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The occupation of the Presidential palace by demonstrators, followed by the escape of the 

President and other members of his family from the country, marks a new height on Sri 

Lanka’s deep economic, social, and political crisis – a crisis within one of the first countries 

to adhere to the Chinese ‘Silk Road’ flagship initiative, which played a large role in the 

present developments.  

In 2007, under the presidency of Mahinda Rajapaksa (the most prominent among a Sri-

Lankan political family originating from Hambantota in the south of the country, and who 

was first elected President in 2005) Sri Lankan authorities signed an agreement with their 

Chinese counterparts for the construction of a deep-water port in Hambantota.  

As Hillman (2021) tells us:  

‘Hambantota Port was only one of several dubious projects that [Mahinda] Rajapaksa 

pursued, many of them named after himself, located in his home base of support, and 

financed by China. As The Emperor’s New Road recounts, Rajapaksa’s priorities were clear. 

He spent less than $6,000 on a feasibility study for what became the world’s emptiest airport, 

but more than $80,000 on a ceremony with dancers and singers to prematurely open 

Hambantota Port on his birthday.’ 

The Hambantota Port project was a precursor of what was to become years later the ‘Belt and 

Road Initiative’, also known as the Silk Road, a Chinese initiative analysed in depth by Wolf 

(2019) and which lies, from many points of view, at the centre of the present Sri Lankan 

crisis.  

As Hillman (2021) explains: ‘the idea was traced back to Mahinda Rajapaksa’s father, who 

represented the Hambantota district in parliament for nearly two decades until 1965’ and 

resurfaced at the initiative of a Canadian construction company in a study which, according 

to ‘local media, (…) did not meet the government’s needs for a “bankable study”’. However, 
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this did not prevent Chinese authorities from providing financing to this and other projects, 

for instance the above-mentioned airport project.  

From an economic point of view, the investment was not viable; however, from a political 

point of view, it was a prestigious and symbolic project for the Rajapaksa family. For their 

part, the Chinese authorities’ main objective cannot be seen as economic either, but 

geopolitical – as became clear when in 2017 they obtained the long lease of the Port’s 

infrastructure. 

Hillman (2021), as well as several other analysts, consider this financial construction to be a 

‘debt trap’ – not necessarily because of its macroeconomic importance but because it relies 

on privileged loan conditions, coupled with an unsustainable investment.  

Sometime after the electoral defeat of Mahinda Rajapaksa in 2015, in 2019 his brother 

Gotabaya Rajapaksa was elected. Mahinda was nominated Prime Minister; Basil, their 

younger brother, was nominated Ministry of Finance; their older brother, Chamal, became 

the speaker of parliament. Namal, son of Mahinda, also became Ministry of Youth and Sports 

– while other members of the family were also awarded important positions in the 

administration.  

As Aryal et al (2022) explain, for both endogenous and exogenous reasons, the situation in 

the country unravelled to the point of the present catastrophe. Their leaders resisted calling 

upon IMF help up to the very last moment – a mission of the organisation visiting the country 

only on the last week of June. Bangladesh (Casaca, 2021) and most particularly India (Wolf, 

2022) came to the rescue; however, their help was not sufficient to stop the deepening crisis.  

China, the country seen as the main patron of Sri Lanka’s bold infrastructural investments, 

and seen in particular as very close to the Rajapaksa clan, abandoned the country, to the 

surprise of many observers. Beijing failed to provide any financial or political support 

(Balachandran, 2022) – a move certainly closely observed by Chinese client states in the 

region such as Pakistan. Sri Lanka’s new prime minister, Prime Minister Ranil 

Wickremesinghe, has announced initiatives to request the support of USAID; however, as his 

office was also occupied by protestors (BBC, 2022) his political prospects appear shaky.  

As we are drafting this article, the Chief of Defence Staff, General Shavendra Silva, recently 

declared: ‘We, the tri-forces commanders and the Inspector General of police have requested 

the Speaker [Mahinda Yapa Abeywardena] to call an all-party leaders meeting and inform us 

of the steps they will take to ensure a political resolution to current conflict in the run up to 

the appointment of a new president’ (The Hindu, 2022).  

This might be a necessary request for the international community to find a stable 

interlocutor in the country and for a coherent assistance programme to be made operational. 

https://thediplomat.com/2017/12/sri-lanka-formally-hands-over-hambantota-port-to-chinese-firms-on-99-year-lease/
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https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2022/06/30/pr22242-imf-staff-concludes-visit-to-sri-lanka
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In any circumstance, the international community must find a coordinated approach capable 

of facing the current challenges – and this approach, while building on the on-going support 

granted by regional partners such as India and Bangladesh, as well as international 

organisations such as IMF and key national emergency support organisations such as 

USAID, must outreach such efforts.  

The recent G-7 endorsed a ‘Partnership for Infrastructure and Investment’, a new Western 

attempt to respond to the Chinese BRI – an attempt emerging exactly when, as the Sri 

Lankan example is showing, the Chinese model is collapsing.  

A more comprehensive initiative is necessary, an initiative that finds its inspiration on that 

organised to answer the consequences of the December 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, which 

ultimately gave rise to the Quad.  

The present Sri Lankan crisis is a man-made disaster (contrarily to its 2004 predecessor); 

however, its impacts may be comparable and to a certain extent even more daunting. It is 

necessary to assemble the same forces that were crucial in launching a rescue programme 

back then, with the support of the G-7 and other international community leaders.  

This effort’s success will depend on the ability of the Sri Lankan society to find solutions to 

its overly complex crisis; however, it will also depend on the determination and wisdom of 

these international leaders.  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2022/733575/EPRS_ATA(2022)733575_EN.pdf
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