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PREFACE
Sri Lanka is currently experiencing major
population dynamics including the slowed
down growth of the population but with
an unexpected increase of fertility with
significant transformations in age structures
associated with youth bulges as well
as population ageing and considerable
changes in migration and urbanization.
These emerging population trends shape
and are shaped by public policy in the
form of policies and related programmes
(employment creation, poverty alleviation
social protection and pensions, health,
education, housing, sanitation, water, food
and energy, migration and urbanization) that
are being used to balance population change,
economic growth, social transformation
and environmental sustainability. However,
the accomplishment and sustainability of
development strategies require countries
to pro-actively address and not just simply
respond to varying population dynamics.
Demography alone cannot be regarded as
destiny but it is very much essential that
Sri Lanka understands about the changing
nature of population dynamics over the
next decades, and whether they become
developmental challenges or help facilitate
their resolution. Most importantly, all these
depend on whether effective policies are
employed which are necessarily rights-based,
evidence informed and gender-responsive.
Functional groups such as children, labour
force and the elderly categories in any
population play an influential role in many
basic needs of the population. The users of
population projections will be mainly the
government departments responsible for
policy and planning in different sectors. They
include the main spending departments
responsible for education, health and care,
housing, transport infrastructure, pensions,
and so on. However, projections are not only
used to inform planning in the public sector
but also underpin planning and marketing
strategies in the private sector. Population
forecasts are also important for the work
of a range of international organizations,
including United Nations agencies and the
development banks. Estimates of future

population trends are a crucial input into
models of global environmental change and
its impact.
Population projections can alert policymakers
about major trends of different population
scenarios that may affect economic
development and help policymakers craft
policies, accordingly. In this respect, the
accuracy of population projections seem
very crucial as population projections has
been attracting more attention, driven by
concerns about the probable long-term
effects of the decline in young population
and thus labour force, aging, HIV/AIDS, and
other demographic trends. It is important to
understand that any population projection
should be based on sound scientific
evidence and provide plausible forecasts
of demographic trends. In this respect,
it is advisable to prepare shorter-range
projections because of the inability to make
assumptions on changing nature of fertility,
mortality and migration. This is mainly due
to the effect of the assumptions about future
migration, fertility and mortality is often
limited by the inertia in population change,
the future population of an area is strongly
influenced by the initial base population.
In essence, the main purpose of producing
population projections in this book is to
provide an estimate of the future population
as a common framework for use in planning,
policy formation and decision making in a
number of different fields.
Professor Lakshman Dissanayake
Department of Demography
University of Colombo
January 2016
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FOREWORD
Senior Professor Lakshman Dissanayake
is the Vice Chancellor of the University
of Colombo and hence we are proud of
him since he is a very senior member of
the Department of Demography who has
been serving the department from its
inception. Most of the current members
of the Department of Demography are his
students so the Department has benefitted
tremendously from his teachings in
Demography over a long period of time.
He has been recognized both locally and
internationally for his advanced research
work. He is very strong in Demographic
Techniques and hence the Population
Projections produced in this book are no
doubt will exhibit high precision which is very
much needed for population projections
as they are being frequently used by policy
planners for their development plans. It
is also quite important to note here that
Professor Dissanayake has limited his
projection years only for 25 years which is a
very realistic decision as three components
of population usually cannot be predicted
with high level precision for longer periods
of time, especially when projections are
made at national level. Since he has actively
involved in research related fertility, mortality
and migration, his knowledge in those three
areas surely have contributed to the accuracy
of the assumptions he has made for the
projections. For example, his analysis on
current fertility trends and the explanation
given are widely accepted by the population
scientists in Sri Lanka. Furthermore, he has
already proposed that population of Sri Lanka
will move away from its exponential fashion
and then will grow in a logistic manner until
it stabilizes around 25 million people in the
second half of this century. This has been
already proven in this projection too. His
inventive work on fertility, age-structure
analysis as well as determination of the
time period for demographic dividend has
tremendously influenced other writers to
adjust their analyses. In addition, prior to
this book, Professor Dissanayake has already
shown when will be the Total Fertility Rate
reaching its replacement level, with the use
of his technical skills as well as his intuition
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by mastering other related literature.
Professor Dissanayake also has been writing
extensively on Sri Lankan mortality and his
recent work involves analysis of men’s health
which is neglected area of research in this
country. Such work will certainly advance
the exactitude of these projections. In his
latest exertion on irregular migration as
well as forced migration in Sri Lanka has
provided a clear picture of international and
internal migration trends and their directions
for change in the future. Therefore, his
knowledge in migration behaviour would
have indisputably contributed to improve the
correctness of the migration assumptions
in this exercise. Overall, I am very confident
that the projections provided in this book will
be exceedingly accurate for anyone who is
interested in using population projections. As
the Head of the Department of Demography,
I am very pleased to write a forward and
also present this book to your hand since it
is of high quality work produce by our own
academic in my department.
Dr. Sunethra Perera
Head/Department of Demography
University of Colombo
January 2016
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INTRODUCTION
Policymakers and national as well as
regional planners around the globe utilize
population projections as a very essential
tool to determine future demand for food,
water, energy, and services, and to forecast
future demographic characteristics. Needs
and requirements of people are mainly
determined by their age and gender, in
addition to the size, and the tempo of the
population growth. Furthermore, functional
groups such as children, labour force and
the elderly categories in any population
play an influential role in many basic needs
of the population. The users of population
projections will be mainly the government
departments responsible for policy and
planning in different sectors. They include
the main spending departments responsible
for education, health and care, housing,
transport infrastructure, pensions, and so
on. However, projections are not only used
to inform planning in the public sector
but also underpin planning and marketing
strategies in the private sector. For example,
at a strategic level, medium-term changes
in the structure and distribution of the
population such as population ageing
may signify the future rise and decline of
particular markets. Population forecasts are
also important for the work of a range of
international organizations, including United
Nations agencies and the development
banks. Estimates of future population trends
are a crucial input into models of global
environmental change and its impact.
Population projections can alert policymakers
about major trends of different population
scenarios that may affect economic
development and help policymakers craft
policies, accordingly. In this respect, the
accuracy of population projections seem
very crucial as population projections has
been attracting more attention, driven by
concerns about the probable long-term
effects of the decline in young population
and thus labour force, aging, HIV/AIDS, and
other demographic trends. It is important to
understand that any population projection
should be based on sound scientific
evidence and provide plausible forecasts

of demographic trends. In this respect,
it is advisable to prepare shorter-range
projections because of the inability to make
assumptions on changing nature of fertility,
mortality and migration. This is mainly due
to the effect of the assumptions about future
migration, fertility and mortality is often
limited by the inertia in population change,
the future population of an area is strongly
influenced by the initial base population.
As the process of change is cumulative,
the reliability of projections decreases over
time. Change affects some populations
more rapidly and more seriously than others.
Sometimes, projections of the number of
adults (particularly elderly people) are
usually more reliable than those for children
because of difficulties in projecting levels of
fertility and parental migration. The size of
the migration flows, and the uncertainty of
future trends, mean that for many areas the
migration assumptions are more critical than
the fertility and mortality assumptions.
Variant projections are produced to provide
users additional information on the projected
populations of the country, and to give
an indication of the inherent uncertainty
of demographic behaviour. The variants
allow users to consider the impact upon
the demand and supply of services, such as
education, health, and care of the elderly,
if future fertility, mortality and migration
differ from the assumptions made for the
principal projection. They are not intended
to represent upper or lower limits but to
illustrate plausible alternative scenarios of
future demographic behaviour. In essence,
the main purpose of producing population
projections in this book is to provide an
estimate of the future population as a
common framework for use in planning,
policy formation and decision making in a
number of different fields.
Upholding the wellbeing of present and
future generations can be regarded as
the most essential target of sustainable
development. In this context, sustained
social development which includes the
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reduction of poverty, growth in living
standards and progress in wellbeing, does
not have the potential to progress without
linking into economic development which
increases the production of goods and
services. Similarly, the social and economic
development cannot be enhanced without
considering environmental change because
the production processes involves a
transformation as well as degradation
and depletion of natural resources. Social,
economic and environmental processes are
strongly entwined with population dynamics
which consist of changes in population
growth rates, age structures and distributions
of people and proper understanding of the
population dynamics in the Asia-Pacific
region is central to any prospective
development agenda.
Sri Lanka is currently experiencing major
population dynamics including the slowed
down growth of the population but with
an unexpected increase of fertility with
significant transformations in age structures
associated with youth bulges as well as
population ageing and considerable changes
in migration and urbanization. These novel
population trends create many developmental
challenges as well as opportunities
that have crucial implications for social,
economic and environmental development.
These emerging population trends shape
and are shaped by public policy in the
form of policies and related programmes
(employment creation, poverty alleviation,
social protection and pensions, health,
education, housing, sanitation, water, food
and energy, migration and urbanization) that
are being used to balance population change,
economic growth, social transformation
and environmental sustainability. However,
the accomplishment and sustainability of
development strategies require countries
to pro-actively address and not just simply
respond to varying population dynamics.
Demography alone cannot be regarded as
destiny but it is very much essential that
Sri Lanka understands about the changing
nature of population dynamics over the
next decades, and whether they become
developmental challenges or help facilitate
their resolution. Most importantly, all these
depend on whether effective policies are

2

employed which are necessarily rights-based,
evidence informed and gender-responsive.
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are
reaching its target year in 2015 and then Post
2015 Development Agenda will become the
priority for development strategies in the
future years. In this context, it is crucially
essential to comprehend how population
dynamics affect the major development
challenges of the 21st century, and how
population dynamics are best integrated and
addressed in the post-2015 development
agenda. Therefore, population dynamics
which include population size, age-structure
and spatial distribution have important
implications for the accomplishment of
many development objectives, and hence all
characteristics of population dynamics need
to be understood properly and integrated into
the formulation of development goals, targets
and indicators, as well as strategies, policies
and programmes.

POPULATION
SIZE AND
GROWTH
According to the Census 2012, the total
population was 20,359,439 indicating
that the annual average growth rate of the
population had declined to 0.71 per cent
during the inter-censal period of 2001 to
2012 from 1.2 per cent during the inter-censal
period of 1981 to 2001. The average annual
growth rate of the population between
two complete censuses of 1981 and 2012
is 1.1 percent per annum. This is mainly
attributed to declining birth rate, low death
rate and an increase in out migration,
reflecting the demographic transition of the
population. The changes in age structure
in the recent years are observed due to the
demographic transition which involves a
shift from young to old age. According to
the Census 2012, a significant change in the
age structure of the population has occurred
compared to the Census 1981, reflecting
that population ageing has taken place in
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Sri Lanka over the last 30 years, which is
a common feature of many developed as
well as developing countries in the world
today. This phenomenon is occurring mainly
due to the decline in fertility over the years
and mortality decline which results in
the increase in the life expectancy which
were accompanied by the socio-economic
developments of the country. Figure 1 shows
that population has been growing in an
exponential manner. However, annual rate
of growth of the population has started to
decline from the 1960s coinciding with the
onset of the fertility transition occurred in the
1960 decade.
Figure 1: Population Size and Growth Rate, Sri Lanka, 1871-2012

Source: Various Census Reports, Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka

Nonetheless, further analysis with the use of
recent census data suggests that Sri Lanka’s
population has grown exponentially until
2001 but a slight change of its speed is seen
in 2012 (Figure 2). This may be the first sign
that the country’s population entering in to
a logistic growth model by deviating from
its former exponential growth pattern. It is
also reasonable to argue that Sri Lanka’s
population has been responding to resource
constraints in the system itself during
the last few decades of the 20th century.
Logistic growth assumes that systems
grow exponentially until an upper limit or
“carrying capacity” inherent in the system
approaches, at which point the growth rate

slows and eventually saturates, producing the
characteristic S-shape curve (Stone, 1980).
As the effects of limited resources become
important, the growth slows, and approaches
a limiting value, the equilibrium population
or carrying capacity. Carrying capacity is
the maximum population size of a species
that an ecosystem can support indefinitely.
This natural evolution of population allows
us to reasonably assume that the carrying
capacity of the Sri Lankan population would
be 25 million and hence total population will
stabilize at 25 million during the second half
of this century (Figure 3). Predicted future
population with the use of logistic function is
shown in Figure 4 (Dissanayake, 2015).
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Figure 2: Total Population of Sri Lanka fitted with exponential function, 1871-2012

Source: Author’s calculations with the use of data obtained from Department of Census and Statistics

Figure 3: Predicted Future Population with the use of logistic fucntion, Sri Lanka, from 1871-2102

Source: Author’s calculations with the use of data obtained from Department of Census and Statistics
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METHODOLOGY
A population projection can be defined as
a computational procedure to calculate
population size and structure at one time
from population size and structure at another,
together with a specification of how change
takes place during the interim period1

The procedure for making cohort-component
population projections can be thought of as
an elaboration of the ideas encapsulated in
the demographic balancing equation:

Two contrasting approaches exist for carrying
out projections:

Where,

I.

Total Methods

Total methods calculate trends in the
size of the population as a whole using
a mathemati¬cal model of population
growth. They may then distribute this
total into sub-groups in ratio to the
current structure of the population
or an extrapolated forecast of its
structure. Therefore, such approaches
are sometimes known instead as ratio
methods of projection.
II. Cohort Component Methods
Cohort component methods project
each age group, sex and other category
of interest separately. They then
aggregate the results to obtain the total
population. The term cohort emphasizes
that an age group is made up of people
born at the same time who go through
life together. The size of a cohort at one
age (and date) is strongly predictive of
its size at other ages (and dates).
Cohort-component method population
projections:

1

•

model the age-sex structure of
populations and not just their size

•

model the components of
demographic change - fertility,
mortality, and migration – and
not just population growth.

http://papp.iussp.org/sessions/papp101_s10/
PAPP101_s10_030_010.html

P(t+n)= P(t) + B(t) - D(t) + I(t) - E(t)

•

P(t) is the population at time t

•

B(t) and D(t) are number of births
and deaths occurring between time
t and t+n

•

I(t) and E(t) ate the number of
immigrants and emigrants from the
country during the period t and t+n

This equation shows that there are only two
possible ways of changing a population: one
can be born into it or one can migrate into it.
Likewise, the only ways to leave a population
are to emigrate or to die. Cohort-component
projections extend this concept to individual
age cohorts. They make use of the fact that
every year of time that passes, every member
of a population becomes a year older. Thus,
after 5 years the survivors of the cohort aged
0-4 years at some baseline date will be aged
5-9 years, 5 years after that they will aged
10-14 years, and so on
The steps of a cohort-component projection
are to project every age cohort for one
projection interval at a time; to calculate
the births during this interval and add in
the newly-born children and to adjust for
migration before moving on to repeat the
procedure to project the population to
the end of the next interval. To project a
population in intervals of n years, we use
data on n-year age groups. Therefore,
populations are usually projected either
one-year at a time, using data on single-year
age groups or by five-years at a time, using
data on five-year age groups. However, in our
computations, we use data on five year
age groups.
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Since the age-specific mortality rates of men
and women differ, the population is usually
segmented into the two sexes and separate
projections are made for the male and female
populations.

In this projection, the population obtained
from the latest census carried out on
20th March 2012 used as base year-year
population, which was carried forward to
make the population projection.

The procedure adopted in this study is based
on initial male and female populations in
five-year age groups and assumed changes
in fertility, mortality and migration. The steps
involves

DATA SOURCES
AND QUALITY

•

Estimation of projected levels and
age patterns of mortality, fertility
and migration for each single-year
projection period;

•

Estimation of the male and female
populations by single years of
age from the data in five-year age
groups given as input;

•

Sequential application of these
annual age-specific mortality and
fertility rates and migration to
the population to provide annual
projected populations by age and
sex and demographic indicators.

DATA
REQUIREMENT
Since this study employs Cohort Component
Method to project Sri Lanka’s population,
following data are required:
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•

Base-year population by age and sex

•

Sex-specific life tables for each
projection interval in the projection
period (mortality)

•

Age-specific fertility rates for each
projection interval in the projection
period

•

Age- and sex-specific net migration
for each interval in the projection
period.

Assessing the quality of the national
statistical system provides a unique
opportunity to systematize the statistical
information in Sri Lanka which helps to carry
out a meaningful population projection.
Since Sri Lanka’s systematic collection of
information in a scientific manner has a long
history, starting from the 1860s, the country
now has well integrated demographic and
socio-economic databases, and they are
mostly available at the Department of
Census and Statistics. The Department of
Census and Statistics as well as the Registrar
General’s Department which collect the
vital statistics have their central offices in
Colombo but the collection of information is
decentralized at regional level. In addition
however, some important information are
controlled by line Ministries, Central Banks
and other government agencies such as
Family health Bureau and Sri Lanka Bureau of
Foreign Employment. These data bases are
extensively used in the present analysis.
Sri Lanka possesses a long history of
Census taking. The first of a scientific
series of decennial Census was conducted
in 1871. With the conclusion of the war in
2009, Sri Lanka was able to carry out its
complete coverage of a census in 2012, and
this bears a special significance as it was
able to cover the whole country after 30
years from its full census in 1981. Analysis
carried out by Gunasekera (2009) for the
evaluation of the accuracy of age-sex data
demonstrated that the age-sex data collected
in the 2001 Census was very accurate. It
further showed that there was a remarkable
improvement in accuracy between the two
Censuses of 1981 and 2001. The UN index
decreased from 17.5 in 1981 to 13.6 in 2001
a percentage decline of 22 percent. This
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suggests that Sri Lanka currently falls into
the very high levels in terms of accuracy
of age data. Most importantly, Sri Lanka
records the highest accurate age-sex data in
the South Asia region. This progress could
be due to improvements in data collection
methodologies as well as socio-economic
development of the people.
Registration of vital events commenced in
1867 with the enactment of civil registration
laws which conferred the legal sanction for
the registration of events namely, live births,
deaths, still births and marriages. According
to the existing law every live birth has to
be registered within 42 days and death
within 5 days from the date of occurrence.
Although birth and death registrations are
compulsory by law, few events are missed
and not registered for various reasons. For
the purpose of registration of births, deaths
and marriages, each administrative district
is divided into small units called registration
divisions. A birth, death and marriage
registration is a sub-division of a Divisional
Secretariat. Each registration division
maintains a register and every birth or death
has to be registered within three months of
its occurrence. Three sets of statistical forms
are used by the registrars for reporting births,
deaths, and marriages. Data collection,
coding, editing, tabulation, compilation
and dissemination of vital statistics are
carried out by the Vital Statistics Unit of the
Registrar General’s Department. The national
civil and vital registration system in Sri Lanka
is functioning quite satisfactorily with regards
to completeness of registration as it is
integrated into a sound legal and regulatory
framework. The survey conducted in 1980
to assess the completeness of births and
deaths registration found that, about 98.8
per cent of births and 94.0 per cent of deaths
are being registered. However, published
literature based on death registration data
available to WHO in 2003 suggested that
coverage was 74 per cent and completeness
was 91 per cent. It was also revealed that
Sri Lanka has a well-functioning civil
registration system which covers the whole
island and that about 98 per cent of births
occurring in health institutions and about 80
to 90 per cent of deaths occurring islandwide are registered by the civil registration
system in Sri Lanka.

Data collected on vital statistics computed
by the Family health Bureau are obtained
from several sources: Quarterly MCH
return; Family Planning Monthly Return;
Quarterly School Health Return; Maternal
Mortality Surveillance system; Annual
data sheet of MOHs; Monthly return from
Dental Therapists; and Registrar General’s
Department and other relevant sources.
The national population estimates, and
fertility and mortality rates published by
the Registrar General are used in some
of the denominators of indicators used
in the FHB annual report. However, the
Family Health Bureau claims that their data
quality is superior to the data published by
the Registrar General’s Office because of
the scrutiny carried out for completeness
and accuracy of data at FHB and then
discrepancies are verified through the
phone conversations and in some cases
the defaulted returns are sent back to the
respective MOHs to revise and resubmit.
Beginning from 1975, Sri Lanka has
conducted several major surveys related to
fertility, family planning, and reproductive
health. The first was the World Fertility
Survey conducted in 1975. Subsequently,
the World Bank Fertility Survey (1979), the
Contraceptive Prevalence Survey (1980),
and the Sri Lanka Contraceptive Prevalence
Survey (1985) were carried out. Thereafter,
a series of Demographic and Health Surveys
(DHS) was carried out in 1987, 1993, 2000
and 2006-07. The latest was the SLDHS
2006-07 which is regarded as an improved
version of the earlier fertility surveys with
additional modules to collect information
on maternal and child health, nutrition,
reproductive health and child survival, and
other topics. The Department of Census
and Statistics (DCS) carried out the SLDHS
for the Health Sector Development Project
(HSDP) of the Ministry of Healthcare and
Nutrition. This was a project funded by the
World Bank. The objective of the survey
was to provide data needed to monitor and
evaluate the impact of population, health,
and nutrition programmes implemented
by different government agencies.
Furthermore, it also aimed at measuring
the impact of interventions made under the
HSDP towards improving the quality and
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efficiency of health care services. In the
SLDHS sample, information was collected
from 20 Districts (Excluding 5 districts in
the Northern Province -Jaffna, Kilinochchi,
Mannar, Vavuniya and Mullativu). The
SLDHS used a stratified two-stage sample
design. The first stage involved selecting
2500 enumeration areas (clusters) from the
list of about 100,000 enumeration areas
(EAs) formed in the 2001 Population Census.
The second stage of selection involved the
systematic sampling of 10 households listed
in each Enumeration Area. In this respect,
the survey covered a total of 2500 clusters:
447 urban, 1818 rural and 235 estate. In the
end, information was gathered from 2,106
clusters while remaining 394 clusters were
not enumerated (clusters from the Northern
Province and few clusters from other areas)
due to various reasons. All ever married
women aged 15-49 years and their children
below 5 years of age at the time of the survey
were eligible to be interviewed. Household
response rate was 97.8% while eligible
women response rate was 97.5 percent.
The Department of Census and Statistics
(DCS) carries out a labour force survey on a
quarterly basis in order to measure the levels
and trends of employment, unemployment
and labour force in Sri Lanka on a continuous
basis. This survey was first commenced from
the first quarter of 1990. In 2012, this survey
was based on a nationally representative
annual sample of about 19,420 housing units.
The Annual Statistical Report the Sri Lanka
Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE)
can also be regarded as an important data
source which provides useful information
on international migration, particularly on
international labour migration This report
is currently compiled annually by using the
available data at the Information Technology
Division of the SLBFE and various other data
sources including publications with the view
to provide useful information to the policy
planners, researchers and other who use data
pertaining to migration.
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PROJECTION
TIME PERIOD
Time increases uncertainty: Projections
over longer periods are less certain than
short-term projections because of the
compounding effects of inaccuracies in
assumptions over time. It is advisable to
make assumptions for a reasonable time
length because such as 25 years, rather than
taking 100 years in to the future because of
the uncertainty involves in the assumptions
made in relation to fertility, mortality and
migration behaviour of the population.
Although one can reasonably assume that
fertility and mortality remain within a certain
range of fluctuations, predicting migration
behaviour is implausible for a longer period
of time frame. Therefore, the present study
considers 25-year time period from 2012 to
2037 would yield reasonable results. This
will help the planners in Sri Lanka, especially
to use this projection for the purposes of
education, employment, health and hosing
services planning.

ASSUMPTIONS
The population of a country or area grows
or declines through the interaction of three
demographic factors: fertility, mortality,
and migration. To project future population,
demographers make assumptions about
how the current rates of births, deaths, and
immigration and emigration will change in
the future. Based on these assumptions,
age- and sex-specific population increases
or decreases over a future period are
calculated and added to census results or an
estimate of the population at the beginning
of the period. Projections produced through
the cohort component method are driven
by assumptions regarding each of the
components of change. In order to project a
population forward in this manner, separate
projections of fertility, mortality, and net
international migration are required to serve
as inputs into the cohort component model,
as is an original base population to project
forward.
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ASSUMPTIONS
ON FERTILITY
Sri Lanka has come a long way from the
onset of the fertility transition to a stage
where country’s fertility and mortality levels
have reached a low stationary level. In terms
of fertility, this does not mean that Total
Fertility Rate cruises on a straight line but
fluctuate around the replacement level of
fertility. However, some have misunderstood
this aspect and made wrong conclusions by
assuming this as a distressing event related
to fertility. Those who do have at least little
knowledge in Demography know that when

and post-war situations may have led people
who were exposed to such situations to
make adjustment to their fertility behaviour.
This can be regarded only as a temporary
behavioural pattern because this will weaken
when people find that they have come to a
normal situation. According to 2012 census
data, we find that TFR has further increased
to 2.512, an increase of 6.4 percentage points
from its previous level in 2006/07(Figure 4).

Figure 4: Trend in Total Fertility Rate, 1992-2012, Sri Lanka

Source: Registrar General’s Department, 2011; various reports from the Department of Census and Statistics;
Author’s calculations from 2012 Census data

fertility transition has started in a country
by showing at least 10 percent decline of
marital fertility during a decade, will never
experience an increase of fertility again
going back to the same plateau which was
prevalent at the pre-transitional fertility
regime. Therefore, these can be seen as
some minor fluctuations of fertility that
occur when people are adjusting to various
socio-economic and political or disaster
situations at different time periods. It is
reasonable to expect that tsunami disaster

The total fertility rate (TFR) is the average
number of children that would be born to a
woman by the time she ended childbearing if
she were to pass through all her childbearing
years conforming to the age-specific fertility
rates of a given year. The TFR is one of the
most useful indicators of fertility because it
gives the best picture of how many children
women are currently having. Many who uses
the TFR is unaware that this is a synthetic
measure; no individual woman is very likely
to pass through three decades conforming to

__________________
2
In the absence of fertility data from the Department of Registrar General for the year 2012, the present author
computed age-specific fertility rates for 2012 with the use of 2012 census data on children ever born tabulated by
age of mother by using the method suggested by Arriaga (1983).
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the age-specific fertility rates of any single
year. Therefore, year-to-year fluctuations in
the TFR may reflect changes in the timing
of births rather than changes in the average
number of children women bear. It also
reflects the survival chances of girls and
young women. It is essential to understand
the TFR does not evolve on a straight line
but oscillates when it reaches low level of
fertility as can be seen in Figure 12 which
shows TFR values for Finland and the United
States. Figure 5 is good example how TFR
has come closer to 2.1 (replacement level of
fertility) and then increased to a higher level
with the post-war II baby boom but it has not
remained at a higher level but declined even
below replacement level fertility.
Figure 5: Total Fertility Rate, Finland, 1776-2009 and United States, 1917-2008 and
Predicted TFR for Sri Lanka

Source: http://www.prb.org/pdf11/prb-population-handbook-2011_fertility.pdf

It is a known fact all the fluctuations in TFR in
any country are due to fertility adjustments
by the population during the post transitional
time periods. These adjustments can occur
due to various factors such as conflict
situations, natural disasters or neglect of
contraceptive use/unmet need for family
planning. By examining the fluctuations in
TFR in Sri Lanka, we can reasonably predict
that TFR will decline in the coming years
by fitting 3rd order polynomial function as
shown in Figure 6. Figure 5 shows that TFR
is likely to reach replacement level of fertility
in 2022. This prediction is also based on
the resemblance of the TFR increase due to
post-war baby-boom as shown in Figure 5.
10 Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037

Figure 6: Prediction of TFR for Sri Lanka

Source: Author’s calculations with the use of data obtained from Registrar general’s Department, Sri Lanka

Since the projection period goes up to 2037,
we need to make an assumption whether
the TRF will continue to be at replacement
level or whether there will be a decline.
Although Sri Lanka has been showing an
increase of TFR, it was mentioned earlier that
this is only a little fluctuation that is being
observed during the post-conflict years and
it will disappear very soon and reaches its

replacement level by 2002. Once the TFR
reaches its replacement level, it is expected
that the TFR will continue to decline at a
slower rate as we have observed in other
countries in Asia as shown in Figure 7. By
considering all these evolutions in TFR, the
present study predicts its fertility as shown in
Table 1 under three scenarios.

Figure 7: Trend in TFR in Singapore, Thailand and Republic of Korea

Source: Author’s calculations with the use of data obtained from Registrar general’s Department, Sri Lanka

Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037 11

Table 1: Assumed Total Fertility Rates, 2012 to 2037, Low, Standard and High Projections
Period

Low

Standard

High

2012-2017

2.14

2.37

2.56

2017-2022

2.03

2.26

2.45

2022-2027

1.88

2.10

2.35

2027-2032

1.73

1.91

2.25

2032-2037

1.56

1.73

2.14

Table 1 is visually represented in Figure 8. In
the three scenarios mentioned, we assume
TFR will reach replacement level during the
2022-27 period and then continue to decline
at a slower rate thereafter for the standard
variant; it is assumed TFR will reach a lower
level of 1.56 during 2032-37 period for the
lower trajectory; and for the high variant
situation, it is assumed the TFR achieves 2.14

during the 2032 -37 period. However, two
previous population projections (Soma De
silva, 1994; W.I.De Silva, 2007) have failed to
accommodate the sudden upsurge of the TFR
after late 1900s which was mentioned earlier
in this study and the assumptions regarding
future fertility in previous projections were
thus invalid.

Figure 8: Assumed Fertility Rates, 2012 to 2037, Low, Standard, and High Projections
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ASSUMPTIONS
ON MORTALITY
Mortality in Sri Lanka has declined
substantially over the latter half of the
twentieth century and then well into the
new millennium. Life expectancy at birth
for males and females were 32.7 and 30.7
years, respectively for the 1920-22 period.
By 2000-02, those figures have risen to
68.8 years for males and 77.2 years for
females. The projected figures show that
male life expectancy is expected to reach
72.3 years while female life expectancy will
be 82.5 years by 2026 (Gunasekera, 2008).
The decline of mortality during the past
one hundred years has occurred at all ages
and for both sexes. However, the extent

the highest life expectancy at birth has been
reported for Japan as 82.6 years which is
about 12 years higher than the Sri Lanka’s
achievement (United Nations, 2006).
Sweden recorded about 5 per 100,000 as
its maternal mortality rate in 2002 (UNICEF,
2002). All these evidence suggest that
Sri Lanka still has a great prospect for further
improvement of its mortality and health
indicators, if Sri Lanka can adopt appropriate
development strategies. Sri Lanka so far
has proven that the country is capable in
speeding up mortality decline by adopting all
the possible strategies available irrespective
of the monetary costs to lower mortality

Figure 9: Trend in life expectancy at birth, 1921 to 2001, Sri Lanka

Source: Gunasekera, 2008

and the timing of improvement have varied.
Percentage decreases in rates of mortality
have been highest for infants and children.
Rapidity of improvement has been greater for
females especially after 1960s (Dissanayake,
1987). Overall, figure 9 shows a logarithmic
growth in the life expectation values over
the years.
Sri Lanka still can considerably improve its
health indicators further. For example, in
2007, infant mortality rate for Luxembourg
and Sweden were 2.3 and 2.6 percent
respectively (UNICEF, 2014). According to
the United Nations estimates for 2005-10,

and improve health of its people. It is also
apparent that achievement of the Millennium
Development Goals by 2015 has been cited
as a priority in the national agenda and many
programmes that can combat poverty and
related aspects such as disease, malnutrition,
and lack of basic amenities by the
marginalized groups of the population have
been introduced with the aim of reaching the
set targets. Figure 10 shows that
Sri Lanka will be ahead of the set targets
if the current trends of various mortality
indicators continue without any significant
disruption. It is highly unlikely to foresee such
disruption during the next three years.
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Figure 10: Achievement of MDG targets in relation to Mortality indicators, Sri Lanka

Source: Department of Census and Statistics, 2008

If Sri Lanka expects to attain the level of
mortality that exists in the developed world
today, it demands a proper understanding
of the complex changes in patterns of
health and disease including the timing
of such changes in those countries. The
epidemiologic transition theory presented
by Omran (1971) focuses on the complex
changes in patterns of health and disease
and their demographic, socio-economic and
eco-biologic determinants and consequences
in various population sub-groups. In this
theory, the age of degenerative and manmade diseases typically commences when
mortality continues to decline and ultimately
move towards stability at a comparatively
low level. The average life expectancy at birth
mounts gradually until it surpasses 70 years
(Omran, 1971). Figure 11 suggests that the
period starting from the mid 1970s resembles
this phase as crude death rate has continued

to decline from the beginning of that period
and then stabilising around 6 deaths per
1000 population from the beginning of the
1980 decade. During this stage, it appears
that heart diseases, cancer, stroke and
diabetes become increasingly prominent
gradually displacing pandemics of infection
as causes of morbidity and mortality. In
Sri Lanka, morbidity data is only available for
patients seeking treatment as inpatients in
government hospitals. A substantial increase
in hospitalization was observed for injury and
poisoning during the period from 1980 to
2000. There were 1,732 cases per 100,000
population in 1980 but it amounted to 3,346
in 2000. This was a 93 percent increase
during a 20 year time period. The parasitic
and infectious diseases as well as respiratory
diseases show a marked decline during that
period (Ministry of Health, 2000).
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Figure 11: Crude death rate, 1976-2005, Sri Lanka

Source: Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka

The changes in life expectancy values
of Sri Lanka for a 30 year time period
between 1971 and 2001 show that there
had been a considerable increase in
female life expectancy compared to that
of the males. The total as well as average
annual gain in life years was more than
doubled for females (Table 2). However,
average annual change over 30 year period
shows that the pace of mortality decline
was slackening which is one of the major

features of the age of degenerative and
made-made diseases. At the time of Omarn
presenting his epidemiologic transition
theory, the maximum point of life expectancy
convergence expected for the developed
world was 75 years (United Nations, 1975).
Since Sri Lanka’s overall life expectancy was
still 72.4 in 2000-02 period, it is very much
certain that Sri Lanka still cruise through the
age of degenerative and man-made diseases.

Table 2: Changes in life expectancy, 1971-2001, Sri Lanka

Period covered

1971-2001
Male

Female

Initial life expectancy (1971)

64.0

66.9

Final life expectancy (2001)

68.8

77.2

Total change

4.8

10.3

Average annual change

0.16

0.34

Age and sex-specific death rates in 1975 and
2001 show that sex difference in mortality
appears to be widening after the age of
24 years (Figure 12). This can be better
explained with the examination of the age
and sex specific mortality by causes of death
(Figure 13). Figure 13 demonstrates that
men are more vulnerable to degenerative
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and man-made causes than women and
hence higher female life expectancy can
be attributed to the rise in degenerative
and mad-made diseases among men. This
suggests that there had been a gradual shift
from infectious diseases known as ‘killers of
the young’ to degenerative diseases which
can be named as ‘killers of the old’. Figure
6 also implies that Sri Lankan women enjoy
better health status than men. The latest life
expectancy figures show that the difference
between male and females life expectancies
was 8.4 years. This is very similar to the
difference observed for Europe in 2000-05

period (United Nations, 2006). The average
difference observed for the Asian countries
was 3.6 years and hence, Sri Lankan women
seem to be enjoying better health status
than women in other countries in Asia. Pieris
and Caldwell (1997) claimed that some of
the major factors for the sex difference in
life expectancy could be attributed to the
development of the health system, improved
public health measures that have reduced
maternal mortality, socio-economic changes
that have changed female status and value of
parents, both the mother and the father, or
girls relative to boys.

Figure 12: Age and sex-specific death rates, 1975 and 2001, Sri Lanka

Source: Registrar General’s Department, Sri Lanka
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By looking at the changes occurring in the
age-structure of the Sri Lankan population
with the increase of the median age of the
population, it is reasonable to hypothesize
that changes occurred in the West during
the 20th century can be expected to occur
at least during the first quarter of the 21st
century in Sri Lanka. It is highly likely that
the degenerative and man-made diseases to
replace infectious and parasitic diseases at
an increasing rate during the first 25 years
in the 21st century. Annual Health Bulletin
of Sri Lanka-2003 already reported that ‘the
trends in mortality indicate a decrease in
deaths resulting from infectious and parasitic
diseases, diseases of the nervous system
and sense organs and of the respiratory
system whereas substantial increase in the
death rates associated with diseases of the

circulatory system and injury and poisoning
is evident’ (Ministry of Health, 2003: 30).
In this context, there can be fundamentally
three types of morbidity: Highly fatal chronic
diseases of the heart, cancer and stroke,
and chronic diseases involving repeated or
continued medical care such as diabetes,
kidney diseases, arthritis, obesity, allergies
etc; accidents and predominantly traffic
accidents; diseases caused by stress, such
as drug dependency, mental illness, peptic
ulcers, suicide tendencies etc. In such a
situation, offering medical and health care
facilities will be increasingly more costly
and complex as it will require to deal with
not only for chronic nature of the diseases
but also the need of acquiring new ways of
tackling the problems of survival and ageing.

Figure 13: Age and sex specific mortality rates for selected causes, 2001, Sri Lanka

Source: Registrar General’s Department, Sri Lanka
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In the 1970s when Omran presented his
epidemiologic transition theory he was
not able to integrate and predict the new
advances in medical technology that took
place during the 1970s in the West. Following
the 1970s ‘cardiovascular revolution’,
Olshansky and Ault’s proposition of the age
of delayed degenerative diseases appears to
be the most extensively acknowledged and
adopted fourth stage of the epidemiologic
transition. This stage is characterised by
speedy mortality declines in advanced
ages due to postponement of the ages at
which degenerative diseases are likely to
affect the most (Olshansky and Ault, 1986:
386). During this stage, it is expected
cause-of-death pattern to continue but
with the postponement of deaths toward
older ages and hence, the relative incidence
of degenerative diseases, cardiovascular
diseases, and cancers varies by age.
According to the third stage of the transition
with the absence of the cardiovascular
revolution, the expectation was to have
an upper limit only up to 75 years of age
for the life expectancy at birth. However,
Olshansky and others (1990) established
a new maximum at 85 years. Although

many have criticised by claiming that such
an upper limit cannot be fixed (Barbi et al.,
1999; Vallin, 2007; Carey and Judge, 2001),
it appears that the life expectancy values in
the word have been in constant rise. In 1980,
the maximum life expectancy achieved was
76 years in countries like Sweden, Norway
and the Netherlands while the highest life
expectancy recorded for the year 2008
was 82 years in countries like France and
Italy (World Bank, 2010). Life expectancy
values for Sri Lanka were 68 and 74 years
respectively for the years 1980 and 2008.
Sri Lanka’s present situation is very similar
to countries like United Kingdom, Italy and
France in 1980 (Figure 14). This means
that Sri Lanka seems to be following the
trend of the countries which were exposed
to ‘cardiovascular revolution’ in the 1970s
but with a time lag. It is also reasonable to
hypothesise that Sri Lanka will be able to
achieve 80 years of life expectancy less than
the number of years spent by the Western
countries as Sri Lanka has already started
to use imported medical technology and
other health measures which can prevent or
postpone degenerative diseases at the
adult ages.

Figure 14: Life expectancy at birth, 1980 and 2008, selected developed countries and Sri Lanka

Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.LE00.IN?page=5
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Like in the West, Sri Lanka can expect its
life expectancy to continue to grow with a
continuing postponement of deaths from
degenerative diseases. Similarly, it can be
anticipated mortality rates at older ages
to accelerate as well. Early signs of such
phenomena can be seen by examining the life
expectancy figures as well as adult mortality
rate (or probability of dying between age
15 and 60). Life expectancy at age 60 from
the 1980s suggests that there has been a
significant increasing trend which reflects
the postponement of deaths beyond ages 78
and 80 for males and females, respectively
(Figure 15). Adult mortality rate had declined
significantly between 1990 and 2007 (Figure
16). This means that survival chances of
the ages 15 and 60 have increased and the
higher death rates have been postponed to
higher ages of the life span. This shows that
those who have died formerly due to fatal
complications as chronic disease outcome
tend to survive longer. Such a phenomenon
can reflect two processes: morbidity
expansion or morbidity compression (Howse,
2006). Morbidity expansion means that
age-specific prevalence rates of those
diseases will increase. In other words,
people will survive longer but the duration
that they spend in a state of sickness and
disability at the end of their life span will

increase. This will occur if Sri Lanka does not
adopt proper health strategies to prevent
or postpone degenerative and man-made
diseases. However, it appears that Sri Lanka
has already prepared its national policy
and strategic framework for prevention
and control of chronic non-communicable
diseases (Ministry of Health, 2009). Sri
Lankan government has therefore, aimed
at promoting health and well being of the
population by preventing chronic noncommunicable diseases associated with
shared modifiable risk factors, providing
acute and integrated long-term care for
people with non-communicable diseases,
and maximizing their quality of life. The
relevant strategic framework has identified
appropriate key strategies. It is expected that
these strategies will thereafter be reflected in
corresponding work plans of all stakeholders.
If this mechanism produces expected results,
then compression of mortality (increasing
concentration of deaths at upper ages of
the life span) and compression of morbidity
(increasing concentration of illness and
disability in the latter years with fewer years
of disabled life before death among the
elderly) can be found rather than morbidity
expansion among the Sri Lankan population
as described earlier.

Figure 15: Life expectancy at age 60, 1952 to 2000-02, Sri Lanka

Source: Department of Census and Statistics, Sri Lanka

Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037 19

Figure 16: Adult mortality rate, 1990 and 2007, Sri Lanka

Source: World Health Organization3

This analysis suggests that it is fairly
unequivocal that Sri Lanka is currently
experiencing the benefits accrued in the
course of its mortality transition by cruising
through various ages of the epidemiologic
transition. Sri Lankan population has
improved its life expectations considerably
over the years and expected to prolong that
ascend in the future years. Therefore,
Sri Lanka will have the prospect to hoist its
life expectancy to a level that is observed in
the developed world. Accordingly, assumed

progress of life expectancy for males
and females are illustrated in table 3 and
figures 17 and 18. In this study, we make
three alternative assumptions on the future
progress on mortality as low, standard, and
high. Our analysis suggests that the age
patterns of mortality of both males and
females resemble the United Nations’ Latin
American Model, and hence we assume
that pattern will prevail during the whole
projection period as well.

Table 1: Assumed Total Fertility Rates, 2012 to 2037, Low, Standard and High Projections

Period

Male

Female

Low

Standard

High

Low

Standard

High

2012-17

72.83

73.44

74.33

78.67

79.96

80.33

2017-22

73.67

74.30

75.17

79.08

80.35

80.58

2022-27

74.50

75.15

76.00

79.50

80.75

81.00

2027-32

75.33

76.00

76.83

79.92

81.15

81.42

2032-37

76.17

76.86

77.67

80.33

81.54

81.83

Source: World Health Organization3

__________________
3
http:// data.un.org / Data.aspx?q=mortality&d = WHO&f= MEASURE_CODE% 3AWHOSIS_ 000004
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ASSUMPTIONS
ON MIGRATION
Unlike fertility and mortality, migration
does not follow a definitive pattern because
international migration is considerably
determined by the national policy as well
as polices at destinations, in addition to
socio-economic development at the origin.
Therefore, sudden changes in international
migration polices can alter volume as well
as the pattern of migration dramatically. In
this regard, it is very essential to examine the
magnitude and the pattern of international
migration before we make any plausible
assumptions for making the population
projection.

Sri Lanka can be regarded as one of the
significant emigration nations of the world
today (Hugo, 2014). According to the United
Nations recent data, there were 0.8 million
Sri Lanka-born persons living outside of their
country of birth in 2000 but increased to 1.3
million by 2013 (United Nations, 2013). This
was a 51 percent increase during the 23 year
time period and the increase was substantial
for the more developed regions as it was
158.3 percent whereas the less developed
regions recorded only a 2.7 percentage
change. This suggests that the emigration
was dominant towards more developed
regions during the last two decades
(Figure 17).

Figure 17: Total migrant stock at mid-year from Sri Lanka to world and major development
regions, 1990 to 2013

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)

Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037 21

Sri Lankan emigration to Asia has been
more significant both in 1990 and 2013 with
even a slight increase during the latter year.
However, the most noticeable growth of
Sri Lankan emigration is recorded in Europe,
Northern America and Oceania. Although
the percentage change of emigration to
Asian countries has been very low, it records
the highest volume of migration. Amongst
the Asian countries, Southern and West
Table 4: Emigration to Asian region from Sri Lanka, 1990-2013
Regions in Asia

1990

2013

Eastern Asia

4 945

39 286

South-Eastern Asia

12 090

27 020

Southern Asia

291 187

174 993

Western Asia

262 698

352 670

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)

Asian regions have been the most attractive
destination for Sri Lankan migrants as
depicted in table 4. Our analysis finds that
Sri Lankan emigration to Republic of Korea
contributed 62.9 percent to the total change
of Sri Lankan emigration between 1990
and 2013 to the East Asian countries. This
was due to the opening up of employment
opportunities for Sri Lankan labour in the
Republic of Korea during the recent years.
Southern and Western Asian regions have
been very attractive regions for Sri Lankan
migrants because those two regions
contributed 62.3 percent of the Sri Lankan
emigrants to Asia in 2013 (Figure 18).
Sri Lankan emigration to India has been
dominant throughout the history and this
was significantly reflected during the last few
decades due to large number of Sri Lankan
Tamils migrating as refugees to Southern
Indian State of Tamil Nadu. However, the
decline of the number in India was due to
return of some emigrants after the conclusion
of the war in 2009.
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Figure 18: Sri Lankan emigration to Southern Asia, 1990-2103

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)

Western Asia became attractive to
Sri Lankans because of the unskilled/semiskilled labour employment opportunities
available in those oil-rich countries in the
region (Figure 19). We find that the migration
stock has grown by adding 89,972 during
the period 1990 to 2103. Table 4 shows that

the largest number of Sri Lankan emigrants
resides in Asia. Amongst the Asian region,
West Asian region is the most attractive
destination. Figure 19 illustrates that Saudi
Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Kuwait
are the major countries that attract labour
migration.

Figure 19: Sri Lankan emigration to the West-Asian countries, 1990-2013

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)
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Figure 20: Total migrant stock from Sri Lanka to major region of destination, 1990 to 2013

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)

Although total migrant stock from Sri Lanka
to major region of destination during the
period 1990 to 2013 was dominant in Asia,
Europe, Northern America and Oceania
(Figure 20), further analysis reveals that
Sri Lanka’s emigration has been dominant
towards Northern America, Oceania,
Europe and Africa as shown in table 5. In
the Northern America, it was only Canada
and the United States receiving Sri Lankan
migrants. In 1993, Canada accounted 61.1
percent of the Sri Lankan total emigration
to that region while the United States of
America recorded 38.9 percent contribution.
In 2013, this was 70 and 30 for Canada and
the United States of America, respectively,
providing more dominance towards Canada.
The emigration flow for Canada was very
significant as it was a fivefold increase from
1990 to 2013 whereas the United States
showed only three fold growth. We have seen

a substantial proportion of Tamil migration
to Canada because of the sympathy of the
Canadian Government for Sri Lankan Tamils
due to the 30-year long war prevailed in
Sri Lanka. According to the Canadian 2011
census, Tamil population of Canada was
143,000 and become the 16th largest
immigrant language group in Canada4.
Percentage increase in Tamil population from
2006 to 2011 was 21.3 percent and Tamils
had the 13th highest immigrant language
growth in Canada.

__________________
4 http://tamilculture.ca/tamils-by-the-numbers/
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Table 5: Sri Lankan emigration to world’s region, 1990-2013
Region

1990

2013

% increase

2 244

3 855

71.8

ASIA

570 920

593 969

4.0

EUROPE

173 298

368 554

112.7

LATIN AMERICA AND
THE CARIBBEAN

136

181

33.1

NORTHERN AMERICA

41 502

177 458

327.6

OCEANIA

41 718

108 465

160.0

AFRICA

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)

Although all European regions are attracted
to Sri Lankan migrants except the Eastern
Europe, Northern and Southern European
regions show a marked increase during the
recent years as shown in figure 21. Among
the Northern European countries, the United
Kingdom has been the most attractive
destination for the Sri Lankan emigration
during the period 1990 to 2013. Sri Lankan
emigration to the United Kingdom during
these twenty three years has contributed

88.6 percent to the total change observed for
the whole Northern European countries. In
addition to those who migrated as students
and skilled professionals, there has been
an influx of Tamil population migrating to
the United Kingdom during the war years
seeking for refugee and asylum status.
Furthermore, Norway, Denmark and Sweden
offered asylum to number of Sri Lankan Tamil
migrants during the war years.

Figure 21: Sri Lankan emigration to Europe, 1990-2013

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)
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The growth of Sri Lankan emigrants to
Oceania has been mainly towards Australia
by accounting more than 90 percent both in
1990 and 2013. Figure 22 shows that there
was a significant increase of the migrants
stock of Sri Lankan emigrants in Australia.
This was a more than two fold increase with
59,833 more migrants in 2013 from 1993.
Figure 22: Sri Lankan emigration to Oceania, 1990-2013

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)

Although India has been the destination
for asylum seekers and refugees with the
commencement of the war, gradually Sri
Lankan Tamils have searched for asylum and
refugee status in other developed nations

including Australia. In Australia, this number
has begun to grow in exponential manner
during the last few years as shown in figure
23.

Figure 23: Sri Lankan Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Australia 2005 - 2012

Source: UNHCR Statistical Database (www.unhcr.org › Home › Resources › Statistics & Operational Data)

26 Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037

International migration in Sri Lanka began to
dominate after the liberalization of the
Sri Lankan economy after 1977 (Institute of
Policy Studies, 2013). Unskilled and semiskilled labour migration began after 1977
due to opening up of opportunities in the
gulf regions. It is estimated that Sri Lankan
people currently employed abroad is about 1.7
million. These employees also brought foreign
exchange earnings of Rs. 382,801 in 2009
which was 47.03 percent of total
foreign exchange earnings of the country
(Sri Lanka Foreign Employment Bureau, 2009).
This shows that the commitment for foreign
employment through international migratory
flows from the 1980s has become the highest
net earner of foreign exchange in Sri Lanka.
International migration has become a
significant and potentially beneficial
component of Sri Lanka in its development
framework. The total number emigrated from
Sri Lanka on employment abroad amounts
to 1.8 million people while 250000 annually

migrate from the island. This consists of
23 percent of the total employment in the
country and 21 percent of the labour force.
Remittance from foreign employment
contributes to 36 percent of export earnings.
Its share to the GDP is around 7 percent.
It was reported that migration workers’
remittances grew by 25 percent to US$
5,145 million in 2011 (Ministry of Finance
and Planning, 2012). The increase in the
migration of skilled workers, enhancement
of the availability of formal channels, with
the increased number of bank branches
and service offices in the conflict affected
provinces, to remit funds to Sri Lanka,
repatriation of savings by migrant workers
due to uncertain conditions in the major
destinations, increase in average wage rate,
increased migration to high wage paying
countries like Korea and Singapore were
regarded as the major factors that assisted
this improved performance in workers’
remittances.

Figure 24: Migrants’ remittances inflow, Sri Lanka (US $ in million), 1999-2012

Source: World Bank, 2012; Department of National Planning, 2013

Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037 27

By recognizing the importance of foreign
employment of this nature to the growth
of the economy with the reduction of
unemployment, the Sri Lankan government
has commenced a number of programmes
to increase the migration of skilled workers
while reducing the unskilled labour migration
as country still experiences large outflow
of unskilled workers in search of overseas
jobs though it has declined to 66 percent.
The foreign remittance which is the main
foreign exchange earnings in the country has
grown from Rs. 198 bn in 2005 to Rs. 511 bn
in 2011. It is quite striking to note that the
gender balance in the foreign migrants has
shifted from the female dominated structure
prior to 2007 to male dominated in 2011
by representing 51.7 percent men and 48.3
percent women. Consequently, the average
age of female labour migrant has also swung
from 18 years to 21 years.

Middle-eastern countries during the mid
1970s and 80s attracted a large number
of Sri Lankan unskilled or semi-skilled men
while women were recruited as housemaids.
At the initial phase, the labour recruitments
were facilitated by private agencies without
any policy guideline of the Government
but when the volume of migration became
significant, the Government even set up its
own Foreign Employment Bureau to manage
and help the labour migrants. Gradually,
South-east Asian countries also have started
recruiting labour migrants from Sri Lanka.
Initially, women tended to migrate for
employment more than men as depicted
in Figure 25 but by 2009. men started to
outnumber women by changing the gender
bias existed in international migration prior to
the mid 1990s.

The share of females in foreign employment
was 24 percent during 1986-87 period
but increased to 51.73 percent in 2009.
Accordingly, the share for males was 48.27
percent in 2009. Huge infrastructure
development projects took place in the
Figure 25: Migrant workers by sex, 1996-2009

Source: Sri Lanka Foreign Employment Bureau, 2009
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During the recent decades, Sri Lanka started
witnessing a significant immigration or
circulation of skilled professional persons
from the developed countries in order
to engage in various socio-economic
development projects. Either they come
as a part of the development package
or as recruitments by the respective
donor agencies or the Government.
Massive projects such as Hambantota
Port Development, Hambantota Airport
Development, construction of Norochcholai
Coal Power Plant, oil exploration in the
Mannar basin employ many foreign
professionals who have specific skills for
such projects. This trend has been increasing

Sri Lanka’s current economic environment
with a heavy weight on the international
migration remittances has been influential
in making consequent effect of encouraging
international labour migration on other types
of migration such as irregular maritime
migration to Australia. The post 1970s labour
migration has created a perception among
the Sri Lankans, especially among the lesseducated and low-skilled persons that they
can find better jobs overseas than which are
available locally. Sri Lanka first commenced
its labour migration programme to the
Middle-Eastern countries and subsequently
diverted to East-Asian countries, particularly
focusing on South Korea in recent years.

Figure 26: Immigrants to Sri Lanka from selected developed nations, 2013

Source: Sri Lanka Foreign Employment Bureau, 2009

during later years as Sri Lanka has embarked
into an accelerated developmental stage with
the termination of civil war which existed for
about 30 years. The country also witnessed
an increase of mobility of foreign nationals
because of the development activities
taking place but due to catastrophes such
as the civil war and tsunami disaster. The
former being a man-made while the latter
being natural disaster and both demanded
international assistance which paved the way
for foreign professional to engage in various
intervention programmes. Figure 26 shows
immigrants stock in 2013 from selected
developed nations.

Therefore, Sri Lanka’s low or semi-skilled
labour force is more concerned with the
availability of jobs overseas irrespective of the
place of destination with the perception that
foreign remittances will be able to upgrade
their living standards back in Sri Lanka.
After Sri Lanka began to encourage labour
migration to the Middle-Eastern countries,
international migration gradually built into a
‘migration industry’. Sri Lankan international
migration has gradually shifted from an
individual or family affair to a process which
involved a third party to become a business
or industry. Therefore, international migration
has become a strong component in the
Sri Lankan culture with the notion that
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‘overseas migration can bring fortune’. By
considering all these, we have assumed
that international migration in Sri Lanka will
continue at least in the same manner into
the future as shown in figure 27. Accordingly,
assumed net gain or loss is drawn in figures
28 and 29 by assuming that more males will
be migrated more than females in the future.
Figure 27: Arrivals and Departures, 2000 to 2037

Source: Author’s calculations with the use of data gathered from Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment,
Airport Statistics and Statistical Abstracts of various years

Figure 28: Assumed Male Net International
Migration, 2012 to 2037

Figure 29: Assumed Female Net
International Migration, 2012 to 2037
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POLICY
IMPLICATIONS
Size and growth of Future
Population
Projections made in this study demonstrate
probable courses of population change
based on assumptions about future births,
deaths, and net international migration.
The projected values offered throughout
this report are one possible outcome for
the future that would occur only if all the
assumptions hold true. All assumptions
about the components of change are based
on historical trends.
Population projections are estimates of the
population for future dates. Accuracy of
the projected population figure depends on
how accurate the assumptions on fertility,
mortality and international migration would
be during the period of projection. As
seen in this study, a thorough analysis was

performed in order to detect future trends
of the three main components of population
by examining the past, present behaviours.
Therefore, it is expected that the degree
of the accuracy will be very high for the
projections produced here. According to the
standard projection which is usually being,
the total Sri Lankan population is projected
to increase by 2.7 million between 2012 and
2037. As shown in Figure 30, the population
is expected to increase from 20.4 million in
2012 to 23.1 million in 2037. This corresponds
to an average increase .108 million people
per year. However, it should be noted that
low and high trajectory projections show that
total population in 2037 could be in the range
of 22.2 million and 24.2 million as shown
in both table 6 and figure 30. As indicated
earlier, this is mainly dependant on the extent
to which future progress of fertility, mortality
and migration will seize or support growth.

Table 6: Projected population of Sri Lanka, 2012 to 2037, low, standard and high projections
Year

Low

Standard

High

2012

20,359,439

20,359,439

20,359,439

2017

21,147,196

21,378,817

21,488,794

2022

21,732,738

22,159,542

22,427,812

2027

22,107,618

22,701,533

23,187,358

2032

22,270,548

23,010,,438

23,779,895

2037

22,232,449

23,110,550

24,242,424

Source: Trends in International Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision, United Nations, Population Division
(www.un.org/en/development/desa/.../international-migration/index)
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Figure 30: Projected population of Sri Lanka, 2012 to 2037, low, standard and high projections

It is quite important to note that the growth
of the population size cannot be stopped
because still the population consists of high
concentration of women in the reproductive
years. In addition, recent fertility increase
will add more number of women into the
reproductive ages and thus continue to
increase the number of births in the future.
This is further supported by the higher
survival chances of infants and children.
Even when total fertility declines, there is a
lag period before the rate of natural increase
declines. This is because people who have
already been born build momentum into the
population. Population momentum refers to
the tendency of a population to continue to
grow beyond the time when replacement
levels of fertility are achieved. Replacement
rates are the number of births necessary

to simply replace the current population.
Momentum introduces a lag between
achieving replacement levels of fertility and a
leveling off of natural increase. A momentum
factor (MF) of 1 means that natural increase
is not contributing to population growth.
MF > 1 means there is positive momentum
in the system that will lead to population
growth and MF < 1 means there is negative
momentum, or the probability of population
decline. Presently, the population momentum
factor (MF) in Sri Lanka is 1.48, which
means the population will still grow into the
future. According to the standard population
projection, the MF becomes less than 1
(MF= .93 during 2032-2037) only during
the 2032-2037 period so we can reasonably
assume that the Sri Lankan population will
begin to decline only during the mid 2030s.
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Figure 31: Projected Population and Annual Rate of Growth, 2012 to 2037, Standard projection

It is quite clear that Sri Lankan population
will move away from its current exponential
pattern and grow in a logistic fashion in the
future as seen in Figure 31. Rate of growth of
the population will show a definite downward
trend but still with a positive growth rate
although the total population continues to
grow during the projection period.

Birth Rate, Death Rate and
Natural Increase
Figure 32 illustrates that birth rate will
continue to decline while death rate will take

an upward trend and hence natural increase
will continue to decline but at a slower rate
as time advances. It is important to note
that the increase of death rate should not
be interpreted as the deterioration of health
status of the general population but it is
due to the fact of the gradual growth of the
elderly group in the population. It is common
to any population which experiences ageing
process of the population. In this case,
number of deaths occurring at the elderly will
be higher because more and more elderly
people will be accruing at those ages.

Figure 32: Birth Rate, Death Rate and Natural Increase, 2012-37, Standard Projection
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Age-Sex Composition
Sri Lanka is currently experiencing major
population dynamics including significant
transformations in its age structure
associated with ‘youth bulge’ as well as
population ageing (Dissanayake, 2015).
These novel population trends create
many developmental challenges as well as
opportunities that have crucial implications
for social, economic and environmental
development. These emerging population
trends shape and are shaped by public
policy in the form of policies and related
programmes (employment creation,
poverty alleviation, social protection and
pensions, health, education, housing,
sanitation, water, food and energy) that are
being used to balance population change,
economic growth, social transformation
and environmental sustainability. However,
the accomplishment and sustainability of
development strategies need that Sri Lanka
pro-actively addresses and not just simply
responds to varying population dynamics.
Demography alone cannot be regarded as
destiny but it is very much essential that the
Sri Lanka understands about the changing
nature of population dynamics over the
next decades, and whether they become
developmental challenges or help facilitate
their resolution. Most importantly, all these
depend on whether effective policies are
employed which are necessarily rights-based,
evidence informed and gender-responsive.
In this context, it is quite essential for the
planners to examine how age-sex structure
of the Sri Lankan population changes during
the next 25 years.

It was mentioned earlier that deterioration of
men’s health over the years has contributed
to lower their survival chances than that of
women. It was also revealed that the diseases
of the circulatory system, nervous system,
respiratory system, endocrine, nutritional
and metabolic diseases and external causes
of morbidity and mortality have contributed
the most to the sex differentials of mortality
prevailing in Sri Lanka. In terms of these
causes, men are in a more unfavourable
position in upgrading their survival chances.
Although most these causes are amenable
to medical interventions, the difference
observed in mortality between men and
women can be attributed to factors other
than medical interventions (Dissanayake,
2015). Therefore, it is expected that the
government will take an additional effort
to improve health status of men to be
par with women in order to advance their
health standing and thus diminution of their
vulnerability position to the above causes of
death.

Gender Balance of the Population
It has been a widely discussed the fact
that Sri Lankan population began to favour
women over men in their numbers. This
trend appears to continue to the future in
the same fashion until 2032 (Figure 33)
but men will start picking up their numbers
afterwards because of the lesser gap in
the life expectancy due to the improved
adult mortality of men at the elderly ages
(Dissanayake, 2015). It is expected that the
government will attempt to improve the
health status of men.
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Figure 33: Male Population, Female Population and Sex Ratio, 2012-37, Standard Projection

Median Age of the Population
The median age is the age at which exactly
half the population is older and half is
younger. Median age is frequently used to
measure the ageing process of population
because the median age will indicate whether
a population is young or old. In other words,
it is a single index that summarizes the
age distribution of a population. Figure 34
exhibits that the median age of the Sri Lankan
population will grow in an unprecedented
fashion in the next 25 years. The median age
was 31 years in 2012, which means that half

of the Sri Lankan population was younger
than 31 years while half was older. Although
we observe a gradual increase of the median
age until 2032, a sharp increase can be
observed in the next 5 years period from
2012 to 2037. This decline can be attributed
to the decline of fertility anticipated after
2015 and reaching replacement level of
fertility by 2022, but of course coupled with
further decline of mortality. The evidence
here suggests that the Sri Lankan population
will grow older at an accelerated rate after
2032.

Figure 34: Median Age of the Population, 2012-2037
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Age and Sex Structure of the
Population
Age and sex are the most basic
characteristics of a population. Every
population has a different age and sex
composition—the number and proportion of
males and females in each age group—and
this structure can have considerable impact
on the population’s current and future social
and economic situation. Population pyramids
show the distribution of the population by
sex and by five-year age groups. Each bar
corresponds to the share of the given sex
and age group in the total population (men
and women combined). It is important to
understand that age-sex structure of a
population and demographic trends are
closely intertwined. In other words, age and
sex structure of a population is a result of a
combined effect of the changes in fertility,
mortality and migration. With the use of
population pyramid, we can trace the history
of a population. In particular, one can infer
the potential for population growth from
a population pyramid. Figure 35 shows
the evolution of age-sex structure of the
projected population from 2012 to 2037. It
reveals that Sri Lankan population will be still
growing until 2037, but at a much slower
rate.

It was discussed earlier that TFR declined
significantly till late 1990s and then took
an upward trend thereafter. This decline
is reflected in the smaller size of the age
groups of 20-24 and 25-29 observed in
2012. However, this trend has been reversed
because of the fertility upsurge observed
after 1998.

It is quite interesting to identify that age
group 30-34 in 2012 is larger than all
preceding ages as well as two subsequent
age groups. This age group is belonged to
the 1978-82 birth cohort. It is quite clear that
the larger size of this age group was result
of high fertility prevailed during that period.
Total Fertility Rate derived from the World
Fertility Survey 0f 1975 and Contraceptive
Prevalence Survey of 1982 suggest that the
TFR values were 3.4 and 3.7, respectively.
This suggests that the fertility remained
stable during the 1978-82 period to produce
a larger cohort who were observed later
in the 30-34 age group in 2012. Since the
survival chances of the Sri Lankan population
are improving, this cohort will carry its size
upward in the age structure. This cohort will
reach age 55-59 in 2037 and thereafter it will
contribute substantially to increase the size of
the elderly population.
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Figure 35: Projected Age-sex structure of the Sri Lankan Population, 2012-2037
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Increase of fertility after 1998 till 2015
is reflected in the ages below 20 years
observed in 2012. These birth cohorts will
produce additional number of people in the
coming years but decline of fertility after
2017 will again create smaller cohorts which
can be seen in the ages below 20 years of
age in 2037. Overall, population at younger
ages tends to decline while elderly ages grow
by favouring females because of their higher
survival chances compared to males.

Three Major Groups of Population:
Children, Youth, Labour Force and
Older Persons

and human development. This progression is
called demographic dividend. Demographic
dividend has previously played a key role in
the augment of the economies of Thailand,
Hong Kong, Singapore, and South Korea,
and Taiwan. Declining fertility enhanced
their economic growth and development
since their comparatively superior numbers
of workers had less dependants to consume
their income. Similarly, greater savings and
investment rates were in turn generated,
jointly with per capita output.

Size and Growth of the Child
Population (under 15 years of age)

Broadly, we can identify three groups of
population: children less than 15 years of age,
those who are in the youth ages (ie. 15-29
years of age), labour force ages (between
15 to 59 years of age) and older persons
who are above the age of 60 years. They
are of special significance because children
less than 15 years of age and older persons
are generally regarded as dependants of
those who are engaged in the labour force.
Changes in the relative size of these groups
are of vital importance to the socio-economic
planners of any country. As fertility rates
fall during the demographic transition, the
age structure starts moving upward by
creating a youth bulge in the labour force
ages. If the right kinds of educational, health,
and economic policies which can make the
labour force productive are in place, a special
window opens up for faster economic growth

Table 7 illustrates the numerical size and
percentage of children below 15 years of age.
According to the standard projection, number
of children below 15 years of age decline from
5.13 million in 2012 to 4.41 million in 2037,
which is a 14 percent decrease during the
25 year projection period. The proportion
of children below 15 years of age was 25.2
percent in 2012 while it will be 19.1 percent
in 2037. Percentage changes in the child
population below 15 years of age coincides
mainly with fertility changes observed during
the 2012 to 2037 period because stability
observed until 2017 is result of stability
observed in TFR and thereafter decline of
fertility to replacement level in 2022. In
addition, further decline below replacement
level is reflected in the percentage change of
the child population from 2022 to 2037.

Table 7: Size and percentage of the child population, 2012 to 2037
Year

Number

Percentage

2012

5,131,666

25.2

2017

5,346,841

25.0

2022

5,308,015

24.0

2027

5,150,654

22.7

2032

4,756,511

20.7

2037

4,411,314

19.1
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From the policy perspective, there needs
to be greater attention for providing more
facilities in the education sphere until 2022
as the child population shows growth and
stability during 2012 to 2022 period but such
pressure on the resources will be relieved
after 2022 with a significant decline of child
population as shown in Table 7.

Size and Growth of the Youth
Population (15-29 years of age)
It has been claimed that ‘adolescence is
an important time to acquire skills, health,
social networks and other attributes that
form the social capital needed for a fulfilling
life. The fact that the human capital formed
during adolescence and in youth is also an
important determinant of long-term growth
makes a strong macro-economic argument
to support more in young people’ (UNFPA,
2011). The youth here in this discussion
includes population aged 15 to 29 years.
The projection data reveals that the number
of youth will show a gradual increase up to
2037 although the percentage of the youth
population remains almost stable during
the period 2012 to 2037 period as shown
in Table 8. This is a reflection of upsurge of
fertility till 2017 and then decline of fertility to
replacement level fertility in 2022. Therefore,
Sri Lanka will have a great opportunity
to benefit from the expected changes in
fertility in order to retain its labour force in
large numbers during the next 25 years to
get them actively engaged in the country’s
development.

According to the trends in the age structure,
Sri Lanka is currently experiencing the first
demographic dividend with a large working
age population which could raise total GDP, if
productively employed. Dissanayake (2015)
has earlier shown that the first demographic
dividend will continue till 2037. Although
the percentages of children less than 15
years of age and elderly population aged
60+ years of age, respectively equilibrate in
2025, a noticeable decline of the percentage
of working age population is only discernible
from 2037 while percentage of children
population tends to stabilize around 15
percent only after 2037. Furthermore, a clear
decline of population could be seen only from
2037 while a more noticeable decrease in
working age population is visible only after
2037. All these evidence confirm that the
duration of the first demographic dividend is
45 years from 1992 to 2037. This suggests
that Sri Lanka is still left with 22 years
more which is a considerable time period,
if the country desires to benefit from this
historically produced demographic bonus.
The benefits of the demographic dividend
which are available only for about another
two and half decades not automatic, but
policy dependent and hence the window
of opportunity to reap the benefits of a low
dependency burden needs to be made use of
productively.
Although the overall unemployment rate in
Sri Lanka (4.2%) is low compared to regional
averages, the highest unemployment was

Table 8: Number and percentage of population, 15-29 years of age, 2012 to 2037
Year

Number

Percentage

2012

4,729,980

23.2

2017

4,731,449

22.1

2022

4,913,926

22.2

2027

4,998,682

22.0

2032

5,215,558

22.7

2037

5,179,908

22.4
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recorded from young population (15 - 24
years) for both males and females. It has
been claimed that high unemployment
among more educated youth especially
outside the Western province appears to be
a major concern (UNDP, 2012). Contributory
factors can be relevance skills taught by the
educational system, differences in the terms
and conditions of employment across sectors
and slow job creation. UNDP’s Sri Lanka
Human Development Report (UNDP, 2012:
122) points out that issues which demand
immediate action should include ‘changing
school curricular to meet the demands of
the labour market in a modern, competitive
economy; an increase in the supply of
teachers in Science, English, Mathematics
and Information Technology; an expansion
of the capacity and quality of tertiary
educational facilities; and strengthened
governance structures to ensure adaptability
and flexibility, monitoring of programmes,
the attainment of desired outcomes, and
the identification of the problems as they
emerge.’
Sri Lanka has been very successful with
its social policies. However, it encounters
major challenges in providing employment
and fulfilling other ambitions of youth.
Although the youth labor force has become
more educated over the years, the major
supply of employment for youth remains the
informal sector. It is also quite impressive
that youth unemployment declined in last
few decades because of the Sri Lankan
government’s initiatives to improve and
modernize Sri Lanka’s general education
system, strengthening entrepreneurship
programs and introducing career guidance
and counseling and improving labor market
information to help young people in their
job searches and to guide human resource
planning5. While posing a challenge,
current changes in the age structure of the
population also offer Sri Lanka a unique
opportunity by having the largest absolute
cohort of young people the country is
likely ever to have. This can be regarded
as a unique opportunity for stimulating
economic growth if these young people are
productively employed.

Size and Growth of Working Age
Population(15-59 years of age)
It is discernible from Table 9 that the
Sri Lankan labour force will continuously
increase from 12.7 million in 2012 to 13.6
million in 2037 although the percentage
of the working age population reveals a
fluctuation between 59 and 62 percentage
points. The fluctuations of the proportion
of the labour force can be attributed to
the historical changes in fertility as well as
international migration trends of Sri Lanka.
The rising size of the global workforce
presents an opportunity to drive economic
expansion and increase gross domestic
product (GDP), but it also presents many
challenges because most often developing
countries like Sri Lanka will face the challenge
of expanding their labor markets to provide
jobs for a growing workforce. A vital
labor force is an asset, but low wages and
unemployment can make it a risk. However,
innovative governments and societies can
mitigate that risk by fostering sustainable
jobs that offer good wages and working
conditions. This is easier to accomplish
where rights-based population policies
encourage balanced age distributions, and
where sound health and education policies
improve employment potential. During the
recent past, overall unemployment rates in
the country have come down progressively.
At present, globalization and technological
change have fuelled the demand for betterskilled workers in information technology (IT)
and IT-enabled services both internationally
and locally. Similarly, demand for skilled
migrant workers is growing globally. In order
to capitalize these emerging opportunities,
Sri Lanka needs to develop a skilled, globally
competitive workforce.

__________________
5
http://www.unicef.org/srilanka/challenge_youth_unemployment.pdf
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Table 9: Number and Percentage of Working Age (15-59 years of age) Population, 2012-2037
Year

Number

Percentage

2012

12,707,200

62.4

2017

12,901,236

60.3

2022

13,084,784

59.0

2027

13,230,620

58.3

2032

13,479,309

58.6

2037

13,581,145

58.8

Size and Growth of the Older
Persons (60+ years of age)
According to the standard projection, the
elderly population will increase in the future
in an extraordinary manner. In 2012, the
number of older persons was 2,520,573 and
it is expected to increase this to 5,118,094
in 2037, which is 103 percent increase
during 25 years time period (Table 10).

Population ageing taking place in Sri Lanka
is a common feature of many developed
and developing countries in the world today.
This phenomenon is occurring mainly due to
the decline in fertility and mortality decline
and resultant increase in the life expectancy
which is accompanied by the socio-economic
developments of the country.

Table 10: Number and percentage of population 60 years and over, 2012 to 2037,
Standard Projection
Year

Number

Percentage

2012

2,520,573

12.4

2017

3,130,740

14.6

2022

3,766,743

17.0

2027

4,320,258

19.0

2032

4,775,618

20.8

2037

5,118,094

22.1

It is seen from Figure 36 that proportion
of children outnumber proportion of older
person until 2032 and then a reverse is
observed. The two proportions equilibrate at
20.8 percent. This suggests that percentage
difference would begin to favour older
persons after 2032.
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Figure 36: Relative change in the proportion of child (less than 15 years) and older persons
(60+ years), 2012 to 2037, Standard Projection

Transformation in population age structure
also creates a second demographic dividend
that depends on how the accumulation of
wealth is related to population ageing. First,
there are compositional effects. Although
Sri Lanka still has not reached its later stage
of the fertility transition where fertility
stabilizes at very low level, the countries that
have already experienced the later stages
of the transition to low fertility, show a
growing share of the population consists of
individuals who are nearing the completion or
who have completed their productive years.
These individuals must have accumulated
wealth in order to finance consumption for
many of their remaining years. Second, there
are behavioural effects. The increase in life
expectancy and the associated increase in
the duration of retirement lead to an upward
shift in the age-profile of wealth. This takes
place because as people comprehend they
will live longer, they will be more motivated
to accumulate wealth that they can use
to support themselves in old age. As
people’s wealth increases, it is reasonable to
hypothesize that they are more likely to invest
in the health and education of each of their
children. With fewer children to care for, it is
possible for parents to invest more resources
in each child. Economists claim that the
prospects of a longer life and an extended
period of retirement, act as a powerful saving

incentive in the absence of widespread
social security and family support systems.
Therefore, population ageing elevates the
population share of the elderly who hold
more assets than others, resulting in higher
wealth accumulation and asset income. This
would generate higher capital per worker,
boosting labour productivity and resulting
in greater output levels. Sri Lanka is likely to
commence its second demographic dividend
from 2037 since the country also would have
achieved its later part of the low stationary
fertility status by that time (Dissanayake,
2015)

The Dependency Burden of the
Sri Lankan Population
The declines in fertility and mortality that
occur during the course of the demographic
transition are accompanied by important
changes in the distribution of the population
by age. Age structure changes taking place
over a period of time have a substantial
impact on the socio-economic development
of the country, since such changes reveals
the size of the child and old populations in
relation to working-age population. In other
words, it indicates the dependency burden
of a country. The dependency burden is the
ratio of dependent young and old to the

42 Medium-Term Population Projection for Sri Lanka: 2012 to 2037

population of working age. This ratio aims to
measure how many “dependents” there are
for each person in the “working” age groups.
Obviously, not every person below 15 and
over 65 is a dependent and not every person
between ages 15 and 60 (or 65) is at work.
Table 11: Projected Dependency Ratio, 2012 to 2037, Standard Projection

Year

Child Dependency
Ratio
(<15 years)

Old Dependency
Ratio
(60+ years)

Total Dependency
Ratio

2012

37.2

19.8

57.1

2017

36.7

24.3

60.9

2022

37.6

28.8

66.3

2027

37.8

32.7

70.4

2032

38.7

35.4

74.1

2037

38.1

37.7

75.8

Projected dependency ratios according to
standard projection are shown in table 11
and figure 37. It is visible from figure that
child dependency shows stability throughout
the projection period because of the fertility
increase observed late 1990s. However,

old dependency is constantly increasing
while it contributes to amplify the total
dependency. Figure 37 also shows that level
of old dependency reaches the level of child
dependency in 2037, which is the terminal
year of the first demographic dividend.

Figure 37: Projected Dependency Ratios, 2012 to 2037, Standard Projection
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Table-S1: Population by age and sex, 2012
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

879223

864639

1743862

5-9

882108

865644

1747752

10-14

829069

810983

1640052

15-19

819927

824322

1644249

20-24

742316

790567

1532883

25-29

743510

809338

1552848

30-34

796866

842549

1639415

35-39

686037

723040

1409077

40-44

661623

697586

1359209

45-49

618140

667690

1285830

50-54

581293

638167

1219460

55-59

500871

563358

1064229

60-64

425428

492482

917910

65-69

283764

349525

633289

70-74

181846

230568

412414

75-79

116389

166797

283186

80+

108224

165550

273774

Total

9856634

10502805

20359439
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Table-S2: Population by age and sex, 2017
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

933220

934738

1867958

5-9

873468

861340

1734808

10-14

879793

864282

1744076

15-19

826775

809771

1636546

20-24

804097

814432

1618529

25-29

708133

768241

1476374

30-34

706420

782128

1488548

35-39

766319

815114

1581432

40-44

662139

695241

1357381

45-49

639830

670911

1310741

50-54

598226

650107

1248333

55-59

558859

624493

1183352

60-64

471302

544514

1015816

65-69

388333

467620

855953

70-74

246820

321818

568638

75-79

145581

200336

345917

80+

130268

214148

344416

Total

10339581

11039235

21378817
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Table –S3: Population by age and sex, 2022
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

858927

858403

1717330

5-9

927885

931415

1859300

10-14

871369

860016

1731385

15-19

877596

863062

1740658

20-24

811211

799923

1611134

25-29

770015

792119

1562134

30-34

671615

741163

1412778

35-39

676878

754927

1431805

40-44

742302

787075

1529377

45-49

641078

668763

1309841

50-54

620428

653541

1273969

55-59

576499

636589

1213088

60-64

527865

604479

1132344

65-69

432192

517912

950104

70-74

339601

431438

771038

75-79

199299

280860

480159

80+

162940

270157

433097

Total

10707700

11451842

22159542
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Table –S4: Population by age and sex, 2027
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

793458

791250

1584709

5-9

854581

855399

1709980

10-14

925899

930067

1855966

15-19

869372

858816

1728189

20-24

862178

853194

1715372

25-29

777467

777655

1555122

30-34

733616

765044

1498660

35-39

642694

714130

1356824

40-44

654085

727203

1381288

45-49

721007

760197

1481203

50-54

622652

651665

1274317

55-59

599325

640320

1239645

60-64

546315

616773

1163088

65-69

486360

575962

1062322

70-74

380137

478954

859091

75-79

276117

377818

653935

80+

217237

364585

581822

Total

10962500

11739034

22701533
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Table –S5: Population by age and sex, 2032
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

737318

733799

1471116

5-9

789882

788518

1578400

10-14

852865

854129

1706993

15-19

923993

928846

1852839

20-24

854242

848972

1703213

25-29

828609

830896

1659505

30-34

741404

750645

1492049

35-39

704790

738019

1442808

40-44

620642

686656

1307298

45-49

634426

700800

1335226

50-54

702159

742461

1444621

55-59

602883

638866

1241749

60-64

569892

620959

1190851

65-69

505688

588528

1094216

70-74

430494

533944

964438

75-79

311577

421031

732608

80+

298473

494032

792505

Total

11109337

11901101

23010438
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Table-S6: Population by age and sex, 2037
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

687271

682664

1369935

5-9

734375

731298

1465672

10-14

788392

787314

1575706

15-19

851220

852968

1704188

20-24

909009

918970

1827979

25-29

821036

826705

1647741

30-34

792742

803847

1596588

35-39

712940

723713

1436653

40-44

682831

710554

1393385

45-49

601988

660630

1262618

50-54

617898

683801

1301699

55-59

681655

728638

1410293

60-64

575198

620163

1195361

65-69

529953

593395

1123347

70-74

450370

546843

997213

75-79

355804

471249

827053

80+

368004

607115

975119

Total

11160683

11949867

23110550
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Table –L1: Population by age and sex, 2012
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

879223

864639

1743862

5-9

882108

865644

1747752

10-14

829069

810983

1640052

15-19

819927

824322

1644249

20-24

742316

790567

1532883

25-29

743510

809338

1552848

30-34

796866

842549

1639415

35-39

686037

723040

1409077

40-44

661623

697586

1359209

45-49

618140

667690

1285830

50-54

581293

638167

1219460

55-59

500871

563358

1064229

60-64

425428

492482

917910

65-69

283764

349525

633289

70-74

181846

230568

412414

75-79

116389

166797

283186

80+

108224

165550

273774

Total

9856634

10502805

20359439
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Table –L2: Population by age and sex, 2017
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

818192

818452

1636643

5-9

872999

860698

1733698

10-14

879683

864183

1743866

15-19

826675

809712

1636387

20-24

804752

815425

1620178

25-29

709929

770747

1480676

30-34

708331

785103

1493434

35-39

767641

817875

1585516

40-44

662924

697889

1360813

45-49

640162

673028

1313190

50-54

597991

650452

1248444

55-59

558138

623403

1181541

60-64

470404

542980

1013384

65-69

387182

465329

852511

70-74

245750

319226

564976

75-79

144747

197859

342605

80+

129441

209892

339333

Total

10224943

10922253

21147196
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Table –L3: Population by age and sex, 2022
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

761617

760381

1521998

5-9

813021

814951

1627972

10-14

870799

859308

1730107

15-19

877383

862923

1740305

20-24

811770

800900

1612670

25-29

772447

795663

1568111

30-34

675336

746723

1422060

35-39

680150

760768

1440918

40-44

744353

792489

1536841

45-49

642182

673605

1315788

50-54

620482

656073

1276554

55-59

575497

635911

1211408

60-64

526111

601776

1127886

65-69

430016

513957

943973

70-74

337049

425846

762896

75-79

197237

275068

472305

80+

160875

260070

420945

Total

10496326

11236412

21732738
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Table –L4: Population by age and sex, 2027
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

710042

707555

1417597

5-9

757333

757295

1514628

10-14

811114

813662

1624776

15-19

868705

858102

1726807

20-24

862616

854126

1716742

25-29

779808

781248

1561056

30-34

737955

771709

1509664

35-39

647791

722659

1370450

40-44

658126

735828

1393954

45-49

723293

767816

1491109

50-54

623450

657015

1280465

55-59

598539

641906

1240444

60-64

544205

614546

1158752

65-69

483146

570680

1053826

70-74

376413

471444

847858

75-79

272296

368047

640343

80+

213267

345881

559147

Total

10668100

11439518

22107618
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Table –L5: Population by age and sex, 2032
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

663920

660448

1324368

5-9

706467

704818

1411285

10-14

755668

756104

1511772

15-19

809285

812533

1621817

20-24

854235

849372

1703607

25-29

830822

834493

1665315

30-34

745662

757431

1503093

35-39

710486

747722

1458207

40-44

626524

698074

1324599

45-49

638754

711767

1350521

50-54

704016

750573

1454590

55-59

602795

643354

1246148

60-64

567883

621042

1188925

65-69

502002

583734

1085736

70-74

425504

524792

950296

75-79

306445

408906

715351

80+

291621

463298

754919

Total

10742088

11528461

22270548
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Table –L6: Population by age and sex, 2037
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

616172

611833

1228005

5-9

660946

657978

1318924

10-14

705008

703699

1408707

15-19

754069

755038

1509107

20-24

795215

803875

1599090

25-29

822818

829793

1652611

30-34

796865

810655

1607521

35-39

718564

733576

1452140

40-44

689283

723172

1412456

45-49

608173

674453

1282625

50-54

621857

695353

1317210

55-59

682438

735766

1418204

60-64

573806

623174

1196980

65-69

526197

590898

1117095

70-74

444746

538173

982919

75-79

349186

457161

806347

80+

358049

564460

922509

Total

10723393

11509056

22232449
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Table – H1: Population by age and sex, 2012
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

879223

864639

1743862

5-9

882108

865644

1747752

10-14

829069

810983

1640052

15-19

819927

824322

1644249

20-24

742316

790567

1532883

25-29

743510

809338

1552848

30-34

796866

842549

1639415

35-39

686037

723040

1409077

40-44

661623

697586

1359209

45-49

618140

667690

1285830

50-54

581293

638167

1219460

55-59

500871

563358

1064229

60-64

425428

492482

917910

65-69

283764

349525

633289

70-74

181846

230568

412414

75-79

116389

166797

283186

80+

108224

165550

273774

Total

9856634

10502805

20359439
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Table- H2: Population by age and sex, 2017
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

986225

985088

1971313

5-9

874130

861429

1735559

10-14

879962

864300

1744262

15-19

826930

809783

1636713

20-24

803527

814415

1617942

25-29

706441

768182

1474623

30-34

704628

782065

1486693

35-39

765146

815071

1580217

40-44

661521

695212

1356733

45-49

639722

670921

1310643

50-54

598764

650207

1248971

55-59

559994

624693

1184686

60-64

472706

544793

1017499

65-69

390076

468014

858090

70-74

248413

322260

570673

75-79

146830

200784

347614

80+

131514

215049

346563

Total

10396527

11092267

21488794
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Table- H3: Population by age and sex, 2022
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

936101

933146

1869248

5-9

981265

981673

1962939

10-14

872178

860116

1732294

15-19

877914

863088

1741001

20-24

810775

799911

1610687

25-29

767755

792035

1559790

30-34

668084

741028

1409112

35-39

673827

754804

1428631

40-44

740548

786998

1527545

45-49

640320

668731

1309051

50-54

620856

653641

1274496

55-59

578155

636886

1215041

60-64

530499

604992

1135491

65-69

435409

518646

954055

70-74

343311

432460

775771

75-79

202297

281963

484260

80+

165977

272424

438401

Total

10845270

11582542

22427812
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Table- H4: Population by age and sex, 2027
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

900500

895929

1796429

5-9

931953

929991

1861945

10-14

979349

980304

1959653

15-19

870310

858925

1729235

20-24

861897

853198

1715095

25-29

775312

777578

1552891

30-34

729515

764889

1494404

35-39

637854

713938

1351792

40-44

650358

727047

1377405

45-49

719170

760135

1479305

50-54

622399

651730

1274130

55-59

600883

640631

1241514

60-64

549469

617410

1166878

65-69

490939

577006

1067946

70-74

385401

480412

865814

75-79

281516

379743

661259

80+

222927

368738

591665

Total

11209754

11977604

23187358
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Table- H5: Population by age and sex, 2032
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

878067

872081

1750149

5-9

896967

892975

1789942

10-14

930259

928684

1858943

15-19

977505

979065

1956569

20-24

854553

849060

1703613

25-29

826598

830839

1657437

30-34

737377

750499

1487876

35-39

699382

737810

1437192

40-44

615074

686431

1301506

45-49

630508

700659

1331166

50-54

700916

742527

1443443

55-59

603733

639155

1242888

60-64

572978

621633

1194611

65-69

510805

589736

1100541

70-74

437280

535830

973109

75-79

318583

423527

742110

80+

307997

500803

808799

Total

11498583

12281312

23779895
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Table- H6: Population by age and sex, 2037
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

0-4

868467

861082

1729550

5-9

875053

869289

1744342

10-14

895458

891715

1787174

15-19

928631

927493

1856124

20-24

961794

969136

1930930

25-29

819582

826734

1646317

30-34

788845

803725

1592569

35-39

707573

723517

1431090

40-44

676702

710319

1387021

45-49

596169

660421

1256589

50-54

614436

683783

1298219

55-59

681650

728973

1410624

60-64

577567

620831

1198398

65-69

535078

594674

1129752

70-74

457751

548954

1006705

75-79

364480

474340

838819

80+

381395

616805

998200

Total

11730632

12511791

24242424
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