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INTRODUCTION

 The bond between the state and its citizens is determined by the capabil-
ity of the state to provide security for its citizens. The publication of Sri Lanka’s 
Post-Independence Defence Policy: Past, Present and Future Projections comes at 
a phenomenal time in Sri Lanka’s history, as certain aspects of Sri Lanka’s secu-
rity are challenged, and the need to strengthen the bond between the state and 
the citizen is emphasised. This year, in 2023, Sri Lanka celebrates its 75th Inde-
pendence Day. It is a celebration of an event that is marred with challenges for 
the government, the country, and its people (Presidential Secretariat, 2023; News-
Wire, 2023). 

 Despite its independent status, Sri Lanka has had to undergo many strug-
gles over the past 75 years to ensure that its borders are safe from those threats 
that emanate from within the state and from outside the borders (see de Silva, 
1993; Jayarathna, 2015; Jayawardane, 1995; Jayawardane, 2003; Samaranayake, 
2011; Senaratne, 2017; Senaratne, 2020; Senaratne, 2023). Some of these threats 
were perceived threats whilst others had profound consequences on Sri Lanka’s 
development as an island, and to its international image (Keerawella and Siri-
wardena, 1992). The separatist war that waged close to 30 years, is a prime exam-
ple of how Sri Lanka was unable to develop, despite being bestowed with a sound 
economy at the time of independence in February 1948 (Wilson, 2005). At the 
time of independence, Sri Lanka was one of the fastest growing economies in Asia 
with social indicators second only to that of Japan’s (Coomaraswamy, 2023).

 Professor Emeritus Amal Jayawardane contributes the second chapter of 
this publication, titled Evolution of Sri Lanka’s Defence Policy: Historical Context.  
He has observed many changes that the defence policy underwent during different 
political regimes that came to power since independence. However, a noteworthy 
similarity between various regimes until the end of the 1970s was the significant-
ly low allocation of budgetary resources for defence. This lack of resources was 
acutely felt during the 1971 JVP insurrection and the initial stage of the separatist 
war, as the armed forces did not have the wherewithal to manage these situations.  
The equation between the ‘ends’ and ‘means’ is one of the perennial questions that

Dr. Bhagya Senaratne
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the policymakers and defence planners are faced with in any country in formu-
lating a balanced defence policy. Sri Lanka as a small country without having 
its own defence capabilities, faced this crucial problem at the very beginning of 
its post-independence period. Jayawardane lays out three questions in his paper: 
“What was D.S. Senanayake’s choice in overcoming this difficulty? What were 
the measures taken by the successive rulers in the country to ensure military pre-
paredness of the armed forces? Was there any systematic defence planning in the 
country?” He further underscores the nexus between a country’s defence policy 
and foreign policy, indicating that they are the cornerstones in formulating a Na-
tional Security strategy.

 Students of Sri Lanka’s defence policy will appreciate that the eleven 
chapters in this book cover distinct aspects that are challenging Sri Lanka’s de-
fence and defence policymaking. You will also understand that some of these 
challenges have in fact crippled the country as the threats were not adequately 
identified in advance so that appropriate action could have been taken. A distinct 
feature to which your attention must be drawn is post-independence Sri Lan-
ka’s defence budget. Even though the leaders at the time considered that there 
were external threats to the island, it did not invest in its defence and expand its 
armed forces. Instead, Sri Lankan leaders relied on external assistance to protect 
the country. Contrastingly, Sri Lanka’s current defence spending is deemed too 
expensive and requiring a reduction.

 In the third chapter of this book titled External Compulsions on Sri Lank-
an Defence Policy (1977-2009), Professor Emeritus Gamini Keerawella focuses on 
various issues from outside Sri Lanka that influenced the formulation of its de-
fence policies. We must understand that external compulsions are often accorded 
a high weightage as critical policy inputs in Sri Lanka’s defence policy. In his ar-
ticle, Keerawella draws attention to three geopolitical spaces, namely, the South 
Asian, the Indian Ocean, and the global. These three spaces do not stand as sep-
arate entities and the developments in one space often impinge on the strategic 
conditions of others. He also highlights the Indian influence, and various devel-
opments in South Asia that defined the formulation of Sri Lanka’s defence policy. 
He further draws attention to domestic events like the rise of terrorism within 
Sri Lanka to illustrate how certain domestic events drew the attention of the in-
ternational community. From this analytical point of departure, this chapter ex-
amines the interplay of evolving external compulsions and domestic exigencies 
in Sri Lanka’s defence policymaking in the period 1977 to 2009. Sri Lanka’s ex-
ternal defence compulsions changed rapidly on account of the intense political 
volatility in all three spaces. At first, the economic compulsions linked with the 
new economic package, introduced in 1977, influenced the direction of defence 
policy. Since 1980, however, the major domestic concern that overwhelmed de-
fence thinking of Sri Lanka was how to meet the multi-faceted challenges posed 
by the LTTE. The international dimensions of ethnic crisis compelled Sri Lanka
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to view the developments of its geopolitical spaces from the lenses of defence 
requirements related to this challenge. Unpacking of the articulation of external 
and internal factors and compulsions is fundamental to grasp the defence policy 
of Sri Lanka in the period 1977 to 2009. 

 In his chapter titled Changing Dynamics of National Security and the 
Evolving Capabilities of the Sri Lanka Army, Major General Milinda Peiris high-
lights the competencies Sri Lanka Army has accumulated as the leading respon-
dent in various national calamities since its inception in 1949. This chapter de-
liberates on the evolution of the Army, detailing the challenges it faced over the 
course of its seventy-four-year history. Peiris emphasised the military campaign 
against the terrorist movement that arose from within the country and the chal-
lenges the army faces in operating in a post-conflict security environment. The 
contemporary security landscape of Sri Lanka is rapidly changing due to various 
domestic and regional geopolitical reasons. Therefore, Peiris recommends that 
the army needs to develop new policies and an advanced set of skills to manage 
the unpredictable threats that, at times, emerges from outside the traditional con-
tours Sri Lanka’s defence.

 Commodore Rohan Joseph provides a futurist perspective for Sri Lanka 
Navy in his paper titled Evolving Maritime Security Contours and the Transfor-
mation of Sri Lanka Navy. Activities in the maritime space continue to evolve at 
an alarming pace underscoring its complicated and complex nature. With lead-
ing players using the maritime domain for power and stability projection, tradi-
tional ways and means used to achieve power projection are also witnessing the 
latest trends with a bearing on geopolitics. Joseph argues that the increasing pow-
er rivalry in the Indian Ocean and the greater Indo-Pacific region would call for 
the Sri Lankan Navy to be equipped with sophisticated naval technology to com-
bat threats. Competition over cooperation, exploitation of the maritime space by 
non-state actors, increased inter-domain interactions, and the implementation of 
certain strategies capable of influencing stability are some of the enablers that 
contribute to redefining the contours of future maritime security. While the cur-
rent maritime security concerns related to terrorism, piracy, IUU fishing, drug/
human smuggling, security of SLOCs, etc. are also expected to gather momentum; 
the security of maritime trade and energy transportation is an area that requires 
greater attention over the rest. Furthermore, Joseph indicates that in the future, 
small states cannot rely on regional or powerful navies to provide security but 
would be called upon to contribute equally towards regional security mecha-
nisms. As global maritime trade is heavily dependent on digitalisation, integra-
tion and automation, threats that emerge in the cyberspace have the potential 
to inflict damage on ocean-based energy and trade transportation. Therefore, 
regional, and global navies along with Coast Guards have a role to play in safe-
guarding maritime trade and energy transportation.
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 Contributing the article on the importance of safeguarding Sri Lanka’s air 
space, Wing Commander Sanka Ranasinghe argues that air forces, irrespective of 
their size, have to be prepared to face challenges created by contemporary geo-
political and economic compulsions. In his article titled Defending the Airspace: 
Challenges faced by a Small State, he emphasises that it is the Air Force’s duty to 
optimise its assets and meet the demands that are arising in line with Sri Lanka’s 
national interest. Ranasinghe divides his paper into five components detailing 
the instrumental service the Sri Lanka Air Force has rendered since its inception 
in 1951. He specifically deliberates on the evolution of the air force, the support 
given to the army and navy in eradicating terrorism from the island and the con-
tributions it has made to search and rescue (SAR) operations and humanitarian 
assistance and disaster relief (HADR). Ranasinghe examined the various chal-
lenges that the air force had to face in evolving into the armed force it is today. A 
noteworthy insight into the air force is how it overcame the challenges it faced 
in procuring aircrafts and other equipment. Therefore, as Sri Lankans, we can ad-
mire the research and development activities that have taken place within the Sri 
Lanka Air Force.

 A publication on Sri Lanka’s National Security would be incomplete 
without discussing the role of the intelligence community in safeguarding it. In 
the field of intelligence, success stories are unheard of, but failures catch atten-
tion as they are mostly visible disasters due to weak intelligence intervention and 
early warning systems. Basic intelligence and counterintelligence mechanisms 
in national security affairs involve maintaining national security at macro and 
micro levels. The 21st Century warfare is also dependant on the greater role in in-
telligence collection, processing, analysing and providing intelligence products 
to various levels of commanders and to policy makers. In his paper titled Role 
of National Intelligence and Early Warning Systems in Safeguarding National 
Security of Sri Lanka, Major General Ruwan Kulatunga analyses intelligence and 
counterintelligence mechanisms in national security affairs that help maintain 
national security in a country. Kulatunga examined the role of Sri Lankan na-
tional intelligence and their early warning mechanisms using four case studies: 
the JVP insurrections of 1971 and 1987/1989, the 30-year war with the LTTE, and 
the Easter Sunday Attack in 2019. A comprehensive national security strategy 
demands the expertise of the intelligence community to project power and to 
protect the sovereignty of a state while maintaining its enclosed secrets about 
intangible and tangible tools of national power and military products. Countries 
have experienced great loss when their intelligence community fails to act by 
allowing the enemies to succeed in their mission. Using John Gentry’s six intel-
ligence-related failure type and characteristics, Kulatunga analyses the threat 
warning failures in Sri Lanka’s intelligence landscape. He argues for an integrat-
ed, systematic reckoning of threat analysis within the government and the inter-
national community.
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 In the seventh chapter titled Ethnic Integration: Configuration of Na-
tional Security in a Plural Society, Dr Ramya Jirasinghe delineates the theoreti-
cal understanding of the concept of security by examining the non-traditional 
views from the Copenhagen School of thought. She explores the Western and 
Asian-centric views on ‘freedom from fear’ and ‘freedom from want’, respective-
ly. Both traditional and non-traditional concepts of security aim for the territo-
rial integrity of the state and imply the safety of its citizens. Therefore, even the 
most expanded concept of security embeds within it, human security for its cit-
izens through national security. However, ingrained in new national security is 
the concept of ideological security, which is partly a form of political security 
and partly a form of socio-cultural security that pertains to the security of the 
dominant ideology of the state as well as its ability to protect the state from tradi-
tional and non-traditional threats. She deliberates that a state’s understanding of 
national security must shift from a state-centric perspective to include a broader 
understanding of human security, to foster connectivity and acknowledge diver-
sity among the various segments of its society. Accordingly, Jirasinghe examines 
how ideological security of a state needs to be configured to encompass multiple 
ideologies within its boundaries if the state is to ensure plurality and thereby the 
security of those citizens who do not subscribe to the state sanctioned dominant 
ideology. Using Sri Lanka as a case study, Jirasinghe analyses opportunities with-
in Sri Lanka to create a referent that will enable a pluralistic society based on 
the principles of human security. She argues that the ability to ensure such an 
integrated configuration has the added benefit of ensuring state security at the 
global level, especially where elements of the dominant ideology of the state may 
be antithetical to the dominant ideologies of the international community.
 
 Major General Robin Jayasuriya contributes the eighth chapter titled 
Transnational Organised Crime and its Impact on Sri Lanka in which he discuss-
es the various transnational organised crimes (TOC) that impact Sri Lanka, along 
with the groups that engage in it. The UNODC and the US government defini-
tions of TOC have criminalised seven crimes that help universalise the definition. 
This allows for the ease of international cooperation in countering TOCs across 
boundaries. It also enables the global adoption of similar operational and judicial 
best practices. In the Sri Lankan context, being an island nation, geographically 
situated along the main sea routes that connect the east and the west and being 
within the sphere of influence of the Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle 
drug trafficking routes, increases Sri Lanka’s vulnerability. Jayasuriya emphasis-
es that transnational organised crime groups have evolved over time by under-
standing the various loopholes in Sri Lanka’s legal system and even identifying 
new entry points to Sri Lanka’s borders. He indicates that the main challenge for 
the Sri Lankan law enforcement agencies and the government is the drug trade. 
This directly impacts Sri Lanka’s health, governance, and security with all three 
having a cascading effect on the economic and social development of the country. 
The effects, in turn, negatively affects communities and the overall society, with
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the family unit being impacted directly. Jayasuriya articulates that a lot of illegal 
activity takes place along Sri Lanka’s northern border and India’s southern bor-
der. This, he argues, was instrumental for the LTTE in smuggling war like weap-
ons, food stuff and other items to either sustain their organisation or to fund their 
terrorist group. The chapter indicates that Sri Lanka can no longer be identified 
as a transhipment hub, as the statistics indicate an increase in local consumption 
of narcotics by Sri Lankans. Other crimes such as human smuggling, extortion 
and environment resource smuggling are not as large as the illicit drug trade. 
Therefore, its impacts cannot be quantified in macro-economic, social or security 
terms. In this context, Jayasuriya argues that the challenges faced by the govern-
ment are multifaceted and a holistic approach that includes international coop-
eration is key to countering the impacts of transnational organised crime.

 Dr Sanath de Silva contributes the penultimate chapter of this book ti-
tled Dangers of Regional Nuclear Proliferation and Sri Lanka’s Preparedness at 
the Borders. In this chapter, de Silva deliberates on the emerging security threats 
emanating from South Asia’s dangerous nuclear domain to Sri Lanka’s border 
security. De Silva speaks of the insecurities posed by IUU fishing, smuggling of 
people and goods and emphasises the need to have monitoring mechanisms to 
ensure that non-state actors do not thrive on these loopholes to enter the island. 
Of the many threats identified, de Silva elaborates on the nuclear threat posed by 
South Indian nuclear power plants. Giving novel insight to this topic, he argues 
that it is important for the Sri Lankan government to consider this threat seri-
ously as a nuclear disaster at either the Kudankulam or the Kalpakkam nuclear 
power plants could have spillover effects. Therefore, as a small state located next 
to a nuclear giant, Sri Lanka is vulnerable to third-party effects of geo-political 
competition orchestrated by the powerful states. He indicates that Sri Lanka’s 
contemporary economic crisis too can be manipulated by nuclear states to gain 
an advantage in the region. De Silva further indicates that non-nuclear states like 
Sri Lanka need to allocate vast resources to keep its security systems up to date to 
address nuclear-related issues. The author argues the importance of introducing 
national polices to mitigate nuclear threats at the border.

 The last chapter of Sri Lanka’s Post-Independence Defence Policy is ti-
tled National Security Policy Framework for Sri Lanka. In this chapter, Admiral 
(Prof) Jayanath Colombage discusses the distinct phases of national security in 
Sri Lanka, like the heightened state of security in 2006 and how this changed in 
2015. He discusses the importance of proper leadership and guidance in ensuring 
that national security remains a priority of the state. National security was once 
the priority of the state that was ensured through military means. However, Co-
lombage contends that national security is no longer merely a responsibility of 
the state. Therefore, there is a need to strike a balance between individual free-
dom and state responsibility. In his chapter, Colombage highlights the ramifica-
tions of the Taliban’s control of Afghanistan in exacerbating the threats posed by



Islamic terrorists, the power rivalry in the Indian Ocean region and the greater
Indo-Pacific region alongside the tensions between India and China. He indicates 
that these challenges need to be considered to ensure that Sri Lanka develops a 
comprehensive national security strategy.

 At present, Sri Lanka is still gradually overcoming an economic crisis that 
severely numbed the smooth functioning of the country in 2022. In April 2022, 
the Central Bank of Sri Lanka announced a pre-emptive default of its bilateral 
loans, as the country was too indebted to bilateral and multilateral creditors to 
repay its loans (Jayasinghe and Do Rosario, 2022). This had a cascading effect 
on the country’s economy with an increase in cost of living and people no lon-
ger having access to various imports, due to import restrictions (Imports and Ex-
ports Control Department, 2022). In 2022, Sri Lanka was insecure in a non-tradi-
tional sense; its people felt the repercussions of mismanagement and bad fiscal 
policies. Not having access to liquified natural gas (LNG), fuel for their vehicles 
and a shortage of food highlighted the non-traditional security issues or the hu-
man security issues that Sri Lankans faced (Marian, 2022). Therefore, Sri Lanka’s 
Post-Independence Defence Policy comes at a time when a diverse set of insecuri-
ties affect Sri Lanka.

 Sri Lanka’s Post-Independence Defence Policy  examines the various chal-
lenges Sri Lanka had to experience when defending the state. It is also the pro-
ceedings of a seminar General Sir John Kotelawala Defence University organised 
in June 2022 to deliberate on various themes related to Sri Lanka’s defence and 
security policy. As readers you will appreciate that the challenges Sri Lanka faces 
are multifaceted and evolving, thereby, requiring more attention than it is cur-
rently receiving. Some of the issues the authors deliberated in 2022, have evolved 
or exacerbated, illustrating the challenges that policymakers face when produc-
ing a national security policy framework for Sri Lanka. Therefore, some of the 
authors have not discussed more contemporary developments and threats to Sri 
Lanka’s national security. Hence, conversations on various aspects of Sri Lanka’s 
defence and security policy need to be held on a regular basis, prompting more 
dialogue and engagement between stakeholders like the armed forces, policy-
makers, and scholars.

 I am confident that this publication would assist readers that are inter-
ested in understanding the nuances of Sri Lanka’s defence policy. The threats 
that the island faced in its history especially internally, like the separatist move-
ments, coup d’état, and youth uprisings have had a significant bearing on how 
Sri Lanka developed its defence policy. However, as the authors have pointed 
out, these internal issues have also had a bearing externally. The LTTE’s en-
gagement overseas, their interaction and engagement with the Tamil diaspo-
ra illustrate that the Sri Lankan government cannot limit its understanding 
of defence and security to that of the island’s land borders (see chapter three). 
The chapters on Sri Lanka’s Navy and Air Force emphasise that there is a need
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to monitor the island’s maritime borders. Should Sri Lanka’s claim to extend its
exclusive economic zone (EEZ) be successful, then this is an area that would re-
quire investment in both manpower and equipment. Sri Lanka’s Post-Indepen-
dence Defence Policy also draws your attention to the threats that Sri Lanka faces 
in the contemporary world like the non-traditional security threats, and those 
that Sri Lanka would face in the future. Practitioners of defence and security pol-
icy would be knowledgeable by being made aware of the futuristic threats, like 
those arising from nuclear power plants, the increased consumption and tran-
shipment of drugs. An innovative mindset is required to address these issues as 
Sri Lanka cannot afford to be lethargic in its outlook.
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