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Like bibl ical f lowers of the f ield, the
is land’s banks are a profi table wonder
to behold, with numerous independent

bodies whose branches bloom l ike
mangos in the remotest of places. 

Awash with credit cards, loans, savings,
deposi t  and current accounts and
numerous other f inancial services,

including Byzantine online faci l i t ies,
banks are part of the great glue that

makes the country work. Some, such as
the Hatton National Bank and the
Commercial Bank, are keen and

eff icient. 

Others, l ike the Bank of Ceylon and the
People’s Bank are entrenched state-
owned piggy banks whose colossal

reach is s lowly being eroded by nimbler
competi tors. 

A quarter of the banks l icenced to
provide commercial banking have but a
single branch in the country, mysterious
f lag f lying redoubts of ten located in the

more agreeable off ice blocks. 

A further f i f th own to just f ive or so
branches per bank. 



The most networked eight banks share
between them almost two and a half

thousand branches – roughly one branch
every twenty six square miles of Sri

Lanka, a densi ty that would make most
Westerners envious as they witness the
gradual evaporation of banking branch

networks burnt away by online services. 

The 2023 national bankruptcy that
devastated the country -  and remains a

source of great pressure – led the
Central Bank to note recent ly that the

“the f inancial sector is l ikely to
encounter signif icant chal lenges in the

face of the current economic
environment with the contract ion in

economic output, sovereign debt
restructuring, high interest rate

environment, tax revisions and high
exposure of the banking sector to

SOBEs.” 

Despite this, the banking sector
emerged through the crisis with str iking

resi l ience, dexterously navigating i ts
way through treacherous currents and
giving the country as degree of robust

securi ty without which levels of hardship
would have undoubtedly reached wholly

intolerable levels. 



Nearly forty percent of the banks have
been able to maintain customer deposi ts

of over f ive hundred bi l l ion rupees a
piece, with a several recording deposi ts

in tr i l l ions on their glowing balance
sheets. 



AMANA 
BANK

1



An Is lamic bank founded in 2011 with
over thir ty branches in the country, a
beefy number for a small s ized recent

entrant. At the t ime of wri t ing, i ts
company reports l is ted one bi l l ion

rupees of customer deposi ts. I t  c laims,
“to conduct al l  i ts operations under the
principles of Is lamic banking,” to which
end i t  has a Sharia Supervisory Counci l

to provide advice. 

Image courtsey of  Amana Bank.



BANK 
OF CEYLON

2



Indefatigably dedicated to the daily task
of proving that Soviet era customer care
and service are not yet dead, the Bank
of Ceylon moves l ike a l iving dinosaur,
protected by i ts monopolis t ic size, and
its s tatus as most favoured government

piggy bank. I t  is the is land’s largest
bank and one of the largest businesses

on the is land, with an asset base of
more than three tr i l l ion rupees. 

With over six hundred branches, an
online service that would defeat Bi l l
Gates, an unshakable fai th in form-
f i l l ing, paper-circulat ion, closing 

 

Image courtsey of  Bank of  Ceylon.



early, and dogerdly fol lowing the right
course of act ion, however wrong, i t  is
also a useful tool for many a Finance

Minister, and has, so far, and not
unsurprisingly, successful ly resis ted al l

cal ls for the sort of privatization that i ts
future salvation most needs., however

wrong, i t  is also a useful tool for many a
Finance Minister, and has, so far, and
not unsurprisingly, successful ly resis ted
al l  cal ls for the sort of privatization that

i ts future salvation most needs.



BANK 
OF CHINA

3



The Bank of China has but one branch in
Sri Lanka – in Colombo, largely set up i t

seems to bet ter service China’s much
gossiped about f inancial interests in the
country. I t  public proclamations are at
best opaque. Reading perpendicular

Lushi poetry wri t ten to the l i terary
standards of Han Dynasty Yuefu verse

presents a task marginal ly simpler than
deciphering one of i ts balance sheet.

Image courtsey of  Ikman.org.



4

CARGILLS 
BANK



Attached to the more famous Cargi l ls
Supermarkets, Cargi l ls Bank was started

in 2014 and has a l i t t le over 20
branches. At the t ime of wri t ing, i ts last
report detai led almost forty f ive bi l l ion

rupees in customer deposi ts. 

Image courtsey of  Cargil ls  Bank.



CITIBANK

5



Set up in 1979 and with a single branch
in Colombo, Cit ibank Sri Lanka, is a
scion of the American bank and does

business in Sri Lanka, with
uncharacteris t ic inconspicuousness, one

of just f ive or so banks that has
circumvented the notion of branch

networks.

Image courtsey of  Citibank.



COMMERCIAL
BANK OF CEYLON

6



Publicly l is ted, the Commercial Bank is
the largest private bank in the country

and i ts third largest bank, af ter the two
bombastic s tate-owned rel ics, The Bank
of Ceylon and the People’s Bank. With

two hundred and sixty-eight branches, i t
has a strong global reputat ion, and has

been ranked among the top One
Thousand Banks in the world for nearly

eleven successive years. A chi ld of
various mergers and takeovers, i t  t races
i ts his tory back to 1920, a depressing

year that is otherwise most noted for the
ending of the global Spanish Flu – and
with i t  the l ives of up to 50-100 mil l ion

people. 

Image coursety of  Commercial  Bank of  Ceylon.



I ts customer deposi t  base hi t  a record of
over two tr i l l ion rupees in i ts last

reported f igures at the t ime of wri t ing. 

I ts reassuming professionalism makes i t
the pin up gir l  of the nation’s banking
sector, one of just twenty- four banks
l icenced to do business in Sri Lanka.



DFCC 
BANK

7



Set up in 1955, the DFCC is a state
bank that has moved, l ike Mata Hari,
into the public sector with a spaghett i -

l ike rostrum of shareholders and a cosy,
i f  complicated, relat ionship with

government. At the t ime of wri t ing, i t
had 139 branches and sees i tsel f  as “A
Pioneer, Pathfinder and Trai lblazer.” I ts

last records indicate that i t  has three
hundred and ninety- two bi l l ion rupees

worth of customer deposi ts. 

Image courtsey of  DFCC.



DEUTSCHE 
BANK

8



Set up in Sri Lanka in 1980, Deutsche
Bank has but one branch in the country –
albei t  in one of the more opulent off ice

developments in Colombo. Although
focused more on the corporate market,

i ts purpose on the is land remains a
modest mystery.

Image courtsey of  The Island.lk



HABIB 
BANK

9



A Pakistani based bank l icensed to
operate in Sri Lanka since 1951, Habib
Bank has three branches. At the t ime of
wri t ing, their last audited assets showed
a modest f igure of 17.8 mil l ion rupees.

Image courtsey of  Habib Bank.



HATTON 
NATIONAL BANK

10



Beginning l i fe in 1888 amongst the hi l l
s tat ion’s tea planters and plantat ion

workers, HNB, grew to become one of
the country’s top publicly l is ted banks,

one of just twenty- four banks l icenced to
do business in Sri Lanka. At the t ime of
wri t ing, i ts most recent reports s tated

that i t  has one and a half t r i l l ion rupees
in customer deposi ts. Eff icient,

personable and the winner of many
awards, i t  should not be confused with
HNB Finance, a company i t  grew out of
the micro f inancing Grameen Bank and

whose processes and competencies
would try the patience of the long dead.

Image courtsey of  HNB.
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HONG KONG &
SHANGHAI
BANKING

CORPORATION
(HSBC)



In 1892, a year relat ively hum drum in
international terms (notable for being
Arthur Conan Doyle's f irs t  Sherlock

Holmes story), HSBC, then st i l l  a Chinese
teenager, set up i ts f i rs t  branch in Sri

Lanka. Here, tea, not opium, fuel led i ts
nascent prosperi ty. With worldwide
assets today stated at wel l  over ten

tr i l l ion dol lars, i ts global expansion has
been breathless, though a far gent ler

cadence has marked i ts many decades
on the is land. With just thir teen

branches, i t  has chalked up assets of
over four hundred and f i f ty bi l l ion rupees

at the t ime of wri t ing. 

Image courtsey of  Google  Street  View.
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HOUSING
DEVELOPMENT

FINANCE
CORPORATION

BANK OF SRI
LANKA 



Founded in 1984, the HDFC is a
bui lding society that became a bank,

albei t  one st i l l  under majori ty
government control. With thir ty -nine
branches and f i f ty bi l l ion rupees in

customer deposi ts, i t  is unl ikely to set the
financial world af lame.

Image courtsey of  HDFC.
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INDIAN 
BANK



Dating back to 1906 Madras (now
Chennai), the Indian Bank has two

branches in Sri Lanka – in Colombo and
Jaffna; and what modest trade they do
lies buried beneath reports of leaden

opaqueness. 

Image courtsey of  Balu Velachery.



14

INDIAN 
OVERSEAS BANK



The Indian Overseas Bank has a single
branch in Colombo. “Been here few
times,” wrote one Mohamed A in a

sorrowful onl ine test imonial, “Si lent -
and doesn't feel l ike a bank at al l .” 

Image courtsey of  Indian Overseas  Bank.



15

MCB 
BANK



“What makes us stand apart,” s tates the
MCB Bank, a Shariah compliant

Pakistani bank set up on the is land in
1994, “is our empathy with you, our

customer, a deep understanding of your
hopes and aspirat ions, combined with
the abil i ty and wil l ingness to l is ten to

you.” I t  has a single branch in Colombo,
and, at the t ime of wri t ing, i ts most

recent reports s tate a modest eighteen
bil l ion rupees worth of customer

deposi ts. 

Image courtsey of  MCB Bank.



16

NATIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

BANK



Now a private bank, the NDB began
operations in 1979 as a state-owned

finance inst i tut ion. I t  now has one
hundred and thir teen branches. At the
t ime of wri t ing, i ts most recent report
s tated six hundred and seventy- two
bil l ion rupees in customer deposi ts.

Image courtsey of  National  Development Bank.



17

NATIONAL
SAVINGS BANK



The National Savings Bank is a useful
s tate-owned bank with two hundred and
two branches and a cozy relat ionship

with the sclerot ic Sri Lanka Post and i ts
3,412 sub-post off ices. Because i t  is
bound by law to invest a minimum of

sixty percent of i ts deposi ts in
government issued and guaranteed

securi t ies, i ts 1.43 tr i l l ion-rupee deposi t
base has made i t  a piggy bank for the

state f inances. 

I ts offshoot, the Sri Lanka Savings Bank,
is also independent ly l icenced to provide

banking on the is land.

Image courtsey of  National  Savings Bank.



18

NATIONS 
TRUST BANK



Founded in 1999, NTB now has ninety-
six branches. At the t ime of wri t ing, their
most recent reports s tated sixty-s ix and a
half bi l l ion rupees in customer deposi ts.

Image courtsey of  Nations Trust  Bank.



19

PAN ASIA 
BANK



Founded in 1995 and now with eighty
f ive branches in Sri Lanka, at the t ime of
wri t ing, the Pan Asia most recent reports

stated one hundred and seventy-one
bil l ion rupees in customer deposi ts.

Image courtsey of  Daily  FT.



20

PEOPLE'S 
BANK



One of Sri Lanka’s main state-owned
commercial banks, the People’s Bank

was founded in 1961 and now has 739
branches. At the t ime of wri t ing i ts most

recent reports s tated 2,565.4 bi l l ion
worth of customer deposi ts. I t  has not

been without those standard moments of
exci tement typical of many state owned
enterprises when, in 2019, corruption
and mismanagement led to a loss in

excess of 2 bi l l ion rupees.

Image courtsey of  People 's  Bank.



21

PUBLIC BANK 
BERHAD



A large public bank in Malaysia, Public
Bank Berhad has but one branch in Sri

Lanka – in Colombo – and l i t t le
discernible evidence of meaningful
commercial act ivi t ies or customer

deposi ts. 

Image courtsey of  Public  Bank Berhad.



22

REGIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

BANK
(PRADHESHIYA

SANWARDHANA
BANK)



A government owned bank founded in
2010. At the t ime of wri t ing i ts reported

eight hundred and thir ty - three bi l l ion
rupees of assets lay scat tered across a

modest branch network.

Image courtsey of  Regional  Development Bank .



23

SAMPATH 
BANK



Founded in 1987 and now with two
hundred and twenty nine branches
Sampath Bank’s most recent reports

stated a total of over one tr i l l ion rupees
in customer deposi ts at the t ime of

wri t ing. 

Image of  courtsey of  sampath bank



24

SANASA
DEVELOPMENT

BANK



Set up in 1997, Sanasa is a bank
model led on co-operative l ines and has
ninety four branches on the is land. At

the t ime of wri t ing, i t  last reported
customer deposi ts s tood at over one

hundred bi l l ion rupees.

Image courtsey of  SourceSecurity.com.
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SEYLAN 
BANK



Founded in 1987, and now with one
hundred and seventy-one branches,

Seylan Bank overcame so troubling an
entanglement with the discredited and

bankrupt Golden Key Credit Card
Company as to nearly lose i ts footing on
the l iving world al together. I t  has since

recommenced credible banking activi t ies
and, at the t ime of wri t ing, i ts most
recent reports s tate total customer

deposi ts s tanding at f ive hundred and
forty-nine bi l l ion rupees. 

I ts motto, i f  t rue, would mark i t  out as
unique among banks worldwide: “The
Bank that is Just, Fair and Consistent.”

Image courtsey of  The Island.lk.



26

STANDARD
CHARTERED BANK



Standard Chartered Bank is a chi ld of
the Victorian era, i ts Sri Lankan offshoot
expressed through a handful of branches

in the bet ter parts of Colombo. I t  is
typical of a Bri t ish bank that has always

looked east not west, with most of i ts
income coming from Africa, Asia, and

the Middle East. 

Image courtsey of  Standard Chartered Bank.
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STATE BANK 
OF INDIA



The State Bank Of India is India’s largest
bank but i ts f ive Colombo branches are

a sentimental throwback to the days
when coffee powered the Sri Lankan

economy. I t  set up here in coffee rush
days of 1864 and now modest ly pursues
the usual act ivi t ies of a bank no longer
fuel led by the boom years that gave i t

bir th, one of just twenty- four banks
l icenced to do business in Sri Lanka.

Image courtsey of  State  Bank of  India.



28

STATE MORTGAGE
AND INVESTMENT

BANK



Set up in 1931, the State Mortgage and
Investment Bank is a relat ively small

bank struggling to break free of i ts home
base in housing and agricul ture in order
to debut into the wider, r icher world of

consumer banking, industry, and
manufacture. 

Image courtsey of  State  Mortgage and Investment  Bank.



29

UNION BANK OF
COLOMBO



Founded in 1995 and now with sixty-s ix
branches, the bank’s most recent

reported customer deposi ts s tood at LKR
85,798 mil l ion rupees.

Image courtsey of  Union Bank of  Colombo.



T H E  C E Y L O N  P R E S S
A small i s land surrounded by large oceans ,  Sr i  Lanka i s
a wel l-kept secret .  The Ceylon Press a ims to make i t s
s tory more access ible .

The Ceylon Press is based at and
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abandoned in war, reclaimed by

nature, and now, gorgeously
restored and there to be enjoyed
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