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BY PRAMOD DE SILVA

he exploration of other coun-

tries and places on the planet

is called tourism. It is obvi-

ously a big business, worth
around US$ 1.3 billion yearly globally.
Tourism is one of the world’s most im-
portant economic sectors. It employs
one in every ten people on Earth and
provides livelihoods to hundreds of
millions more. For some countries, it
can represent over 20 percent of their
GDP.

Sri Lanka is one of the world’s best-
known tourism destinations and was a
global hot spot for tourism until fairly
recently, with publications such as
CNN Travel and Lonely Planet declar-
ing Sri Lanka as the world’s top spot
for travel. This gave a big boost for in-
bound tourism, with Sri Lanka earn-
ing around US$ 5 billion from tourism
receipts in 2018, the last “normal” year
for tourism in Sri Lanka.

This is because the Easter attacks
happened in April 2019, drastically
halting the flow of tourists to the coun-
try. However, the tourism industry was
making a rapid recovery after the trag-
ic events of Easter 2019. Then another
crisis manifested itself in the form of
the Coronavirus pandemic. The only
consolation is that this time, we were
not alone. The entire world was af-
fected by the contagion, with global
tourism coming to a virtual standstill
for close to two years. Sri Lanka too
imposed a countrywide lockdown and
closed its borders to international trav-
ellers.

Issues

With the gradual easing of the pan-
demic (now in its third year), Sri Lanka
too has opened its borders to all vacci-
nated travellers, like most other coun-
tries. But in the aftermath of the recent
political events and the acute shortage
of fuel and lengthy power cuts, the
tourism sector suffered again. These
issues have now been addressed to a
great extent and tourists are coming in
despite all the challenges. Most coun-
tries have also relaxed their travel ad-
visories on Sri Lanka,

International  tourist  arrivals
worldwide at the start of 2022 were
double the level recorded in 2021. In
some regions, arrivals are already at,
or even above, pre-pandemic levels.
The lifting of the remaining travel re-
strictions, alongside rising consumer
confidence, will be important drivers
for the sector’s recovery, bringing hope
and opportunity to many millions of
people around the world. An end to
Covid is probably in sight, though we
cannot be certain about it.

This year, World Tourism Day will
be celebrated on September 27 as the
shift towards tourism is being recog-
nised as a crucial pillar for develop-
ment and as progress is well under-
way. May 2022 marked the first time
the United Nations General Assembly

held a special debate on tourism, il-
lustrating the historic relevance of the
sector, Tourism is now on the agenda
of Governments and of international
organisations in every region.

The World Tourism Day will put
people at the centre of key discus-
sions. Where is tourism going? Where
do we want to go? And how do we get
there? This year’s theme “Rethinking
Tourism” will reflect these aspirations.
It aims to inspire the debate around
rethinking tourism for development,
including through education and jobs,
and tourism’s impact on the planet and
opportunities to grow more sustain-
ably.

Sri Lanka too has to take these fac-
tors into consideration as it maps out
a strategy for attracting more tourists
from around the world. All facilities
should be provided to tourists who
choose to come here, knowing the dif-
ficulties they might have to face.

Special offers

Since tourist hotels earn foreign
exchange for the country, it would be
prudent to grant them (and also “spe-
cial tours” bus operators) duty free
permits to import electric cars and
buses for the transport of tourists on
the condition that they also import
DC superchargers or solar chargers.
A duty concession can be granted for
this as well. This also tallies with the
environmental goals envisaged for
global tourism.

Since it is also important to en-
sure an adequate supply of food for
the tourists in the face of an impend-
ing global food crisis, all hotels with ar-
able land must be encouraged to grow
crops that can sustain their kitchens.
We can look at other countries which
have introduced new concepts such as
rooftop and vertical farming as well as
hydroponics, the technique of grow-
ing crops without soil. Most hotels can
easily embrace these concepts. Hotels
should also have a more robust rela-
tionship with the local farmers and
suppliers so that they nurture the local
economy.

On the part of the authorities,
they should ensure an adequate sup-
ply of Jet Fuel, basically a variety of
Kerosene, to all airlines calling at the
Bandaranaike International Airport
(BIA), Colombo. Some airlines have
stopped their services or reduced their
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ADMISSIONS PRICING POLICY AT KEY TOURISM ATTRACTIONS, WHERE
TOURISTS SOMETIMES HAVETO PAYAS MUCH AS 10 TIMES THE RATE
PAID BY LOCALTOURISTS.THIS MAYADVERSELY AFFECT BUDGET
TOURISTS AND INTODAY'S CONTEXTWE NEED EVERY DOLLAR. ITIS
BETTER TO HAVE ONE“MIDDLE OF THE ROAD” PRICING POLICY FOR BOTH
FOREIGNERS AND LOCALS. THE LOTUS TOWER SHOULD BE PROPERLY
MARKETED ABROAD T0 ATTRACT MORE TOURISTS

frequencies to Colombo citing fuel, in-
surance and political instability issues.
This has adversely affected the inflow
of tourists and quick action must be
taken to resolve these matters.

Moreover, air tickets to and from
Sri Lanka have become very expensive
in recent times, which may also deter
tourists from coming here. This issue
too has to be resolved to some extent,
though there are other global factors
too at play here. If these issues can be
resolved, more airlines are waiting in
the wings to begin services to Colom-
bo and also to increase their frequen-
cies. The authorities should encourage
motre Indian airlines to use the new
Palaly International Airport in Jaffna,
given that Indian tourists top tourist
arrivals here. Sri Lanka could also join
hands with the Maldives for joint pro-
motional campaigns, an idea mooted
some time back as well.

Hospitality

Sri Lankans are known the world
over for their warmth, love and hos-

ALL STEPS MUST BE TAKEN TO AVOID ANOTHER COVID-19 WAVEAND A
LOCKDOWN IN SRI LANKA, GIVEN THAT UPTO ONE MILLION SRI LANKANS
ARE BENEFITTING DIRECTLY OR INDIRECTLY FROM TOURISM RELATED
ENTERPRISES AND ACTIVITIES, FROM WAITERS IN HOTELS TO SOUVENIR
SELLERS. MANY OF THEM LOSTTHEIR JOBS DUE TO THE PANDEMIC-RELATED
LOCKDOWNS BUTHOTELS HAVE AGAIN STEPPED UP RECRUITMENTAS
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ARE NOW BACK IN DEMAND

pitality. Most tourists cite our friendly
people as one of their main reasons
for visiting Sri Lanka. But of late, there
have been some incidents that may
have harmed this reputation. Things
have to start from the BIA itself, where
touts often harass tourists for every-
thing from taxi rides to hotel stays. In
fact, touts, beggars, unlicensed tour
guides and brokers harass tourists at
all major tourist attractions, which
could put off some of them from com-
ing here again. After all, repeat tour-
ists are a big market for Sri Lanka.

Sri Lankan tourism authorities
also have to rethink the admissions
pricing policy at key tourism attrac-
tions, where tourists sometimes have
to pay as much as 10 times the rate
paid by local tourists.

This may adversely affect budget
tourists and in today’s context we need
every Dollar. It is better to have one
“middle of the road” pricing policy for
both foreigners and locals. The Lotus
Tower should be properly marketed
abroad to attract more tourists.

It is also vital to have more Tour-
ist Police stations near key attractions
and also in the major cities visited by
tourists. This way, tourists can get help
quickly if they are harassed, fleeced,
intimidated or robbed. All the per-
sonnel of Tourist Police must be en-
couraged to learn at least one more
language in addition to English, such
as French, German, Spanish and Rus-
sian. This will help them to commu-
nicate more easily with the tourists,
some of whom cannot speak English
well.

All steps must be taken to avoid
another Covid-19 wave and a lock-
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down in Sri Lanka, given that up to
one million Sri Lankans are benefit-
ting directly or indirectly from tour-
ism related enterprises and activities,
from waiters in hotels to souvenir sell-
ers. Many of them lost their jobs due to
the pandemic-related lockdowns but
hotels have again stepped up recruit-
ment as things are looking good again.
For many of these individuals, tourism
is their sole income avenue. One silver
lining in this dark is that most tourism
jobs are now back in demand.

Promotional campaign

There is also an acute need for an
international tourism promotional
campaign through traditional and so-
cial media globally to highlight our
gains and achievements in facing the
pandemic and of course, our multi-
tude of religious, cultural and natural
attractions that are perhaps not found
anywhere else on the planet. This
campaign should also reassure any
“on the fence” tourists that Sri Lanka
is a safe destination to visit, both secu-
rity and health-wise.

This should also highlight that
most, if not all, difficulties faced by
travellers in Sri Lanka have now been
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resolved, with a stable Government in
place after the recent political transi-
tion. Journalists from leading travel
publications in our source markets
as well as from new markets should
be given familiarisation tours here
so that they will inform their readers
and viewers on the array of attractions
here.

This “reset” will also be a good op-
portunity for travel and tourism plan-
ners to analyse shortcomings in the
inbound travel industry and take cor-
rective steps.

That will help the industry to re-
alise the initial goal of 2.5 million
tourists per year at least after 2024-25,
giving a new sense of purpose and di-
rection to the tourism industry, per-
haps the most vital cog in the econom-
ic wheel in terms of attracting foreign
exchange.

We must bear in mind that global
travel is yet to recover to 2019 levels,
so Sri Lanka should be in a position
to do much better in terms of tourism
next year and in 2024-25, when glob-
al air travel is predicted to return to
normal levels. Our tourism planners
must get ready for this uptick in tour-

ism from now onwards to reap the
full benefits.
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