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Speech of the Chairman of  

Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka  

International Women’s Day Celebration -8th March 2021 

Ayubowan !!! Kale Wandanam!!! Assalam Alyikam!!! Good Morning!!! 

Reverend Sir; Her Excellency Trine Joranli Eskedal, Ambassador of Royal Norwegian 

Embassy - Colombo, our chief guest of today event, Mr. Thorsten Bargfrede, Deputy 

Head of Mission/Head of Political, Trade and Communications Section, European 

Union to Sri Lanka, our Panel Chair of today discussion, distinguished guests, our 

resource persons from different universities, civil society representatives, 

government officers, journalists from media institutions, my fellow commissioners, 

the secretary of HRCSL and all staff; 

Today is a very important day for the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka, 8 

March, International Women’s Day is celebrating world wild as an International 

day. But, as the National Human Rights Institution of the country, we are happy to 

hand to hand with all human rights activists and defenders to stand up for the rights 

of women in Sri Lanka as well as out of our country. 
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As an Asian nation, we have a chance to learn a lot from the four main faith of the 

world for centuries.  According to those rich traditions, although we are a 

patriarchal society, the place of the mother is very important in the decision making 

of the family though it is an extended family or nuclear family, in the issues such as 

marriage, house building, migration. On the other hand, we have had the first 

female Prime Minister in the World too.  

The Covid -19 Pandemic has created a new world order from late 2019.   According 

to the WHO daily update on Coronavirus Disease on 01/03/20211 the number of 

Global Covid -19 cases was over 113 Million and the number of deaths was over 2.5 

Million. According to the Epidemiology Unit of the Ministry of Health, the situation 

of Sri Lanka on Covid -19 by 01/03/20212 was over eighty-three thousand cases and 

471 death.  

According to the sources of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka, there is a substantial 

negative impact on economic activities of the country3  due to the declaration of 

holidays, curfew, restricted public services, and other measures to contain human 

movement including the shutdown of airports and seaports for passenger traffic 

will affect several key economic sectors. In addition to this, there are some socio-

economic impact can be listed as follows;  

• With the loss of income and livelihoods for a large segment of society, 

approximately 60% of those employed being engaged in the informal sector 

and an estimated 1.9 million being daily wage earners, many households are 

likely to be in a precarious position.  

 
1 https://covid19.who.int/table 
2 http://epid.gov.lk/web/images/pdf/corona_virus_report/sitrep-sl-en-01-03_10_21.pdf 
3 http://epid.gov.lk/web/images/pdf/corona_virus_report/sitrep-sl-en-01-03_10_21.pdf 
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• Other vulnerable segments of the population, such as the elderly and the 

large number of people living just above the poverty threshold, will be 

disproportionately affected by this pandemic. 

It would be hardly affected women engaging in those income-generating activities. 

According to our population consistence majority are female in several provinces 

and more than 53% are females.  On the other hand, the majority of employees are 

in the informal sector, 57.4% and when consider female, 51.1% of female 

employees are in Informal Sector4. It is very clear and sad that the Covid-19 effect 

will be badly reacted to our society due to these demographic and economic 

factors. 

Now let me turn again to International Women' day 2021, according to UN Women, 

the theme for International Women's Day 2021 is “Women in leadership: Achieving 

an equal future in a COVID-19 world.” This theme highlights the hard work done by 

women around the world in shaping a more equal future and recovery from the 

COVID-19 pandemic while giving leadership to the institutions, organizations, and 

sometimes to States. During the COVID-19 -19 pandemic, women stand at the front 

lines of the COVID-19 crisis, as health care workers, caregivers, innovators, 

community organizers, and as some of the most exemplary and effective national 

leaders in combating the pandemic. The crisis has highlighted both the centrality 

of their contributions and the disproportionate burdens that women carry. After 

the new world order due to COVID-19, there are new barriers emerged other than 

pre-existing social and systemic barriers to women’s participation and leadership5. 

 
4 http://www.statistics.gov.lk/Pocket%20Book/chap03.pdf 
5 https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/11/announcer-international-womens-day-2021 
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As a human, we can change the situation and find the solution for the problem. 

COVID-19 -19 pandemic is not affecting just a county of smaller area, it is a global 

pandemic situation. Then, answers to the problems also need to come from the 

global level. The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights has addressed 

the above gap and has published a guideline named "COVID-19 and Women’s 

Human Rights: Guidance”6. It has addressed the most of women’s issues related to 

the COVID-19 and some solutions. I believe that on this important day, giving 

attention to it might be important to us as Sri Lankans.  

First, it has given attention to 'WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON GENDER-

BASED VIOLENCE? ‘and it has highlighted the 2following important facts; 

• Stay-at-home restrictions and other measures restricting the movement of 

people contribute to an increase in gender-based violence,  

• Women and girls already in abusive situations are more exposed to 

increased control and restrictions by their abusers, with little or no 

recourse to seek support.  

• Accessing help can also be more difficult due to confinement with the 

abuser.  

• Services needed by victims may be deprioritized, including shelters, health 

care services, police, and justice sector services.  

 

 
6 https://www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/report/covid-19-and-womens-human-rights-guidance/ 
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Second, the highlighting area is on ‘WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE 

HEALTH OF WOMEN AND GIRLS?’ and it has consisted following facts; 

• Greater exposure to infection and the need for personal protective 

equipment is at the forefront of the disproportionate impact on women 

and girls. The greater caregiving role that women and girls are expected to 

perform may expose them to higher risks of infection. 

• Safe and confidential access to health services can be undermined, as pre-

existing barriers will be exacerbated in the health emergency. Such barriers 

include social norms and gender-based discrimination, criminalization, 

restricted freedom of movement, a lack of income, need for third-party 

authorizations, and lack of childcare options.  

• Overloaded health systems, reallocation of resources, shortages of medical 

supplies, and disruptions of global supply chains can undermine the sexual  

and  reproductive  health  and  rights  of  women  and  girls,  including  their  

access  to maternal and newborn care;  

• Migrant domestic workers, the vast majority of whom are women, may be 

at particular risk, particularly when travel restrictions and self-isolation are 

imposed. 

Third, the highlighting area is on 'WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON WORK, 

INCOME AND LIVELIHOODS? and it has consisted following facts. 

• In many countries,  women are concentrated in the low-wage and informal 

sector jobs that are highly prone to disruption.  Women are also over-

represented in the hospitality (hotels, restaurants), retail and service 
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industries that have been among the hardest hit by the response to 

COVID-19. 

•  Women’s concentration in the informal sector means they are more 

likely to not receive paid sick leave or family leave; have no health 

insurance and have no social security. 

• Closure of schools and day-care centers also has a differential impact on 

women parents or guardians, who will often be expected to take on 

additional caregiving responsibilities due to discriminatory gender norms, 

further restricting their work and economic opportunities. 

• Authorities and companies have been encouraging people to use 

technology to work from home. The gender digital divide may limit 

women’s ability to work remotely.  

 

• Women’s loss of income has an impact on their families’ wellbeing, 

especially when they are the sole breadwinners. 

According to the above explanation, it is very clear that the Covid-19 pandemic has 

created a double burden on women, it is common in the world. In this junction, we 

have gathered here to celebrate International Women’s Day 2021. But as the 

National Human Rights Institution, I would like to use the word ‘Intervention’ other 

than just use ‘Celebration’. 

 

Now, I turn back to Sri Lanka, Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka has focused 

this special day with the academic type of intervention as follows with little bit 

different theme; Our theme is ‘ Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Women & Gender 
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Equality”.it is a little bit different from the International theme. We wanted to 

highlight more border areas other than not limiting leadership. 

 

 

 

 

Our program consists of five sessions as follows; 

Session one:  

COVID -19 impact on Employment of Women by Dr. Janaka Fernando, Department 

of Business Economy, University of Sri Jayawardanapura 

 Session two:  

COVID - 19 impact on Education of Women by Dr. M.T.M. Mahees, Department 

Sociology, University of Colombo 

Session three: 

COVID -19 impact on Health care of Women by Dr. Chathurie Suraweera, 

Consultant Psychiatrist, Department of Psychiatry, Faculty of Medicine, University 

of Colombo 

Session Four:  

COVID -19 Impact on family affairs and wellbeing of Women by Prof. Chandani 

Liyanage, Department Sociology, University of Colombo 

Session Five:  
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COVID -19 Impact on vulnerable Women (women with Disabilities, FTZ workers, 

elderly women, women in prison, transgender MTF) by Prof. Wasantha 

Senavirathne, Department of Public and International Law, Faculty of Law, 

University of Colombo 

 

 

 After the five sessions, there will be a Panel Discussion to summarize and 

formulate policy guidelines by an expert panel. The Panel Chair by Mr. Thorsten 

Bargfrede, Deputy Head of Mission/Head of Political, Trade and Communications 

Section, European Union to Sri Lanka.  

Now, I would like to conclude my speech, and invite all of you to stay the whole 

program and give your hand to protect the rights of women in this new era due to 

Covid-19. 

Thank you. 

 

Dr. Jagath Balasuriya 

The Chairman 

Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka 

 

08 March 2021 

Colombo, Sri Lanka. 


