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SAREP is a renewable energy promotional programme jointly initiated by the Commonwealth Science Council, UK, the 
School of Science & Mathematics, Sheffield Hallam University, UK, the British Council and in-country counterparts to 
increase the public awareness and accelerate the use of renewable energy technologies. 
 

SAREP Aims & Objectives are: 
• To train young scientists in renewable technology areas through postgraduate programmes. 
• To enhance the awareness of renewable energy applications among entrepreneurs, policy makers, politicians and the 

general public. 
• To facilitate entrepreneurs in Asia to develop trade & investment relations with partners in other parts of the world 

including Africa, Australia, Canada, Europe, Japan and the United States. 
• To start CARES (Centres for Applications of Renewable Energy Sources) as large demonstration projects in rural areas 

needing development, contributing to reduction of poverty. 
 

Solar PV Market Comes of Age in Sri Lanka 
 

The solar photovoltaics (PV) business in Sri Lanka has come 
a long way from the time the Ceylon Electricity Board 
(CEB) first began selling small systems in 1986 from its 
back room operation at the Alternative Energy Unit (AEU). 
The late B.P. Sepalage, Shavi Fernando, Upali Daranagama 
of the CEB-AEU would never have thought that businesses 
such as Shell Renewables Sri Lanka, Selco Solar Sri Lanka, 
Alpha Thermal Systems and Access Solar would be 
profitable ventures in 2002, selling solar PV systems to rural 
households. 
 

So far, about 20,000 solar PV systems have been sold and 
tribute must got to pioneers who toiled to establish the 
market. In 1988, Power & Sun (Pvt) Ltd, later called Solar 
Power & Light Company, was established by Pradip 
Jayewardene, Viren Perera and Lalith Gunaratne to assemble 
solar PV modules and balance of system items under the 
name Suntec. This company was encouraged by the likes of 
Sir Arthur C. Clarke, Dr. Ray Wijewardene (a pioneer solar 
PV user for water pumps and lighting) and Prem 
Sumanasekera of Vidya Silpa (who was the ARCO Solar 
agent in the 1980s). The company built on the foundation of 
the CEB sales, established a network of dealers and agents, 
trained rural youth who would sell and install systems. 
Another company, Sunpower Systems Ltd, joined the foray 
to concentrate on institutional sales. The 1,000 home 
Australian and Sri Lankan government sponsored 
Pansiyagama project was promoted by Sunpower Systems 
and BP Solar Australia. This was followed by a project 
where 72 large systems were installed at rural hospitals and 
health centres. The BP modules used in these systems were 
manufactured by Power & Sun at its Negombo facility under 
license from BP Solar Australia. 
 

Yet, the market acceptance for the solar energy systems was 
slow, until Neville Williams of the Solar Electric Light Fund 
(SELF) came to Sri Lanka in 1989 and assisted Sarvodaya 
Rural Technical Services (SRTS) and Solanka, established 
by Dr. Priyantha Wijesooriya, to create rural level non-
governmental initiatives to promote solar PV. These projects 
proved that the solar PV indeed had a role in rural areas and 
if financing was provided, people could better afford a 
system. Sarvodaya’s interest in this new technology grew 
and its leader Dr. A.T. Ariyaratne, made a long term 
commitment to promote it after realising the social impact of 
providing solar electricity to rural people.    
 

As a result, the solar energy programme was taken over by 
the Sarvodaya Economic Enterprises Development Society 
(SEEDS), who has now become a rural development bank. 

The strength of SEEDS was in the area of micro financing 
and the reach into the most remote parts of Sri Lanka. 
SEEDS, headed by Saliya Ranasinghe, has since created an 
innovative partnership with the solar vendors such as Shell, 
Selco and Alpha Thermal to provide consumer financing 
when a system is sold.  

 
 

Two SELCO technicians install a 40 W photovoltaic panel on the 
roof of a rural Sri Lankan home (Courtesy to REFOCUS). 
 

Solanka, which established two projects, in Puttalam and 
Galgamuwa also installed 200 systems and evolved into the 
business of Resco Asia, which is now a part of the 
worldwide Selco International Group of companies based in 
USA with operations also in India and Vietnam. 
 

The Energy Services Delivery (ESD) project which was 
established by the Sri Lankan government, World Bank and 
GEF in 1997 for five years brought in US $55 million to 
commercially develop a host of renewable energy 
technologies. As the five year period ends, this has been one 
of the most successful projects in the world where most of 
the funds have been used to develop markets for solar PV 
and off-grid micro-hydro as well as grid connected mini-
hydro systems. The off grid developers benefit from a GEF 
grant of US $100 per solar PV system and US $400 per/kW 
for micro-hydro. This project has funded close to 15,000 
solar PV systems up to January 2002 and expected to install 
20,000 by the project close in July 2002. This would bring 
the total solar PV household systems in Sri Lanka to about 
30,000.  
 

As a result of the success of this project, the government and 
the World Bank are developing a follow on programme 
called the Renewable Energy for Rural Economic 
Development (RERED). In keeping with the new policies of 
the government and the bank, there is an added emphasis on 



rural economic and social development. Developers are also 
looking at expanding the market to over a million 
households, even if the CEB grid electrifies 80% of the 5 
million homes in the country. 
 

The key to this process is to keep the price as low as 
possible. A trail blazing project that has been initiated by the 
Uva provincial council is diverting grid extension funds to 
subsidise solar PV customers in the province by about US 
$90 per system. The province has committed itself to install 
8,000 systems to the end of 2002 in partnership with private 
sector vendors and micro financing institutions. Other 
provinces are watching these developments closely. Further 
funds could be gained in the future as the Sri Lankan 
government ratifies the Kyoto Protocol and participates in 
the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) by June 2002. 
 

With such market growth, it is also important to develop 
technology locally. Since the Power & Sun factory closed 
due to government disincentives in 1996, most of the 
components are imported. The British Council has sponsored 
Higher Education Link over the past 7-8 years, promoting 
links between the Sheffield Hallam University and 
Universities of Peradeniya, Kelaniya, Colombo and Ruhuna 
and laying the foundation for low cost solar cell research as 
well studies into balance of system development. An active 
PV researcher, Dr. IM Dharmadasa of Sheffield Hallam 
University is leading the programme, and he has also played 
an important role in spreading the message of solar energy 

applications around the country, especially through a series 
of regional workshops, seminars in relevant Ministries and 
rural schools. The new SAREP initiative evolved from this 
programme is now continuing the pace with additional 
support from the Commonwealth Science Council. This 
work is complemented by the Energy Forum and the Solar 
Industries Association, which continue to promote renewable 
alternative around the country. 
 

Recently completed 25kW grid connected solar roof in 
Colombo, and the recent government announcement by Mr. 
Karu Jayasuriya, Minister for Energy & Power, to extend the 
use of solar energy to 200,000 homes are welcome news. 
Over a period of nearly two decades, true public-private-non-
governmental partnerships have laid the ground work for 
solar PV development in Sri Lanka. The exponential growth 
of the market is to be expected as solar PV becomes a 
mainstream business capable of meeting the electricity needs 
in both rural and urban areas.  
 

Lalith Gunaratne, LGA Consultants (Pvt) Ltd and  
Convenor of Energy Forum, Sri Lanka. 
Priyantha Wijesooriya, President, Solar Industries  
Association, Sri Lanka.   and 
IM Dharmadasa, Principal Lecturer & Reader in Applied  
Physics, Sheffield Hallam University, United Kingdom. 
 

For more details click on: 

Http://www.shu.ac.uk/schools/sci/teaching/as1/SCResearch.html

Forthcoming Conferences:  International Conference on SMALL HYDROPOWER, 3-6 July 2002, Mulhouse, 
France. Details at: www.shf.asso.fr   or   www.esha.be
 

Current SAREP Participants: 
Sri Lanka (Seven universities, Solar Energy Society, Energy Forum & Solar Industries Association), Maldive Islands, India 
(Tata Energy Research Institute & Bhopal University), Nepal, Bangladesh (Bangladesh Centre for Advanced Studies), 
Pakistan (Pakistan Centre for Alternative Technologies, and Univ. of Punjab), Morocco (Five universities, Afrisol and 
Ministry of Environment), East African Countries and China (XinJiang New Energy Research Institute). 
 
 

SAREP Events: 
1. Renewable Energy Seminar and launch of SAREP at Bangladesh High Commission, 18 March 1999. 
2. Launch of TERI-Europe, Marlborough House, London, 25 January 2000. 
3. 5th Workshop on Renewable Energy Sources, Colombo, Sri Lanka, 22-23 Feb. 2000. 
4. Int. Nat. Lecture-2000 on “Clean Energy of the Future”, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, UK. 29 March 2000. 
5. Trade & Investment Seminar, House of Lords, London, UK. 22 May 2000. 
6. 2nd Conference on PV research & PV Applications, Fes, Morocco, 19-20 June 2000. 
7. The British Council sponsored series of lectures in Sri Lanka & Maldive Islands, 1-18 September 2000. 
8. Renewable Energy Workshop organised by the Ministry of Science & Technology, Bangladesh, 1-2 November 2000. 
9. The British Council sponsored series of activities in Sri Lanka, 22 Feb.-16 March 2001. 
10. Meeting at the Commonwealth Science Council, Marlborough House, London, June/July 2001. 
11. Seminar in Science & Technology Ministry, and “Solar Nite” Exhibition in Colombo, Sri Lanka, August 2001. 
12. CHOGM –2001, Brisbane, Australia, October 2001 (Cancelled). 
13. Commonwealth Science Council meeting, Brisbane, Australia, October 2001. 
14. The British Council sponsored series of activities in Morocco, February 2002. 
15. Publication of the “Renewable Energy Hand Book”. 
 

SAREP Contacts: 
1. Dr. K Lum  & Dr. R Kumar, CSC, Marlborough House, Pall Mall, London.    K.lum@commonwealth.int, or  

ritu.kumar@commowealt.int 
2. Dr. I M Dharmadasa, School of Science & Mathematics, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield S1 1WB, UK. 

Dharme@shu.ac.uk 
3. Mr. Peter Lane, DSL Consultants Ltd., 2 London Wall Buildings,  London EC2M 5UU, UK.   Pjtlane@hotmail.com 
4. Mr. Ahmed Joarder, 65 Brighton Rd, Coulsdon, Surrey  CR5 2BE, UK.   a_joarder@hotmail.com 
5. Prof. Hassan Shah, Centre for Solid State Physics, Univ. of Punjab, Lahore, Pakistan. hashah@lhr.comsats.net.pk 
6. Dr. Tony Day, School of Engineering Systems & Design, South Bank University, London, UK. Dayar@vax.sbu.ac.uk 
 

(For free subscription, please contact Dr Dharmadasa by E-mail;  Dharme@shu.ac.uk). 
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