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Impacts of the Tsunami on Fisheries, Aquaculture and  
Coastal Livelihoods1  

- Sri Lanka – 
 

 (As of 3rd February 2005) 
 

 

Affected areas Figure 1: Map of affected area (modified from 
UNDP map http://www.lk.undp.org/ndmc) 

The Sri Lankan coast was one of the heaviest 
impacted areas in the region. More people have 
died in Sri Lanka as a result of the tsunami than 
anywhere else, apart from Indonesia. More than 
30,880 people have died, and thousands more are 
missing. The number of homeless people is 
estimated at between 800,000 and one million2. 
The International Labour Organisation estimates 
that at least 400,000 people have lost their jobs. 
 
The tsunami caused severe damage to coastal 
communities in twelve of the fourteen coastal 
districts of the country, namely Colombo, 
Negombo, Jaffna, Kilinochchi, Mullaitu, 
Tricomalee, Batticaloa, Ampara, Hambantota, 
Matar, Gale and Kaluthara districts. The other 
two coastal districts, Puttalam & Mannar, had 
minimum damage.  

Fisheries pre-tsunami 
Fisheries sector of Sri Lanka is of considerable 
social and economic importance to the country 
for the following reasons: 
 
1. The sector contributes a substantial portion 

of the animal protein consumed by the 
population of the country. According to the Food Balance Sheet compiled by the Department 
of Census and Statistics fish contributes 65% of the animal protein consumed in Sri Lanka. 
This is largely contributed by the coastal and off-shore fishing industry which produced 

                                                 
1 Disclaimer: This report has been jointly developed by staff from NACA, FAO, SEAFDEC and BOBP-IGO for 
internal use. Every possible effort has been made, considering the circumstances, to verify the information. The report is 
considered appropriate at the time of its preparation. It will be updated as appropriate in the light of further knowledge 
gained at subsequent stages of evolution of the situation. The Organizations concerned make no warranty, express or 
implied, as to the accuracy, reliability or content of the material, text and any graphics in this information product. FAO 
also declines all responsibility for updating the material and assumes no responsibility for errors and omissions in the 
material provided in the information product. Data/information in this report has been drawn or cut/pasted from a 
number of different sources. Where the original data/information source is known it has been duly attributed, but in 
some cases figures have been taken from other reports which do not cite an original source, or from reports where no 
author is provided. As a result it has not been possible to provide/attribute all data/information sources. 
2 www.bbc.co.uk 
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284,960 tons of fish in 2003 and was responsible for providing 83% of the total quantity of 
fish consumed in the country. 

 
2. The sector currently provides direct employment to about 250,000 people with around 1 

million people in fishing households dependent on the sector. 
 

3. In 2003 the industry contributed 2.6 % to the gross domestic production of Sri Lanka. 
 

4. In the recent past, the fishing industry has also emerged as a dynamic export oriented sector 
providing the country with substantial foreign exchange earnings vital to the country. In 2003, 
foreign exchange earned through exports of fish and marine products amounted to Rs. 9.5 
billion. 

 
Fishing activities take place all around the coast of the country, with landings made at 12 fishery 
harbour centres, several large and small fishery anchorages, and as many as 700 village-level fish 
landing places. 

 
In 2003 the fishing fleet in the country was comprised of 29,694 fishing craft of various types, 
with the most important being:   
 
• Multi-day boats (ranging from 34 - 50 ft in length), powered by inboard engines, manned by 

4 - 5 fishers and having crew accommodation, with built-in insulated fish holds and facilities to 
carrying large quantities of water and fuel, and making fishing trips of  7 to 20 days  

• 3 ½ ton boats powered by inboard engines, manned by 3-4 fishers. These boats normally carry 
out single day fishing activities.  

• Fibreglass Reinforced Plastic (FRP) boats 18-23 ft long, powered by outboard engines 
manned by 2-3 fishers and confined to day fishing.  

• Traditional craft. These comprise: 1) dug outs “Oru” outrigger canoes on the southern and 
western coasts, or “thoni” or “vallam” largely on the northern and eastern coasts. Some of 
these are powered by outboard engines but the bulk of these are non-motorized. Initially these 
were dug out from logs but these craft are now turned out of fibreglass; and 2) log craft such 
as “teppam” (mainly on the north west coast) or “kattumaram” on the northern coasts. 

 
Marine fisheries also support a series of fishery associated industries and activities ranging from 
the manufacture of boats, nets and gear, fish processing, transport and marketing, production of 
ice, curing/drying of fish etc. 
  
A network of social infrastructure has also been set up by the government to support the fisheries 
sector, and includes fishery feeder roads, a search and rescue radio station network, drinking water 
and sanitation facilities, schools and pre-school nurseries and crèches, community centres, 
fisheries co-operative societies and banks, centres for distribution of fisheries inputs, beacon lights 
etc. Fishers’ houses are generally located in close proximity to their base of operations/fish landing 
centres and thus on, or close to, the seafront. 
 

Fisheries post-tsunami 
Total direct damage to the sector is estimated at $120 million. 

 
Damages to fishing boats, engines and gear 
According to the updated and revised estimates of the Ministry (as at 18/1/2005) the details of 
boats destroyed and damaged are as follows:  These figures are still provisional and will be further 
updated over time. 
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Table 1: Damage to vessels and beach seines 

District No of Vessels MDB 3 ½ T 17-23 
FRP 

Traditional : 
Craft 

Beach 
Seine 

 
Pre- 

Tsunam
i 

Affecte
d 
by 

Tsunam
i 

DS DM DS DM DS DM DS DM DS D
M 

Ampara 1,571* 1,673 08 - 25
5 Na 260 Na 1,15

0 Na 88 Na 

Batticaloa 2,952 2,510 - - 75 24
4 200 219 1,15

0 622 10
5 42 

Colombo 419 270 Na An 02 21 01 72 52 122 An Na 

Galle 1,213* 1,253 66 10
6 66 15 199 148 371 282 75 02 

Gampaha 3,111 289 08 53 01 23 03 61 26 114 An Na 
Hambantot
a 1,733 1,597 83 55 21 08 463 180 537 250 45 15 

Jaffna 3,667 2,172 - - 89 Na 1,13
7 Na 956 Na 10

7 Na 

Kalutara 1,028 592 15 56 01 Na 98 86 281 51 24 11 

Kilinochchi 725 Na - - Na Na Na Na Na Na na Na 

Mannar 1,693 109 - - - - 41 - 68 -   

Matara 1,489 1,367 13 11
8 44 53 174 00 488 277 09 - 

Mullaitivu** 813* 1,775 - - - - 1,53
3 - 242 Na 10

8 Na 

Puttalam 6,573 42 Na Na Na Na 27 Na 15 Na na Na 
Trincomale
e 2,707 1,929 1 11 03 32 50 500 700 632 80 10 

Total 29,694 15,578 19
4 

39
9 

55
7 

39
6 

4,18
6 

1,46
6 

6,02
6 

2,35
4 

64
1 80 

 Abbreviations and Notes 
 FRP - Fiber Glass Reinforced Plastic 
                  an    - not available 
                  DS   - Destroyed 
 DM  - Damaged 
 * excess due to addition of boats to the fleet and migrant boats after Dec 2003 
                  ** information provided by the District Secretary 
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Table 2: The damages to fishing gear and outboard motors: 

District 
Fishing Gear 

Units 

Outboards 

Missing 

Ampara Na 65 

Batticaloa 600 Na 

Colombo 2,906 90 

Galle Na Na 

Gampaha Na Na 

Hambantota Na 03 

Jaffna Na Na 

Kalutara Na Na 

Kilinochchi Na Na 

Mannar 1,823 Na 

Matara Na - 

Mullaitivu** 4,500 1,627 

Puttalam 265 02 

Trincomalee 900 900 

Total 10,994 2,687 

 

Fisher families affected  
Nearly 33,000 houses are either destroyed or damaged, and many thousands of people in fisher 
households have been killed, are missing, or have been displaced. Estimates of members of fisher 
families so affected, and the houses destroyed or damaged are as follows: 

 Table 3: Human costs of the tsunami 

District Dead Missing No: 
Displaced

Houses
DS 

Houses 
DM 

Ampara 2,475 - 16,150 2,750 Na 
Batticaloa 1,500 500 15,200 11,000 2,500 
Colombo 01 Na Na 335 271 
Galle 61 11 Na 1163 590 
Hambantota 365 - Na 614 Na 
Jaffna 849 Na 8,411 Na Na 
Kalutara 13 - - 614 183 
Kilinochchi 300 1000 4,000 Na Na 
Mannar - - 3,154 - 450 
Matara 331 - 1,435 739 498 
Mullaitivu** 1081 1060 3,306 3400 600 
Puttalam - Na 06 Na Na 
Trincomalee 725 Na 7,823 3500 3325 

Total 7,705 2,571 60,287 24,572 8,417 
 
 

Fishery Harbours 
Ten out of the 12 fishing harbours (provided in Table 4) have been impacted to varying degrees. 
Damage has been caused to marine structures, including displacement of breakwater rock 
boulders, shore structures and buildings, fuel tanks, pumps and distributor systems, water tanks 
and supply systems, internal roads, slipways, boat repair yards. Almost all harbours require 
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cleaning up and dredging of the basins and the channels. A preliminary cost of rehabilitation of the 
ten fishery harbours and the heavy machinery is as follows: 

Table 4: Rehabilitation costs of harbours 

Harbour Estimates 
(Rs. Million) 

Kirinda 210 
Tangalle 130 
Kudawella 117 
Puranawella 102 
Mirissa 105 
Galle 107 
Hikkaduwa 122 
Beruwala 142 
Panadura 108 
Cod Bay (Trincomalee) 40 
Total 1,183 
Repairs to machinery/dredgers 150 
Grand Total 1,333 

 
 

Ice plants, Cold storages, fuel and water supply systems 
Damages to these facilities are being assessed. In the south, five ice plants are badly damaged and 
require major repairs to civil works including insulation as well as refrigeration equipment. All 
fuel and water tanks and their delivery systems located in fishery harbours have been damaged. 
The cost of relacement/repairs is yet to be estimated. 
 
Table 5: Estimates of financial damage to other facilities in the fisheries sector  
  

CEYNOR Foundation:   
Repair and replacement of boats, provision of nets as replacement 
for damage, office equipment, chemical etc. at Mattakkuliya, 
Beruwala, Galle, Tangalle and Kirind: Rs. 6.6 million 

National Aquatic Resources 
and Research Agency (NARA): 

Repairs to damage buildings and equipment, fisheries museum, 
laboratories, auditorium and stores etc. (excluding damages to 
Hydrographic Survey boats): Rs 385 million 

Coast protection and 
conservative division: Loaders etc.: Rs 110 million 

National Institute of Fisheries 
& Nautical Engineering: 

Repairs to buildings and training boats and demonstration 
equipment: Rs 85 million 

Ceylon Fisheries Corporation: Repairs to ice plants, cool rooms, freezer containers and various 
equipment etc: Rs 63 million 

Monitoring Control and 
Surveillance System: 

Repairs to buildings, replacement or repairs to equipment and 
radio communication system and replacement for the surveillance 
boat: Rs 63 million 

Total: Rs 649 million 

Note: Damages to social infrastructure such community centres, and to internal roads 
linking landing sites have not been estimated. 
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Secondary impacts on fishing households 
In addition to direct impacts on households from the loss of vessels, engines and gear, many 
fishing households have been additionally affected through a range of other secondary impacts, 
including: 

 
• impacts on agricultural land in the coastal zone being used by fishing households 
• interruption of other economic activities which were previously contributing to livelihood 

strategies 
• continuing requirements to pay debts and loans while having no ability to earn income 
• disruption to informal sources and mechanisms of credit/savings, and loss of savings kept in 

households rather than in banks 
• a lack of demand for fish in coastal areas (due both to unfounded concerns over safety 

issues, and the financial ability of coastal populations to purchase fish following the 
disaster) 

• psychological impacts on fishing communities  
• damage to ecosystems that supported the livelihoods of fishers and fish farmers 

 

Aquaculture 
 
Little aquaculture was being practiced along the impacted coast.  
 

Recovery needs and government assistance programs 
 

It has been agreed by the Ministry of Fisheries that the immediate priorities for resumption of 
fishing are: 
 
• repair of boats and engines 
• provision of fishing gear, and 
• clearing of harbours for the anchorage and servicing of multi-day boats and 3 ½ ton boats, 

and clearing debris/other matter on the beaches that may be obstructing the landing/parking 
of FRP boats and traditional craft 

 
In the medium-longer term, priorities include the following: 
 
• Determination of the types and numbers of boats to be replaced taking due cognizance of the 

resources/carrying capacities etc 
• Replacement of damaged boats with better designs taking into consideration the need to 

reduce post-harvest losses and fuel efficiency 
• Introducing offshore fishing and new techniques to areas lacking in these fishing 

methods/techniques 
• Improving/rehabilitating the infrastructure particularly the harbours and anchorages, ice 

plants and cold rooms and connected vehicles, workshops and slipways etc, and 
• Improving the community/social infrastructure including fishery feeder roads, auction halls, 

fishers rest rooms, community centres, beacon/guiding lights near boat landing centres and 
water and sanitation facilities.  

 
The estimated needs/costs of rehabilitation are shown in the table below. 
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Table 6: Needs Assessment  
(In Millions) 
Phase I 

Short-term 
Phase II 
Mid-term 

Total 
Amount  

 

Activities 

LKR  LKR  LKR  US$ 

Providing new fishing boats or repairing 
damaged boats, including fishing gears 

8,000 2,844 10,884 98.41 

Reconstruction of fishery ports/harbors, 
anchorages and landing center facilities, 
provision of machinery and equipment.  

         500 1,500 2,000 18.1 

Dredging of harbor basins and removing 
and cleaning of sand and debris from 
harbor and boat landing basins 

 553 553 5.0 

Micro-credit  110 110 1.0 
Reconstruction and repairs to ice plants 
other fishery related small service 
infrastructure.   

        500  500       4.52 

Repairing public buildings and replacing 
damaged office facilities 

        300 1,100    1,400 12.65 

Technical and financial assistance for 
modernizing the sector 

         50          500 550 4.97 

Vocational training and skill development           55 55 0.5 

Total 
9,350 6,662 16,052 145.2 

Source: ADB/JICA/World Bank 

Key information resources 
– Tsunami disaster Management center: http://www.lk.undp.org/ 
– Tsunami maps: http://csi.cgiar.org/tsunami.asp 
 


