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After the Storm: Rebuil
Sri Lanka’s construction industry has faced
an extended period of disruption in recent
years. Once a rapidly expanding sector, it was
first shaken by the 2019 Easter attacks,
followed by the global pandemic and the
economic crisis that significantly slowed
development activity across the country.
Government capital expenditure—tradition-
ally the backbone of construction—declined
sharply, leaving contractors competing for a
much smaller pool of projects. Many firms
exited the industry altogether, while those
that remained have struggled to sustain oper-
ations in what was once a USD 10 billion
market.

At the beginning of 2025, there were signs of
cautious optimism. The national budget
acknowledged infrastructure development as
a driver of economic recovery, with alloca-
tions for expressways, railway rehabilitation,
water supply systems, and urban develop-
ment initiatives. While these commitments
signaled progress, they were not yet sufficient
to fully restore confidence across the sector.

The devastation caused by Cyclone Dithwa
has now introduced a new and urgent chal-
lenge. Lives have been lost, families
displaced, and homes, roads, bridges, and
public utilities damaged or destroyed. Com-
munities across the country now face the
difficult task of rebuilding their homes and
livelihoods. While the human cost of such
disasters cannot be measured purely in
economic terms, the nation must now focus
on recovery with empathy, coordination, and
long-term vision.

Yet even in tragedy, reconstruction presents
an important opportunity. Sti Lanka now has
the chance not merely to replace damaged
infrastructure but to rebuild in a stronger and
more resilient way. For years, weaknesses in
infrastructure planning—including inadequate

ding Amid

& |' .ni /, _ﬁ_._l syl % g i

N e e

e -
Global Uncertainty

]

drainage systems, fragile coastal protection,
and inconsistent enforcement of building
standards—have amplified the impact of
natural disasters. Rebuilding after Cyclone
Dithwa must therefore prioritize resilience
through stronger engineering standards,
climate-responsive designs, and improved
regulatory oversight.

At the same time, Sri Lanka’s rebuilding
efforts are unfolding within an increasingly
uncertain global environment. The ongoing
conflict in the Middle East and rising geopo-
litical tensions are disrupting key trade routes
and energy markets, pushing up fuel costs
and the price of construction materials
worldwide. For a country that relies heavily
on imported fuel, steel, and machinery, these
global pressures could affect project costs
and timelines during the reconstruction
phase.

Despite these challenges, reconstruction can
become a powerful catalyst for economic
revival. Construction is one of the few
sectors capable of generating widespread
economic activity, supporting industries
ranging from cement and steel to engineering
services, transport, and skilled labor. Struc-
tured rebuilding programs can therefore
stimulate employment, restore contractor
capacity, and revive supply chains weakened
over recent years.

Sri Lanka now stands at a critical crossroads.
The nation can respond with temporary
repairs, or it can seize this moment to rebuild
with foresight and resilience. While the
devastation caused by Cyclone Dithwa
cannot be undone, it can become a turning
point. With strong leadership, transparent
governance, and the expertise of the
construction industry, Sri Lanka has the

opportunity to rebuild stronger and more

prepared for the future.
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As a tropical country located strategically
in the center of the monsoon zone in the
Indian Ocean, droughts, floods and land-
slides are not novel to Sri Lanka. However,
the 2004 tsunami disaster was different in
terms of the intensity and the extent of the
human, infrastructure and capital damage
it caused. It was the most devastating natu-
ral disaster that the Sri Lankans experi-
enced in recent memory in view of its sud-
denness and gravity. In a matter of minutes
at least over 30, 000 people died. The
tsunami affected two thirds of the coast-
line of the country over 1000 kilometers in
total. The first, spontaneous response
came from the community. The people in
the areas not affected by the tsunami stood
up to the occasion. The outpouring of the
public sympathy and the massive commu-
nity response, often unorganized and cha-
otic, were remarkable. Government also
responded swiftly by declaring an emer-
gency in the affected districts. National
emergency and security services were
deployed. However, the mobilization of
the instruments of the state, other than the
forces was chronically slow. In this context,
before the agencies of the state intervened,
the people had entered the scene to attend
on the urgent requirements of the survi-
vors.

The Sri Lankan track record in meeting the
tsunami disaster is a mixed one. In five
years after the tsunami, Sri Lanka has
almost recovered from the trauma. The
communities that were badly affected have
emerged once again as live entities laying
aside the traumatic experience they under-
went. It was proved that community action
and societal resilience would be sufficient
only to get out of the debris. Whether a
disaster is major or minor, of national or
local proportion, it is the people at the
community or village level who suffer its
adverse effects.

They use coping and survival strategies to
face and respond to the situation long
before outside help from the government
or NGOs arrives. They are interested to
protect themselves from the damage and
harm. Within the last decade, growing
recognition of the necessity of community
participation for sustainable disaster reduc-
tion was translated into actions to realize
community based disaster management. At
the same time, individuals and communi-
ties facing simultaneous or repeated
shocks, such as economic crises, disease
epidemics, or natural disasters with
destruction of shelter or productive assets,
are better supported when humanitarian
action also addresses the underlying
vulnerabilities and builds capacities to
better cope with future shocks.

Efforts and lessons through pre-post Tsu-
nami called for a shift in perspective from
the prevailing emergency management
framework to disaster risk management to
reverse the trend of exponential increase
in disaster occurrence of and loss from
small- and medium-scale disasters. These
highlighted the need for proactive disaster
management activities and the significant
role of local communities. The community
based approach also corrected the defects
of the top-down approach in development
planning and disaster management which
failed to address local needs, ignored the
potential of indigenous resources and
capacities, and may have even increased
people’s vulnerabilities. Community based
disaster risk management (CBDRM) is
anchored in the disaster risk reduction
framework. CBDRM covers a broad range
of interventions, measures, activities, proj-
ects and programs to reduce disaster risks,
which are primarily designed by people in
at-risk localities and are based on their
urgent needs and capacities. Simply put,
the aim of CBDRM is to 1) reduce
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vulnerabilities and increase capacities of
vulnerable groups and communities to
cope with, prevent or minimize loss and
damage to life, property, and the environ-
ment, 2) minimize human suffering, and
3) hasten recovery.

With the shifting of paradigms from
reactive emergency management to disas-
ter risk reduction, there is more stress on
proactive  pre-disaster interventions,
which are usually categorized as preven-

tion, mitigation, and preparedness.

It is noted that risk reduction must be
integrated into public investments poli-
cies and planning including community
based interventions. Risk assessments at
all levels, should be based on analysis of
loss and estimation of potential future
losses, are essential for informed deci-
sion-making. Policy makers and other
relevant key stakeholders should encour-
age the development and financing of
plans for in a coordinated and coherent
manner across Sectors recognizing com-
munity voices.

Risk knowledge is a cross-cutting require-
ment within each resilience element. En-
hancing resilience in all of these elements
is considered essential to reduce risk
from coastal hazards, accelerate recovery
from disaster events, and adapt to chang-
ing conditions in a manner that is consis-
tent with community goals.

Courtesy : MDM-Sri Lanka

Analysis of disaster and climate change
risk should seek to complement local and
traditional knowledge with the results of
scientific research in order to continue to
co-generate new knowledge. Measures to
build disaster and climate resilience should
promote replication of effective practices,
encourage autonomous innovation and
introduce, where appropriate, external
technology to help address new or magni-

fied challenges.

This means recognizing that top-down
programming and policies must support
bottom-up initiatives, in order to build on
the people’s knowledge and capacities. It
means identifying that local resilience comes
from the ability to organize, prepare for and
respond to local shocks and stresses.

Disaster risk management agencies have
recognized that the divisional planning
platform is the arena for forwarding disas-
ter risk management activities as a compo-
nent of the overall socio-economic devel-
opment of a divisional secretariat or a par-
ticular locality. This recognition has been
reinforced by the rationalized local plan-
ning system of Sri Llanka, wherein disaster
risk reduction has to be integrated. The
people are to be given the opportunity to
take part in decision-making and in the
implementation process. After all, Risk
Reduction as experienced by external
agencies succeeds only with the mutual
cooperation among national and local gov-
ernments and the community.
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Sri Lanka’s construction sector has entered a period of cost stabilisation, with Co-

lombo maintaining one of the most competitive construction cost positions in the

Asian region, according to the latest Ceylon Institute of Builders (CIOB) Sri Lanka

Construction Cost Report 2025 — Colombo, prepared by VFORM Consultants
Private Limited.

The annual report provides updated benchmarks across six major building catego-
ries and confirms that Colombo ranks among the lowest-cost construction mar-
kets in Asia, despite moderate increases in labour-driven costs during 2025.

» COLOMBO AMONG THE LOWEST IN ASIA ACROSS
/ BUILDING CATEGORIES

The report compares construction costs per square metre in Colombo against
key Asian cities including Singapore, Hong Kong, Seoul, Shanghai, Beijing, Kuala
Lumpur, Jakarta, and Bangalore.
Findings show that in 2025:

. Colombo recorded the lowest construction cost position in five of
the six building categories analysed
. Colombo held the second-lowest position for industrial warehouses

This positioning is reflected across:
High-rise apartments
Prestige office towers
3-star hotels
5-star resort hotels
Large shopping complexes
Industrial warehouses

The report’s overall cost comparison places Colombo as the second-lowest cost
city in Asia in aggregate construction cost per m2.

0.8
0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

0.2

0.1

01 2020 2022 2024 2025

-1, 2
i Colombo =——l=—Shanghal =—l=—|akaria Kuala Lumpur =—li==Singapore =—=Tokyo =ie=Hong Kong
Figure 12: Percemtage Deviation of Construction Coesis in USD
(Noteworthy to see that some countries have not been negatively impacted by the COVID

pandemic and therefore a further verification of data available may be necessary on same).
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