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Introduction
Coconut cultivation is one of the most important components of Sri Lanka’s plantation agriculture, contributing significantly to rural livelihoods, food security, and national economic stability. Sri Lanka is recognized as one of the leading coconut-producing countries in the world, and the Kurunegala district plays a central role in national production as part of the country’s well-known “coconut triangle”. Coconut harvesting is a highly skilled, labour-intensive activity requiring trained coconut pluckers to ensure timely harvesting, quality maintenance, and sustained productivity.
In recent years, Sri Lanka has experienced a severe shortage of skilled coconut pluckers due to ageing labour forces, youth disinterest in plantation occupations, rural-to-urban migration, and occupational risk factors associated with tree climbing. This labour shortage has disrupted regular harvesting cycles, increased labour costs, delayed nut collection, and reduced harvesting efficiency. As a result, coconut farmers increasingly face production losses, inconsistent supply flows, and higher production expenses, which eventually influence coconut market prices and availability.
Delayed harvesting often leads to nut over-maturity, pest infestation, and increased wastage, thereby reducing both quality and yield. Moreover, farmers are compelled to employ unskilled labour or adopt alternative low-cost harvesting methods, which may cause physical damage to coconut palms and compromise long-term productivity. Although mechanized coconut harvesting tools are available, their adoption remains limited due to high initial investment costs, inadequate technical knowledge, and limited extension support.
Despite the growing severity of this issue, empirical evidence on the specific impacts of skilled labour shortages on coconut production, prices, and availability at the district level remains limited. Therefore, this study aims to examine how the shortage of skilled coconut pluckers affects coconut prices, market availability, and total cultivation and production in the Kurunegala district, while exploring farmers’ perceptions of alternative labour arrangements and mechanized harvesting technologies.



[bookmark: _GoBack]Materials and Methods
This study adopted a qualitative research approach under the interpretivist research paradigm. The Kurunegala district was purposively selected as the study area due to its strategic importance within Sri Lanka’s coconut-growing belt.
Primary data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 30 coconut cultivators selected using purposive sampling. The interview guide explored labour availability, harvesting practices, labour costs, production levels, and adoption of mechanized harvesting tools. Interviews were conducted in Sinhala, transcribed, and translated into English.
Thematic analysis was used to analyse data through coding, categorization, and theme development. Secondary data from academic journals, government publications, and industry reports supported the interpretation of findings.

Results, Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations
The findings reveal that the shortage of skilled coconut pluckers has become a major constraint affecting coconut production, price stability, and market availability in the Kurunegala district.
Labour wages increased from approximately LKR 150 to LKR 250 per tree, significantly raising production costs and contributing to higher market prices. Reduced harvesting frequency caused lower coconut availability and increased price volatility.
Production losses occurred due to delayed harvesting, nut wastage, and damage caused by unskilled labour. Although some farmers adopted rope harvesting and mechanized tools, adoption remained limited due to high costs and lack of training.
Youth disengagement from coconut plucking worsened the long-term labour crisis. The study concludes that integrated interventions are required, including youth training programs, mechanization subsidies, strengthened extension services, and cooperative labour systems.
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