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W riter Sir James E. Tennent said in 1859, 
“There is no island in the world, Great 
Britain itself not excepted, that has 
attracted the attention of authors in so 
many distant ages and so many different 
countries as Ceylon.”

Ceylon gained independence in 1948 
and changed its name to Sri Lanka in 1972 when it became a republic. 
The island is located in South Asia below the southern tip of the Indian 
subcontinent. It has an area of 65,610 km2 (25,332 square miles), includ-
ing 2,905 km2 (1,122 square miles) of inland waters. Sri Lanka is divided 
into nine provinces and 25 administrative districts. Though many 
think Colombo is the capital of Sri Lanka, it is actually the commercial 
capital; the administrative capital is Sri Jayewardenepura Kotte. With 
a population of 20.6 million, Sri Lanka has a gross national income per 
capita of US$3,400. An expatriate population of more than 40,000 is 
increasing significantly. 

Sri Lanka has a diverse ethnic mix of Sinhalese (including the 
indigenous Veddas), Tamils (Sri Lankan and Indian), Moors (said to 
be descended from Arab traders), Malays (Javanese), and Burghers 
(European descent). Sri Lanka is also home to a small ethnic group 
called the Sri Lanka Kaffirs—African Sri Lankans descended from 
slaves who were brought into the island by Portuguese colonists in 
the 17th century. Buddhism, Hinduism, Christianity, and Islam are 
well-represented and add to the richness of life on the island. 

Colombo is usually hottest in April and May. October and November 
tend to be the coolest months. During the hot months, the upcountry 
area becomes a popular retreat as the elevation makes the temperatures 
cooler. A horse-racing festival in April in Nuwara Eliya is popular for 
fashionable ladies dressed in racing outfits with their best hats, from 
elegant to over-the-top. Men, too, dress up in coats, hats, and cravats. 
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Communicating
Sri Lanka’s official languages are Sinhala and 
Tamil. English is used as a link language country-
wide. The most distinct type of communication in 
Sri Lanka is nonverbal—the most peculiar being 
a head waggle to say yes. Moving the head from 
side to side means general agreement, but it looks 
like disagreement to foreigners who experience it 
for the first time. Local residents also stretch their 
arm outward with the palm facing down when 
calling someone—this is not considered rude. 

It is considered bad manners to eat with 
your left hand, which is reserved for matters of 

personal hygiene. Sri Lankans may greet you in a 
formal setting with their palms clasped together 
in a prayer position. It is considered polite to 
return the gesture. 

Sri Lankans love to learn everything they can 
about their foreign guests, so even strangers may 
ask you, “Which country are you from?” They 
may get more personal with questions such as, 
“Are you married? Do you have children? Do 
you have a girlfriend?” Some are just curious, 
and some may want to show off or practice their 
English skills. 
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Doing 
Business
Since late 2015 and into 2016 Sri Lanka continues 
to simplify several registration requirements and 
also post procedures such as tax registration, 
social security, and licensing. The country has 
made it easier to deal with construction permits 
by creating working groups of different agencies 
involved in issuing building permits so the appli-
cant no longer needs to obtain separate approvals. 

Contracts are enforceable in Sri Lanka, but 
direct litigation is very time-consuming, with 
backlogged courts as in most Asian countries. 
Expats are advised to include provisions in the 
contract that enable alternative dispute resolution 
methods to relieve them from possible litigation 
through mediation or arbitration.

Economy
Politics is an everyday part of life in Sri Lanka, 
which makes the island a political economy. 
Corporate expats are bound to meet one or more 
government ministers during their assignment, 
for pleasure as well as business. A 30-year civil 
war ended in May 2009, and the peace dividend 
has allowed the economy to grow an average of 
6.4 percent between 2010 and 2015. The Heritage 
Foundation has ranked Sri Lanka highest in eco-
nomic freedom in the region. 

Sri Lanka’s economic strength lies in its geographic 
location and natural resources, and there is a drive 
toward making Sri Lanka a geo-economic center of 
South Asia. The country’s main exports are apparel 
(e.g., Victoria’s Secret, Nike, Marks & Spencer), tea, 
spices, coir (coconut fiber), rubber products, gems and 
jewelry—Kate Middleton’s Royal Ring Sapphire came 
from Sri Lanka—and food and beverages. Imports 

consist of intermediate goods such as petroleum, tex-
tiles, chemicals, paper and paper products, diamonds, 
wheat and muslin, plastics, and fertilizer. At 56.7 per-
cent, the services sector remains the largest contributor 
to the national economy. 

Sri Lanka’s economy is being driven to become 
a platform for comprehensive value addition in the 
global manufacturing and services field. The country is 
also moving toward a digital economy. Global Services 
Magazine ranks Colombo among the Top 20 Emerging 
Cities. The Western Region Megapolis Planning Project 
(WRMPP), which will have an estimated population of 
8.5 million by 2025, will establish Colombo as a busi-
ness and financial hub to attract foreign investors to set 
up operations in Sri Lanka. The Colombo International 
Financial City is proposed to fill the vacuum for an off-
shore financial zone along the trading route between 
Singapore and Dubai. 
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Business Culture
A new government that came to power in January 
2015 under the platform of good governance is 
working on remaining transparent with its regu-
latory systems. Labor laws in Sri Lanka make it diffi-
cult for companies to terminate redundant workers 
due to long administrative processes. Women are 
not allowed to work night shifts. 

The “I know a guy” concept is very valuable in Sri 
Lanka. Building good relationships and knowing as 
many people as possible can achieve many corpo-
rate objectives. 

Saving face is very important to Sri Lankans, so 
they tend to be nonconfrontational. Local resi-
dents may often agree with an opinion or agree 
to come to an event when they know for a fact 
they don’t agree or can’t attend but are trying to 

avoid disappointing the other person. Therefore 
it is very important that an expat stays alert to 
body language and what is “said” between words. 
Intuition plays a large part. Staying tuned in to 
nonverbal cues is also important when negotiat-
ing, as Sri Lankans tend to be less direct with their 
demands. They often don’t say no to something 
directly, but if they show disinterest, you can 
expect a negative decision. Sinhalese and Tamils 
also believe in astrology and may adhere to lucky 
days, which need to be respected. 

Punctuality is important in business appoint-
ments. But when meeting high-level officials, 
especially in the government, it is best to reserve an 
additional two hours, as they are commonly late. 
The official does not mean to be rude.
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Housing
Assignees being transferred to Sri Lanka will 
either be given a home or provided a budget 
to rent a home. Generally assignees can see the 
available apartments and types of houses during 
their familiarization tour. Expats choose homes or 
apartments in close proximity to work due to traffic 
in Colombo. If they are a family with kids, choos-
ing a home close to the school would be a priority. 
Distances in Colombo cause greater problems than 
in the developed world, as roads are much nar-
rower and more congested. The roads also cater to 
bicycles, tuk tuks (auto rickshaws), horse carts, carts 
pushed by laborers, and cows crossing.

The most sought-after homes are in the Colombo 
3, 5, 7, and 8 areas. People who wish to have more 
garden space and be in a scenic environment also 
go out to Rajagiriya and Battaramulla. Homes and 
apartments come furnished and unfurnished, with 
the basic appliances. Rents can range from US$1,500 
to $3,000 for nice apartments with luxury facilities. 
A house with a garden and swimming pool can 
range from $2,500 to $5,000. It is wise to choose a 
house or apartment with separate quarters for a 
maid or driver. Because seasonal droughts cause 
power cuts, a generator might be useful. 

Currently Colombo has only one interna-
tional serviced apartment complex, the Hilton 
Residencies. New complexes are being con-
structed. But there are many apartments where  
the landlord provides maid services.

Immigration
Several visas are currently available:
• Tourists can enter Sri Lanka on an Electronic Travel 

Authority (ETA), which provides authorization to 
visit, transit, and stay in Sri Lanka for a short time. 

• Business people can enter on a Business ETA, 
which allows participation in meetings and nego-
tiations, conferences, workshops, seminars. 

• Nonresidence Visas are considered to be exten-
sions of Visitor Visas in Sri Lanka and Multiple 
Entry Business Visas. 

• Residence Visas for Employment require a 
two-step procedure. The first step is to obtain 
approval from the Line Ministry/Authority 
concerned. Then Entry Visas are required 
for Residence Visas that are being issued to 
be employed in the State Sector, Board of 
Investment Projects, Private Sector Assignees, 
Students, NGO/INGO candidates, Officials/
Diplomatic, Clergy and Religious work. 

• When there is no Sri Lankan Overseas Mission, 
or if an applicant cannot present themselves at an 
overseas Sri Lankan Embassy to obtain the Entry 
Visa, a representative can apply for a Landing 
Endorsement in Sri Lanka for the assignee.
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Shopping and Food
During the hot season, it is common to see orange 
king coconuts on the back of a bicycle ridden by 
an elderly gentleman. There are wholesale mar-
kets, which sell fresh vegetables, fruits, meats, and 
seafood. Many expats have their driver or maid do 
this shopping. There are upscale supermarkets like 
those in developed countries that have fixed rates 
and are convenient for expats. Mall-type shopping 
is limited, but there are department stores that have 
reasonably priced clothes and other items. 

Sri Lankan cuisine is known for being hot and 
spicy. Food also plays a large part in Sri Lankans’ 
celebrations of holidays or events. For Buddhists, 

most celebrations such as birthdays, the opening of an 
office, or even an election win will involve preparing 
kiribath (rice cooked in coconut milk); it is also a baby’s 
first meal and the first food a bride and groom share. 
Muslims during Eid al-Fitr and Ramadan serve food 
in a sahan, a single plate for six to eight people. Kiribath 
boiled with jaggery—a brown sugar made from kithul 
palm—is served by Hindus on special occasions. 

An important ritual performed by Buddhists is for 
the host to place a full glass of water on a tray and 
offer it to the guests. Do not drink the glass of water. 
It is meant to be lightly touched. This is an invitation 
to share the meal in their house.

Education
Sri Lanka has very good international schools that 
compete globally for expatriate children. Almost all 
expatriate students go to one of these schools, which 
other than OSC follow the British curriculum:
• Overseas School of Colombo (OSC)—the only 

school offering the International Baccalaureate 
program. 

• Elizabeth Moir International School—achieved 
the best IGCSE (International General Certificate 
of Secondary Education) results of any interna-
tional school in the world in 2016. 

• Colombo International School.
• British School of Colombo. 

A number of preschools meet international stan-
dards, such as the OSC, American Preschool, and 
First Steps.

DESTINATION PROFILE: SRI LANKA
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Security / Transport
Sri Lanka is quite a safe place to travel, and violent 
crime against foreigners is rare. But scams and 
aggressive street hawking are widespread. Petty 
theft is also less common than in other Asian 
countries, but do not leave valuables lying around. 
Single female travelers should be cautious on lonely 
beaches at night.

Corporate transferees generally receive a car and 
a driver, which is shared with the family for school. 
Some expats opt to drive themselves and purchase 
or lease a car. However, Sri Lanka is one of the most 
expensive countries in which to buy a car due to 
import charges, and petrol is also rather expensive. 
International Drivers Permits are accepted in Sri 
Lanka and can be converted into local licenses. Sri 
Lanka issues driver’s licenses only to those with at 
least a six-month Residence Visa; others will obtain 
a temporary permit. Many people travel by tuk tuk 
to avoid traffic congestion. Taxis and services such 
as Uber are widely available in Sri Lanka. 

Customs / 
Shipping 
You should ship your goods to Sri Lanka 
only after you have obtained your Sri Lankan 
Residence Visa; otherwise, exorbitant lev-
ies need to be paid to clear goods. It is also 
advised to inform your shipper to provide 
door-to-door delivery; or you will have to 
spend a whole working day at customs to     
get your shipping cleared. 
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Finances
Companies coming under the Board of Investment in 
Sri Lanka enjoy certain tax holidays, depending on 
their investment. Nonresidents in Sri Lanka are taxed 
only on Sri Lankan–sourced income. The maximum 
income tax rate in Sri Lanka is 35 percent. 

You would need approximately US$1,800 in 
Colombo to maintain the same standard of living that 
you can have with US$7,300 in New York. 

The Sri Lankan banking sector is quite stable and 
market-driven. There are several local and inter-
national banks. The local banking industry offers 
interest rates ranging from 3 to 8 percent, which is 
quite high compared to other emerging markets. 
Therefore it makes sense to save your money in LKR 
(Sri Lankan rupee)-denominated accounts

Medical 
Matters
Hygiene levels are quite good in Sri Lanka com-
pared to those in neighboring countries. Medical 
care is very good, and medical tourism is picking 
up as an industry. There are well-trained doctors 
from Sri Lanka and doctors who have returned to 
Sri Lanka after overseas training. The World Health 
Organization declared Sri Lanka malaria-free in 
September 2016, but mosquitoes carry other dis-
eases, such as dengue fever and chikungunya.
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Unexpected 
Sri Lanka
It is often said by expats who have lived on long-
term assignments in Sri Lanka that to love the 
island you must discover the hidden gems—mining 
for sapphires, whitewater rafting, bird-watching, 
whale watching, camping with leopards and bears, 
mountain biking, Ayurveda treatments, caving, 
nature trails, fishing, diving, kite surfing, surfing, 
agrotourism, plucking tea leaves from the planta-
tions, and so much more. M

Sarrah Sammoon, GMS-T, is founder of A.S. & Associates 
Resource Co. (Evisalaw, Sri Lanka Relocation Services, 
SCG Advisory Services), the first Worldwide ERC® 
member company in Sri Lanka. She can be reached at +94 
77 766 7100 or sarrah@srilankarelo.com.
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