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A.0 Introduction 

 

A.1 Project Background 

National Building Research Organisation (NBRO) was requested by Ministry of Disaster 
Management and Human Rights to carry out the above project in Sri Lanka as a part of the 
Programme for Hydro-Meteorological Disaster Mitigation in Secondary Cities in Asia RPOMISE. 
NBRO and Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre (ADPC) have been jointly involved in 
implementing the activities of the PROMISE where Sarvodaya acts as the other partner.  

Active involvement of the NBRO in the PROMISE project made the Ministry to make the NBRO 
responsible for the new project - Mainstreaming Disaster Risk Management in Urban Local 
Government Sector”. The main task of the project is to develop “Disaster Risk Reduction Strategy 
for implementation at local authority level. 

Initially the project proposal was developed by the Disaster Management Centre and the Ministry. 
But subsequently NBRO has been appointed as the implementing agency and the proposal was 
slightly change to suit the new working arrangements. In order to develop the final output, NBRO 
had to perform the following tasks: 

(i) Selection of ULAs considering the vulnerability to disasters. 

(ii) Present status of Disaster Risk Reduction level in selected Local Authorities 

(iii) Establishment of the National Steering Committee for advice and final decision making on 
the appropriate strategy. 

(iv) Preparation of TOR for National Consultant and appointment of the Consultant for 
preparation of the national strategy 

(v) Identification of gaps/ weakness in selected Urban Local Authorities 

(vi) Development of the National Strategy for DRR by following a more transparent and 
consultative approach. 

(vii) Organise the National Workshop to present the strategy. 

(viii) Preparation of Final Report and including national strategy. 

 

B.0 Project Initiation 

 

B.1 Stage One 

Under the stage one of the project initiation, NBRO took up the first four tasks, as described 
below:  

 

(i) Selection of ULAs in terms of vulnerability to disasters. 

The list of names of Urban Local Authorities was obtained from the Sri Lanka Institute of Local 
Governance (SLILG). The list consisted of 36 ULAs. By using a questionnaire and the available 
database in the NBRO, level of vulnerability of ULA to natural disasters was established. (A score 
system was developed by giving one score to each disaster threat. Details are given in annexure 
“A”). By analyzing this scoring system, out of 36 ULAs 24, that recorded highest scores were 
selected for further study in order to develop the national strategy. 
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(ii) Present status of Disaster Risk Reduction level in selected Local Authorities 

In order to establish the level of involvement of Local Authorities in Disaster Risk Reduction, a 
one page questionnaire was developed for the purpose of information collection. The questionnaire 
(Annexure “B”), consisted of five main areas consideration as listed below:  

(a) Types of disaster faced by the ULAs 

(b) Present programmes for disaster risk reduction 

(c) Guidelines / methods adopted in permitting development activities in disaster prone areas. 

(d) Projects already implemented related to DRR 

(e) Willingness to introduce DRR project into the area. 

The one page questionnaire with a covering letter was sent to the selected ULAs indicating a 
deadline to respond. Of the 24 selected ULAs only 12 responded by duly completing the 
questionnaire replies were received before the deadline. The dead line was extended for the 
remaining ULAs and thus 15 completed questionnaires were received before end of the dead line. 
By tabulating the collected data a summary report was prepared. 

 

(iii) Establishment of the National Steering Committee for advice and final decision making on 
the appropriate strategy. 

Under the guidance of the Secretary of the Ministry of Disaster Management and Human Rights, 
the National Steering Committee (NSC) was established with the representatives of following 
institutions: 

• Ministry of Disaster Management and Human Rights 

• National Building Research Organisation 

• Ministry of Provincial Councils and Local Government 

• Institute of Local Governance 

• University of Moratuwa and Colombo 

• Representatives from selected local authorities. 

 

(iv) Preparation of TOR for National Consultant and appointment of the Consultant for 
preparation of the national strategy. 

NBRO prepared the detail TOR for recruitment of the National Consultant (Annexure “C”). 
Having the TOER being approved by MDM&HR, Mr. Hemantha K. Jayasundera, who had 
acceptable academic and practical experience to perform the task was selected as the national 
consultant. 

 

B.2 Stage Two 

The stage two of the programme commenced after the appointment of the National Consultant. 
The National Consultant prepared a “Planning Process” / Methodology to carry out the rest of 
activities as listed above, under stage two. The “Planning Process is presented in figure 1.0 
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Figure 1.0 

Planning Process 
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1.0 Analysis 

The analysis was carried out under three sub themes; i.e. (i) Global situation (ii) Macro situation 
(national level) and (iii) Micro situation (local level). It was necessary to understand the overall 
situation so as to work out a rational strategy. The system adopted was that the consultant, based 
on his previous experience in spatial planning and disaster management prepared a presentation 
and was discussed with the stakeholders. The presentation covered issues related to all the three 
levels (global, national and local) while providing more room for the stakeholders to provided their 
views – generally at global and national level and especially on local level isseuse. Firstly the 
discussions were held with the representatives of the selected local authorities, under the 
chairmanship of the provincial commissioner of local government. The first meeting was held in 
Kandy to cover the selected local authorities of the Central Province. The second discussion was 
held in Galle to cover the local authorities of the Southern Province and the third discussion was 
held in Colombo to cover the local authorities of the Western Province. 

 

1.1 Global Situation 

Natural disasters have been in existence from the known history of the planet. They are associated 
with the behaviour of natural processes. Some scientists have argued that effects of natural 
disasters are more than the effects of manmade disasters. However one of the significant 
phenomenons that compelled the governments of all the countries to seriously look into the aspects 
of facing disasters is that natural disasters have become regular during the past ten years, 
particularly say with the beginning of 21st century. All kinds of disasters – cyclones, tornados, 
tsunami, volcano eruptions, floods, droughts, extreme heats, extreme cold climates, strong winds 
etc occurred throughout the world, irrespective of developed or developing. The impact of such 
disasters in human and properties became somewhat “High” both in developing and developed 
countries. 

Many scientists relate the occurrences of a large number of disasters in the recent past to global 
warming. If it is so the disaster risk reduction strategies should also be global. Particularly because 
the countries that are worse affected are the least responsible for global warming, particularly 
small island nations like Sri Lanka. However assuming that we accept the fact that the natural 
disasters are mostly due to global warming, we also need understand one governing factor of the 
behavior of human being that has direct relationship with wrong interference with the 
environmental processes. 

Throughout the world human settlements have interfered with sensitive, delicate natural 
environments in the sake of development. Those delicate landuses particularly wetlands, river 
vallies, mountains, rainforests etc. played a key role in mitigating some of the disasters. Some of 
the ancient civilizations had developed their human settlements in such environmentally sensitive 
areas such as river valleys resulting total disappearance from the planet. Some ancient civilizations 
had understood the conservation of such land uses and adopted very scientific and sustainable 
management systems to develop environmental friendly land uses. 

When developing a national disaster risk reduction strategy for Sri Lanka it is necessary to 
understand (i) global situation of disasters  particularly in relation to land use (ii) the ancient land 
use system of Sri Lanka particularly because the present National Physical Plan is based on some 
of the ancient sustainable land use system. 

Very clear evidences can be sited that during many large scale disasters occurred throughout the 
world in the recent past, the magnitude of impact on human lives and properties was due to 
location of human settlements in disaster prone areas. This is very common during Tsunami in 
Asia in 2004, Katrina in New Orleans in USA in 2005 and Nargis Cyclone in Burma in 2008. In 
all these cases the delicate land uses such as river deltas, wetlands, coastal mashes and coastal 
reservations etc. were developed for human settlements, making the people exposed to natural 
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disasters. Therefore it has become necessary to seriously think the land use system and re-direct 
the investments towards developing sustainable human settlements. Tsunami divested the 
settlements that are coastal based. Katrina devastated New Orleans that was located on the flood 
plain. Simply historical evidence suggests that we need to change our physical planning systems so 
as to develop settlements in areas that are free from natural disasters. 

Time magazine of October 17th 2005 records “……………THE BLAME FOR THE KATRINA 
TRAGEDY lies with the people who chose to live in the devastated region. The idea of living 
below sea level in a hurricane-prone area is insane. The Federal Government should eliminate the 
National Flood Insurance Programme, which encourages construction in flood-prone areas. People 
should not build fragile houses in tornado alleys, homes on hillsides that are vulnerable to 
mudslides, or cities in earthquake zones. People should make better choices. I hope, against all 
probability, that New Orleans will not be re-built. It would be a waste of lives, resources, efforts 
and money…….”. This quotation summarizes all what is needed in developing a disaster risk 
reduction strategy. 

 

1.2 National Situation 

Many ancient human civilizations had had sustainable human settlements systems that were 
located in areas which were not vulnerable to disasters. The land use system they had adopted 
were so scientific and sustainable, they blended well with the natural environment. Particularly 
during the 19th and 20th century those sustainable land use   systems were drastically changed 
without considering environmental consequences. Such changes occurred due to two reasons: 

(i) In developed countries it was due to rapid industrialization and wrong urban planning 
practices. 

(ii) In developing countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America it was due to colonial intervention. 

 

1.2.1 The Sri Lankan Situation 

Sri Lanka had one of the most sustainable and scientific civilizations in the Ancient world. The 
land use system was very much built into the natural topography and natural environmental 
processes, so that natural environment was well protected and the optimum economic benefits for 
people were obtained. It is essentially needed to understand the ancient system at the beginning so 
as to develop a well conceived long lasting solution in facing the challenge to reducing disaster 
risk. 

Sri Lanka being a tropical country had many advantages. These advantages became unique to Sri 
Lanka due to several reasons. Topographically the country consists of clearly identifiable three 
layers of elevations. The lowest level is much larger consisting of mostly flat land terrain, then the 
middle level, and then central hills. South west monsoon and North east monsoon together with 
this topography has created a distinctive pattern of climate in Sri Lanka. Central hills capture bulk 
of the rain from both the monsoons and receive the highest rainfall. Central hills together with 
some parts of the middle plane provide the origin for 103 rivers that flow towards the coast 
illustrating a pattern of cob web. Of these 103 rivers 10 are perennial. Climatically the island is 
very clearly divided into three climatic zones – wet zone, intermediate zone and dry zone. All 
these factors together provided the island with highest bio diversity in Asia that was one of the 
reasons for development of amazing Ayurvedic Medicine system. Dry zone having the largest land 
area and mostly flat land terrain and having access to the coast on one side and water and nutrients 
of the wet zone from the other side became the most suitable area for development in the past. The 
simple policy adopted in the development activities and location of human settlements consisted 
following considerations. 

 


