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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Ever since the 1st computers came into Sri Lanka, their popularity and use have been 

fast growing. Initially limited to universities and large public and private sector 

organisations, the use of computers and computer based facilities is today becoming 

popular among the average individual. Though we are significantly behind our 

immediate neighbour India, IT is also one of the fastest growing industries in the 

Island. Increasing level of enthusiasm to be a part of this growing sector is visible 

among the industrialists, professionals, academics and especially the younger 

generation who have got on board the IT band wagon. 

With advent of computers, the computer software systems which are used to operate 

them are of much importance. Yet with the growth of software usage and its increased 

demand, piracy of standard proprietary software*† too has become a common menace. 

Highlighting the global scenario with regard to software piracy is Microsoft Chief 

Executive Officer Paul Ballmer. Speaking to an audience of technology executives at 

an industry conference he states that "The biggest problem we have right now is that 

people who should be paying for software aren't."[1]. This is a common sentiment 

echoed throughout the software developer and vendor communities. 

In the Asia-Pacific region, including Australia and Japan, the estimated revenue losses 

due to piracy rose sharply by 44% to US$ 11.6 billion in 2006, compared to US$ 8.1 

billion the year before [2]. This is a colossal sum of money lost to the legitimate 

industry, a trend which has continued through the years (see Figure 1.1). 

                                                            

* Standard software (e.g., Operating systems, office application suites, etc) are most prone to software piracy due to 
their wide applicability, as opposed to software which are customised and/or highly specific to a given 
application context (e.g., to an individual organisation) and have limited use beyond this context. 

† Proprietary Software - See section 3.2 for definition. 
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Figure 1.1: Global losses due to software piracy by region [2] 
At a Poya day sermon held at Naradha Centre in Colombo; Ven. Mettavihari thero of 

the Dharmavahini Foundation emphasised the need of better morals when using 

computer software. He stated that pirated software use leads to the breaking of five 

precepts in Buddhism [3]. 

The prelate goes on to elaborate stating that; “In Sri Lanka 80% of the software used 

among the computer users are pirated. The time has come for Sri Lankans to think 

about how and why they use information communication tools. Pirated computer 

software is taken for granted.”[3]. 

The software piracy rate in Sri Lanka was a "staggering 90%" according to an 

independent research done in 2006 by International Data Corporation (IDC) and 

released at the conference organised by the Business Software Alliance (BSA), the 

National Intellectual Property Office (NIPO), the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce and 

the European Chamber of Commerce of Sri Lanka. This is significantly higher than 

the 53% piracy rate for the remainder of the Asia-Pacific region. [1] [2] 

This puts Sri Lanka in the top 5 ranking of the highest PC software piracy countries 

worldwide and the second highest rated country in the entire Asia/Pacific region 

behind Bangladesh. 

The very inclusion of the country in the study for the first time is clear indication of 

the grave situation. 
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Recommendation of International Intellectual Property Alliance (IIPA) [5] goes 

further to state that Sri Lanka should be placed on the watch list as the piracy rate in 

Sri Lanka for sound recordings is so high. 

Though the situation is such; Sri Lanka has tough laws to protect computer software 

based on the World Intellectual Property Organisation guidelines which carry heavy 

penalties to offenders.  

The relevant piece of legislature; Intellectual Property (IP) Act No 36 of 2003 in 

section 6 (1) (a) in chapter 1, terms "computer programs" among others as "literary, 

artistic or scientific work" as being protected under copyright in the Act. [6] 

This law came into force in November 2003, which includes penalties such as a 6 

months jail term or a fine of up to Rs.500,000 for the 1st offence [6][7]. The primary 

administration and enforcement authority is the NIPO. 

A Malaysian-owned CD/VCD production facility was uncovered in a Colombo suburb 

in October 2004 which is alleged to have produced pirated copies of music, movie and 

software violating rights of several US companies [7].  

There have been only few such incidents where authorities have taken active measures 

and even today sale of illegal software is done openly with little fear of the law, while 

users of illegal software have so far not been taken to task be it at an individual or 

corporate level. 

As such it is arguable if the presence of such legislation alone (in the absence of 

enforcement) is sufficient to curb the problem when crimes punishable by death are 

being committed in plenty.  

We may be using pirated software or have used such software at one time or the other. 

Why would a law abiding citizen who would never steal from another behave 

differently when using computer software? How do we actually view the software 

piracy issue? Is the enforcement of law at a desired level? These questions among 

others need answers if we are to reduce the piracy rate of our country. 
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1.2 Problem statement 

In Sri Lanka 90% of the software used among the computer users are pirated [1]. 

Global losses due to software piracy is said to have gone up by some US$ 1.6 billion 

in 2005 from the previous year. 

The study by [2] also claimed that cutting the global piracy rate of 35% by 10% over 

four years could generate 2.4 million new jobs, US$ 400 billion in economic growth 

and almost US$ 70 billion in tax revenues worldwide. In the absence of a 

comprehensive survey the piracy rate in the country is estimated to be over 90%. 

Sri Lanka has tough laws which are aimed at eradicating the use of pirated software. 

There are also alternative software models to Proprietary Software such as FOSS* 

which one could use, thereby not be party to the illegal act of piracy. Yet the use of 

pirated software is still very much prevalent among computer users. 

Additionally the new generation of software users too are in the danger of moving in 

with the trend of getting into the use of pirated software. 

Considering all above, the pertinent question of “have we as a country identified the 

factors why individuals tend to engage in software piracy?” would be a fitting 

problem statement for this study. 

1.3 Significance of the study 

A low piracy rate is important when it comes to maintaining healthy foreign trade 

relationships and attracting foreign software vendors and also for the growth of the 

local software industry catering to the local market. The losses to the economy due to 

software piracy would naturally be huge considering the extremely high piracy rate. 

Yet why do people engage in software piracy even though laws have been enacted and 

alternative models to proprietary software such as FOSS are in existence? The factors 

that contribute to the act of piracy could be many. 

Attempts made to combat piracy in an ad-hoc manner would be futile, as even at 

present the laws enacted have proved to have made little impact considering the high 

rate of piracy.  

                                                            

* FOSS – See section 3.2 for definition. 
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Research done by [8] across 40 countries have tried to investigate the effects of 

national culture and economic wealth on global software piracy rates. As hinted by 

this research, factors that influence software piracy in another nation may not be 

generalised to Sri Lanka. This fact too emphasises the need for local research. 

Sadly no research of a similar nature has been previously conducted in Sri Lanka to 

identify the key factors which contribute towards software piracy. 

As such, it is timely that the factors which contribute to the use of pirated software be 

investigated through a detailed study and magnitude of their impact towards software 

piracy be analysed in order to formulate proposals to relevant parties to effectively 

remedy the issue. 

1.4 Research objectives 

The objectives in carrying out this research are primarily as follows. They are to; 

a) Identify the critical factors which have contributed to the use of pirated 

software in the country. 

b) There after analyse these factors and identify the level of impact of these 

factors have made in influencing one to engage in software piracy. 

c) Once the above objectives are fulfilled, to propose recommendations which 

would act as effective remedies to reduce the use of pirated software in Sri 

Lanka. 

1.5 Scope and limitations of study 

The study is limited to the Sri Lankan context and might not be generalised to all 

countries. 

Due to the scale of the population and time limitations, an identified cross section of 

industry professionals was considered as the population for the survey (see section 

3.9.3).  

The factors which have been considered in the survey are those that were identified 

through a pilot study and previous research (see section 3.3). As such there is a 

possibility that other factors influencing piracy exist.  


