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Budget Speech - 2023
Sri Lanka, Towards a New Beginning
Approach

Honorable Speaker,

A glimmer of hope on emerging from the economic abyss is currently visible as a
result of the strenuous and difficult actions we have adopted during the past few
months. After the era of waiting in queues for days and protesting in various
occupied places, our sufferings have been eased to some extent and we have reached
an era where our peace of mind is much settled.

Negotiations with the International Monetary Fund are currently in progress. We
are in dialogue with India and China on debt restructuring. We are confident that
these discussions will lead to positive outcomes.

Inflation could be controlled to some extent due to the actions taken in the recent
past. Similarly, the rupee is strengthening. We expect to sustain these developments.
I am confident that by moving along the same path, we will be able to stabilize the
economy within the next year.

But we cannot be satisfied with that. We must start a new journey.

Presenting the Interim Budget proposals in last August, I mentioned that the
purpose of the interim budget proposals is to lay the basic foundation for
transforming the economic pattern that has existed so far in our country. I
mentioned there, that the process of building a new economy suitable for the
modern world would be started through the budget proposals 2023.

Seventy-five years after independence, can we be satisfied with the status quo?
Where did we go wrong? How did we go wrong?

I was born in independent Sri Lanka. One year after the independence of Sri Lanka.
At that time, Japan had the most developed economy in Asia. It is well known that
we were second. The per capita income in Sri Lanka is USD 3,815. Japan's per capita
income is USD 39,285.



I recollect another personal experience of mine. In 1991, when I was the Minister of
Industry, the Minister of Industry of Vietnam came to Sri Lanka. He wanted to study
our open economic system and industrialization strategies. I made him aware. He
was given the opportunity to discuss with the officials of the Greater Colombo
Economic Commission. In 1995, Sri Lanka's foreign reserves were USD 2.1 billion.
Vietnam's foreign reserves were USD 1.3 billion. The minister of Vietnam studied
our methods and went to his country. What is the situation today? In 2021 Vietnam's
foreign reserves are USD 109.4 billion. Sri Lanka's foreign reserves are USD 3.1
billion.

Let's look back. Let's take off the colored political glasses. Why did we get it wrong?
Where did we go wrong? Did we get things wrong? Or did we got things wrong?
Today, our country has several main revenue generating sectors. One is the
plantation economy. Next is Free Trade Zones. Garment industry, Tourism and
foreign employment. Looking at those, after independence, we have been able to
create only a few avenues for the country to earn foreign income. Beyond that, why
have we not yet been able to create large-scale foreign income generating sectors?
This is something we should think about carefully.

Over the past period, have we been excited and happy for things that will work for
the future, or for things that can be seen on the surface for the moment? People were
happy when successful private businesses were nationalized. People were happy
when free rice was given. Governments that took such decisions became
temporarily popular.

Because of this, we were satisfied with installing an electric lamp on the street. But
we did not think deeply about increasing the electricity generation.

Is the long-term development of a country based on popular decisions? Or the right
decisions? In many cases, popular decisions were taken instead of correct decisions
in our country. Even today many people try to make popular decisions.

What was the result of this popular ruling tradition? To build a relief economy and
a relief mentality across the country. People are used to getting concessions.
Governments do not work to create opportunities for people to develop. Only to
provide relief.



Reminiscing the nineteen fifties, Lee Kuan Yew once mentioned the following. In

Singapore 1 followed the hard, but right path. Sri Lanka's Bandaranaike followed
the popular path.

There is no future for the country by continuing on this popular path. There is no
prosperity for the country by giving concessions while being in debt to others. So,
let's get out of this situation now. Let's change our thinking patterns.

So let's think a new. Let's create innovative approaches to move the country forward.

1.1.

1.2.

1.3.

14.

1977 Approach

In 1977, the J.R. Jayawardene government took a positive step to change the
economic perspective that existed until then. Instead of the failed closed
economy, a different path was chosen. Instead of giving concessions, he created
an economy that gave opportunities. Concepts like providing free rice were
completely discarded. Instead, new opportunities were created to move
forward with one’s abilities. The economy opened up. The country woke up.
Poverty decreased. The middle class expanded.

But the economic base created in 1977 could not be advanced rapidly. Due to
external factors such as civil conflict that journey was hampered. Necessary
changes and reforms were not made in accordance with the times.

Instead of increasing the government's income and raising foreign investments,
the government's expenditure was increased beyond its limits. A lot of money
was spent to maintain loss-making State Own Enterprises. A lot of unnecessary
expenses were made for political gains. All this was not done with the income
earned from the country. By being in debt to the world.

The Buddha has given this idea about borrowing in the “Samachchapala Sutra”.
Borrowing should be for investment, not for consumption. But what did we do?
Borrowing the hard-earned money of other countries of the world and spending
it on our consumption. We got lazy day by day. People got used to getting
everything from the government. The government worked to provide
everything to the people. We were not thinking about what should happen to
the country. The society that only thinks about what the country should give its



