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Briefing Note – 19 May 2016 
SRI LANKA 
Floods and landslide 
 
Need for international 

assistance 

Not required Low Moderate Significant Major 

X     
 Very low Low Moderate Significant Major 

Expected impact  X    

 

Crisis overview 

Since 14 May, heavy rain has been affecting almost all provinces, causing severe floods 

and landslides. 19 out of 25 districts have been affected, and over 350,000 people 

according to official figures, including 200,000 people who have been evacuated to 

temporary shelters. Over 2,400 homes have been damaged or destroyed. Almost 40 

people have been killed, including 35 people killed by a landslide in Kegalle, close to 

Colombo, on 18 May. As relief operations continue the death toll is expected to rise 
(Government 18/05/2016; ECHO 17/05/2016; Sri Lanka Red Cross 17/05/2016; Washington Post 18/05/2016). 

 

Number of people affected in each province 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key findings 

Anticipated 

scope and 

scale  

 

In coastal regions, more landslides and lightning strikes could 

occur as more rain is forecast. Elsewhere, heavy rains are 

expected to begin subsiding by 18 May, although wet and loose 

terrain means more landslides are anticipated. It is likely to be at 

least one week before residents can return home. 

Priorities for 

humanitarian 

intervention 

 Shelter and NFIs: over 2,000 homes have been damaged or 

destroyed.  

 WASH and food assistance needs are likely given the 

destruction of shelters and number of people affected. 

Humanitarian 

constraints 

 

Roads are submerged and roads have been closed across the 

country.  

In rural areas roads are also blocked by debris as a result of 

landslides.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Limitations 

It is unclear how many people had already been evacuated to relief centres prior the time of the 

landslide in Kegalle district on 18 May, making it difficult to know the full impact of the incident. 

 

Affected province Resident pop. No. people affected 

Western 1,851,130 253,028 

Sabaragamuwa 1,928,655 16,633 

Central 2,571,577 1,926 

Southern 2,477,285 1,970 

North Central 1,266 3,752 

North Western 2,380,861 32,633 

Northern 1,061,315 36,235 

Eastern 1,555,510 64 

Uva 1,266,463 142 

Total 20,359,439 346,241 

Source: Disaster Management Centre 18/05/2016. 

http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/fifteen-dead-73000-families-displaced
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/ECDM_20160517_SriLanka_SW.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/within-48hrs-over-200000-people-affected-19-districts-due-inclement-weather
http://www.thestar.com.my/news/world/2016/05/18/sri-lankas-torrential-rains-drive-more-than-130000-from-homes/
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/daily-situation-report-sri-lanka-18-may-2016-0600-hrs
http://www.acaps.org/
http://www.start-network.org/
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Crisis impact 

Nearly 350,000 people have been affected by flooding across Sri Lanka and 200,000 have 

been evacuated to state-run temporary shelters. Gampaha district in Western province is 

most severely hit, with over 179,000 people affected by flash floods. Across the country, 

over 2,400 homes have been partially damaged and over 200 homes have been 

destroyed. Almost 40 people have been killed, the majority due to landslides (Washington 

Post 17/05/2016; AFP 18/05/2016; Sri Lanka Red Cross 17/05/2016). 

On 17 May, a major landslide hit the villages of Siripura, Pallebage, and Elagipitiya in 

Kegalle district, 72km from Colombo. As of 18 May, 35 people have been confirmed dead, 

but this number is expected to increase as relief efforts are continuing. According to 

official figures, over 800 homes have been damaged and between 60 and 80 have been 

destroyed. Initially, an estimated 220 families (around 900 people) were reported missing. 

Since then 1,000 people from the area have sought shelter at a nearby school and temple. 

Popular movement prior to the landslide makes it difficult to calculate numbers of people 

affected and missing. Each village is estimated to be home to 1,000–1,500 people. (CBC 

News 18/05/2016  (Sri Lanka Red Cross Society 18/05/2016; AFP 18/05/2016; Al Jazeera 18/05/2016; 

Telegraph 18/05/2016; The Washington Post 18/05/2016). 

Shelter: Over 2,400 homes have been damaged and over 200 have been destroyed: this 

includes over 800 partially damaged by the landslide that occurred in Kegalle district in 

Sabaragamuwa province on 18 May (Disaster Management Center 18/05/2016). 

Number of houses damaged or destroyed  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WASH and food assistance needs are likely given the destruction of shelters and number 

of people affected. 

Education: Many schools across the country have been closed due to the adverse 

weather (Government 16/05/2016; CBC News 18/05/2016). 

 

Impact on critical infrastructure  

 Following the landslide in Kagalle district on 18 May, the electricity supply to the 

affected villages was cut (Sri Lanka Red Cross Society 18/05/2016). 

 Several main roads in the country have been submerged, major roads around 

Colombo are closed, as are several main roads in Gampaha district, Western 

province (Sri Lanka Red Cross 17/05/2016). Many roads in central, rural areas are 

obstructed by landslides (Colombo Page 17/05/2016). 

 Some train services have been cancelled due to submerged railway lines (LBO 

17/05/2016; The Telegraph 18/05/2016). 

 

Vulnerable groups  

Floods disproportionally affect the poor, who generally live in more vulnerable areas and 

in housing that is vulnerable to be damaged by floods (ACAPS 06/06/2011).  

People living in low-lying areas are particularly vulnerable.  Two-thirds of the country are 

low land. Residents close to major reservoirs have been told to remain vigilant as spill 

gates will be opened from time to time (Colombo Page 17/05/2016; Permetta 1993). 

The Northern province has been particularly affected by flooding. In this region an 

estimated 50,000 people remain internally displaced following the end of conflict in 2009: 

Many IDPs are dependent on aid to meet their basic needs and live in temporary shelters 

that do not offer adequate protection against the elements. Camps have been flooded 

during previous monsoon seasons (IDMC 07/2015; New York Times 15/08/2009). 

An estimated 40,000 people in Northern province are disabled or live with serious injuries 

sustained during the conflict, making them particularly vulnerable (IRIN 16/09/2015). 

In the Northern province, where Tamils make up the vast majority, many do not speak the 

majority language Sinhalese, and most officials in the province do not speak Tamil, which 

can pose challenges to accessing assistance. The Tamil population also remains subject 

to discrimination (IRIN 23/07/2012; Government 2012; Guardian 04/04/2010). 

 

 

Affected areas Houses destroyed Houses damaged  

Western 22 299 

Sabaragamuwa 55 956 

Central 6 162 

Southern 11 143 

North Central 2 17 

North Western 45 83 

Northern 101 802 

Eastern  12 

Uva 3 35 

Total 211 2,436 

Source: Disaster Management Centre 18/05/2016 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/8-killed-in-sri-lanka-floods-landslides-8-missing/2016/05/17/48672450-1c05-11e6-82c2-a7dcb313287d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/8-killed-in-sri-lanka-floods-landslides-8-missing/2016/05/17/48672450-1c05-11e6-82c2-a7dcb313287d_story.html
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/rescuers-find-16-bodies-after-sri-lanka-landslides
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/within-48hrs-over-200000-people-affected-19-districts-due-inclement-weather
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/sri-lanka-mudslide-fears-1.3587073
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/sri-lanka-mudslide-fears-1.3587073
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/red-cross-continues-support-rescue-efforts-aranayake-many-unaccounted
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/rescuers-find-16-bodies-after-sri-lanka-landslides
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/sri-lanka-mudslides-bury-150-people-red-cross-160518073500537.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/18/over-200-families-missing-after-sri-lanka-landslide/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/sri-lanka-flooding-death-toll-rises-to-23-more-rain-to-come/2016/05/18/51fdefda-1cb4-11e6-82c2-a7dcb313287d_story.html
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/current-sitiation%20%281%29_1.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/schools-be-closed-if-severe-weather-continues
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/red-cross-continues-support-rescue-efforts-aranayake-many-unaccounted
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/within-48hrs-over-200000-people-affected-19-districts-due-inclement-weather
http://www.colombopage.com/archive_16A/May17_1463497168CH.php
http://www.lankabusinessonline.com/sri-lanka-floods-leave-over-135000-homeless/
http://www.lankabusinessonline.com/sri-lanka-floods-leave-over-135000-homeless/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/17/sri-lankas-torrential-rains-drive-more-than-130000-from-homes-in/a-man-stuggles-to-hold-his-umbrella-from-high-wind-and-rain-duri/
http://acaps.org/img/documents/disaster-summary-sheet-floods-dss-floods.pdf
http://www.colombopage.com/archive_16A/May17_1463497168CH.php
https://books.google.ch/books?id=ygUeu89DvDwC&pg=PA1965&lpg=PA1965&dq=low-lying+areas+sri+lanka&source=bl&ots=qpoKdYU0Q0&sig=8aEeOH9PWtVrJElK-kmfm2saYa0&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjdh-eF1OXMAhXG2hoKHZTiBl44FBDoAQgbMAA#v=onepage&q=low-lying%20areas%20sri%20lanka&f=false
http://www.internal-displacement.org/assets/library/Asia/Sri-Lanka/pdf/201507-ap-sri-lanka-time-for-a-new-approach-en.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/08/16/world/asia/16lanka.html?_r=0
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/sri-lankans-disabled-war-forgotten-peace
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/analysis-bridging-language-divide-sri-lanka
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/apr/04/sri-lanka-elections-tamil-minority
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Humanitarian and operational constraints 

Electricity cuts following the landslide in Kegalle district have hindered access to the 

affected area. Heavy fog as well as unstable, lose terrain have further complicated rescue 

efforts. The unstable ground in Kegalle is dangerous and has led to the temporary 

suspension of rescue efforts. Some areas are not reachable by helicopter (CBC News 

18/05/2016; Sri Lanka Red Cross Society 18/05/2016; AL Jazeera 19/05/2016). 

Road closures around Colombo are leading to heavy traffic jams, potentially delaying the 

delivery of assistance to the affected populations (Sri Lanka Red Cross 16/05/2016; The Telegraph 

18/05/2016). 

 

Aggravating factors 

Monsoon season 

Flooding is seasonal in Sri Lanka. The monsoon season traditionally last from May until 

September, therefore although rains are expected to decrease after 18 May, adverse 

weather can be expected in the coming months. Due to the effects of El Niño, a stronger 

than average monsoon season is expected this year (The Telegraph 18/05/2016; New York Times 

18/05/2016). 

 

Population density 

The risk of flash floods is exacerbated in urban areas, home to 23% of Sri Lanka’s 

population, due to an increasing numbers of buildings being built in areas where they 

block drainage channels (IRIN 15/11/2010). The impact is also likely to be higher in areas 

with a high population density (ACAPS 06/06/2011). Population density in Sri Lanka is 

391/km2, with the Central province most dense, at 433/km2 (Government 2012).  

 

Location and type of housing/infrastructure 

Kolonnawa town in Colombo district is one of the most affected areas. Areas of the town 

are shanty houses with weak infrastructure, making them particularly prone to the effects 

of flooding (Sri Lanka Red Cross 16/05/2016).  

Thatched housing is prevalent in rural areas and is prone to flood damage (Habitat 2011). 

 

Dengue fever 

16,110 cases have been reported since the start of the year. The highest number of 

dengue cases were reported from the Western Province, an area now severely affected 

by floods. Stagnant flood water will create new breeding grounds for mosquitoes and 

likely exacerbate the spread of the disease (Government 09/05/2016; Travel Mole 18/05/2016). 

Key characteristics  

Population: Sri Lanka: 20,277,597. Northern province: 1,060,023. Eastern province: 

1,547,377. Central province: 2,556,774 (2012) (Government 2012). 

Rural–urban breakdown: Sri Lanka: 77% rural. Northern province: 83% rural. Central 

province: 70% rural. Eastern province: 75% rural (Government 2012). 

Food security: 6.7% of Sri Lanka’s population are unable to meet a daily calorie intake of 

2,030 kcal due to low income. Northern province: 10.7%. Central province: 6.5%. Eastern 

province: 10.8% (2012) (World Bank 08/2015). 

Nutrition: 15% of children under five are stunted (2012) (Global Nutrition Report 2014). 

Health: Sri Lanka has an infant mortality rate of 8 per 1,000 live births, an under-five 

mortality rate of 10 per 1,000 live births, and a maternal mortality ratio of 30 per 100,000 

live births (World Bank 2015). 

WASH: 95% of the population has access to improved sanitation and 96% has access to 

an improved source of drinking water (World Bank 2015; CIA World Factbook 2015). 

Lighting and cooking: 74% of households use solid fuels for cooking. 64% use electricity 

for lighting, 35% use kerosene (Clean Cookstoves 2015). 

Literacy: Sri Lanka: 96% of the population is literate (male: 97%; female: 95%). Northern 

province: 98%. Central province: 94%. Eastern province: 92% (Government 2012). 

 

Response capacity 

Local and national response capacity 

Flash flood warnings have been issued to communities and over 200,000 people have 

been evacuated from flood-prone areas. The navy and air force have been called to 

conduct evacuation and relief operations (AFP 18/05/2016; Government 18/05/2016). 

Over 200 temporary evacuation centres are operating across the country. Emergency 

relief, including food, WASH facilities, blankets and clothes is being distributed in 

evacuation centres (AFP 18/05/2016; Government 18/05/2016). 

The Sri Lanka Red Cross and the military are assisting evacuations and relief operations. 

They are also working to locate missing persons from the villages hit by the landslide in 

Kegalle (Sri Lanka Red Cross Society 18/05/2016; 17/05/2016).  

 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/sri-lanka-mudslide-fears-1.3587073
http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/sri-lanka-mudslide-fears-1.3587073
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/red-cross-continues-support-rescue-efforts-aranayake-many-unaccounted
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/sri-lanka-mudslides-bury-150-people-red-cross-160518073500537.html
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/over-4000-people-affected-10-districts-due-inclement-weather
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/17/sri-lankas-torrential-rains-drive-more-than-130000-from-homes-in/people-play-on-a-flooded-road-after-they-moved-out-from-their-ho/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/17/sri-lankas-torrential-rains-drive-more-than-130000-from-homes-in/people-play-on-a-flooded-road-after-they-moved-out-from-their-ho/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/17/sri-lankas-torrential-rains-drive-more-than-130000-from-homes-in/villagers-pull-a-boat-with-people-after-rescuing-them-on-a-flood/
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/19/world/asia/sri-lanka-landslides-flooding.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/19/world/asia/sri-lanka-landslides-flooding.html
http://www.irinnews.org/report/91093/sri-lanka-better-planning-regs-needed-to-reduce-flash-flooding
http://acaps.org/img/documents/disaster-summary-sheet-floods-dss-floods.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/over-4000-people-affected-10-districts-due-inclement-weather
http://www.habitat.org/asiapacific/news/2011/01_31_2011_Sri_Lanka_Distributes_Shelter_Cleanup_Kits_To_Flood_Victims.aspx
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/dengue-update-till-may-2016
http://www.travelmole.com/news_feature.php?id=101074
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/poverty/SpatialDistributionOfPoverty2012_13.pdf
http://globalnutritionreport.org/files/2014/12/gnr14_cp_sri_lanka.pdf
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&country=LKA&series=&period=
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&country=LKA&series=&period=
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ce.html
http://cleancookstoves.org/country-profiles/39-sudan.html
http://www.statistics.gov.lk/PopHouSat/CPH2011/Pages/Activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/rescuers-find-16-bodies-after-sri-lanka-landslides
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/fifteen-dead-73000-families-displaced
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/rescuers-find-16-bodies-after-sri-lanka-landslides
http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/fifteen-dead-73000-families-displaced
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International response 

Oxfam is using in-country aid stocks to provide essential household items and WASH 

facilities to the affected populations (Oxfam 18/05/2016).  

Information gaps and needs 

There is no information available on sectoral needs.  

There is no information regarding the specific needs of people across different regions.  

 

Lessons learned 

 Floods are usually followed by epidemics. An increased amount of stagnant water 

increases the risk of mosquito and water borne diseases.  

 In previous floods, access has been hampered by damage to roads, and boats have 

been used to deliver assistance (News First 28/12/2014; UNICEF 01/2011). Crocodiles and 

snakes in floodwater have, previously, restricted movement (UNICEF 01/2011).  

 Landmine and unexploded ordnance (UXO) contamination hinders access in some 

areas in the Northern and Eastern provinces (Mines Advisory Group 13/03/2015). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Maps 

Land elevation 

Source: Flood Map 2014 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://reliefweb.int/report/sri-lanka/sri-lanka-landslide-and-flooding-oxfam-launches-aid-effort
http://newsfirst.lk/english/2014/12/floods-hamper-travel-several-roads/69629
http://www.unicef.org.uk/Media-centre/Press-releases-archive/Hundreds-of-thousands-of-displaced-by-floods-in-eastern-Sri-Lanka/
http://www.unicef.org.uk/Media-centre/Press-releases-archive/Hundreds-of-thousands-of-displaced-by-floods-in-eastern-Sri-Lanka/
http://www.maginternational.org/our-impact/news/1000th-landmine-removed-in-sri-lanka-this-year/#.VlILN3arS70
http://www.floodmap.net/Elevation/CountryElevationMap/?ct=LK
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Provinces of Sri Lanka 

Source: Nations Online 2016 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/sri_lanka_map.htm

