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Chairman of Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, the import section, the immediate past Chairman and 

the Director Customs, Dhara Wijeyathilake, Secretary General of the Ceylon Chamber of 

Commerce,  my colleagues from the ports industry, and ladies and gentleman. Let me thank you 

for inviting me to this 83rd AGM, of this prestigious section of the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce. 

And, 83 years, what a long legacy. And we’re meeting amidst, challenging global headwinds as 

you see. On the one hand, we see protectionism is raising his ugly head; nations are adopting 

protectionist measures. And, trade war, we can see a trade war, we can see a tariff war; U.S. with 

China, China with U.S. and EU with US and the latest to join the bandwagon was India. Today, 

they have announced 26 items where they’re going to increase the tariff. So these are strong 

headwinds that a nation like Sri Lanka will have to grapple with. And of course on the other hand, 

we see the oil prices also are going up, and then of course we see the continuous instability in the 

Middle East, which obviously affects the imports, exports and trade. Having said that, imports, 

ladies and gentleman as an industry makes a significant contribution towards our economy.  And 

I’m not sure if you are aware, but if you take the port of Colombo in the year 2017, the port handles 

668,000 TEU’s of import containers. As against, 272,000 TEU’s of export containers. So that 

shows your strength, the contribution you make to Sri Lanka Customs, the contribution you make 

to Sri Lanka Ports Authority. Something you may not know, Mr. Chairman, is that, when the port 

handles an import container, we get 3 and a half times more than handling a transshipment 

container. Now I can see Dhara trying to negotiate ways and means of bringing this tariff down, 

but arguably some may say that imports, exports subsidize transshipment.  But that is required 

because if you don’t subsidize, you won’t have the ships call in Colombo and then the freight rates 

are bound to go up.   



So that’s the happy balance and I need to justify that also. But as an industry, your clamor today, 

is to see a lower carriage cost. And also, efficient and cost effective transactional costs. I wish my 

colleague Mrs. Charles was here because you know at the end of the day, we need to work 

collectively to bring down the transactional costs. I was asked by the Chambers today, to take you 

through some of our development activities because development before that let me, share briefly, 

what we have achieved, over the last one year; Sri Lanka Ports Authority and Ports Industry. And 

we are ranked at, as you know, that the 23rd largest container port in the world. And despite being 

a small nation with 21 Million people, we handle 6.2 million containers. And if you take India, 

with their population of 1.2 Billion people, can somebody guess the number of containers that they 

handle? India. 1.2 billion People. Their total container put through is 15 billion.  As against 6.2 

that we handle, with a population of 21 million. So what does it say? Over the years, despite all 

the pains, the ports industry of Sri Lanka has done well. The late minister had a vision to convert 

this into a transshipment hub, that is why we are handling 6.2 million containers. And we are the 

13th best connected port in the world. We were 18th, but it has gone up to the 13th best connected 

port in the world. These are not numbers that I’m making, these are numbers published by Research 

Organizations. And SLPA as a state owned enterprise, when you say a state owned enterprise you 

see, loss making organizations, in the year 2017 they made a profit of 13.2 billion nett.  

This is not operational profit, no fiddling with numbers, net profit of 13.2 billion. The largest, the 

highest profit that SLPA has ever earned. And during the first 5 months of 2018, transshipment 

volumes in the port of Colombo, has increased by 19%. And JCT which is managed by SLPA, 

which is about 25 years old, had a growth of 20%.  So now let me take you through quickly some 

of our plans, and when I say plans means, these are not dreams, these are already into action. Port 

of Colombo JCT 5, we are launching the JCT 5, Cabinet has given approval, using our finances, 

SLPA finances,  we are going to widen the JCT key  

 

 

length by 160m and  bring in the equipment which is required to the cabinet appointed negotiation 

committee process is in place. And east container terminal, we have received new principle 

approval from the cabinet for the SLPA to launch the East container terminal, in the Colombo 

South Harbor. And you have seen an EOI for the development of a state of the art passenger 



terminal, in the port of Colombo. And we have also got cabinet approval to do a feasibility study 

of the Colombo North Port. Now I can remember in the year 2002, back when I was in the Port, 

we signed an MOU with the ADB to do the feasibility study on the Colombo South Harbor.  And 

I can remember at that time people were saying well, there is no Colombo South Harbor, this is a 

pipe dream, how can you have a South Harbor. But today it has become a reality as you see 

Colombo South Harbor there. Only harbor in this region to have a deep draft birth. And now we 

have launched a feasibility study for the development of the Colombo North Port. And we have 

also signed an MOU for the establishment of an engine plant for the Colombo South Harbor. 

 And if you take Galle, the Marina Yacht terminal, there was a tender recently for setting up of a 

Marina Yacht Terminal, which will link, which will develop tourism in Sri Lanka. There can be a 

new product, through this initiative. And Hambantota as you know, has become a reality, when I 

say reality it means that you have the second largest port operator in the world. And two days ago, 

we received the last tranch of the sale of shares, which was 548 million US Dollars. We have 

received full approval to extend the Ashroff key which was again a key that was launched in the 

year 2002. There is a 70% utilization of the Ashroff Key in Trincomalee. We have received full 

approval to extend the Ashroff key in Trincomalee and Oluvil port. You would have heard about 

a port called Oluvil. It’s packed with sand, non-operational, due to a design defect. That again, we 

received cabinet approval to thresh the sand, to take the sand out and nourish the beach. You can 

see villagers are getting affected so this has become a reality, we have received cabinet approval 

to do the capital dredging. And also, we have got cabinet approval to buy a treasure that will be 

stationed in the port of Oluvil to do the continuous dredging there. And KKS port, there again we 

have received cabinet approval, and there is a soft loan given by the government of India, 45.2 

million dollars, we need a bank account for that. We are currently, trying to activate and develop 

that as a regional port. KKS.  

So, all these projects, are at the moment operational, these are not plans, these are all operational. 

Having said that as an industry, I too realize and I wish Mrs. Charles was also here, but we have a 

senior director her, and the biggest challenge is the improvement of the ease of business. The ease 

of doing business, the transactional cost, and do we have a process in place, ladies and gentleman, 

to facilitate automated gate in and gate out, the process. The answer is no. We don’t have the 

process to facilitate automated gate in and gate out, for import and export containers.  Even a port 



in India is trying to launch an automated port. Automated trade. And so globally, ports are moving 

towards automated equipment. That is the only way to bring down the transactional costs. Whilst, 

I am aware for the past thirty years we have been talking about online transaction ways but I think 

we have been talking and talking, but I must say a lot of things have happened in the past, but we 

need to take it forward. At least Ceylon chamber of Commerce, Dhara I think you should take the 

initiative of trying to push the authorities to make this happen. And the question of how could, an 

organization like SLP or Customs assist in this process, and with those brief words, before I 

conclude, I can see all of you looking very serious, I don’t know why, I don’t know whether the 

subject is serious. But I thought I’ll share a simple story before I conclude: there was two ants, 

who  

 

were talking to each other, and one ant was asking the other ant, what is your mission in life? And 

this ant said, my mission in life is to become rich. To go behind material things and then people 

will start respecting me so his mission in life was to become rich.  

Then he asked the other ant, what is your mission in life? And then the other ant said, my mission 

in life is to become rich. Management is no more relevant, I don’t know why they teach 

management for EBS. These people don’t want to be managed but then, what do you do? You 

have to inspire them. Organizations like customs, organizations like SLPA should inspire people 

to fly like a butterfly, to deliver, to create, to innovate. And so, with those brief words, let me thank 

all of you for being with us and I hope as an industry we will not want to be like an ant, that we 

will want to be like a butterfly. Thank you very much. 

 


