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The government of Sri Lanka has recently attempted to introduce a national water resources policy with the main objective of achieving an efficient and equitable allocation of water resources in order to meet the short-term as well as long-term socio-economic and environmental goals under a market economic frame work. This work was initiated with the funding provided by the Asian Development Bank, FAO and Dutch Government since 1996. Though the original draft of the act has been approved by the Cabinet of ministers in 2001, it was subjected to severe criticism made by the media, environmental groups and the civil society. The public reaction on the water policy is around several arguments: lack of transparency in the policy formulation process, lack of historical cultural concern, lack of environmental and resource conservation concerns, inadequate safety nets for the poor and disadvantages segments of the society, more market oriented approach and possibility of involvement of transnational cooperation.

In order to accommodate some of these concerns, several revisions have been made to the original draft of the policy document. However, still some of critique remains. Some of these misconceptions exists among the pubic as revealed by the media are; charging water for domestic well water, discouraging farmers from paddy farming, introduction of water tax and depriving the poor from access to water.

It is obvious that such a situation exists mainly due to poor communication links between the authorities and the stake holders in policy formulation process. As a result, public felt that water policy document as a less transparent document, which follows a top-down approach instead of participatory approach.

As a result of these problems and the rejection of the policy by the public, the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Lands and Irrigation came up with an alternative policy document. Those who were involved in drafting this policy maintains that what is prepared and released to the public is a base document with the objective of preparing a comprehensive national water policy. 

At present, two draft water policies exists in Sri Lanka: The policy document initiated in 1996 and supported by foreign funds and experts with the Interim Water Resources Authority of the Ministry of River Basin, Mahaweli and Rajarata Development and the alternative policy document which was originated locally in 2004 (with no funding from external sources) and is promoted by the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, Lands and Irrigation. Two policy documents are promoted by two ministries of the same government whilst no effective progress has been made towards finalizing a water policy for Sri Lanka.

With this back ground, the CapNet-Lanka along with the Board of Study in Agricultural Engineering of the Post Graduate Institute of Agriculture, University of Peradeniya initiated a Training Programme on Water Policy with the following objectives.

1. To raise awareness of water policy principles of different water policies in the world in comparison to the two draft water policies of Sri Lanka, 

2. To identify possible legal implications of implementing these two water policies, and 

3. To identify major issues between those two policies and find ways and means of closing the gap and to come up with a single water policy document for Sri Lanka.

There were 77 participants at the training workshop. Personal who have been involved with the formulation of two draft water policies along with the professionals in the water sector were present as resource persons (This is the first occasion where both groups discussed their respective water policies in a single forum). Key issues in relation to both policies were identified. The major differences of policy principles between two policies were also highlighted during the group work and panel discussion. It was agreed to compile a document based on the discussion and forward the same to the higher authorities for follow up action in order to close the gap between two water policy documents and come up with a single water policy acceptable to the people of Sri Lanka.

(Note: Presentation 1 was made by the Director/Filed Services of the Interim Water Resources Authority who has been with the Project from 1996. The other three presentations were made by the post graduate students who are following the Post Graduate Programme in IWRM at the PGIA).
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