
DOING BUSINESS AMID WIDESPREAD HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS

Despite unreconciled tensions following the three-decade-long civil war, militarization of the state, human rights violations, 
and thousands of civilians in displacement camps, the World Bank generously ranked Sri Lanka 85 out of 189 countries on the 
Doing Business index in 2014, up from spot 101 in 2008. President Rajapaksa aspires for Sri Lanka to be ranked 30 by 2015.1

During and after the war, the Sri Lankan military seized large tracts of land through forced evictions and by occupying land 
abandoned by civilians fleeing violence.2 The Bank claims that “resettlement of the internally displaced persons is largely 
complete,”3 yet more than 200,000 people remain displaced and have no guarantee of getting their land back from the 
state.4 Many of the lands were deemed “High Security Zones” during the war, but are now being converted into “Economic 
Processing Zones” for foreign investors rather than being used for resettling displaced populations.5 The Bank’s measure-
ments do not factor in this theft of resources nor the overwhelming human rights violations, affording the country a high rank-
ing. In sharp contrast to the Bank, the United Nations (UN) has declared Sri Lanka’s human rights record to be unacceptable, 
noting military presence in civilian activities including education, agriculture, and tourism; the UN also found evidence of the 
state undermining democracy, limiting personal freedoms, and ignoring reconciliation.6 

Foreign investors, however, appear more inclined to follow the World Bank’s ranking than to take into consideration the UN 
warnings: in 2013, Foreign Direct Investment increased 41% from the 2012 level.7

SRI LANKA AND THE WORLD BANK

The Bank’s Country Partnership Strategy (FYS 2013-2016) 
centers on investment targets comprising a third of gross 
domestic product. The Central Bank of Sri Lanka initiated 
a Doing Business Improvement Programme in 2009 to 
improve the country`s ranking and to attract investment. 

The World Bank’s International Finance Corporation 
country strategy emphasizes global integration through 
competitiveness in finance, tourism, infrastructure, and 
agribusiness.8 The government claims that a huge por-
tion of agricultural land is sparsely used, and that the end 
of the conflict has made arable land available.9 Sri Lanka 
has sought investment in agro-export projects, despite the 
fact that it is already heavily import dependent.10 Given the 
decline of agriculture as a dominant economic sector, the 
Bank has emphasized efficiency in production and invest-
ment for the modernization of agriculture. 11

Find out more and take action at: www.ourlandourbusiness.org

 DOING  BUSINESS REFORMS IN SRI LANKA

In 2013, Sri Lanka was among the DB’s top ten reformers in 
the world, largely due to its efforts to modernize its invest-
ment, labor, and property systems according to the World 
Bank’s business-friendly dictates. It carried out the follow-
ing reforms:  

 ✓ In 2012, Sri Lanka made paying taxes less costly for busi-
nesses by abolishing the turnover tax and social secu-
rity contribution and by reducing corporate income tax, 
value added tax, and national building tax rates.

 ✓ In 2013, Sri Lanka made registering property faster by 
introducing administrative changes to ensure faster reg-
istration of the sale deeds12 and implementing an elec-
tronic system at the Land Registry in Colombo. This sys-
tem enables swift transfers of land to foreign investors. 
Consequently, the country’s ranking for registering prop-
erty improved by 21 points from 164 to 143 between 2012 
and 2013.

WORLD BANK’S BAD BUSINESS IN SRI LANKA
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