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Democratic dialogue, active listening and inclusive citizen 

participation: creating spaces for inclusive civic participation in 

times of pandemic and social crisis 

The objective of the project is to create spaces for inclusive civic participation during the 

pandemic and the socio-economic crisis that Sri Lanka is facing and to strengthen democratic 

institutions, the rule of law, and public accountability. As engaged citizens, we aim to ensure that 

government responses to the crisis are aligned to principles of constitutionalism and that 

government by exception will be restricted; misinformation and hate mongering prevented and 

that social solidarity will be strengthened through the positive engagement of change makers and 

influencers. 

To achieve these objectives, the project has established an informal òcivic watchó that analyses 

the government's rapid responses to health and economic challenges; promotes a public 

discussion on policy issues,  documents fundamental rights violations; provides timely, fact-

based information to citizens on emerging issues that impact on democratic values, 

constitutional principles and fundamental rights. The project also aims to conduct advocacy 

campaigns to strengthen democracy and the rule of law, as well as to conduct a needs assessment 

that enable citizens to articulate their needs, anxieties, and aspirations in the post-pandemic 

context. 

This report and the pictures contained within ð unless credited otherwise ð are by Sakuna M 

Gamage, as a contribution towards the project. The Law and Society Trust (LST) appreciates the 

engagement  of citizens in this project ð citizens who wanted their voices to be heard. The views 

expressed in the report do not necessarily reflect the views of the Board or the Management of 

LST. 
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Letõs talk to the People: COVID -19 through the peopleõs voices in Sri Lanka 

 

 

The view of port city from Dehiwala Beach after the 1st lockdown in 2020, by Sakuna Gamage 

Introduction  

The world is facing multiple waves of the 

COVID -19 pandemic since the end of 2019.  

Despite vaccines being rolled out to respond to 

the public health crisis, new variants a have 

emerged creating further challenges. The 

impacts of these new dynamics are different for 

every country in the world, and also every 

person in the different layers of its society.  

The transmission pattern of the Covid virus and 

the immediate preventive efforts like social 

distancing, travel restrictions and curfew 

lockdowns during the last two years have caused 

a drastic change of peopleõs life patterns in 

different ways. As well as the direct health 

impact by way of infections and deaths, and 

indirect impacts on livelihood, education, 

environment, governance, peopleõs rights and 

other essential aspects of everyday life have been 

hit with long-term consequences.  

Context 

The first case of the COVID virus in Sri Lanka 

was confirmed on 27th January 2020, after a 44-

year-old Chinese woman from Hubei Province 

in China was admitted to the National Institute 

of Infection Diseases. After the WHO declared 

Covid 19 as a pandemic, the Sri Lankan 

government first announced an islandwide 

curfew as a step to prevent the impact of the 

pandemic at the end of March 2020. It lasted for 

52 days. In the aftermath, due to some reduction 

of the number of cases, the government eased 

most of the restrictions with the intention of 

holding the General Elections in August 2020, 

without considering prior warnings by health 

officials about global pandemic patterns and 

possible new waves.  

In the first week of October, the government  

re-imposed some of the draconian methods to 

prevent the spread of pandemic with the second 
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wave which started from the cluster of apparel 

manufacturing workers in Minuwangoda and 

Divulapitiya.  

 

Galle Face Beach a few days after the first lockdown 

concluded in 2020, by  Sakuna Gamage  

From the beginning of the year 2021, Sri Lanka 

ð like many other countries - also started to 

focus on the vaccination rollout. In the first 

phase of the vaccination programme, it proved 

to be a slow, badly-managed process, that 

eventually improved as the 2nd does and booster 

shots were rolled out. As of the end of 2021, Sri 

Lanka had fully vaccinated 63 percent of the 21 

million population against Coronavirus with 

18..4 percent getting a third dose of Pfizer, with 

daily deaths of around 20 persons, as official 

data show. 

Before the second wave of Covid 19 in Sri 

Lanka, warnings had been issued by the health 

officials, particularly with reference to the brutal 

second surge in the countryõs close neighbours, 

India and Nepal. Through this highly 

problematic situation, Sri Lanka was eager to 

relax its mechanisms of Covid prevention. This 

was through steps like re-opening the country 

for tourists in bio bubbles, as also with the eased 

restrictions on the Sinhala and Tamil New Year 

season and Sri Paadha season. As a result, the 

country again had to cope with an 

unprecedented spike in COVID-19 cases, with a 

weekly increase of over 50 percent from the mid 

of May 2021. 

 

Galle Face Beach a few days after the first lockdown 

concluded in 2020, by  Sakuna Gamage 

Government officials, Media reports and 

ground-level reports pointed towards a health 

system that was stumbling under a rapidly 

increasing positivity rate. Health sector and 

healthcare workers are under increased pressure 

with this situation as well as many other issues 

that arose due to under-funding and inefficient 

management.  

 In June 2021, Sri Lanka confirmed the first 

community case of the Delta variant of 

COVID-19. From August to September 2021, 

amid the ôDelta-peak, almost three patients died 

every hour in the country, including young 

adults and children. The Government tried to 

resist the third wave through a nearly partial 

lockdown that lasted nearly five months. The 

workers on the frontline had to bear the burden 

of daily deaths and also hear about the infection 

of loved ones at home. Death became 

omnipresent in Sri Lanka. Whereas previously 

the media had published extensive details about 

each COVID-19 victimõs identity and the lives 

they led, these details vanished amid the stream 

of deaths during the Delta-peak. So many 

people died that their lives could not be 

mourned or valued as they deserved. As of the 

end of 2021, according to health promotion 

bureau data 586,746 total cases and 

14,962 deaths have been reported.  
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Mobile Street Food Seller in Mount Lavinia, by Sakuna 

Gamage 

 

While the COVID-19 pandemic has led to both 

a medical emergency and considerable economic 

disruption, the ongoing economic crisis in Sri 

Lanka is much broader and longer in the making 

than the pandemic, with indirect impacts on 

certain layers of society. 

These distance/phone interviews were therefore 

conducted to explore in-depth the impact of the 

pandemic on peopleõs lives, relevant to the 

multiple backgrounds. A another major 

intention was to observe the effect of multiple 

government-oriented policy changes and the 

effectiveness of rapid implementation for the 

people. 

Timeframe and Methodology 

 

Fish Seller in Dehiwala Beach  

These interviews were carried out during the 

months of May to October, 2021 after the third 

wave spike of the Covid 19 pandemic and the 

continuation of the travel restrictions and 

lockdown. They were done through phone calls 

as movement was restricted and interviewees 

could not be met in person.  

The criteria for the selection of the interviewees 

focused on showcasing diverse backgrounds 

including the personõs age, gender, religion, 

district or geographical location, employment 

and livelihood concerns. Extra attention was 

given to the people who have direct 

involvement with ongoing social, political, 

economic issues. Such as farmers, youth, 

teachers, marginalized groups, women, and 

children. The majority of interviews covered 

multiple aspects related to pandemic, exploring 

direct and indirect impacts.  

Together, they form a tapestry of experiences 

from around the island, featuring the voices of 

Sri Lankans and they way their lives were 

impacted by the pandemic in very local and 

personal ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

Peopleõs Stories 

Interview 01 

The interview was with a 38-year-old male, 

from the Portuguese Burgher Community, 

working in the Eastern Province as a 

Management Assistant at a tertiary 

educational institution. Over the past years, 

he was involved with minority rights 

activism and cultural associations among 

the Portuguese Burgher community in Sri 

Lanka  

 

Members of Portugeese Burgher Community During a 

cultural performance.  

What is your experience of the pandemic 

and how it has changed your life patterns? 

The impact on our freedom of movement is the 

biggest challenge. For more than a year we are 

not able to move around. I am working in the 

government sector. I used to stay in 

Trincomalee during the week as my home is in 

Valachchenai in Batticaloa. After the pandemic, 

I had to travel daily from home. This has 

increased risks and inconveniences for me.   

Livelihood 

The majority of Portuguese Burgher community 

members are carpenters or mechanics. They live 

on their daily wages. Some were involved with 

the tourism sector too. Only a few are 

government sector workers. Most of them have 

lost their income sources and job security. They 

faced many difficulties in purchasing food and 

essentials items.  

During the lockdown, only a few shops were 

opened in the main street and it was very hard 

for us to buy essentials as the police and the 

army were stationed in the main street. During 

the lockdown, we had to stock food, but daily 

wage earners faced many difficulties because 

they donõt have enough money.  

Last year a  few NGOs provided support. It 

came through the district secretariat but hardly 

any of that assistance came to Valachchenai 

where we live. We are also isolated from the 

Tamil and the Muslim community in the area.  A 

few families are scattered, 5 families live in the 

Tamil area and 5 other families live in Muslim 

areas.   

One of the local NGOs provided support at 

that time and whoever lives on the side of the 

road benefited but not the people who lived in 

the interior areas,  far away from the main road. 

There are widows in our community. They did 

not receive any support. The community 

members helped each other but we cannot 

continue it as we are poor.  

Government Support  

Compared to other communities, our 

community got less support. The government's 

support mechanism was initiated by the Grama 

Sewaka but the Grama Niladari does not always 

inform us in the Valachchenai area. Our 

community got to know about the support from 

some others in the area. In some instances, 

when some of our community members went 

where the support is given, the Grama Niladari 

had informed them they have already distributed 

the subsidy and the deadline is over. The 

Portuguese Burgher community could not go 

out because of the lockdown and they did not 

get the information. 

We have the Portuguese Burgher Union which 

is the only collective organization for the 

community. In 2020,   6 months after the 

pandemic hit our countries, one pack of rations 

was distributed but only for very few people. In 
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Batticaloa, the widows received a 1000 rupee 

package. I know the politicians gave rations to 

their supporters in the area.  

We have no political representation from our 

community even in an Urban Council or 

Pradheshiya Sabha. We are very few,  and we 

canõt elect anybody.  

Infection ratio and deaths 

Previously, not a  single person from the 

community was infected,  but recently some of 

our community members have been infected, 

and in Trincomalee, with the 3rd wave in April, 

three of our community members died.  After 

the lockdown eased, many local and 

international tourists came and the beach was 

full of tourists. After that Trincomalee was 

affected by the coronavirus and was locked 

down for more than a month. 

Health Sector support 

Three weeks ago my sister was infected and they 

(the health authorities)  did the antigen tests 

only. However, they did not stick a warning 

notice outside the house and they did not check 

on the other close family members. The 

Government used to give ration packs for those 

under quarantine. but that did not happen in our 

case. Neighbours helped us by providing 

essentials during this time but after our 

mandatory quarantine, we had to repay them for 

the amount they spent on ourexpenses. 

 

Notices with Health instructions in a School in Jaffna  

 

 

Vaccination 

Authorities started vaccinating people who were  

60 years old and above. The health officials and 

not the military conducted the vaccinations. In 

our area,  they did not inform us when they 

began rolling out the vaccine.  We only got to 

know about the vaccinations when the other 

people were going for it. In some areas, they 

used loudspeakers to inform the people. When 

my parents went to get the first dose of the 

vaccine, they were asked to come two days later 

and they did so.  They had been in the queue for 

two hours and people who came later were 

vaccinated before the people who came earlier. 

This discrimination is everywhere. 

I went for the vaccination after they opened the 

process for people who were 30 years old and 

above. Vaccinations were done in the nearby 

school in the area populated by Tamils. I went 

there around 9.00 a.m. and I was there till 2.30 

p.m. They gave me a form and then gave me a 

card, but they did not give me the vaccine. 

Around 3.00 pm they came and said the vaccine 

is over. There were politicians connected with 

the government, including Pillayan, who 

influenced the process to give the vaccine first 

to their supporters.  The next day I went to the 

Muslim area for the vaccination. It was very well 

organized. It only took half an hour to get 

vaccinated. Two weeks ago I was able to get the 

second dose too. There is a proper procedure in 

many sub-areas to administer the vaccine 

process with the Divisional Secretariat and 

Grama Niladari taking the lead. But here, it did 

not work like other areas. 

Although they said they were prioritizing people 

aged 60+ and front line workers, with the 

backing and the influence of the politicians' 

many underaged people were vaccinated.  

Education 

Education has suffered. Online education is 

limited to urban and rich families. Rural families 

with financial difficulties faced many issues. The 

education ministry has not done anything for the 

school system and the students.  
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At the University level, there are different 

initiatives for continuing the education process. 

Eastern University signed an agreement with 

Zoom to provide a free platform for the 

students and the university teachers.  Free 

internet facilities are provided for the university, 

but for the teachers and the students at the 

school level,  there are few facilities and limited 

knowledge about the technology. 

 

Students attending a evening private class after the travel 

restrictions concluded 

They had to spend their own money on facilities 

such as phones and pay the data charges. Some 

teachers even created and printed study kits and 

papers and they carried the printing and 

distribution costs without any support. Teachers 

struggled to find photocopy centers because 

most of them were closed due to the lockdown.  

I think the government can initiate a trilingual 

web platform to share all the lessons for the 

students. The school curriculum is the same and 

therefore it is easy to conduct lessons. The cost 

will be less and it will create some relief for the 

students and teachers. Also, television, radio and 

YouTube can be used as platforms to share the 

content with the students. I got to know that in 

Portugal, the education system is conducted this 

way during the pandemic. 

Mental Health 

Even when there was no lockdown many people 

feared to go outside. Children and youth donõt 

have a space to get involved with extracurricular 

activities. Youth became addicted to their 

phones and some of them have become 

addicted to games. Their sleep patterns and even 

their thinking patterns have changed. The health 

sector canõt handle the mental health aspects 

that emerged with the pandemic. The people 

who could help and provide guidance are also 

facing many difficulties. 

Militarization  

In the last one and half years, the army and the 

police were on our roads to enforce the 

quarantine law. They were patrolling the streets 

and checking people's life patterns. When some 

people went outside they were beaten up. I 

noticed groups of younger people roaming 

around the main road with motorcycles and 

when the police and army noticed them they 

beat them up and sent them back home. From 

my perspective, that should happen because of 

their irresponsible behaviours, acting without 

concerning the risk linked to the pandemic. In 

the interior areas, people are roaming around 

without concern for the lockdown. There was 

one incident in Eraur where the  Special Task 

Force made a few Muslims publicly kneel 

because they roamed around without concern 

for the quarantine laws. After that incident, army 

officers who were involved in this incident were 

transferred and the army and the police donõt 

say anything about people who are roaming 

around. Even if someone goes without a mask 

they wonõt say anything. Even now we are in a 

lockdown but I can see people are roaming 

around and some of them are sitting on the 

roadside and talking. We only go out for 

essential things. 

Testing and medical facilities  

One of my cousins is a prison officer in 

Kurunagala.  72 hours before he leaves for 

prison he had to take a PCR test. Therefore he 

went to the MOH and informed them of the 

requirement. The MoH said they wonõt be able 

to provide it within the given time. Then they 

asked us to go to the private hospital and they 

charged  9000 rupees to do the PCR test. 

A month ago my father was suffering from a 

fever. Fearing he could be infected with Covid 

19, I took him to the hospital and asked them to 

do an antigen test. They said if he wanted to do 
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the test he would have to be admitted. They also 

said, if he didnõt want to be admitted, he should 

go to the MOH, take medicine and go home. 

The hospital was not cleaned for a long time. 

The wards and the toilets were very dirty. I 

wrote a letter and took my father back home 

because the dirty surrounding of the hospital 

could cause infection.  

 

Chopped Heavy timber transportation through A9 road 

Killinochchi .  

Environmental Impact  

People used to collect firewood for cooking. 

After the LTTE was defeated no one was 

allowed to collect firewood and it is now 

regarded as illegal. Most of the firewood is used 

for charcoal. Sand mining is rampant, controlled 

by a mafia with political influence. Even recently 

the Government Agent was removed due to 

political influence. The Government Agent was 

involved with administering an area where land 

was formerly controlled by the LTTE.  The land 

had been allocated for cattle farming and was 

gazette too. Some Sinhalese have bought the 

lands for farming with the influence of Karuna, 

Pillayan and Chief Minister Anuradha 

Yahampath. The  GA was kicked off. 

Domestic Violence and Drug usage 

Drug use is not the business of normal people 

here. The army and the police are involved. 

Once they caught drugs from a nearby house. 

Then they took it to the bank to measure the 

weight with measures they use to measure gold 

and jewelry. My sister is working in the bank and 

she told me half of the drugs captured were 

taken by police for sale or their usage. 

Positive Aspects 

Home gardening particularly the planting of 

vegetables and herbs for family usage has 

increased among the community.  

Interview 02 

The interview was with a 25-year-old male 

from the Muslim Community, living in the 

hill country and working as a regional 

journalist. 

What is your experience of the pandemic 

and how it has changed your life patterns? 

I graduated in December 2019 and  I had a lot 

of hope for my future. After the pandemic, it 

became quite difficult for me to find a job. I am 

still struggling with job security and job stability. 

Also, many others who live in my area were 

daily age workers and they all struggled with this 

ònew normaló situation. It is difficult for them 

to find daily meals.  

Livelihood 

There are fewer people in this area involved in 

the plantation sector.  Some of the people from 

this area are working in Colombo, some in the 

apparel industry sector and tourism, and some 

are working abroad. However, in the last year, 

many of them have lost their jobs and their 

sources of income due to the pandemic. Daily 

workers donõt get work because people fear the 

risk of infections. People who are involved with 

the business face difficulties and some had to 

close shop. People who were in retail sales have 

fewer difficulties, taking other initiatives such as 

mobile sales.  

 I observed the impact on the mental health and 

the psychology of the people. In my village, 

most of the people are Muslims. They had many 

issues and fears regarding the cremation issue. 

People are afraid to do PCR for some deaths 

knowing that If they have been infected they 

have to face many constraints and the cremation 

issue. They should consider divisional burial 

practices. 



 9 

Covid Infections and Deaths 

With the first wave, very few cases were 

identified. But that increased with the second 

wave and the third wave has impacted a great 

deal. After April 2021, many people were 

hospitalized after being infected. By the end of 

April, 300 PCR tests were done in our area, and 

the majority of those were found to be positive. 

Therefore health officials isolated our village 

with an area lockdown. 

Health Sector Support 

 

Queues of people for vaccination in Sahasrapura Housing 

Complex in Colombo  Image Source:TRT World 

Everyone informed health officials of the deaths 

that occurred. Also when some infections were 

identified they were used to identify the 1st and 

2nd contacts and evaluate the quarantine process 

properly. They did many tastings too. Usually, it 

took five days to be informed of the results.  

Health officials conducted proper awareness 

programmes on the vaccination process too. 

They encouraged people to get vaccinated as 

soon as possible and they conducted the 

vaccination process well in the area. The 

majority of the people in my village over the age 

of 30 are fully vaccinated. 

Government support 

In my village the internal helpline was good. But 

they did not distribute the 10,000 rupee essential 

rations for the people who were under 

quarantine, saying it was provided only to the 

people who are under a 14-day quarantine. In 

our area, the quarantine period is under 10 days.  

There are fewer Samurdhi beneficiaries in this 

area. but the subsidy is provided for the low-

income people. They have now have started 

giving Rs 2000 as a subsidy too. I don't know 

that much about those processes and whether or 

not they were managed well. Political 

representatives also did not get involved in 

supporting the process in this area. But I heard 

one of the ministers helped the people in 

Kothmale and Pundalu Oya nearby areas. 

 

Sri Lankan police Special Task Force personnel wearing a 

facemask stand guard at a checkpoint during a inter regional 

travel restrictions  imposed as a preventive measure against 

the spread of the COVID-19 novel coronavirus in Elephant 

Pass,Jaffna . 

Milita rization 

During the second wave, security officials came 

and conducted a meeting with the villagers on 

how to be protected and the need for the 

collective effort to overcome the crisis. 

Everyone tried to understand the situation and 

work accordingly. There were no issues relating 

to minority rights except for the impact of the 

cremation issue. Although in my village the 

majority of people are Muslims, we all live 

harmoniously with the Sinhala and Tamil 

villages in the area.  

Education 

Online education is quite impractical for people 

without the financial resources and facilities 

needed for it and thus, the education sector has 

been impacted. A child who went to nursery 

school in 2019 is now in grade one or two. 

Children who are now in grade 5 were not able 

to get training from grade 4. Students who sat 

for the Ordinary Level exams have not received 
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the result yet. The efforts to teach online are not 

practical or effective. The online system itself is 

difficult to integrate with the educational 

process. Some are not participating in classes 

properly and there are psychological challenges 

they face. 

These one and half years have created a huge 

gap in the education strata. There is no 

involvement in extracurricular activities or 

sports. The cost of online education is also high, 

as some areas donõt have proper connectivity 

and other equipment facilities.  

Environment 

Garbage management was gazetted as an 

essential service and the collectors came every 

two days and collected it properly. There were 

days when they did not come because of the fear 

of the Covid situation. 

Mental Health 

I think this is an issue stemming indirectly from 

the pandemic. Every one mental status has been 

impacted. People are facing many issues with the 

economy and their livelihood, and when 

someone gets to know about incidents of death 

they become afraid. Everyone struggled with 

their life plans and is not optimistic about their 

prospects. 

Domestic Violence, drug consumption and 

other issues 

Consumption of alcohol and other drugs has 

increased. Another major issue that surfaced is 

mobile phone addiction.  

There must be many incidents of domestic 

violence but most of the incidents rarely come 

out. I feel the media reports only  10% of the 

cases, and the majority of people do not file 

complaints. 

Positive Adaptations  

The increase in home gardening is positive. The 

limitation of numbers who may participate in 

weddings and funerals is positive. People had 

been running life-like machines and the 

lockdowns provided a space for them to detach 

themselves from that and to focus more on 

family life. Also, some people started small 

businesses like collecting plastic and used items 

for recycling and making something new. Also, 

handicraft making and selling increased among 

the youth. 

Other comments 

We donõt know when this crisis will end. but I 

think mainly should find a mechanism to 

address mental health issues. Itõs an important 

aspect and there is no one to help with this. Itõs 

a common phenomenon for the many in the 

country. The pandemic created common issues 

but most of the crucial decisions that should be 

made were delayed. Now they are trying, but it is 

like closing the stable door after the horse has 

bolted.  to close the are very delayed. The only 

way of overcoming the issue is if we come 

together to cope with it collectively. 

Interview 03 

The interview was with a 28-year-old Male 

from the Tamil Community, living in 

Batticaloa and working as a researcher and 

dramatist. 

What is your experience of the pandemic 

and how it has changed your life patterns? 

During the pandemic, I had the option of 

working from home. Compared to others in my 

area, I did not face many financial or other 

difficulties. But many people around my village 

faced many challenges. Most of them are 

involved with agriculture and fisheries, while 

some others are daily wage workers and migrant 

workers. This pandemic affected them severely 

and their ways of earning a living. They could 

not go out and sell their harvest because of the 

lockdown. People who do not have land worked 

as daily wage earners and they lost their income 

and job security. 
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Government Support 

More than 70% of people in my village are 

Samurdhi beneficiaries and this helped them 

during this crisis. But sometimes the subsidies 

did not come on time. It took more than four to 

five dates to be administrated in this area. In 

some instances, the people who administrated 

the subsidy asked the beneficiaries to do some 

work like cleaning schools and hospitals. At this 

time this was not a good move because of the 

danger of people gathering - it went against the 

purpose of the lockdown. There were some 

other issues with administrating and distributing 

rations. Some people were given subsidies even 

though they are not eligible or needed that kind 

of support. They were connected to powerful 

people. 

 

The form to be filled to get Rs 5000 government Subsidary for 

people who lost their livelihood during the lockdowns. 

Image Source:Newswire.lk 

Past pupils' associations in schools, sports clubs, 

civil society and some private companies like 

Dialog also helped people but these initiatives 

were limited.  Some political parties based in the 

northern province also initiated some support 

mechanisms but these were not on a larger scale.  

Law and Order 

When the lockdown was first imposed, it was 

strictly followed. But now, under the current 

lockdown, many people are not properly 

following the restrictions and they going outside. 

There are some reasons for this. People go out 

to get the supply of essentials, mainly food 

items. The police and the government are not 

responsible and do not appear to care about 

enforcing the lockdown. Furthermore, given the 

state of the economy, and the low income of the 

people, they are desperate to earn something.  In 

this context, we are not sure whether there is a 

lockdown or not. In the countryside, this 

situation is worse.  

In village areas, there are instances of hidden 

informants reporting violators to intelligence 

services agents and there were some cases where 

people were beaten when they were outside. It is 

a cruel way of imposing laws. In the post-war 

era in the north and east, there are many Tamils 

involved with the security forces and this is a 

familiar pattern.  An example of this is the 

incident in Eravur where the security forces 

have forced a few Muslim men to kneel -down 

because they did not wear masks. 

Health Sector Support 

 

Student pointing a Non-Contact Body Inferad Thermometer  

Image Source:The Island 

The approaches of the Public Health Inspectors 

(PHIs) and the Ministry of Health (MOH) have 

changed over time. In the early phase of the 

pandemic, they were committed to the process. 

Now the numbers of infected people are rising, 

and the quarantine facilities, including the food 

and other facilities, are not good. However,  I 

am very happy about the way they administrated 

the vaccination process. In most villages, 90% of 

the people aged 30 and above have been fully 

vaccinated.  

Education 

The current education system is mostly online 

but that is a very limited method and accessible 

only to people in urban areas. Only those who 

have a financial background can benefit from 

that. In the village areas, they canõt afford the 

facilities or the knowledge of using technology. 
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The teachers are unfamiliar with the use of 

technology which is crucial for online education. 

I have noticed some students who do not know 

what a pen drive is. Internet connectivity is also 

very poor in the village areas in Batticaloa. If 

online education is continuing as the alternative 

way of teaching under these circumstances, 

teachers need support and training. Some 

teachers printed and distributed notes and 

papers among the students but the cost is high. I 

know that in some village areas they have to go 

over 30 kilometres to find a printing shop. Some 

individuals and civil society gave support to 

teachers and students but the Government and 

the Ministry of Education have not given proper 

support.  

Environment 

Fishermen were impacted after the Express 

Pearl accident. Many aquatic resources were 

destroyed and sea animals died. Some cases of 

animal deaths were reported in the coastal part 

of Batticaloa too. Many people from the area 

we're working abroad, especially in Middle 

Eastern countries and came back because of the 

spike in the pandemic. They donõt have enough 

resources now. Some of them are involved in 

illegal sand mining and deforestation. These 

illegal activities took place before the pandemic 

too but now they have increased.   

Misinformation 

People donõt have an understanding of the 

patterns of the pandemic and the risks. They 

usually listen to rumours and in some cases, it is 

quite difficult to make them understand the 

risks. The need for better awareness is always 

there. 

Mental Health and domestic violence 

Many people have the fear of death and they are 

affected psychologically. They cannot conduct 

funerals as they did in the past. Only a few 

people can see the body of the deceased person 

and this has impacted heavily on people and 

affected them mentally. Also, the children and 

youth are impacted especially by the limitations 

on movement.  The financial and other 

constraints create additional mental worries. 

Drug usage also has increased mainly among 25-

30-year-old young people. The security forces 

and the police were supporting that before the 

pandemic hit. 

Positive Adaptations 

 

A Farmer works in Agricultural fields in Panama, Ampara 

 

The need for food security and peopleõs lack of 

money has encouraged activities like home 

gardening. Everyone is trying to plant 

something. 

Also, humanitarian activities and initiatives have 

increased during this time. It is a time when 

everyone needs support and NGOs, sports 

clubs, associations, religious institutions and 

societies are involved in giving support and I see 

it as a positive development. 

Some youth have started making crafts and 

undertaking other self-employment schemes to 

earn money. Also, many discussions forums are 

created and projects related to local issues such 

as the environment have been initiated. 
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Interview 04 

The interviewee was a 46-year-old female 

from the Sinhala Community in 

Anuradhapura, working as community 

worker and farmer.   

What is your experience of the pandemic 

how it has changed your life patterns? 

We tried our best to follow the required health 

measures even thoughout the lockdown and 

most of these measures challenged our 

livelihoods. Most of the time I was involved 

with many community-related activities. In our 

village, this pandemic created many hurdles for 

those associated with community activities. We 

could not gather and discuss things as we used 

to do before the pandemic. 

My father passed away in December 2019. After 

that things changed quickly. We could not do 

anything, not even hold the 3 months alms given 

for him. 

Livelihood  

 

Women Farmers in Anuradhapura.  

Photography by Amila Udagedara 

  

My husband is a farmer. We are mainly involved 

with rice cultivation under the tenant farming 

system. Because of the fear of infection and the 

spread of the virus the people could not join and 

work together. Everyone started to look at each 

other in a very suspicious manner because we 

can transmit the virus to one other.  

We also used to cultivate fruits and vegetables. 

During this period we had a good harvest from 

bananas and the other vegetables. But we had 

many difficulties in selling them. 

We could not buy things after the second wave 

hit and we were constrained in getting our 

essentials. We managed to fulfill our food needs 

from home gardening. With the chemical 

fertilizer ban imposed a few months back, we 

have faced some issues in our agriculture. 

Government Support 

Earlier the government initiated a way to 

manage essentials through Co-operative 

(Samupakara) schemes. The mobile shops were 

there but those were costly. Also at the 

beginning, there was essentials items distribution 

programme. All received it last year, but it 

wasnõt consistent. Also, we received the 

òSamurdhió 5000 rupees subsidiary. Last May, 

we did not receive the full amount, and we 

found out the officials have reduced the 

monthly òSamurdhió benefit that we get and 

only gave the balance. Also, one person received 

it from a family and those who did not register 

for it did not receive it.  

Health Sector Support 

The situation related to the pandemic was far 

better in my village and around areas till the end 

of the New year season. Then there were many 

infections reported around here too. Last month 

there was a death of 80 years old in Galnawa. 

The Health sector and officials supported well in 

this area. Prior bits of advice have been given 

and awareness programmes were conducted. 

There was good support from the Divisional 

Secretariat as well as Grama Niladaries in the 

area. Health officials carried out PCR and 

antigen tests and the home quarantine process. 

Last April, one of our neighboursõ daughters 

came back to the village from Colombo and she 

got positive for the Covid later. Then too, health 

officials helped villagers to quarantine her close 

contacts. The Divisional Secretariat supported 

the essential goods and needs. Also, all the 

villagers supported each other in the difficult 

times as best they can.  
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Vaccination  

 

A health official receives a dose of AstraZeneca's COVID-19 

vaccine in Colombo 2021 January 

Source: REUTERS photographed by Dinuka Liyanawatte 

The process of vaccination was well 

administrated. We received the first dose last 

week, and next month we have to get the second 

dose. The elderly population of the village who 

are 60+ has received both doses. There was 

some reluctance among people about being 

vaccinated earlier, but later there were few 

awareness programmes carried out. The 

administration process was conducted well. 

They did it for 3 Grama Niladari divisions 

together in one Centre. Officials were able to 

manage social distancing and health guidelines in 

the centers too without any rush. 

Education 

This is one of the big issues facing the families 

in my village. After schools closed due to the 

pandemic, most of the education initiatives 

shifted into online mode. For that, we need 

many facilities including phones, data as well as 

proper coverage. Most of the families in the 

village donõt have a phone or financial status for 

those. Another main issue is the connectivity 

coverage and signal issues. Even to get this call I 

had to come to a particular place that has 

coverage, where we have identified prior. My 

daughter is in Grade 5 and She is preparing for 

the scholarship examination. Therefore most of 

the time She needs the support of private classes 

too. For that, she also has to attend online 

classes. As I hear from her, online-based virtual 

education is quite difficult, not only in the 

facilitation but also there is a difficulty in staying 

focused on the learnings. Some families have 

two to three school-age children. They all have 

to engage with online education. but in many 

cases, itõs very difficult to facilitate with one 

phone for each kid. Also some areas I have 

noticed few students are trying to join through 

one phone. 

Some students have given up and are involved 

with agricultural work and other jobs. Teachers 

who have the printing facilities have distributed 

printed study materials among the students as a 

way of overcoming the virtual education 

difficulties.  

Mental Health 

The situational pressure is there for many 

villages due to their economic and livelihood 

issues. Usually, villagers are very collective in 

doing things together and talking, but they didn't 

have that space much.  

Domestic Violence 

There are some cases because people are locked 

down in their domestic life.  Drug usage is also 

very limited because of the security. but some 

are consuming alcohol. Sometimes that caused 

fights between husband and wife. 

Environment 

There were some cases related to deforestation. 

One of the Pradheshiya Shaba members was 

involved in utilizing the wood for some 

construction work but later villages have 

complained to the authorities and legal action 

had been taken. Some treasure hunting cases 

have happened.  

Misinformation 

After someone got to know a certain piece of 

news, they try to confirm with others rather than 

directly taking action. There are many cases 

related to sexual harassment even before the 

pandemic times. The major problem is that  

people donõt have much awareness and no one 

complains. That is something that should 

change collectively. Family Health Officers and 
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Police also have been informed by some 

associations in the village but no one took any 

initiative to change these types of tendencies in 

the village. 

 

Image Source: Groundviews 

Positive Adaptations 

The spread of home gardening is a positive 

adaptation. As people are staying at home most 

of the time they have time for that. There was 

no food shortage for the families in this area 

because of this adaptation. 

Other comments 

There are many issues relating to the agriculture 

sector due to the sudden ban of chemical 

fertilizer. The lack of water for farming created 

problems. Any support given for the 

improvement of agriculture and other livelihood 

will be very important under these 

circumstances. 

Interview 05 

The interviewee is a 42 -year-old female,with 

two sons, living in Kakirawa, Anuradhapura 

working as a daily wage worker. 

What is your experience of the pandemic 

and how it has changed your life patterns? 

My husband and I are daily wage workers. Our 

eldest son has completed his school education 

and he was doing a vocational training course 

and the other one is in grade five. But with the 

pandemic, he could not go out for work. We 

endured a huge loss of income during this 

period and we were mostly engaged in home 

gardening. We were planting beans, manioc, 

okra, eggplant and a few other crops. We were 

able to cover most of our food needs from the 

harvest of those crops. Other than that we did 

not have any income except for the òSamurdhió 

allowance. The NGO òSavithrió also gave us a 

ration pack in the month of May. The education 

of my younger son was hindered as we lacked 

the facilities for online education. 

Livelihood 

Our village is remote. The villagers settled here 

during the war. The government has given lands 

for us all. No one has a big extent of land to do 

agriculture work on a high scale. At the present, 

three or four families are living in one plot of 

land, but many of them have adapted to home 

gardening, planting vegetable crops and fruits. 

Also, some others are involved in small self-

employment schemes like sewing and selling 

crafts. Some others have started making bricks 

as the raw materials needed, like clay and 

suitable soil are available here. Most of the time 

they are selling dried bricks before they are 

burnt. Some others make cement bricks for 

orders. But it is difficult for this initiative to 

succeed, as it is difficult to transport and sell 

them under those restricted circumstances. Our 

livelihoods have been heavily impacted by 

massive income loss. 

Government support 

Last year we received a Samurdhi allowance of 

Rs. 5000 but this year they have reduced and we 

only received Rs 3000. However, some other 

Samurdhi beneficiaries received Rs 5000 which 

was given to low-income families. Some regional 

politicians influence these processes and some 

of their supporters got the subsidiary even 

though they are not eligible for it. A few families 

were not able to get it because the Grama 

Niladari and other officials have not informed 

them about it.  
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Health Sector Support  

The health authorities supported us well during 

these times. Some people in a nearby village 

were infected. 4 villagers were identified as 

having close contact with infected people.  After 

that, they had to be quarantined. The health 

officials supported them with guidelines and 

distributed essentials to those families. Others in 

the village also collectively supported them. The 

Divisional Secretaryõs office, with coordination 

with the Grama Niladari, helped them with Rs. 

10,000 ration pack. Health officials helped to 

conduct PCR and Antigen tests. 

Vaccination 

The vaccination process also was administrated 

well. Up to now, 90% of people over 30+ in the 

village have been fully vaccinated. There were a 

few awareness programmes about the 

vaccination process in the village. Also in the 

vaccination centers, they administrated it well 

without taking much time and creating rushes. 

Initially, there were some misgivings about the 

vaccine and some tried to refuse to talk about it. 

But later on, with the awareness programmes 

that was resolved. Officials conducted the 

vaccination programme in the Halpitigama 

School combining it for people from three 

Grama Niladari divisions. 

Education 

 

School Children invoving with a collective observation during 

the interval in Pannipitiya,Colombo 2021 

 

Education has completely shifted to the online 

method and this has created many difficulties. 

The majority of people were not able to access it 

because they lacked technological facilities. The 

internet connectivity is very weak in this area. 

Most of the families in our area could not afford 

the data charges to access online education. 

Particularly the students who are sitting for the 

ordinary level and advanced level exams faced 

multiple difficulties. They could not complete 

the lessons they required, and they found it 

difficult to find books and other educational 

materials. None of them can access the libraries 

too. There was no support from the Ministry of 

Education and other education officials. 

Mental Health  

There were many mental pressures on the 

people during the lockdown. Most of them lost 

their livelihood and their children faced many 

difficulties with online education. 

Domestic Violence 

 

Image Source:Colombo Gazette  

 

There was some increase in violence in 

particular families. This is mainly because of the 

pressures caused by their difficulties, including 

livelihood difficulties.  Also, each member of a 

family was staying at home ð more so than they 

did earlier. 

Positive Adaptations 

All the villagers were helping each other in 

different ways during these times. With home 

gardening, different families started to plant 

different crops. With their harvests, villages 

started to exchange vegetables and fruits for the 

things they donõt have. they were re-introducing 
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the barter system. People were active in home 

gardening,  trying to plant anything they can in 

their home garden. 

Interview 06 

The interviewee is a 61-year-old  female 

from the Sinhala Community living in 

Anuradhapura, working as a community 

worker and as a cultivator. 

What is your experience of the pandemic 

and how has it changed your life patterns? 

It is a difficult time for all in my family as well as 

others in the village. There are many constraints 

on our livelihood. The financial situation of the 

people is not good now. There are five members 

in our family. My husband is a carpenter. He 

used to be based in Colombo and work there. 

But due to the lockdown, he had to return to the 

village in April 2020 and he lost his income. 

After coming back he is mainly involved with 

home gardening and agricultural works. 

I have two sons and one daughter. All of them 

have married and one lives with us. I was 

involved with cultivating crops in the home 

garden. We used to sell the harvest in the 

Anuradhapura Market (pola) and earn a good 

income, but after Covid hit we donõt have that 

opportunity and the income. 

Livelihood 

Many of them were trying to do new things 

something they can earn more. After last year's 

first lockdown I started a small Kola Kanda 

(herbal porridge) shop. I used to sell kurakkan 

Kanda, herbal Kanda and sago drinks in the 

morning. I got additional orders from the 

government and other office workers and I 

earned a fair amount of money. Nowadays that 

business is also a little difficult to conduct. I 

used to run a small spices shop -  mainly selling 

pepper, cinnamon, Kurakkan and cardamoms.  I 

used to make thala karalu (sesame seed rolls) 

and sell them. Many other women are involved 

with this type of small business. These all are 

self-initiated efforts by the women in the village. 

Government Support 

There was a Samurdhi loan opportunity, but 

otherwise, most of the support initiatives are 

biased towards people with political influence. 

Politicians only assist their supporters. It is the 

same as the way job opportunities are provided 

for those aligned to politicians. The subsidy of 

Rs 5000 was offered only for the people who are 

already Samurdhi members. Others did not 

receive it. Some people who received Rs 5000 

under this scheme have a good income level 

when compared to others in the current context. 

Many other helpless people did not receive 

anything. During this period we have received 

Samurdhi Rs 5000 allowance twice so far. One 

in the year 2020 and the other last May 2021.  

The other Rs 5000 subsidiary scheme was 

offered for low-income people. Some of our 

villagers also received that. 

Law and order 

 

Sanitation Worker in Wellawatte,Colombo 

In general most of the people followed the 

regulations, but the lockdown impacted 

significantly on peopleõs livelihood and income. 

We have many difficulties in selling our harvest 

as well as in buying essentials. No one cared for 

us. Overall, there is a sense that there was no 

proper plan to manage this situation and it 

impacted poor people at the ground level. 

Health Sector Support 

There was one incident where alms were given 

at a Bana Gedara, where many people gathered 

no one checked this and rules were not 

observed. None of the PHIs came to check on 
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this. We informed 1990  but no one came. There 

is no way that antigen tests or PCR tests could 

be conducted on those who participated in this. 

This happened 8 days back, still, no one has 

come to check about this. 

Earlier the state-supported the isolation of 

people who were identified as close contacts of 

covid patients. Villagers helped all these people 

during those periods. 

Vaccination 

The vaccine roll-out is conducted well. It has 

been effectively administrated and the majority 

of people 30 years and over have at least 

received one dose so far. People over 60+ 

received both doses. Earlier some elderly people 

did not have a good attitude about being 

vaccinated. But there were some awareness 

programmes conducted by health officials. 

Community Association 

There were some good initiatives. before the 

pandemic. We were able to start a saving 

programme among 15 women in the village. 

Now we have a fair amount of savings. So 

during this time, we started a loan initiative 

through the Womensõ collective, using those 

savings to give low-interest rates loans for some 

time. So far that initiative is going well and we 

are trying to complete another step to expand it. 

Positive Adaptation 

Home gardening increased during these times 

when we are under hardships. Govijana Sewa 

Adhikariya also did a programme before the 

pandemic last year.  Also, many others started 

small self-employment like making crafts. Many 

villagers were involved with organic agriculture 

for some time. And so the sudden ban of 

chemical fertilizer did not impact them that 

much, particularly the mid and Small level 

farmers. But it became an issue for the farmers 

who cultivate on a mass scale and particularly 

for the people who cultivate rice.  

The collective awareness among the villagers can 

take as a positive aspect during these times. 

Education 

The education sector has completely collapsed. 

My daughterõs elder son is in Grade 7 in school. 

These days mainly their education activities are 

conducted online. They donõt have phones and 

other types of equipment. Most of the time I 

give my phone to him but I do a lot of 

community activities - we also have online 

meetings. It is problematic when we have these 

clashes.   We also have connectivity and signal 

issues and sometimes we have to go far away to 

get better signals. There is no proper plan or 

solution for the difficulties in the education 

sector. Last year there were some efforts by 

teachers to send printed note lists and notes to 

the students. Also, some teachers sent the 

worklists through Whatsapp and followed up 

with the students. but that too could not be 

continued properly. Since March 2020 students 

faced difficulties and there is a huge gap in their 

knowledge and learning. This can impact very 

negatively on the next generation of students. 

Some have given up their studies and are trying 

to do some kind of a job. But some are going to 

universities. They donõt have issues. They are 

continuing their work properly. 

Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence was an issue before the 

pandemic and lockdown too but now it has 

increased. There were some suicide attempts too 

but we collectively helped them. As well as drug 

and liquor consumption has increased. 

Mental Health 

Young people faced mental issues during this 

time. Family Health Officers were helping all 

who need guidance. Some cases of harassment 

have been reported and we have collected we 

have approached legal support. 

Other comments 

Government help should be available to address 

the related issues. Their carelessness is very 

disappointing, especially when it comes to the 

small people. They only care about the urban 

people and no one knows the reality at the 
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grassroots level. The response of the 

government is very problematic. All of them 

come to the village only at election times. 

Interview 07 

The interviewee is a 52 year-old female  from 

the Sinhala Community living in Ipalogama, 

Anuradhapura  working as  a cultivator, a 

daily wage worker and as a community 

worker. 

What is your experience of the pandemic 

and how has it changed your life patterns? 

I am involved with community work in the 

Ipalogama area. I am the secretary of the main 

womenõs association in the area. My daughter 

was selected to join the university last year and 

the term has started now. 

 

 

A Women Farmer in Anuradhapura 

Photography by Amila Udagedara 2021 

 

The covid pandemic has drastically impacted our 

area and the people. I used to undertake jobs as 

a daily wage worker in the village, but I lost 

those types of opportunities. A few in our area 

also got infected and They are under the current 

lockdown, it is a bit difficult. 

Before this too, there are many hardships in our 

lives. But we never anticipated this kind of 

situation. For us, it was important to have 

courage. We lost most of our livelihood and  the 

situation is not good either for our health  or the 

economy. 

 

Livelihood 

 

Women Farmers in Anuradapura 

Photography by Amila Udagedara 2021 

 

In our village, there are many daily wage 

workers. We donõt have good lands and 

properties here. We used to live in Morawawa, 

Trincomalee which was considered to be a 

border village near the LTTE administrated area. 

During the war,  violence in those areas 

increased and the government provided lands in 

Ipalogama and then we came and settled here in 

1985. We donõt have large paddy fields. If we 

want to grow rice, we have to do it according to 

the ôAnd heõ land tenancy system. Some people 

in the area are working in the military but the 

majority of the villagers are working as daily 

wage workers. But now, with this situation, no 

one offers us work even though there are jobs to 

be done. There are many masons and carpenters 

who also rarely get work because people fear the 

risk of infections. People experienced a huge 

loss of income during this period and we donõt 

know how long we will have to go on like this. 

Many of us are involved in home gardening and 

growing crops like vegetables and fruits. Earlier 

we use to sell the excess of our harvest in the 

weekly markets and the Sunday markets. But 

nowadays, with the current lockdown, we could 

not do that. Weõve lost that income too. Most of 

the cultivation was done organically.  

Government support 

There was no specific support given to us. We 

had some savings. That helped. Some womenõs 

organizations assisted us and we distributed a 

pack of rations among the members. We 
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purchased them with some of the financial aid 

we received.  

Only one member from each family received the 

Samurdhi allowance. Some people accessed 

other subsidiary schemes like the Kidney 

Patientõs Allowance and the Elderly Peopleõs 

Allowance. Those families who have all the 

beneficiaries only received one allowance. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, there was 

some kind of initiative by the politicians and 

representatives. One of the members initiated 

the distribution of a pack of essential items but 

after that first distribution, nothing else was 

conducted. Also, there were some other limited 

initiatives. But there were many people in need 

but nothing much came their way.  

Health Sector Support 

They helped a lot, particularly with the increase 

of awareness among the villages. There was one 

incident that happened with the arms giving 

ceremony at a home in the village. There was 

one infected person who had participated in that 

and it caused a mess. Many others including me 

had to be quarantined. 5 other families had been 

quarantined. Everyone helped ð the health 

sector and Grama Niladari and the villagers 

assisted us to meet essential needs. We received 

a Rs 10,000 ration pack. 

Vaccination 

Vaccines have been administrated well. There 

was no rush or any other issues. Initially, some 

people did not like to get it but after the 

awareness programmes, they also went and took 

the vaccine. 

Education 

Education is one of the major areas which has 

been badly affected under the current 

circumstances. My daughter was selected to 

attend the university and most of her work is 

conducted online. The children who are still 

attending school also face multiple difficulties. 

The online education method is not effective for 

all. They donõt have facilities, the right types of 

equipment and financial resources to continue 

through that way. The network coverage is quite 

weak in this area. I think you can understand it 

as you face the disturbances while conducting 

this phone conversation too. Even now, I have 

come to a place where the coverage is better. We 

all commonly use this place to make phone calls. 

 

A father dropping his daughter in to the primary School in 

Delft Island,Jaffna 

Misinformation 

There are some doubts expressed on the 

vaccines, but with the awareness programmes 

conducted by the heath officials during the roll-

out, those doubts were clarified. 

Mental Health 

I think people faced lots of mental health issues. 

particularly because many of the villagers lost 

their sources of income. As a result, they face 

many difficulties and are fearful. In general, 

people have lost their freedom of movement 

and they donõt have spaces for the association. 

The younger generation is struggling to face 

limited prospects. They are very doubtful about 

the future. 

Positive Adaptations 

Everyone has started home gardening and 

cultivation. Therefore they donõt face a shortage 

of food. Everyone helped each other, 

exchanging their surplus for what they did not 

have. Other small initiatives like craft-making 

and handloom production have increased. They 

used to sell those products too but under the 

lockdown, the space for that has shrunk. 

 


