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What is our development strategy? c.
by  D in esh  W eerakkkody

Sri Lanka’s econom ic developm ent 
has reached a critical juncture. Failed 
socialist experiments, economic' mis- 

. management, lack of proper training and 
ithe, NE conflict created an economy w ith ' 

•1 .put a sound economic foundation on which 
, to build. As a result today we have poverty 

throughout the country. In  fact; the World 
'Bank Report for 2003 on "Poverty and Vul- 
rierability in  South Asia” has said that 

: South Asia is the home to the largest num ­
b er of the World’s Poor, this most certainly 
.includes Sri Lanka.

I '  Main contributing factors are the hap- 
. lessness of the rural pbor, who fall victim to 

econom ic dow nturns, unem ploym ent, 
; crippling illness, death, conflict and natu- 
1 .fal disasters, m ost often w ithout the social 

.protection program m es such as insurance, 
and economic safety nets such as unem ­
ployment relief and food stamps.
. In  April, the opposition predicted that 

the Sri Lankan economy will be buffeted 
Externally by the global recession height­
e n e d  by the Middle East w ar and internal­
ly by a war/debt ravaged economy. But the 
Government according to CB figures had

done a  great job w ith the economy by con­
taining the fallout. Today we need to ask 
ourselves w hat development strategy a re ' 
we comfortable with? The “trickle down” 
approach, with government mobilizing all 
the savings and capital which can be bor­
row ed and  letting  the group of 
entrepreneurs invest them  in infrastruc­
ture, industry and commerce productively 
to chum  out goods and services that people 
in the country and in o ther countries will 
w ant and pay for.

This increase in capital and value to 
companies leading to competitive advan­
tage, has to necessarily leave the working 
classes to  make sacrifices and be happy 
w ith the pittance coming their way, until 
the wealth that is accum ulating trickles 
down to them. This approach certainly has 
lost its supporters. While another set of 
thinkers advocate the alleviation of pover­
ty, total hum an development and equity as 
the governm ent’s prim ary goal. D ecentral­
ization of government, privatization of 
public enterprise, quality education and 
training of people, technological upgrad­
ing, and "private sector as the engine of 
growth” as its principal strategies. It also

envisages the participation of private sec­
tor, voluntary organizations and other key 
institutions in implementing governm ent’s 
policies and program m es.

Obstacles
In Sri Lanka one sees certain  obstacles 

to achieving these goals w hich mainly are 
a  m indset of some of the entrepreneur 
classes in the private ,sector, an  inertia rid ­
den senior rungs of the Governm ent’s poli­
cy m aking/m achinery, and weak imple­
m entation in general. The growth of GDP 
this year is expected to be in the region of 
5%. This certainly places enorm ous pres­
sure on external debt. The trade deficit in 
January of this year alorie was US$ 150 
million, while Public Debt had risen to Rs.
1.7 billion in 2002. In simple term s we are 
happy making future generations indebted. 
This is not the first time we had opted for 
this solution.

W hat irks the common m an most is the 
unbalanced spending, non food imports, 
example im ports of non essentials h ad  
increased by 34% and m otor vehicles by 
134%, at a time we are still struggling with

infrastructure issues. We m ust get ou r act 
together in  building the highw ays for 
w hich the ADB and other donors have 
come up w ith the funding.

Pay and  productivity
Productivity is another issue, which is 

m ore on our, collective lips than  in  reality. 
Imagine the “creative" m inds of the private 
sector propounding the productivity theoiy 
"1/2x2x3” that is half as m uch people paid 
twice as m uch produce three times their 
output. This sort of thinking can get us 
nowhere near NIC status. We wish our pay 
is increased bu t have no com m itm ent to 
productivity. Unions bolt a t the m ere m en­
tion of the "word". We need to link perfor­
m ance to competencies and pay. One Swiss 
m anagem ent consultant was quoted in a 
jou rn a l saying th a t it "Costs the 
entrepreneur the same, w hether he hires 
1000 idiots o r 1000 geniuses”. In  other 
words we need to build hum an capital. 
One reason which makes even a m an 
whose mcome is as big as a country’s.GNP- 
Bill Gates phone up 400 com puter pro­
gram m ers personally a t a  time, to encour­

age them  to jo in  "Micro Soft Corporation”. 
He values ta len t and knows that his com­
p any’s fu tu re  lies in innovation and;  
upgrading. We m ust be bold to challenge , 
ourselves in  meeting higher goals, add 
greater value. But it is not all-labour pro­
ductivity. The private sector as m uch as the 
public sec to r m ust invest in hum an 
resource development, process methodolo­
gy, R&D and  w orker training, while con­
serving energy and economizing on luxu­
ries, so tha t capital accumulation is rapid 
and we vindicate ourselves in the eyes of 
our future generation, In the final analysis, 
our leaders in  the private sector cannot 
afford to live in  the ir corporate board 
room s in isolation any more, they need to 
wake up, create  m or jobs and do it fast.

The G overnm ent on  the o ther hand  m ust 
be conscientious about our w ork ethic and 
create a situation  w here the w orkers are 
able to buy m ore goods for th e ir  salaries a t 
the end of the m onth. That would however 
require a  disciplined governm ent, an  oppo­
sition that is p repared  to shoiulder respon­
sibility and w ork w ith  the governm ent in  
partnership  and  above all an  assertive civil 
society.
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