
  

 

KEY FINDNGS  

¶ The Maha 2014 drought seriously damaged agricultural production - and is threatening to 

significantly limit the upcoming yala harvest.  

¶ Three consecutive years of natural disasters has undermined household resilience: popula-

tions in affected areas have built up unsustainable levels of debts, have insufficient access to 

water for irrigation, have limited quality seed supply and are exposed to a continue decline 

in agricultural income.  

¶ As a consequence, food insecurity has increased dramatically  to an estimated 768,000. More 

than double the caseload in 2012.  

¶ Household food consumption deteriorated sharply: 18 percent of households consume in-

adequate diets of low calorie and/or diversity. This used to be around 6 percent. A threefold 

increase. 

¶ An immediate coordinated relief effort  specifically targeting the vulnerable households, is 

recommended to  prevent a further collapse in household resilience.  

SRI LANKA ñ APRIL 2014 

Report on the key findings of a survey conducted in April 2014 to assess the severity of the 2014 

Maha season drought, and the impact this had on food security and livelihoods.  

DROUGHT  
food security and livelihoods affected by erratic weather 
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 DROUGHT: Insufficient rainfall - a driver of food inse-

The northeast monsoon, which supplies water for 

agriculture across the key paddy producing areas of 

the country, received below average rainfall for 

consecutive months between September 2013 and 

March 2014 leading to prolonged drought across 

most of the country. Estimates of vegetation cover 

in April 2014 are far below the average, especially 

in the northwestern, north-central, and southern 

parts of the country (Figure 1). 

The availability of rainfall in this period is critical as 

it provides water for agriculture (paddy, vegetables, 

and other field crops) for the northern and eastern 

parts of Sri Lanka. Given that most of the rice con-

sumed is produced in these areas, insufficient pro-

duction can have detrimental effects on food secu-

rity in the whole country. Reliance on imports is 

therefore likely to be higher, and food prices will 

likely reflect this trend as well. 

At the household level too, erratic weather pat-

terns have negative effects. Irrigation for agriculture 

in these areas is possible thanks to an extensive 

network of micro-tanks which receive water from 

the monsoons. When the monsoon ends abruptly 

or collapses altogether, the tanks are not replen-

ished and agricultural activities are affected. As 

most of the households in the affected areas engage 

in farming activities (mainly paddy and mixed farm-

ing), their livelihoods are severely affected.  

Livestock production, predominantly located in Ku-

runegala, is also likely to be severely affected ñ the 

lack of water for drinking and the dryness of graz-

ing lands reduce the quality and quantity of live-

stock. As a consequence, both income and food 

sources are affected and households depend on a 

variety of coping mechanisms, ranging from reduc-

ing meals, selling assets, and taking loans. 

Over the last years, erratic rainfall during the 

northeast monsoon has become increasingly com-

mon leading to concerns that agricultural liveli-

hoods in the so-called Dry Zone of Sri Lanka will 

become unfeasible and unsustainable in the long 

run. Addressing this challenge is an important pri-

ority for the Government and the international 

community. 

FIGURE 1 ñ NDVI ANOMALY COMPARED TO 

AVERAGE, APRIL 2014 

Irrigation water available for Yala production 

season is insufficient; almost 60 percent report 

that irrigation water is completely insufficient. 

Source: USDA Foreign Agricultural Service  
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Precipitation anomalies 

September 2013-March 2014 

Below average rainfall conditions between September and March have led to drought condi-

tions in Sri Lanka, affecting 1.5 million people,  with devastating effects on the livelihoods of 

the poorest populations. 

Erratic 

rainfall has 

become 

increasingly 

common 

leading to 

concerns 

that 

agricultural 

livelihoods 

in the Dry 

Zone will 

become 

unfeasible 

and 

unsustain-

able 
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 DROUGHT: Crop production implications 

The lack of precipitation has damaged 83,746 hec-

tares of paddy lands, or 13 percent of planted area. 

The production loss of paddy is estimated at 

280,000 MT, or 15 percent of forecasted produc-

tion. 

Most of the affected paddy cultivation is in the 

North and East of the country (Figure 2). Here, 

community based discussions reveal that 44 per-

cent of paddy was damaged or lost.  

The total paddy production for 2014, depends on 

the Yala harvest in September/ October. Forecasts 

remain speculative at this stage, and depend on the 

progress of the South West Monsoon. However, it 

is likely that the Yala production will be significantly 

below average for the following reasons: 

1. Climate outlook is not favourable. The 

2014 El Niño phenomenon is expected to nega-

tively affect the South West Monsoon, resulting 

in below average rainfall throughout the coun-

try. 

2. Insufficient current water supply in reser-

voirs for irrigation. 85 percent of farming 

households in the drought affected areas report 

that water supply is insufficient for Yala cultiva-

tion. The ministry of irrigation estimates that at 

best only 58 percent of irrigated paddy fields 

can be cultivated, leading to a potential produc-

tion loss of 285,000 MT. 

3. Maha crop did not provide quality seeds 

at farm level. Almost all farming households 

(90%)  will need to borrow to procure paddy 

seeds for Yala.  

4. Only 23 percent of farming households 

are preparing for paddy cultivation in Yala.  

Many farming households have adopted a risk ad-

verse strategy and left land fallow or changed to 

different crop for the upcoming Yala season.  

With a low Yala production forecast, the Depart-

ment of Agriculture expects a rice deficit of around 

163,000 MT for 2014 which is roughly equivalent to 

one month of total rice needs to feed the Sri 

Lankan population.  

FIGURE 2 ñ PADDY CROP LOSSES 

It is estimated that around 280,000 MT of paddy have been lost 

as a result of the poor rains in 2013/2014.  Worst affected ar-

eas districts include Jaffna, Trincomalee, Manmar and Ampara. 


