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Abstract 
Kolonnawa was one of the main cities which had been affected by heavy floods in year 2016 which made residents of that area 
refugees for a few weeks. This study was aimed at examining the coping strategies identified and used by the victims at individual 
and community levels. Since social work perspective is used by the researcher to carry out the research, sub objectives of the study 
were to measure the already used coping strategies within a social work perspective and to identify differences between community 
based coping strategies and state interventions. The research problem addressed the coping strategies identified and used by victims 
of flood disaster in Kolonnawa as individuals and as a community. The research questions used to gather data and information 
were: (1) what were the coping strategies identified by each victimized household? ; (2) what were the steps taken at the individual 
level? ; (3) what were the steps taken at the community level? ; (4) what else could have been used as coping strategies? and (5) 
what would be the role of the social worker in such a post disaster context. Since the study used a qualitative approach, data and 
information were collected from 15 heavily affected households in Egoda Kolonnawa and Megoda Kolonnawa where convenience 
sampling method was used as the sampling method. 30 semi-structured interviews were conducted with selected 15 households 
which included affected people from diverse backgrounds ranging from gender and age. Thematic analysis method was used as 
data analysis method. The main argument developed through the data and information gathered in this study was that there were 
different coping strategies identified and used by flood victims in reactive and recovery phases during which appropriate and 
effective state interventions were absent and it resulted in victims becoming dependents due to loss of material possessions where 
empowerment and resilience within affected community were also not present as coping strategies which should have been 
considered through a prism of Social Work. 
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1. Introduction  

Natural disasters are highly increasing in the developing world where citizens become victims. Sri Lanka being 
categorized as a developing country has to deal with natural hazards in the contemporary context. When considering 
the 2016 flood disaster, major parts of the country were damaged and citizens were displaced for a few days or weeks 
due to unavoidable hazards. Kolonnawa was one of the main suburbs within Colombo district which was highly 
affected by 2016 floods. In the first phase, the runoff of the Kelani River has mainly led to inundations in Kolonnawa. 
However, other reasons such as inadequate waste disposal and drainage systems, lack of proper waste disposal, the 
filling of marshy lands for development projects and filling of lowlands for construction have also caused the flooding 
in suburbs of Colombo including Kolonnawa and the surrounding area. As reported by the Irrigation Department 
(2016), one of the reasons for flooding was the city’s inability to absorb water because most of the marshy or wetlands 
in and around Kelaniya had been filled for building houses or other construction purposes. The lack of pumping 
stations along the Kelani River to pump out additional water was also an issue as one officer reported. Further, it was 
the first time in history all irrigation tanks have such a large supply all over the country. During the floods in 1989, it 
was reported that reaching of 7.8 feet of water level led to flooding. Ironically, in 2016 though 7.3 feet has been 
reported as the level of water, the catastrophic flood disaster occurred and around 185000 people were displaced and 
suffered. According to the Disaster Management Centre (DMC), 64 deaths have been reported island wide and 131 
were declared missing from the landslide in Aranayake. More than 425, 000 people belonging to 100,000 families 
have been displaced with nearly 320,000 people living in shelters due to the devastation caused by floods, landslides 
and heavy winds in 22 districts. In other words, major parts of the country where 16 out of the total 25 administrative 
districts were affected by floods, landslides and heavy winds in 2016.  
In this backdrop, Kolonnawa was one of the suburbs which has been highly affected by floods within city Colombo. 
It is reported that around 38 grama niladhari divisions (grama niladhari division is the lowest administrative division 
within a divisional secretariat) were affected in Kolonnawa. The floods hit Kolonnawa on 15th May and continued till 
18th May 2016. During this period the highest rainfalls in Sri Lanka has also been reported. People were displaced for 
weeks and lived in camps. It took a minimum of 14 days for displaced people to return and resettle in their affected 
communities. Given this context, researcher’s attempt was to identify coping strategies driven within community level 
to reestablish the affected communities. The main argument developed through the data and information gathered in 
this study was that there were different coping strategies identified and used by flood victims in reactive and recovery 
phases during which appropriate and effective state interventions were absent and it resulted in victims becoming 
dependents due to loss of material possessions where empowerment and resilience within affected community were 
not really present as coping strategies which should have been considered through a prism of Social Work. 

2. Research objectives, research problem and research questions  

This study was aimed at examining the coping strategies identified and used by the victims at individual and 
community levels. Since social work perspective is used by the researcher to carry out the research, sub objectives of 
the study were to measure the already used coping strategies within a social work perspective and to identify 
differences between community based coping strategies and state interventions.  
The research problem addressed was: what were the coping strategies identified and used by victims of flood disaster 
in Kolonnawa as individuals and as a community?  

The research questions used to gather data and information were:  
• What were the coping strategies identified by each victimized household?  
• What were the steps taken at the individual level?  
• What were the steps taken at the community level?  
• What else could have been used as coping strategies?   
• What would be role of the social worker in such a post disaster context? 
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3. Geographical and demographical profile on research filed  

“Kolonnawa town is located on the eastern boundary of the city of Colombo. It is bounded by Kelani River to the 
north, Kotikawatta-Mulleriyawa Pradeshiya Sabha to the East, Kotte Municipal Council to the south and Colombo 
Municipal Councils to the west. Most parts of the Kolonnawa U.C. area constitute the flood plain of Kelani River, and 
about 70% of the land area is said to be below the mean sea level, which is protected by a flood protection bund 
(known as Harward Bund) which was constructed in 1935 to protect the city of Colombo from flooding of the Kelani 
River. North of the bund was the unprotected area where development was not permitted and south of the bund was 
the protected area where development was permitted. Most parts of the protected area too were low-lying land thus 
restricting the land available for development activities” (UNDP/UN-Habitat-Sustainable Cities Programme (SCP) & 
Sustainable Colombo Core Area Project (SCCP II). City Profile: Kolonnawa Urban Council 2002:1-3).  

  
“The geographical extent of the Kolonnawa U.C. area is 10.06 sq. km. The Urban Council area is divided into Eleven 
wards as Sedawatta, Orugodawatta, Wellampitiya, Nagahamulla, Salawatta, Kolonnawa – North, Salamulla, 
Alubowa, Kolonnawa Central, Egoda Kolonnawa and Meethotamulla. According to the Population Census of 2001, 
the population of Kolonnawa U.C. area is 55,285. Out of the total population of 55,285 about 54.6% (30,200) are 
Buddhists, 21.2% (11756) are Muslims, 16.4% (9069) are Hindus, 7.7% (4246) are Catholics and Christians. Thus, 
the town exists as a multi religious centre, which is a significant aspect to be considered in developing the city. Of the 
total population, 56.8% (31380) are Sinhalese, 29.2 %(11206) are Sri Lankan Tamils, 1.5%  (820) are Indian Tamils, 
19.0% (10517) are Sri Lankan Muslims, 1.3% (725) are Malays and 0.4%  (246) constitute other minorities. Thus, 
Kolonnawa is a multi-religious and multi-ethnic town where people live in peace and harmony with each other” 
(UNDP/UN-Habitat-Sustainable Cities Programme (SCP) & Sustainable Colombo Core Area Project (SCCP II). City 
Profile: Kolonnawa Urban Council 2002:1-3). 

4. Conceptual framework 

4.1 Vulnerability, coping strategies and coping mechanisms   
 
Blaikie, et.al.(1994) define vulnerability as the sum of characteristics of a person or group in terms of their capacity 
to anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the impact of a natural hazards. When the person or the group is in a 
vulnerable situation they naturally become victims. In other words, the two terms ‘vulnerability’ and ‘victims’ go 
hand in hand. In this light, coping becomes a mechanism which addresses handling the stressful situation by 
mobilizing the assets or capital resources. Here the term capital resources include resources of all human, capital, 
natural, physical and social. Resources also include land, tool, cash, jewellery, livestock or other items, for example, 
storable food items and the skills which can be vended or sold at the crisis to cope in a sustainable manner (Blaikie, 
et.al.1994). 
In response to natural disasters such as floods, different vulnerable households and victims employed different coping 
strategies. According to Davis (1996: 238), “the implication of coping strategies is that the portfolio of activities of 
victimized people changes to cope with unusual stress”. A shock, grief and mourning are relatively short durations of 
stress faced by flood victims. In addition, by using coping strategies affected victims attempt to sustain their 
livelihoods during recovery and rehabilitation phases. Compared to coping strategies, coping mechanisms are 
recognized as a spectrum of activities ranging from external to internal factors or as ways of managing, adapting and 
acted upon the hazard and also closely related to survival and threat. In this regard, the two concepts of coping 
strategies and coping mechanism also go hand in hand. However, the fact is that there is always a social cost in a 
coping mechanism compared to a coping strategy.  
It is important to note that there is no single defined standard for coping strategies. It varies depending on socio-
cultural factors. Basically, coping strategies vary by region, community, social group, household, gender, age, 
situation, season and time period. Also they are deeply influenced by people's previous experiences (Davis 1996; 
Blaikie, et.al.1994). Within this background, this paper specifically addresses only the coping strategies utilized by 
flood victims in a context which is closely related to resources and assets. Thus, these coping strategies are 
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