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Sri LaJca ItaDds at a CftICiai stap iD a propmme of stabilisatiOlllftd adjWltmeDt which started in the late 19808.
rillCal pnIIUIU are .even with JOVenuneDt revenue arouDd 21 ~ md expenditures arouDd 31 ~ of GOP in 1990
and 1991 (althou,h expellditure hu been reduced to arouad za. ill 1992, Jar.ply cIwuP eYts eR the e.pKeIllide).
A J'IOI1'UIUIIfJ of fiscal adjustment would seem to require both a sulmatial decrease in elpellditure and a substantial
dIcreue ill revenue. De purpo8e of the paper is to de&cribe poaible 1I01U'Cf8 of revenue expansion, in part by
drawin, OIl iater!latiOll8l comparillOll8. Sri Lanka'. direct tales contribute very weakly, u a fraction of both GOP

__-,=~="':....:'rev~eaua, relative to other countriM. ElfpuWnn nf the pe!'!""',1 ;aceme mJ' crn:ld F'w'ilit= • ;uj~r ;9Rki1;.~eil

to .xin rev~iI8. Advance 011 corporate tal revenue will depend 011 the cloainr of loopholes from exemptiOllll and
boIidaYS'.mich have proliferated. 11Ie VAT previously aJIIIOUIIced for April 1994 (IIOW postponed to April 1995)
would be a positive development but cmnot by it8elfbe expect.Mf to raiN the extra revenue which appears Decessary,
and iJldeed will have to he well adminilltered to replace revenue from elilltin, tumover tues. The introduction of
the VAT, ifwell-pllftlled, CIIlllelp in the collection of the penonaI income Cu.
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Fiscal pressures in Sri Lanka are severe, with government

revenue around 21' of GOP and expenditure around 31' in 1990 and

1991 (e..lthough expenditure has been reduced to around 29\ in

1992, largely through, p08sibly temporary, reductions on the

capital Bide). The fiscal challenge i8 to make substantial

inroads into this deficit. Whilst this paper has not discussed

expenditure in detail it .eema that the fiscal change required

will be unlikely to arise solely from expenditure reduction.

This position, taken together with the deficiencies in the

current tax system and desires for greater liberalisation,

indicates that the task for tax policy is to raise substantial

extra revenue, whilst restructuring the Bystem to provide greater

simplicity, efficiency and consistency with a more trade- and

market- oriented economy. The paper provides reflections on the

possibilities for extra revenue, following visits to Sri Lanka

in September 1992 and June 1993.

The Sri Lankan government is fortunate in having before it

the valuable report of the Tax Commission of 1990 and much of the

way ahead would seem to be charted in that report. The

government has made a .tart in implementing the proposals but

.ome of those recommended polieies whieh might raise substantial

extra revenue have not yet. been vigorously pursued.

Gi'"en Sri Lanka". i1±qit d8bt W ~ ~o, nal interest

rat.s and growth rate it is argued that a primary surplUS i~

necessary to stop the debt to GOP ratio from rising still

further. Interest payments are currently around 6' of national

income and the underlying primary defieit (the deficit excluding

)

I
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interest payments) is of the order of St (based on the 1990 and

1991 position). Bence an apparently necessary (if the debt to

GOP ratio is to b6 held at current levels) target would be to

reduce the deficit by at least S percentage points (relative to

1990 and 1991). Given the size of the debt to GOP ratio (around

IDOl) and the burden of interest payments Sri Lanka should be

looking for a reduction in this ratio over the medium-term and

serious inroads would involve cutting the deficit by a few

percentage points above St. Some of the reduction i:1 the deficit

would have to come, no doubt, from pruning expenditure but there

are major dangers to the type of growth Sri Lanka envisages. A

, newly-industrialising country' needs physical infrastructure and

a healthy, well-educated population. Sri Lanka's achievements

in health, education and social welfare are striking amongst

developing countries and there is understandably a desire to see

them preserved Loth as ends in themselves and as contributors to

growth. Whilst the si.ze and generosity C'f some of the welfare

programmes do, however, suggest some scope for economy, a target

of 5\ for extra revenue would seem to be a prudent one.

Building on the recommendations of the Tax Commission Report

and drawing on comparisons with other fairly poor countries a

number of areas for extra revenue which look to be possibilities

are described. ~ potential major sour.c.s of extra revenue the

discus.ion identifies the personal income tax (pos3!bly an extra

2 percentage points), the value-added tax (~-1), excises (around

1 percentage point), corporate income tax (~-l percentage points)

and, as a short-run measure, customs (~-1 percentage point).

Together such a strategy might yield the extra resources required

whilst being consistent with simplicity, growth and efficiency

objectives. Not all of these _asures could be expected to yield

I
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speody rosults, henco tho neod for espocially tight expenditure

control in the short term. It is possible ~hat some short-run

pressures could be partially relieved by privatisation proceeds.

Advance in the personal income tax collections of the order

indi~ated is likely to come from improved enforcement and

co~~lianco. These can be helped by the VAT, by computerisation

and by the taxation of public-sector emoluments. In this respect

the close integration of VAT and income tax administration is

important. Improvement in corporate tax revenues should be

available from the rolling back of exemptions and holidays.

Excise taxation could be increased by expansion of the base to

mo~or fuel, cars and 30me lUXUry goods.
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51. IDtrodu~tion

Sri Lanka stands at a crucial stage in a programme of

stabilisation and adjustment. From one perspective this process

started in 1977 when the change of government brought a

reorientation towards market forces in contrast to the policies

of nationalisation and state control pursued by its predecessor.

A period of more rapid growth followed but by the mid 1980s this

had faltered. The late 1970. and early 1980s saw a rapid fall

in public revenues from export duties on the main plantation

crops which were cut sharply as profit margins on tea declined

under the twin pressures of weak tea prices and productivity

problems associated with poor management in earlier periods.

This fall in revenue, combined with pressures on expenditure

exacerbated by internal security problems since 1983, w~s

associated with large deficits throughout the 1980s. By 1989 the

macroeconomic position was severe with government debt more than

100' of GOP and an emerging balance-of-payments crisis. The new

government (of 1988) embarked on a programme of stabilisation and

adjustment in an attempt to close pUblic deficit., to restruc~ure

the public sector through 'peoplisation/privatisation', and to

promote private-s.ctor development, particularly with an export

orientation and strong inward foreign inv.stment.

YOr U. fl.rlt two yearj of file IJJlfs total govermnent

revenue was around 21' of GOP with expenditure around 31' or 32%,

although exp..nditure has declined lomewhat in 1992 largely as a

resul t of reductions in capital spending, which are pos.ibly only
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temporary. We shall argue that, to prevent the debt to GOP ratio

from rising, a primary surplus is necessary, compared with a

primary deficit over the last few years of around 5'. Thus a

fiscal adjustment of the order of 7' of GOP (relative to 1990 and

1991) would seem necessary if a start is to be made in bringing

down the debt to GOP ratio. It seems unlikely that such an

adjustment could occur only on the expenditure side. Sri Lanka

faces a problematic internal security position. The process of

restructuring requires investment in physical infrastructure.

Sri Lanka has a history in social infrastructure - education,

health and social security - which is strikingly superior to many

or most other developing countries. That social infrastructure

is likely to be a crucial ingredient of future growth. In this

paper we do not attempt any detailed analysis of the expenditure

side of the budget, although the fiscal position would seem to

indicate that expenditure, as a fraction of GOP, will have to be

cut substantially. It may be, for example, that the scale of

some social security programmes will have to be reduced. It is

possible that some short-run pressures could be partially

relieved by privatisation prcceeds. However the magnitude of the

deficit, and the pre.sures on expenditure indicated, suggest that

increases in taxation will also have to play a major part in

closing deficits. At the s~e time the tax system has

substantial microeconomic ~nd administrativ2 problems which

indicate that the revenue enhancement should be accQ~~ani~d by

comprehensive reform.

The purpose of this paper is to describe how some of the
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problems of the reform of taxation in Sri Lanka appear to an

outside economist with li~tle prior acquaintance with Sri Lanka

but with some experience of other developing countries facing

similar problems. In the process of pl:ovidinq such a description

I ahall raise aome issues and questions which may contribute to

the discussion of how the reform might proceed. The major

elements of tax revenue - personal and corporate income taxes on

the direct side, and domestic taxes a.nd import duties on the

indirect aide - are all likely to have a role to play in

increasing revenue, as well as requiring important changes in

structure to tackle their microeconomic and administrative

problems. However, increased emphasis on trade and on the

attraction of foreign direct investment imply that two sources,

the personal income tax (inclUding social security contributions)

and domestic indirect taxation are likely to have to provide the

major part of the extra revenue. The government had announced

its intention to implement a value-added tax by April 1994,

although this has now been put back to April 1995. A well­

functioning VAT would be a positive development, given the

complex and ansatisfactory network of taxel it would replace, but

a VAT is unlikely by itself to provide the additional revenue

which will be nece.sary. Indeed a good performance is required

in implementing and administering the VAT if it is to generate

revenue equivalent to that from the taxes it .ill replace. For

the purpo.e of di.cu.sion in this paper we .hall C)enurally

,uppole that the adjustment from sUbstantial primary deficit to

amall primary 8urplu8 would occur partly through an increase in

taxation and partly a reduction in expenditure. To make this
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specific we shall at some points pose questions in terms of how

an extra 5' of GOP in tax revenue might be qenerated.

The paper is organised as follows. In the next section (S2)

we provide a brief description of some features and developments

in taxation in Sri Lanka over the last 15 years, setting this

discussion in an international context. Sri Lanka is fortunate

to have had a recent Taxation Commipsion which produced an

impressive report in 1990 and central feat'~res of that report and

subsequent developments are described in 53. The magnitude of

the required fiscal adjustment is discussed in S4. Some future

policy issues and questions are raised in SS in the light of

international comparisons, the recommendations of the Commission

and the requirements for extra revenue. Some possible sources

of extra revenue are indicated. The final section provides

concluding comments and some suggestions for further research.
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52. Reel,nt Developments in Sri Lanka ill International

Context

The following basic indicators for Sri Lanka (from the WOT.l~

Development Report, 1992) may be helpful in drawinq international

comparisons. The population in mid-1990 was 17 million and GNP

per capita as conventionally measured, for 1990 in OS dollars,

was 470 (although purchasing power parity estimates have

generally been very much hiqher). Life expectancy at birth is

71 years, which is relatively hiqh compared to other developinq

countries, whilst illiteracy - at 12' on average and 17' for

women - is relatively low. The growth rate of GOP since 1965 has

averaged around 4' with GNP/capita growing at 2.9' in this period

(the same as the average for low income countries). The

contribution of agriculture to GOP in 1990 was 26'. Although

this proportion is low compared to low income countries as a

whole, where agriculture accounted for 31' of GOP, it has been

falling much more slowly in Sri Lanka than elsewhere (comparable

fiqures for 1965 are 28\ and 41\ respectively). The contribution

of manufacturing at 15' of GOP is low, and is lower than it was

(17\) in 1965. In terms of broad measures of overall structure

the economy of Sri Lanka has ch~nged only slowly, although the

grOYeh rate in the economy as a whole has not been low. As a

amall island economy trade plays an important role, with exports

f ~rminq ~ -ef Gap in 19;6• -flti1r, however, 1.-~ lower "tnan

1965 when exports constituted 38' of GOP and the fall corresponds

to the decline in the size of the plantation sector relative to

GOP. Imports were J7. of GOP in 1965 and 38' in 1990. The
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substantial trade defi~it which has emerged has pl~yed its part

in mCltivating the current strategy towards trade-oriented growth.

Some broad features of the public finances in Sri Lanka over

the last 15 years are set out in Table 1. The figures focus on

the revenue side but expenditure data r split into capital and

current components, are provid&d at the toot of the table. 1 The

tax system comprises five b:Load categories: taxes on income,

taxes on property, tax on Central Bank holdings of treasury

bills,2 taxes on goods and services, and taxes on international

trade. At the start of the period of more market-oriented

reforms, under the incoming J'ayawardena government in 1978,

government revenue stood at 25.9' of GDP (of which 24.2\ came

from taxation). This figure is unusually high for developing

countries (see Table 2) and particularly for poorer developing

countries (by the mid 1980s, to which data in Table 2 correspond,

Sri Lanka'S GNP per capita was around US $420)3. Also unusual

relative to other developing countries was the very high

contribution of taxes on exports which yielded 11.1' of GDP. Of

this 11.1', 7.7' of GDP came from tea and 2.3' from rubber. In

this respect Sri Lanka looked not unlike a small country based

1 Discussion of the expenditure ,ide i, taken a little
further in 54 and .ome figure. are provided in Table 4.

2 The tax on Central Bank holdings of treasury bills was
11"l1""''''1'''''ca ''' .in UU ~ -&:\- Gcu;.aent tv- ~ Iiiltiid Rel1l!1uae Act.
This tax is a somewhat unusual and conceptually problematic entry
as a contribution to government rev@nue. It does seem curious
accounting and would merit closer consideration. It seems that
it is a device fClr bringing forward in time the transfer of
Central Bank profits to the government.

3 See World Bank (1990): World Development Report.



7

on mining whi'.:h raised the bulk of its revenue from royalties or

duties on ong or two ores. This situation changed dramatically

over the next few years with revenue falling to 16.3' of GOP and

export duties falling to 2.7' of GOP in 1982, with only 1.6\ of

GOP now coming from tea and 0.8' from rubber. By 1986, export

duties had dropped below l' 01 GOF and they have not risen above

this level since then. Total revenues advanced to ~2.2' of GOP

in 1994 with some recovery in export duties and increases under

most other revenue heads (except excises). Total revenues have

subseguently been in the range of 19-22\.

T~e cause of the drop in export revenues appears to have

been falling profit margins. Given that the price of tea is

determined on world markets export duties have to be set at a

level which allovs reasonable profit margins, if production is

to continue. These margins were sharply squeezed at the end of

the 1970s as a result of falling world prices. Further,

productivity was stagnant - management appears to have been poor

during the period of nationalisation in the 1970s - whereas

productivity in competitor countrie3 was rising sharply

(Government of Sri Lanka, 1~~91, p.19J). It has also been argued

(ibid, p.190) that export taxes should, in part, play a

stabilisation role when world prices are fluctuating. 4

Expenditur", fell from 39.6' of Gn'P ;" 197B ta 32_U ~ l-~

and has remained in the range 31-35' since (although t.here was

4 ~lthough the history of such funds would not make o,e
very sanguine about their likely effectiveness.
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some downward movement to around 28' in 1992 - see 54). Broadly

speaking, we have seen, since the mid-1980s, revenue around 21\

of GDP and expenditure around 3n . This long period of deficits,

itself preceded by a period in the early 1980s of even higher

deficits, culminated in severe macroeconomic problems by the late

19808. There was a balance of payments cri.sis in mid-1989,

inflati_&l had risen to =aore than 20' and government debt was more

than 100' of I.iDP (of Which around 57\ is external and 43%

internal, see Central Bank of Sri Lanka, Annual Reports). The

incoming governm~nt under Pres:dent Premadasa in 1989 embarked

on a stabilisation and adju~tment programme. However, in 1990

and 1991 revenue was at 21.1' and 20.4' of GDP respectively and

expenditure at 31.0' and 32.1'. In 1992 total revenue was much

the same as 1991 but, as a result of reductions in capital

expenditure/net lending, total expenditure dropped some 4

percentage points (see 54). Whilst total expenditure had not

seen a major reduction as a fraction of GDP over the 9 or 9 years

(up to 1991), capital ex~enditure dropped sharply whilst current

expenditures have increased. Capital expenditures fell from

12.4' of GOP in 1;97 to 9.6' in 1991, a particularly sharp fall

occurring between 1989 and 1990, the first years of the new

austerity measures (trom 13." in 1998 to B. B' in 1990). A

further fall to 6.9' took place in 1992, although some of this

fall was attributable to a drop in 'net lending' \Sge 54).

We now examine more closely the composition of government

revenue in Sri Lanka, comparing it (using Tables 1 and 2) with
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that in other developing countries. 5 In 19916 total central

gover~ent revenue as a fraction of GOP in Sri Lanka was 20.4%,

with the bulk, 18.3\, coming as tax revenue. We compare the Sri

Lankan position in 19~1 with that in developing eour.tries with

GNP per capita in the range just above the ·very poor" in the

lat~ 1980s (we take 1987 in Table 2 and the range us $360-749).

Sri Lanka's GNP per capita was US $400 in 1987 (World Development

Report, 1989). In literacy and purchasing power parity terms,

Sri Lanka would score very much higher than many countries in

this GNP per capita range. Total tax revenue as a fraction of

GOP, averaged across those countries, was a little above that for

Sri Lanka, at 19.'%. Thus it would be difficult to argue that

in the late 19808 and early 1990s Sri Lanka was a high tax

country, although no doubt that would have teen the position in

the late 1970s.

Within tax revenue, we see that income taxes in Sri Lanka

contribute ~ low percentage of GOP relative to the average of

other similarly poor developing countries. For Sri Lanka the

personal income tax generated only 0.9\ of GOP and the corporate

income tax only 1.", whereas in other developing countries in

our reference group the figures are 2.5' and 2.9'. The

dif:erence is striking. A principal reason for thi., as

emphasised by the 1990 Taxation Commission, is the extensive

system of reliefs aud exemptions for both the personal and

5 For international comparison see Burgasll and Stern
(1992a). Table 2 is taken from thill source.

6 We ule the 1991 figures for discussion here al tholle for
1992 are still (as of June 1993) provisional.
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corporate income tax. Public-sector emoluments are exempt on the

personal side and there are extensive tax holidays and exemptions

on the corporate side, primarily to encourage foreign investment.

Given the extent of public-sector employment in Sri Lanka anc t.~~

push towards foreign investment-led growth, these two sets of

exemptions are major. Further, compliance seems very weak, the

Tax Commission reporting only 34,000 resident individuals paying

tax with estimates of those who should be eligible 10-20 times

this number (Government of Sri Lanka, 1991 pp.ll1 and 126).

In assessing the contribution of direct taxes one should,

however, take account of the role of the Employees Provident Fund

(EPF) and the Employers Trust Fund (ETF). Contributions to these

funds are compulsory and they are required to invest in

government securities. Bence the government has 'captive funds'

to finance the deficit and to the extent that interest rates are

lower than the 'open market' there is some element of taxation

Which is akin to direct taxation. The system may a180 be seen

as one of social secur!ty contributions - akin to direct taxation

if eventual receipts werp. to turn out not to be tightly related

to contributions. The BPF and BTF fallon the private sector and

amount to a deduction of around 8' of salary (with a 12' employer

contribution) • Public servant. have a different pan.1on and

insurance system which involvel a 6' deduction from salary, which

is allo paid into a 'captive flH,rt'.: The ..n:abo:: ~ aGti~

accounts with the BPF in the early 1990s wa. above 1. million

(Central Bank Annual Report, 1992, p.90) and it hal been

••timateG that the lending to the government by the Spy and STY

II'
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might constitute of the ord:r ~f l' cf GOP.' This figure of 1~

million provides an interesting ccntrast with the number of

taxpayers at 34,000.

On domestic indirect taxation the position relative to other

countries iu reversed, with these taxes in Sri Lanka raising 8.6\

of GOP compared with 4.7' in our reference group. The principal

difference comes from the sales/turnover taxation which

contributes 5.7' in Sri Lanka as compared to 2.3' on average for

the reference group. It should be remembered that around half

of the sales and turnover tax revenue comes from tne taxation of

imports but then the sales tax commonly appli~s to imports in

other countries too. Import duties in Sri Lanka are on the low

side, particularly bearing in mind that Sri Lanka is a small

island economy wit~ imports of the order of 38' of GOP in 1990. 8

Import duties are around 5.0t of GOP compared with an average of

6.'\ for our reference group of countries. The emphas is on

indirect taxes has been further p-nhanced by the defence levy (at

a rate of 3\) which is imposed (since 19~2) on the turnover of

manufacturers, importers and banking, insurance and other

services. The revenue was 0.9' in 1992 and is projected to be

1.1' for 1993 (Central Bank Annual Report, 1992).

These comparisons should not be taken as directly involving

JunePrivate cQl1l'llftunication from D.D.M. Waidyasekara,7

1993.

8 The 38 .. figure is from the World Development Report 1992
(1991). The Annual Report of the Central Bank of Sri Lanka gives
41. 3' for total imports and 33.5' for marchandis. imports (1991).
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policy conclusions. There is no automatic argument indicating

that a country should move to the average. The comparisons are,

however, suggestive. They raise the possibility that a move

towards base broajening and b~tter enforcement of the income tax

may be both desirable and fruitful, since in this case Sri

Lanka's background of high literacy and numeracy su~gests that

income tax collections could be higher than other countries with

similar incomes. 9 Second, the comparatively strong performance

of indirect tax collections will set a 'hard act' f~r the VAT to

follow. It will be a very successful VAT that rAises that amount

of revenue currently collected by sales/turnover taxation.

Third, although not desirable in the long term, there may be

scope for raising import taxation in the short term. As domestic

sources improve and/or the iJl"~ort share in GOP grows with

successful export expansion, rates of import duty should be

lowered to promote efficiency of allocation ~etween domestic and

international sources.

Before leaving inte~national comparisons it is interesting

to compare Sri Lanka's position with that of India given their

common colonial And legal structure!" prior to independence. The

overall position in the two countries now looks similar both in

the level and in the qer.e:Lal struct\lA;\~ .-,~ taxation. India also

has low income taxation and hiqh dame.Jtic indirect t.1.xation

relative to the averaqe for countries with a comparable income

level (india'S GNP per capita i, 1987 was $300, World Development

. 9 And the argument is reinforced by the wid. coverage of
the IPF and BTF (s•• above), suqge.tinq a substantial
administrative capability relative to other poor countries.
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Rerort, 1989, and so falls in the poorest group in Table 2). In

India in 1988-89, income taxes were aro'Jnd 2' of GOP whilst

dOlr'k"!l3tic indirect taxes and customs were around 10\ and 4\

raspectively. In terms of snares in total tax revenue these tax

heads accounted for 12\, 62' ar.d 24' respectively.10

There are, however, ,important underlying differences, and

some further analogies, which should be emphasised. A lar,;.e part

of India's dome9tic taxation comes from sales taxes, levied by

the states (3.3' of GOP in 1988-89). These were allocated to the

states of India in the constitution and are jealously defended

by them as buttresses to their independence. However ,c;ucn

separateness in tax policy and administration produces obstacles

to reform, particularly in the possible introduction of a VAT

(see Burges s and Stern, 1992b, and Burgess , Howes and Stern,

1993). Sri Lanka being a much smaller country would not appear

to face this problem 80 severely. Nevertheless such difficull:.ies

are emerging in Sri Lanka. In the late 1980s the decision to

establish Provincial Councils in Sri Lanka was taken and the 13th

Amendment to the Constitution was passed, paving the way for

their establishment. Amongst other things they will act as a

conduit for central government funds en route to local

authorities. They have, however, been allocated their own t~x

powers in a spirit similar to the central and .t~t~ ~~ in

India. An item of major significance which has been included for

the Provincial Council list is the taxation of "wholesale and

retail sale. within .uch limits a8 may be enacted by Parliament".

10 Se. Burg." and Stern (1992b).
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(Government of sri Lanka, 1991, p.234). There is a danger here

that such powers may be interpreted liberally by the Provincial

Councils and cijscussion with a representative of one of the

Councils indicated that this was li'.cdy to be their preferred

route. There is a potential for confusion over indirect taxes

here, particularly with a VAT, which requires careful

consideration. However the phrase ·within such limits as may b::!

enacted by Parliament- may give the centre sufficient powers to

heat off the emergence of obstacles to reform of domestic

indirect taxation of the kind which have arisen in Indi~ from the

centre-state demarcation embodied in the "listfl".

Provincial governments have been exercising their tax powers

eince 1991 and their revenue is now of the order of l' of GDP.

Recent elections, in May of 1993, resulted in the government

party losing political control of several of the provinces,

including the most proyperOUI ~round Colombo. The emergence of

significant provincial tax revenue together with these political

changes imply that the problems for reform associated with

Centre-Province relations are unlikely to diminish.

A second feature of the comparison which is misleading 1s

that bot~ India and Sri Lanka raise of the order of 5' of GOP in

!In.PQJ't dgti.~ ~ at Yilt" th...~ Tn,H!l .fA .sa wn'''h !:i;;ar ~ .a­

correspondingly much lower share or import~ in GOP (8-10'

compared with Sri Lanka's 35' or more) one might have expected

Sri Lanka's contribution from import duti•• to be substantially

higher than that of India. In observing this, however, we must
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note that India, in the post-July 1991 reforms, is reducing the

role of customs duties whereas in Sri Lanka, the revenue

contribution remains around 1/3 of tax revenue (with an average

effective rate of duty of 14-1S' - Central Bank Annual Report,

1992, p.126). And it must also be recognised that India's

federal structure limits the sources of revenue going entirely

to the Centre. Import duties are central amongst these sources

and have therefore been attractive to the Central Government.

Before leaving the India-Sri Lanka comparison we may note

that the current position of the two countries looks a good deal

closer now than it did in the past (with Sri Lanka's very high

contribution from export duties) and than it might look in the

future. Sri Lanka is committed to the introduction of a VAT but

India needs to resolve a number of centre-state difficulties

before s~ch a system could become feasible.

53. The TaxatioD Commissiop of 1220

The Sri Lankan government es~ablished in 1989 a Taxation

Commission under the chairmanship of B.S. wanasingh. and with

D.D.M. waidyasekara a. Secretary. The roport (GoverTl11l8nt of Sri

Lanka, \991) was submitted in 1990 and published in 1991. It is

an .im'pJ;~~'j,v~ d~ument And .prOyi"•• ~ v_l1u,"" • ..,'n.r...~"~ f ...... ~!lv

reform in Sri Lanka. We summarise in this .ection the main

elements of its conclusions with a brief commentary and an

indication of progre•• in implementation. This Commi••ion on the

tax system was the third major commi..ion, the previous two being
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in 1955 and 1968. Sri Lanka had also been visited by Nicholas

Jta1dor in 1958 after Prime Minister Jawarhalal Nehru of India h!d

recommended his services to Prime Minister S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike

of Sri Lanka, 11 following Xaldor' s work in India which had,

apparently, been fa",~ourably viewed by Nehru. The 'Xaldor

Refo~' were introduced in 1959. Jtaldor recommended a system

involving all of income tax, expenditure tax, capital gains tax,

gift tax and wealth tax. As in India, the last four were

introduced. Again, as in India, the new taxes yielded little

revenue and administration was problematic, and in both countries

the expenditure tax was withdrawn after a few years. Neither

would it appear that the 'Ielf-ch~cking' mechanism inherent in

the presence of the mUltiple taxes led to fruitful income tax

collections. The gift tax was abandoned in Sri Lanka in 1985 and

the government has accepted the proposal of. the 1990 Commission

to abolish the wealth tax.

The basic themes in the recommendations of the 1990

Commission were (p.303) the widening of the base of both direct

and indirect taxes, reducing marginal rates for income taxes,

simplifying indirect taxes and reviewing the administrative

structuz:e to allow qr,uter efficiency, better compliance and less

evasion.

On the personal income tax the Commission recommended the

retention of most of the existing basic features including: the

residence (as oppoaed to source) principle; the income (as

11 Communication from Mr G. Cor~ea, 25 September 1992.
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0ppo8ed to con8umption) ba8e: the 8elf-a88e88ment method: the

separate taxation of husband and wife: and a global (as opposed

to a schedular) system. It envisaged a threshold of around three

times average per capita income (towards or a little above the

middle of the range for similar countries) and a four-band

8chedule with a maximum rate of 35'. It recommended against

presumptive taxation on the grounds that "more precise methods

of evaluating incomes" (p.96) are available. The eliminatio~,

or scaling down, of exemptions was proposed as was the abolition

of the exemption of taxation of official emoluments (with

adjustment of salary to compensate).

For companies the following were the broad recommendations:

a unified rate of 35' for all companies: the scaling down or

elimination of tcaX holidays; the inte~ration of company and

personal tax to be carried further using the present imputation

method under advance corporation tax~ and the retention of the

withaolding tax on dividends.

The Commission also recommended the abolition of the wealth

tax and the 8caling down of export duties. The system of excise

taxation of alcohol and tobacco was judged to be fairly

satisfactory. It. extension to certain goods such a8 motor fuel,

motor cars, 80me electronies, dom.stic air conditioners,

Jewellery and loft drInks was also recommended.

The system of turnover taxes, it argued, should be replaced
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by a VAT to be introduced by 1 April 199312 with the immediate

~stablishment of a VAT Developmen~ Office in the Inland Revenue

Department. In appraising the relationship with the Provincial

Councils and their powers under the 13th Amendment to the

constitution it proposed that the central VAT be "fully-fledged",

i.e. up to both wholesale and retail stages, and that it be in

addition to any turnover taxation by Provincial Councils.

On administration it recommended the establishment of a

Board of Revenue, a permanent National Taxation Commission, a

Revenue ombudsman, a Taxpayers Charter, Revenue Courts, a Revenue

Training Institute and entry for professional staff via a

combined examination. The proposed VAT and the new excises

should be administered by the Department of Inland Revenue. The

Inland Revenue Department (IRD) should be organised so that each

unit would be responsible for both assessment and collection.

It recommended a rapid expansion of computerisation with a

'master file of all taxpayers, based on the assignment of a

unique identificati'Jn number' (p.270). More frequent auditing

was recommended as were vigorous investigation and strong

penalties.

The conclusions are broadly in line with mod~rn thinkin~ on

taxation and take account of the experience of tax reform in

other countries. The case for the recommendations is well argued

12 The agreed date for VAT introduction was deferred in
1992 to April 1994, and in 1993 to April 1995.
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and the evide~ce carefully martialled. A number of the

recomme~dations of the Commission had already been implemented

by the summer of 1992. These include the increase in income tax

threshold and the lowering of the marginal rate to the levels

suggested. A uniform tax rate of 35' for all companies with

effect from 1993/94 has been specified. The task force working

on the VAT has been est~lished and the introduction of a VAT

announced, to begin on 1 April 1994, subsequently postponed to

April 1995. Work on the computerisation of the IRD is well under

way.

By the summer of 1993 some further simplifications of some

aspects of the tax structure had been introduced. In May 1992

the turnover tax had been simplified to 4 bands (5, 10, 15, 20')

and in November the IS' band was abolished. Turnover tax on

telecommunications was shifted from the 10 to 20\ band. Revenue

from tobacco taxation fell, notwithstanding a tax increase, as

a result of a fall in consumption, whereas increases in liquor

taxation were accompanied by a substantial increase in revenue

(Central Bank Annual Report, 1992).

The government does not, however, appear to have tackled the

problem of the erosion of the tax base through exemptions and

holidays, indeed it seems that they have been extended rather

~nan reduced. Certainiy the arriving visitor en route via Air

Lanka is regaled on the aeroplane (in a glos.y magazine

accompanying the aircraft safety instructions) with the many tax
\

dispensations awaiting the foreign investor in Sri Lanka.
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Further, no decision on the taxation of public-sector emoluments

appears to have been taken. A drive against evaders did not

appear to be prominent.

The government b<!.s adopted some of tbe proposals of the

Commission but not yet, it seems, those that are likely to

generate significant extra revenue. The Commission itself was

not charged with the task of suggesting ways of gaining extra

revenue, reform with revenue neutrality was the remit, but its

proposals are helpful in th~t direction and, as we have argued

earlier (and see S4), the problem of extra revenue is one that

must be faced. The VAT, as we shall argue in S5, is a proposal

that has strong merits and would be widely welcomed, by this

author as well, but it is unlikely to provide substantial extra

tax revenue. In any expansion of revenue it seems that personal

income taxation should playa major role. Sri Lank~ is highly

advanced in terms of literacy and numeracy relative to most poor

countries, and administrative obstacles would seem less severe

than in those countries which raise considerably more under this

head. 13 Further contributions can come from the expansion of

excise and import duties. Over time the dismantling of tax

holidays and ineentive schemes should prOVide a further

contribution via the corporation tax. It se8Dl8 that in many

r ••pet'"i"s tho hara deei.iens- on -the reeoJiUilendations of the

Commission have not yet been taken.

13 In this context I found it somewhat curious to read of
the call, a few days after I left Sri Lanka in September 1992,
by Mr Rajah Xuruppu, the Secretary to the Ministry of State tor
Finance, for the total abolition of individual income taxation
(Island, 29 September 1992).
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54. The Magnitude of the Fiseal Adjustment

In general, economic theory provides only limited guidance

on the appropriate size of the deficit or surplus. The

definition of the deficit or surplus is itself plagued by

conceptual problems (see, for example, Buiter, 1985, and Bills,

1987). Generally guidance has been of the 'consistency' kind,

for example, if the debt-GOP rati!) is ~, the nominal interest

rate is r, inflation is n, and the real growth rate is g, then

one can derive a relationship (see below) which tells us, under

bond finance, how large must be the primary surplus to be

consistent with a debt-GOP ratio which is falling. One can

develop these formulae to include money finance and the

distinction between domestic and foreign debt, to link them to

medium-term debt-GOP targets or to look at surpluses which are

consistent with long-run steady states. All such calculat5.r,ns,

however, have to work with targets for debt-GOP ratios which are

deemed to be 'prudent', 'reasonable', or 'sensible'. These are

usually seen in terms of 'fiscal capacity', willingness to hold

government bonds at reasonable real interest rat~s and so on.

The Maastricht treaty seems to have alighted, fo:'> example, on

debt-GOP ratios of 60'. There is little, however, in economic

theory to tell us what a 'prudent' ratio is or what is an

apPxoplirtv rate of adjust,ment ~o it. llevertbeles5, most

commentators would see Sri Lanka's debt-GDP ratio as being

'rather high for comfort', in relation for example to the burden

on government expenditure imposed by interest payments.
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Very short-run theories of the appropriate deficit go beyond

the simple consistency or accountancy kind and deal with the

level of demand as reflected, for example, in the rate of

inflation, the level of unemployment or balance of payments

deficits. If inflation or the balance of paymentH deficit is

seen as too high then it might be argued that the fiscal deficit

should be reduced. That involves macroeconomic theory beyond

simple accounting but usually gives only short-run directions of

change and not magnitudes, or the pace of adjustment.

We describe a simple version of the consistency theory

(following Domar, 1944) which provides a useful framework for

discussing the kinds of levels of fiscal deficit or surplus Which

might be seen as constituting sensible targets for tax reform in

Sri Lanka, and go on to discuss recent Sri Lankan data in this

context. Using the notation defined above, and writing B for

outstanding debt, P for the price level and Y for real GOP, we

have, working in continuous time, if deficits are entirely bond­

financed,

B - espy + rB (1)

where (t is the primary deficit (expenditure, excluding interest

payments, les8 ~axation) as a fraction of GDP and dots denote

differentials with respect to time. Then the proportional rate

of change of the debt to GDP, (B!YP), is

8 Y ~ (py )B - Y - P - CiS + r - g - 7t (2)
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- II/~ + f - g (3)

where t is the real rate of interest. Bence B/YP falls if ana

only if

-II> pet-g)

If we take figures illustrative of Sri Lanka we might put

t at ,t, 9 at 4' and f! at unity. This would give a condition for

the debt to GOP ratio to fall involving a primary surplus (-0)

of 3t. The primary deficit in Sri Lanka in 1990 and 1991 has

been of the order of St. From this perspective a deficit

adjustment of the order of 8 percentage points, relative to 1990

and 1991, of GOP would seem to be required,14 although this

calculation must be adjusted (see below) to take acc.)unt of

seigniorage and the distinction between domestic and foreign

borrowing.

Equation (3) tells us that if t>g and n>O then t~a debt to

GOP ratio will always be rising. This is the 'inst~bility of

debt finance' and tells us that, for debt finance to be stable

over the long term there must be a primary surpl~. (where the

real interest rate is greater than the rate of growth). We have

seen that for Sri Lanka the debt to GOP ratio has grown so high

that, under the above assumptions, a primary surplus of the order

of 3' of GOP is necessary to etop it rising still further. If

a primary surplus is achieved then from (1) we can readily

14 In 1992 expenditure did drop (provisional estimates, see
Table 1) by around 4 percentage points - an adjustment examined
in a little more detail below.
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establish that a constant debt to GOP ratio ~* satisfies, for

t>g,

p. - (5)

The above analysis is readily modified to include mone.y

financing or seigniorage and the distinction between domestic and

foreign debt (in Sri Lanka in 1992-end year-domestic debt was

Rs 170,013 and f~reign debt Rs 234,850, 42\ and 58' of the total

respectively (Central Bank Annual Report for 1992). A const4n~

domestic debt to GOP ratio satisfies

IJ· - -(I + f + s
f - g

(6 )

where s is the contribution of money finance to the finance of

the deficit (as a fraction of GOP) and f i~ the contribution of

foreign finance. In Sri Lanka high powered money at the end of

1992 was Rs 44,859 million, some 9.4\ of 1992 GOP (Central Bank

Annual Report tor 1992). With intlation of the order ot 11\,

seigniorage or the inflation tax was around 1\ of GOP. This

would bring the required surplus down to 2' for a cO~!lt~nt

aggregate debt to GOP ratio.

One can also look at foreign and dOD;estie debt separately.

The (appropriate) extent ot f is otten judged in relation to

forei;n debt to export ra~i"" or~~ expart ~i-a1ti

which are deemed to be tolerable. A similar kind ot analysis

yields, for eonltant d,

d •
fir.

y - r·
(7 )
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"he~o y is the growth rate of exports, r* the foreign real

interest rate, £ is the export to GOP ratio, and d the foreign

dAbt to e>:port ratio. If would be optimistic to suppose that the

denominator on the r.h.s. of (7) could be larger than 3 or 4%.

With £ at around 1/3 and a 'safe' (from the perspective of

capital markets) value of d usually taken around 2 (it is

currently close to this) then f would be of the order of 2\. A

val~le as high as this would depend, however, on exports growing

at the rat~ of around 8' which would seem over-ambitiously high

in the me~ium term, with a GOP growth rate at 4' and exports

already around 1/3 of GOP. A growth rate of 6\ would be a good

performance, bringing f clo£ar to 1'. Calculations based on (6)

with ~*around 0.4 and f and s each at l' would indicate that a

primary deficit of 0-1' would be consistent with a constant

domestic debt to GOP ratio. This, however, would imply a rising

foreign debt to GOP ratio. Thus a primary deficit of 0-1\ would

seem too lax if we are to introduce some caution on export

assumptions and risin~ f~reign debt.

To sum up, bringing in :fc..rcaign borrowing and seigniorage

provides an estimate of the fi~~a1 adjustment required to stop

the domestic debt to GOP ratio from rising. Allowing for both,

together with prudence on the dimensions described, might bring

the required primary surplus down from 3\ to 0-1' of GOP and the

required fiscal adjustment from around 8 to 5-6 percentage points

(compared to 1991 levels). Given a desire to bring do~rn debt to

GOP ratios, a target figure for the £i8ca1 adjustment (compar;:ld
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to 1991) of 7-8 percentage points seems appropriate. IS That

is a formidable task.

We comment briefly on this task facing Sri Lanka, looking

at the expenditure as well as the revenue side, and at

developments during 1992. The position, see Table 1, in 1991 was

one of expenditure of 32.1 of GDP and revenue 20.4%, and overall

deficit of some 12 percentage points. With interest payments of

around 6' of GDP the primary deficit was 6% of GOP. In 1992,

however, expenditure dropped (provisional estimates - see Table

1) to 27.8' of om'. This arose from a drop of 1. S' of the

current side (from 22.5 to 21.0\) and a drop of 2.8' on the

spending was running around 15' of national income in the 19BOs

this looks like a radical pruning of public investment.

•
capital side (from 9.6 tc 6.8') • Given that public capital

The change does indeed, in part, reflect a trimming of

infrastructural investment and, in particular in 1992, delays,

probably unplanned, on some major irrigation projects. It

reflects also, however, a movement, as a result of a clear and

deliberate change in government policy towards lIlore private

sector investment. In addition, the capital figure in the

statistics includes what is called ' net lending' and

privatisation proceeds come under this heading (with a sign which

reduces measured capital spending). The position is illustrated

in Table -4-, from vhich n 1!an bit un UiR Ui.e iiiajor part of the

15 For analogous analysis along the, fairly standard, lines
described here the reader may consult, for example, Anand and van
Wijnborgen (1999).



27

fall in capital expenditure (including net lending) comes from

the drop in net lending. The main part of this latter fall comes

from privatisation proceeds which approached l' of national

income in 1992. The turn-round in other items also reflects the

government policy of channelling less investment through the

public sector.

Our discussion of the appropriate fiscal adjustment from the

base in 1991 indicated a figure in the region of the order of 7-8

percentage points of :i,stional income if ~ebt to GOP ratios are

to begin falling. An adjustment of 4 percentage points came in

1992. We have seen, however, that not all of this 1992

adjustment is likely to be sustainable in the medium term.

Privatisation can, however, give a little short-run breathing

space for other fiscal adjustments to occur. It would seem that

around 6 percentage points of fiscal adjustment will be necessary

on a medium-term basis relative to the underlying posi~lon in

199~. It is not clear how much of this can or will come from the

expenditure side. When one goes down a list of expenditure items

there are always strong arguments addressed as to why each item

cannot be cut.

The expenditure side has not been closely scrutinised in

this study and I, therefore, hesitate to make specific

suggestions. The major items are indicated in Table 4. In the

short run there may be little discretion over interest payments

and defence spending (given the current security positio:l). That

does leave government salaries and transfer payments as fairly
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obvious 'targets'. There is no doubt that social support in Sri

Lanka is much more generous than in other developing countries.

The social well-being, to which this social support has been a

contributory factor has been an achievement of which Sri Lanka

can be justly proud. On the other hand an examination ot the

administration of, for example, the Janasaviya programme in one

district in June 1993 did suggest that the targetting.of quite

substantial transfers may not be very precise. That and related

programmes constitute, however, only around 5' of total

government expenditure or lit' of national incoJ'le. The magnitude

of the fiscal adjustment required over the medium term would seem

to dictate a substantial increase in revenues. Of the required

medium-term adjustment we shall assume that 4 or 5' should come

from the revenue side. The remainder of the paper is devoted to

a. discussion of how this can be achievAd.

55. Future policy: Issues aDd Options

We have already raised in 52 and 53, from the perspectives

of international comparisons and the Tax Commission of 1990, a

number of policy questions concerning source. for the extra

revenue in Sri Lanka that i. required. In this section we focus

more closely on some of the decisions that may bo AQeessary and

which sources for extra revenue look more promising and which

less promising. In doing this it is useful to have in fro~t of

us a ' back-of-the-envelope' calculation which can be used to

illustrate some of the potential of different sources.
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We present in Table 3 three examples of tax structures,

relating collections under different heads to bases and rates.

Sri Lanka's 1991 position is included for comparill1on. 16 It

should be emphasised that these examples are for illustrative

purposes only but they do serve to highlight in a quantitative

manner the possibilities and problems involved in raising extra

revenue • We label the three imaginary cases as follows:

• ztr•••ly ambitious, raising 26' of GDP in tax revenue and

providing for the 8' or so fiscal adjustment, which may be

appropriate in the medium term, entirely from the revenue side,

allowing expenditure to continue at 1991 levels; very ambitious,

23' of GOP, which would, with non-tax revenue, provide the five

percentage point adjustment in revenue which is suggested as

necessary from the preceding section; ambitious, 21' of GOP,

which would provide a 3 percentage point increase from current

levels of tax revenue and go at least half way towards the

revenue adjustment we have suggested as necessary in the medium

term. The methods used in constructing the examples are highly

transparent in that they simply postulate rates and baBes.

Further examples following similar methods but with different

revenues can easily be constructed by the reader.

We begin by looking at revenue from personal incom8 tax and

locial lecurity contributions. The ambitious case involves

raisi••'.J 2.0' of GDP from this source, the very ambitious 2.5' and

16 The revenue position for 1992 i. much the same. W8 use
1991 figure. because those for 1992 are still provisional and the
expenditure fiqures for that year give a misleadingly small
impre••ion of the .eale of fi.cal adjustment nec8.sary.
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the extremely ambitious 4'. The current level is around 1'.

These figures may be compared with revenues under this head of

more than 3' for countries in the comparable range of GOP (taking

personal income taxes and social security contributions together

in Table 2). Thus whilst it is ambitious by Sri Lanka's

standards it would still be less than average for the

corresponding group, and evell 'very ambitious' at 4' would not

be far above the average for this group. A total take of 2.5%

of GOP under this head could be achieved by an effective rate of

10% on 25% of national income. The top 10% of income earners are

likely to be receiving at least 25% of GDP, even if one assumes

that the income distribution is fairly equal by international

standards (for example in the UK the top 10% receive 28% of the

national income - see the UK Inland Revenue Statistics, 1991).

The 1992 World Development Report (Table 30) quote~ the share of

household income in Sri Lanka going to the top 10' at 43'. To

take, for example, 10' of the. income of the top 10' would not

appear to be draconian • Given the very low number of tax payers,

and the current top marginal rate of 35%, it would seem to be the

kind of target that should be achievable by an administrative

drive. 17 Such a drive would command much greater public

acceptability if accompanied by a move to tax public-sector

emoluments.

Developed countries raise on average around 17% of national

income from personal income tax and social security contributions

17 It .hould be remembered that the rates displayed for
income tax and .ocial ••curity contributions in Table 3 are the
average rates across the base.
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with around half of the 171 coming from each head (8ee Table 2).

Bence the 'extremely ambitious' target of 4' is a long way short

of that standard. It is close to the take under this head for

the richer developing countries, per capita GOP $1620-6000,

although the high level for social security contributions (3.34%

of GDP in Table 2) is strongly influenced by the formal

programmes in a number of Latin American countries. Whilst Sri

Lanka does not have these extensive formal programmes, the level

of social welfare provision is high by international standards

with, for example, major poverty alleviation programmes

(Janasaviya and food stamps) and free mid-day meals for school­

children. This type of poverty alleviation programme covers a

number of measures which would overlap with social security

expenditures in developed countries. Thus in Sri Lanka there

would seem to be a case for considering the possibility of a

system of social welfare contributions that might raise 1 or 2%

of GOP. This would not be a fomal p.cogramr.... where individual

contributions generate individual entitlements but the linking

might help with the preparedness to comply.

The next head is VAT/Sales Taxation. Sri Lanka currently

raises 5.91 of GOP from this .ource (with 1991 turnover/sales

taxation). A very successful VAT might cover to, of GDP but a

more realistic estimate (Which would its.lf be a strong

aChievement) would be one-third of GOP. Rates of around 20' on

these bases (Which might be viewed as fairly high as .".rage

rates) would yield the revenue. associated with the extremely

ambitious and very ambitious plans respectively. These simple
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examples emphasise that whilst VAT is a valuable innovation it

cannot be expected by itself to make the major contribution to

closing revenue gaps. The main advantages of VAT adoption in Sri

Lanka would come from improvements in economic efficiency through

the removal of dis~ortions inherent in the current turnove~ tax

system and though reinforcement of income taxes. A VAT would not

be doing badly if it covered on6-third of GOP at an average rate

of 15' and that would yield only 5' or so of GDP, below the

current level of 5.8' from the turnover taxes.

In thinking of excises rising from 2.8' of GOP to the 3.6%

and 4% in the 'very ambitious' and 'extremely ambitious' cases

we have in mind thp expansion of the base to include motor fuel

and luxury goods in addition to liquor and tobacco. The 1990

Commission argued (p. 195-196 of the Taxation commission Report,

1991) that liquor and tobacco taxation might be close to their

revenue limits. The 1992 experience underlines this, at least

for the case of tobacco. To the extent that the excise base is

expanded succes.fully, the revenue obtained from a 100' rate (on

the assumed 4' base) could well be achieved with a lower rate on

a broader base.

We have described in the examples of Table 3 only small

increments for customs. As a small country Sri Lanka's trade is

large a.s a f"nCf;lon of GOP faround J"S'} i6 comparatively low

rate. of duty can raise substantial revenue. Thi. head already

yields 5.3' of GDP so 5.8' (ambitious) or 6' (very and extremely

ambitious) would probably not be problematic, at least from the
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administration perspective. The caution on this front should

come from the broad long-term policy objective of increased

openness in international trade.

Advance on corporate taxation revenue will depend on the

closing of loopholes from exemptions and holidays. Given past

commitments this may take some time and even in the 'extremely

8mbitious' case we have indicated only 2.5' under this head.

Prom the international perspective, for poor countries a target

of 3' does not look at all ambitious and is essentially achieved

or surpassed on average by each of the groups of developing

countries (except the poorest) described in Table 2.

It must again be emphasised that our calculations here are

purely illustrative. They do, however, with their international

context, serve to raise possibilities. We have identified

personal income taxation and social security contributions as

being of particular priority. This is based on Sri Lanka's poor

performance here, coupled with the high literacy and numeracy,

which should assist income taxation, and the high level of social

welfare provision. Social security contributions to a formal

programme of entitlements is not what we have in mind, rather it

is contributions to finance social welfare programmes. Such

linking or ear-marking may improve compliance, but if it is

judged that it would not have this effect then the extra revenue

could be put under the personal income tax head.

In collecting personal income taxation the introduction of
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VAT could be of substantial assistance in the provision of

information. It will, therefore, be of importance to ensure that

the transfer of information between direct and indirect tax

ac:tministrationg works well. The computer system being installed

appears well designed to facilitate information flows and it is,

indeed, '''ital that the administration of VAT and the personal

income tax be closely related. The UK government missed a

substantial opportunity in this respect when it allocated (in the

19708) VAT collection to the customs and excise department, on

the grounds that it replaced the purchase tax which was

administered by that department. It was a mistake which should

not be repeated by other countries.

A further reinforcement, or at least removal of impediment,

to greater personal income tax collections would be the taxation

of public-sector emoluments, which have been exempt from taxation
~

since 1978. Whilst this might produce only a little net revenue

in its own right (extra tax revenue would be largely offset in

the short-run by salary increases to maintain net public-sector

wages and salaries, so raising the expenditure 8ide of the

budget) its main role would be via increasing 00-

operativenes8/compliance among the general population.

Apparently considerable resentment i8 generated among8t potential

tax payers by the thought that those asse.sing them and

eo'lectinq tr-GBl- tbem- pay no- income tax. tt 11 ali6 tIle case that

this exemption is extended to many public-sector firms and this

cause. complications in the implementation of privatisation

programmes.
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56. Concluding CommeD~s

This paper has provided reflections on the Sri Lankan tax

system from someone with experience in the study of tax systems

outside Sri Lanka but who is new to the country. As such the

issues raised should be seen in terms of questions and not firm

pOlicy recommendations. The requirement for aggregate fiscal

pOlicy is clear - to make substantial inroads into a deficit

which is running at an underlying rate of around 10\ of GOP per

annum (notwithstanding some reduction in 1992). Whilst this

paper has not discussed expenditure in detail it seems that the

change required will be unlikely to arise solely or even largely

from expenditure reduction. This position, taken together with

the deficiencies in the current tax system, indicates that the

task for tax policy is to raise substantial extra rever, .,j, whilst

restructuring the system to provide great9r ~impli~ity,

efficiency and consisten~y with a more trade and market oriented

economy. Although the objectives may be clear, the challenge is

daunting.

The Sri Lankan government is fortunate, however, in having

before it the valuable report of the Tax Commission of 1990 and

much of the way ahead would seem to be charted in that report.

The government has made a start in implementing the proposals but

~ 'Of t.~ l:econwlQtided polieiQ1J whiel'1 miqlre ralle iub.tantial

extra revenue have not yet been vigorously pursued.

Building on the recommendations of the report and drawing
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on comparisors with other fairly poor countries a number of areas

for extra revenue which look to be possibilities were described

and are summarised bolow. An apparently necessary, target for

extra tax revenue would be of the order of 5 percentage points

of GOP, if a start is to be made in reducing debt to GOP ratios.

A small further contribution would have to come from expenditure

reductions. However in pruning expenditure there are major

dangers to the type of growth Sri Lanka envisages. A 'newly­

industrialising country' needs physical infrastructure and a

healthy, well-educated population. Sri Lanka's achievements in

health, education and social welfare are striking amongst

developing countries and there is understandably a desire to see

them preserved both as ends in themselves and as contributors to

growth.

As potential major sources of extra revenue the discussion

above has identified the personal income tax (possibly an extra

2 percentage points), the value-added tax (Is or 1 percentage

points), excises (around 1 percentage point), corporate income

tax (~-l percentage points) and, as a short-run measure, customs

(Is-I percentage point). 'l'ogether such a strategy might yield the

extra resources required whilst being consistent with simplicity,

growth and efficiency objectives.

Advance in the personal income tax collections of the order

indicated could come from improved enforcement and compliance.

These can be helped by the VAT, computerisation and the taxation

of public-sector emoluments. In this respect the close
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integration of VAT and income tax administration is important.·

Improvement in corporate tax revenues should be available from

the rolling back of exemptions and holidays. Excise taxation

could be increased by expansion of the base to motor fuel, cars

and some luxury goods. All of the proposals in this paragraph

are contained in the report of the Taxation Commission of 1990.

It must be remembered, however, that reforming the system

and raising extra revenue on the scale described will require

energetic pUblic relations and marketing. Extra compliance may

be assisted by high profile and well publicised enforcements, for

example. Those who stand to gain in the medium term have first

to be convinced that benefits will indeed be generated by the

reforms. Further, popUlar support for the reforms will have to

be mobilised against the opposition of those who will quickly

grasp that they will lose.

Further research is needed in a number of dire(,.~i::'ns. These

include (i) the more careful quantitative analysis of revenue

possibilities, which have been treated fairly crudely in the

above, (ii) the potential contribution from the expenditure side

in bringing down bUdget deficits, and (iii) the distributional

impact, the identification of who gains and who loses and by how

much, as the result of both tax proposals and expenditure cuts •
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81 Milliop 'curreRI prices)

U8S UD U90 U91 1992-

r. CarTeat apeadlturt 20.8 22.6 22.3 22.3 21.5

1. Purchase of goods IDl1 services 9.3 10.1 9.4 9.5 9.4

Salaries aDd wages 4.5 5.7 4.9 4.8 S.O

o/w civil 3.7 4.0 3.3 3.0 3.1

O/W defezx:e 0.8 1.7 1.6 1.8 1.9

0t!Ier goods mid tervica 4.8 4.4 4.5 4.7 4.4

o/fII civil 2.5 3.0 2.9 2.3 1.9

o/fII defence 2.3 1.4 1.6 2.4 2.5

2. IDtmaI paymears 5.7 5.7 6.4 5.9 6.1

Domestic 4.3 4.3 5.3 4.8 5.0

Foreign 1.3 1.3 1.1 1.0 1.1

3. Sull&idies and transfers S.8 6.7 6.5 6.9 S.8

Public corporations 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.4

o/w railways and postal 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2

Public institutions 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.4

Other levels of government 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3

Households 4.1 4.8 4.6 5.4 4.7

Pensions 1.8 1.9 1.4 2.3 1.9

Food and kerosene stamps 0.9 1.4 1.2 0.8 0.7

JSPlmidday meaVunifonn O.lXi 0.2 1.4 1.3 1.3

Otber 1.2 1.2 0.6 0.9 0.7

Private inst/abroad!other 0.04 0.04 0.1 0.4 0.1

~------------------------- -- -------- ~. -
4. UDder expenditure/contingency 0 0 0

~I. C.pltal upeDdfturt 10.3 8.2 5.9 7.2 7.1

1. Acquisition of fixed assets 5.4 5.2 3.6 3.9 4.21-'----------- --------------- - ----_.-
2. ~pitaJ trIJISfers 4.9 3.0 2.3 2.9 2.9

Public corporations 1.6 0.6 0." 0.7 1.0

Public iDititutioDi 3.1 2.1 1.6 1.8 1.7

Other levels of government 0.16 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.2

Other 0.03 0.01 0.03 O.tIl 0.01--------------- -- ..----- ------ --
3. UPlJer expenditure 0 0 0

III!. Lenlna ........ repaymeatl 3.4 1.8 2.7 2.6 (0.16)

On Iend.lng 2.3 2.3 2.3 P 1..0

Advance ICCOunt net lending 1.2 -0.4 0.5 0.5 (0.04)

Reltrueturinl COlli 0.9 0.18

RepaymeDtl (0.13) (0.15) (0.12) (0.3) (0.6)

Prlvatilltion proeee4l (0.2) (0.7)

IV. TnT... ~.5 32.6 29.1 31.9 28.4

•.t!2I!: 1992 f1J11"!1 81' ,rovIIfcmal. Brlcbtl 4eDot8 &epljYe DWDIlerI. fi/w. or wIIicJL SOIItte: Communication from
CemraJ SInk. There Ire .liJll! dllcrepancftll with Table 1 for liter yean, for which ftDII revisions 1M DOl yet available. J.


