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31,000
Families assisted 

to reconstruct 
damaged houses.

200,000
Trees planted to 

improve the environment. 

Support for the National 
Climate Change Policy formulation.

8
Cities supported

in disaster resilient
urban planning.

3,000
Families supported to 
upgrade their homes 

through financial guarantee funds.

25,000
Families supported 
in obtaining security of tenure.

15,000 
People provided with
general skills training.

1,000
People supported with 
certificate-level skills training.

90,000 
People provided with 
access to safe drinking water. 

250,000
People assisted 
with access to 
community infrastructure.

31,000
Families assisted 
with provision of toliets.

Urban Sector
Policy Note for

Sri Lanka published.

Matara

Nuwara Eliya



UN-Habitat in Sri Lanka

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme, otherwise known as UN-Habitat, is the United Nations agency responsible for human settlements. UN-Habitat is 
mandated to promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns and cities, with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all. 

UN-Habitat contributes to the overall objective of the United Nations system to reduce poverty and promote sustainable development. Our partners range from 
governments and local authorities to a wide cross-section of Non-Governmental Organisations and civil society groups. 

We focus on promoting shelter for all, improving urban governance, reducing urban poverty, improving the living environment and managing disaster mitigation and 
post-conflict rehabilitation. UN-Habitat supports governments in formulating policies and strategies to enhance capacity at both national and local levels.

Since 1978,  UN-Habitat  has assisted to focus human settlement policies in Sri  Lanka. We have supported the nation to benefit from global trends ranging from the City 
Master Planning in the 1980’s to advocating enabling approaches that promote participatory planning, focusing on reduction of poverty and assisting inclusiveness. 
UN-Habitat has also shared global experiences to empower Sri Lanka in mitigating the impacts of natural and man-made disasters.

UN-Habitat’s current programme includes assisting communities to construct over 31,000 homes in post-conflict areas, providing infrastructure facilities to over 250 
villages, assisting cities with disaster resilient urban planning and national and local level interventions to support climate change mitigation.



UN-Habitat focuses on:

• Participation
• Inclusion
• Collaboration 
• Empowerment

How we work

UN-Habitat adopts a participatory process in the implementation of its programmes. Our initiatives are developed and implemented in partnership with a 
range of key stakeholders. 

The participatory process involves a respect for diversity, gender inclusiveness and integration of the differently-abled while ensuring a fair representation of 
people from varying social and economic backgrounds. Our programmes also integrate the perspectives of the youth of Sri Lanka. 

At the commencement of programmes, effective partnerships are formed within the community for collaborative decision 
making, problem solving and resource sharing. Communities are instilled with a sense of ownership, trust, solidarity and 
accountability by working together as one team. Effective links between the communities, local and central government 
departments, civil society, community based organisations and donors facilitate a smooth transition of benefits for the 
community. 

These fundamental features assist members of the community to develop a higher capacity for interaction, communication 
and negotiation, thereby assisting in developing secure environments and sustainable settlements.



UN‐Habitat contributes to the overall objective of the United Nations system to reduce poverty and promote sustainable development. 
In Sri Lanka, UN-Habitat's operational activities are focused on the following themes:

Post Disaster Recovery 
and Reconstruction

Environment and 
Climate Change

Land and 
Housing

Disaster Risk
Reduction

Urban Planning 
and Governance

Pro-poor Settlements 
Upgrading

Water and 
Sanitation

Community 
Infrastructure

Social 
Inclusion



Post Disaster Recovery 
and Reconstruction
UN-Habitat’s Post Disaster Recovery and Reconstruction Programme provides assistance to countries recovering from the effects of natural disasters and conflicts.
The agency aims to improve the quality of life of disaster affected populations by providing access to safe and healthy housing and community infrastructure.

UN-Habitat pioneered the ‘People’s Process’ of reconstruction in Sri Lanka where homeowners are in charge of the rebuilding process of their own houses. Likewise, 
communities identify, prioritise and construct essential community infrastructure initiatives through Community Based Organisations.

Following the devastation of the Indian Ocean Tsunami in 2004, UN-Habitat assisted Sri Lanka to reconstruct 10,600 homes, 
rebuild vital community infrastructure and improved livelihoods of the affected communities. The agency played a pivotal role 
through the provision of technical expertise, policy level inputs and coordination of the shelter response. 

Following the conclusion of the conflict, UN-Habitat is supporting families to reconstruct over 31,000 damaged houses and 
community infrastructure facilities in Sri Lanka’s Northern and Eastern Provinces. UN-Habitat also ensures empowerment of women 
through leadership training and active participation in community development activities. Livelihood opportunities are improved 
through formal construction skills training and improving skills of traditional construction workers and community members. 
Building materials and skilled labour is sourced locally wherever possible, thereby contributing to the economic empowerment of 
the regions. The agency actively promotes the use of environmentally friendly technologies in all reconstruction initiatives. 

UN-Habitat’s ‘People’s 
Process’ methodology 
places the affected families 
and communities at the 
centre of the reconstruction 
process and ensures their 
participation from inception 
to completion.



10,600 tsunami damaged houses reconstructed and essential community infrastructure provided.

Over 31,000 post conflict returnee families supported to construct houses in the North and East.

250,000 post conflict returnees assisted with access to community infrastructure facilities in the North and East.

The introduction of cost effective, environmentally friendly building materials and construction methods through 
training, construction of demonstration houses and advocacy.

Key Achievements



Disaster Risk Reduction

UN-Habitat’s Disaster Risk 
Reduction programme 
supports the Government, 
local authorities and 
communities to assess 
and mitigate the risks of 
man-made and natural 
disasters.

Sri Lanka is highly vulnerable to natural disasters including floods, cyclones, tsunami, drought and storm surges. DRR and management is based on the 
principle that the adverse impacts of hazards can be managed, reduced and even prevented at local level. In the context of rapid urbanization, disaster risk 

reduction must ensure that development does not increase vulnerability nor expose communities to new hazards.

Working closely with Government agencies, city and local authorities and Community Based Organisations, the agency 
assists communities to increase their resilience against disasters by preparing action plans and improving capacity to 
respond to disaster situations. 

UN-Habitat supports the inclusion of disaster risk reduction features in the development of sustainable human settlements. 
Construction methodology incorporating DRR features are widely used in programmes focussing on upgrading informal 
settlements and in housing and infrastructure reconstruction interventions.

Raising awareness on disaster mitigation enables communities to be better prepared to face increasing disaster threats.



Eight cities supported to prepare risk reduction and preparedness plans.

Disaster Risk Reduction features incorporated into construction of houses and infrastructure 

facilities.

Implementation of disaster mitigation projects, including storm water drainage systems and  

rehabilitation of water bodies to reduce risk of disasters in townships.

Artisans and homeowners trained in DRR construction methods.

Key Interventions



Community Infrastructure
Construction of essential infrastructure improves the quality of life of communities by providing access to basic services. Availability of community infrastructure 
is essential to upgrade underserved settlements and to assist communities to recover from natural and man-made disasters.

UN-Habitat’s infrastructure programmes are implemented using a participatory people’s process in partnership with multiple stakeholders including local 
authorities and the community. The infrastructure interventions are identified during settlement improvement planning workshops, where community members 

actively participate in the decision making process. They are then implemented by local Community Based Organisations, 
thereby creating ownership of assets, strengthening the community solidarity and facilitating the sustainable usage and 
maintenance of the buildings. Technical assistance on design and construction is provided by UN-Habitat in close coordination 
with the local authorities. Environmentally friendly technologies are promoted in all infrastructure interventions while disaster 
risk reduction features are incorporated into the designs to ensure resilience from natural disasters.

In the aftermath of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and the conflict which ended in 2009, UN-Habitat has assisted communities 
to rebuild vital community infrastructure including preschools, community centres, internal roads and water and sanitation 
facilities in over 250 villages.

Infrastructure initiatives 
are implemented 
in partnership with 
Community Based 
Organisations, Local 
Government authorities 
and members of the 
community.



 

250,000 people assisted with access to community infrastructure including preschools and community centres, 
internal roads and storm water drainage systems in the conflict affected Kilinochchi, Mullaitivu, Mannar and 
Batticaloa districts.

90,000 people provided with access to safe drinking water through wells and rain water harvesting systems.

Post-tsunami reconstruction of community infrastructure including wells, community centres and roads in Jaffna, 
Trincomalee, Hambantota, Galle, Ampara and Batticaloa districts.

Key Interventions



Water and Sanitation
Sri Lanka’s high percentage of national coverage for access to improved water supply and sanitation masks considerable disparities in underserved areas, 
including the plantation sector and the Northern and Eastern Provinces.

UN-Habitat’s programmes contribute towards achieving the goals on access to safe water and sanitation. The Millennium Development Goal 7, Target 10 
aims to halve by 2015 the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and the proportion of people who do not have access to 
basic sanitation.

Delivery of safe drinking water for communities is achieved by the construction and renovation of common dug wells and tube wells, establishment of rain 
water harvesting systems and assisting local authorities to regenerate water bodies situated in towns and settlements.

Through the post conflict recovery programme, UN-Habitat is also supporting families to build sanitary toilets in every dwelling. 
By constructing sanitary toilets in schools, UN-Habitat is improving sanitation facilities for school children in the Northern 
Province.

UN-Habitat partners with community organisations, local governments, divisional coordination committees and expert NGOs 
in implementing water and sanitation projects.

UN-Habitat strives to 
increase access to safe 
water and improved 
sanitation facilities for 
families in both urban 
and rural settlements



90,000 people provided with access to safe drinking water through rain water harvesting systems, tube wells 
and common wells. 

Over 31,000 families assisted with access to sanitation through the construction of toilets.

Rehabilitated water bodies including streams and tanks and water quality improved in selected townships.

Over 3,000 school children have been provided with improved access to sanitation through the construction of 
sanitary toilets and hand washing facilities in schools.

Key achievements



Urban Planning and Governance

UN-Habitat Sri Lanka 
works closely with 
central and local 
government authorities 
and civil society groups to 
promote improved urban 
governance and urban 
planning

Principles of sustainability, equity, efficiency, transparency and accountability, civic engagement and citizenship play a vital role in good urban governance. 

UN-Habitat works to increase the capacity of local governments and key stakeholders to practice good urban governance by 
promoting transparency and inclusivity. Developing indicators of good urban governance aids cities to identify their priorities 
and assess the progress made in working towards an improved quality of life. 

Sri Lanka is urbanizing rapidly as it continues its transition from a rural economy to one based on services and manufacturing. 
The country has the potential to achieve its Urban Vision, to develop as a system of competitive, environmentally sustainable 
and well linked cities and to provide every family with affordable and adequate urban shelter by 2020. 

UN-Habitat Sri Lanka works closely with both central and local government authorities and civil society groups towards 
promoting good urban governance and better urban planning.



Supported 18 Sri Lankan cities to build capacity, strategies and action  
plans towards sustainable development and institutionalizing linkages. 

Participatory urban governance approaches promoted.

Livelihood assessments conducted in low income settlements.

Sri Lanka’s Urban Policy Note prepared in collaboration with the
World Bank.

Key Interventions



Environment and Climate Change
UN-Habitat facilitates villages and cities to play a vital role in social and economic development by promoting improved environmental policies and 
programmes addressing climate change impacts.

UN-Habitat works towards achieving this goal by providing policy support to the central and local government, while implementing direct assistance 
programmes. These programmes raise awareness on vital environmental issues and assist communities to mitigate the 
impact of climate change through planning and pilot demonstration projects. Recognising the importance of cooperation, 
our programmes are implemented in collaboration with diverse partners including Government agencies, other UN agencies, 
research institutes, universities, Non-Governmental Organisations, local authorities and communities.

In addition, addressing environmental concerns is a key focus of all UN-Habitat programmes. Major interventions include 
greening of project areas through tree planting, incorporating environmentally friendly technologies into construction of 
houses and community infrastructure, promoting the re-use of building materials to reduce waste and the training of artisans 
and communities in the use of eco-friendly technologies.

UN-Habitat works 
in partnership with 
key national and 
international partners to 
implement environment 
and climate change 
initiatives



Supported development of the National Climate Change Policy of Sri Lanka.

Supported the development of Climate Resilient Action Plans for two coastal cities in Sri Lanka (Batticaloa and 
Negombo).

Provided Access to Basic Urban Services in Municipalities throughout Sri Lanka.

Building the capacity of Local Authorities on climate change adaptation.

Planting over 200,000 trees in collaboration with the Forest Department.

Key Interventions



Land and Housing
Secure land tenure and property rights are fundamental to shelter and livelihoods and a cornerstone of the realisation of human rights and poverty reduction. 
Land and property rights underpin economic development and social inclusion while enabling people to invest in improved homes and livelihoods. They also 
assist in promoting good environmental management, improved food security and the realization of human rights, including the elimination of discrimination 
against women and vulnerable groups.

During the implementation of its housing and resettlement programmes, UN-Habitat assists families to obtain land tenure documentation, an essential precursor 
to rebuilding homes. UN-Habitat regularly provides assistance in holding ‘’land kachcheris’’ and provide free tenure advice to 
homeowners to obtain their ownership documents in conflict affected areas. The agency has also assisted the Government  of 
Sri Lanka in the resettlement of urban low income families through a participatory process. By supporting homeowners with their 
ownership documents, UN-Habitat ensures long-term tenure security for housing beneficiaries. 

UN-Habitat assists 
families to obtain land 
tenure documentation.



Since 2004, UN-Habitat has assisted over 25,000 urban poor and conflict affected families to obtain land tenure 
rights.

UN-Habitat has facilitated the resettlement of 900 families in Colombo District through a participatory process 
under the Lunawa Lake Environment Improvement and Community Development Project. This development-
induced resettlement is a pioneering implementation of the National Involuntary Resettlement Policy.

Key Interventions



Pro-poor Settlements Upgrading

UN-Habitat assists 
low income families in 
underserved settlements 
to access financial 
assistance to upgrade 
their homes and 
communities

The pro-poor settlements upgrading programme of UN-Habitat assists low-income and informal workers to obtain access to better housing. Many urban 
dwellers in underserved settlements have significant income generation and savings capacity. However, due to the lack of formal employment and legal 

tenure, they are unable to access the necessary loan facilities for house upgrading. 

Our initiatives utilise an innovative guarantee mechanism to offset the risk of private or formal financial lending within the 
communities. Working in partnership with the Government of Sri Lanka, UN-Habitat has mobilised US$ 2,000,000 towards the 
establishment of a revolving credit enhancement fund. Similar mechanisms have also been established at city level through the 
Pro-Poor Partnerships for Participatory Settlements Upgrading initiative in the cities of Batticaloa, Ratnapura and Nuwara Eliya. 

In all our settlements upgrading projects, UN-Habitat supports the preparation of settlements upgrading action plans. The 
agency has proven experience in providing technical expertise in developing manuals, training models and tools. 



Facilitated the establishment of guarantee funds at city and national level to support borrowing 
from banks, thereby assisting over 3,000 families to upgrade their homes in the Hambantota, 
Nuwara Eliya, Ratnapura, Ampara, Batticaloa and Colombo districts.

Urban Policy Note for Sri Lanka prepared in partnership with the World Bank.

Livelihood Assessment of Flood Prone Low Income Settlements conducted in the City of Colombo.

Provided technical assistance for the implementation of community development and 
resettlement of the Lunawa Lake Environment Improvement & Community Development Project.

Key Interventions



Social Inclusion

The ‘People’s Process’ of 
reconstruction is a key 
contribution by 
UN-Habitat towards 
social inclusion by 
placing people at the 
centre of the decision 
making process

Social inclusion which addresses issues such as youth unemployment, equal opportunities for women, safety nets for the poor and economic opportunities for 
the disabled is a high priority for Sri Lanka. 

UN-Habitat promotes inclusive development and recovery assistance and provides special attention to vulnerable and marginalised 
groups in society including disaster-stricken poor, the elderly, female headed households, youth and people with disabilities. 

UN-Habitat incorporates gender equality into all activities by supporting and strengthening gender awareness. We further 
emphasise the role of youth, who are encouraged to be active partners in our programmes.

UN-Habitat’s ‘People’s Process’ of reconstruction is a key contributor towards social inclusion, ensuring the participation of all 
stakeholders. Support for equitable access to public services and social inclusion includes activities specifically focused in conflict-
affected areas and in disaster-prone regions in the country.

We work closely with the Government, local authorities, non-governmental organisations, youth groups and municipalities to 
promote better opportunities for marginalised individuals.



Empowering women through increased access to and control over finances, land tenure, housing, property, 
food and environmental resources.

Prioritising the selection of female headed households for housing support and the inclusion of women in 
leadership roles in Village Reconstruction Committees. 

Conducting vocational skills training for youth to provide new livelihood opportunities.

Empowering women through vocational and leadership training and through access to 
credit facilities.

Key Interventions



UN - Habitat’s Global Presence



Our Donor Partners Since 2005



In Sri Lanka, cooperation between the Government and UN-Habitat has a long history, dating 
back to 1978, with UN-Habitat providing assistance to a range of national programmes and 
city-based projects.

UN-Habitat assists Sri Lanka to improve human settlements through programmes on low income 
settlements upgrading, climate change and disaster risk reduction, water and sanitation and 
urban planning. UN-Habitat is presently assisting families to rebuild over 31,000 homes and 
essential community infrastructure in post conflict regions.

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) is the UN agency responsible 
for human settlements, mandated to promote socially and environmentally sustainable towns 
and cities, with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all.

UN-Habitat contributes to the overall objective of the United Nations to reduce poverty and 
promote sustainable development, working with governments and local authorities and a wide 
cross-section of international and local stakeholders. Accordingly, UN-Habitat is actively 
engaged in:

Urban Legislation, Land and Governance
Urban Planning and Design
Urban Economy
Urban Basic Services
Housing and Slum Upgrading
Risk Reduction and Rehabilitation
Research and Capacity Development

United Nations Human Settlements Programme
202-204, Bauddhaloka Mawatha, Colombo 07, Sri Lanka.
Tel: (94 – 11) 2580691, Fax: (94 – 11) 2581116
E-mail: info@unhabitat.lk, Website: http://www.unhabitat.lk

UN-Habitat Sri Lanka


