, ensuring everyone’s 
safety. They also took care that operations 

went as smoothly as possible. “We have a business con-
tinuity planning team that met every morning on Zoom,” 
he says. “We had a number one and number two in each 
department because in the event something happens, then 
we need to have an operating team—the A team and a B 
team. The A team would come for two weeks, while the B 
team would work from home and swap. So, the company 
would function irrespective of who may catch COVID-19.” 

When the government declared that insurance is an 
essential service, the A Team and B Team made sure that 
customers got served. To help those who could not visit a 
branch, Ceylinco Life swiftly set up a WhatsApp number 
where customers could send documents—verified with a 
phone call—and settle their claims. “We credited the monies 

This trendsetter proved why they are the best 
in the business even during tough times

Thushara Ranasinghe  
Managing Director/CEO,
Ceylinco Life Insurance Limited

C

MEET THE LEADER
OF LIFE INSURANCE: 
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to their bank account, or since some of us had curfew passes, 
we delivered cheques to their homes,” explains Ranasinghe. 

“Because we used to meet every day on Zoom,” he 
reflects. “The level of cohesion and focus on customer 
issues were high. We were more focused, and as a result, 
we ended the quarter with an increased market share. We 
also recorded the highest growth in the insurance industry. 
So maybe we are a team that performs best under stress!”

Ceylinco Life has a strong rural presence with over 250 
branches in the suburbs throughout the country. The com-
pany employs 800 people and has sales force of over 3,500.

One of their biggest challenges during the lockdown 
was getting those who are not tech-savvy to make their 
payments online. So they developed how-to videos in all 
three languages. “We sent these videos to our salesforce, 
and they used social media to train our customers to pay 
online,” explains Ranasinghe. “We recorded a high growth 
rate from April to June and subsequently pioneered online-
based video training on how to credit your premium.” Not 
stopping there, Ceylinco Life also launched an alternative 
method of sending an SMS with a direct link that goes to 
the website and payment gateway. 

During the pandemic and the lockdown, Ceylinco Life 
made sure they engaged with its audiences on social media. 
“We created a virtual Avurudhu village complete with games 
and activities,” says Ranasinghe. “The Sinhala and Tamil 
New Year is an important event in the Sri Lankan calendar, 
and we wanted to do our part to offer some relief for our 
audience.” This digital campaign served its purpose and also 
showed them audiences they hadn’t seen before. 

Since most Sri Lankans stayed glued to their electronic 
devices, Ceylinco Life pushed their brand forward with 
strong communications online and on television—we noted 
a significant increase in both prime-time and non-prime-
time viewership. “On TV, we pushed the message of good 
hygienic practices and a special jingle to thank the first 
responders. This helped in our rebound effect. And despite 
the investment, it helped us remain top of mind consistently 
throughout the lockdown.”

Ensuring their staff were well was imperative. They sent 
masks and all protective equipment to their team mem-
bers. They also ensured there were no layoffs and pay cuts. 
“When the government stated that we give three month’s 
grace period for those who cannot pay premiums, we 
were concerned,” explains Ranasinghe. “For most of our 
agents, their income comes from commissions of premi-
ums. We honoured the claims, and at the end of March, 

we paid an advance to our agents. For 
our permanent staff, we had initially 
declared we would pay six months of 
bonuses. Although cash flows were 
affected, we held to our word and paid 
it in instalments over a few months. It 
was because we took care of our staff 
and built a bond of trust that the extra 
income and revenue came later.” 

Innovation is nothing new for 
Ceylinco Life. To become a market 
leader, you have to do things differently, 
Ranasinghe tells us. “At the start, people 
believed life insurance was something 
you get at a later stage, and along the 
way, you get nothing. So we developed 
two very successful products. One was 
the Advance Payment Plan where you 
get periodic lump sums and your life 
cover remains intact. The other was Sip 
Setha, a product designed in the event 
something happens to the parent(s) to 
ensure the child will have sufficient 
money to complete his or her educa-
tion right up to A/Levels.” Over the years, 
Ceylinco Life has improved this product 
and added to its growing portfolio of 
innovative products. 

Sustainability is also an important 
aspect of the company. At the onset, life 
insurance contracts contained about 26 
pages in the policy. The reams of paper 
contributed towards the records of the 
company, the agent and the policy-
holder. Today, things have changed with 
digitisation, eradicating the use of paper 
and making the process as efficient as 
possible. “Further, we set up a data 
analytics division to give us relevant 
information to tailor-make new policies 
for customers,” explains Ranasinghe. 

Over the past 17 years, Ceylinco Life 
has remained at the top. And it is thanks 
to their core values that have helped 
them stay there. As Ranasinghe says, 
“Ability may get you to the top, but it 
takes character to keep you there.” 
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The bank is going beyond credit 
relief schemes mandated by the gov-
ernment to support small business 
through a challenging post-lock-
down economic environment

SEYLAN BANK: 
INFLUENCING 
A POST-COVID 
REVIVAL

The two-month lockdown, global travel 
restrictions, and fickle international mar-
kets in COVID-19's wake pose unprece-
dented challenges, pushing the economy 
towards a contraction in 2020. Seylan 
Bank's Senior Deputy General Manager 
Ramesh Jayasekara outlines the bank's 
COVID-19 response and measures to sup-
port businesses through the economic 
downturn and influence faster growth.

There were concerns that in addition to 
the health crisis and the economic im-
pact of COVID, that Sri Lanka might also 
face a banking crisis. Do you think that 
probability is now firmly behind the 
country? 
Jayasekara: I would say 
yes. Banks have emerged 
out of the crisis stronger. 
In March and April, eco-
nomic predictions were 
looking quite negative, 
but things have changed 
for the better. Economic 

Ramesh 
Jayasekara, 
Senior Deputy 
General Manager 
of Seylan Bank

T
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activity has rebounded to about 90% of pre-covid levels 
with the country getting back to normal after the lock-
downs. The economy seems to be following a V-shaped 
trajectory with strong recovery. If Sri Lanka avoids a 
second wave COVID outbreak, I believe economic activ-
ity will fully recover by the end of the year. 

Most retail and corporate loans have come out of 
moratorium, and borrowers have recommenced interest 
and capital repayments. The loan moratoriums for small 
& medium businesses will expire end September. Only 
then will we have a complete picture of COVID's impact 
on banking. However, unlike in March or April, there is 
a strong optimism about an economic recovery. Seylan 
Bank did exceptionally well during the most challeng-
ing period. During the six months to end June 2020, we 
were able to grow PAT by 8% to Rs1.6 billion. The deposit 
base increased by Rs10 billion from end December 2019 
to Rs411 billion by end June 2020 and we maintained 
our loan book at Rs378 billion as at end June 2020.

What do you anticipate will happen with credit de-
mand during the rest of 2020? 
Jayasekara: I expect private sector credit growth to be 
relatively subdued at around 5% for 2020. The banking 
sector non-performing loans ratio is around 5% and may 
deteriorate further by year end. But this is by no means 
alarming. NPLs are still low coming out of an unprece-
dented crisis. Over a few years leading up to COVID-19, 
banks had built adequate capital buffers conforming to 
Basel III regulatory requirements by way of right issues 
and debentures. As a result, banks were resilient to ab-
sorb the 2019 Easter attacks shock and COVID-19. 

Seylan Bank serves a large number of SME custom-
ers, a sector that is severely affected by COVID. How 
is the bank supporting this segment whilst mitigat-
ing credit risk?
Jayasekara: We have already registered loans over 
Rs12 billion to SMEs from the Central Bank's refinance 
scheme. Central Bank said it would allocate Rs150 bil-
lion among banks based on a first-come-first-served 
basis, and we worked fast to pass this benefit to our 
customers resulting in the value of registered refinance 
loans, significantly exceeding our allocation based on 
market share.

We identified borrowers who may find it difficult to 
pay their capital instalments and interest once the mor-
atoriums lapse end of September and have extend cap-
ital grace for such clients after a diligent evaluation of 
their requirements. We do understand that some busi-

nesses need more time to bounce back and we are 
keen to demonstrate to them that Seylan Bank is 
there for them in the long run. 

The bank also launched a Rs2 billion programme 
out of its own internal funds to support SME ex-
porters.  Under this scheme, we provide three-
year loans at discounted rates, and this fits nicely 
with the national effort to revive the export sector 
amidst a global pandemic. 

How did Seylan Bank approach the covid related 
challenges?
Jayasekara: At first, health and safety of our staff, 
and serving our customers were the main priorities 
when the pandemic hit, and the lockdown ensued.

The level of commitment, dedication, and drive 
demonstrated by our staff was truly inspiring. 

They put themselves at risk to serve our custom-
ers.  We had more branches open during the lock-
down period, than most other banks. Our digital 
strategy too received a significant boost because 
customers had to do things they would not have 
otherwise done. 

When the lockdown ended, we launched a cam-
paign, to build on the positive energy that was ev-
ident during the worst period of the pandemic, to 
reward staff and inspire them. This campaign, we 
called 'Heroes of the Heart', also encouraged every-
one to bring in new deposits, cross-sell, onboard 
customers to our digital products and acquire new 
customers. It was a successful campaign energiz-
ing and aligning us all with a common purpose. 

Interest rates have declined dramatically over 
the last six months, and this could be the catalyst to 
spur credit growth going forward and influence an 
economic resurgence.

When the lockdown ended, we 
launched a campaign, to build 
on the positive energy that 
was evident during the worst 
period of the pandemic, to re-
ward staff and inspire them.

T R U E  G R I T
SPECIAL FEATURES
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ON THE 
SHOULDERS 
OF A GIANT
Maersk, a global shipping industry giant, is levelling 
barriers to international trade for small businesses with 
a new service called Twill. Piloting in Sri Lanka, the ser-
vice saw volumes triple during the COVID-19 lockdown

Global shipping and logistics giant A.P. Moller-Maersk (popularly called 
Maersk) is a $40 billion revenue company which is half of Sri Lanka’s 
GDP of $84 billion in 2019. It carries up to 20% of the world's merchan-
dise trade annually on a fleet of about 600 vessels which includes some 
of the world's largest ships. 

Over the years, Maersk has consolidated businesses in port opera-
tions, air and land transportation, customs clearance, and warehousing 
to mitigate the impacts from overcapacity and the commoditisation of 
freight rates. Taking a step further, Maersk is using digital technology 
to transform into an end-to-end logistics service provider. A new online 
service targeting Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), Maersk Twill, 
has had impressive results in Sri Lanka since launching in January 2020, 
despite the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Maersk's Siddharth Iyer, Country Manager for Sri Lanka & Maldives; 
Randima Krishnaratne, Country Sales Manager Sri Lanka; and Nanthani 
Yogeswaran, SME Account Manager discuss how Maersk is disrupting 
shipping and levelling barriers to international trade for SMEs.

Research suggests that global trade could decline by 20% in the third 
quarter of this year due to COVID-19, a much steeper fall than the 
2008 financial crisis. How has the pandemic impacted Maersk?
Siddharth: The COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented, but Maersk has 
stayed resilient through the pandemic. Group revenue declined 6% in 
the first six months of the year due to trade contractions, but profitabil-
ity improved by 25%. This is largely due to ongoing efforts to reimagine 
the company. A.P. Moller - Maersk was primarily an ocean carrier compa-

Siddharth Iyer,
Country Manager for Sri Lanka & Maldives

Randima Krishnaratne,
Country Sales Manager Sri Lanka

Nanthani Yogeswaran,
SME Account Manager

T
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ny and was popularly known as Maersk 
Line. Over the last few years, the com-
pany has consolidated its ocean carrier 
business which includes Maersk and 
Safmarine to mitigate the impacts from 
overcapacity and the commoditisation 
of freight rates as a result of the global 
financial crisis. 

Maersk consolidated other business-
es in port operations, customs clear-
ance, warehousing, and ground and air 
transportation, bundled into logistical 
services. Our goal is to increase our 
logistics business rapidly in the com-
ing years. We are transforming from a 
shipping line to an integrated logistics 
company, of which Maersk Twill is an 
important aspect. 

We have an online booking platform 
called Maersk Spot which generates al-
most 40% of our global freight business. 
With Maersk Twill, we are reaching out 
to a vibrant and fast-growing SME sec-
tor, and helping them take their busi-
ness globally. We are eliminating barri-
ers to trading across borders and even 
partnered with NDB Bank to help SMEs 
grow. 

Sri Lanka's trade is not significant 
compared to global volumes, and the 
small market size limits growth. How-
ever, we are confident of doubling SME 
export volumes annually with Maersk 
Twill over the next three years.

Our idea is to give Sri Lanka's SMEs 
access to new markets. Today, we cover 
over 340 ports and have deep relation-
ships with industries across 130 coun-
tries. We can leverage this wide-spread 
network to provide SMEs matchmak-
ing services and conduct seminars to 
help them understand and discover 
new global opportunities. 

How can Maersk Twill help SMEs be-
come exporters?
Randima: Sri Lanka has a relatively 
small market of 22 million people and 
the businesses have realised that ex-
ports are the only viable option for ex-

MAERSK 
PILOTED 
MAERSK TWILL 
IN SOUTH 
ASIA AT THE 
BEGINNING 
OF THE YEAR 
AND SRI LANKA 
EXCEEDED ALL 
EXPECTATIONS

ponential growth in future. However, SMEs have not been able to make 
inroads into export markets. While SMEs contribute 52% to Sri Lanka’s 
GDP, they account for just 20% of the country's annual export earnings. 
We researched this and found that while most SMEs don't have the knowl-
edge to access global markets, they are also intimidated by the complex 
procedures, documentation, regulations and high costs of trading across 
borders. We launched the online freight forwarding platform Maersk Twill 

targeting SMEs to make exporting as easy 
and seamless as booking an airline ticket 
or making a restaurant reservation online.

Maersk Twill is an end-to-end logistics 
supply chain service. Meaning, once a cus-
tomer makes a booking on Maersk Twill, 
we will pick up the goods from the cus-
tomer's warehouse, our trucks will deliver 
the consignment a warehouse for consoli-
dation and then on to the port and loaded 
on one of our carriers. We will take care of 
all the paperwork and customers can track 
every step of the journey until the consign-
ment reaches the buyer's warehouse. We 
also have affordable airfreight options for 
smaller consignments. In short, we hand 
hold the SMEs through the complex pro-
cess of shipping and ensure that their car-
go gets exposure of the global market. 

We have also standardised freight rates. 
Usually, freight rates can wildly fluctuate 
by the minute, but we allow customers 
to book forward at standard rates which 

leads to significant savings. We also provide insurance coverage much 
reliable than conventional policies. 

How is the adoption of Maersk Twill in Sri Lanka, especially during 
the lockdown period?
Nanthani: Maersk piloted Maersk Twill in South Asia at the beginning of 
the year and Sri Lanka exceeded all expectations. At first, customers were 
a bit hesitant because they found freight forwarding and the documen-
tation process complex, and they were not used to doing things digitally. 
But they quickly took to it once we showed them how easy it was to sign-
up and navigate on Maersk Twill. Earlier, businesses rarely bargained for 
preferential rates because they didn't understand freight forwarding, but 
with Maersk Twill they get better rates, better services, and a better ex-
perience. 

The COVID-19 lockdown in April saw volumes on Maersk Twill triple in 
Sri Lanka. The SME customer acceptance of Maersk Twill was phenome-
nal compared to the rest of the South Asian region. In regular business, 
Sri Lanka accounts for 10% of Maersk's South Asia ocean volumes, but 
the contribution to Maersk Twill business volumes is around 40% which 
makes it one of the key focus markets. 
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NATIONS TRUST 
RECALIBRATES 
BEFORE COVID
While the pandemic forced many 
organisations to rethink strategy 
and change, this listed bank found 
itself already prepared

Priyantha Talwatte,
Chief Executive of 
Nations Trust Bank
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Priyantha Talwatte became Chief Executive of listed Nations 
Trust Bank on 2nd April 2020, a few weeks into a countrywide 
lockdown to contain the spread of COVID-19. That he eased into 
his new role is due to an organisation-wide transition that com-
menced a year earlier. Realigning teams, recalibrating strategy 
and digitalisation started well before COVID-19. These helped 
the bank emerge stronger from a 52-day lockdown. 
Excerpts of the interview are as follows:

 
What was the impact of COVID-19 on Nations Trust's oper-
ations and performance?
Talwatte: In a way, we had prepared the bank for the COVID-19 
challenge. The devastating economic impact of the 2019 Easter 
terror attacks compelled us to review and revise our strategic 
plan. The credit market had deteriorated, compelling us to review 
organisational and operational structures, rationalise costs and 
identify strategies for growth. We looked at recalibrating busi-
ness goals, how best we can leverage our strengths and digital 
investments. 

The first year of implementing the new strategic plan was 
2020. Towards the end of 2019, we were monitoring COVID-19's 
outbreak and global spread, and forecasting various outcomes 
based on previous global pandemics. For instance, SARS caused 
800 fatalities worldwide before the vaccine arrived eight to nine 
months after the outbreak. We assumed COVID-19 would follow 
a similar trajectory, but watched with concern while the coro-
navirus quickly got out of control. 

The economy was doing well during the first few months of 
2020. Economic activity was picking up amidst some stability 
after the Presidential election the previous October. Around 
February and March, tourism began to feel the strains of global 
travel restrictions, and then Sri Lanka unexpectedly went into 
lockdown for nearly two months, despite the warning signs. 
However, by then, we had already adjusted our organisational, 
process and cost structures, and optimised our supply and value 
chains. 

Our digitalisation drive 
hit a critical mass. 
Over 80% of banking 
transactions are
digital. As a result,
we were relatively 
comfortable during
the lockdown period

P Our digitalisation drive hit a critical mass. Over 
80% of banking transactions are digital. As a 
result, we were relatively comfortable during 
the lockdown period. We onboarded customers 
to digital channels and services early, so when 
the lockdown came, there was no real inter-
ruption to banking. All our customer contact 
points remained open under stringent health 
and safety protocols; we even had staff camp-
ing in our branches. We looked at global best 
practices around health and safety, and crisis 
management to ensure our customers had access 
to uninterrupted banking services. 

We reached out to customers to ask how NTB 
could help. We have a sizable client-base that's 
global and on the move. Many of them were 
overseas or in transit, and we did all we could to 
facilitate their return and support fund transfers 
to them and their families. Our e-wallet products, 
like American Express credit cards, helped us to 

reach out to customers at a personal level dur-
ing the crisis. We were able to acquire essential 
groceries, pack them and deliver to our custom-
ers who could place their order online. We also 
started a door-to-door cash delivery service and 
launched mobile ATMs too. 

The corporate management team was work-
ing hard around the clock. Things were moving 
fast as we found ourselves spending less time 
talking and deliberating, which is a result of the 
organisational restructure that we had under-
taken. We are nimbler now, and dynamic. The 
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recalibration exercise we had com-
menced months earlier had placed 
us in a strong position to meet the 
COVID-19 challenges head-on with 
confidence. 

What is your outlook for credit 
growth, and how is NTB contain-
ing risks?
Talwatte: Credit growth will likely 
improve towards the end of the year, 
but the economic impact of COVID-19 
is still not clear. Economic activity has 
gathered momentum since the lock-
down lifted. However, several sectors 
continue to underperform, particu-
larly tourism and construction; these 
two sectors drove the economy in the 
past. Their decline will have a pro-
found impact on recovery. 

We took measures very early to 
build up liquidity buffers to meet the 
expected economic crunch, although 

at the time, and even now, no one has a clear 
idea about COVID-19's full impact. We began to 
mobilise deposits and built excess deposit liabil-
ities which worked in our favour because now 
we had excess liquidity dammed up in reserves. 
Then the debt moratoriums came. 
Around 27% of customers had been eligible for 
credit moratoriums ranging from a period of 
two, three and six months. We also proactively 
provided concessions to other borrowers to 
help them ride out the crisis period. The bank 
disbursed more than Rs2 billion in working cap-
ital loans to small businesses under the Central 
Bank's laudable refinance scheme. NTB had an 
allocation of Rs1.6 billion for disbursement, but 
we worked hard to ensure as many as possible 
received the benefit.

Credit growth had stalled, and tightening 
margins did have an impact on the bank's finan-
cial performance. But overall, our strategy shift 
helped us maintain a favourable position. During 
the first six months of 2020, topline revenue 
declined 14% from a year earlier to Rs20 billion, 
while operating profits declined a marginal 4% 
to Rs3.4 billion, while after-tax profits increased 
24% to Rs1.7 billion as a result of some of the tax 
cuts announced by the government. 

While market interest rates declined by over 
250 basis points during the June quarter, our net 
interest margins fell by just 80 basis points due 
to improvements in fund management and the 
growth in current and savings accounts balances 
which are less costly than fixed deposits.

Loan Book

Rs217Bn

Deposits

Rs241Bn 

Interest Margin

4% 

Return on Equity

11% 

Total Capital Ratio
(Regulatory 
Minimum 12%)

16.5% 

Number of Staff 

3,041 

Number of Branches 

96 We cleaned up our loan 
book and revamped our 
underwriting standards 
nearly a year ago, so I 
believe we will not at-
tract significant impair-
ments

Total Assets 

Rs343Bn

Number of ATMs 
122 

 Nations Trust at a Glance
Key financial data as at end June 2020
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We will know the moratoriums' 
full impact after September 2020, 
but we are proactively looking at each 
client and understanding their needs 
so we can help them through the 
recovery phase of this crisis. Banking 
sector non-performing loans (NPLs) 
are around 6% and will come under 
pressure, and the challenge will be to 
contain NPLs at manageable levels. 

We cleaned up our loan book 
and revamped our underwriting 
standards nearly a year ago, so I 
believe we will not attract significant 
impairments because we had already 
strengthened our loan book.

Several years ago, Nations Trust 
was positioning itself as an SME 
bank. How is that changing now?
Talwatte: Several years ago NTB was 
predominantly in retail and SME 
banking. The bank grew its presence 
outside the Western Province and 
actively pursued an SME loan book 
expansion. Before that, the bank's 
focus was the Western Province 
which is where most of the wealth 
and business activity concentrated. 
However, we have now shifted strat-
egy. We are looking at establishing the 
corporate and trade finance pillars for 
more balanced growth. 

Retail banking will continue to be 
a growth catalyst. We have a network 
of 97 branches which is optimal for 
business growth without the need to 
invest in expansion. These branches 
cover the top 100 cities and town-
ships in the country. We have the 
largest market share for credit cards 
at 22%, which is an enviable posi-
tion, which includes an extensive 
merchant network built over two 
decades. Enjoying synergies from 
being part of the John Keells Holdings 
group, NTB was one of the first banks 
to venture into supermarket banking. 
While economic crises hit small 

Number of Customers 

850,000 

Average monthly 
transaction value 
on NTB's digital 
banking and payments 
platform, FriMi 

Rs4Bn

80%
Share of Transactions 
Conducted on Digital 
Channels

Highest ever profit 
posted in 2019/20. 
Profits have grown 13% 
annually over the last 
ten years ending March 
2020

Rs3.7Bn 

Annual deposit base 
growth and loan 
book expansion over 
the ten years ending 
March 2020

18%

Annual growth of 
total assets over the 
last ten years ending 
March 2020

15%

businesses the hardest, this is a segment with 
exciting growth potential. Nations Trust is on a 
mission to grow Sri Lanka's second-tier global 
companies. We've committed Rs7 billion to fund 
a concessionary loans scheme for small and 
medium exporters over the next few years. It is 
no ordinary loan scheme. We will work closely 
with exporters and help them discover new mar-
kets. But there are several conditions: small and 
medium exporters must improve management 
and operational structures to ensure sustainable 
growth.

The corporate banking business has seen rev-
enue and profitability more than double over the 
last two years. We're helping our corporate cli-
ents address cash flow problems and launched 
the Nations Direct Commercial Payments, a cash 
management solution. The bank is also pursuing 
opportunities in offshore structured financing 
to help local corporates expand overseas. It will 
also open up opportunities to cross-sell our 
suite of personal and digital banking products 
and services.  

Our e-wallet and digital fund transfer platform, 
FriMi, is making encouraging progress. During 
the 2019/20 financial year, FriMi's customer 
base nearly doubled, and monthly transactions 
value reached Rs4 billion while the merchant 
base increased to 3,500. FriMi will revolutionise 
Sri Lanka's payment landscape allowing fund 
transfers and purchases via a mobile number or 
QR code. What we have done is combine online 
banking, mobile payments and e-wallets in a sin-
gle platform. FriMi accounts for a 70% market 
share in Sri Lanka's national online transactions 
platform, JustPay. 

Nations Trust is on a 
mission to grow Sri 
Lanka's second-tier 
global companies. 
We've committed 
Rs7 billion to fund a 
concessionary loans 
scheme for SME ex-
porters
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F I N T E C H

Transforming Sri Lanka's banking and
payments landscape
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Fintech promises unmatched convenience to consumers, helps businesses 
collect payments faster and manage finances better, and can drive efficiency 

gains in the overall economy. The challenge for Sri Lanka is how to move towards 
a digital economy faster and gain a competitive edge in a post-covid world.  

The companies in this section are showing the way.

C O N T E N T S
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M A K I N G  S E N S E 
O F  D ATA  I N  A 
F I N T E C H  W O R L D
DATA has become a KEY FACTOR for countries, 
organizations, and people to stay relevant in a 
fast-paced economy

F I N T E C H

Ramesh Shanmuganathan
Executive Vice President/Group Chief Information Officer,
John Keells Group and Chief Executive, John Keells IT 
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Data is a key differentiator and determinant 
of the competitiveness of an organiza-
tion and its ability to sustain value to its 
stakeholders – be it a customer, employee, 

partner, or shareholder. Globally, DATA centricity is 
becoming a critical success factor for businesses though 
it is a rare phenomenon among Sri Lankan corporates, 
let alone the financial industry. 

 Customer centricity and customer experience are 
key driving factors of a data-driven organization. In the 
absence of it, we have age-old processes and methods 
as the mainstream in our country’s financial services 
industry - physical IDs as opposed to Digital IDs for 
Know Your Customer (KYC), fiat currency as opposed 
to digital wallets, full-fledged branches as opposed to 
self-service branches, legacy mechanism of non-repu-
diation as opposed to block-chain based mechanism for 
B2B transactions, siloed channels for different product/
services as opposed to an integrated, omnichannel strat-
egy, etc. This is the foundation of our financial service 
sector which is nowhere close to addressing customer 
services let alone customer-centricity. We as a country 
are lagging far behind in embracing digital as well as 
data-centricity in driving better customer experiences, 
as well as to foster inclusive and sustainable growth. 

“If Sri Lanka aspires to become a financial services 
hub in the region then we ought to be embracing and 
nurturing an aggressive digital transformation of the 
sector to be relevant, customer-centric, inclusive and 
sustainable,” says Ramesh Shanmuganathan, Executive 
Vice President and Group Chief Information Officer of 
the John Keells Group. He is also the Chief Executive 
of John Keells IT. 

 Ramesh suggests that “often many business leaders 
base their judgements on assumptions that do not hold 
in today’s context. This is mainly because they do not 
comprehend the potential disruption the new wave of 
technology can cause. Most of them stay in their com-
fort zones until their position is threatened, or a crisis 
drives them to question their status quo. Our objective 
is to leverage our expertise, exposure, and experience 
to help our customers start this journey proactively 
based on industry trends and nuances”.

Digitally Enabling the Financial Services Sector in 
Sri Lanka
 “Sri Lankan banks are in their comfort zones due to 
healthy net margins and profits which accrue due to 
that. Hence, they have little incentive to invest more 
than they have to in building an omnichannel strat-

egy which has customer centricity at 
heart. Most banks have legacy systems 
and platforms which do not easily lend 
themselves for digital transformation, 
and banks are not able to leverage the 
data they have to drive personaliza-
tion, let alone have a 360-degree view 
of their customers. This leads to very 
fragmented and disconnected cus-
tomer experiences and higher costs 
for the bank to sustain and retain them. 

“Banks here have only to look to 
neighbouring countries to see how 
banks such as DBS Singapore, SBI India, 
DigiBank India, and OCBC Singapore 
and others have embraced digital 
technology. Due to slow adaption and 
transformation of traditional banks, we 
see telco players such as Singtel, Grab, 
Alibaba, Paytm, Dialog and Mobitel try-
ing to address the unfulfilled demand 
through their digital instruments. This 
clearly shows there is an untapped 
market segment at the bottom which is 
either unbanked or poorly or not served 
at all. The country needs channels other 

Most banks have 
legacy systems 
and platforms 
which do not easily 
lend themselves 
for digital 
transformation, and 
banks are not able 
to leverage the data 
they have to drive 
personalization, 
let alone have a 
360-degree view of 
their customers. 
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than the expensive brick-and-mortar model to reach 
this segment to create a financially inclusive society 
for all. Digital and IT has huge potential to help 
banks realize this overarching goal, and can also 
facilitate last-mile payments which would be a huge 
catalyst to advance e-commerce in the country,” 
quipped Ramesh.

 He also went on to elaborate, “Today, data 
together with AI can be used to profile a customer, 
improve customer acquisition and retention, assess 
his or her credit rating, introduce anytime and any-
where banking, enhance customer experiences, 
reduce cycle times, predict cash availability, and 
streamline expense budgeting and planning more 
accurately. There are banks such as Monzo, Chime, 
Revolut, Starling, and Tangerine that are 100% dig-
ital and do not have any brick-and-mortar aspects 
to their business. This proves that digital a viable 
and most effective business model to reach your 
customers across the pyramid including the ones 
at the bottom. Most banks tend to own the entire 
value chain of operations. 

“The question is, is this necessary? Can you build 
an eco-system which can be shared? What is the 
USP? Is it the number of branches or the number of 
ATMs? Or is it about giving every citizen access to 
banking? Once, this is clear then the solutions can 
be mapped to deliver the desired outcomes. Today, 
even a rural shop could function as a cash dispenser 
given the available governance mechanisms and 
systems, but more often than not, the current legal 
and regulatory framework is what stifles innovation 
and customer-centricity of the financial sector.”  

 “While Sri Lankan banks have made progress 
towards automation, for the most part, they are still 
confined to their core transactional systems in driv-
ing operational efficiencies, rather than extending 
beyond their boundaries to connect their constit-
uents by driving customer-centricity and unique 
experiences. This needs an outside-in thought pro-
cess with the customer at the centre, as opposed to 
an inside-out one. This is where we help banks to 
understand these dynamics through planned inter-
ventions such as Design Thinking, Persona-based 
Journey Mapping, Blue Ocean Strategy, and Strategy 

Canvass to identify and address pain 
points and realise gains via pain-reliev-
ers and gain-creators. Once we have 
identified them, we look at our solu-
tions portfolio to deliver value to the 
respective stakeholders via IT/Digital. 

“This is our mantra in driving Digital 
Transformation to our customers with a 
clear mandate to simplify and digitally 
enable their businesses. John Keells IT 
has a portfolio of solutions and tech-
nologies which can help banks realise 
what has been discussed above, from 
simple automation via RPA to complex 
AI-based solutions, to predict and drive 
personalized, customer engagements 
which we have done across multiple 
industries in the region we operate in,” 
Ramesh explains.

 Ramesh with his 25+ years of 
experience of having worked at the 

John Keells IT has built 
the acumen of Digital 
Transformation (DT) 
with its expertise & 
experience of managing 
the John Keells group 
of companies in their 
respective digital 
transformation 
journeys
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intersection of Business and IT, as well as setting 
the pace of Business/IT transformation since the 
early 2000s, draws from his wealth of experience 
having led various transformation programs across 
the regions. He was instrumental in realigning the 
IT Sector of John Keells into John Keells IT as a bou-
tique consultancy and services organization which 
primarily aims to enable organizations to leverage 
Digital/IT to transform businesses for the digital era. 

Today, John Keells IT is enabling the transfor-
mation of the John Keells group, the largest and 
most diversified conglomerate in the country. The 
businesses across the multiple industries through 
the application of proven methods such as design 
thinking, persona-based journey mapping, and 
blue ocean strategy to drive better customer cen-
tricity and ecosystem thinking enabled by Digital/
IT. John Keells IT has built the acumen of Digital 
Transformation (DT) with its expertise & experience 
of managing the John Keells group of companies 
in their respective digital transformation journeys, 
and can take that acumen and learnings to drive the 
digital transformation journey for other like-minded 
clientele across the APAC and MENA regions.

 “John Keells IT is at an unfair advantage due to 
being an inherent part of John Keells group and thus 
benefiting from both worlds: of being a customer 
and partner to established Digital/IT transformation 
players such as SAP, Microsoft, UiPath, McKinsey, 
Deloitte, Siemens, and Cisco,” Ramesh explains. 
Further, Ramesh has a personal advantage of playing 
the dual role of being the John Keells group’s CIO as 
well as John Keells IT’s CEO. "We started our trans-
formation journey at John Keells in 1999 when we 
implemented the very first integrated, islandwide 
private network connecting all our constituents. This 
enabled us to implement a centralized ERP on SAP in 
2003 across 6 sectors and 70 companies. From that 
point onwards, John Keells group has been setting 
the trend for transformation in the island and is a 
role model that others aspired to follow. We ensured 
that we were ahead of the curve, leveraging our 
competitive edge as a conglomerate and reaping 
the synergistic potential within the group. 

“We were also the early adaptors of a data-

driven culture with the Advanced 
Analytics program that we launched 
with McKinsey, which is enabling 
businesses to use real-time data to run 
their businesses with better customer 
engagement. Sometimes, we know 
that the enabling tech is there, but at 
times it is about whether we are ready 
to embrace it in a meaningful way to 
impact the business in a holistic sense. 
At times, we have to think like a start-up 
and act like one to leapfrog out from 
legacy business models and to create the 
new normal. That’s what we have done 
with our Super Markets over the last two 
years and our customers are realizing 
the benefits of those early investments 
today," Ramesh says, reflecting on the 
thought leadership and approach which 
has helped set the business apart.  

 “JKIT is uniquely poised to unleash 
the true potential of our customers 
through collaboration, co-innovation, 
and co-creation together with their 
customers and their partners to build 
a VALUE ECOSYSTEM in a step by step 
approach, at the pace the customer is 
comfortable with, and this is unparal-
leled and ahead of its times in facilitating 
design and eco-systems based think-
ing and transformation. We facilitate 
this with a four-pronged strategy and 
solution stacks: namely, JKIT-Transact, 
JKIT-Transform, JKIT-Engage & JKIT-
Innovate. Each is designed to suit 
different maturity levels of a customer 
and helps them to leverage the right 
strategy and optimal solution stack that 
befits them to accelerate their transfor-
mation journey. 
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S.Renganathan
Chief Executive and 
Managing Director of 
Commercial Bank
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Commercial Bank is more than 
convinced that there is more to 
investing in a suite of digital bank-
ing products and services. It aims 
to improve financial inclusion in a 
meaningful way among Sri Lankans, 
and fostering digital inclusivity is an 
integral part of its strategy

The largest private bank in Sri Lanka, Commercial 
Bank of Ceylon Plc, is on a quest to drive both fi-
nancial and digital inclusivity among the popula-
tion. Here, Chief Executive and Managing Director S 
Renganathan outline Commercial Bank's strategy to 
achieve these dual-objectives.

For most Sri Lankan banks, digital transformation 
is still at the nascent stage and fewer invest in typi-
cal fintech. As the largest private bank, how is Com-
mercial Bank influencing or enabling change? 
Commercial Bank has been actively engaging in dig-
ital transformation for several years now. However, 
like everything else we do, it has been a journey inter-
woven strategically to our business model. The bank 
wanted to introduce technology that matters in the 

lives of its customers, rather than introduce a plethora 
of namesake services that further complicate their al-
ready busy lives. Having taken time to understand the 
nature of digital transformation that is best suited to a 
market such as ours, the bank has committed appro-
priate investments and is moving ahead full throttle. 
Over the past couple of years, we launched several dig-
ital products such as the state-of-the-art fully integrat-
ed Combank Digital App. We have digital products that 
are firsts for Sri Lanka, such as the e-passbook, Flash 
Digital Bank Account and Q+ Payment App. All these 
are delivering actual results in terms of influencing 
change in customer behaviour.  

What is your vision for Commercial Bank in a digital 
economy? 
Our vision is to improve financial inclusion of all seg-
ments of the population in a digital economy and to 
continue to be a leader in the digital space. One would 
realize just how far this strategic direction has taken us 
by looking at both our vision and mission statements, 
which focuses mostly on achieving excellence through 
digital leadership. Over the years, the bank has devot-
ed a lot of resources and effort to research international 
trends and case studies to understand digital success 
stories of peer markets. Our vision is a digital econo-
my where each customer is engaged, at their level of 
techno literacy, rather than trying to force each one to 
adopt a platform that they might or might not be com-

fortable to use. This is embedded in the business cul-
ture of the bank in terms of both internal and external 
operations. Even our Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) initiatives focus on this area. Instead of investing 

THE 
HIGHER 
PURPOSE 
OF DIGITAL 
BANKING

The bank wanted to intro-
duce technology that matters 
in the lives of its customers
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on product-specific projects, we dedicate a majority of our 
CSR funds to groom the future generation of the country 
as IT-savvy citizens by bridging the digital divide in the 
country through technology education. The bank has built 
up a sustainable IT education journey which started with 
the donation of IT laboratories to schools, and has evolved 
into a host of full-scale national level online education in-
itiatives.

Can you discuss Commercial Bank's digital transforma-
tion strategy? What are some of the initiatives the bank 
has undertaken in this regard?
As I said earlier, we are aiming for maximum inclusivity. It 
is a very complicated exercise where the national internet 
penetration is less than 50% and is most prevalent in ur-
ban and suburban areas. Culturally, people would prefer to 
visit a bank branch rather than engage in a digital transac-
tion. Improving adoption requires unique and customised 
solutions and is one reason why the bank has adopted a 
two-pronged approach: the bank aims to achieve gradual 
migration into digital channels by first driving adoption of 
our electronic platform. Our products and services both pri-

mary and secondary aim at acquisition levels of each cus-
tomer segment. This allows us to acquire customers across 
segments whilst migrating them both vertically and hori-
zontally as their IT literacy levels improve over time. 

Our approach to digitalisation includes investments in 
introducing revolutionary technology-based products and 

services. Few such products and services are Com-
Bank Digital, which is a state-of-the-art fully inte-
grated online banking platform, ComBank e-Slips, 
ComBank e-Passbook which was launched for the 
first time in South Asia, and ComBank Q+, the first 
QR code-based app certified by LANKAQR offer-
ing options for both retail customers and mer-
chants. We also have Flash Digital Bank Account, 
a revolutionary account that features a complete 
suite of financial management and financial well-
ness tools in one seamless application, which is 
also certified by LANKAQR. All recently launched 
Point-of-Sale (POS) machines issued by the bank 
are QR code compatible.

Within the digital payment space, Commercial 
Bank is a pioneer, having spearheaded many initi-
atives and technological innovations, both for re-
tail and corporate customers. The bank has effec-
tively covered every segment of customers with 
comprehensive digital solutions for corporates 
with bulk payment platforms such as 'Paymaster' 
where you can make all your corporate payments 
at a click of a button, and Internet Payment Gate-
way (IPG) facilities. Commercial Bank is the mar-
ket leader in providing payment solutions to the 
corporate sector. In addition to a variety of point 
of sales (POS) machines with many features for 
businesses, the bank has also taken the business 
needs of the SME and micro sectors into consid-
eration launching specialised payment solutions 
'Simple Pay' and Mini POS'. Our strong affiliations 
with internationally acclaimed service providers 
such as Visa, Mastercard, UnionPay, WeChat Pay 
and Alipay also allow us to provide the best selec-
tion of services wherever our customers are. The 
bank has ensured the security of our digital servic-
es and obtained comprehensive security systems, 
and is engaged in constant upgrading of them.

The other approach we have taken is focusing 
on electronic products and services such as ATMs, 
cash deposit machines, cash recycler machines, 
and automated cheque deposits. 

 We have ABC Centers and Mini Digital Experi-
ence Zones which mostly provide assisted auto-
mation and onboarding targeted at the late adapt-
ers, outstation and less tech-savvy customers. 
The Bank aims to achieve gradual migration into 
digital channels through popularizing electronic 
channels.  

The Mini Digital Experience Zones at selected 

F I N T E C H
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branches are just one recent initiative taken by the bank 
to facilitate the evolving customer needs. These zones are 
strategically located in branch lobby areas to attract the 
conventional customers and equipped with smart touch 
panels that display how-to-use product demo videos. 
These units have smartphones and tablets with wi-fi ac-
cess for customers to experience the bank's digital offer-
ings first hand. Digital Assistants assigned to such branch-
es facilitate handheld migration of customers on to digital.

Automated Banking Centers (ABC) is another first in-
troduced by the bank in the electronic space to help cus-
tomers adopt digital channels. These are located at our 
branches and some stand-alone points and offer basic dig-
ital banking services, including facilities for customers to 
submit loan inquires and FD requests.

We believe that these initiatives will be the catalysts 
that will boost digital adoption over time. 

How has covid-19 impacted the banking sector? And 
how is this pandemic helping banks, customers and 
regulators become more accepting of digital tech in fi-
nance?
The negative impacts of Covid-19 are far-reaching and 
long-lasting than anyone could predict. Naturally, the 
banking industry worldwide is feeling the pressures from 
contracting economies everywhere. With the lockdown 
and the uncertain operating environment that ensued 
with the pandemic situation, we experienced a surge in 
demand for digital services which was encouraging and 
daunting at the same time, given the restrictive environ-
ments that banks had to operate in. However, the regu-
lator also responded quickly and relaxed the KYC (Know 
Your Customer) regulations and made e-KYC possible. 
Since digital onboarding has been a focus area for banks 
under stringent regulatory guidelines for several years, the 
banking infrastructure was already in place to cope with 
the demand. 

What was the bank's own experience with digital tech 
during and after the lockdown?
It is encouraging to see the growth momentum continuing 
even after the lockdown lifted. We see user growth in all 
digital touchpoints such as Flash Digital Banking account, 
ComBank Digital Banking App, Paymaster corporate pay-
ment portal and also other merchant based payment sys-
tems. The demand was so intense that we had to deploy 
several additional teams to work around the clock to sat-
isfy the varied needs of customers. It is extremely encour-
aging to see that most of the customers who do not fall 
into the typical 'digital channel consumer' are continuing 

to patronize the bank's digital channels, having 
found out just how convenient and safer they 
are. Despite the surge experienced during the 
lockdown, we will continue to focus on the stra-
tegic and sustainable process of digital onboard-
ing, taking post-covid lessons also into account.     

How much is the bank investing in technolo-
gy, and with ROIs typically extended, and how 
do you balance stakeholder expectations and 
build a shared vision?
The bank is investing substantially on all as-
pects of technology that includes infrastructure, 
training and expertise, state of the art cyberse-
curity measures, latest systems and tools such 
as Artificial Intelligence (AI), robotics, Customer 
Relationship Management (CRM) and Business 
Intelligence (BI) systems. As explained earlier, 
our digital road map is well thought out, strate-
gic and interwoven into the business, so the ex-
tended ROI’s have been considered and planned 
for. Also, it is very well understood by our main 
stakeholders that digital is a dynamic and evolv-
ing area, where operating environments could 
drastically change or the technologies become 
obsolete as digital tech rapidly evolves. The ad-
vantage of adopting a strategic process rather 
than an ad hoc one is that the bank is better 
prepared for such possibilities and therefore 
stronger. As pointed out earlier, technology is at 
the very core of our business, so we had shared 
vision from the inception.

It is extremely encour-
aging to see that most 
of the customers who 
do not fall into the typi-
cal 'digital channel con-
sumer' are continuing 
to patronize the bank's 
digital channels 
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The Malabe-based tech unit of London 
Stock Exchange Group (LSEG) is shaping 
the technology stacks that power stock 
exchanges, clearinghouses, depositories, 
and trading venues world over. 

F I N T E C H

LS E G  T E C H N O LO GY
S R I  L A N K A : 
I N F LU E N C I N G  C H A N G E 
AT  G LO BA L  S CA L E 

Feroz Cader 
Co-Head LSEG Technology 

Sri Lanka

eroz Cader and Rob Brouwer, 
Co-Heads of LSEG Technology 
Sri Lanka, discuss how the 
Malabe-based tech unit of 
LSEG is shaping the future of 
financial market infrastructure 

(FMI). LSEG Technology has something for 
everyone from sophisticated top-tier global 
exchanges to new-fangled crypto exchanges, 
and trading houses in emerging markets 
for plain-vanilla assets such as equities and 
bonds.

The Malabe campus operates platforms 
that run the London Stock Exchange, Borsa 
Italiana, Turquoise, a multi-asset European 
trading platform, and its clients include the 
London Clearing House and stock exchanges 
of Singapore, Hong Kong, Johannesburg, Peru, 
Argentina, Casablanca and many more.

F
What can you tell us about LSEG Technology and the markets it serves?

Brouwer: LSEG Technology is a financial markets infrastructure service provider 
for exchanges, clearinghouses, regulators, and depositories. The financial market 
infrastructure (FMI) solutions we provide fall under various global, regional, and 
country-specific regulatory bodies that are focused on creating fair marketplaces 
that are resilient to shocks so that they do not cause systemic risks. We have 
been doing this for over two decades, perfecting a suite of tech solutions for 
top-tier and emerging markets. We have a product range that covers the needs 
of all these institutions. We do not deliver software, separate components or 
layers of an operating system. Instead, we see ourselves as a service provider 
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Rob Brouwer 
Co-Head LSEG Technology 
Sri Lanka

with the entire suite of products optimised for 
specific customer needs. 

Cloud technology has been an enor-
mous enabler in that transformation. LSEG 
Technology has a large internal customer base 
(London Stock Exchange Group) which is very 
progressive moving into the cloud and mov-
ing away from expensive third-party vendors. 
We developed and now host Atom, a crypto 
exchange that trades 24x7. 

While Atom operates on the same software 
and trading platforms LSEG Technology has 
developed for top-tier exchanges such as 
the London Stock Exchange, Borsa Italiana 
or Turquoise, the fact that its cloud-enabled 
makes it very cost-effective. 

What this means is that we can now operate 
high-end and emerging market trading plat-
forms, all out of LSEG Technology’s campus 
at Malabe. The cloud-enabled route is where 
we are heading. We want to be the enablers of 
change in financial markets. Our entire port-
folio of solutions is cloud-ready which means 
cost-effective and faster deployment.

What are some of technologies pioneered 
or influenced by LSEG Technology?

Cader: Technology keeps evolving. We were 
the first to introduce a solution based on FPGAs 
(Hardware Acceleration) to disseminate market 
data from an exchange, we were the first to 
use GPUs to compute risk for a CCP. We now 
see a convergence of technologies with CPU, 
GPU and interconnects of those all on a single 
chip with built in ML/AI capabilities. It doesn’t 
stop there. All these new technologies are cloud 
ready to take advantage of reduced cost. All 
our products are securely deployable on cloud 
and our new product design takes advantage 
of cloud specific features such as dynamic 
scalability, further optimising operational costs.
Further, we are the only vendor globally to 
develop a product suite on a common tech-
nology platform making it far less expensive 
to operate the entire order-to-trade FMI stack 
– That is from order entry, order execution, mar-
ket data publication, trade reporting, clearing 
and settlement functions and the only provider 
to develop all of that out of a single location 

– here in Sri Lanka at our state of the art campus facility. This provides us an 
advantage no one other vendor in the market can provide and this is a fiercely 
competitive niche market.
Irrespective of FinTech, the next revolution in the software industry would be the  
automation of software development. We have worked on domain descriptive 
language that is able to describe the FMI space where business and regulatory 
requirements can be modelled using a domain specific language that will pro-
duce the software automatically. We are talking about an automated production 
line for software. 



76   ECHELON.LK   OCTOBER 2020

H
Meet The

HatchX 
seven

These fintech startups 
are on a mission to 
improve financial 
inclusion

BY JASON DIAZ
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They are doing this 
with solutions for 

affordable payment platforms, cheap credit 
on favourable terms, better price discovery, 
insurance for all, and making the unbank-
able, informal segments of the population 
bankable. 

Financial inclusion is key to sustainable 
growth because it reduces poverty and ine-
quality, helps people invest in the future, 
manage shocks, and smoothen household 
consumption. While Sri Lanka is ahead of 
its South Asian peers in most inclusion indi-
cators, significant gaps remain, according 
to a 2020 World Bank Group report.  

Bank branch density was 17 per 100,000 
people, compared to the regional average of 
10. However, 26% of adults made no depos-
its or withdrawals in a year. Only 29% of the 
adult population had savings, and 17% had 
loans. A 2018 National Financial Inclusion 
Survey quoted by the report found that 48% 
of respondents borrowed from informal 
lenders at high interest. 

HatchX organised a demo day for these 
seven companies that qualified to join its 
programme. Launching in March 2020, 18 
fintech startups hoping to join the acceler-
ator programme underwent an intensive 
selection process. Founders had to demon-

H A T C H X ,  S R I  L A N K A ’ S 
F I R S T  F I N T E C H  S T A R T U P 
A C C E L E R A T O R ,  I S 
S U P P O R T I N G  S E V E N 
C O M P A N I E S  A T T E M P T I N G 
T O  I M P R O V E  F I N A N C I A L 
I N C L U S I O N . 

strate a sound grasp of business fundamentals, and 
their companies had to show exceptional potential 
for growth and impact. 

Typically, a startup accelerator attempts to com-
press the life cycle of an innovative company from 
several years to just a few months through a pro-
gramme of intense, rapid, and immersive education, 
mentorship, testing and refining strategy, and finally, 
preparing founders to raise early-stage funding. 

Endorsed by the Central Bank and Fintech 
Association of Sri Lanka, HatchX brought together 
major stakeholders in Sri Lanka’s financial industry 
to take on advisory and mentorship roles. It will also 
facilitate funding for these seven startups that made 
it through the selection process. 

HatchX is a collaboration between Hatch, an 
enterprising co-working space, startup accelerator 
and incubator, an alliance of early-stage investors 
in startups Lanka Angel Network and the U.S.-based 
Ford Foundation.
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AFFORDABLE PAYMENTS TECH: Despite 23.5 million debit cards 
and 1.85 million credit cards in circulation, Sri Lanka is still a 95% 
cash-centric market. Issues start to arise when you look at the fees. 
The cost of deploying payment gateways, payment apps, or credit 
card terminals, is too high. All of these costs are detrimental to the 
growth and success of small businesses. What we are looking to do 
is to support the economy by providing a complete digital payment 
ecosystem at reasonable costs.

Businesses utilising DirectPay will find it is one of the most cost-ef-
fective, real-time payment modes with the ability to monitor daily 
transactions and reconciliation through the dashboard or merchant 
app. Payments to suppliers can easily be facilitated with a click of a 
button through DirectPay’s fund transfers even if the suppliers hold an 
account in a different bank. We work with most banks in the country 
through CEFT and JustPay under the guidelines of the Central Bank. 
Using our VPOS (Virtual POS), the merchant can generate a payment 
link and send it to their customers via an email, SMS, WhatsApp or 
any other similar method.

Customers can make payments with ease, transfer funds by scanning 
the recipient’s QR code, make seamless payments at checkout, leave tips, 
split bills and pay merchants in 4 simple steps - Login, scan, enter the 
amount, confirm. Going cashless has never been easier as is testament 
to the over $1 billion in total transactions made in a mere 14 months.

K A N I S H K A  W E E R A M U N D A

U R M I L A  C H A N D R A S E K A R A M  & 
K U K A R A J  T H A R M A S E G A R A M A

C O - F O U N D E R / C E O  O F  D I R E C T P A Y

C O - F O U N D E R S  O F  A L G O R E D G E

IMPROVING CREDIT PROFILING: Small businesses 
and low-income individuals are disadvantaged by 
conventional credit evaluation methods followed by 
lending institutions. Chinks in customer risk assess-
ment processes by banks and financial institutions in 
emerging markets have led to over $1 trillion in bad 
debt. In Sri Lanka alone, the non-performing loan ratio 
was 4.7% in the banking sector, while the non-banking 
sector reported a ratio of 9.6% and climbing. The proper 
identification of borrowers is critical from both sides 
of the transaction - correct identification allows for 
lenders to mitigate the risk of non-performing credit 
while allowing for better rates for, and less collateral 
to be put up by, borrowers. However, the method of 
assessing a borrower in Sri Lanka follows very out-
dated processes. Typical data banks look at does not 
offer enough information on the real creditworthiness 
of a borrower, not to mention the introduction of errors 
of the human component of the assessment. This neg-
atively impacts the economy due to the individuals 
and organisations poorly assessed being refused credit.

To mitigate this we developed a machine-learn-
ing model that gets implemented within the bank’s/
financial institution’s system - to ensure that data 
is secure - that processes big data from both tradi-
tional and non-traditional sources. This non-traditional 
data would be sources of information that appear to 
have no direct correlation to assessing a borrower, 
but in reality, requires a large amount of data to be 
processed to make sense. This data will be what the 
banks already have in hand, such as data collected 
during KYC, data on customer interactions, publicly 
available information (social media) and data shared 
with the provider via third parties like CRIB. While the 
processing of big data in this scenario is by no means 
a new thing, we offer a model that is adaptable and 
able to learn trends to provide the most accurate risk 
assessment possible for our clients’ needs.

I N N O V A T E

F I N T E C H
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HASSLE-FREE, LOW-COST LOANS:  If 
you were to apply for a small to medium 
loan from a bank, there are a multitude of 
pain-points that a borrower will have to 
go through, namely the sheer amount of 
documentation and the very high-interest 
rates. And with the state of the economy, as 
it is, salary advances for employees has also 
become a task that employers are finding it 
difficult to allocate budgets for. Helios P2P is 
Sri Lanka’s first peer to peer lending platform 
that is looking to remedy these issues by 
connecting private investors with borrowers 
over an online marketplace at extremely 
competitive rates.

The three products in our portfolio 
are Helios Public (HP), Helios for Leading 
Organisations (HELO) and Helios for 
Registered Organisations (HERO). HP was the 
first product introduced where any member 
of the public, with the submission of their 
CRIB report, can gain access to short-to-me-
dium credit from our marketplace of inves-
tors at interest rates unmatched by banks 
and other financial institutions. HELO was 
the next product which does not require the 
iCRIB report that HP does but is based on the 
documentation supplied by the employee. 
And finally, HERO where we engage directly 
with the HR departments of the relevant 
organisation to understand when the sal-
ary cycles run. The risks to lenders on the 
platform is mitigated by Helios’ proprietary 
credit rating system, auto-debiting on salary 
date, and agreements with debt collection 
agencies in the case of defaults.

MAKING THE UNBANKABLE, BANKABLE: The bottom of 
the pyramid, the poorest two-thirds of the human economic 
pyramid has never had access to financial services in terms 
of borrowing. We have a lot of banks, finance companies and 
microfinance companies, but when it comes to lending out 
to people who are earning money in cash or on an infrequent 
basis, these financial institutions still require payslips to qual-
ify for credit. Your average ride-hail driver gets paid regularly 
which might amount to more than what a white-collar person 
might earn, but because the transactions aren’t all aggregated 
and they can’t prove where they earned the money from, 
they end up being locked out of formal financial services. This 
results in daily-wage earners having to resort to questionable 
microfinance companies or loan sharks.

OGO Pay looks at targeting two-sided platforms, ones that 
have a supplier and a buyer, or ride-hailing services, hotel 
bookings etc. We first facilitate the incoming payment from 
the buyer to be as seamless as possible, but we also give the 
platform the option to pay out to the supplier, the riders, 
drivers, hotels etc. daily with minimal fees. The added ben-
efit of this is since we know what funds are flowing into the 
platform, we can offer an alternative to a payslip complete 
with income history. This opens up the possibility for the 
bottom of the pyramid individuals to gain access to financial 
services they would not have had otherwise.

Another feature that we are working on is the option for 
suppliers to choose how to accept their payments. Since we 
control the inflow of funds right at the source, we can give 
them the option to either save to a high-interest savings 
account, invest, or if they already have a reducing balance 
loan in place, they can choose to pay it back daily. We are 
looking to be a company that helps its users create wealth.

N U Z H I  M E Y E N

C E O  O F  O G O  P A Y
I M E S H  L I Y A N A G E

C O - F O U N D E R / C E O  O F  H E L I O S  P 2 P
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FAVOURABLE CREDIT TERMS:  iLoan 
is what you would call a trade connec-
tor company. What we are trying to do is 
bridge the trade-credit gap in the market 
which is a $2 billion issue. We get those 
who are underrepresented in the system 
due to the lack of KYC and collateral, and 
with our blockchain-based product, we 
connect them and create transparency to 
the lenders to access these creditworthy 
borrowers. Through this, we have been suc-
cessful in registering 13,000 users in a year 
and having a loan book of over $800,000.

In the FMCG (Fast Moving Consumer 
Goods) sector, most of the small retailers 
have a very limited working capital to 
buy products from these multinational 
companies. What we do is we partner up 
with these multinationals and target a 
segment of the creditworthy retailers they 
have who have no access to credit. We 
then go with their sales representatives, 
onboard them, and the credit we extend 
them comes in the form of the goods. We 
incentivise retailers to buy a higher margin 
and based on that, we pay the supplier 
what is due, on the due date on behalf of 
the retailer. The retailer then pays us back 
a week later with an applicable interest 
rate which is comparable to a temporary 
overdraft facility. This allows these small 
retailers, the mum & pop shops to extend 
their working capital, to gain some breath-
ing room and grow their business.

C O - F O U N D E R / C E O  O F  I L O A N
L A K S H A N  D E  S I L V A

I N N O V A T E
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To p  r o w  ( L- R )
S h y a m a l  A d i k a r i ,  K a l a n a  M e n e r i p i t i y a ,  N u z h i  M e y e n ,

M i d d l e  r o w  ( L- R )
I m e s h  L i y a n g e ,  U r m i l a  C h a n d r a s e k a r a m ,   L a k s h a n  D e  S i l v a ,
K u k a r a j  T h a r m a s e g a r a m a , 

B o t t o m  r o w  ( L- R )
S a n c h i t h a  S i l v a ,  R a n d h u l a  D e  S i l v a ,  K a n i s h k a  We e r a m u n d a
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INSURANCE FOR ALL:  Daily-wage earn-
ers and gig-workers are a segment of the 
working population that is poorly covered 
by health insurance schemes. Simple acci-
dents on small jobs can lead to massive 
costs that these workers simply cannot 
afford. Nor are they able to afford the high 
premiums that come with your typical 
health insurance policies that are availa-
ble. Smart Insure looks to bring peace of 
mind to this class of workers by offering 
microinsurance solutions for different 
industries at affordable rates, increased 
transparency and streamlined ease of use.

A partnership with FastFix, a startup 
which is, in essence, the PickMe for hand-
ymen, is in the works to offer either a sub-
scription-based or job-based life insurance 
cover. This policy will allow coverage for 
on-site accidents that are commonplace 
in the handyman trade. Another segment 
we are looking at is in farming. We aim to 
introduce an insurance policy that covers 
everything down to the seed. It will offer 
farmers some form of security during 
periods of drought, for example. We have 
already partnered with Hutch and Allianz 
to enable a per-day insurance cover for 
the entire Hutch base. We introduced a 
Hospital Cash Plan as well as life insurance 
coverage which prepaid customers can 
pay per day, and postpaid customers can 
pay per month.

F O U N D E R / C E O  O F  S M A R T  I N S U R E
S H Y A M A L  A D I K A R I

C E O  O F  F I P B O X
K A L A N A  M E N E R I P I T I Y A

KNOW YOUR FDS AND WHERE TO INVEST: The Sri Lankan fixed-de-
posit and loan market is valued around Rs. 17 trillion and during the past, 
despite having so many banks and financial institutions, we have seen 
institutions collapsing and people having trouble getting the returns or 
capital from the fixed deposits they have placed. This all happens due to 
poor financial literacy where people look at either the high-interest rates 
offered or more personal reasons. They usually do not refer to publicly 
available credit ratings (ICRA and Fitch) because to a layperson who would 
want to know this information, they would have to talk to over 60 banks 
and financial institutions combined. Even if they resort to a simple internet 
search, it would still be difficult since some institutions have poor SEO.

Fipbox is a platform for the fixed depositors, where they can visit the 
website and find the rates being offered in the market across the board 
with the relevant security ratings. 14 institutions with us update this 
information via the backend, and another set of institutions whose rates 
and security ratings we source from the internet, is being updated daily 
and noted with a time & date stamp so you know these are the latest rates. 
Users are also educated on the intricacies of fixed deposits, withholding 
tax, commercial banks, specialised banks and financed companies. In 
addition to this information platform, we have introduced the Fipbox 
user base where we have one standardised information collection form. 
This allows us to facilitate the information flow for a fixed deposit made 
through our platform to the relevant fund manager with your consent. 
This information will then auto-populate that institute’s form format. 
One of the pain-points is KYC activity which requires the physical sig-
nature of the applicant, this is facilitated by a representative from that 
respective institution.

In addition to this, Fipbox provides a dashboard highlighting your cur-
rent deposits, the present rates, and these are the upcoming renewals and 
better rates in the market and their security ratings allowing depositors 
to make informed investments. 

I N N O V A T E

F I N T E C H
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W H AT  A N  L RT 
L O A N  T E L L S  U S 
A B O U T  T H E  D E BT 
P R O B L E M 
A cancellation of a loan to build a light rail raises questions 
about how, and from whom, Sri Lanka should borrow 

BY SHAMINDRA KULAMANNAGE 
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The LRT was to connect downtown Colombo to the suburbs 

to the East of the capital. Later sections would connect suburbs 
to Colombo’s North and South. More lines were planned to run 
across the city too. 

In a March 2019 agreement, the Japanese government agreed 
to fund the 15.7 kilometer line, Sri Lanka’s first LRT, connecting 
the Eastern suburbs to downtown Colombo. Over 200 interna-
tional and local consultants were preparing detailed designs 
to float tenders among Japanese companies for civil works, 
electro-mechanical works and to buy rolling stock so that trains 
could be running by 2027, when a new government suspended 
the project in September 2020. 

The Presidential Secretariat, from where the suspension order 
was issued, said the LRT was “not the appropriate cost-effective 
transport solution.” 

In developing countries’, the biggest financing need is for 
infrastructure. The Japanese government, through its lending 
arm Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), is the largest 
bilateral lender to Sri Lanka (see chart 1).

Colombo is a charming city compared to traf-
fic-clogged and polluted South Asian metrop-
olises like Dhaka, Delhi or Karachi. So far, 
Colombo’s public transport has held up well. 

But city dwellers and those living in resi-
dential areas outside will gravitate towards 
cars to quickly and comfortably get about to 
work, to school or run errands as incomes rise. 

It’s estimated than half of Colombo’s motor-
ized trips are done on public transport – 3.4% 
by rail and 48% by bus. 

University of Moratuwa academics esti-
mated the average speed of travel in Colombo 
at 12 kilometers an hour, which implies that 
during rush hour, traffic is near gridlocked.

Colombo’s rush hour traffic didn’t get to a 
snarl unpredictably. In 2014, a comprehensive 
urban transport plan emerged, which included 
the option for Light Rail Transit (LRT) and sig-
nificant investments in existing rail, bus and 
road infrastructure.

Foreign Debt
How Sri Lanka’s foreign debt stock is made up

Chart 1

Source: Central Bank, Advocata 
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A government must find the right income 
balance between aid (or grants), concessional 
loans, borrowing (debt securities) and taxes. 

Sri Lanka has had a hard time raising the level 
of taxation. And as it’s no longer a poor country, 
Sri Lanka does not receive aid. As a result, in the 
last two decades, the country has increased its 
borrowings and also sought concessional loans 
(credit with lower than market interest rates). 

Other foreign creditors are multilateral insti-
tutions, mainly the Asian Development Bank 
and the World Bank and foreign governments, 
mainly Japan, China and India. Of roughly Sri 
Lanka’s Rs13 trillion in debt, half of it is in foreign 
currency or owed to foreigners. 

The county diversified its creditors to grow 
the debt stock, by borrowings (rupee and for-
eign currency debt securities) and concessional 
loans (foreign currency). Sri Lanka issued its 
first International Sovereign Bond (ISB) in 2007 
and by 2019 foreign bondholders held 42% of 
the island’s $35.2 billion (42% of GDP) foreign 
currency debt (see chart 2). 

Sri Lanka obtained $34 billion in foreign 
loans (soft loans and by ISBs’) during 2005 to 
2019 and 81% of these, or $27.5 billion, funded 
infrastructure according to Verité. 

Outstanding loans to Japan total $3.4 billion. Only the Asian 
Development Bank, a multilateral lender, has more loans out-
standing to Sri Lanka ($4.4 billion) than Japan. Crucially, all 
Japanese lending are soft loans, with below market interest 
rates and long repayment periods. For comparison, China’s soft 
lending to Sri Lanka is less than a fourth of Japan’s at $0.8 billion. 

Most of China’s credit is semi-soft, and provided by the Export-
Import Bank of China (an EXIM bank). Together, China’s soft loans 
and semi-soft EXIM credit, total slightly below Japan’s lending. 

For instance, the $280 million LRT loan from Japan charged 
an annual interest of 0.1% on civil works and equipment costs, 
and 0.01% for engineering services. Sri Lanka had 40 years to 
repay with a 12-year grace period. 

An independent think tank’s analysis of the largest 50 
soft loans obtained between 2005 and 2019 for infrastructure 
has found that Japanese ones were the cheapest. Financing 
Infrastructure: The (non) Concessionality of Concessional Loans 
by Verité Research goes on to explain the conditions under 
which foreign loan concessionality is eroded, which in some 
cases, can make them as or more expensive than debt securities.

ince the year 2000, Sri Lanka has borrowed heavily 
to splurge on infrastructure, to subsidize loss-making 
state owned enterprises, and on public sector pay. In 
those two decades, the debt stock increased over ten 
times (see chart 1).

Exploding debt
Total outstanding government debt, Rs Tn (LHS), growth rate % (RHS)

Chart 2
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In most years since 2000, the 
stock of foreign currency debt 
increased at about the same pace or 
faster than rupee debt (see chart 3).

etting to, around, and out 
of Colombo is gradually 
becoming stressful for 
commuters. An LRT pro-
ject evaluation by JICA 
highlights that over a 

million people flow in to Colombo 
each day. Commuters also compete 
with freight transport on Colombo 
roads. Over 40% of the GDP is gen-
erated in the western province, and 
28% of the population lives there. 

JICA’s LRT evaluation observes 
that private car use will increase 
along with the population and eco-
nomic growth. Once the share of pri-
vate modes of transport increases, it 
will be difficult to encourage conver-
sion back to public transport, it says.  

Urbanization’s greatest stress is the one 
on infrastructure, particularly on transport. 
The scope for private investment in transport 
infrastructure like roads and rail are limited 
in poor and lower middle-income countries. 

Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, a 
sub-Saharan country, is still poor and pop-
ulous. Ethiopia’s economy is booming and 
in 2019 per capita GDP is estimated at $950. 
By comparison Sri Lanka’s per capita GDP is 
estimated to be $3,850. 

Located in the centre of Addis Ababa is 
the country’s largest city and home to 4.8 
million people. In 2015 it launched a 17km-long 
gleaming new LRT line, linking in the indus-
trial areas in the South to downtown Addis 
Ababa. A second 16 kilometer east-to-west line 
was added a few years later. The LRT carries 
60,000 passengers an hour with fares low 
enough for everyone to use it. 

Cities thrive when people can get to their 

Debtoholic
A splurge of spending increased Sri Lanka’s debt stock steadily

Chart 4

Source: Central Bank, Advocata 
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places of work, to schools and run errands fast, comfortably and 
at their convenience. Study after study proves that the number 
one contributor to urban quality of city life is efficient transpor-
tation. Naturally, Colombo’s residents are crestfallen about the 
state of urban transport and that a LRT that was readying for 
construction didn’t materialize. Morning and evening commutes 
are tiring, stressful and time-consuming. It’s quite normal that a 
15 kilometre commute in the morning or evening can take two 
hours each way.

n the face of it,  Japanese loans are the most beneficial 
for Sri Lanka because their annual interest rate of 0.7% 
and loan duration at 34 years are unsurpassed by Sri 
Lanka’s other major lenders, even multilateral ones like 
the World Bank and ADB (see chart 5). Japanese loan 
tenures on average are 35% longer than the next most 

generous major lender which is the ADB. Verité Research has 
adjusted for exchange rate changes in calculating the interest 
rate, as loans are provided in various foreign currencies and in 
various years. 

While Japanese loans are the cheapest and offer the longest 
repayment periods, International Sovereign Bonds (ISBs) are the 
costliest and have shorter tenures. On average ISBs, which are all 
dollar denominated, cost 6.6% annually and have to be repaid in, 

on average, over eight years. 
China offers soft and semi-

soft loans to Sri Lanka. Interest 
rates on Chinese loans, while 
much lower than ISBs are 
among the highest of those 
providing soft loans.

Interest rates and the loan 
tenure are only broad indica-
tors to figure if a loan is con-
cessionary, or a soft loan.  

Verité’s publication iden-
tifies a two-step process for 
determining if a loan is a 
concessional one. The first is 
the grant element of a loan, 
the second is to examine if 
the loan is vulnerable, due to 
hidden costs, of slipping into 
non-concessionary territory. 

Nishan de Mel who heads 
Verité Research and is a co-author of the loan 
concessionality publication says these crite-
rion are widely accepted to figure if loans are 
concessional. 

In figuring if a loan is soft, Verité uses 
the IMF’s definition of a concessionary or 
soft loan; as requiring a grant element of at 
least 35%. The grant element of a loan is the 
difference between a loan’s nominal value 
and the discounted total of the future debt 
service payments. 

Verité has chosen to discount the future 
debt service payments by 6.5% which is 
equivalent to what Sri Lanka pays in the 
international bond market currently. 

De Mel explains that the methodology 
allows it to get a high grant element due to 
the high discount rate. He says as the discount 
rate is high, it favors the country or institution 
lending to Sri Lanka. “More loans are going to 
get evaluated as having a larger grant element 
by using a higher discount rate.”

Of the largest 50 infrastructure loans 
obtained between 2005 and 2019, the Japanese 
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Chart 5

Rate and maturity
Major sources of foreign funding (2005-2019)

Source: Department of External Resources, the Ministry of Finance of Sri Lanka and Central Bank of Sri Lanka
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the loan will be eroded. 
Verité’s research director Subhashini Abeysinghe 

who is a co-author of the loan concessionality publica-
tion says the tied element occurs frequently in bilateral 
loans. “Many Chinese loans are unsolicited, with India’s 
lending the contractor is pre-selected sometimes, and 
Japan restricts bidding to companies from that county. 

Vireité’s researchers were able to obtain enough 
details on 28 of the 50 large loans to make judgement 
on any tied elements. These 28 loans were to disburse $11 
billion. Of the $11 billion in loans ones worth $9 billion 
had tied elements and $4 billion of that had tied loans 
associated with unsolicited proposals. 

“Why is a tied element a problem?” De Mel asks 
rhetorically. “It means the country can’t put up that 
procurement to the lowest value bids, it is in some way 
constrained. It also increases the risk of cost escalation.” 

Between 40 to 50% of the loan on average is tied, 
Abeysinghe says referring in general to the $9 billion 
of borrowing agreements Verité was able to examine. 

Again, Japanese loans have the most unfavorable 
procurement terms for Sri Lanka (see chart 7). As a result, 
projects like the new airport terminal and the suspension 
bridge across the Kelani river that links the airport high-
way to Colombo’s road network, will carry lower risk. 

Chinese loans are the most restrictive ones of the 28 

Tied to Procurement
Average tied element by lender (22 tied loans)

Chart 7

Source: Calculated using information provided by the External Resources 
Department of the Ministry of Finance and the responses received to request 
for information filed under the Right to information Act No. 12 of 2016 with 
the respective implementing agencies of the projects in the Government.
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loans have the highest grant element. Of the 
50 loans analyzed, Verité says 33 had grant 
elements of above 35% using the 6.5% dis-
count rate (see chart 6). 

Of the major lenders to Sri Lanka, on aver-
age ADB and Chinese loans didn’t meet the 
concessionary criteria, albeit by a narrow 
margin.

Says De Mel, “China’s grant element is 31% 
and does have a large loan quantum. This 
is the starting point for asking if this grant 
element of the loan can be eroded by the 
terms and conditions attached to the loan.”

 Hidden costs in loans, by what is referred 
to as a ‘tied’ element, is the second challenge. 
The tied element refers to conditions that 
prevent Sri Lanka from obtaining the lowest 
possible price by competitive bidding. 

“A tied element refers to the portion of the 
loan that is tied to the procurement of goods 
and services from contractors or agencies 
connected to the lending country,” De Mel 
explains. It’s a chain reaction. Tied procure-
ment prevents competitive bidding, which 
in turn increases the risk of cost escalations. 
Should costs escalate, the grant element of 

Grant weighted
Average grant element of selected 50 loans

Chart 6

Source: Calculated using information provided by the External 
Resources Department of the Ministry of Finance and the responses 
received to requests for information filed under the Right to 
Information Act No. 12 of 2016 with the respective implementing 
agencies of the projects in the Governments.
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loans that Verité has analysed. 
Nishan De Mel says there are some loans clearly at 

high risk of being averse to Sri Lanka. “That is, its highly 
probable and the cost escalation of the tied element 
not only brings the grant element to zero but actually 
exceeded it. Such that Sri Lanka may have been better 
off borrowing from international financial markets, 
rather than taking what looked like a concessional loan.” 

He says for some of the loans, a cost escalation of as 
little as 4% would completely erase the grant element.

An example would be the $214 million loan 
obtained from China Development Bank (CDB) for the 
Moragahakanda project where the max cost escalation 
threshold was 4%. It would have been more advanta-
geous for Sri Lanka to borrow at commercial rates in 
the global financial markets should costs escalate by 
more than 4%. The outrun of the project is unknown, 
however Sri Lanka has 15 years to repay the loan and a 
four-year grace period, which global financial markets 
will not allow. CDB is a policy bank and its loans are 
semi-soft, so they are often not cheap.

lready Sri Lanka’s largest bilateral lender and its 
most generous one, Japan, is grumbling about 
Sri Lanka’s callous disregard for a signed agree-
ment and the cavalier announcement through 
the media the decision to reject the loan. 

It’s reported that under the contract agreement, if 
the LRT project is suspended or delayed due to renego-
tiations, the Sri Lankan government will incur a loss of 
around $100 million, in addition to penalties from JICA. 
Such terms are normal in such agreements. 

In June 2020, the Government announced that the 
LRT project would be carried out as a Private Public 
Partnership (PPP). Government officials also stated a 
Request for Proposal (RFP) for the project will be pre-
pared by the year end.

Addis Abba’s light rail was funded by a Chinese loan, 
as most other infrastructure in that country and in many 
nations in sub Saharan Africa. Ethiopia’s first LRT line 
was built in a record three years, much faster than any 
Japanese funded LRT connecting downtown Colombo 
to the suburbs can be built. 

Sri Lanka’s creditors today are more diverse and inter-
est rates are higher. China’s role as a creditor is likely to 

grow if Sri Lanka is to make any aggressive bid 
to bridge the infrastructure deficit.

China is the world’s largest official creditor. 
Its reported $700 billion in loans to developing 
countries is more than twice as big as the World 
Bank and IMF combined. 

However, China and international markets 
alone won’t be able to build everything Sri Lanka 
needs. Over relying on these two sources risks 
escalating costs and burdening the future with 
uneconomical and economic growth sapping 
infrastructure. 
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ocated in the East-West maritime trade 
route with a world-renowned tranship-
ment hub, the island nation boasts all 
the elements for a fully-fledged marina 
hub. It has scenic beaches with year-

round sunshine, ancient ports in Galle, a natural har-
bour in Trincomalee and an entirely new Port City in 
Colombo, as well as easy access to exotic destinations 
to sail from in the region.

 Two proposed marinas in the country are in the 
Galle Harbour located on the south-western coast and 
the Colombo Port City which has placed 13 blocks of 
prime land and a marina out of the 269 hectares re-
claimed from the sea for investors.

 Currently, the Galle Harbour provides yachting fa-
cilities and is a popular port of call for yachts sailing 
past. More than 300 trade vessels are also said to sail 
ten nautical miles away. 

 However, despite all these favourable factors, Sri 
Lanka does not have a fully-fledged functional mari-
na, a significant fleet of yachts, or a culture of pleasure 
sailing in the country. And one may ask why Sri Lanka 
has not tapped into the leisure sailing industry yet, giv-

IS SRI LANKA'S 
YACHTING
HUB ADVANTAGE
SLIPPING AWAY?
As India marks its place on the global luxury 
yachting map, Sri Lanka is stuck with over-
regulation and no marinas as an unfriendly 
business climate drives investors away 

en the fact that it has been looking at growing 
high-end tourism as a post-COVID strategy to 
revive tourism.

 Michael Sathasivam, founder and man-
aging director of Symbiosis International, a 
company in luxury boating, superyachts, and 
marina development, says few people here 
understand what developers and investors 
like himself are trying to accomplish.

 "A marina is not just a place to moor 
yachts. Nor is it the main money-spinner. It 
is the surrounding ecosystem – all the wining 
and dining, casinos, Micheline-starred restau-
rants, hotels, and whatnots,” he said.

 “If you look at some of the largest marinas 
in the world, such as Monaco and Malta, there 
is a lifestyle and a culture. People live on their 
yachts for months”. Cruise tourists are esti-
mated to spend around $350 a night in mar-
kets such as Singapore, Malaysia and Thailand. 
Sathasivam sees potential for Sri Lanka but is 
concerned that nothing is done. He bemoans 
the indifference and inconsistency of policy-
makers towards this promising industry.

Investment constraints 
 In early 2020, the government announced its 
intention to solicit investments to develop the 
Galle Harbour. Meanwhile, the country also 
decided to follow a target-based plan to drive 
tourism revenue to $10 billion in 2025, up from 
$4.4 billion in 2018 by cutting out unnecessary 
regulatory barriers that hinder the expansion 
of the sector.

In 2015, the Sri Lanka Ports Development 
Authority began to develop a basic yacht ma-
rina at the Galle Harbour with an investment 
of Rs125 million which could berth 22 yachts of 
15m length and 3m draft and include auxiliary 
services and repair facilities. This project never 
took off the ground. "The Request for Proposal 
(RFP) to develop the marina has been coming 
out for the past three to four years now, but 
investors are wary," Sathasivam says. 

A second phase was also planned which 
included a 900m breakwater, a multi-purpose 
berth for larger yachts up to 300m in length, 
and facilities for whale and coral watching, 
boat services, restaurants and hotels. 
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Sathasivam gives three reasons why the proposed 
yachting marina at Galle is failing to attract invest-
ments. The first, and usual suspect, is the unfriendly 
business climate. 

"Investors have not shown interest because of the 
complex and lengthy approvals process involving 19 
different approvals from various regulatory authori-
ties. It would take two years to get all the approvals 
before development work can start, demoralising any 
investor from the moment he commits to the project," 
Sathasivam points out.   

If investors are put off by the unfriendly business 
environment for marina development, the second 
problem is limited land. Real estate and infrastructure 
development are restrained because the state owns 
the land surrounding the Galle Harbour. There is a 
floating armoury, navy base, a fisheries harbour and a 
cement factory already occupying the land. 

The only piece of available land is a 2.5ha block. 
This is barely enough to accommodate a proposed dry 
dock, repair facilities and a sailing school, Sathasivam 
says. "The most off-putting thing for investors was 
that they were required to pay $5 million just to bid for 
the land." According to Sathasivam, the area also has a 

large wasteland which is not offered to investors. 
The third problem is that authorities refuse to 

grant duty-free status or provide concessions to 
develop ancillary services, housing and accommo-
dation. "This is the least that they could have done 
after demanding an exorbitant amount of money 
just to place a bid," he points out. 

Sathasivam and a group of investors are keen 
to commit $300 million to develop yachting in Co-
lombo and Galle. Of this, $60 million is allocated 
for Galle. "We want to build and operate the mari-
na for 33-years when the lease contract ends. How-
ever, nothing moves. The people in charge don't see 
the big picture and projects don't take off," he said. 

Countries like Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, 
and the Philippines have mature marinas with 
berthing capacity for 100-300 yachts. Vietnam, a 
newcomer in the luxury yachting industry, has a 
220-yacht berthing capacity. 

India is entering the field with a 50-capacity 
marina in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands (ANI), 
part of a shipping transhipment hub.

"The catch here is that the archipelago is locat-
ed in the juncture of the Bay of Bengal and close 
to many Southeast Asian countries. Port Blair, the 
ANI’s capital, is 750 nautical miles from the Indian 
mainland, the archipelago’s northernmost island 
is just 22 nautical miles from Myanmar and the 
southernmost tip only 90 nautical miles from In-
donesia. Thailand lies 270 nautical miles to the east 
of the ANI," Sathasivam says.

 "This new investment in the region will reroute 
all the shipping and cruising routes to India," he 
warns. “We need to develop Galle fast as an entry 
point to Sri Lanka.”

 To speed up the investment process, Sathasi-
vam suggests that Sri Lanka too should have an 
investment facilitation arm like in Indonesia and 
Myanmar where all the necessary approvals are 
granted under one roof and processes are simple. 
However, the call from many industries for a one-
stop investment board has gone unanswered for 
years. If Sri Lanka’s rankings on the World Bank 
Doing Business Index have progressed, they have 
been unimpressive gains. As a result Sri Lanka 
now risks losing a comparative advantage as a ma-
rina hub. 

The only piece of available 
land is a 2.5ha block. 
This is barely enough to 
accommodate a proposed 
dry dock, repair facilities 
and a sailing school, 
Sathasivam says

A G E N D A

D O I N G  B U S I N E S S





96   ECHELON.LK   OCTOBER 2020

A U T O S 

BY: RYAN JANSZ

was tempted to start the write up with 
“another day another SUV…” except it 
isn't. This is the gloriously large and ac-
tually off-road capable all-new Discov-
ery. Still a relatively new design, the cur-
rent generation is Land Rover's attempt 

to bring some coherency into the lineup. As such, it 
loses the “designed with a ruler” look of the previ-
ous two generations. Still, the new Discovery doesn’t 
exactly look soft. If nothing else, its sheer girth com-
pensates for any mildness its rounded-off edges may 
convey. The rear must be mentioned though – try not 
to look at it directly from behind. Just don’t.

THE LAND ROVER 
DISCOVERY HSE SI6 
GETS TESTED

DISCO  SHOES

Spec-wise, our test unit was a very well-appoint-
ed HSE Si6. A full-length sunroof, three rows of elec-
tric leather seating and Meridian audio can all be 
found. Sitting in the driver’s (or any) seat affords you 
a brilliant view of the surroundings and one of the 
first things to strike you is how easy the vehicle is to 
place on the road as a result.

Being petrol, peak torque comes in at a relative-
ly high (for an SUV) 3,500 revs, but the eight-speed 
'box helps make the most of it. 100kmph comes up 
in a claimed 7.1 seconds which we wouldn’t dispute 
– very admirable when you realize this weighs about 
as much as four and a half city cars. Its height doesn’t 

I
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3.0 V6 S’charged
Engine

8SPD Automatic
Transmission

Rs45 Million
Price

336 BHP
BHP

7.1 SECS
Acceleration

9.1 KM/L
Fuel Economy

inspire one to throw it around corners like its more sporting 
siblings however as the vehicle does tend to list. 

For more realistic on-road driving, the Discovery takes lit-
tle getting used to and, if it had to be described in a word, 
it would be “easy”. Ergonomics are spot on and the super-
charger whine provides adequate aural pleasure to keep the 
more enthusiastic entertained. Four-zone climate control, 
very good massaging, heated and cooled seats and the abili-
ty to lower the second two rows with one button press show 
that the Discovery tries hard, and succeeds, at ticking nearly 
all boxes of the demanding 2020 SUV buyer.

Its main rivals, the BMW X5, Audi Q7 and Volvo XC90, will 
never have the off-road credibility and bragging rights the 
Discovery has earned over the years. As lower percentages 
of buyers are taking their vehicles off-road, JLR is answer-
ing this with more luxuries than you could shake a stick at, 
while still including enough mud plugging prowess to not 
dilute the Discovery name. To that end, the Discovery re-
mains an arguably unique offering.

Here in Sri Lanka, the Discovery’s biggest “problem” is the 
Range Rover Sport. Why? Engine capacity-based taxation. 

Brand conscious buyers are snapping up the two-litre hybrid 
Sports, saving a few million Rupees, and resting well at night 
believing that they’ve hit peak-SUV (at least brand wise).

There's no doubt that the Discovery's richer cousin is a 
brilliant piece of kit. But this comes across as an entry-level 
Tag Heuer vs. Grand Seiko kind of dilemma. You could get 
a perfectly engineered premium Swiss watch for less than 
what you would pay for what many would shrug off as “just 
a Seiko”. But is it? There aren't many who would opt for the 
latter, but when 4/5 of your rich friends are sporting Tags, 
that fifth gent with the GS suddenly comes across as tasteful, 
possibly knowing something the others have been missing. 
This comparison might be a bit of a stretch, but having driv-
en the Discovery, I know it's where I'd put my money. If an-
ything, that V6 should last longer than a complex hybrid. 

S p e c i f i c a t i o n s
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For all you out there who wish things didn’t have to change, I can 
offer some solace in the shape of these beautifully retro timepieces 
whose appearances have withstood the test of time.

T I M E L E S S  R E T R O
Love old school watches but don’t want to go back 
to the dark ages? Look no further. - JASON DIAZ

G - S H O C K  O R I G I N

S E I K O  S A M U R A I  P A D I  S E

Over 35 years ago was the introduction 
of the classic DW-5000C which took 
the watch world by storm. Refreshed 
with new bits on both the inside and 
out, the GMW-B5000 brought back 
this classic look with Bluetooth connec-
tivity, solar powered, phone finder etc… 
But despite the modern touches, it 
hasn’t lost its appeal from its inception. 

Seiko makes some of the best 
affordable automatics out there, and 
this is no exception. One for the fans 
of Diver’s watches, this Seiko was 
made to celebrate their relationship 
with PADI (Professional Association 
of Diving Instructors) which can be 
identified easily with the use of blue 
and red colours on the bezel.

R E F E R E N C E :  G M W - B 5 0 0 0 G D - 9 D R

R E F E R E N C E :  S R P B 9 9 J 1

R S 1 3 4 , 1 0 0

R S 1 0 5 , 0 0 0
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B R E I T L I N G  C O LT  Q U A R T Z

F O S S I L  M E N ’ S  G R A N T

A pristine example of how simplicity 
can be just as beautiful as anything 
else. Stainless steel case and strap with 
a dial that carries all its deliciously retro 
features without slipping it in your 
face. Even the Longines emblem seems 
an essential component of its overall 
look. If there is ever a watch worth 
investing in, look no further. Timeless

Breitling boasts its SuperQuartz move-
ment as having an accuracy ten times 
more accurate than standard quartz 
movements. Its silver dial focus firmly on 
readability thanks to large hour-markers 
and hands enhanced by a luminescent 
coating. A sturdy construction, screw-
locked crown and the thick sapphire 
crystal mounted in its polished steel case 
topped by a satin-brushed bezel guaran-
tee water resistance to a depth of 200m.

The styling of this particular piece 
gives off a look that would have fit well 
in the 90s with its rich brown leather 
strap, punctuated Roman numerals, 
and gold accents on the dial. While it 
is a quartz watch, you get to sport a 
classy look at a fraction of the price 
of a higher end automatic. And at the 
time of writing this, it’s on sale.

R E F E R E N C E :  L 2 7 9 3 4 7 8 6

R E F E R E N C E :  A 74 3 8 8 1 1 1 G 1 A 1

R E F E R E N C E :  F S 4 8 1 3

R S 3 6 3 , 0 0 0

R S 6 2 0 , 0 0 0

R S 2 5 , 4 9 9  ( F R O M  R S  3 5 , 7 9 9 )

AVA I L A B L E  AT  O D E L

AVA I L A B L E  AT  C O L O M B O  J E W E L L E R Y  S T O R E S

AVA I L A B L E  AT  U R B A N . L K

P A S S I O N
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More bad news. Aunt Harmonium might have symptoms of corona-
virus. “You know what this means,” Uncle Testosterone had yelled 
down the phone. “If word gets out we’ll all be thrown into quar-
antine, including you, and that will be your business up the spout 
and down the plughole!”

As Uncle Testosterone well knows, Diogenes Fernando’s business 
is to provide a discreet 24-hour, 24/7 tuk-tuk delivery service for The 
Man, who is über-scary at the best of times. So yes, this would indeed 
put a serious spoke in the wheel—but only if word gets out. It was 
therefore up to the two of them to make sure it doesn’t. 

First thing to do, he had told Uncle Testosterone, is to keep her 
quiet. Confiscate her phone and make sure she doesn’t leave the 
house. Then get her to a no-questions-asked private clinic for a test. 
Next, find a nice quiet place by the beach where we can keep an eye 
on her while we wait for the test result. Then we’ll see.

This had been two days ago, and things had not gone according to 
plan. First, Aunt Harmonium had noisily and strenuously objected 
to being bundled into the back of a van at two in the morning. 
Second, the test had proved inconclusive, and would have to be 
done again. And third, Uncle Testosterone’s ‘nice quiet place by the 
beach’ turned out to be a ratty old two-roomed shack in the wrong 
half of the fishermen’s quarter. 

Things had quickly gone from bad to terrible because by this time 
Aunt Harmonium had calmed down and realised she could parlay 
the situation into something to her own advantage. She could, she 
said, either go and cough all over the neighbours and spark a major 
COVID-19 alert, with all that would entail—or she could cooperate. 
And the price of her cooperation, as she had made crystal clear, would 

C O V I D 1 9  R E A R S 
I T S  U G LY  H E A D
FAMILY COUNTS FOR NOTHING 
WHEN THERE’S MONEY AT STAKE

be substantial. Cash only. Today. Plus, she would 
not spend another minute in this s***hole, so 
find her somewhere better. Much better. 

Diogenes is now counting the cost of the 
debacle, the bottom line being the equivalent 
of three month’s gross revenue, courtesy of The 
Man, plus whatever the ‘much better’ place 
might cost. The only consolation is that he man-
aged to convince her it would take a week at 
least to find the money, and that meanwhile, 
they would put her in a hotel for the night. 

But just as bad—in fact a whole lot worse—
is that Aunt Harmonium would now have him 
firmly by the nuts, a fact he knew she would 
not hesitate to remind him of every day for the 
rest of her life. It doesn’t bear thinking about.

How had it come to this, he asked himself. 
Since when did blood ties accrued over genera-
tions of Fernando’s count for nothing, especially 
now, at a time when families should be bonding, 
fighting the common COVID-19 foe shoulder to 
shoulder, cheek by jowl, and taking arms against 
a sea of troubles together, united, come what 
may? 

And certainly not taking shameless advan-
tage of the victim of a global disaster, whose only 
sin is trying to run a small to medium enterprise 
in the harsh and volatile world of business... 

BY SOCRATES 
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