
This evaluation finds ADB’s 
transport sector program in 
Sri Lanka less than successful. 
Some of ADB’s interventions 
have not been accomplished, or 
are not likely to fully accomplish 
their intended outcomes. 
Some projects have been 
overambitious in their results 
targeting and schedules. Lack of 
proper consideration of design 
aspects has led to cost overruns.  

Roads are the backbone of Sri Lanka’s internal transport system. Current demand for 
passenger travel is around 80 billion passenger-kilometers (km) per year, of which 
road transport accounts for 93%.  Some 97% of freight traffic, measured in ton-

kilometer, is conveyed by the country’s 113,000-km road network. 

ADB has supported the country’s transport sector since the 1970s, focusing mainly on road 
rehabilitation, but much work needs to be  done. A considerable amount of Sri Lanka’s 
road network has not been properly maintained, with years of civil conflict adding to the 
neglect and damage in some areas. More than 50% of national roads have poor surfaces, 
and many are seriously congested. Investments in new highways or the widening of 
existing roads have not kept up with economic growth, as road sector investment during 
the past decade concentrated on rehabilitation of the existing network. 

Since 1970, cumulative ADB lending for the transport sector in Sri Lanka included 19 loans 
at $1.24 billion, 29% of which went to the four Colombo Port projects and 71% went to 
the roads subsector.  No ADB lending has gone to the railway or civil aviation subsectors. 
ADB also implemented 17 advisory technical assistance operations. 

The Evaluation 
The sector assistance program evaluation has three objectives: (i) to provide an 
independent assessment of ADB support between 1999 and 2010 to the Sri Lanka 
transport sector, (ii) to identify areas for improving the effectiveness of ADB’s interventions, 
and (iii) to provide evaluation lessons and recommendations. This evaluation assessed  
10 projects and 14 advisory technical assistance operations approved during 1999–2010. 
It draws on implementation experiences and lessons from earlier projects. Taking into 
account the sector context, it evaluates the contribution of ADB to specific development 
results in Sri Lanka. Five road projects were initiated over the 12-year period, and two ports 
projects. Loans for a Road Project Preparatory Facility and the Colombo Port Efficiency and 
Expansion Project were also provided over the period.

Key Findings 
ADB has been the leading development partner in Sri Lanka’s transport sector. ADB 
support has responded to the changing needs of the sector and has been enhanced by 
additional support for policy and institutional development through technical assistance 
and capacity development loan components.

Nonetheless, some of ADB’s interventions during the evaluation period have not 
accomplished, or are not likely to fully accomplish, what they were intended to achieve. 
Some loan-financed projects have been overambitious in their result targets or time 
schedules. Lack of proper consideration of all aspects of design in preparing some projects 
has led to cost overruns. 

ADB’s transport sector program in Sri Lanka is rated less than successful overall. ADB’s 
contribution to the transport sector has been consistent with the country’s needs and has 
been relevant. But the assistance has been less than effective overall, because not all
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physical outputs were achieved and most of the technical assistance operations and the 
capacity development components of loans have been less than effective. The assistance 
has been efficient largely because of the good economic internal rates of return of two 
completed projects. Sustainability also needs to be improved if the assets are to be 
adequately maintained.

Key Lessons
n  Project formulation and design need sufficient time, attention to detail, 

and due diligence to limit changes to the scope, cost overruns, overlaps and 
duplication, and implementation delays. For example, several loan-financed 
and technical assistance operations were too ambitious or were poorly designed. In 
some cases, design changes were necessary in some projects because not enough 
time and care had been taken in preparing the project in detail. In the case of 
the Southern Transport Development Project, resettlement and environmental 
problems were caused by changing the road alignment during project preparation.

n Capacity development and reform initiatives need comprehensive and 
long-term planning, taking into consideration past performance and new 
needs. The outputs of several of ADB’s technical assistance activities have not been 
used. Institutional and capacity development technical assistance and capacity 
development loan components also need to avoid overlap and duplication and 
become more integrated.

n Complex transport projects need much attention to regular and 
comprehensive project monitoring and timely evaluation. Monitoring and 
supervision of project implementation in the sector have not been comprehensive. 
Project completion reports should be undertaken forthwith to learn from the 
experiences of borrowers, executing agencies, and ADB. Putting valuable lessons 
into practice will improve the performance of ongoing and future ADB-financed 
projects. 

n Road maintenance funding is critical to road sustainability, and remains a 
key issue in the transport sector. Efforts toward the self-sustainability of road 
maintenance funds are valuable. For example, the World Bank has provided a 
technical assistance since July 2008 to develop a financial and technical system for 
management of the road maintenance trust fund and a fund allocation system. 
It has allocated $10.0 million for road maintenance and is initiating a technical 
auditing arrangement for the road maintenance trust fund.

n Project designs have short shelf lives and need rapid action and funding. The 
road project preparatory facility can make the processing and implementation of 
projects more timely and efficient. Although about 44% of the detailed road project 
designs prepared under the facility have been or will be taken up, the remaining 
designs need to be put to use soon. Otherwise, the designs and other documents 
will become outdated.

Feedback
ADB Management appreciated the sector assistance program evaluation for the 
transport sector in Sri Lanka, which includes an overview of ADB’s transport sector 
assistance and details on the sector profile, institutional arrangements, development 
challenges, and government strategy for the sector. 

The Chair’s Summary of the Development Effectiveness Committee (DEC) of the board 
noted the less than successful rating of ADB’s support to the transport sector in Sri Lanka. 
DEC expressed concern about the effectiveness, sustainability, and maintenance of 
road sector interventions, and cautioned management to be firmer about the need for 
sustainability of projects, and government ownership of technical assistance projects.  

Recommendations
n Undertake due diligence on 

Southern Expressway tolls, 
and address road safety

n Prepare a long-term capacity 
development road map

n Continue efforts to make the 
road maintenance fund self-
sustainable

n Assess the effectiveness and 
efficiency of the road project 
preparatory facility
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The picture above shows the Southern Expressway, Sri 
Lanka’s first large-scale greenfield road development, 
which opened in November 2011. The study recommends 
conducting due diligence on the unplanned imposition of 
tolls on the highway, and a review of safety issues.  
Photo from ADB Photo Library.


