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Address by Hon. Ajith Nivard Cabraal  

State Minister of Money & Capital Markets and State 

Enterprise Reforms  

at the 

Chamber of Commerce Import Section AGM  

(15th July 2021) 

 
Thank you very much Niranjan for your very elaborate 
introduction. 
 
At the outset, I want to congratulate you on taking office 
as the new Chairman of the Chamber of Commerce 
Import Section. I know it's a responsibility that you would 
discharge with the greatest of acceptance, and I'm looking 
forward to an year where you could be at the helm of 
affairs and deliver what your Chamber would really 
require from you, as well as what would be required by 
the country.  
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So, let me wish you all success and also share a few 
thoughts about some of the topics that you have 
mentioned, as well as comment on a few other general 
topics which I think should engage the attention of the 
Chamber of Commerce in general, and importers, in 
particular. As you already mentioned the statistics, I won't 
go into those details, but I would like to say that we are 
particularly glad that we are now meeting, even though 
“virtually” at this time when the country is gradually 
opening out. 
 
My dear friends, one of the biggest threats to business has 
been the fact that the country had to close some of the 
operations due to the pandemic. When the country closes 
we all know what a huge difficulty it causes to the people 
who are in business. Hence, I'm glad that, little by little, 
Sri Lanka is opening out. I'm sure you are also relieved 
that you can get to build your own businesses at this time 
and are looking forward to better times in the future. 
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We all know that Sri Lanka had a sharp decline in 
economic growth over the period 2015 to 2019. But after 
2019, we had hopes that from 2020 onwards we can enjoy 
a healthy growth once again. Unfortunately, the Covid 
debacle didn't allow that to happen, and what happened 
was that thereafter we had to deal with an extraordinary 
situation, which the whole world was also grappling with. 
That put a lot of pressure on the macro-fundamentals of 
our country, which compelled us to take some decisions 
which we would have been quite happy if we could have 
avoided. 
 
As you know, when a person is confronted with a major 
reduction in his income, he would have to make a change 
in his lifestyle. In fact, if a person loses his job or loses 
one avenue of income, you would find that he would have 
difficulty and that he would have to make some serious 
adjustments. In the same way, as a country, Sri Lanka had 
to take some tough decisions, particularly because we had 
a difficult foreign reserve position at the beginning itself. 
Hence, we had to make sure that we would be in a 
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position to go the long distance, notwithstanding the new 
pressures that we had to encounter. I'm sure you, as 
importers, would have been somewhat affected, mainly 
because some of the key imports had to be stopped in 
order to conserve foreign currency.   
 
On top of that, a lockdown of around 66 days last year 
placed a major burden on the country's finances and the 
country's GDP. That meant that Sri Lanka had to be 
somewhat narrow-minded in the way that it would be 
doing its business during the year 2020. In fact, in the 
year 2020, we had a negative growth of around 3.6%, 
although the final two quarters of 2020 were somewhat 
encouraging. The year 2021 started out better, mainly 
because we were able to finish the first Covid wave, and 
then we were in a position to be a lot more confident, and 
the situation was much better. In fact, the first quarter was 
quite good. Many companies listed in the Colombo Stock 
Exchange made their highest ever profits, although that 
was buttressed by the depreciation of the currency and the 
low interest rates that we were able to maintain even 
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during the pandemic period and beyond. That outcome 
helped to create a certain positive momentum and a 
stimulus within the entirety of our country's economy.  
 
However, in the second quarter of 2021, the second wave 
of the pandemic raised its head and we had to take certain 
measures to control the pandemic. That meant another 
lockdown, which in turn, meant that we would have had 
subdued growth during that period as well.  
 
However, the good news would be that we would be able 
to record a double-digit growth in the second quarter of 
2021 because the corresponding second quarter of 2020 
was quite dismal where we had a negative growth of 
around 16.5%. So, on that low base, we would have made 
a substantial positive growth, notwithstanding the fact that 
there was a partial lockdown in that quarter too.  
 
In fact, overall, the economic growth levels in 2021 
would be quite encouraging, and I'm sure we should be 
able to record at least 5% during the year 2021.  
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On that platform, our macro-fundamentals would become 
reasonably benign, although of course the pressure on the 
external account would be somewhat severe, mainly 
because of the large shortage of the external inflows 
mainly due to low volume of tourists. So, what we really 
need now is to quickly reopen the country, in keeping 
with the health protocols. Again, I emphasize that it 
should be in keeping with the health protocols, so that we 
won't need to close down once again. 
 
In that manner, we can then look forward to a much better 
second half of 2021, as well as a better 2022. 
 
One of the key factors in our entire revival excercise is 
the vaccination program. You would see that Sri Lanka 
had done well in its vaccination programme. As of today, 
almost 36% of our people have been vaccinated with the 
first dose, and about 20% have been vaccinated with the 
second. Just yesterday, we had a very high vaccination 
rate of around 384,000 people being vaccinated. All that 
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means that we are now ready to face the re-opening with a 
lot more confidence. The new impetus that would be felt 
by the country through the return of tourism to normalcy 
would be immense. So, these are all positive factors.  
 
At the same time, even in the midst of the pandemic, we 
were able to introduce the new law for the Colombo Port 
City, and I'm sure with the work that is being done now, 
we would be able to have a greater infusion of new 
foreign direct investment in the next few years. In 
addition, as a result of the Hambanthota Port development 
and the Hambanthota Industrial Zone which are now in 
full swing we would be able to attract even more FDI. 
Another source of new foreign direct investment will be 
the Pharmaceutical Zone.  
 
My dear friends, the new tax laws with regard to the 1% 
tax on hitherto undisclosed incomes would also enable a 
lot of people to bring in new capital into the country, as 
well as officially utilize the capital that is already 
available. The new law for the Securities and Exchange 
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Commission is also on the cards and that too will be 
presented to Parliament shortly. We are also facilitating 
the better utilization of some of the under-utilized assets 
through private public partnerships, which would mean 
that there would be further fresh sources of foreign 
inflows, as well as more economic activity in the next few 
months and years. All these are positive signs, which 
would encourage even more new inflows into the country.  
 
My dear friends, I remember when I left office as the 
Governor at the end of 2014, we had over 8 billion dollars 
in our International Forex Reserve. Thereafter, the next 
government borrowed a net of 12 billion dollars by way 
of International Sovereign Bonds. Technically therefore, 
Sri Lanka should have had at least 20 billion dollars in the 
reserve as far as reserves were concerned. But sadly, we 
were handed over just about seven and a half billion 
dollars by end 2019 when we took office. Nevertheless, 
we have been able to manage with that, albeit with some 
painful actions, so that we could move forward with a 
reasonable clarity.  
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My dear friends, the year 2022 would be a better year. I 
know that the importers had been struggling due to 
vehicles not being imported this year and last year. 
However, we have now found that other imports for the 
year 2021 have actually surpassed that of 2019 quite 
significantly. So obviously there has been a lot of 
business that has been generated by the import section 
perhaps due to the feeling that imports would be more 
expensive in time to come, as a result of a possible 
depreciation of the Rupee.  
 
My dear friends, we now need to create a calm 
atmosphere as we go forward in these turbulent times. 
That is essential. If exporters speculate too much and hold 
on to their dollars without converting, or if the importers 
panic and import more than what they need, that would 
create unnecessary turmoil and panic. That’s why we ask 
both importers and exporters to allow normal activity 
without causing any extraordinary surges, so that we can 
have a calm atmosphere as we go along. That's one of the 



 

 10 

difficult tasks of the Central Bank, and I can understand 
their anxiety at certain times. In fact, the measures that 
they have taken at different times recently would actually 
be a reflection of the responses that they have had to 
introduce in order to deal with some of the emerging 
risks. 
 
But gradually we have seen the calm returning. We are 
beginning to see that most of the importers as well as 
exporters are now acting in a more rational manner. So, I 
think we will now be able to face the challenges in a clear 
manner. We would see tourism returning. However, the 
oil prices are likely to increase, and therefore it will be a 
challenge for the Petroleum Corporation to break-even. 
We want to ensure that the low interest rates that we 
enjoy today are maintained. We want to ensure that the 
Rupee is held stable so that there is no unnecessary panic 
being caused with undue fluctuations. Overall, with 
remittances holding, with exports being quite strong 
notwithstanding the pandemic, I believe Sri Lanka is on 
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track to have calmer and more benign times from 2022 
onwards.  
 
In that regard, I would like to request all of you, as the 
importers in our country, to ensure that you do not import 
more than what you need be importing. The “economic 
boat” that is presently being steered carefully in turbulent 
water, must not be allowed to rock unduly as that would 
cause even more turbulence as we sail. In fact, I'm sure, as 
responsible companies and responsible citizens, you 
would appreciate that Sri Lanka needs all stakeholders to 
work together in order to move forward in a calm fashion.  
 
My dear friends, the new Minister of Finance has already 
had meetings with the exporters and other stakeholders. I 
know he's very keen to ensure that the economy gets back 
on track and we get back to normalcy as fast as possible. 
A “new normal” no doubt, but still a normal. Then, we 
would be able to progress in a clear and a definite manner.  
 



 

 12 

Over the past few weeks, we have been able to negotiate 
several new foreign loans and SWAP inflows from China, 
Bangladesh and India. But, what we are mainly keen 
about, is not just loans to tide over the near team 
challenges. What we need is to have sustainable and 
sustained inflows by way of foreign receipts which are 
not debt-creating. If that happens, such inflows will 
remain with us on a permanent basis, and that's what we 
are really aiming for.  
 
I think the measures that we are putting in place, the laws 
that we are passing, the course that we are charting are all 
designed to provide the confidence to all stakeholders that 
we are moving forward together. 
 
My dear friends, I think the next few years are going to be 
really important for us. The success of those years will 
define the way we would progress as a country over the 
next few decades. I believe we would all recognize that as 
part of our national responsibility.  
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Finally, I want to congratulate and thank the Import 
Section of the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce for inviting 
me this afternoon, even though it is on a “virtual” format. 
I have enjoyed being with you in the past at different 
times when I was the Governor, and I believe we have 
been able to build up a certain rapport which has been 
useful. So, I would like to assure you that even in the 
future, if you do have any matters that you need to have a 
discussion, we would be happy to do that. I look forward 
to have that interaction on a regular basis. 
 
Once again, my heartiest congratulations to the new 
President and his entire team. I wish you all great success.  
 
Thank you very much. 
 


