
CASE STUDY

1

CASE STUDIES 
NATIONAL LEADERSHIP AWARDS

S
R

I LA
NK

A



NATIONAL LEADERSHIP AWARDS

2

National Safety Day Sri Lanka
The Government of Sri Lanka has declared 26th of December each year as its National Safety 
Day to remember the devastating impact of the 2004 Tsunami and to spread awareness on safety 
from natural disasters.

The event has been held each year since 2006 as an official national event. 

National Leadership Awards
The 2014 National Safety Day had a series of special awards called ‘National Leadership Award 
for Disaster Resilience’. This was formulated under the “Strengthening Leadership for 
Disaster Resilience Program” (SLDRP). The SLDRP is executed by Disaster Resilience 
Leadership Academy of Tulane University, USA and funded by Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. 
The program in Sri Lanka is being implemented in partnership with the Ministry of Disaster 
Management, the Postgraduate Institute of Science, University of Peradeniya (PGIS), and the 
Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC), Bangkok.

National Safety Day 2014 was held at the Magam Ruhunupura International Convention Center, 
Hambantota, Sri Lanka in the presence of Hon. Chamal Rajapakse, Speaker of Parliament.

The selection of the Awardees was done after an open invitation from the Secretary, Ministry of 
Disaster Management of the Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL), requesting expression of interest, 
from aspiring organizations or individuals who have contributed in disaster risk reduction efforts 
in the country. There were sixty four (64) applicants. 

The Secretary, appointed a three member selection panel for screening the applications in order 
to select ten (10) most outstanding aspirants.  The selected awardees are listed below in alphabetical 
order.

Mr. Tissa Abeywickrama   Non-Governmental Leadership for Disaster Resilience
Mr. R. M. S. Bandara     Leadership for building resilience to landslides 
Maj. Gen Gamini Hettiarachchi  Building National Institutional Capacity for Disaster 

Management
Ms. Geethi Karunaratne   Pioneering Disaster Risk Reduction in Sri Lanka
Ms. R. Ketheeswaran    Resilient in the Reconstruction and Recovery on a war torn 

landscape
Mr. D. P. G. Kumarasiri   Administrative Leadership to Build Resilience in a Landslide 

Prone District
Mr. Syed Ali Zahir Moulana   Political will to build city resilience
Prof. K. D. N. Weerasinghe   Academic Leadership to Build Community Resilience
Ms. K. M. Weerasinghe   Building Resilience to Landslides
Dr. Novil Wijesekara    Building Resilience of A Tsunami Affected Community
 

This booklet is a compilation of a brief profile of each awardee.
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Building Resilience in a Tsunami Affected Community 

Awardee Mr. Tissa Abeywickrama holds a Master’s Degree in 
Business Administration from the University of Buckinghamshire in 
the U.K.  He is the unparalleled Director General of the Sri Lanka Red 
Cross Society (SLRCS).

Leadership to the Sri Lanka Red Cross Society
The SLRCS covers all 25 administrative districts of the country, and has 26 branches including 
the newly constituted Colombo Metropolitan Branch. As its Director General, Mr. Abeywickrema 
provides leadership to SLRC activities recognizing the need to have a proactive, comprehensive, 
and sustainable approach to disaster management in order to reduce the impact of disasters on 
vulnerable communities in Sri Lanka. 

Endeavor in Tsunami Recovery
In the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami, Mr. Abeywickrema was elected as the Chairman of the Sri 
Lanka Tsunami Operation of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. Twenty 
five Partner National Societies (PNS) collaborated with SLRCS. There were 600 expatriate delegates 
and 1,500 local staff involved in the operation, where its management called for commitment beyond 
the call of duty. The strong leadership qualities of Mr. Abewickrema contributed to overcoming 
these challenges of the operation. He set up cluster groups, continuous dialogue with delegates 
and calling open forums to facilitate the recovery work.  

Under Mr. Abewickrema’s leadership, the SLRCS reconstructed 15,000 houses, numerous 
schools, health infrastructure, water supply systems and other major infrastructure facilities 
destroyed by the tsunami.  

          

Recovery for Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) of conflict
Mr. Abeywickrema led SLRC to facilitate the recovery of shelter, water and sanitation, health 
improvement, livelihoods and community infrastructure for over 20,000 internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) during the post conflict recovery phase in Sri Lanka. He managed to mobilize 
significant donor assistance in this regard due to his personal commitment.

Photograph 1. Reconstructed 
School 
Source: beta.redcross.lk

Photograph 2. Infrastructure     
Source: daraint.org

Photogragh 3. Housing   
Source: redcross.lk
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Towards Climate Change Resilience
Under his personal entrepreneur capacity, Mr. Abeywickrema pioneered the construction of the 
Micro Hydro Power plant in Seetha Eliya, Deniyaya in the Southern Province of Sri Lanka and 
signed the first private sector agreement with Ceylon Electricity Board. This connected the 
generated electricity in this plant to the national grid in 1995.  He set an example and believes 
investment in renewable energy through public private partnership is a viable approach to national 
climate change resilience.

As a Red Cross intervention for climate change, Mr. Abeywickrema is engrossed in a Tree Planting 
Campaign and envisions a future where actions today will safeguard children tomorrow from 
predicted exacerbation of hydro meteorological disasters.

Promoting Resilience to Non Communicable Diseases (NCDs)
He is currently involved in promoting an international agenda on Non Communicable Diseases 
(NCDs) using his network of staff and volunteers to work closely with local communities to change 
their behavior and attitudes towards health and lifestyle. He has been inspired to work in this area 
following his exposure at the UN Conference on Community-based prevention of NCDs in 2011 
in New York, and is transferring his new knowledge for community benefit.

Contributions to International Forums
Mr. Abeywickrema has shared lessons learnt in his work at many national and international forums. 
He has also chaired many sessions at these forums due to the recognition of his contributions.

A Motto of Self
He believes in three types of “self” that are necessary for leadership. The first is “self-motivation”. 
The second is “self-discipline” and the third is “selflessness”. He advocates that thinking “we” 
and “us” rather than “I” or “me” is critical for team building.
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Leadership for Building Resilience to Landslides

Awardee Mr. R.M.S. Bandara holds an Honors Degree in Geology and 
a Master’s Degree in Engineering Geology from the University of 
Peradeniya in Sri Lanka. He has undergone a number of short-term 
training programs related to disaster risk management and landslide risk 
reduction. 

Mr. Bandara joined the National Building Research Organization (NBRO) 
as a Scientist in 1990. Since 2000, he has been serving as the Head of 
the Landslide Research and Risk Management Division (LR & RM) of 
NBRO.

Mapping Landslide Prone Areas
Mr. Bandara built up a team of young scientists at LR & RM and the team under his leadership 
carried out the arduous task of studying historical landslides in the country and carried out 
landslide mapping for identifying landslide prone zones in ten districts of Sri Lanka. This has 
enabled NBRO to advocate for the restriction of development on the more vulnerable slopes.

Figure 1. Landslide Prone Areas Mapped by NBRO

Building a Culture of Landslide Safety
Having identified the vulnerable areas, Mr. Bandara developed collaborations with many governmental 
and non-governmental organizations to carry out extensive landslide awareness in these areas. 
Landslides still occur, but the awareness in place, which saves lives because people understand 
what to do during heavy rainfall.

NBRO has also compiled guidelines for construction in landslide prone areas so that damage 
and loss to buildings and infrastructure can be reduced. However, the implementation of these 
guidelines was a challenge.
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Mr. Bandara initiated the establishment of ten district offices in landslide vulnerable areas and 
facilitated construction activities by providing site investigations for proposed construction and 
provided landslide safe guidance on construction. The Cabinet of Ministers of the Government 
of Sri Lanka has mandated NBRO to provide this service. The demand for this service is now 
overwhelming but it reflects the success of NBRO in creating a culture of landslide safety.

Striving for Early Warning
The current technology available is incapable of monitoring real-time precipitation on specific 
slopes vulnerable to landslides. Therefore, issuing early warnings to specific slopes is not possible. 
Capacity exists only for the probability of landslides in general for a restricted geographical area 
based on monitored rain fall. 

Mr. Bandara has strived to fill this gap. In 2011, through collaboration with the Ministry of Disaster 
Management, LR & RM implemented a pilot project to access real-time precipitation data with 
automated rain gauges in five selected vulnerable slopes in Ratnapura district. His continued 
efforts have now expanded these installations to 60 locations island wide. It does not meet the 
needs of the entire country yet, but the progress reflects his unrelenting drive to upgrade landslide 
forecasting capacity in the country.

Until technology can fulfill the slope specific early warning role, Mr. Bandara with the Disaster 
Management Center has pioneered a pilot project in 2009, with ISDR funding, to distribute 
inexpensive rain gauges to selected at-risk communities and develop capacity and awareness of 
the communities to respond to rain fall information beyond a threshold level. 

Plastic Rain Gauges
The replication of this community based  pilot project has become an on-going activity bestowing 
safety to other vulnerable communities.

Landslide Mitigation
Mr. Bandara has also extended landslide safety work by leading LR & RM to undertake mitigation 
of vulnerable slopes to reduce the risk for people, housing and infrastructure.

He is now recognized for his authoritative knowledge on landslides and his contributions for 
safety from landslides in Sri Lanka by governmental as well as non-governmental organizations.   

Photograp 2. Plastic Rain Gauges                                         
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Building National Institutional Capacity for Disaster Management

At the Helm of Disaster Management in Sri Lanka
In the wake of the catastrophic tsunami in December 2004, the Government of Sri Lanka enacted 
its first ever legislation for disaster management, the Sri Lanka Disaster Management Act No. 13 
of May 2005. It established the National Council for Disaster Management chaired by H.E. the 
President to coordinate disaster risk management in Sri Lanka as per provisions of the act. The 
Disaster Management Center (DMC) was established in July 2005 as its executing agency.

Awardee Major General Gamini Hettiarachchi (Rtd) was given the 
chief task of leading the DMC as its Director General. It was a challenging 
passage across a new frontier. Major General Hettiarachchi made a 
quick transformation from a military background to civil administration. 
Bureaucratic government procedures for providing resources, including 
material and human, for a new organization without a ministerial portfolio 
was understandably slow. There were very few eligible people who had 
proactive disaster risk reduction experience, and therefore building a 
team to take up the challenge was not easy. UNDP and JICA played a 
supporting role by providing a few experienced consultants and a team 
of UN Volunteers (UNVs), graduates who were willing to merge into a 
team to take up a challenging task.

Coming from a military background and well respected for his service, the retired Major General 
was able to mobilize a team of officers from the three armed forces to take charge of district 
disaster management coordination together with the UNVs. No other civilian officer could have 
managed that feat. His strong leadership and unwavering determination was instrumental in 
merging the scarce human resources available, into a dedicated team.  

Six months into his work, the Government established the Ministry of Disaster Management and 
civilian administrative processes started to fall into place. In December 2005 the Ministry, with 
the assistance of the DMC, released a road map for 2006-2015, hoping for donor assistance to 
undertake disaster risk management initiatives throughout the country. 
 
Team Builder
By that time, Major General Hettiarachchi built up a competent team to handle decentralized 
work in the districts under government control, and enlisted the support of many government 
and non-government players wanting to build a culture of disaster safety. 

Building Capacity and Awareness
Building awareness and capacity across the communities, local governance and administrative 
officers was a demanding task. It required collaboration between a range of stakeholders, and 
building partnerships was critical.

      
Photographs 2-5. Many Facets of Awareness Creation and Capacity Building by DMC

After the trauma of the tsunami experience, it was necessary to establish a tsunami early warning 
system, as well as develop the capacity of the community to respond to disasters.
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Photographs 6-7. Tsunami Mock Drills

Building Resilience in Multi-Hazard Early Warning
Under Major General Gamini Hettiarachchi’s leadership, the DMC established procedures and 
institutional mandates for a tsunami early warning system and ensured that it would reach every 
last at-risk household in time.  A Tsunami Alert Unit (TAU) was established at each coastal armed 
forces camp. The TAUs function 24 hours a day, seven days a week and ensure that tsunami 
early warnings are disseminated even during the night when mass communication channels are 
switched off.

A Public Private Partnership has been created with a mobile telephone network to broadcast 
warning messages. This ensures that mobile phones receive a text message with an alarm even 
if the network is congested. 

Now the island has a network of nearly 100 early warning towers along the coastline that can 
be operated from the 24 x 7 Emergency Operations Center housed within the DMC. Major 
General Hettiarachchi has endeavored to make the early warning system a multi-hazard-end-to-
end system, and not one that focuses on tsunamis only. For this, he has brought together all relevant 
technical institutes including the Health Department for epidemics and the Climate Change Secretariat 
for climate change impact.

Building a Resilient Organizational Culture
Sri Lanka now has a Disaster Management Policy endorsed by the Cabinet of Ministers, a draft 
Emergency Response Plan, Standard Operation Procedures, and draft amendments to the Disaster 
Management Act to address gaps and issues. It has a well-developed system for disaster 
management with district, divisional and Grama Niladhary Division (village level) preparedness 
plans in place. The overall organizational structure of the DMC has been strengthened. Prioritized 
disaster mitigation activities have been carried out on a satisfactory level within the resource 
allocations and available donor funding.  

In a short span of nine years (2005 to 2014), Major General Hettiarachchi has executed strong 
leadership skills for building a robust institutional and policy framework for disaster management 
in Sri Lanka. Furthermore, he participated in Leadership Training conducted by ADPC under the 
Strengthening Leadership in Disaster Resilience Program (SLDRP) launched by Tulane University’s 
Disaster Resilience Leadership Academy (DRLA), jointly funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation and the World Bank Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery. He is now 
a Fellow of the Academic Commons of the SLDRP.

Upon retiring from his work as Director General of DMC, he began pursuing doctoral studies at 
the Sir John Kotelawala Defense Academy.

In 2013, Major General Gamini Hettiarachchi (Rtd) participated in Leadership Training conducted 
by ADPC under the Strengthening Leadership in Disaster Resilience Program (SLDRP) launched 
by the Tulane University’s Disaster Resilience Leadership Academy (DRLA) jointly funded by the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the World Bank Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and 
Recovery. He is now a Fellow of the Academic Commons of the SLDRP.
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Pioneering Disaster Risk Reduction in Sri Lanka 

Awardee Ms. Geethi Karunaratne holds a Master’s Degree in 
Civil Engineering from the Peoples’ Friendship University of USSR 
and a Master’s Degree in Environmental Engineering from the University of 
Moratuwa, Sri Lanka. She has worked as a civil engineer at the River 
Valleys Development Board (RVDB), and later served in a several senior 
managerial capacity positions at the State Engineering Corporation (SEC) 
and the Centre for Housing Planning and Buildings Building (CHPB). 
She was an associate member of the Institution of Civil Engineers, U.K. 
and a Fellow at the Institution of Engineers, Sri Lanka.

Leadership to Urban Disaster Mitigation in Sri Lanka
The pre-1996 disaster management paradigm in Sri Lanka aimed to provide relief to those 
affected by disasters. The mandate rested with the Department of Social Services. In July 1995, 
the National Disaster Management Center (NDMC) was established under the Department of 
Social Services in response to the declaration of the International Decade of Natural Disaster 
Reduction (IDNDR). Although NDMC attempted to bring about a paradigm shift towards proactive 
disaster management, it was unable to bring about a significant shift.

Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC), Bangkok, under its Asian Urban Disaster Mitigation 
Program (AUDMP) funded by USAID, formulated a partnership with three institutes in Sri Lanka 
to implement an urban disaster mitigation project in Sri Lanka in 1997. The institutes were the 
Urban Development Authority (UDA), the National Building Research Organization (NBRO) and 
the Centre for Housing Planning and Buildings (CHPB). The then Director of CHPB, Ms. Geethi 
Karunaratne, was selected as the Project Director. The Sri Lanka Urban Multi-hazard Urban 
Disaster Mitigation Project (SLUMDMP) in its implementation period of 1997 to 2005 pioneered 
urban disaster mitigation activities in Sri Lanka under the leadership of Ms. Karunaratne. Pilot 
projects in collaboration with the Ratnapura Municipal Council, Kandy Municipal Council and the 
Nawalapitiya Urban Council built up the first knowledge base for disaster mitigation in Sri Lanka.

AUDMP implemented similar projects in Bangladesh, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Lao PDR, 
Philippines and Thailand, and established a regional network for information and experience 
sharing. SLUMDMP under the leadership of Ms. Karunaratne and her team, became the repository 
of that knowledge in Sri Lanka. Many who are practitioners of disaster risk reduction in Sri Lanka 
at present, are beneficiaries of the many capacity building and training activities that were 
implemented under the project.

When five districts in the country were severely affected by floods and landslides due to unusually 
heavy rainfall in May 2003, the government turned to Ms. Karunaratne and her team at SLUMDMP 
and others to assist in formulating district disaster preparedness plans. This was validation that 
SLUMDMP contributions under her leadership to disaster mitigation had been recognized 
nationally.

Building Institutional Capacity for Disaster Risk Management
In the aftermath of the December 2004 tsunami, the country witnessed a significant transformation in 
the legal and institutional framework for disaster management with the enactment of the Disaster 
Management Act in 2005, and the establishment of the Disaster Management Center (DMC) to 
spearhead disaster risk management in the country. Ms. Karunaratne was appointed as a UNDP 
consultant to assist the Director General of the DMC to roll out the DMC organizational structure, 
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procedures and processes necessary for effective operational capacity. It demanded envisioning 
the future and included numerous consultations across inter-sectoral stakeholders.  

Ms. Karunaratne was a key resource person in the formulation of the ten year Road Map for 
disaster risk management in the country, called “Towards a Safer Sri Lanka- 2005-2015”. She 
was later mandated to draft the National Disaster Management Policy and the Sri Lanka National 
Disaster Management Plan. 

Contributions to Preparedness Planning
Ms. Karunaratne was instrumental in the DMC initiatives to compile preparedness plans for 
administrative areas throughout the country. These ranged from districts to divisions, as well as 
to the smaller Grama Niladhari areas (villages). She developed the templates for each and 
facilitated pilot compilations to mentor officers of the DMC.

Contributions to Training and Capacity Building
Ms. Karunaratne’s experience and expertise was deservingly recognized when her services were 
sought nationally and regionally for capacity building initiatives. She was invited regularly to be 
a resource person for ADPC regional courses related to DRM held in Bangkok, Thailand and in 
other countries throughout the region. 

As the Director of CHPB she initiated many national training courses and implemented them at 
CHPB on disaster related issues, and spearheaded awareness building at national, sub national 
and local levels.

Photograph 1. SLUMDMP Training on DRR

Team Builder
Mrs. Karunaratne has an unassuming nature and is always willing to help others, and she easily 
builds rapport with peers and fellow workers. Her capability to create teams of persons from a 
variety of different backgrounds has been very effective, and has a strong track record of effective 
leadership throughout her career.

Despite her retirement, Ms. Karunaratne continues to share her knowledge and wisdom with the 
younger DRM practitioners in the country.



CASE STUDY

15

RESILIENT IN THE 
RECONSTRUCTION AND 
RECOVERY ON A WAR 

TORN LANDSCAPE



NATIONAL LEADERSHIP AWARDS

16

Resilient in the Reconstruction and Recovery on a War Torn Landscape

Mrs. Rubawathy Ketheeswaran won a national award for Disaster 
Resilience Leadership for her contributions as a Government 
Administrative Officer during the post-tsunami recovery efforts in 
2005, her work on post-war internally displaced persons (IDP) 
rehabilitation (2009) within the Killinochchi district in Sri Lanka, and 
her efforts on promoting Community-Based Disaster Management 
(CBDRM) initiatives throughout the district. 

Mrs. Rubawathy Ketheeswaran was the Additional District Secretary 
in 2005 in Batticoloa, and later served as the District Secretary (DS) 
(formerly known as the Government Agent [GA]) in Killinochchi in the 
post-war era from 2009. A  District Secretary is a Sri Lankan civil servant 

of the Sri Lanka Administrative Service appointed by the Ministry of Public Administration of the 
central Government. The role of the DS is to govern a district  as the administrative head of public 
services in that district.

Tsunami Impact on Batticoloa
Eastern parts of Sri Lanka were the greatest effected 
from the tsunami waves. Batticoloa in the east was 
in an area affected by the then ongoing conflict be-
tween Government forces and the terrorist group 
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). Government 
presence in Batticoloa in the aftermath of the tsunami 
was minimal. The tsunami impact caused 2,840 fa-
talities, and displaced nearly 60,000 people, adding to 
the nearly 20,000 persons that were already housed in 
temporary shelters due to the conflict. Twelve schools 
were destroyed and 25 schools were damaged, while 
approximately 20,000 housing units were destroyed 
or damaged.

Handling Tsunami Recovery in Batticoloa
As the Additional District Secretary to the Batticoloa district, Ms. Ketheeswaran was given the 
task of spearheading recovery in the area. The housing recovery sector had the dual task of providing 
shelter to tsunami IDPs as well as conflict IDPs in Batticoloa.  She had to coordinate the activities 
between international NGOs, national NGOs and Government line departments within the conflict 
area. The task posed enormous challenges, as the Government initially had no clear cut policy 
on housing reconstruction. Despite these challenges the recovery work was completed to the 
satisfaction of all stakeholders.

Photograph 1. Batticoloa location
Source: www.wikimedia.org
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Humanitarian Response and Recovery in Killinochchi 
In early 2008 the Government of Sri Lanka launched an 
all-out assault on the LTTE, giving them the option of 
unconditional surrender. Hundreds of thousands of 
civilians were caught up in this final offensive, trapped in 
a war zone that got smaller and smaller until it consisted 
of a narrow strip of beach between two warring sides. 
There was a stream of Tamil refugees that started as a 
trickle and developed into a stream of humanity fleeing 
the conflict zone in early 2009. The two white arrows in 
the map were the major routes of Internally Displaced 
Persons (IDPs) escape.

One path ran through Killinochchi where Ms. Ketheeswaran 
was working as the Additional DS. In 2009 she was 
appointed as DS and had to coordinate all activities of 
relief to the mass of IDPs through Killinochchi.

Escape routes of IDPs (www.wfp.org)

   

The war ended in May 2009 with the defeat of the LTTE and the number of refugees ballooned 
to crisis proportions with around 300,000 IDPs in the largest IDP Camp known as Menik Farm.  
Neil Buhne, UN Resident Coordinator in Sri Lanka, commented “… We think it is the largest IDP 
camp in the world.”    

The challenging task of resettling IDPs in the Menik Farm from Killinochchi fell on the shoulders of 
Ms. Ketheeswaran when she was appointed as the District Secretary of Killinochchi in November 
2009. It called for an extraordinary effort of coordinating an array of stakeholders including the 
Armed Forces, Government Departments, NGOs, INGOs and the UN organizations. 

The lessons learnt in overcoming challenges in Batticoloa would have certainly strengthened her 
efforts in Killinochchi. Her leadership built up a team effort that overcame a immense challenges 
and resettlement of the Killinochchi IDPs was achieved in eighteen months. 

The newly resettled, struggling to get on with building livelihoods were confronted with monsoonal 
floods and erratic droughts that impacted Killinochchi. Ms. Ketheeswaran launched several 
CBDRM initiatives with the support of the Ministry of Disaster Management and other stakeholders 
to forge resilient coping abilities into these communities.        

Fleeing IDPs    
www.xinhuanet.com                                

Fleeing IDPs    
www.Defence.lk                                

Aerial View of Menik Farm 
Camp   
www.transcurrents.com                                
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The national award for Disaster Resilience Leadership bestowed on her is a deserving acknowledgement 
of her resilience in the face of adversity for leadership in humanitarian assistance. 

In 2013, Ms. Ketheeswaran participated in Leadership Training conducted by ADPC under 
the Strengthening Leadership in Disaster Resilience Program (SLDRP) launched by the Tulane 
University’s Disaster Resilience Leadership Academy (DRLA) jointly funded by the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation and the World Bank Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery. She 
is now a Fellow of the Academic Commons of the SLDRP.
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Administrative Leadership to Build Resilience in a Landslide Prone 
District

Awardee Mr. D.P.G. Kumarasiri holds a Bachelor’s Degree in Commerce 
from the University of Kelaniya, Sri Lanka, and has completed a certificate 
course on Disaster Management from the Sri Lanka Institute of Development 
Administration (SLIDA).

Mr. D.P.G.Kumarasiri is the District Secretary of Nuwara Eliya District 
located in the central hills of Sri Lanka.  A  District Secretary is a Sri 
Lankan civil servant of the Sri Lanka Administrative Service, appointed by 
the Ministry of Public Administration of the central government. The role 
of the DS is to govern the district as the administrative head of public 
services.

Nuwara Eliya district has its own unique nature due its location, composition of its population and 
the poverty level. Its elevation from the mean sea level varies between 450 and 2,500 m. Forty 
one percent of the population are beneficiaries of the state poverty alleviation program, Samurdhi. 
Nearly 30 percent of the population are of Indian Tamil origin and work in tea estates. Landslides, 
which are frequent from November to March, are exacerbated due to improper land use on 
slopes. Furthermore, floods occur due to improper drainage and lack of maintenance.  Fires are 
a recent phenomenon in estate housing. Below standard wiring in estate houses after recent 
provision of electricity for estate housing has brought on a spate of house fires. Human-elephant 
conflict is also a serious concern throughout the district.
  
Mr.Kumarasiri was posted to Nuwara Eliya district in 1984 at the beginning of his career, and 
has served there for the last 31 years. Over his stint in Nuwara Eliya, he has become familiar 
with the geographical, economic, social and environmental issues. The personal bonds he has 
nurtured with people from different walks of life has become his strength for coordinating during 
emergencies.
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In Nuwara Eliya district, access becomes difficult in some areas after heavy rains and consequent 
landslides. Most entry roads become impassable. One of the most serious constraints in response 
is the delay in receiving outside assistance to those impacted by landslides in some areas.  As 
a response to the challenges faced by the district, Mr. Kumarasiri has set up an Emergency 
Management Unit that integrates key government agencies responsible for services such as 
police, electricity, telecommunication, local authorities particularly the public health units, road 
and transport etc. This initiative demonstrates Mr. Kumarasiri’s proactive nature in preparedness 
for seasonal hazards that can impact the area.

One problem that Mr. Kumarasiri has faced during emergencies was the haphazard nature of 
relief efforts by many different players. For instance, he recalled times where he has needed 50 
cooked meals, but was given a surplus, while other areas were in need. Therefore, he began 
collaborating with local NGOs to coordinate relief efforts to optimize available resources. One 
innovative and noteworthy partnership is with the Red Cross (RC) Branch in Nuwara Eliya. The 
RC is the spearhead of relief in the Walapane Divisional Secretariat Division under the supervision 
of the Divisional Secretary. The operational mode is ‘in-situ’ First Response. Volunteers are 
mobilized into the division prior to an anticipated event that may cut off access to Walapane. The 
RC has already established five centers in identified safe locations to house essential services 
such as GN Office, mid wife’s office etc., as well as non-food-relief items. The centers 
have generators for electricity and water supply. They can also accommodate approximately 
50 people in an emergency. These could be used to shelter response teams that are mobilized to 
man relief in the Walapane DSD prior to anticipated road blocks from landslide events. 

Mr.Kumarasiri has also shown commitment for the protection of natural assets in the district such 
as waterfalls, wetland and forests both from natural hazards as well as human activity. These 
provide aesthetic ambience as well as contributions to livelihood sustainability.

He has taken the lead to identify risk sensitive development interventions and facilitate resource 
allocations to implement them. He has established monitoring systems to ensure efficient 
implementation of these projects. One such instance is implementing control of high rise buildings 
in landslide prone areas with guidelines for the National Building Research Organization and the 
Physical Planning Department of the Government.

Mr.Kumarasiri believes that “disasters cannot be prevented, but preparing for disasters can minimize 
their impact”.  
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Political Will to Build City Resilience 

Awardee Mr. Syed Ali Zahir Moulana obtained his Bachelor’s Degree 
in Commerce from Jamal Mohamed College of the University of Tamil 
Nadu, India in 1984. He also obtained an Associate’s Degree in Computer 
Science in from Santa Clara College of University of California, USA in 
1988. 

Mr. Moulana served as a Member of Parliament of Sri Lanka representing 
Batticaloa District from August 1994 to June 2004. Thereafter, he 
worked for the Embassy of Sri Lanka in the United States as the 
Minister of Economic Development. He returned to Sri Lanka in 2009.

Since 2011, Mr. Moulana served as the Chairman of Ervur Urban Council 
(UC) in the eastern province and was the President of the Federation of Local Authorities of Sri 
Lanka. In February 2015, he was appointed as a member of the eastern provincial council. Eravur, 
his home town, is a predominantly Muslim area situated 12 km north of Batticaloa. He is a 
well-respected leader from that community. 

Photograph 2. India Air Force Help in 1978
Source: www.sundaytimes.lk

Under the Chairmanship of Mr. Moulana, Eravur UC signed up for the global resilient city campaign 
in 2012, and was selected as one of role model cities out of the three role model cities of Sri 
Lanka. The city was severely affected by flooding in 2011, and for this reason flood hazard and 
cyclone vulnerability are still the main priorities in his mind when it comes to building resilience.

        

Photograph 3-4. Floods in Eravur
Source: bp.blogspot.com Source: Eravur.files.wordpress.com
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Mr. Moulana is a charismatic leader and employed inclusive and participatory initiatives to build 
local alliances of citizen groups, civil society organizations and the private sector to implement the 
Resilient City Program. With the help of the Sri Lanka country team for the Resilient City Program, 
led by Practical Action, a disaster risk reduction awareness program was conducted for Eravur 
Urban council officials, elected members from the governing and opposition parties, representatives of 
government line ministries and local community members. A coordination committee was formulated 
to coordinate the work in Eravur. 

Participatory hazard mapping showed that unplanned and haphazard construction has led to the 
obstruction of natural drainage paths that made the communities vulnerable to floods. Mr. Moulana 
solicited the assistance of a private consultancy service to carry out necessary surveying and 
formulating a master plan on storm water and drainage. Structural interventions have improved 
drainage paths for flood waters. Several additional measures proposed in the Master Plan are 
currently being implemented in Eravur UC. 

Mr. Moulana’s leadership and advocacy efforts have led to attitudinal changes in the farmers to 
abstain from cultivating in the buffer zone of the lagoon.  This has prevented the loss of agricultural 
crops from lagoon overflow, and is protecting livelihood income losses. Such attitudinal changes 
have been inculcated at the household level to keep drains clean and prevent clogging. “Risk 
Compliant Building Regulations” have been compiled and enforced as a non-structural mitigation 
measure for risk reduction. An Emergency Operation Center (EOC) has also been established, 
which functions 24 hours a day during flood emergencies.

A disaster fund has been initiated and 10 percent of the UC annual budget is set aside for DRR 
activities. The funding may be modest, but the act provides a best practice for others to follow. 
Awareness campaigns have been held in schools promoting “Child-centered DRR”, which have 
led to the formation of health and disaster management groups in schools. The support of school 
related organizations such as School Development Societies, Past Students’ Associations and 
School Welfare Societies have been encouraged to lend support. 

Mr. Moulana’s leadership in DRR has not been confined to his home town. He is now the President 
of the Federation of Local Authorities of Sri Lanka. Ms. Hemanthi Gunasekara, Coordinator of the 
Federation says that Mr. Moulana is advocating for all local authorities to mainstream DRR into 
their development planning.  

Mr. Maulana believes that he was molded by his school environment, where he was exposed 
to a multi-ethnic and multi-religious environment. He was an ardent sportsman who excelled in 
soccer and basketball and is convinced that such exposure was crucial in helping him to develop 
a strong sense of team spirit.
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Academic Leadership to Build Community Resilience

Awardee Prof.K.D.N.Weerasinghe, alumni of the Peoples Friendship 
University, USSR, holds a Master’s Degree and a Ph.D. in Agronomy. 
Upon his return to Sri Lanka, he started his career as a university 
academic in Agricultural Engineering and Agronomy at the University 
of Ruhuna, located in the Southern part of Sri Lanka. He is known as 
one of the pioneers of the newly established university contributing to 
the leadership for its development.

Prof. Weerasinghe holds the paradigm that research should address 
people-focused issues related to their socio-economic status, 
environment and well-being, and research outputs should translate 
to resolving issues related to these areas.  

Contributions for Post Tsunami Relief
In the aftermath of the tsunami as then Dean of the Agric. Faculty mobilized his team of research 
assistants and students from the University of Ruhuna to address the drinking water shortage for 
two (2) Internally Displaced Person (IDP) camps at Weligama and Matara providing the leadership 
to  a German team in the area where his university was located. Normal sources of drinking water 
were contaminated due to the tsunami waves. Therefore, the team installed a reverse osmosis 
plant incorporating a filtering system and UV treatment with a water testing laboratory at a selected 
water well. The water purification unit was coupled to a two wheel tractor. The advantage was 
that the two wheeler could be mobilized across difficult terrain that four wheel vehicles could not 
access. He collaborated with a German team from Karlsruhe University. 

Photograp 1. Water Purification System on Two Wheels

Prof Weerasinghe’s ability to build partnerships was instrumental in providing further research 
opportunities for additional water analysis research programs with the German Academic Exchange 
Service (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst [DAAD]), German Cultural Institute and GTZ. 
His contributions in this area were recognized when he was appointed the Sri Lankan Coordinator 
to International Water Aid Organization at its annual meeting held in Ludwighafen, Germany in 
2007.
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Contributions to Post Tsunami Recovery
Recovery initiatives on the tsunami-hit coastline were hindered due to the lack of tsunami hazard 
mapping. Choosing the right sites for reconstruction projects was difficult for this reason. Prof. 
Weerasinghe directed his attention to this issue in the Matara district, where his university was 
located, and carried out tsunami hazard mapping for the region using digital elevation maps and 
surveys of inundation areas. The work reiterates his stance on people-focused research.

Academic Research for Resilient Climate Change Adaptation
Prof. Weerasinghe’s affiliation for people-focused research is emphasized in two major research 
projects that he has conducted within the last decade. 

The first project was carried out with CIDA support, where he popularized the use of “bio gas” 
to cater to energy and organic fertilizer needs of low income coastal communities. It is a well 
thought out climate change adaptation initiative for communities, and demonstrates his capacity 
to coordinate multi-stakeholder approaches for community resilience.
 

    

The second project aimed to build ecosystem resilience through a series of pilot studies. It was 
a collaboration with the Asian Disaster Preparedness Center (ADPC), Bangkok with funding from 
AusAid. The pilot studies were implemented in the Nilwala Basin, Matara, Sri Lanka and Cantho 
District, Vietnam. Both sites focused on paddy agro ecosystem resilience.

The project focused on approximately 1,000 Ha of paddy fields on the right bank of the Nilwala 
River that were abandoned due to ecosystem degradation as a result of a development project 
for flood mitigation. This deprived nearly 650 farmer families of their livelihoods. Prof. Weerasinghe 
led a research team to study the area and to find the reason for the degradation. The pilot studies 
demonstrated that the drainage and flood mitigation activities have altered the natural hydrological 
regime of the selected paddy lands, leading to a lowering of the water table with accompanying 
chemical changes that turned the soil acidic.

Field trials of the research revealed that continuous submergence of the soil can reduce its acidity 
allowing paddy growth. The research also integrated the practice of “polythene mulching” into 
the experimental plots. This is the practice of covering soil with a thin sheet of polythene and 
planting the paddy plants in holes cut in the polythene layer. This practice reduces the need for 
substantial water during the early stages of rice by preventing excessive evaporation and preventing 
the growth of weeds.

Construction phase              Products sales unit            Opening ceremony of the 
Biogas plant                  
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The research also tried introducing calculated amounts of lime (Calcium Carbonate) to the soil 
during the soil preparation stage. The study demonstrated that acidity could be reduced to a level 
that allowed paddy growth by intermittent application across a certain time period.

The findings were then shared with the farmer community for consensus and forwarded to the 
policy making authorities of the district for intervention. The research convinced the District Agriculture 
Director and the Administrative head of the district to formulate a committee to translate the research 
findings for policy interventions to improve the affected paddy agro ecosystem. This is a remarkable 
example of how academic research outputs can be integrated into policy in order to build resilience 
at the community level.

Photograph 2. Field trials                                                 Photograph 3. Polythene mulching                                           
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Building Resilience to Landslides

  

Contributions as a Scientist
As a young scientist, Kumari joined NBRO, in 1995, and became a team member of the Landslide 
Hazard Mapping Project (LHMP), implemented by NBRO with assistance from the United Nations 
Development Program (UNDP) and the United Nations Centre for Human Rights (UNHCS). LHMP 
was a premier research program pioneered by NBRO to scientifically understand the causes and 
effects of landslides in Sri Lanka. During her early days at NBRO, Kumari contributed to LHMP 
in assessing the relative contributions of different slope angle ranges towards causing landslides. 
Her education and the expertise in Geographic Information Systems (GIS) was instrumental in 
helping her accomplishing her research objectives in a short period of time.
 
Kumari was able to transfer the in-depth knowledge gained through her involvement in landslide 
studies at NBRO to the compilation of the “Landslides” Chapter of the ‘Technical Guidelines for 
Construction in Disaster Prone Areas’.  She has co-authored many scientific papers on various 
aspects of research undertaken at NBRO. Many of these have been presented at national and 
international conferences and have contributed to the base of knowledge centered around field 
experiences. 

Contributions to Post-Tsunami Recovery
In the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami, Kumari volunteered as a team member for ground rapid 
assessment of the tsunami impact on the Western and Southern coastline in Sri Lanka, in 
response to a request from the Secretary of the Ministry of Housing and Construction Industry. 
The report of this assessment contributed to evaluating the status quo of refugee centers with 
reference to operational efficiency and the extent of damage and rehabilitation needs of human 
settlements affected by the tsunami within the study area.

Contribution to SAARC
Kumari’s contributions to geo-technical studies on landslides were recognized when she was 
nominated from Sri Lanka to a SAARC Expert Group Meeting (EGM) on landslide terminology, 
classifications, documentation and hazard mapping in Hyderabad, India in collaboration with the 
Geological Survey of India in November 2011. 

Building Resilience in Schools
A handbook titled “Learning to Live with Landslides” compiled by Kumari was an adaption from a 
handbook of the Asian Disaster Preparedness Centre (ADPC), Bangkok. This handbook, designed 
as a teacher’s guide, aims to educate teachers and educators in Sri Lanka on landslides.   

According to Kumari, the greatest challenge she faced in building resilience in schools was 
communicating with people to change deep-rooted attitudes and behaviors in order to adopt 
proactive approaches to ensure their safety. She reflects that her religious background nurtured 

Awardee Kumari Mala Weerasinghe received a Bachelor of Science 
degree in Civil Engineering with Highest Distinction from the University of 
Maine, USA, and a Master of Engineering degree in Geo-technical 
Engineering from the University of Moratuwa, Sri Lanka. Currently, she 
serves as a Senior Scientist at the Landslide Research and Risk Management 
Division of the National Building Research Organization (NBRO) of Sri Lanka, 
and contributes to the School Protection Sub-program of the Climate 
Resilience Improvement Project funded by the World Bank as the Deputy 
Project Director.
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by her parents helped her to build rapport with such people to influence them. She believes that 
the teachings of the Buddha, such as the use of pleasing words, good conduct and upholding 
equality, helped her to build communication bridges with people.

Photograph 1. School affected by landslide

Kumari has been giving special attention to school safety and the safety of school children, and 
was responsible for handling a NBRO project on mitigating landslide threats in school environments. 
Schools are used as shelter points in the aftermath of disasters and their safety is of paramount 
importance in response work. Kumari is committed to making schools and school children safer 
when it comes to landslide impacts. As the Deputy Project Director, Kumari is currently handling 
the school protection  component of the World Bank funded project on Climate Resilience Improvement, 
to stabilize the unstable slopes on the premises of 18 schools that have been identified as highly 
vulnerable to landslides. Due to the high landslide risk, these schools close during heavy rainfall 
periods, for a total of two to four weeks annually. However, improvements to slope stability will 
promote education continuity for 30,000 children who study in those 18 schools. It will also enhance 
the safety of the residents of these hill slopes from potential landslides.

Photograph 2. Landslide near a school 2011
Source: www.sundaytimes.lk

Kumari’s contributions to landslide studies may have gone unnoticed by many. But in steady 
increments over the years, she has influenced the NBRO initiative of building resilience towards a 
natural hazard that is increasing in frequency with exacerbated impact levels.
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Building Resilience in a Tsunami Affected Community

      
             

Volunteer at Peraliya
Novil was a 25-year-old final year undergraduate student when the Asian Tsunami struck in 
December 2004. At Peraliya, a location close to Galle, the waves crashed into a travelling train 
causing the death of 1,021 passengers. Some of the compartments were carried away into the 
sea, never to be seen again.

Photograph 1. Derailed Train at Peraliya
Source: www.communitytsunamiwarning.com

The ferocity of the waves turned the coastline structures of Peraliya to rubble, and led to 249 
recorded deaths. The Government was unprepared for a calamity of this magnitude and the 
response was chaotic. Novil joined a group of volunteers from overseas who were engaged 
in helping with medical treatment for those affected by the tsunami in Peraliya. However, the 
greater challenge was to helping the affected overcome their trauma.

Tsunami Watcher
During his volunteer work, Novil observed that the fears of another tsunami hitting Peraliya haunted and 
tormented the villagers. Even the slightest rumor of an earthquake created panic. There was no 
end-to-end tsunami early warning mechanism in place in Sri Lanka and the immediate likelihood 
of a Government initiative appeared uncertain. It was a daily struggle to cope with the rehabilitation 
of the displaced. 

Awardee: Dr. Novil Wijesekera

The youngest selected 2014 awardee for National Leaders of Disaster 
Resilience is Dr. Novil Wijesekara. Dr. Novil graduated with a Bachelor’s 
degree in medicine from the University of Colombo, Sri Lanka, and 
is currently serving as a Government Medical Officer. He holds two 
Master’s Degrees, one in Community Medicine and the other in 
Disaster Management. He has also completed two Diplomas, 
one in Diplomatic Studies and Foreign Relations and another in Human 
Rights and Peace Education. He currently serves as the Registrar 
in Community Medicine in the Disaster Preparedness and Response 
Division of the Ministry of Health in Sri Lanka.



NATIONAL LEADERSHIP AWARDS

34

To allay the fear among the communities living in Peraliya, Novil took on the role of “tsunami 
watcher” with the help of Alison Thompson, a foreign volunteer assisting with rehabilitation in 
Peraliya.  Novil used a desktop computer and the Internet to monitor international tsunami watch 
programs, and early warning messages released from the Hawaii Tsunami Early Warning Center. 
He catalyzed a team of volunteers to take shifts in order to maintain a 24-hour tsunami watch.  
The tsunami watch efforts not only brought a sense of security to the community people, but it 
also helped relieve talented young men, of the trauma of their tsunami experience. It was called 
the Community Tsunami Early Warning Center (CTEC) at Peraliya.

Photograph 2. Alison Thompson, Co-founder of CTEC
Source: www.communitytsunamiwarning.com

The Early Warning System comprised of a chain of mounted loudspeakers, which were connected to 
each other. A voice message was emitted from the location of the desktop computer, and was 
carried across five coastal communities.

          
     Photograph 3. Novil at the CTEC                Photograph 4. Mounted Loud
         speakers

Source: www.communitytsunamiwarning.com
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The initiative was welcomed by the villagers at Peraliya, as well as its surrounding neighborhoods. 
They understood that CTEC watched over them 24 hours a day.

Building Public Awareness
Novel’s work did not stop at CTEC. He carried out public awareness campaigns and training for 
volunteers in order to raise the resilience of the communities. The volunteers were trained in in life 
support, first aid and fire preparedness.

Photograph 5. Public Awareness Campaign in the Community

Building community awareness
Since the tsunami hit in 2004, community preparedness plans have been facilitated in case of 
another tsunami emergency. Evacuation areas have been identified and clearly marked. All of 
these initiatives have been achieved with community participation and the spirit of voluntarism. 
For this reason, the community now owns the intervention.

Photograph 6. Signs for Evacuation Routes
Source: www.communitytsunamiwarning.com
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Today, the Government has a well-established multi-hazard warning system in place, as well as 
technical institutes mandated to carry out hazard early warning. CTEC now plays the role of a 
disseminator of early warning to bridge the last mile at Peraliya.

A Change Agent
Ten years after the tsunami, Dr. Novil Wijesekera has opted for a career in community medicine, 
which is less lucrative than many other options. He has completed a number of courses and 
pursed as many learning opportunities as possible in order to build his skills in the area of community 
medicine and disaster risk reduction. He still regularly contributes to CTEC, motivating youth to 
continue in the spirit of voluntarism. He believes that the youth who experienced the 2004 tsunami in 
their childhood should be mobilized and trained as “First Responders”, as they would be more 
devoted and committed than those who have never experienced such tragic events.  He believes 
that many children born after the 2004 tsunami have no real “sense” of the tragedy. Therefore, 
Dr.Wijesekara plans to establish a museum so that the memories of the tsunami catastrophy 
will not be forgotten. His belief is that tsunami memories kept alive can motivate the process of 
resilience building.

His commitment to humanitarian assistance compelled him to volunteer in 2009, to help 
in coordinating the provision of healthcare at the Manik Farm in Vavunia, which housed nearly 
300,000 Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) by the end of the civil war that was being waged in 
the North of Sri Lanka to eliminate terrorism. At that time, Manik Farm was considered the world’s 
largest refugee camp, and was extremely demanding.

Novil was awarded the Community Solutions Leadership Fellowship of USA in recognition of his 
contributions at the community level in Sri Lanka. The fellowship is a professional development 
program aimed at strengthening the capacity of global community leaders in Community Based 
Disaster Risk Reduction Strategies.

He has initiated the New York - Colombo - Tokyo Sister City Partnership, an international platform 
working in disaster risk reduction and is determined to continue working as a “Change Agent”, 
leading people at the grass root level towards disaster resilience. 
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Asian Disaster Preparedness Center
979/69 SM Tower, 24th Floor, Paholyothin Road, Samsen Nai, Phayathai, Bangkok 10400 
Thailand

Tel: +66 2298 0681-92   Fax: +66 2298 0012    Email: adpc@adpc.net

         www.adpc.net
         Asian Disaster Preparedness Center
         @adpcnet


