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Digital Superhighways in South Asia: Sri Lanka Perspective

implications of DSR would include the creation of a 
full-fledged Chinese digital backbone; setting of 
technological standards in the unfolding Fourth 
Industrial Revolution; and the shaping of cyber 
governance, norms, and a ‘digital experience’ with 
‘Chinese characteristics (Ghiasy & Krishnamurthy, 
2020). South Asia is integrating deeply with China’s 
digital economy.

Among other South Asian countries, the DSR is 
occupying a significant role within the Information 
and Communications Technology (ICT) 
infrastructures of Sri Lanka. The improvements of the 
ICT infrastructures of Sri Lanka are required for 
addressing strategy, capability, organization, and 
culture for having a vast amount of digital 
transformation in the country. Considering the five 
components for digital economy which are ICT 
equipment, semiconductors industry, 
Telecommunication and Internet access services, 
Data processing, software and other information 
services, online platforms, including e-commerce 
platforms, and Platform-enabled services, the digital
economy in Sri Lanka estimated to be USD 3.47 
billion or 4.37% of GDP, is gradually emerging 
(Wattegama, 2021).

The current Digital Transformation Landscape of Sri 
Lanka is fertile for opportunities that can create a 
systemic transformation, consolidating and 
improving upon existing efforts undertaken by all 
sectors. The process of creating technological 
innovation has been taken on by the private sector 
for numerous industries, including but not limited to: 
the manufacturing, transportation, and agricultural  

Chapter 1 
 
1.1.Introduction
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), also referred to 
as the New Silk Road, is one of the most ambitious 
infrastructure projects launched in 2013 by President 
Xi Jinping (Chatzky & McBride, 2020). The project 
focuses on cooperation and connectivity across the 
globe, along with the Asian countries. In recent 
times, the BRI projects have expanded to more than 
140 countries and China is looking forward to 
establishing the digital silk roads among those 
countries (Umbach, 2022).

The Digital Silk Road, one of the arms of the BRI and 
it is considered to be an ambitious and challenging 
plan for China as the country aiming to acquire 60% 
share of the fiber-optic cable connection within the 
global digital space (Blaubach, 2022). Furthermore, 
through the Digital Silk Road (DSR), China intends to 
become a global leader by not only promoting the 
development of the digital service sector, such as 
cross-border e-commerce, smart cities, 
telemedicine, and internet finance, but also 
accelerating technological progress including 
computing, big data, Internet of Things, artificial 
intelligence, blockchain, and quantum computing 
(Greene & Triolo, 2020). 

The DSR significance go toward improving recipient
country’s telecommunications networks, artificial 
intelligence capabilities, cloud computing, e-
commerce and mobile payment systems, 
surveillance technology, smart cities, and other high-
tech areas. As for South Asian countries, some of the 



sectors. Further, the banking sector is also moving 
towards digital banking solutions with cash deposit 
machines, Internet and mobile banking solutions and 
digital payment apps. Building the capacity of 
citizens will enable their participation in the Digital 
Economy, resulting in economic benefits to the 
household and increase quality of life (Wattegama, 
2021). To give an idea of the size of digital economy 
in Sri Lanka, ICT industry in Sri Lanka is expected to 
reach USD 3 billion revenue by 2024 (ICT industry in 
Sri Lanka expected to generate USD 1.8 billion revenue 
by 2022: JLL- ICTA Report, 2021).

Under the DSR, Lotus Tower integration 
telecommunication project is a multi-million dollars 
projects signed by the Sri Lankan Government. 
Construction cost of it was $104.3 million, funded by 
EXIM Bank of People's Republic of China. The tower 
was named in deference to the Buddhist Lotus Sutra, 
and the tower embodies this Buddhist emblem of 
peace (Mendis, 2013). This happened because the 
Sinhala majority has a massive amount of power. 
Among many projects that could have been 
developed, this project was funded.

The political, cultural, social contexts matter in 
design and development in terms of digital 
infrastructure in Sri Lanka and factors such as local 
conflicts, ethnic composition, and religion can play a 
crucial role, at least on the implicit level. The Lotus 
Tower also shows the ability of the most powerful 
group (in this case, the government) to acquire the 
resources for the development of the artifact. Klein 

and Kleinman (2002) identify several different types 
of resources that are crucial for the design and 
development of an artifact (e.g., economic, political, 
and cultural resources). The Lotus Tower is a good 
example of how a powerful government can draw 
these resources to develop an artifact that may not 
be necessary for a community. The Tower is funded 
by China, and it shows the position of the Sri Lankan 
government in the South Asian political economy 
(Rathnayake, 2015).

The internet freedom remains constrained in Sri 
Lanka. Although the government refrained from 
blocking social media or communications platforms 
in 2020 and 2021, which enabled Sri Lankans to 
engage in digital activism around a broad range of 
issues, the online space for free expression continues 
to shrink. The government is interested in expanding 
internet access and digital infrastructure projects. In 
a manifesto, President Gotabaya Rajapaksa (now 
ousted) laid out plans to make Sri Lanka “digitally 
inclusive” by 2024; the plans include the 
development of a high-speed optical transmission 
system and fifth generation (5G) mobile broadband 
countrywide, as well as the digitization of more 
government services using internet-based 
technologies (FREEDOM ON THE NET 2021: Sri 
Lanka, 2021). However, in recent years, the Sri 
Lankan government has considered instituting a 
legal framework to curb online speech it considers 
discriminatory along with speech it considers 
misleading. In light of such situation, it is impediment
to examine whether the new digital superhighway 
dubbed as DSR by China is beneficial and of use to 
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Sri Lanka or would it restrict the availability of 
egalitarian internet access to the masses.

1.2.Aims and Objective of the Research
The objective of the paper is to determine the 
multiple aspects of the Digital Superhighway that 
BRI is aiming to build from the perspective of Sri 
Lanka. The purpose of this study is to document the 
state of internet freedom, access, and usage in Sri 
Lanka. In addition, the development of digital and ICT 
infrastructure, as well as the socioeconomic impact 
of China's BRI investment in the same, will be 
evaluated. The paper will examine whether the DSR 
initiative, from the standpoint of Sri Lanka, will 
impose further internet controls, particularly those 
restricting political expression and other 
fundamental freedoms online. It will shed light on the 
perceived usefulness and legitimacy of the digital 
superhighways from the perspective of Sri Lanka, as 
well as the state of equal internet access for the 
masses.

1.3.Research Methodology
The legal research methodology involves evaluating 
primary and secondary materials maintaining 
qualitative approach. The methodology is doctrinal 
and will review the socio-economic impact of 
Chinese investment in Sri Lanka in terms of digital 
and ICT infrastructures. The paper will make 
inferences from research and analysis based on 
various journal and newspaper articles.

1.4. Literature Review:
It was expressed in Fernando, J in Jana Ghosa Case  
[1993] 1 SLR 264 that “The right to support or to 

criticise Governments and political parties, policies 
and programmes is fundamental to the democratic 
way of life, and the freedom of speech and 
expression is one which cannot be denied without 
violating those fundamental principles of liberty and 
justice which lie at the base of all civil and political 
institutions”. Right to freedom of expression is 
assured to Sri Lanka by virtue of Article 14 (1) of the 
1978 Constitution. Judicial review has established 
that said right can be exercised in numerous ways 
and, is not limited to speech.

Nonetheless, despite the presence of such 
regulations, the threat to freedom of expression in Sri 
Lanka is not a new phenomenon. It was written in the 
report titled “Freedom of Expression and the Internet 
in Sri Lanka” (2012) by Center for Policy Alternatives 
that back in 2005 the editor of Tamilnet, 
Dharmeratnam Sivaram “Taraki” was murdered 
because of his coverage of political and military 
situation was seen as hostile by the government. In 
2007, another editor of a Tamil website E-
thalaya.org, Kumudu Champika Jayawardena was the 
target of an ambush of pro-government militia.

According to Dr. Gunawardhana (2021), Sri Lanka’s 
apex body involved in ICT policy and direction have 
unveiled that ICTA’s vision is to see 300,000 IT 
professionals, 500 digitally empowered government 
Chief Innovation Officer’s (CIO) contributing to, and 
operating their digital infrastructure, while high 
levels of public sector and citizen literacy rates are 
achieved.  Accordingly, the ICTA targets significant 
usage of shared solutions and digital services by the 
end of 2024, which would vastly benefit the citizens 
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of the country. From an industry perspective, Sri 
Lanka will enter the third wave of technology during 
the digital transformation, with 750 tech companies, 
1,000 IT and IT infused startups and 500 other 
technology startups in place by 2024. Further ICTA 
has highlighted that they believe that this expansion 
would enable the industry to reach the $ 3 billion 
export revenue.

However, this vision of digital transformation does 
not match with citizen’s access to the internet since 
3 April, 2022 the Sri Lankan Telecommunications 
Regulatory Commission, on the orders of the Ministry 
of Defence, shut down social media services, in 
response to widespread public protests against the 
president’s declaration of a state of emergency. This 
accompanied a recent spike in censorship, 
information regulation, and isolation from the outside 
world — all markers of a government’s descent into 
digital authoritarianism (Crisis-hit Sri Lanka imposes 
curfew, social media blackout amid calls for mass 
protests, 2022).

“Access to the internet is crucial to communicate and 
exchange information freely,” stated Anthonio 
(2022), #KeepItOn Campaign Manager at Access 
Now, an organization working to defend and extend 
the digital rights of users at risk around the world. 
“Hampering access in any manner, as the Sri Lankan 
government has recently done by blocking access to 
social media, violates human rights and exacerbates 
the impact of the crisis”, she added.
Hence, Cheney (2019) asserted that authoritarian 
governments will likely welcome the spread of the 
Digital Silk Road as a form of digital connectivity that 
can be controlled more easily by governments to 

oppress dissent and prevent the free exchange of 
ideas and information. According to Ghiasy & 
Krishnamurthy (2020), the implication of DSR on the 
socio-economic condition of Sri Lanka relate to the 
fact that while the Chinese government promotes 
cyber sovereignty, it caveats it ‘with Chinese 
characteristics’ as the organising principle for 
internet governance, which is i.e., more restricted 
and state-paternalistic.

1.5.Limitations of Research
Due to the research being a desk research, there 
were no any conduct of in-depth or focus group 
interviews. The research is based on analysis of data 
and papers found online. The paper is limited to 
published data, journal articles, and newspaper 
articles.

1.6. Structure of the Research
Chapter I include the introduction and conceptual 
framework of the research through which the 
background, aims, objective, methodology of the 
research report will be addressed. Chapter 2 will give 
a brief idea about current status of internet access, 
usage and services in Sri Lanka so that it can be 
ascertained whether the existing digital 
infrastructure usage has the need for Chinese 
investment. Chapter 3 will identify specific BRI 
investments in digital infrastructure in Sri Lanka. 
Chapter 4 will determine whether there is ease of 
use, usefulness and credibility of the digital 
superhighway from Sri Lankan perspective. Chapter 
5 will elaborately discuss the socio-economic impact 
of the digital superhighway including its relation to 
the egalitarian internet access to the masses in Sri 
Lanka. Chapter 6 will provide a conclusion to the 
research report.



development and transform Sri Lanka into a 
knowledge-based, digitally inclusive country.

Furthermore, Information and Communication 
Technology Agency (ICTA) has implemented Lanka 
Government Network (LGN) connecting more than 
850 government organizations in the country. 
“Lanka Government Network” (LGN) project is a 
strategic project of ICTA and its main objective is to 
build high available, high speed, secure, reliable and 
centrally managed dedicated government network to 
link all government institutions to a single digital 
infrastructure.

Sri Lanka’s digital infrastructure facilities have been 
relatively well developed over the last two decades. 
As happened in many other places, the number of 
mobile SIMs has surpassed the population, but this is 
large because of the multiple SIM usage. A more 
realistic figure would be 13.5 million mobile phone 
users (not SIM users) out of a population of about 
21.4 million (Wattegama, 2021).

The ICT sector in Sri Lanka is currently served by 
more than 300 companies, which support a large 

Chapter 2
2.1. Digital Infrastructure, Internet Users, Access, 
Services and Quality and Usage in Sri Lanka
The success of policies regarding digitalization hinge 
upon ensuring the population has access to the 
internet. According to DataReportal, there were 11.34 
million internet users in Sri Lanka in January 2022. 
Sri Lanka’s internet penetration rate stood at 52.6 
percent of the total population at the start of 2022. 
Internet users in Sri Lanka increased by 528 
thousand (+4.9 percent) between 2021 and 2022. 
The median mobile internet connection speed in Sri 
Lanka increased by 2.33 Mbps (+21.8 percent) in the 
twelve months to the start of 2022. Meanwhile, fixed 
internet connection speeds in Sri Lanka increased by 
3.22 Mbps (+21.5 percent) during the same period 
(DIGITAL 2022: SRI LANKA, 2022).

There were 8.20 million social media users in Sri 
Lanka in January 2022. The number of social media 
users in Sri Lanka at the start of 2022 was 
equivalent to 38.1 percent of the total population. 
Social media users in Sri Lanka increased by 300 
thousand (+3.8 percent) between 2021 and 2022 
(DIGITAL 2022: SRI LANKA, 2022).

The ministry in charge of sector policy and 
regulations is the Ministry of Digital Infrastructure 
and Information Technology (MTDI). There are also a 
handful of other public bodies charged with 
oversight, including the Telecommunications 
Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL), which 
was established in 1996 to regulate and monitor the 
telecoms industry; and the Information and 
Communication Technology Agency (ICTA), which 
was established in 2004 to guide sector 
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number of key industries across the economy, 
notably agriculture, financial services, manufacturing 
and tourism. Local ICT companies export software 
products and services to markets worldwide, 
including the US, Europe, Australia, East Asia, the 
Middle East and Africa (Sri Lanka moves to expand ICT 
infrastructure and improve the population's digital 
literacy, n.d.).

The telecoms industry comprises four mobile 
operators and three fixed-access operators, each 
competing for market share within a 22m-strong 
population. Combined, these players contribute 96% 
to total industry revenue.

In 2017 approximately 67% of total industry revenue 
came from mobile, according to the available data 
from the Telecommunications Regulatory 
Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL) (Statistics, 2017).

The mobile market formerly had five operators until 
local firm Hutchison Telecommunications Lanka 
(Hutch) and the UAE’s Etisalat completed their 
merger in 2018. The leader in terms of market share 
among mobile operators as of mid-2018 was 
domestic firm Dialog Axiata, which accounted for 
44.2% of subscribers, according to data published by 
stockbroking firm CT CLSA. Dialog was followed by 
Mobitel, which accounted for 28%; and Hutch and 
Etisalat, which had a combined share of 18.6% post-
merger. Fourth was Airtel with 9.2% (Sri Lanka moves 
to expand ICT infrastructure and improve the 
population's digital literacy, n.d.).

Additionally, a key initiative outlined in Vision 2025 
is the creation of a citizen’s digital ID. Developed in 

conjunction with telecoms providers, the scheme 
aims to make online transactions easier and 
envisions a wide range of applications for the digital 
ID, including use as an electronic signature for 
documents and for the submission and receipt of 
payments.

Digitalising government services and processes has 
been one of the main priorities of the coalition 
government since it was formed in 2015. Speaking 
before the onset of the constitutional crisis in late 
2018 Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe (now 
President) indicated that introducing a new digital 
law would be essential for integrating technology 
within state institutions. In May 2018 the MTDI 
signed a memorandum of understanding with 
Microsoft Sri Lanka concerning the implementation 
of measures that would help facilitate digitalisation 
nationwide (The Ministry of Telecommunication, Digital 
Infrastructure & Foreign Employment and Microsoft 
sign MoU for the digital transformation of Sri Lanka, 
2018).

In order to improve internet access for their users, 
mobile operators are laying the groundwork for the 
eventual rollout of 5G technology. At the Techno Sri 
Lanka 2018 exhibition, which took place in October 
of that year, Mobitel demonstrated 5G technology 
using massive multiple-input multiple-output (MIMO) 
in 64x64 MIMO configuration and in the 3.5 GHz 
band. This follows earlier trials by telecoms firms 
operating in the country, including Dialog Axiata, 
which carried out a trial in August 2017 (Mobitel Sri 
Lanka demos 5G at Techno 2018; rival Dialog Axiata 
partners Ericsson in 5G innovation centre, 2018).

08
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Voice over internet protocol (VoIP) – the technology 
which delivers voice communications and multimedia 
over the internet is currently not permitted in Sri 
Lanka, and VoIP services are blocked by all 
operators. However, the TRCSL has established a list 
of categories of users, customers and clients that are 
allowed to claim exemption. These include public 
switched telephone network operators and their 
affiliates, authorised call centres and BPO operators, 
customers that deliver international logistics, 
international banking, IT and software development 
and support services, and licensed internet service 
providers.

The ecosystem for technology start-ups has greatly 
evolved over the past decade through government 
and private sector support. The startup ecosystem in 
Sri Lanka has been accelerating steadily over the 
past decade. The ecosystem value as of the year 
2021 accumulates to USD 132 million with a year on 
year (YoY) growth of 13% (Sri Lanka’s Tech Startup 
Ecosystem, 2022)

In the long term, growth of Sri Lanka’s ICT industry 
will hinge upon its ability to develop its workforce
and infrastructure. Within the telecoms sector, a 
crowded market could potentially lead to further 
changes in the industry landscape. Market leaders
are currently planning the launch of 5G technology 
and much of the necessary infrastructure is already 
in place: 5G is therefore likely to be on the market 
within the next few years and should considerably 
boost growth and support the development of 
advanced technologies.

It is to be mentioned that The National Digital Policy

There also have been other instances where the 
government has partially restricted access to the 
internet and communication services during 
protests, elections, and tense political moments.

in Sri Lanka outlines Sri Lanka’s digital agenda. The 
Policy provides the high-level principles and 
conceptual framework for Sri Lanka to achieve 
sustained economic development and growth, 
through the creation of an Innovative Economy and 
an Effective Governance. The critical enablers for the 
said objective are connectivity and networks, digital 
skills and culture, trust and confidence, and 
governance and leadership.

Chapter 3

3.1. Major Chinese Investments in Digital 
Infrastructures of Sri Lanka
Major Chinese state funded digital infrastructure in 
Sri Lanka include:

3.1.1.     The Lotus Tower Project
Sri Lanka’s Lotus Tower project is implemented 
under the auspices of the Telecommunication 
Regulatory Commission, and it is funded by the Exim 
Bank of China. This tower is expected to be the 
tallest building in South Asia as well as one of the 
tallest towers in Asia. In popular press articles and 
advertisements, it is compared to iconic structures 
such as the Eiffel Tower, and the Berlin and Beijing 
Towers. The Colombo Lotus Tower gained attention 
among local and international media and citizens. 
However, many questions should be asked about its 
design and location.
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3.1.2.     5G Technology
The ongoing battle between the US and the Chinese 
tech giant, Huawei, is escalating due to both parties’ 
eagerness to dominate 5G technology, the next 
major global technological revolution. A few network
service providers have already taken initiatives to 
deploy this technology in Sri Lanka. In 2018, Huawei 
and Ericsson joined hands with Dialog Axiata and 
carried out the first trial of 5G technology in South 
Asia. This demonstration showcased the capabilities 
of 5G using Huawei’s technology, setting a 
foundation for broadband’s future evolution. They 
also teamed up with Sri Lanka Telecom and carried 
out a field trial of pre-5G LTE technology. Mobitel has 
also stated that they plan to invest US$ 50 million to 
embark on their 5G network. However, the high cost, 
the need for skilled personnel, and security concerns 
remain challenges in acquiring 5G. Moreover, highly 
sophisticated infrastructure is required to build up 
this network. Therefore, making it accessible to rural 
areas is another challenge that needs to be 
considered (Munasinghe, 2019).

3.1.3.     Communication Satellite
In 2012, China launched Sri Lanka's first ever 
communication satellite which would provide a host 
of services to the country including Internet. The 
launch was done by SupremeSAT, a private company 
in Sri Lanka in collaboration with China's state-
owned China Great Wall Industry Corporation China 
launches Sri Lanka's first Satellite, 2012). Xiaoru Cai, 
the Chairman of China’s Tatwah Smartech Co. Ltd., 
took part in a ceremony on January 15, 2018, in 
Colombo, Sri Lanka, announcing a U.S.$30 million 
investment in SupremeSAT, the only Sri Lankan 
satellite communications company. The investment 

by Tatwah Smartech Co. Ltd. follows a pattern of 
Chinese investments – some unsuccessful – in 
satellite communications companies located in 
countries along the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

3.1.4.     Chinese E-commerce ventures
In the year 2020, the Export Development Board 
(EDB) of the Government of Sri Lanka had signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with Womai, 
an e-commerce platform from China with the aim of 
enhancing the way of online trading and promotion 
of national promotional section. www.womai.com is 
one of the largest e-commerce platforms for food 
related products in China mainly selling oil and 
foodstuffs. This on-line platform could be used for 
B2C as well as for B2B transactions. Sri Lanka 
Embassy in China and EDB will also facilitate Sri 
Lankan exporters to promote their products through 
DJ.Com to the Chinese consumers online.   As a 
comprehensive online retailer in China, JD.com is 
one of the most popular and influential e-Commerce 
websites in the field of e-Business in China.

3.1.5. Terrestrial Trunked Radio or TETRA 
Communication System
With the aim of improving communication facilities 
for the Sri Lankan Police, it is reported that the 
Government of Sri Lanka was expecting a grant from 
the Government of China. Terrestrial Trunked Radio 
or TETRA which is a communication system widely 
used was to be provided to the police for better 
communication between senior officers and police 
stations and modernizing the communication system 
between the law enforcement agencies. The 
Government of Sri Lanka had entered into a contract 
estimated to be 500 million dollars with the Chinese
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Development Bank for financing the project. Even 
though TETRA had been widely used within the 
territories of China, the concerns regarding 
cybersecurity over the system had been raised by 
several experts in the field. The concerns were raised 
in line with the absence of a dedicated cyber security 
agency which can conduct an assessment as to 
whether the usage of such devices within a critical 
sector like Police department. Even along with the 
project ongoing, it has been further reported that no 
other institutions in Sri Lanka had the expertise to 
assess the vulnerability of such devices from the 
cyber-security context of the country.

Chapter 4
4.1   Ease of use, Usefulness and Credibility of the 
Digital Superhighways
The BRI model prioritises economic growth and 
infrastructure improvement without enacting strict 
conditionality or reform. However, this development 
model also appears as a new way for China to grow 
as a regional and global superpower by prioritizing 
its own interests in order to achieve unimpeded trade 
access around the globe. The DSR fits right in with 
the Chinese authorities’ ambitious national goals 
such as “Made in China 2025” and “China Standards 
2035.” These initiatives aim to enhance China’s 
domestic tech innovation, production, and 
transaction capabilities (Syed & Ying, 2021).

The Digital Silk Road has become the focal point of 
the BRI as controlling the flow of data becomes 
increasingly important for shifting the balance of 
geopolitical power in China’s favour. The Chinese 
government has sought to build out telecoms 
infrastructure across BRI member/partner states by

championing local technology companies and 
leveraging state-owned banks to fund construction 
projects. Chinese enterprises, which were already
present in most markets along BRI routes, have 
jumped at the opportunity to accelerate their 
expansion plans, boosted by additional state support 
(Liew & Kitson, 2019).

As for Chinese investment in Sri Lanka’s digital and 
ICT infrastructure under the Digital Silk Road, the 
questions remain as to the usefulness and credibility 
of digital superhighways in its recipient countries 
specifically for the purpose of this research report, 
its use and usefulness in Sri Lanka.

The Lotus Tower Project: To begin with, The Colombo 
Lotus Tower, a symbol of Rajapaksa power, was
funded by China and was declared open in late 2019 
by the then President Maithripala Sirisena, but 
remains non-operational to-date in the heart of the 
Capital of Sri Lanka. The 356.3-metre-tall tower, the 
tallest telecommunication tower in the South Asia, 
was constructed at a cost of USD 104.3 million, 80% 
of which was funded by China. The rest of the funds 
were provided by the Telecommunication Regulatory 
Commission (TRC) of Sri Lanka (China-funded Lotus 
Tower stays idle in Colombo, 2022)

The construction of the project began in 2012 under 
the administration of President Sirisena’s 
Predecessor Mahinda Rajapaksa but the construction 
of the tower faced many hurdles largely due to lack 
of fund. According to the Central Bank of Sri Lanka 
(CBSL), the country’s total external debt and 
liabilities were 49.7% of its GDP in 2011, and it was 
expected to grow up to 56.7% in 2012. The govern-
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-ment debt was estimated at 79.1% of the GDP 
(Central Bank of Sri Lanka: Annual Report 2012, 2012). 
An important consideration is the question of 
whether Sri Lankans actually needed a tall television 
tower worth of millions to symbolize economic 
development while the country is in economic 
hardship. Why would the Sri Lankan government 
need to build a television tower with borrowed 
money, increasing the financial burden on citizens? 
One possible answer is that the Lotus Tower brings 
more attention to the country than grass-roots level 
development initiatives. Accordingly, the tower is not 
only a power symbol of the Rajapaksa’s, but it is 
more of a symbol of economic development for the 
international community (Rathnayake, 2015).

Today, it seems that the sole purpose of the tower is 
to illuminate the Colombo skyline to mark special 
days such as Vesak and Christmas or to raise 
awareness on days such as Breast Cancer Awareness 
Day and World Safety Day. The Lotus Tower is one of 
several projects funded by China in Sri Lanka that 
have not yet yielded the expected outcome. A large 
amount of funds has been obtained from China as 
loans to complete these projects. The country is still 
paying the loan interest to the Chinese.

5G Technology: As of 2022, Sri Lanka's Dialog Axiata 
PLC has become the first company in South Asia to 
successfully trial "the most advanced" 5G 
Standalone (5G SA) network. The latest 
breakthrough achievement came after Dialog in 2018 
became the first telecommunications service 
provider in the South Asian region to demonstrate 
5G capabilities (Sri Lanka becomes 1st in South Asia to 
trial 5G technology, 2022). The first 5G technology

trial in South Asia was conducted in 2018 by Huawei 
and Ericsson in partnership with Dialog Axiata. 
Several mobile services providers have tested 5G in 
Sri Lanka. Yet, doubts and controversies exist among 
experts on many grounds. The first concern is 
whether 5G is a development priority of the country. 
According to the estimates of the Ministry of 
Telecommunication and Digital Infrastructure 
Facilities, developing 5G technology alone could 
account for 10% of Sri Lanka’s entire GDP by 2025, 
and generate over at least one million more jobs for 
years to come, and collectively add 8 billion to 20 
billion USD in economic value by 2030 to Sri Lanka’s 
GDP (Sri Lanka foresees digitalization and 5G as 
‘Energy Pill’ for economic growth: Harin, 2019).

Additionally, some domestic telecommunication 
industrialists argue that about 98 per cent of Sri 
Lanka’s e-commerce and e-government tasks can be 
executed with 4G and 5G is not yet in high demand 
(Jayasuriya, 2020).   This is a concern that needs to 
be addressed with careful research and data.

Another concern relates to leveraging between 
perceived benefits and perceived security threats 
attached to each 5G vendor such as Huawei, Nokia, 
and Ericsson, along with domestic development 
priorities will be challenging but necessary. 
Therefore, Sri Lanka needs to be equipped with a 
technologically clear rationale of either accepting or 
rejecting a certain 5G vendor.

Furthermore, Sri Lanka could be a successful 5G 
market. But, first, fundamentals need to be 
addressed and 4G’s potential needs to be fully 
tapped. Nine years post-launch, 4G services have 
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barely scratched the surface. Subscriber penetration 
remains at 14.66 per cent as of Q1 2020 and is 
expected to reach 33.1 per cent by 2025. That’s 
strong growth but it compares poorly to other South 
Asian nations (Intelligence Brief: Should Sri Lanka 
push 4G or 5G?, 2020)

In Sri Lanka, the usefulness and credibility of 
development of digital infrastructure through 
Chinese investment can be further determined by 
several factors. Firstly, taxes (such as service and 
telecom levies) make mobile internet usage an 
expensive affair in Sri Lanka. For 1GB of data, the 
poorest 20 per cent of the country’s population 
spends approximately 5.3 per cent of their monthly 
income. This figure increases to more than 7 per cent 
for a 5GB data (Intelligence Brief: Should Sri Lanka 
push 4G or 5G?, 2020).

Even if the price is made affordable, one cannot use 
data without 3G and 4G coverage. This is not 
available in all localities. Coverage is the necessary 
condition for data use (What can be done about Sri 
Lanka’s low internet use despite low prices?, 2020).

Furthermore, Sri Lanka was ranked among the 
countries with the poorest internet quality in 2020, 
according to a survey conducted by virtual private 
network provider, Surfshark (Sri Lanka ranks as worst 
place for internet quality, 2021) This finding on Sri 
Lanka’s ranking comes at a time when people and 
firms depend more heavily on the internet for their 
day-to-day tasks from work to education to 
entertainment due to the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
more people coming online, internet speed has 
deteriorated drastically and particularly service

quality at certain remote areas remains appallingly 
low. Coincidentally, this revelation comes five years 
after the firing of Sanath Siriwardena, the person 
who spearheaded the National Broadband Initiative, 
which was functioning at the time with the dual 
objective of ensuring continuously higher internet 
speeds and affordable rates.

Security and privacy would be the most important 
common challenge with any information driven 
technology, thus the 5G rollout should contend with 
both standard and sophisticated cyber security 
threats. Although, 5G falls under the Authentication 
and Key Agreement (AKA), a system intended to set 
up trust between networks, it would currently be 
viable to track individuals close by using their mobile 
devices. This could even be leading to eavesdrop on 
live calls (Fernando, 2021).

The International Telecommunication Union (ITU), 
the UN apex body on ICTs, annually benchmarks 
prices for voice, SMS, and fixed and mobile 
broadband for its member states. Sri Lanka has 
among the lowest prices in the world, ranked at no.21 
for mobile broadband (plans with minimum 1 GB data 
allowance/month) out of 181 countries, based on 
price in USD (including taxes) as a percentage of GNI 
per capita (Zuhyle, 2019).  However, it’s not the price 
rather the affordability of Sri Lankan population 
that’s limiting access to the internet and ICT. Hence, 
if the government wants to make Internet access 
more affordable, it should consider cutting taxes, 
which are third highest in the region, below only 
Pakistan and Bangladesh (Zuhyle, 2019).
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Chapter 5
5.1. Socio-Economic Impact of the Digital 
Superhighways
There are multiple dimensions to the socio-economic
impact of the digital superhighways in the context of 
Sri Lanka. To begin with, one part of the impact 
relates to the country’s social, cultural and political 
relation with its ICT infrastructure funded by China. 
This is because artifacts and technological systems 
do not operate on their own. Sociocultural, political, 
economic, and legal influences both shape and are 
shaped by them. The technological infrastructure of 
South Asian countries is expanding quickly, and this 
development reflects regional political, economic,
and cultural tensions. This is the situation at least in 
Sri Lanka, where modifications to the country's 
technological infrastructure are related to a 
complicated political economy (Rathnayake, 2015).
 
The Lotus Tower demonstrates how the relationship 
between the country's predominant religion and 
ethnic group and the tower's design and linking it to 
the Rajapaksas’ rule. The tower's name ("Lotus") and 
the style of the tower head and podium are direct 
references to Buddhism, highlighting the influence 
the artifact's design has had on the Buddhist
majority. The tower bears the Buddhist symbol of 
peace found in the Lotus Sutra, for which it was given 
its name (Mendis, 2013). This would not have been 
the case if the Sinhalese majority had not had a 
massive amount of power. In other words, the design 
of the tower reflects Buddhist dominance, showing 
the power asymmetry between different ethnic 
groups in the country. The promotion video of the 
Lotus Tower released by the Telecommunications 
Regulatory Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL)

infrastructure and its influence in media, it may be 
suggested that DSR poses a major threat to 
Bangladesh's digital sovereignty.

introduces the country as a Buddhist Kingdom 
(TRCSL Videos, n.d.). The lotus design does not 
represent the other two main ethnic groups in the 
country (Tamils and Muslims). These two other 
groups mainly believe in Hinduism and Islam.
 
The design of an artefact can be influenced by the 
various ethnic groups because they are pre-existing 
social groups. In this instance, the tower's design was
influenced by the presence and influence of 
Sinhalese people. The tower's layout and location 
demonstrate the dominance of the predominantly 
Buddhist Sinhala population. In this instance, the 
government's decisions primarily reflect the needs of 
the majority, and the artefact was created by the 
government using its authority to assemble political-
economic, cultural, and technological resources 
(Rathnayake, 2015).

Furthermore, as for the economic impact this is to be 
mentioned that currently, Sri Lanka is facing its worst 
economic crisis in modern history. Its 22 million 
strong population s is struggling with huge price 
increases for food, power, medicines and other 
necessities. Since the beginning of 2020 Sri Lanka’s 
demand for foreign currency has increased while its 
ability to earn foreign currency – through exports, 
loans and other capital inflows – has declined (How 
did Sri Lanka run out of money? 5 graphs that explain 
its economic crisis, 2022). China, under the guise of 
providing development investment to countries, 
mainly those connected to its Belt and Road 
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Initiative (BRI), is carrying out a program of 
imperialist expansion by funding infrastructure 
projects with loans that have terms that the 
beneficiary countries cannot possibly meet. Once 
they inevitably default or are forced to approach 
China to renegotiate the unmanageable obligations, 
China then takes control of the infrastructure 
concerned, thus obtaining a legal, physical foothold 
in strategic locations. For instance, despite giving the 
lease of Hambantota port for 99 years to China, the 
government of Sri Lanka is still obliged to pay a little 
over $100 million every year as loan repayments 
pertaining to the Hambantota port project 
(Moramudali, 2020). Hence, the practicability of 
asking Chinese investment for digital infrastructures 
in Sri Lanka raises the question whether it’s a priority 
since the country is in its worst economic turmoil.
 
Another dimension of the digital superhighways 
relates to the concern of privacy, security and access 
in terms of internet and information superhighway. 
The DSR is the portion of the BRI that seeks to 
establish China as a global technological 
superpower, the success of which will have important 
economic, security and geopolitical implications for 
the South Asian nations including Sri Lanka.The 
Digital Silk Road plays an important role in China’s 
efforts to export its conception of Internet 
governance. In addition to funding physical
infrastructure in the digital sphere, the Digital Silk 
Road also includes spreading the Chinese model of a 
restricted Internet, through legislation, monitoring 
and technology. The Digital Silk Road goes beyond 
physical infrastructure and includes the exporting of 
ideological principles regarding governance and 
authoritarian playbooks for implementing this 

ideological viewpoint. The Digital infrastructure that 
is controlled by Chinese corporations can be used by 
authoritarian and authoritarian-leaning regimes to 
oppress their domestic populations. China is not only 
promoting political illiberalism through investing in 
digital infrastructure abroad, but also by providing a 
model of how to use legal frameworks and 
censorship techniques to create authoritarian states 
enabled by technology (Cheney, 2019). This is both 
relevant and concerning for Sri Lanka, since the 
country is already vulnerable when it comes to 
freedom of expression both online and offline as well 
as free access to the internet. While the right to 
freedom of speech, expression, and publishing is 
protected under Article 14 (1)(a) of Sri Lanka’s 
constitution, it is subject to numerous restrictions, 
aimed at preserving national security, public order, 
racial and religious harmony, and morality (Davies, 
2015).
 
Sri Lanka also has a long history of blocking access 
to social media in the name of public interest and 
national security.In 2018, the Sri Lankan government 
blocked social media sites following anti-Muslim riots 
which brought about a spread of communal violence 
in Digana-Kandy (Central Province) (Razick, 2022). 
At present, the Telecommunications Regulatory 
Commission of Sri Lanka (TRCSL) lacks the 
independence it needs to protect citizens from 
unwarranted surveillance.On top of this surveillance, 
individuals who have criticised either the president 
or the government’s pandemic response have been 
arrested throughout 2020 and 2021. In January 
2022, the Senior Superintendent of Police was 
quoted by a local newspaper as stating that sharing 
or posting online content detrimental to the image of 
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the President is prohibited (In Sri Lanka, state-
sponsored disinformation and suppression of dissent 
taint COVID-19 response, 2022).

Chapter 6
6.1.  Conclusion
The Digital Silk Road has the potential to improve 
global digital connection, even in developing 
countries, but it also has the ability to spread digital 
authoritarianism, the curtailment of democracy, and 
the violation of fundamental human rights. 
Furthermore, granting China significant access to Sri 
Lanka's digital sector requires careful assessment in 
light of the country's current socioeconomic and 
political circumstances. There are multiple 
socioeconomic effects of the digital superhighway on 
Sri Lanka, such as socioeconomic and cultural ties to 
various digital infrastructure initiatives. However, 
digital superhighway initiative may not be beneficial 
and useful for Sri Lanka considering the country’s 
priority in its dire economic condition. Affordability is 
still an issue in Sri Lanka proving to be a hindrance to 
the egalitarian access to the internet. Hence, Sri 
Lanka is to evaluate its existing resources and 
whether those resources have been fully utilised 
before welcoming Chinese investment to develop 
digital infrastructures. 
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