1

SRI LANKA

Cyclone Ditwah

Briefing note
05 December 2025

acaps®

CRISIS IMPACT OVERVIEW

ANTICIPATED SCOPE AND SCALE

On 28 November, Cyclone Ditwah made landfall in Sri Lanka, triggering the worst floods the
country has seen in over 20 years. The cyclone has affected more than 1.8 million people
across all 25 districts of the country. The districts of Colombo, Gampaha, Kurunegala, Mannar,
Puttalam, and Trincomalee account for nearly 67% of the affected population. (GoSL accessed
01/12/2025; DMC 05/12/2025; WFP 04/12/2025). As of 5 December, 486 people have been killed
and 341 others remain missing.(UN RC Sri Lanka 03/12/2025; DMC 05/12/2025; WFP 04/12/2025). The
cyclone first hit moved slowly northwards along Sri Lanka's eastern coastline, continued to
move northwards, reaching the Indian coastline (Indian Express 03/12/2025).

Cyclone Ditwah damaged and destroyed nearly 55,000 homes. By 5 December, nearly 172,000
people were staying in 1,231 government-run safety shelters. (UN RC Sri Lanka 03/12/2025; 0CHA
30/11/2025; DMC 05/12/2025).  The exact number of people displaced remains uncertain, as
many are probably unregistered and likely staying with relatives.

Flood waters and debris continue to block access to some of the affected areas, restricting
humanitarian access to communities. By 3 December clearance operations have reopened
several key roadways such as the Colombo—-Kandy road, which connected Kadugannawa.
However, at least 95 roads remained closed and 20 bridges were damaged (NewsFirst
03/12/2025; UN RC Sri Lanka 03/12/2025; 0CHA 30/11/2025; Daily Mirror 02/12/2025). Access limitations
keep evolving because of the risk of further landslides in several districts (Reuters 03/12/2025;
Adaderana 02/12/2025).

The extent of damage to public infrastructure is still being assessed, though early reports
point to major disruptions in transport, power, water, and essential services (News 01/12/2025;
BBC 30/11/2025). Clean water access also remains a concern because of severe damage to
water treatment infrastructure (UN RC Sri Lanka 03/12/2025).

Any comments or questions? Please contact us at info@acaps.org

As of 2 December, the cyclonic storm has weakened and left Sri Lankan territory (Disaster
Management Centre accessed 01/12/2025). However, more rain is forecast, and the risk of further
flooding remains elevated. The risk has prompted national authorities to extend the flood
warning issued for the Mahaweli River Basin (which is located in the impacted districts into
more central districts) until at least 3 December (Ada Derana 01/12/2025; Disaster Management
Centre accessed 01/12/2025). More rain and the risk of further flooding and landslides are likely
to delay and hinder rescue operations and the delivery of humanitarian assistance. It will also
prevent displaced people from returning to their homes, prolonging displacement.

December marks the beginning of Sri Lanka’s second monsoon season which affects the
eastern part of the country, which is the region more affected by Cyclone Ditwah (DCS accessed
01/12/2025). Some reservoirs in the east, such as the Navakiri Tank in Ampara District, are
already nearing full capacity at the start of the season, heightening the risk of flooding as the
rains continue. Because the reservoir is limited in capacity, any additional rainfall or runoff
will flow downstream at a rate that rivers and channels cannot contain (River Net accessed
02/12/2025).

CRISIS IMPACTS

Shelter

The cyclone damaged more than 52,000 homes and destroyed over 2,300 others, displacing
nearly 172,000 people into government-run evacuation centres and others into makeshift
tents. The districts of Badulla, Nuwara Eliya, Kandy, Puttalam, and Trincomalee account for
over 56% of all displaced people (95,680 of 171,778) nationwide. (DMC 05/12/2025; DI 29/11/2025).
Government-run shelters are often overcrowded, with limited access to clean water,
sanitation, and hygiene facilities, which increases the risk of disease outbreaks. They also
lack privacy, placing women and girls at elevated risk of gender-based violence, harassment,
and exploitation (DI 29/11/2025; 10M 01/12/2025).
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Health

Cyclone Ditwah has severely strained Sri Lanka's health system. Flooding and the inundation
of hospitals and clinics have disrupted routine care and delayed emergency medical
deliveries, leaving patients with chronic illnesses at heightened risk. Many facilities report
shortages in antibiotics, insulin, and pain relief among other medications, while road closures
are disrupting the flow of supplies . Sri Lanka was already experiencing
shortages in medical supplies that had pushed medicine prices up, leaving flood-affected
families, many of whom lost their income and belongings in the disaster, unable to afford
essential treatment. Prior to the cyclone, the government had imposed maximum price limits
on more than 350 medications . It remains unclear
whether the government will be able to enforce these pricing regulations.

Disruption of health services also include maternal, child, sexual and reproductive health
services are severely disrupted, leaving many without access. Around approximately 40,000
pregnant women are among the affected population and will require uninterrupted access
to maternal, newborn, and sexual and reproductive health services. Service disruptions,
damaged facilities, and displacement increased the risks of unassisted deliveries, pregnancy
complications, and limited access to family-planning services . Underfive
children, pregnant women, and lactating mothers, and people with disabilities and the elderly,
face heightened risks of malnutrition as regular diet intake and supplementary nutrition
sources, including Thriposha are unavailable.

Stagnant floodwaters and contaminated water sources heighten the risk of water-borne and
vector-borne diseases such as diarrhoea, viral fever, leptospirosis, and dengue

. Any outbreak would further compound existing medicine shortages
and place additional pressure on health facilities.

Overall, the cyclone is likely to worsen weaknesses that were already present in the health
system. A system already overstretched is facing additional pressure due to service
disruptions, medicine shortages, and a sharp increase in healthcare needs. This additional
strain reduces the health system'’s ability to provide routine care and raises the risk of poorer
health outcomes over time

The overcrowding of shelters also increases the risk of disease outbreaks, accelerating the
transmission of infectious diseases, particularly given the limited access to WASH facilities
and running water

Additionally, the population are experiencing elevated levels of stress and anxiety following
the cyclone and its aftermath, with young people, women, children, and first responders
in particular at risk of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) as a result of the crisis

. There is no information about psychological support programming being
implemented.

Education

The cyclone has disrupted children’s access to education in Sri Lanka. On 2 December, the
Ministry of Education announced that schools country-wide will remain closed until further
notice . With schools being used as evacuation centres, it is likely
that school closures will extend for several weeks at least . School
closures disrupt children’s access to safe spaces for learning, play, and social interaction.
The suspension of school meal programmes further undermines daily routines, especially
for children from poor families who rely on them. This heightens children’s psychological
stress and increases the burden on caregivers.

Livelihoods

Floodwater has damaged over 191,000 acres of cropland. While some of these losses
(including rice, maize, onions, potatoes, chilies and soybeans) are covered under the
mandatory government crop insurance scheme, the destruction is still likely to significantly
reduce employment opportunities in the agricultural sector

. The scale of the damage threatens household incomes that rely on seasonal
farm work and could also lead to lower food availability. Flooding comes at a critical moment
in the Maha season, when rice crops have just been planted. Damage at this stage risks
wiping out the main harvest . This, in turn, is likely to drive up prices, making
it more difficult for poor families to access and afford essential food items.

The cyclone is also going to disrupt people’s ability to generate income. This impact is
particularly severe given Sri Lanka’s high dependence on daily wage labour and an informal
economythatencompassed 55% of the workforcein2023 .Combined
with the weakened social safety nets following the widespread effects of the cyclone, this is
likely to delay recovery and increase people’s reliance on humanitarian assistance.

The cyclone’s impact is also likely to hinder the economic recovery of Sri Lankan families,
particularly those experiencing poverty. By April 2025, one-third of the population remains
in poverty (living on less than USD 1.8 a day) or at risk of falling into it

. People experiencing poverty are likely to lack
theresources or coping capacities needed to recover from recent flooding. For people already
facing poverty, the impacts of such disasters are deeper and longer-lasting, increasing their
vulnerability to future shocks.
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Protection

Child protection and the risk of gender-based violence (GBV) are critical concerns placing
children and adults at heightened risk during emergencies. In Sri Lanka, 25% of women
have experienced physical and/or sexual violence since age 15 and 40% have experienced
physical, sexual, emotional, and/or economic violence and/or controlling behaviours by a
partner in their lifetime. Overcrowded shelters, limited lighting, and shared WASH facilities,
breakdown of social protection mechanisms and separation from family members, increase
child protection and GBV risks , particularly for children, adolescent girls, older women, and
persons with disabilities (DMC 02/12/2025).

Across Sri Lanka, ethnic and religious minorities including Tamil, Christian, and Muslim
communities continue to experience discrimination and marginalization, restricting their
access to resources and opportunities. They remain significantly underrepresented in
government institutions, particularly at decision-making levels (HRW 28/07/2024; Amnesty
accessed 03/12/2025; The Conversation 14/07/2025). This exclusion has left these groups in a
weaker socio-economic position and heightened their vulnerability during crises as their
needs may be overlooked or inadequately addressed.

HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE

The information may not cover all efforts, especially local support and community initiatives
given information gaps and time constraints of the analysis.

Access to information

As of 30 November, flooding along the Kelani river — the main river running through the capital,
Colombo and surrounding low-lying areas — has disrupted information flow from affected
communities because of telecommunications disruptions (OCHA 30/11/2025; LNW 29/11/2025).

Additionally, the national Disaster Management Centre does not provide information about
the extent of infrastructural damage, including that related to health facilities and schools
(DMC accessed 02/12/2025). The government has requested the World Bank support in the
assessment process to be concluded within two weeks (News 01/12/2025).
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Humanitarian constraints

As of 2 December, the heavy rainfall and flooding have disrupted transportation on at least
108 roads across the country. These roads have been affected by flooding and landslides
(Daily Mirror 02/12/2025). As of 1 December, relief efforts remain heavily hindered by
widespread road closures and the continued risk of secondary landslides (IFRC 01/12/2025).
The continuous flooding of the Kelani river is hindering access to the affected population
in Colombo, one of Sri Lanka’s most densely populated areas, making search and rescue
operations increasingly difficult (OCHA 30/11/2025).

Response capacity

On 29 November, Sri Lanka'’s president declared a state of emergency, with the government
issuing an appeal for international assistance (Onmanorama 20/11/2025). The UN and
humanitarian organisations are coordinating a multi-sector response covering shelter, food
security, health, WASH, protection, education, and early recovery. Ongoing multi-sector
assessments aim to identify gaps and guide response prioritization in coming days (OCHA
01/12/2025).

As of 1 December, the Sri Lanka Red Cross Society has deployed more than 3,500 volunteers
to provide first aid and distribute water, hygiene kits, bedding, and clothing (IFRC 01/12/2025).

On 3 December, the Government of Japan will deploy an International Emergency Assistance
Team and medical team to the cyclone-affected areas of Sri Lanka (Govt. Japan 01/12/2025).

COMPOUNDING/AGGRAVATING FACTORS

These are not the direct drivers of the crisis but are external factors that may make the
humanitarian impacts or the crisis itself more complex.

Poor infrastructure

Poorroad and drainage infrastructure has likely exacerbated flooding and hindered access to
affected populations. A significant proportion of Sri Lanka’s rural road network, particularly in
districts such as Puttalam, Badulla, Kegalle and Kandy, remains unpaved and in deteriorating
condition, limiting the movement of relief and emergency services (People’s Dispatch 19/09/2025;
DCS accessed 02/12/2025). Additionally, many rural districts suffer from inadequate drainage
systems, which allows water to accumulate in low-lying areas, prolonging flooding and
increasing the risk of damage to homes, agricultural land, and critical community facilities
(ISAS 08/05/2025).
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Delayed warning and communication gaps

Although authorities issued early alerts, communication gaps and delayed evacuations
worsened the cyclone’s impact. Weak local coordination, outdated infrastructure, and limited
preparedness meant many families received warnings too late, in the wrong language, or
without the means to act (FT 02/12/2025). Evacuations in districts such as Badulla, Nuwara
Eliya, and parts of Colombo and Gampaha were delayed, at times requiring airlifts (Sri Lanka
Brief 29/11/2025). Tamil-speaking communities in eastern districts like Batticaloa, Ampara,
and Trincomalee were particularly affected by language barriers (Tamil Guardian 28/11/2025).
The absence of clear instructions further stalled local officials, who were then unable to
approve emergency purchases or coordinate relief efforts (The Morning 30/11/2025).

DRIVERS OF THE CRISIS

Cyclone season

The cyclone season in Sri Lanka typically lasts from October - December. Because of its
geographical island location, the country is vulnerable to cyclones, which occur on average
approximately three times per year. Most tropical cyclones that affect Sri Lanka form in the
Bay of Bengal, with fewer developing in the Arabian Sea. Cyclones that formed in the southern
part of the Bay of Bengal sometimes pass west or west-northwest, passing through the Gulf
of Mannar and crossing Sri Lanka. In addition, a small number of cyclones that formed in
the southern Arabian Sea can move toward and make landfall on Sri Lanka’s western coast.
However, most cyclones merely enter the country’s sphere of influence and subsequently
turn northward prior to landfall. The rest of them, on making landfall, subsequently generate
gusts of wind and rainfall in the country (IESL 05/11/2013; World Data accessed 02/12/2025).

Cyclone Ditwah originated southeast of Sri Lanka on 26 November and moved slowly
northwards along Sri Lanka'’s eastern coastline, and continued to move northwards, reaching
the Indian coastline (Indian Express 03/12/2025). Its impacts were felt across the whole country
despite the path of the storm traversing its eastern flank.
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MAP: population afffected BY Cyclone ditwah aT 30 November
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