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Solar Villages for Social Development and Reduction of Poverty 
 

Prof. I M Dharmadasa & Dr. K Deheragoda 
 
 
This article has been written as questions and answer format so that reader can 
concentrate on any particular area on solar villages. 
 
 
What is the solar village? 
 
"Solar Village" is a concept and a project I have designed over a long period of time 
while co-ordinating a DFID (Department for International Development in the UK) 
funded and British Council managed Higher Education Link (HE-Link) programme in 
the 1990s. This was initiated by me to work with five local universities, and the main 
aims were for capacity building in solar energy research in Sri Lankan universities 
and promote renewable energy applications in the country. During this 10-year 
period, my thinking was "How to use clean energy technologies for social 
development and reduction of poverty". As a result, "CARES" (Centres for 
Application of Renewable Energy Sources), "Renewable Hubs" and "Solar Villages" 
came to my mind but they all have the same purpose. 
 
"Solar Village" is a cluster of remote villages where no modern facilities are available 
and solar power is provided to supply water and power to uplift their standard of 
living.  
 
 
What individual programmes/projects are planned under this initiative? 
 
The first solar power project under the Solar Village programme was completed at 
Kaduruwea village in the Kurunegala District. Here the water supply scheme to the 
village was provided by using solar pumps replacing a diesel pump. The villagers 
have formed a society to operate the scheme and they are now saving at least Rs 
100,000 per annum on diesel costs. This enables them to use their money in 
providing better education for their children and also to uplift their living standards.  
 
The whole community is directed to work together, to grow more trees around the 
area, to keep bees for honey production, use organic agriculture methods, etc. to 
improve the quality of environment. In short "Solar Villages" use clean energy 
technologies as well as developing their living environment. By developing 
themselves, contributions are made for the economic development of the country. 
 
As I have already mentioned above, there are many individual projects one can 
incorporate in this social development programme. The projects depend more on the 
nature of the society and the geography. Another key feature of this Solar Village is 
that one of the local universities adopts this cluster of villages to guide the 
development of that society. For example, the first pilot project is adopted by a team 
led by Dr. Krishan Deheragoda at the Dept. of Geography, University of Sri 
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Jayawardenepura (USJ). The Geography special students carry out their final year 
survey in this village cluster feeding new ideas for development. Imagine the impact 
of fresh ideas from enthusiastic university dons and students for rural communities 
and the use of younger generation to spread out these new ideas round the country 
for replicating these new projects.  
 
The individual projects emanating from this programme are:  Tree plantation, Honey 
production, Brick making, Vegetable farming in dry areas, Development of cottage 
businesses, scholarships and micro-finance schemes using saved funds within the 
community due to use of renewable energy sources. The development of the village 
temple, school, library and the environment through Sramadana activities are 
organised and encouraged. 
 

 

The solar powered water pumping system in the pilot solar village, and the official 
opening of the pilot project in July 2008. 
 
How long will be necessary to reach a satisfactory outcome? 
 
It is not necessary to wait for a long period to reach a satisfactory outcome of any 
solar project as it is instantaneous. Referring to the water supply pilot project the 
diesel pumping system was replaced by the solar pump and straight away burning of 
diesel came to an end, thereby sound and air pollution disappeared. People were so 
happy to see that their clean drinking water being pumped by freely available sun-
shine instead of burning diesel.  
 
In this case, people were also delighted to learn that this pilot project was completed 
by a person who was born and brought up in the Kurunegala district, and carrying 
out  pioneering work in solar energy research, development, commercialisation & 
application fronts. 
 
 
What geographical areas will be focused on? Is it only small rural villages or 
can it be extended to other urban centres? 
 
There is no limit on geographical areas. This concept can be applied anywhere in the 
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country. The individual projects within the community will vary according to the local 
requirements and available natural resources. In addition this is also an excellent 
opportunity for educating community working in schools and universities to contribute 
to develop their own community. This culture needs to be developed in order to help 
needy people, establish peace and therefore reduce poverty from the society.  
 
 
What is your vision for this solar village project? Where do you see it 
ultimately going? 
 
By looking at the numerous benefits of our pilot project, similar projects should be 
replicated through out the country as soon as possible. This will allow needy people 
to stand on their own feet, and develop themselves with dignity. At present the 
poorest community is considered as a burden to the Government. When these types 
of projects empower most needy people, they will develop rapidly and start to 
contribute to the economic development of the country. My vision is that Sri Lanka 
should move towards a "Renewable Energy Island" in order to be energy 
independent in the future. If we heavily depend on imported fossil fuel, I am sad to 
say, we will become a very poor nation. We must act now and take right decisions to 
use our indigenous resources, for sustainable development. 
 
The pilot project serves only for 130 families. Since then, a larger solar village for 
300 families were established in Moneragala district. This was funded by the GOSL 
and Indian Government and established by the SLSEA and the Ministry of Power & 
Energy. Solar Village project is ideal for rapid re-settlement of conflict affected 
people in the North and the East. We could see a rapid expansion and replication of 
this project round the country. 
 
I would also like to spread this to many other developing countries outside Sri Lanka. 
In fact, Nigeria and Libya have already recognised the “Solar Village” as a very 
suitable social development project for their countries. Africa-Aid charity and 
universities in Nigeria and Libya are working with me at present to introduce this 
concept. They have already arranged several university lecturers to research in my 
group in Sheffield for training at PhD level for both R&D and solar energy 
applications. This project satisfies three millennium goals, namely; clean water, clean 
environment and reduction of poverty. I therefore anticipate a rapid expansion of this 
project round the Globe. In fact, my dream is to see our whole planet becoming a 
one pleasant "Solar Village". 
 
 
Who will fund it? NGO's only? Government Organisations? 
 
After designing this project, I personally raised funds required for the first pilot project 
with the help of the HELASARANA charity organisation. It is working successfully 
and now open to anybody to replicate and contribute to the society. Various 
organisations, Companies, NGOs and Governments should fund these types of 
social development projects. As Educators, it is our responsibility to introduce new 
technologies and design of new projects to develop our society. This is my open 
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invitation to successful companies and organisations to sponsor projects like these 
and show their social responsibilities.  
 
During my last visit to Sri Lanka, both myself and Dr. Deheragoda had a very 
productive discussion with our Environment Minister, Champika Ranawake. We were 
thinking in the same way and now the Ministry is working to create "Green Villages" 
in the country. We have also written a proposal on "Solar Habitat Programme" and 
handed over to the Power & Energy Ministry in order to replicate these projects. All 
interested parties working together will create a pleasant environment in Sri Lanka, 
as expressed by the term "Haritha Piyasa", in Mahinda Chinthana. 

 

 

Geography students from USJ have a first hand experience on solar powered water 

pumping system at Kaduruwewa, as a part of their final year surveying project. They are our 

ambassadors to replicate these projects round the country.  
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The USJ group visiting the first solar village opening ceremony, and getting ready for 

an open air musical evening with a welcome dinner from villagers. 

 
What is the background of the project? 
 
As an academic and active researcher who worked on solar energy conversion over 
the past three decades, both in academia and in industry (BP Solar), I have seen the 
huge potential of solar energy and decided to improve public awareness among 
general public, academics, business and political leaders over the past two decades. 
As a result, HE-Link was formed with my employer, Sheffield Hallam University in UK 
and several Sri Lankan universities. Over 40 senior academic visits and a series of 
conferences were organised including publishing 22 newsletters to promote 
renewable energy. A handbook was written on the subject “Renewable Energy” and 
it was electronically distributed. This programme has now evolved into an 
international renewable energy promotional programme (SAREP). "Solar Village" 
concept has now being developed based on this background work. SAREP 
newsletters and the renewable energy handbook can be downloaded from Dharme's 
blog at www.apsl.org.uk. 
 
 
What is your area of expertise? The experience of other key project personnel? 
 
I am a Physics graduate from Univ. of Peradeniya, but later I moved on to Chemistry 
& Engineering disciplines. My main expertise comes under solar energy conversion, 
research, development & commercialisation, and promotional work on renewable 
energy applications. My research group is now spinning out into a company for 
production of low-cost solar panels. More details can be found at 
www.shu.ac.uk/research/meri/seg/. 
 
My counterpart in Sri Lanka, for solar energy applications is Dr. Krishan Deheragoda, 
who is an academic in Geography Department at USJ. He was the Chairman of 
Urban Development Authority in the past and now he has been appointed as the 
Chairman of Sri Lanka Sustainable Energy Authority (SLSEA). I am proud of his 
involvements and positive attitude shown towards social development projects. He is 
a good example to the academic communities round the Globe. He has used his 
knowledge to help the society not limiting his service only to the university. With his 
new appointment as the Chairman of SLSEA, I am confident to see "Solar Villages" 
round the country in the near future. 
 
Although I was working on my own for about 15 years, recent establishment of the 
APSL-UK (Association of Professional Sri Lankans in the UK) gives me tremendous 
support, encouragement and confidence. This is a comparatively young but fast 
growing Association formed with professionals from every sector, to learn from each 
other and to help development of Sri Lanka. I am positive, with the backing of high 
calibre professionals, these projects will take off the ground in style. More details 
about APSL-UK can be found at www.apsl.org.uk. 
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Why Sri Lanka? And why solar power in Sri Lanka? Why not other alternative 
energy sources such as wind, biogas, etc.? 
 
Why Sri Lanka? Sri Lanka is my native country. I had my free education in Sri Lanka, 
and enabled me to develop to the highest level in higher education system in the 
United Kingdom. I believe it is my responsibility and duty to contribute towards the 
development of my motherland and our needy people. The beginning of these 
valuable “Solar Village” projects in Sri Lanka will create a good name for our 
motherland in the future. 
 
Sri Lanka is also blessed with plenty of sunshine. It is the right country to start pilot 
projects in solar energy applications. Even today, ~30% of the population has no 
electricity from the national grid. When I am in Sri Lanka, I can promote these 
socially worthy projects easily among our non-English speaking rural masses. 
 
I have been promoting renewable energy around the Globe. We should use all 
possible renewable energy sources; solar, wind, bio-mass (i.e. bio-gas, bio-fuel and 
energy from waste), wherever possible. However, solar energy has the highest 
potential; imagine the roof tops and walls of buildings we have to cover with solar 
panels. We had so many inventions in the 20th century; Aeroplane, Computer, Mobile 
phone, Internet and many more. 21st century is going to be the "Solar Century". 
 
Sri Lanka has done well with solar energy over the past two decades. This is due to 
contributions from many solar energy believers. There are now 15 solar energy 
companies operating in Sri Lanka creating employments for young people. You will 
find about 150,000 homes in Sri Lanka today are lit by solar home systems removing 
hazardous kerosene lamps. There are two large solar roofs (25 kW each) operating 
in Colombo and 5000 small drip irrigation systems installed in the dry zone. 
Installation of two solar farms of ~500 kW size have been planned. In recent 
European solar energy conferences, Sri Lanka has been identified as the "Hot Spot 
of Solar Energy Applications". We need to build on this situation and convert Sri 
Lanka into an attractive Eco Tourist Centre.  
 
 
Did you start this project to address climate change or growing poverty? Or 
address any other problems? (Please specify) 
 
As an Academic and an Engineering Scientist, I look at all these issues together. 
Use of renewable energy technologies brings answers to all these questions. 
Climate change, growing poverty, population growth & enhanced food production, 
scarcity of clean water, desertification etc.  
 
Fossil fuel did wonders for the development of the world over the past two centuries. 
However, fossil fuel developed only two thirds of the world population. One third is 
not connected to power grids. The beauty of renewables is that it provides "Energy 
for All". Renewable energy will be able to develop the world hopefully wiping out 
most of the problems we face today. Photovoltaic (PV) solar energy is de-centralised 
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and safe even from terrorist’s attacks. Hence, "PV for Peace", and let us work 
together for it. 
 
 
Depending on the above answer, what you would advise ordinary Sri Lankans 
do to help counter its effects. 
 

We need to implement the ideas given in the above answers and put into practice for 

the development of our communities. We should encourage people to use energy 

efficiently without wasting and to move rapidly towards renewables enabling to 

reduce carbon dioxide emissions and also to grow more trees everywhere possible 

to re-absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. 

 

All Sri Lankans should take the responsibility of improving discipline on roads. Sri 

Lanka depends on 100% imported fuel for transport, spending a huge fraction of the 

country's income. But our transport system burns this fuel inefficiently due to lack of 

discipline on roads. Most vehicles consume fuel without moving forward due to traffic 

jams created by irresponsible driving. Improving road discipline will save millions of 

Rs. `paying for imported fuel. In addition, Sri Lanka has plenty of entrepreneurs with 

right ideas to produce bio-diesel within the country. Mechanisms should be 

established to produce green-fuel within the country, drastically reducing the fossil 

import bill. 

Observe the Jaffna peninsula carefully; it is slowly becoming a desert. When people 

fight with each other, human-kind forgets the environment and it is bad news for 

vegetation. The desertification will accelerate creating misery to people who live in 

these areas. All Sri Lankans should work to establish long lasting peace in the 

country, and replicate “Solar Villages” in every corner to liberate those innocent 

people who are trapped in poverty.   


