
Establishing anticipatory action at the 
national level: lessons from Sri Lanka
Anticipatory action has progressed rapidly in Sri Lanka. In 2022, the first 
pilot projects began testing this approach for floods and landslides in 
Nuwara Eliya; just three years later, there are now many more initiatives 
under way across the country, and for a broadening range of hazards. 

This expansion has been enabled by continuous efforts, initiated by 
humanitarian organizations, to incorporate anticipatory action within 
the country’s wider disaster-risk-management system. The results 
include the National Anticipatory Action Working Group, through which 
government ministries and humanitarian partners coordinate the 
country’s anticipatory action initiatives. Another milestone was the first 
National Dialogue Platform, held in 2024, which set out the country’s 
plans for moving forwards. These collective achievements mean that 
more people across the country are now supported ahead of the many 
different hazards that blight their lives.

Drawing on testimonies from government ministries and humanitarian 
partners, this case study outlines some of the factors behind these 
achievements in institutionalizing anticipatory action. It also shares 
perspectives from the communities and practitioners involved in the 
pilot projects, who explain why this approach is so important.

From reactive to proactive disaster 
management

“Traditionally, disaster management 
has been reactive, responding once 
the damage is done. Anticipatory 
action is proactive; it enables us to 
act before the disaster strikes.

“But anticipatory action cannot be left 
to a non-governmental organization 
[NGO] alone, or to a community. It requires 
national-level authority and coordination, and resources to be 
on standby. Therefore, government involvement is very much 
required. [And] the government cannot do anticipatory action 
alone. We need the support of other stakeholders – as they need 
our support. Together, we can do something for the people. 

“Institutionalizing anticipatory action is very important. You can 
build it into national disaster-management systems and policies, 
and the legislation in a country. In Sri Lanka, we have embedded 
anticipatory action into the Disaster Management Act and our 
National Disaster Management Plan.

“Looking ahead, Sri Lanka’s vision is to institutionalize 
anticipatory action further, strengthen our early warning 
systems, and scale up useful initiatives. We are improving our 
risk-informed early warning systems, data-driven forecasting 
and institutional coordination mechanisms. All these are aimed 
at ensuring timely action before a disaster strikes.” 

Major-General Sampath Kotuwegoda ndc IG (Retd.)
Director-general
Disaster Management Centre, Colombo

“Anticipatory action is proactive; it enables 
us to act before the disaster strikes.”
Major-General Sampath Kotuwegoda ndc IG (Retd.)

Tanam Sevuni, who lives in Charmas village, Nuwara Eliya district, is deaf 
and dumb. When a flood warning is issued, she is notified by her family.
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The designated safe centre on the Chrystler’s Farm estate is a pre-school for 
the children of plantation workers. Communities now start the evacuation 

process based on a warning, rather than having to wait until a flood hits.

Getting the message: acting on early warnings

“I have been working here for nearly 15 years, and during this time, 
I have continuously seen it is affected by floods. We live in the 
lower part of the mountain; excess rainwater, and wastewater 
from the villages above, often cause flooding in our area. 

“Earlier, we did not know when a flood would occur. If a situation 
arose, people were unable to help each other effectively. Now, after 
the anticipatory action project, the situation has changed. When 
rainfall reaches a high level, the Grama Niladhari [public official], 
the divisional secretary and the village disaster-management 
committee inform us via messages and calls. We then pass these 
warnings on to the community.

“Earlier, the people working in our tea estate would not come to 
work for a week after a flood, because their homes and schools 
were affected by water. As a result, they suffered without an 
income. But now, there are no losses to their work, or their 
valuable documents. People have gained awareness on how to 
handle floods.

“At the end of 2023, a flood occurred – but this time no one was 
affected, due to the measures in place. After receiving warning 
messages, people took their essential documents and reached 
the safe centre.

“No one can stop disasters, but now people know how to handle 
the situation.”

S. Vinodamani Arasi
Plantation family welfare officer 

Chrystler’s Farm, Nuwara Eliya district

Fighting floods and landslides in Sri Lanka’s hill country

Getting people to safe centres ahead of a flood 

The steep slopes and wet climate of Sri Lanka’s hill country provide the 
perfect conditions for growing tea. But during the monsoon, heavy rains 
cause floods and landslides to crash down to the valley floors – where 
many of the plantation workers live.   

While living standards for plantation workers have improved in recent 
years, they are still one of the poorest groups in Sri Lanka, with few 
resources to recover after a flood. The high risk of floods, combined with 
people’s limited coping capacity, made this region the perfect place for 
World Vision Lanka and its partners to test how anticipatory action could 
benefit at-risk communities. 

One of the project’s main achievements was to improve the evacuation 
process. Previously, people only moved to the designated ‘safe centres’ 
once a flood hit, but the roads quickly become impassable at these times. 

“Evacuation, search and rescue... these are very hard during a flood,” 
says T. Thamilselvan, a community leader and member of the disaster 
management committee in Chrystler’s Farm village.

Since the pilot project, communities are now acting based on warnings – 
and this has made a huge difference. “Only through anticipatory action 
can people get to the safe centre in time,” states T. Thamilselvan.
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The problem with predicting landslides

Alongside floods, the pilot project in Nuwara Eliya district 
considered anticipatory action ahead of landslides, which are 
another major hazard in this region. But while it was possible 
to identify ‘hotspots’ and monitor rainfall – above 200mm in 
72 hours is the critical threshold – landslides proved difficult 
to forecast accurately. “It is not an exact science, as landslides 
can be unpredictable,” admits Premakumar Vèrappan, Sri Lanka 
Red Cross Society, who worked on the pilot project for World 
Vision Lanka. “Therefore, we decided to focus on floods – but 
communities are now also more aware of landslide risks and 
how to act.” 

Empowering communities through information and knowledge 

“We are usually affected by floods and landslides during the 
rainy season. During this difficult time, school-going children are 
affected, because their school bags and books get wet. Elderly 
people and persons with disabilities are also severely affected.

“Previously, we did not know how to handle this situation. But 
World Vision trained us in disaster management. 

“First, we inform our community about the situation. Next, people 
secure their valuable goods and belongings: essential documents 
such as identity cards, birth certificates and schoolbooks. Finally, 
we guide them to a safe shelter.

“Once people arrive at the shelter, the next step is to collect 
details such as the number of families, children, elderly, and 
persons with disabilities. We then provide essential items: 
nappies [diapers], a change of clothes, basic medicines. If small 
children are there, we also provide milk powder.

“Through this project, World Vision Lanka empowered us and 
increased our knowledge in disaster management.”

K. Kalaichevan 
Plantation worker and community leader 
Charmas village, Nuwara Eliya district

Equipment provided through the project is stored in disaster-
management centres near the safe centres. As well as tools and 
safety clothing, these pre-positioned items include cooking utensils 
– enough to prepare meals for 500 people – as well as loudspeakers, 
fire extinguishers and torches.

Looking after those in need

Charmas village, on the Mayfield Estate plantation, was also part of the 
pilot project. The safe centre here is a pre-school next to the village, but 
there is not enough space to evacuate everyone during a flood; most 
centres can only accommodate 500 to 1,000 people before sanitation and 
overcrowding pose problems. Another complication is that many people 
are reluctant to leave their homes unoccupied, even during a flood, due 
to concerns about their possessions being stolen.

To overcome these issues, the project team agreed with the communities 
that only the most vulnerable people in each village would be evacuated 
when a flood is forecast. Children, elderly people and those with special 
requirements are prioritized and, thanks to the project, communities now 
know what they need to do ahead of a flood. 

Evacuating people is not a new disaster-management approach; the 
difference is that the process now starts based on a forecast. And the 
benefits are already being seen. “Earlier, Nuwara Eliya district experienced 
the loss of lives due to various disasters; three to four people died 
each year,” says B.B.S.P. Perera, deputy director at the District Disaster 
Management and Coordination Unit. “However, after implementing this 
project in 2022 and 2023,  there has been zero loss of life. This is a clear 
success of the project.”

“Since the project, there has been no 
loss of life due to floods. We cannot say 
anticipatory action is the only factor 
behind this – but it contributed.”
B.B.S.P. Perera, deputy director, District Disaster Management and 
Coordination Unit, Nuwara Eliya district
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Measurements from the river gauges are uploaded directly 
to an online database (www.rivernet.lk) that anyone can 
access. Through the project, communities were trained to 
read these measurements, so they know if a flood is coming.

Opening the gates to anticipatory action in Gampaha

Protecting the things that matter the most

“In the past, when floods came, we didn’t know what to do. 
Many houses were damaged, household items were destroyed, 
and people suffered from diseases. The waste from the canal 
flowed into our homes and everything began to stink. Valuable 
documents, like birth certificates and medical reports, were 
destroyed. 

“But through World Vision’s URBANO project, we learned how to 
prepare, what to pack in our bags and how to act during a flood.

“We were taught how to use the water-level indicators [river 
gauges] to know when floods are coming. We also receive 
warnings on our phones [via WhatsApp]; these help us to alert 
the community quickly.

“Most importantly, everyone learned how to protect and secure 
important belongings, including certificates and documents. 
We also learned what to do during a flood, even how to give 
first aid to someone drowning. 

“Now, we are much more aware and able to tackle 
these issues.”  

Uma Priyadarshani
Community leader 

Ja-Ela West, Gampaha

Monitoring rivers to forecast flash floods

In Ja-Ela division, Gampaha district,1 the threat of floods is never far 
away. Located in the lower part of the Attanagalu Oya basin, many 
informal urban communities live on the flood plain. A second pilot 
project, to anticipate flash floods, began here in 2024. 

One activity was the installation of two automated river gauges 
to measure water levels. This was done by World Vision Lanka in 
collaboration with the Divisional Irrigation Engineer’s Office in 
Gampaha, which is responsible for flood mitigation. “Before the 
project, there was only one gauge,” explains Thilini Wasana, the 
divisional irrigation engineer. “Now there are three, which makes flood 
forecasting much more accurate.” 

If a river reaches 5.5 metres, the Irrigation Department is automatically 
alerted. It then issues warnings to communities via the relevant disaster 
management authorities; these offices also decide which of the 34 dam 
gates in Ja-Ela should be opened to release the floodwaters. 

Another project activity was training for riverside communities in how 
to monitor water levels in real time, using online platforms. This means 
they can now see for themselves if a flood is likely, without having 
to wait for an official warning – and timeliness is critical when acting 
ahead of floods. This training also reaffirmed the need for people to 
act upon warnings, for example by evacuating at-risk properties. “Now, 
people are much more aware; they know what to do,” confirms Uma 
Priyadarshani, a community leader in Ja-Ela West.

Anticipating dengue in urban areas

Monsoon rains don’t only cause flash floods; they also make 
outbreaks of mosquito-borne diseases, including dengue, more 
likely. In urban areas such as Gampaha, heavy rains create 
pools of standing water in which mosquitoes can breed. Yet 
if a dengue outbreak can be forecast, there is an opportunity 
to implement preventative health-related actions (Alcayna, 
Kellerhaus and Goodermote 2024), for example removing 
breeding sites such as disused car tires and coconut shells. 
Building on the broader lessons from the pilot project for flash 
floods, such as the need for community engagement, the Sri 
Lanka Red Cross Society now has a framework to anticipate 
dengue outbreaks, with Gampaha one of the target areas (IFRC 
2025).  

1 The project also took place in Wattala division. 4

http://www.rivernet.lk
https://www.anticipation-hub.org/Documents/Reports/AH-Working-Paper_Epidemics_FINAL.pdf
https://www.anticipation-hub.org/Documents/Reports/AH-Working-Paper_Epidemics_FINAL.pdf
https://www.anticipation-hub.org/download/file-5070
https://www.anticipation-hub.org/download/file-5070


All on one page: how to get the government on board

“In 2023, we started working to establish a Technical Working 
Group for Anticipatory Action. We – World Vision Lanka and the 
Sri Lanka Red Cross Society – pioneered this and, in February 
2024, we held the first meeting. From the UN [United Nations], 
the World Food Programme joined, and from the research 
sector, the International Water Management Institute (IWMI). 
Since then, 20 other organizations have joined. 

“In March 2024, we held a workshop to develop a two-year action 
plan for the country. All the partners contributed, outlining 
what they’re going to do in terms of anticipatory action in the 
next two years.

“And with that plan, we could approach the government as a 
joint movement, saying: ‘This is our shared plan for the next 
two years’. That was a very good approach: the government 
knew then that anticipatory action is the next step for disaster 
management, because all the humanitarian partners – the UN, 
the NGOs, the Red Cross – were on one page.”

Ganga Kariyawasam  
Head of programmes
Sri Lanka Red Cross Society

The need for anticipatory action

Sri Lanka has a high hazard risk, with its citizens exposed to tsunamis, 
floods and epidemics, among many others.  Its status as a lower-middle-
income country means that many people have limited resources to cope 
with the impacts of these hazards when they strike.

This high exposure to hazards was a driving factor behind the push to 
establish anticipatory action in the country. “Most disaster-affected 
families are very poor, and cannot help themselves,” says L. Niranjala, the 
disaster relief service officer for Nuwara Eliya district. “To manage and 
prepare for disasters, anticipatory action projects are very important.” 

The pilot projects in Gampaha and Nuwara Eliya were just one early 
achievement in Sri Lanka’s shift towards anticipatory action. At the same 
time, humanitarian organizations in the country were collaborating 
closely to start establishing the institutional infrastructure needed for 
anticipatory action to function effectively. These efforts were marked by 
several important milestones, as Figure 1 shows.  

Kick-starting anticipatory action in Sri Lanka

2   For a breakdown of this risk profile, see: Bündnis Entwicklung Hilft/IFHV (2024).

“Anticipatory action has the ability to 
provide assistance to people in advance 
of a disaster striking, and is much more 
effective, smart and cost-efficient.”
Philip Ward, representative and country director, World Food 
Programme (WFP) in Sri Lanka

Figure 1. Major milestones in establishing anticipatory action in Sri Lanka 
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anticipatory action in Sri Lanka.

June 
2023

January
2024

April 
2024

March 
2025

2024	
New projects launched by FAO, IWMI, Save the Children, the Sri Lanka 
Red Cross Society, the United Nations Population Fund and WFP.
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Establishing anticipatory action as a critical 
approach

Several countries have made progress with developing anticipatory 
action frameworks and systems. In Sri Lanka, however, the rapid pace 
at which this has happened is notable. Several factors contributed to 
this success.

One was the established community of practice already working on 
disaster risk management. This was mirrored by the country’s robust 
policy environment for disaster management, administered through 
a network of actors that extends from the national government to 
local-level offices. “Anticipatory action works as part of this wider 
infrastructure,” explains Chandrika Kularathna, technical specialist in 
disaster risk reduction at World Vision Lanka. “There was an established 
system within which to operate.” 

Another success factor was involving government partners at an early 
stage. This began with joint advocacy efforts by humanitarian partners 
to build the necessary understanding of anticipatory action within the 
relevant ministries. Training events in December 2023 and September 
2024 introduced this approach, and the South Asia Dialogue Platform in 
Colombo, also held in September 2024, enhanced understanding among 
government officials. “The government could learn from other countries 
and see what they were doing,” adds Ganga Kariyawasam.

This high-level buy-in culminated in the establishment of the 
government-led National Anticipatory Action Working Group in March 
2025. “Other countries looking to implement anticipatory action should 
engage the government from the start,” suggests Winson Gnanatheepan, 
FAO. “That’s the way to ensure this approach is sustainable.”

Tackling trigger development together

A common challenge with developing an anticipatory action 
framework is setting trigger thresholds for a hazard: the 
forecasts or other information that determine when to act. 
Deciding on these requires time, data and technical expertise, 
which are not always available – so it makes sense for 
organizations to collaborate. 

When developing a framework for floods, the Sri Lanka Red 
Cross Society struggled to find experts with the necessary 
knowledge to advise them on trigger thresholds. The team 
therefore decided to partner with World Vision Lanka in the 
Western Province (Gampaha), and with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and WFP in the Eastern 
Province. Each organization will use the same harmonized 
trigger, and then implement actions based on its priorities and 
experience. 

Anticipatory action: an investment for disaster management 

“I was delighted that the anticipatory action project was 
implemented here [in Gampaha]; it provided us with an 
excellent opportunity to gain valuable experience. 

“Anticipation action is considered an investment, because once 
a disaster strikes, the damage is already done. For this reason, 
the Disaster Management Centre places special emphasis on 
the actions that must be taken prior to a disaster.

“The key aspect here is strengthening early warning systems. In 
our country, even though such systems have been implemented, 
they have never been 100 per cent effective, due to the way 
people respond to them. During floods, for example, the public 
often shows strong reluctance to follow evacuation procedures 

– which poses a significant challenge for us. 

“One of the benefits [from the project] was strengthening the 
early warning system. We received good support from the 
public, who showed great interest. The villagers are the ones 
who face the pressure; we do not. When they become actively 
involved in the process, its implementation is highly successful.”

A.M. Ajith Nishantha Chadrasiri 
Deputy director

District Disaster Management and 
Coordination Unit, Gampaha

Factors behind Sri Lanka’s rapid progress

Practitioners in Sri Lanka highlighted further factors that supported 
these early efforts:

  Communities wanted to learn about anticipatory action. They 
are hit hard and often by disasters – and they want to know how 
to minimize the impacts.

  Anticipatory action depends on forecasts, and there is 
considerable expertise in forecasting and risk-modelling in Sri 
Lanka. In many regions, this scientific expertise is matched by 
communities’ own knowledge and experience of hazards.
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The next steps for anticipatory action in Sri Lanka

The work to scale up anticipatory action continues apace. The National 
Anticipatory Action Working Group is now the main forum for country-
level discussions, which are structured around four critical hazards: 
drought, floods, health and landslides. New projects are also exploring 
ways to act ahead more hazards, for example FAO’s work to anticipate 
zoonotic diseases.

Another urgent task is to finalize the national roadmap for anticipatory 
action, which will provide strategic guidance for the whole country. 
Meanwhile, practitioners are testing out further types of action, such 
as cash-based actions, to support at-risk communities. Working group 
members and the government are also seeking solutions to the barriers 
that hinder efforts to broaden this approach further (see box, below).

And there is widespread confidence in what the future holds for 
anticipatory action. “The progress in Sri Lanka so far, within a short time 
period, is so impressive,” concludes Chandrika Kularathna. “I strongly 
believe that we have very strong momentum in Sri Lanka.” 

A solid base for the future

“As an organization, we were able to internalize the lessons and 
experience from the pilot projects within our policies, strategies 
and mechanisms. This includes building organizational 
knowledge about how anticipatory action works and why it is 
important. This knowledge will be the base for the future.

“We were also able to come up with lot of important learning 
materials: for example, we developed a guideline on the 
anticipatory action process in Sri Lanka. We use this to inform 
other people about anticipatory action, providing a basis on 
which future projects can build. 

“This knowledge-sharing process is already happening. Other 
organizations in Sri Lanka are now developing frameworks to 
anticipate floods, including the Sri Lanka Red Cross Society and 
FAO. It is a continuation of the process; there is no need to start 
from scratch each time.”

Chandrika Kularathna  
Technical specialist in disaster risk 
reduction
World Vision Lanka

Sri Lanka’s pathway forwards: clear but challenging

While Sri Lanka has made great progress, there are barriers to advancing anticipatory action further – with the financing needed to deliver 
action the main hurdle. “We have almost everything in place except the money to do more,” admits Ganga Kariyawasam. Sri Lanka’s Public 
Finance Act does not yet allow government funds to be used for anticipatory action, but discussions are under way with the Ministry of 
Finance to see if this can be changed. Other potential sources include the private sector and global climate funds. 

Another challenge is forecasting hazards with sufficient accuracy. Sri Lanka has many diverse landscapes, meaning that global-level 
satellite data is not always sufficient to predict hazards precisely. Meanwhile, gaps in localized data mean it is difficult to produce precise 
forecasts for all hazards in all regions. 

And, despite the early success in engaging with government ministries, advocacy efforts for anticipatory action are never over. “Staff in 
district-level offices change regularly, and there was recently a change of [national] government,” explains Premakumar Vèrappan. “The 
process of informing people and explaining this approach is continuous.” 

“Now, we can see the results: people are 
empowered. That‘s because the [pilot] 
projects worked with the communities; 
community engagement and community 
empowerment were there from the start.”
Ganga Kariyawasam, head of programmes, Sri Lanka Red Cross Society
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Videos with testimonies from communities 
in Gampaha and Nuwara Eliya, and 

from government officials and national 
practitioners in Colombo, are available on the 

Anticipation Hub. tinyurl.com/3j4n3755 .
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S. Selverani, a tea-picker who was involved in the project 
in Nuwara Eliya district, shows how high flood waters can 
reach. But the project helped her to prepare for future 
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we gained, we are able to protect our important documents, 
our children’s school items, and other belongings, as well as 
move to safe shelters when needed.”
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