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“Water Politics in Sri Lanka: A Sociological Analysis
of Rathupaswala Mass Protest against Contamination
of Drinking Water”

Water is perceived by different people or by the same people in different contexts in different ways. There are many
conflicts and issues all over the world related to water projects and developmental politics. According to the political
ecological perspective, the crisis in the drinking water sector has created new water politics and grassroots
environmentalism in many parts of the world. This study is based on the protest started by the villagers in Weliweriya in
Gampaha District against the water contamination caused by Dipped Products PLC. This crisis became a national level
political issue and it reached Geneva as a human right matter. The main objective of this study is to investigate the factors
that influenced the collective mass protest against the crisis related to drinking water in Sri Lanka. This is an exploratory
and qualitative research based on the case study method of mass movements against the contamination of drinking water at
Rathupaswala area in Gampaha. The data collection tools were hundred questionnaire surveys, twenty in-depth interviews
and newspaper content analysis. Although the related factory was beneficial to people at individual levels in terms of
providing employment opportunities, most people in the area believe that the factory is responsible for water pollution.
The key driving force of Rathupaswala protest was middleclass environmentalism based on ecological democracy of
villagers. The educated middle class with support of the business community mobilized the movement against politically
strong force. It was the political ecology of the area that determined the existence of a mass protest as identified in
environmentalism of Sri Lanka.
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