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Fertilizer shortage has affected the
harvest

DILANTHI KORALAGAMA and
MENUKA UDAGAMA

ri  Lanka’s human
development and soci-
oeconomic indicators
have always been
ahead of its South
Asian  neighbours.
Since the end of the civil war in 2009,
we witnessed significant progress
being made in these indicators such
as the Human Development Index,
literacy rate, and health-related indica-
tors. According to the World Bank,
Sri Lanka has shown a considerable
low poverty rate in the South Asian
region at 0.77 percent, with India at
13.42 percent, Bangladesh at 15.16
percent, and Pakistan at 5.23 percent.

Sri Lanka also aimed to achieve
nationally determined contributions
towards reaching sustainable develop-
ment goals by 2030. This progress
can be mainly attributed to the free
education and free health services
provided to all citizens and the safety
net programmes such as the Samur-
dhi programme. Despite the progress
made, with the onset of COVID-19, a
trade deficit of over US$ 3 billion was
created, accumulating debt interest
that exceeded US$ 78 million. Foreign
reserves declined from US$ 7,600 mil-
lion to US$ 2,311.00 million by May
2022. Export revenue dropped by 3.4
percent from US$ 1,057 million in
March 2022 to US$ 915.3 million in
April 2022,

In contrast, inclined expenses on
medical and health services went up
by 33.1 percent between 2019 to
2021, especially due to COVID-19
pandemic. The loss of foreign
exchange from tourism and migrant
workers also shook the national econ-
omy. Currently, the food inflation has
reached an all-time high at 57.4 per-
cent, threatening the food security of
the country

Sri Lanka lost its first place ranking
in the Food Security Index for Asia in
2016-2017, dropping to 11th place by
mid-2022. Food security undoubtedly
is a crucial aspect that poses long-
term socio-economic impact on the
development of a country. Today, Sri
Lanka is experiencing food insecurity
due to the economic crisis in two
ways: First, the escalating human
unrest, protests, and long queues for
food; second, the extreme dependen-
cy on foreign countries, for credit and
aid.

However, Sri Lanka pushed through
the pandemic with a considerably
high production despite changing
weather patterns and climatic condi-
tions, therefore, COVID-19 can only
be partially held accountable for the
food insecurity. The lockdown or
other COVID-19 restrictions only
marginally affected the agriculture
sector. The country was blessed with
a remarkable harvest of rice and tea
during the pandemic, therefore, the
impact would have been marginal.

STAPLE FOOD

Rice is the staple food item of the
nation which fulfils the caloric require-
ment of rural poor households to a
great extent. Sri Lanka had become
self-sufficient in rice since 2010 and
was producing an average volume of
900,000 metric tons of fruits and veg-
etables per year. Thus, the food avail-
ability of the country was ensured and
was in a range of affordability.

However, in the aftermath of the
COVID-19 pandemic, followed by the
surging economic crisis, the country
was deprived of its food security due
to two policy blunders. First, in 2016-
2017, the fertilizer subsidy given to
the farmers was replaced with a cou-
pon system. Previously, for decades,
the fertilizer subsidy was extended to
the farmer while purchasing NPK
fertilizers to give them a good return
even if their harvests were bought at a
low price.

This policy decision aided the low-
income earners as rice, fruits, and
vegetables became affordable. Unfor-
tunately, following the policy change,
farmers traded off the coupons to buy
other non-agricultural essentials,
thereby, resulting in a drastic decline
in crop yield in both vala and maha
seasons —the main crop production
seasons in Sri Lanka. This situation
was further exacerbated by the
extended drought. As a result, the
downfall in the production of rice and
vegetables was compensated by
imports.

Second, the President Gotabaya
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Home Gardening will ease economic burden

Sri Lanka is urging the farmers to
return to paddy cultivation and have
also undertaken several pragmatic
remedies to increase food production
including cultivation of arable lands
and urban gardening. As an island
nation, Sri Lanka should also look into
supporting the adversely affected
fishing industry which could be a rich
protein source to the nation.

Rajapaksa took a decision to ban
chemical fertilizers and agrochemi-
cals under a slogan of ‘organic agricul-
ture’ in May 2020. However, there
was no mechanism or transition strat-
egy to produce sufficient organic
manure and to address possible dis-
eases/pest attacks. The country was
lacking sufficient organic inputs, tech-
nology, and substitutions to cope with
the issues in the farmyard. Therefore,
the farmers lost their harvest due to
poor crop productivity and pest and
disease attacks, compelling many to
switch to minor jobs in the industrial/
construction sector.

The impact of this decision is still
being experienced amidst skyrocket-
ing inflation making food inaccessi-
ble. Although the agrochemical ban
was lifted in November 2021, the
effects of the ban shall continue to
persist in the future. The 35-percent
drop in fruit and vegetable and 40-per-
cent drop in paddy production during
the period of 2020-2021 are indica-
tive of future decline. Tea, the largest
foreign exchange earning crop saw a
decline of almost 50 percent as a
result.

Since Independence in 1948, Sri
Lanka has suffered the consequences
of ad hoc policies. However, recent
policy changes such as undesirable
tax cuts, bans, and subsidies coupled
with the lack of a national policy, long-

term plans, and political commitment
for implementation have left the coun-
try crippled. Moreover, consumers
can no longer afford their food choic-
es.

The per capita annual rice con-
sumption dropped from 163 kg per
year to 101 kg per year during the
period of 2015-2021, prior to the
economic crisis, mainly due to the
changes in the food habit since wheat
flour-based products became popular,
a product that was fully imported. In
addition, the increased dependence of
imported food items was 15.9 percent
of the total GDP, which is largely
spent on wheat flour, milk powder,
lentils, and many other foods domi-
nating the food plates of Sri Lankans
have made the insecurity worse. Due
to the inflation, wheat flour consump-
tion went down 45 percent since mid-
2021. Therefore, the question arises if
Sri Lankans could support their new
consumption patterns in the face of an
economic Crisis.

It is evident that the households
will move from transitory to chronic
food insecurity in the coming months
if such economic conditions prevail.
Due to mismanagement of resources
(Iand, labour, and capital) and finance,
coupled with myopic policy measures
such as tax cuts severely affected
major economic sectors such as agri-
culture, fisheries, and trade. Sri Lanka

PARAMOUNT
NEED TO ADDRESS

FOOD SECURITY

Food security undoubtedly is

a crucial aspect that poses
long-term socio-economic impact
on the development of a country.

Today, Sri Lanka is experiencing
food insecurity due to the

economic crisis in fwo ways:
First, the escalating human unrest,
protests, and long queues for food;
second, the exireme dependency

on foreign countries, for
credit and aid.

today suffers from a severe energy
crisis leading to fuel and gas shortag-
es as well as hours of brownouts. It is
now evident that Sri Lanka chose to
ignore the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) warnings of the crisis and
resorted to undesirable measures
such as increasing money supply,
depreciating the Sri Lankan Rupee
further, reaching a record value of
LKR 364.

As a result of the economic crisis,
many small businesses have become
non-lucrative, and people have lost
their livelihoods. Moreover, food sup-
ply chains are disrupted due to the
energy crisis. Large amounts of essen-
tial food imports have been stopped.
Protein-rich food such as eggs, meat,
lentils, and milk have become unaf-
fordable to low-income earning
groups, putting vulnerable groups
such as children, the elderly, and preg-
nant groups at risk of food and nutri-
tional insecurity. This will further
increase the under-nutrition rates that
already run high—wasting of children
under five years in Sri Lanka is among
the highest in the world at 15 percent.
Moreover, anaemia in women can be
expected to increase with the lack of
nutrition having serious repercus-
sions on future generations. Certain
poor groups such as the plantation
workers as well as overlooked vulner-
able groups such as hospital patients

are at risk of not receiving the
required amount of food.

FERTILE SOIL

Despite the fact that Sri Lanka is
endowed with a favourable climate for
agriculture, fertile soil, higher biodi-
versity, and gene pool, most of the
inputs such as seeds, agro-chemicals,
machines, and technology are cur-
rently being imported. Due to its
dependency on imports, Sri Lanka
faces frequent global price fluctua-
tions and availability and quality limi-
tations. The financial crisis further
disabled the supply of these inputs for
cultivation, especially urea.

Urea is the only synthetic macronu-
trient needed for crop growth. The
unavailability of urea affects the entire
crop production, therefore, leading to
crop failures.

The prevailing Ukraine and Russia
conflict has added to the crisis.
Ukraine, the largest wheat producer
in the world and Russia, the largest
urea producer in the world have
reduced their supply to the world
market, leading to a price increase in
the international market. The impact
doubled in Sri Lanka due to the
exchange rate crisis and the economic
crisis. Evidently, the price of a 50-kg
urea sack increased by six times from
US$ 16 to US$ 140 from 2021 to mid-
2022 making cultivation a challenge.

Paddy farmers facing
numerous challenges

With food, medicine, fuel, and LP Gas
prices increasing consistently and fac-
ing severe shortage, the urban com-
munities, particularly the poor are
greatly suffering.

RESPONSES AND REMEDIES

Sri Lanka is urging the farmers to
return to paddy cultivation and have
also undertaken several pragmatic
remedies to increase food production
including cultivation of arable lands
and urban gardening. As an island
nation, Sri Lanka should also look
into supporting the adversely affected
fishing industry which could be a rich
protein source to the nation.

Taking immediate action, Sri Lanka
has requested food assistance from
the South Asian Food Bank, with the
support of South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
and 1s expecting for 100,000 metric
tonnes of food donations or subsi-
dised sales. Sri Lanka has also
requested support from neighbouring
countries. India, China, and Japan
have already provided financial assis-
tance, Credit Lines as well as food
donations and are expected to provide
loans and essential items.

The Government expects to
increase the Value-Added Tax (VAT)
from 8 percent to 12 percent as well
as corporate tax expecting to increase
the Government revenue by Rs. 65
billion to ease the debt. The Govern-
ment needs to make certain policy
changes and decisions to provide a
social security mechanism for the low-
income group to help them recover
from the immediate economic shock in
the form of cash as well as donations
and alternative opportunities.

Customised policies and pro-
grammes are needed to assist urban
and rural poor as their struggles vary.
Nutrition security is at stake, there-
fore, programmes targeting provision
of meals for schoolchildren, awareness
of utilisation, low-cost consumption
patterns, gardening and dietary diver-
sity, are essential. The strengthening
of distribution channels, alongside
improving the use of public transporta-
tion, providing financial assistance for
growers, linking markets and creating
marketing opportunities should be
implemented. Lessening the burden
on households through concessions on
utility bills, moratoriums, etc. can have
a high impact on household budgets.
Both formal and informal sectors need
support in the medium run.

Following such measures could be
short-term strategies to combat the
surging food crisis. The critical require-
ments in agriculture including urea
and other key inputs need to be priori-
tised. Provision of credit and loan
facilities for fertilizer and seed pur-
chase, partial and full subsidies cus-
tomized for fertilizer based on the
need as well for other agriculture
inputs is proposed. A considerable
percentage from agro-based export
earnings has to be directed to the agri-
cultural sector to purchase necessary
inputs.

As Sri Lanka i1s expected to face
many hardships in the coming months,
international support needs to be
extended, both financial and non-finan-
cial, to increase agricultural productiv-
ity, enhance job opportunities, and
labour productivity. The Government
is also encouraging urban gardening
and awareness programmes aimed at
food security. Apart from the sugges-
tions for a national agricultural policy,
land-use management, upliftment of
the living standard of farming families,
promotion of value addition from local-
ly available fruits and vegetables, seed
production and environmentally
friendly fertiliser facilities, technology
transfer, research and development on
value additions and ways to minimise
post-harvest losses are recommended.

Further, Sr1 Lanka’s vulnerability to
the effects of Climate Change will con-
tinue to threaten food security and
nutrition. Therefore, these precaution-
ary measures and prioritized strategies
should be undertaken for Sri Lanka to
overcome the grappling issues and
emerge as a stronger nation.
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