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1. Composting tea cultivations: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly 

By: Dr. W.A Wijewardena  

 

 

• The government recently made a decision to ban the importation of chemical 

fertilizer and pesticides in favour of organic fertilizer. This has been done without 

understanding the challenges made by such a switch. For example, the use of 

organic fertilizer results in lower yield than chemical fertilizer in the planting of tea 

and results in a shorter lifespan of a tea bush.   

 

• In June, the TRI issued guidelines for the use of compost in tea cultivations, 

however, the use of compost outlined is significantly more costly than a tea planter 

producing their own compost. Compost bought from the market also face 

transportation, quality and supply issues, among other problems. This brings about 

the need for a different system for the use of compost. However, doing this would 

mean that tea is unable to be sold under an organic brand. 

 

• Although component costs are high, organic tea can be sold at a much higher price 

than its non-organic counterpart. However, the loss in output and higher costs 

counteract the impact of the higher price, and a government subsidy would be 

required to sustain production. Given this, the TRI needs to assess the costs of the 

use of organic fertilizer to ensure a cohesive policy shift.  

 

Lalith Liyanage: Daring intrapreneur 

 

Planter Lalith Liyanage of the Hidellana Tea Factory fame is a daring entrepreneur cum 

intrapreneur. An entrepreneur will look at the market and exploit market opportunities to 

make profits. An intrapreneur will improve processes within the business and make it 

stronger, more viable, and more profitable.  

 

As an entrepreneur, following his father’s footsteps, he went into low country tea 

growing after leaving college, because that was a very profitable business given the 

advantage of the brand name Ceylon Tea and the high yields that he would get by 

converting virgin land into glossily green tea plantations. At that time, there was the Tea 

Smallholder Development Project, implemented jointly by the Ministry of Plantations 

Industry and the Central Bank out of the funds loaned by the Asian Development Bank.  

 

In this entrepreneurial activity, he followed the standard technical advice given to tea 

growers by the country’s Tea Research Institute that entailed the use of appropriate 

chemical fertilisers and approved weedicides and pesticides in correct amounts. 

 

In 2012, as an intrapreneur, he sought to produce organic tea to the niche market by 

converting two blocks of his tea land into organic fields fertilised by composted 

materials. Organic tea fetched a premium price because it was demanded by consumers 

who were prepared to pay a higher price because of its claimed health benefits. If the 

experiment was successful, Liyanage’s plan was to convert all his tea plantations into 



organic plantations and become a supplier of a premium tea product to the global 

markets. That would have paved the way for other organic tea lovers to enter the 

business. 

 

Flash decision to ban chemical fertilisers and pesticides 

 

President Gotabaya Rajapaksa made a flash decision to convert the whole of Sri Lanka to 

an organic land by banning the importation of chemical fertilisers and pesticides. With 

that, there is a frenzied interest in the country to make plantation crops too fully organic 

compliant. This is specifically relevant to tea because it was always marketed as a health 

drink.  

 

In the early years of tea promotion in the mid-19th century, billboards in London grocery 

shops urged consumers to drink Ceylon tea because it was a brain tonic. Later, the 

range of health benefits was expanded to cover ageing, diabetes, heart diseases, 

arthritis, nervous disorders, and cancers, to mention but a few.  

 

On top of these claimed health benefits, if an organic tea is supplied to the market, it will 

surely catch up like a wildfire. It will be a quantum leap for Ceylon tea which is 

experiencing difficulties in penetrating new markets due to competition from other 

producing countries. Given the long-time taken by a country to make its produce 

organic-compliant, Sri Lanka, if it starts now, will have a competitive edge over its 

competitors at least for a dozen years. In this context, Liyanage by intrapreneur-ing into 

organic tea production has made a yeoman service to rescue the country’s ailing tea 

industry. 

 

Learning points from Liyanage’s experiment  

 

His experiences are therefore learning points for others who are vociferous about organic 

tea without knowing the real challenges that must be faced. Over several telephone calls 

and exchange of emails, Liyanage narrated his story to me. That story is presented here 

not to discourage the prospective organic farmers but to help them appreciate the 

difficulties which they would face and problems which they should resolve in their path to 

organic cultivation.  

 

Liyanage says that he ventured into organic tea cultivation and production in 2012 with 

two small plots that were added to organic farming in two stages. In the first stage, it 

was the conversion of a 10-year-old tea plot of 1.21 ha (about 3 acres) in extent. In the 

second stage, an additional 1.61 ha (about 4 acres) were allocated for organic farming. 

This second plot is linked to a tourist hotel owned by him on the premises promoting 

tea-tourism. Hundreds of tourists from all over the world stay in this hotel just to get a 

first-hand experience in the production of their favourite drink. Though the organic 

sector is not giving him profits, this tourism segment has compensated for the loss.  

 

Since the first stage plot already had 10-year-old tea bushes, it can be used to compare 

the crop ‘before and after’ going to organic farming. 

 

Winner of the National Plantation Award 

 

Before going organic in 2012, it was traditional chemical fertilisers and weedicides that 

had been used on this first plot. They have been used in accordance with the instructions 

given by TRI to tea growers. With those input uses, the 1.21 ha farm had 

produced 23,788 kg of green leaf in 2012. This had amounted to 661 kg per acre per 

month. This was a high yield and Liyanage says that in that year, this plot had received 

the National Plantation Award from the Ministry of Plantations for this excellent 

performance. After going organic, to get the best results, drip irrigation water sprinklers 

were installed in this plot.  



 

Reduction in yields after composting 

 

However, the use of organic fertilisers had resulted in a continuous drop in the yield. 

Accordingly, within one year of denying chemical fertilisers and weedicides to tea 

bushes, the yield declined by 35% to 15,619 kg. The drop of yield was so sharp in the 

following years, by 2019, it had fallen to 4,673 kg, a level lower by 80% than the 

original level of production in 2012.  

 

Liyanage says that he had to encounter a double whammy after he had started using 

organic fertilisers. Because of the working of pests in the composted fertilisers, the roots 

of his tea bushes had had a fungus attack causing them to decay. Since there was no 

suitable fungicide to tackle the problem and the plantation had by that time become 

totally unprofitable, tea bushes were uprooted in 2020. Now the soil has to be 

rehabilitated for at least three years before he can go for a new cycle of planting. A tea 

bush, if continuously pruned and appropriate fertilisers and weedicides are applied, can 

have a lifespan of about 100 years. But Liyanage’s organic plants had such a short life, 

they had to be uprooted within 20 years. 

 

TRI: Use 20,000 kg of compost fertiliser per hectare of tea lands  

 

In June 2021, TRI has issued guidelines in Sinhala for use of compost in tea cultivations 

(available at: https://www.tri.lk/wp-

content/uploads/2021/06/GL_01_2021_Sinhala.pdf). According to TRI, when producing 

compost for tea plants, urban waste or human excreta should not be used. The quality of 

the compost should be improved to maintain the required composition of phosphorus, 

carbon, nitrogen, potassium, magnesium, and calcium.  

 

The content of heavy metals such as cadmium, chromium, copper, lead, mercury, nickel, 

and zinc should not exceed the levels prescribed by the Sri Lanka Standards Institution. 

Hence, the most appropriate inputs are leaves, grasses, straws, animal excreta, etc., 

that do not contain hazardous heavy metals.  

 

TRI’s recommendation has been to use per annum 10 metric tons of compost fertiliser 

per hectare in upcountry plantations, and 20 metric tons per hectare in mid and low 

country plantations. These organic fertilisers are not cheap and according to the 

estimates of TRI, it will cost about Rs. 11.40 to produce one kg. What this means is that 

an upcountry tea grower has to spend annually about Rs. 114,000 to fertilise 1 hectare, 

and a mid and low country grower about Rs. 228,000 – double that amount – if he 

produces his own composts.  

 

If he buys it from the market, there are the problems of quality assurance, price, regular 

supply, and transportation. These problems could be minimised to some extent if, as TRI 

has recommended, composts are mixed with chemical fertilisers, a system of hybrid 

application. But it will cause tea to lose its organic feature and therefore could not be 

marketed under that brand.  

 

Chemical fertiliser use is much lower 

 

TRI has also advised smallholders as to how they should use chemical fertilisers in the 

low, mid, and Uva ranges (available at: https://www.tri.lk/wp-

content/uploads/2020/02/TRI_Advisory_Circulars_SP_10e_Jul2016.pdf ). Noting that in 

this region, the soil organic matter, magnesium and sulphur levels are low, to get the 

best yield, TRI has recommended the use of fertilisers rich with these components. 

Accordingly, two new fertiliser mixtures, U834 and UT752, have been recommended.  

 

Farmers at present use about 150 kg of chemical fertilisers in four rounds a year per 



acre. Without the Government subsidy, a 50 kg bag will be around Rs. 4,000, and the 

annual cost of fertilisers will be around Rs. 120,000 for chemical fertilisers as against the 

estimated cost of up to Rs. 300,000 for compost fertilisers. If chemical fertilisers can 

yield 20,000 kg per Ha,  the fertiliser cost of a kilogram of green leaves will be around 

Rs. 6.  

 

High cost of composts 

 

I asked Liyanage whether compost fertilisers were freely available for use in his region. 

His answer was that they were not available freely and when they were available, there 

was the problem of quality assurance. The quality of these composts varied from one 

consignment to another. The quality tests are expensive and cannot be done for every 

consignment. Hence, tea smallholders are at the mercy of suppliers if they choose to 

apply organic fertilisers to their fields.  

 

On top of this, the price of composts at about Rs. 12-15 per kg is prohibitively high; at 

these prices, the tea growers have to spend between Rs. 120,000 to Rs. 150,000 per 

annum in the upcountry region, and between Rs. 240,000 to Rs. 300,000 in the low and 

the mid regions. If a plot of 1 Ha yields about 8,900 kg of green leaves, the fertiliser cost 

per kg alone will amount to Rs. 27 to Rs. 34 in the case of mid and low country region 

and Rs. 13 to Rs. 17 in the case of upcountry plantations. Unless the price of green 

leaves is increased to accommodate this high cost, it is unavoidable that tea 

smallholders would become bankrupt. 

 

Organic tea needs a subsidy 

 

But organic tea fetches a premium price and that price should surely compensate for any 

loss. I asked Liyanage about this. “The average price that we get for organic tea is about 

Rs. 1,900 per kg. True that it is double the price we get for other teas. But the losses 

due to the reduction in output and increases in costs are much more than that gain. 

Hence, at the end, at the prevailing prices, organic farmers stand to lose in the whole 

game,” he says. What this means is that unless the Government gives a subsidy, the 

organic tea production cannot sustain itself.  

 

Composts lead to weeds and fungus attacks  

 

Liyanage says that there are two other problems which organic farmers of tea will face. 

Compost fertilisers carry seeds of unknown weeds. Once the composts are applied to the 

fields, these seeds germinate covering the entire field. If composts are treated with 

chemicals to kill these seeds, they would affect the normal organic transformation of the 

composts involved. This is not what is expected of organic farming.  

 

The other problem is the attack of fungi on tea bushes due to changes in the moisture 

levels in composts. Since there was no treatment for these fungus attacks, Liyanage had 

to uproot his entire cultivation after 20 years of planting. This is not a cost which any tea 

grower can afford.  

 

Wrong diagnosis by TRI? 

 

I asked him whether he brought these issues to the attention of TRI. “I did, but they are 

also not in a position to help growers since the complexities arising from organic farming 

have not been identified yet. Regarding the fungus attack, the diagnosis of the field 

officer who visited the cultivation was that it had been due to wrong pruning of plants. I 

do not agree with that diagnosis because I have pruned my other cultivations too in the 

same manner. They have not been affected by any fungus attack,” says Liyanage. 

 

What about the new weeds invading the plantations? I asked him. “That is a critical 



problem,” he replied. “If we use labour to weed them out, we have to spend a fortune 

for that; if we use weedicide, we will lose the organic certificate; if we do not use either 

one, we will lose the entire cultivation.” 

 

What this means is that TRI must embark on an accelerated research program to tackle 

the weed problem arising from using compost fertilisers. 

 

The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly  

 

Thus, organic farming of tea is good because of the higher price and the claimed health 

benefits. But it is bad due to decline in output, enormous costs, and consequential 

losses. It is also ugly because of the invasion of unwanted weeds and untreatable fungus 

attacks. 

 

For the full article – Refer the Daily FT 

 

 

2. Hunger and starvation amidst a multiplicity of economic problems 

By Nimal Sanderatne 

 

• Covid – 19 pandemic accelerated poverty around the world and especially in 

developing countries. Even in Sri Lanka, most industries related to tourism came 

to a standstill. Most sectors in Sri Lanka have reduced staff, and those who were 

able to secure their employment are facing salary cuts. Self-employed people are 

finding it extremely difficult to make a living with the continuous lockdowns.  

 

• The least affected sector from the pandemic is agriculture, despite which the recent 

government policies have not been quite favorable towards agriculture. Farmers 

are expecting a huge reduction in harvest in upcoming months. Already troubled 

public has no other option than to expect future consumer price increases as well 

as further import restrictions on essentials.  

 

• The loss of income, rising poverty, starvation and the level of unemployment is too 

huge for the government of Sri Lanka to handle with its limited financial capacity 

and administrative capacity. This further obstructs the government from taking 

adequate measures. This leaves the government with only the option of seeking 

foreign assistance with immediate effect.  

 

The severest blows dealt by COVID, globally and in Sri Lanka, is the deprivation of 

employment and income, which has increased poverty and starvation. Resolving or even 

ameliorating this human tragedy in poor countries around the world is a near impossible 

task. 

It is a near impossible challenge in Sri Lanka too owing to the fragile economic situation 

of the country that limits state interventions. Public finances and external finances are in 

a perilous state and inappropriate policies have aggravated poverty and starvation in the 

country. 

 

Global poverty and hunger 

 

According to the World Food Programme (WFP), an increasing number of countries are 

facing growing levels of acute food insecurity. It is estimated that about 700 million people 

or nine percent of the world population are in acute hunger and are under-nourished. 

 

Even before COVID-19 reduced income and disrupted supply chains, chronic and acute 

hunger were on the rise due to various factors including conflict and corruption. Diminished 

income and increasing food prices, among other reasons, have increased food insecurity, 

especially in less developed countries. 

https://www.ft.lk/columns/Composting-tea-cultivations-The-Good-the-Bad-and-the-Ugly/4-719702


 

Impact of COVID 

 

The severe impact of COVID on employment and income are well-known. Even many in 

secure employment have suffered salary cuts. Those employed in small enterprises whose 

trade is not possible due to restrictions and lockdown have lost their employment and 

incomes altogether. Informal workers, who comprise a large proportion of the workforce 

are unable to ply their trade. Farmers denied of fertiliser are facing crop failures and dire 

poverty. 

 

These are not hard times: they are sad and sorrowful times. Mental depression and 

suicides are likely. The end of this dark tunnel is uncertain. 

 

Tourism 

 

Everyone is aware of the loss of employment in tourist hotels. A significant number of 

those providing related services such as people selling handicrafts, clothes and other items 

have lost their livelihoods too. Those in these backward-linked employment are in dire 

straits. 

 

There were significant employment and income losses before COVID. COVID was a second 

blow after the April 2019 Easter Sunday bombings. There were further losses of 

employment and income with the COVID restrictions that increased unemployment on a 

larger scale. 

 

Informal self-employment 

 

COVID restrictions have affected a large number of those employed in small enterprises: 

shops, restaurants, motor repair shops and similar services. They too are in severe income 

difficulties. 

 

Extent 

 

The extent of these employment and income losses are by no means captured in the official 

statistics, which are difficult to collect. The extent of unemployment is far above ten 

percent and those in abject poverty have increased in number. 

 

Agriculture 

 

If COVID spared agricultural production to a good extent, Government policy of denying 

farmers fertiliser has impoverished them. Today, farmers are among the worst affected as 

their crops are heading to failure owing to the unavailability of fertiliser and agro-

chemicals. Food crops and 80 percent of tea grown by smallholders are facing crop losses 

or failure. The decision to import 100,000 metric tonnes of rice is an admission of this. 

 

Least affected 

 

Agriculture was the least affected by COVID. Agricultural workers were permitted to work 

unhindered by COVID restrictions. The rural community that could have been spared the 

worst effects of the pandemic, are now in dire straits owing to their crop losses due to the 

unavailability of fertiliser. 

 

They too require income support to avert famine and starvation. And they are a large 

proportion of our population. 

 

Needed interventions 

 



The enormity of unemployment, loss of incomes, poverty and starvation requires 

interventions on a scale that is neither within the financial capacity of the government nor 

its administrative capacity. Corruption compounds the problem. 

 

Economic conditions 

 

Sri Lanka’s pathetic public finances and fragile external finances severely limit the capacity 

of the government to adopt adequate measures to alleviate poverty, provide income 

support and prevent starvation. These fragile financial conditions are compounding the 

problem. 

 

Inappropriate policies 

 

Moreover, inappropriate economic policies and ineffective administration have depressed 

income, increased prices of essential consumer items, decreased food availability and 

accessibility. They have aggravated poverty and starvation. 

 

Inadequate 

 

The relief measures have been grossly inadequate to cope with the severity of the problem 

and several policies of the government, such as the unavailability of fertiliser, have 

aggravated poverty rather than ameliorated it. 

 

Community efforts 

 

There have been many community efforts to reach the poorest and the needy. These have 

even included contributions to government hospitals and patients However, these too are 

inadequate and community groups have found it difficult to reach the starving poor due to 

COVID restrictions. 

 

Recapitulation 

 

Undoubtedly the severest economic impact of COVID, globally and on Sri Lanka, is the 

deprivation of employment and incomes of a large proportion of the population. This has 

been much more in less developed countries owing to the larger number that has been 

affected and their incidence of poverty is higher, their greater dependence on global trade, 

the nature and structure of employment and the lesser capacity of governments to 

effectively intervene with adequate relief measures. As a result there has been a 

considerable increase in poverty and starvation. This has been the case in Sri Lanka. 

 

Sri Lanka’s weak public finances and perilous state of external finances severely limits the 

capacity of the Government to adopt adequate measures to alleviate poverty, provide 

income support and prevent starvation. 

 

In addition, inappropriate policies and ineffective administration have depressed incomes 

and aggravated poverty and starvation. The relief measures have been grossly inadequate 

to cope with the severity of the problem. The fragile public finances and perilous foreign 

reserves, limits the capacity to expend money on relief measures. 

 

The finances allocated for poverty alleviation is inadequate, its coverage small and its 

administration is inefficient. Its beneficiaries are not the neediest and the poorest receive 

too little of the relief. Several studies have documented that Samurdhi recipients are not 

the neediest people and the poorest people are not Samurdhi beneficiaries. 

 

Bleak future 

 



The predicament of the poor is likely to worsen with time. Consumer prices will continue 

to escalate, food production and availability will decrease, import restrictions on essential 

consumer items will be tightened further as foreign reserves diminish and the capacity of 

the Government to assist the needy decreases owing to the weakening of the 

Government’s finances. 

 

Concluding reflection 

 

We can cope with this tightening state of affairs only with foreign assistance. Can Sri Lanka 

obtain such assistance speedily? And from whom? 

 

For the full article – Refer The Sunday Times 
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