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Sri Lanka - renewable energy island?
By Jagdish Hathiramani

If the thought of this nation one 
day becoming universally known 
as the "Renewable Energy Island" 
is far fetched, then stand in line.
However, one Sri Lankan liv ing 
abroad thinks differently. In fact, 
he has made it his life's mission to 
convince non-believers that the 
nation's dependency on fossil 
fuels, particularly foreign oil. must 
end now — to be instead substitu­
ted with renewable options which 
are much greener and therefore 
much safer. This Sri Lankan is 
Prof. i.M. Dharmadasa, an aca­
demic and researcher who has 
worked on solar energy conver­
sion for over 30 years.

A University of Peradeniya 
graduate and a former BP Solar re­
searcher, Prof Dharmadasa cur­
rently teaches at UK's Sheffield 
Hallam University, and has to date 
experienced some significant suc­
cess with a concept he is promot­
ing locally called the 'Solar Vil­
lage1 programme. This project is 
powered by the idea that Sri Lan­
ka has a virtually endless resource 
in terms of sunshine, or as he 
notes: "Sri Lanka has done well 
with solar energy over the past 
two decades. This is due to contri­
butions from many solar energy 
believers. There are now 15 solar 
energy companies operating in Sri 
Lanka creating employment for 
young people. In recent European 
solar energy conferences, Sri Lanka has been 
identified as the 'Hot Spot of Solar Energy Ap­
plications'". This abundant available solar pow­
er allows, once the right infrastructure is put in­
to place, an almost perpetual power source to

meet the needs of, as he refers to it, "a cluster of 
remote villages where no modem facilities are 
available and solar power is provided to supply 
water and power to uplift their standard of liv­
ing."

The project, which evolved from Prof. Dhar- 
madasa's work with five local universities, was 
initially aimed at building knowledge and expe­
rience in solar energy research in Sri Lankan 
universities and promoting renewable energy 
applications in the country. According to Prof. 
Dharmadasa, this eventually led to the "first so­
lar power project under the Solar Village pro­
gramme completed at Kaduruwewa village in 
the Kurunegala District. Here the water supply 
scheme to the village was provided by using so­
lar pumps replacing a diesel pump. The villag­
ers have formed a society to operate the scheme 
and they are now saving at least Rs 100,000 per 
annum on diesel costs. This enables them to use

their money in providing better education for 
their children and also to uplift their living 
standards'1.

In fact, the project works mainly because the 
"whole community is directed to work together, 
to grow more trees around the area, to keep 
bees for honey production, use organic agricul­
ture methods, etc. to improve the quality of en­
vironment,", says Prof. Dharmadasa, adding 
that it allows for the accelerated development of 
the community further complemented by the 
newly lowered cost of living attributable to so­
lar energy.

"Another key feature of this Solar Village is 
that one of the local universities adopts this

cluster of villages to guide the devel­
opment of that society," explains Prof. 
Dharmadasa. Elaborating, he recalls 
that "the first pilot project (was) adop­
ted by team led by Dr. Krishan Deher- 
agoda at the Dept, of Geography, Uni­
versity of Sri Jayawardenepura (USJ). 
The Geography special students (car­
ried) out their final year survey in this 
village cluster feeding new ideas for 
development”. He adds: “Imagine the 
impact of fresh ideas from enthusiastic 
university dons and students for rural 
communities and the use of a younger 
generation to spread out these new 
ideas round the country for replicating 
these new projects."

This communal development onus 
has led to a number of almost immedi­
ate improvements for villagers: "Tree 
plantation. Honey production. Brick 
making, Vegetable farming in dry 
areas, Development of cottage busi­
nesses, scholarships and micro-fi­
nance schemes using saved funds 
within the community due to use of 
renewable energy sources. The devel­
opment of the village temple, village 
school and the environment through 
Sramadana activities are organised 
and encouraged," he comments, not­
ing that all projects, are completed due 
to villagers realising their self worth 
and working together towards com­
mon goals.

Meanwhile, Prof. Dharmadasa also 
believes that the "concept can be ap­
plied anywhere in the country”. How­
ever, the “individual projects within 

the community will vary according to the local 
requirements and available natural resources”, 
he cautions, adding that “this is also an excel­
lent opportunity for educating community 
working in schools and universities to contrib­
ute to develop their own community. This cul­
ture needs to be developed in order to help nee­
dy people, establish peace and therefore reduce 
poverty from the society."

He has also advocated repeatedly the 'Solar 
Village' idea both here and abroad with general­
ly positive results: "During my last visit to Sri 
Lanka, both myself and Dr. Deheragoda had a 
very productive discussion with our Environ­
ment Minister, Champika Ranawake... (In the 

meantime) Nigeria has 
already recognised the 
‘Solar Village’ as a 
very suitable social de­
velopment project for 
their country. Africa- 
Aid charity and uni­
versities in Nigeria are 
working with me at 
present to introduce 
this concept. They 
have already arranged 
four university lectur­
ers to join my research 
group in Sheffield for 
training at PhD level 
for both R&D and so­
lar energy application 
projects. This project 
satisfies three millen­
nium goals, namely; 
clean water, clean en­
vironment and reduc­
tion of poverty".

Considering the suc­
cess o f the ‘Solar Vil­
lage’ concept, what 
lessons can one draw 
from this model of 
communal reliance? 
Prof. Dharmadasa 
suggests "people use 
energy efficiently 
without wasting and to 
move rapidly towards 
renewables enabling 
(reduced) carbon diox­
ide emissions and also 
grow more trees ev­
erywhere possible to 
reabsorb carbon diox­
ide from the atmos­
phere".

His final thoughts 
are most sobering of 
all: "Observe the Jaff­
na peninsula very 
carefully; it is slowly 
becoming a desert. 
When people fight 
with each other, hu­
man-kind forgets the 
environment and it is 
bad news for vegeta­
tion. The desertifica­
tion will accelerate 
creating misery to peo­
ple who live in these 
areas. All Sri Lankans 
should work to estab­
lish long lasting peace 
in the country, and rep­
licate 'Solar Villages' 
in every comer to lib­
erate those innocent 
people who are trap­
ped in poverty."


