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Hon. Ronald Joseph Godfrey de Mel

Presented by the Vice-Chancellor 

Professor G. P. Samarawickrama

Revd. Chancellor,

I have the honour, and it is with great pleasure that I present 
to this convocation Mr. Ronald Joseph Godfrey de Mel, the 
Hon. Minister of Finance and Planning of the Democratic, 
Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka, and the creator of the University 
of Ruhuna, on whom the Senate and the Council of the University 
of Ruhuna on the unanimous recommendation of the Faculties of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, Medical, Agriculture, and Science 
have decided to confer the Degree of Doctor of Letters honoris
causa, for the distinguished services he has rendered, generally 
to Sri Lanka, and especially to Ruhuna, by establishing the
University of Ruhuna.

Mr. Ronald Joseph Godfrey de Mel is learned, a fine orator 
and a man of exceptional honesty, remarkable wisdom and courage. 
That the strength of will he possesses overcomes all obstacles that 
confront him, is a distinct characteristic of his life. He was bom 
on the eleventh day of April 1925, and having successfully completed 
his primary and secondary education at St. Thomas College, 
Mt. Lavinia with distinctions, he entered the University of Ceylon

13



where he obtained a Degree in History with first class honours in 
1947. He came first in every public examination he sat for in Sri 
Lanka, indicative of his single minded and successful pursuit of 
wisdom.

After his graduation from the University of Ceylon with honours 
in History, he registered for a Ph.D. Degree in ‘ International Finance 
and International Trade’ at the University of Cambridge in England. 
He had to discontinue his post-graduate studies as he was admitted 
at that time into the Ceylon Civil Service, the elite higher adminis­
trative corps of Sri Lanka.

Mr. de Mel who joined the Ceylon Civil Service in 1948 has 
served in several important government Departments as their Head 
and as the Permanent Secretary of several important Ministries. 
He carried out the duties and responsibilities attached to these 
offices with distinction and remarkable efficiency, thus illuminating 
those offices in the real sense of the word, and gaining much honour 
to himself as well.

After fourteen years of excellent service he bade farewell to 
the Ceylon Civil Service, sacrificing a lucrative government pension, 
and took to active politics with the earnest desire to serve his country 
and its people. He was elected member of Parliament for Devi- 
nuwara in three successive general elections in 1967, 1970 and 1977. - 
He presently represents the Bulatsinhala electorate in Parliament. 
He was appointed Minister of Finance in 1977 and continues to 
grace this office upto date. He has been the chief architect of the 
most far reaching economic and financial changes in Sri Lanka 
since Independance in 1948. He also represented Sri Lanka at 
several international conferences, and was elected Chairman, 
Board of Governors, Asian Development Bank in May 1985.
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In private life Mr. de Mel has been a Director of some of 
the largest tea and rubber plantations and industrial companies 
in Sri Lanka. He has also been a pioneer rural development worker 
and was one of the founder members of the Sri Lanka Jatika Shrama- 
dana-Sarvodaya Movement, which has been carrying out a basic 
needs programme among the poorest of the rural poor on a voluntary 
self-help basis since 1950’s.

Revd. Chancellor,

I have the honour to request you, to confer the Degree of 
Doctor of Letters honoris causa upon Mr. Ronald Joseph Godfrey 
de Mel, the Hon. Minister of Finance and Planning of the Republic 
of Sri Lanka, a scholar with sound knowledge of the history 
and culture of our people and of International Finance and Inter­
national Trade, and who since 1967 strove very strongly within 
and without Parliament for the establishment of a University in
Ruhuna, the birth place of learned and wise men of olden as well 
as modern days, and finally achieved his goal : the establishment 
of an attractive University complete with all facilities for the good 
of all Sri Lankans.
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Convocation Address
by

Hon. Ronnie de Mel
Minister of Finance and Planning



Venerable Chancellor, Venerable Sirs, Vice Chancellor, Members 
o f the Senate and Board o f Management, Deans, Professors, 
Lecturers, Students, Ladies and Gentlemen,

I was deeply moved both by what your Vice Chancellor said 
about me in his opening address and by the generosity and gracious- 
ness with which you welcomed me into your midst and made me 
one of yourselves by conferring on me the degree of D. Litt. honoris 
causa of the University of Ruhuna.

I shall always prize the honour not only because I have been 
in the forefront of the long struggle for the establishment of the 
University of Ruhuna, but also because it is an honour besl^wed by 
an Institution which to me represents the unconquerable spirit of 
the sons and daughters of the South who by their achievements in 
every major sphere of activity have greatly enriched the political, 
economic, cultural and social life of this land.

Sri Lanka’s modern Higher Education system could be said 
to have begun in 1921 with the establishment of the Ceylon University 
College, which was affiliated to the University of London. The 
transition of this institution to a National University granting its 
own degrees took all of 21 years, for it was only in 1942 that the 
University of Ceylon was established. In 1959 the two main centres 
of Buddhist learning with a long tradition of scholarship, the 
Vidyalankara and Vidyodaya Pirivenas were converted into Univer­
sities and are today known as the University of Kelaniya and the 
University of Sri Jayewardenepura. In 1972 the Ceylon College 
of Technology at Katubedde was elevated to University status and
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became the University of Moratuwa in 1979. In the same year, 
the University of Jaffna was established after first being set up as a 
campus of the University of Ceylon in 1974. Your own University - 
the University of Ruhuna-was elevated to University status In 1984 
after its early beginnings in 1978. Higher education in Sri Lanka 
did not end with the establishment of these institutions. Today, 
we have in addition, the Batticaloa University, the Open University, 
the Colombo North Medical College, the Sir John Kotelawala 
Defence Academy, the Undergraduate Institutes of Aesthetic Studies, 
Workers’ Education and Indigenous Medicine as well as the Post 
Graduate Institutes of Medicine, Agriculture and Pali and Buddhist 
Studies.

Consequent on the Gnanalingam Committee Report on 
Technical Education in 1979, the technical education sector which 
had hitherto been neglected and starved of funds was given a new 
lease of life. Its recommendations led to the establishment of new 
technical institutes and affiliated technical units, the introduction 
of new courses and improvement of existing ones, and systematic 
staff development.

For a developing country like Sri Lanka with its very limited 
resources the establishment of so many institutions of higher 
education is, I think, a remarkable achievement and I am proud to 
say that most of the credit for this must go to the J. R. Jayewardene 
Government. Further, till we removed the obnoxious bureaucratic 
controls of the University of Ceylon Act No. 1 of 1972 and gave the 
Universities back their administrative autonomy and academic 
freedom, higher education, like the economy we inherited, was in 
the doldrums. It was only after the Universities Act of 1978 that 
the light of learning was re-kindled and Higher Education took its 
rightful place in the educational system of this country.
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Today, higher education is not confined to the elite or the 
afiluent. With the regional distribution of Universities, more and 
more students from lower middle class and working class homes 
have been provided with access to higher education - access which 
was previously denied them due to the existence of only a few 
institutions and restrictions on the number of admissions. In 
addition, Scholarships and Bursaries have greatly eased the burden 
of less affluent parents who would otherwise not have been able to 
finance the higher education of their children.

From the very beginning the J. R. Jayewardene Government 
earmarked a very significant portion of the budgetary resources 
to education at all levels. We inaugurated the biggest development 
programme in the history of this country because more and more 
development is the only answer to our problems. Only development 
can give employment to our youth, raise the living standards of 
our people and improve the quality of their lives. But development 
cannot be achieved without education. It is only through education 
that our manpower can be taught the necessary skills and our 
resources can be utilised to their optimum levels. That is why we 
have always placed such great emphasis on education and diverted 
our scarce resources to improving it in every possible way.

1 would at this stage like to illustrate my remarks with a few 
figures.

Total admissions to all the Universities have increased from 
4150 students in 1977 to 6000 students in 1986 and total enrolment 
has increased from 15,000 in 1977 to 20,000 in 1986. If we include 
students in the Open University and the Undergraduate and Post­
graduate Institutes, the present total is nearly 34,000. In the tech­
nical colleges the intake has increased from 10,000 in 1979 to 15,000 
in 1986. Could any Government have done more?
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Let me now turn to expenditure on higher education. Unlike 
in Western countries, in Sri Lanka the entire funding is by the State. 
Today, Rs. 5200 million or 7.5 % of the total budget has been allo­
cated to education. This is ten times the sum allocated to the last 
Government. The current year’s grant for higher education alone 
is Rs 1,000 million or Rs 1 billion! Ever since the J.R. Jayewardene 
Government came to power in 1977, there has been a steady increase 
in the funds allocated to higher education.

This increase of expenditure on higher education in such a 
short period of time is unprecedented in the annals of education in 
this country. I think the time has now come for us to pause and 
reflect on whether this money has been well spent. Are 
we achieving the goals we sought when we embarked on such an 
ambitious programme? Is higher education serving the case of 
development? If not are there ways in which it can be improved 
to get better results? You will admit that, we cannot afford to con­
tinue this massive expenditure in the context of our present budgetary 
constraints unless we are satisfied that these institutions are delivering 
the goods.

I am pleased to note that there is clear evidence that higher 
education in this country is finally moving in the right direction. 
For the first time we have a. Corpofate Plan for University Education 
covering the years 1984 - 1988. This plan envisages a shift away 
from Arts and Humanities which dominated university education 
in the past, to science, professional, management and business 
studies. It also marks a more effective diversion of resources from 
an over concentration on undergraduate teaching to postgraduate 
teaching and research. The new concept of setting up centres of 
excellence and the rationalisation of faculties in the University 
System are also to be commended. These are all very healthy signs 
and need every encouragement from all those associated with Univer­
sity education.
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Jt is evident that the University Grants Commission is making 
a sincere effort to reform and rehabilitate higher education to serve 
the country's future needs. However, there are some areas which 
requires greater attention if we are to achieve our Higher Educational 
objectives in the quickest possible time, and I would like to deal 
with some of them today.

All these years Higher Education in this country was geared 
to providing the manpower necessary to man the public sector. 
The private sector usually recruited its personnel either direct from 
schools or from private educational and professional institutions. 
If we are to be successful in our leap into the 21st Century - some­
thing which is talked about a lot these days - a dramatic transforma­
tion is necessary in our University System. Now that the Govern­
ment has completed a large number of infrastructural projects which 
were too large for the private sector to handle, it has realised that 
the time has come for a structural change in the utilisation of resour­
ces. The public investment programme for the next five years 
envisages a total contribution of Rs 291 billion of which the private 
sector’s share is Rs 136 billion. But what is significant is the fact 
that the private sector’s share is gradually increasing so that in the 
5th year its share is greater than that of the public sector.

The government has recognised the fact that development can 
be accelerated in the future only if a greater role is assigned to the 
private sector. This is further underlined by the government’s 
commitment to privatisation of certain public sector industrial and 
commercial institutions. So if we are to prepare for the leap into 
the 21st century, the University system should pay greater attention 
to these trends and start immediately to gear itself to providing the 
the manpower with the necessary knowledge and skills for employ­
ment in the private sector as well as for self employment.
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There is no going back on this policy: so the higher education 
institutions of the country really have to adjust to the new economy 
and the new society. Therefore, this aspect must be carefully studied 
and institutions of higher education must prepare themselves to 
meet the ever increasing demands of the private and self employment 
sectors. One of the areas where there is a tremendous dearth of 
talent in this country is in the sphere of management. In future, 
management studies will need the same amount, if not more, of 
the attention presently paid to science, agriculture, medicine, 
engineering and law. Indeed, today’s demands are such that these 
professionals require to be management-oriented in their respective 
callings for many of them are increasingly called upon to play much 
wider roles than their disciplines have equipped them for. Inter 
disciplinary studies must be encouraged more and more-for example 
engineers with M.B.A, etc.

Just as much as the Universities must recognise their new role, 
the private sector of this country must also realise that they too 
have an important stake in higher education for it is from these 
institutions that their future manpower will be drawn. Therefore 
it is time, that a strong linkage is established between the two, 
so that they can enrich each other and through their interaction 
be of mutual benefit. This is very common in the West, and 
even in India and some third world countries. Individual 
businessmen, industrial and commercial companies, private 
institutions and allied organisations can all play an important 
role- by providing assistance to institutions of higher education in 
various 'ways siich as the provision of awards, trusts, financing the 
setting, up of new colleges and institutions and pro viding endowments 
for. various Chairs. Universities on their part, should use their 
expertise - to . undertake consultancy and research assignments for 
private sector-institutions. In these ways Universities could be less 
dependent omoGovernmerit grants both Tor. their- maintenance and -
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their improvement, it must be realised that what monies the 
Government can release will be entirely dependent on its other 
priorities. No government can guarantee constant regular commit­
ments; so, Universities must make every effort to raise additional 
revenue on their own. Less financial dependency will also give them 
greater strength to maintain their much cherished autonomy in the 
face of any pressures that may develop in the future. We have in 
the past depended far too slavishly on the import of foreign technical 
knowhow at great cost to our economy. It is high time that we 
made a decided effort to improve our research effort and through 
it our technical capacities and evolve our own appropriate technology 
to exploit our resources to optimum levels.

It is true that we have produced internationally famous and 
recognised scientists. But this should not lull us into a sense of 
complacency. While fundamental research is certainly not 
unimportant we must concentrate more of our resources on applied 
research if wc are to get the best value for our mioney. Research 
in the more rarefied and higher reaches of knowledge can be of much 
greater benefit to us if it is undertaken after we have built up a sound 
infrastructure of scientific and technical capacity capable of exploiting 
our resources to the highest levels possible.

Research is fundamental to the progress and development of any 
country. The paucity of research in certain very important fields 
is therefore a matter of serious concern. It is a pity that most 
of the research output in the country is restricted to the efforts 
of a few dedicated individuals. In this context I am glad that 
despite being one of the youngest universities, 4 out of the 6 
university recipients of Vidya Nidhi Awards on Independence 
Day went to teachers of Ruhuna University.

It is scry unfortunate that there is a very large vacuum in the 
research and development of our indigenous resources. Though 
we have had considerable success in the field of agriculture, the same

25



cannot be said as far as our mineral resources are concerned. We 
are not a rich country even in comparison to others in the developing 
world. We do not have the natural resources of a Brazil, a China 
or a India. Therefore we must make the best use of the little that 
we have. I ask you, how long are we going to export our resources 
in the raw form as we did in the days of our colonial past and allow 
ourselves to be exploited by the foreigner? Let me cite a very tragic 
example. The soil of Sri Lanka contains the world’s largest reserves 
of geudas which through heat treatment can be transformed into the 
best sapphires in the world. Eut what were we doing with them 
all these years ? We were throwing them back into the pits! Our 
scientists were blissfully ignorant of its possibilities till the Thais 
came in droves after 1978, purchased large quantities of these stones 
and smuggled them out to Thailand. When we did wake up from 
our slumber we were far too late. How different the situation would 
have been had we got there first! Just as in the case of geudas I am 
sure that concentrated research on our other mineral resources, 
like graphite, ilmenite, apatite for example, could very well result 
in our obtaining much greater added value.

There is one other matter I would like to mention in this connec­
tion. Much greater co-ordination is needed between the large 
number of research institutions and the universities to avoid dupli­
cation and overlap of research effort. Specific areas of activity 
must be clearly identified and demarcated and each institution should 
confine its money and effort to its respective area. Our resources 
are too limited for competition between institutions, in the same 
field.

If research is to be encouraged and developed it is vital that 
universities in this country adopt the system common to universities 
in the West and in Australia where promotions in the faculty depend 
entirely on the quantum of research done. If research is made the
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criteria for promotion I am sure that output will increase considerably. 
It will then justify increased allocation of funds, for money spent 
on research - provided it is properly monitored - is always money 
well spent.

In the past, education was regarded merely as a social benefit. 
Today it is considered an investment, an investment in human resour­
ces which in the long run. contributes significantly to both economic 
and social progress. In bygone times higher education was a luxury 
item of consumption for a selected few and output was not directly 
related to a country’s needs. Today when higher education is 
more broad based and vast sums of money are being expended, it is 
vital that output is geared to the developmental needs of the country.

A growing economy which is expected to undergo a shift in 
occupational structure towards more professionals, technicians 
and industrial workers, must follow a defined pattern of educational 
development to obtain the kinds of trained people it requires. We 
must avoid manpower shortages which may slow down economic 
growth and manpower surpluses which would be a waste of 
educational resources and lead to unemployment and frustration 
of the educated. It is essential that we first determine and plan for 
the skills required and, having planned for the quantity and quality 
of skills in different fields, we should then determine the output 
of skilled manpower required in these fields and thereafter work 
out the required inputs into the educational system. Otherwise, 
it could have disastrous efforts on our social fabric and threaten the 
continuance of our democratic policy and traditions.

A University must be a centre of light and learning in the best 
traditions of Plato's Academy, Taxila and Maianda, and our own 
Mahavihiaa, Abayagui and Alaliara Pirivena to name only a few. 
You are heirs to a great and unbroken tradition of 2500 years of 
culture in this land. We must combine the past in our own culture 
with the cultures of the whole world and arrive at a synthesis that 
is satisfying to all. The Ruhuna University is sited in a campus



unsurpassed in its excellence, combining the beauty of the sea, the 
hill, the lake and the paddy field. It will be one of the most beautiful 
Universities in the world, and I am glad I had a share in the selection 
of this site at Wellamadama. In such exquisite surroundings, may 
the spirit of excellence grow and flourish and may the University 
of Ruhuna become one of the great Universities of this land and one 
of the great Universities of this part of the world, moulding the lives 
of generations of Sri Lankans for centuries to come.
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