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POLICY BRIEF:

GENDERED AND ETHNIC CLIMATE SECURITY
RISKS IN SRI LANKA

Concrete Realitiesand Politically Smart Solutions

June 2025

Climate change is intensifying vulnerabilities and deepening inequalities in Sri Lanka, particularly for women and
marginalised ethnic groups in post-conflict areas. Tamils, Muslims, and plantation communities face compounded risks
due to historic exclusion, language and literacy barriers, and weak institutional support. Women’s burdens are
increasing, and gendered risks in health, education, and livelihoods are stark—especially where ethnicity and poverty
intersect. Drawing on recent fieldwork and lived experiences of communities in Batticaloa, Mullaitivu, Badulla, and
Hambantota districts, this brief offers concrete examples and politically realistic recommendations for inclusive, conflict-
sensitive climate adaptation

Key Gendered and Ethnic Climate Security Risks: Concrete Realities
Language and Literacy Barriers Exacerbate Exclusion

Tamil-speaking women and men, especially in rural and plantation sectors, face systemic barriers accessing
government services, adaptation schemes, and disaster relief, as most official documents and processes are in
Sinhalese or English. For instance, one Tamil widow in Mullaitivu described having to pay a neighbour to translate
drought relief forms just to access basic support. Low literacy rates among marginalised populations—such as
plantation communities—further compound this exclusion, leaving many unable to access microfinance, legal aid, or
government compensation after climate disasters.

Muslim women in the Eastern Province encounter similar obstacles. Here, lower literacy rates—often a result of
traditional gender norms that deprioritise girls’ education—restrict access to vital resources and support. As a result,
many women and their families are forced to rely on informal networks or predatory lenders, increasing their
vulnerability to debt and exploitation.

These language and literacy barriers not only limit access to essential services, but also deepen economic insecurity
and reduces adaptive capacity, making it harder for entire households to prepare for or recover from climate shocks. In
some cases, girls are withdrawn from school to help at home or earn income, perpetuating cycles of low education and
limited opportunity. Ultimately, these challenges entrench marginalisation and restrict the ability of women and
minority families to build resilient futures in the face of climate change.

Gendered Health Risks Intensified by Climate Change

Women, particularly those in minority and plantation communities, face unique health risks as climate change
increases water-borne diseases, heat stress, and malnutrition. Pregnant and nursing women are especially vulnerable
to extreme heat and water scarcity, as highlighted by a Tamil mother in Batticaloa who reported walking long distances
for clean water. Further risks include limited access to reproductive health services and privacy in plantation
communities or temporary shelters in the aftermath of disasters. The lack of safe, private facilities in shelters can deter
women from seeking help during climate disasters. For girls, inadequate menstrual hygiene access leads to further
health complications and school absenteeism, weaking their long-term livelihood prospects.
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Men who migrate for work due to climate-driven livelihood loss face increased exposure to hazardous jobs, heat
stress, and poor living conditions, while economic insecurity and separation from families can lead to substance
abuse or mental health challenges. These combined pressures undermine the overall resilience and wellbeing of
families, reducing their ability to withstand and recover from escalating climate impacts.

Educational Risks: Gendered and Ethnic Gaps

Climate shocks disrupt schooling, with boys and girls in poor and minority households at heightened risk of dropping
out to support family income. In Batticaloa, a Muslim teacher recounted how girls often miss school during floods,
falling permanently behind. Girls who drop out face risks of early marriage and often confined to low-paid, informal
work or domestic duties, perpetuating cycles of poverty and dependence.

In plantation areas, both boys and girls are pulled into daily wage labour, but girls are more likely to be kept home for
domestic work, entrenching gender gaps in education and resilience.

Boys, meanwhile, particularly from Tamil and Muslim backgrounds, may face pressure to migrate for unskilled labour,
sacrificing their education and future earning potential, and increase their likelihood of falling into criminality and
substance abuse.

These educational risks have profound and lasting impacts on the resilience and life prospects of children, men, and
women from minority ethnic groups. For women, low educational attainment limits their access to information,
formal employment, and leadership roles, undermining their ability to adapt to climate change or advocate for their
communities. For men, lack of education narrows livelihood options, increases vulnerability to economic shocks, and
can fuel frustration and social unrest.

From an ethnic perspective, these patterns reinforce historic inequalities and deepen the marginalisation of minority
groups. As the next generation of Tamil, Muslim, and plantation youth face limited opportunities and persistent
exclusion, grievances may intensify, undermining social cohesion and peacebuilding efforts. If left unaddressed, these
educational disparities risk entrenching ethnic divides and fuelling resentment, making it harder to achieve lasting
reconciliation and sustainable peace in Sri Lanka.

Livelihood Risks: Gendered and Ethnic Dimensions

Erratic rainfall, rising temperatures, and ongoing land disputes are shrinking agricultural opportunities, especially in
the North, East, and plantation areas. As a result, many poorer and minority men and women are forced into
precarious informal work or debt traps. In the tea estates, plantation Tamil women endure low wages, long hours,
and little job security, while Tamil men are often compelled to migrate for low-wage urban or overseas work, often in
unsafe conditions.

Sinhalese women and girls, especially in rural farming and fishing communities, face their own set of challenges as
climate change disrupts traditional livelihoods. They often shoulder increased unpaid care work and agricultural
labour when male family members migrate or seek alternative employment, while limited access to land, credit, and
decision-making further restricts their economic opportunities. Sinhalese men and boys, particularly in rural and
drought-prone areas of the Southern and Uva Provinces, also face increasing livelihood insecurity due to climate
change, with shrinking opportunities in agriculture and fishing driving many into precarious daily wage labour or
prompting risky migration. This economic pressure can also lead to higher rates of school dropout, substance abuse,
and mental health challenges.

Across communities, minority women’s contributions are rarely recognised in formal systems, restricting access to
credit, land, and decision-making. These patterns reinforce longstanding structural inequalities, leaving minority
communities—already disadvantaged by conflict, land disputes, and limited political voice—further marginalised as
climate change erodes traditional livelihoods. The persistent exclusion of minority women from formal economic
systems and decision-making deepens feelings of injustice and fuels distrust in state institutions.

If these livelihood disparities remain unaddressed, the next generation of Tamil, Muslim, and plantation youth may
grow up with limited prospects and a sense of abandonment, heightening the risk of renewed ethnic tensions. Such
entrenched economic and social marginalisation threatens to undermine reconciliation efforts and peacebuilding,
making it more difficult to forge a stable, inclusive future for all of Sri Lanka.
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Quotes from the Field Research:

In Mullaitivu, a Tamil woman recounted: “Now women do all the work. My husband left for Colombo. | look
after the fields, the children, and my mother-in-law. But the land title is not in my name, so | cannot get any
support.”

In Batticaloa, a Muslim mother described her daughter’s school being closed for weeks after floods: “She helps
at home now. | worry she will not go back.”

In Badulla’s tea estates, an Indian Tamil worker explained: “We do not understand the forms for government
help. If you cannot read or write, you get nothing.”

In Batticaloa, Tamil women described harassment by microfinance agents: “They come to our house, threaten
us. One woman lost her land because she could not pay.”

Policy Recommendations: Pragmatic Approaches to Gendered and Ethnic Climate Security Risks in Sri Lanka
1. Promote Inclusive and Gender-Responsive Governance and Representation
Challenge:

Sri Lanka’s government is under intense pressure to deliver economic growth, manage debt, and maintain the
confidence of the Sinhalese majority electorate. Affirmative action and visible minority or women’s quotas can be
politically sensitive, especially if presented as “special treatment.”

Pragmatic Approach:

Rather than large-scale, high-profile reforms, favour pragmatic, low-profile solutions and incremental steps that align
with national growth and efficiency narratives. Pilot multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and gender-balanced resource
committees in climate-vulnerable districts, with explicit mandates to include women from Tamil, Muslim, and
plantation communities. Promote actions as “innovation hubs” for resilience and economic productivity, not
exclusively as minority or women’s initiatives. Where possible, appoint Minority and Women’s Commissioners at
district level as part of broader public sector modernisation. Ensure all climate and disaster response documents are
available in Tamil and simple Sinhala and English, with clear, accessible language for those with low literacy. Use
respected women leaders, local officials, and religious figures as champions to build trust and legitimacy.

Reconcilability:

Such measures are more likely to be accepted if embedded in broader “good governance” or “resilience” reforms, and
if they visibly benefit the whole community, not just minorities or women.

2. Bridge Language, Literacy, and Gender Gaps
Challenge:

Severe fiscal constraints and debt repayments limit new budget lines for multi-lingual resources, adult literacy, or
women-focused outreach. Political will for language parity and gender-targeted support is weak.

Pragmatic Approach:

Leverage partnerships with NGOs, diaspora groups, and private sector CSR initiatives to fund multi-lingual resources,
literacy, and women’s empowerment support. Use radio, WhatsApp, and SMS in local languages to reach women with
disaster alerts, adaptation information, and health guidance. Develop pictorial and audio-visual guides for official
processes, focusing on the needs of women, especially those with low literacy. Prioritise outreach to female-headed
households and women in plantation and conflict-affected districts. Where possible, use women and minority civil
society groups as intermediaries for information dissemination and feedback.
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Reconcilability:

This is feasible if resources are leveraged through partnerships, and if positioned as improving efficiency and
community resilience. Full language parity and universal literacy are long-term goals, but targeted, gender-sensitive
outreach is a realistic short-term step.

3. Strengthen Gendered Health and Education Responses

Challenge:

Budget constraints and austerity limit new spending, with health and education often deprioritised in favour of
economic growth. Services in minority and rural areas, and women’s health in particular, are chronically
underfunded.

Pragmatic Approach:

Integrate reproductive, maternal, and mental health services into existing mobile clinics and disaster response teams,
with a focus on women and girls in minority and plantation communities. Provide school meals, menstrual hygiene
kits, and safe spaces to ensure girls can stay in school during climate shocks. Incentivise school attendance for both
girls and boys through community-based, in-kind support (e.g., food, uniforms) and safe access to schools, prioritising
districts with high female dropout rates. Engage local women teachers and health workers as trusted points of
contact. Use donor and NGO resources to support these targeted interventions.

Reconcilability:

Possible if interventions are funded through partnerships, use existing infrastructure, and are justified as “protecting
human capital and future productivity.” Large-scale new spending is not realistic, but targeted, gender-focused pilots
are.

4. Address Gendered Livelihood Risks and Debt Traps

Challenge:

Entrenched interests in microfinance, limited regulatory capacity, and fiscal constraints make sweeping reforms
difficult. Women, especially minority and rural women, are disproportionately vulnerable to predatory lending and
insecure livelihoods.

Pragmatic Approach:

Focus on transparency and complaint mechanisms in microfinance, using digital platforms and women’s community
groups as watchdogs. Pilot climate-resilient livelihood programmes for women and female-headed households (e.g.,
cash-for-work, skill training, small grants) in partnership with the private sector, NGOs, and donors. Encourage formal
recognition of women’s agricultural contributions (e.g., joint land titles, women’s cooperatives) through local legal
aid and advocacy, but link these to broader land administration reforms to avoid ethnic backlash. Highlight women’s
economic success stories to build public and political support.

Reconcilability:

Incremental progress is possible, especially if externally funded and piloted in less politicised areas. Deep reform of
microfinance or land rights will be very challenging without broader political will.

5. Foster Politically Savvy, Gender-Inclusive Coalition-Building
Challenge:

Reforms perceived as privileging minorities or women may provoke backlash from majority communities or local
elites. National unity rhetoric can be used to resist gender- or ethnicity-focused interventions.
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Pragmatic Approach:

Promote reforms as investments in “good governance,” “efficiency,” and “resilience” measures that benefit all Sri
Lankans, with visible examples of how women’s and minorities’ participation improves outcomes for everyone. Pilot
projects in mixed or “model” districts to build evidence and demonstrate mutual benefit. Engage respected Sinhalese
and minority women leaders, religious authorities, and business figures as visible supporters. Share positive stories of
inter-ethnic and gender-inclusive cooperation and economic success widely.

Reconcilability:

This approach is reconcilable if reforms are incremental, evidence-based, and not overtly considered minority- or
women-focused. Major, visible shifts in resource allocation or representation will remain politically sensitive.

Overcoming Implementation Barriers: Gendered and Ethnic Focus
Economic Constraints:

New domestic funding is unlikely. The government should pursue international climate finance, leveraging diaspora
remittances and responsible public-private partnerships to fund gender- and minority-focused pilots. Alignment with
global climate and SDG agendas can unlock external resources, especially for women’s empowerment.

Political Resistance:

Use data, pilot results, and “win-win” stories—especially those showing women’s and minorities’ contributions to
resilience and growth—to persuade sceptical officials and the public. Quietly engage reform-minded officials and
cross-party groups.

Social Norms:

Support local women champions—teachers, business leaders, religious figures—to shift narratives around gender,
inclusion, and resilience. Focus on practical benefits, not identity politics.

Guidance for Balancing Majority Expectations with Equity and Peace

For the current government of Sri Lanka, maintaining the confidence of the Sinhalese majority electorate while
advancing equity for Tamils, Muslims, and other minorities is essential for both political stability and long-term
peace. This balance can be achieved by framing equity measures not as concessions to minorities, but as investments
in national resilience, economic recovery, and social harmony that benefit all Sri Lankans. The government should
emphasise that inclusive climate adaptation, improved service delivery, and fair resource allocation strengthen the
entire country’s ability to withstand economic and environmental shocks.

By highlighting success stories where multi-ethnic collaboration has led to tangible community benefits—such as
improved infrastructure, disaster preparedness, or job creation—the government can demonstrate that equity is not
a zero-sum game. Engaging respected Sinhalese leaders, religious figures, and civil society in dialogue and joint
initiatives can build a sense of shared purpose. Incremental, well-communicated reforms—piloted in mixed or less
politically sensitive districts—can show practical results without provoking fears of “special treatment.” Ultimately,
by positioning equity as a pillar of good governance and national progress, the government can seek to meet the
expectations of its electoral base while laying durable foundations for peace and prosperity across all communities.

Conclusion
To address Sri Lanka’s climate security risks, it is essential to tackle the intersection of gender, ethnicity, and poverty
with practical, politically feasible measures. By foregrounding minority and women’s voices, bridging language and

literacy gaps, and building broad-based coalitions, Sri Lanka can move towards a more resilient, peaceful, and
inclusive future—even in the face of economic and political headwinds.
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Recognising the challenges of large-scale, highly visible resource reallocation in the short term in the current climate,
practical, incremental reforms—externally funded, locally piloted, and framed as national resilience and good
governance—offer the best chance of progress on gendered and ethnic climate security risks within Sri Lanka’s
current realities. Openly acknowledging limits and sequencing reforms carefully will be essential for sustainable,
inclusive change.
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