
COMMENTARY

april 12, 2025 vol Lx no 15 EPW  Economic & Political Weekly14

incurring additional expenditure on ferti-
liser subsidies and the need to spend for-
eign exchange to import additional ferti-
liser stocks that this decision may involve.4

Its implications for the debt burden in Sri 
Lanka have not been fully explored, fac-
toring in alternative expenditure patterns 
for the fertiliser subsidy. This is just one 
example that perhaps illustrates the kind 
of challenges the new president and his 
government will encounter with increas-
ing frequency in the times to come and 
that populist policies driven by pressure 
from below or pressure from party cadres 
must be subjected to greater scrutiny by 
rulers and their technical experts before 
adopting them. 

Finally, the new democratically elected 
regime will be required to walk a tightrope 
in times to come that will test its capacity 
for survival in an environment of contra-
dictory expectations driven by populist 
demands on the one hand and the need 
to have strict control on public expendi-
ture on the other. Populist demands such 
as public sector employment for educated 
youth, wage increase, and regulating 
the cost of living have reappeared after a 

post-election pause. So far, the govern-
ment has failed to stop the sharp infl a-
tion of the cost of popular consumer 
products such as rice and coconuts, with 
the government and private sector ac-
cusing each other of abuse and manipu-
lations. Violence in the underworld has 
erupted again, indicating that it is an 
entrenched problem that cannot be 
blamed on the outgoing regime alone. 
Sustained effort and viable policy inter-
ventions on the part of the new govern-
ment are needed urgently on several 
fronts to counter these diverse challenges. 

notes

1  This is also the ultimate aim of the “Clean Sri 
Lanka Campaign” started recently by the NPP 
government that aims to clean the physical 
environment and the political system (of cor-
ruption) as parallel efforts.

2  SJB is an opposition political party formed by a 
breakaway group from the UNP headed by 
Ranil Wickremesinghe. It was formed by popu-
list Sajith Premadasa, the son of the former 
president Ranasinghe Premadasa. Within a short 
period, it absorbed many members of the UNP, 
heavily committed to neo-liberal orthodoxy under 
the strong control of Ranil Wickremesinghe.

3  After being queried, some NPP stalwarts noted 
that the decision to increase the fertiliser sub-
sidy was made by the previous regime, but its 
implementation had been stayed by an order of 
the election commission, which subsequently 

granted the permission for the increase. In the 
view of NPP supporters, the new president 
merely implemented a popular decision already 
made by the previous regime, also taking into 
consideration the impact of the delay in imple-
menting this decision would have on the forth-
coming Maha season paddy crop. These re-
sponses may well be valid, but it indicates the 
greater signifi cance of populist political deci-
sions as against the imperative of more cau-
tious spending of public funds in managing the 
ongoing economic crisis. 

4  Personal communication with Wasantha 
Athukorala at the Department of Economics, 
University of Peradeniya.
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Manufacturing Strategy to Navigate Global Shifts. As India strives to attain the status of an advanced country in the 
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from the developments in the global economy. The Third Conference will focus on strategizing India’s industrial 
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The deadline for the submission of papers (6000-9000 words) is June 15, 2025. Papers should be submitted by email 
to conference@isid.org.in along with a covering note and brief profile of the author(s). For details: 
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