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1.0 Preamble

The young population of Sri Lanka both teenagers and young adults was, approximately, 20 per cent of the total population in 1997, and has recorded a declining trend in the growth rate since then. A majority of them live in the rural sector in which a high concentration is observed in the Western, Central and Southern provinces in that order.  Fertility and mortality rates among the youth over the years, particularly in the last three decades, have recorded a decline in the proportion of married youth of both sexes. The mortality rates have also declined particularly among women during the same period mainly due to the decline in maternal mortality.

Literacy rate amongst youth was high for both sexes at over 90 per cent in 1994. However, there were slight disparities rural-wise and urban-wise as well as gender-wise. Over the years, the youth population with no schooling had declined remarkably while those with secondary, tertiary or vocational education had nominally increased despite the fact that the functional relevance of such formal education had not been satisfactory.  Although a high level had been recorded in literacy and free education including the university education, the availability of such products in the labour market had been low compared to neighbouring countries.

Ambitious proposals relating to youth and their employment continued to be a significant feature in every manifesto of all political parties vying for power since the youth uprising and insurgencies in 1970s and 1980s. Accordingly, several attempts had been made to formulate comprehensive policies in order to observe principles of human rights, national integration, gender equality and a culture of peace with the objectives of creating an environment conducive to a just and righteous society satisfying needs and aspirations of the youth. The ultimate goal had been to promote well-being of the youth aimed at encouraging self-employment, participation, leadership and entrepreneurship. In the current context, issues regarding implementation of these proposals involve several government agencies. The Ministry of Youth Affairs and Samurdhi predominantly undertakes welfare aspects of such policies while the Ministry of Employment and Labour is entrusted with the employment related responsibilities.

Following the rapid globalisation and consequent changes in economic policies, reforms leading to market economy in the post 1978 era necessitated bringing about an unprecedented and dynamic outlook in the labour market in Sri Lanka. Such reforms entailed discarding of the older system of employment procedures such as the job bank system and placing more emphasis and reliance on market driven situations created in the environment of a regime of liberalization.

Such liberalization together with various industrial policies and structural adjustment measures, generated considerable amount of jobs, particularly, in the private sector and specifically in the export- oriented garment industry where the opportunities predominantly targeted women.
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Consequently, the Department of Labour, in 1996, revived its historic national employment responsibilities with  the  establishment  of  Human  Resources  Placement  Services (HRPS)  Division, the formal arm of the government to monitor the labour market. Its operations in a countrywide network inter alia involve maintaining of a database in relation  to job market, engaging in job placement activities catering to both supply and demand positions. Career guidance and promotion of self-employment has also been made one of its main  responsibilities  under which timely signals are passed on to training providers with related information to develop their curricula aimed at short and long term needs. This enables to successfully grab opportunities available locally as well as abroad  specially in areas of Information and Communication Technology created by globalization to the benefit of all  stakeholders.

2.0 Employability

Accordingly, the Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL) has resolved to develop and implement new policies with a firm commitment to provide the youth with effective opportunities to find decent and gainful employment, while giving due priority to gender equality. Among such measures, wide institutional arrangements have been made, targeting different segments of the labour market. Expansion of technical education and vocational training systems were undertaken with the establishment of agencies such as Human Resources Development Council, the Tertiary and Vocational Education Commission and the National Technical Teacher Training College with a mandate for coordination and provision of specialist services. The former two agencies are expected to deal with policy, planning and coordination while the latter is expected to play a key role for curriculum development and training of  Resource Personnel.



        

Sri Lanka has a very extensive system of institutional vocational training which is expected to play a lead role in reducing unemployment. As revealed at the survey on Consumer Finances (1996/97) conducted by the Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL) among occupational categories, the longest period of training was for professional workers, around one half are trained for at least two years. The numbers and duration of Institutional Training in the case of agricultural and sales workers was negligible. Among production workers the males and females who had been formally trained usually for 6 months was 25 per cent and 12 per cent respectively. However, on-the-job-training was common and most of the employed labour force had undergone this type of training.   

It is observed that skills provided by many training providers did not meet the market demand until the intervention of the Human Resources Placement Service of the  Department of Labour. In fact, several agencies including the private sector and the non-governmental agencies, are now in operation for pre-employment training, which provide crafts and skills training for varying durations. Such training facilities are available at national, provincial and rural levels. The coverage and output of such institutions in 1999/2000 are given below;
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Main Providers of Vocational and Technical Training    

Delivery Agency

No: of Centres

Output

National Youth Service Council

25


5000

Vocational Training Authority

176


31600

Dept. of Technical Education &Training 
34


16170

Sri Lanka Handicraft Board


204


2200

National Apprentice &Industrial 



Training Authority

86


19500

Dept. of Social Services


9


429

Gem & Jewellery Research &Training




Institute

5


251

Dept. of Fisheries & Aquatic Resources
5


160

NGO





105


n.a.

Private Proprietary Training Establishments
411


n.a. 


In Sri Lanka, a nationally recognized set of skills standards has been established and the  criteria for certification of different types and levels of skills has been determined for 59 trades and training standards for 133 trades. However, most of the training providers undertake curriculum development by themselves.

Developing countries such as Sri Lanka are particularly suited for exporting knowledge-based products in view of their large resource of human capital with inborn talents for technical skills. ICT industry is rapidly growing in Sri Lanka with significant potential for value added employment. Within the ICT industry, the demand for software development and enabling services have grown due to availability of local and foreign avenues. Demand for migrant workers, especially, for youth of either sex who are in search of decent work has tremendously increased thanks to the reputation the sub-continent has gained via the Indian ICT industry.

3.0 Equal opportunities

Sri Lanka like many other South Asian countries has strong social and cultural issues in 

relation to women in employment despite the fact that the  position is ever changing in relation to developments in globalization. It is heartening to note that there are no formal barriers preventing women entering  any fields of employment of their choice. Nevertheless, some employers prefer male employees when arduous or off-hour duties are involved in the job. Further, many other concessions enjoyed by female employees under the Statutes such as long leave related to maternal benefits, have also become discouraging factors as reckoned by some employers. On the other hand, many women seeking employment have developed their own preferences and choices, especially, in the professions of teaching, nursing care, and office work where their male rivals are disproportionately outnumbered. 

However, as regards the opportunities afforded by the training providers, there is no gender discrimination or  preference and a trend has already developed  where women enter many a 
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newer field of employment having already undergone required technical/vocational training. In fact, in the field of ICT, vast numbers of young women, in particular, school leavers, enlist themselves for training, eyeing  opportunities in decent and remunerative employment, locally and abroad.     

4.0 Entrepreneurship

Promoting of self-employment has become a much discussed and equally practiced issue in Sri Lanka with numerous government and non-governmental  agencies  actively  involved in various  ways  such  as  improving  access to   credit,   technical  skills,  guidance,  advice  in  marketing etc. The  most common support,  however, is in terms of  facilitating credit.    The 

target groups of these efforts are the unemployed youth and those in poverty.

The Small Enterprises Development Division under the Ministry of Youth Affairs is a leading  public sector organization that targets youth in particular. The “Samurdhi” scheme is another key player offering both credit and guidance for self-employment. Another micro-credit programme is the “Surathura”  programme operated by the credit division of the CBSL, funded by three participatory credit institutions, Bank of Ceylon, Peoples Bank and the Hatton National Bank. It is targeted towards educated unemployed youth to enable them to undertake income generating activities or micro-finance projects. The GOSL pays an interest subsidy on the credit extended by the above institutions. The Hatton National Bank has undertaken a micro credit scheme in rural areas under the “village–reawakening” programme, within the operating structure of a private bank, an exception to prevalent traditional banking system.

Various other private sector organizations have undertaken a significant number of income generating and job creating programmes funded mostly, by financial resources generated on their own initiative or supplemented by international donor initiatives.

5.0 Employment creation

Despite the two main political parties changing over to power at different intervals, the general policy instance of the GOSL for the past two decades or more has been, the recognition of the private sector as the engine of growth. The main elements of such reforms have been in the form of tariff and tax changes, public enterprises reforms including privatization.



The trade reforms have lead to the rationalization of the tariff structure and reduction in  certain price distorting elements, especially, in the agricultural spheres. Such reforms have become realities, mainly, due to the political will and commitment to implement them. The notable key tax reform has been the implementation of the Goods and Services Tax (GST)  aimed at making the tax system simpler and more efficient. 
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In the case of public enterprise reforms, obstacles have arisen from poor labour management dialogue and the inadequacies in the existing  policy of the Sri Lankan labour market. In terms of the investment in human capital, the GOSL has attempted restructuring public institutions directly supporting the private sector.

A notable feature of these reforms was the revisit of levies on imports in order to transform local industries from the object of import substitution to that of export oriented high technology and efforts at lowering overheads in order to successfully face the competition in the international markets. Since liberalization in 1977, the Sri Lankan economy has enjoyed a significant rise in jobs created by the private sector. The participation rates by females have risen remarkably. However, most of the employment created could not be considered as  decent work. The position  of the youth in the labour market is not much different from that of the overall job market. A good majority of the youth is in wage employment, and only about 25 percent are self-employed. In wage employment, the majority preferred white-collar jobs.

Macro level inefficiencies have often been cited as the major cause for high rates of unemployment, and its persistence. Institutional rigidities have also been identified as constraints to employment generation, especially, in the private sector. Overall efficiency of the  Labour  market  needs to  be improved  in terms  of  matching vacancies with job seekers, improving productivity through incentive structures. Other efforts include offering career guidance and counseling in order to support self-employment and entrepreneurship and finally to facilitate access to emerging technological resources for decent work.

6.0        Conclusion

A major constraint to development efforts of Sri Lanka has been identified as the unsettled political and social environment created by the on-going conflict  in the North and East of the country. Recent developments in the political arena, envisages a break-through in settlement of this long conflict and this augurs well  for the upliftment of economic-social conditions of the Sri Lankans  in general and the youth in particular. The basic requirements and necessary structures and agencies are already in existence to develop and improve employability of job seekers of the country endowed with high literacy and intelligence. Therefore,  a right environment conducive to higher rate of employment in a short-term strategy is a realistic expectation.

Sri Lanka has been characterized as a country of emigrants  where nearly a million of its citizens are abroad either as migrant workers or asylum seekers most of whom are considered as adventurers in search of greener pastures. Rapid globalization provides many opportunities of employment overseas, particularly, in the field of Information and Communication Technology (ICT), hitherto a little tapped  segment of international labour market fully worth exploiting. The success story of the Indian ICT industry justifies heavy investment and strong commitment  by the  GOSL  in the digital culture. In the event of majority of asylum seekers

returning  to the homeland consequent to the hopeful success of current peace efforts, the development of short-term strategies has to be necessarily undertaken  as a matter of  priority.   

