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Sri Lanka which had an urban population of 
260,376 or 10.8% living in 19 towns at 
the first Census of Population in 18711 

increased it to 3,192,489 or 21.8% in 1981 liv
ing in 134 administratively2 recognized urban 
areas. However this has dropped to 2,466,474 
or 14.6% living in 45 towns in 2001. Only 
Municipal (MC) and Urban councils (UC) are 
considered as urban in 2001 by the Department 
of Census and Statistics. The enumeration has 
covered only the towns falling with in these cat
egories situated in Provinces other than North 
and East but includes Ampara which is an East-
em Province District. This is due to the impossi
bility of carrying out the enumeration in full in 
those seven Districts. The Department has 
dropped all Town Council (TCC) areas created 
under the Town Councils Ordinance No. 3 of 
1946, "as they are considered'3 rural after the 
establishment of Pradeshiya Sabhas (PS) un
der the Pradeshiya Sabha Act No. 15 of 1987 
(PSA). The above drop has occurred in a situa
tion wheretheaverageannual growth oflirban 
population in the given 45 towns is 1.4 percent 
or is above the growth of the national population, 
an experience unprecedented in the Urban 
Sector. In all past Censuses a higher urban 
growth has resulted from either declaration of 
new areas as towns or enlargementof the physi
cal area of existing towns. The definition fol
lowed by the Department of Census and Statis
tics is not their own invention. Even the Report 
of the Commission of Inquiry into Local Govern
ment Reform-1999 shares the same opinion. 
According to if there are three types of Local 
Authorities namely Municipal Councils, Urban 
Councils, and Pradeshiya Sabhas. Generally 
Municipal Councils have been established for 
cities and large towns, urban Councils for less 
urbanized areas ami Pradeshiya Sabhas for rural 
areas M Section 6.2.2.1 of the report further 
states that 'it is revealed that by the adoption of 
Urban area classification under Municipal coun
cils, Urban Councils and Town Councils Ordi
nances the Urban Population which was calcu
lated as 21 p.c. in 1981, had dropped to 14.8 
p.c. in the same year, consequent to the aboli
tion of 83 town councils and inclusion of these 
areas as sub - offices by the Development 
Councils. The Country's Urban population in 
1994 was 15.5 p.c. (this however excludes the 
Northern and Eastern Provinces. After the es
tablishment of Pradeshiya Sabhas from 1998 
these insihutians have been classified as rural 
areas whereas in fact they are composed of 
urban and rural areas. On the establishment of 
Pradeshiya Sabhas former Town Councils are 
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included in Pradeshiya Sabhas, although they are 
defined as Town Councils in the now defunct Town 
Councils Ordinance\5 However this pro Urban 
growth which may be the first in our history has 
been distorted as a result of the standing taken by 
the Department of Census and Statistics. The above 
approach of the Department of Census and Statis
tics and the Report of Commission of Inquiry into 
Local Government Reform -give rise to three is
sues, namely:-

1. The PSA has repealed the TCO. 
2. PSA has defined the old TCC as rural. 
3. Thishasreducedthesharedurbanpopulation. 

REPEAL OF THE TOWN COUNCIL 
ORDINANCE 

According to S . 234 of the Pradeshiya Sabha Act 
(PSA) No. 15 of 1987 it is not only the Town Coun
cils Ordinance that is repealed but also the Village 
Councils Ordinance, Therefore it is rational to hold 
that PSA abolished not only TCC but also VCC 
and created an entirely new Unit. The objective of 
the PSA is not the creation of a rural local authority 

Town Councils but to create a community level 
organization' with a view to provide greater oppor
tunities for the people to participate effectively in 
decision making process relating to administration 
and development activities at local level. To specify 
the powersfunctions and duties of the such Sabhas, 
and to provide for matters connected with or inci
dental thereto*.8 As a result of this the number of 
local authorities in the country were reduced from 
682 consisting of 12MCC, 39 UCC, 83 TCC and 
509 VCC in 1981 to 309 consisting of 14 MCC 
37 UCC and 258 PSS The last combined the 83 
former TCC and 509 VCC. From an integrated 
development point of view this is a healthy sign as 
it reduced the number of planning units thereby 
facilitating the decision making process except for 
the illogical nature of boundary formation. This may 
be compared with the county councils in Great 
Britain, which consist of both rural and urban areas. 

Although the above sources hold that the TCO was 
repealed in fact the PSA is in essence a combina
tion of the provisions contained in the TCO and the 
VCO,. Some provisions found in parts III, IV, and 
V of the TCO have been included in the corre
sponding parts. On the other hand one who seri
ously studies the PSA alongwiththeTCOandthe 
VCO is sure to come to a different conclusion. 

Another opinion popular among the Sri Lankan 
professionals is that MCO, UCO, and TCO pro

vide a definition or at least a guidance to what an 
urban area is. They based this view on S. 2 of 
the TCO/UCO which empowers the Minister to 
declare any area which by reason ofits devel
opment or its amenities is urban in character to 
be a town'. According to Prof. Willie Mendis' in 
Sri Lanka Urban Status is conferred on an area 
by the Minister in charge of Local Government 
purely for Local Government administrative 
purposes. Ministerial discretion seems to have 
been based on the nature and development (of 

. Accordingly the Municipal, Urban, and Town 
Council areas were termed as urban and used 
in such a context for purposes of computing 
Census data and for governance"7. In fact al
though this statement is true for urban councils 
and (S.2 UCO) and Town Councils (S.2 TCO), 
it does not apply in case of Municipal Councils 
as Sec 2 of that Law simply empowers the 
Minister to declare any area to be a Municipal
ity, define the limits of the Municipality and as-

Council. Therefore if Pradeshiya Sabhas are 
designated rural simply because the PSA does 
not designate them urban for that matter Munici
pal Councils also should not be treated as Ur
ban because it only empower the Minister to 
declare areas as Municipalities without any ref
erence to the development and amenities and 
the urban character thereof as in the case of 
other two. However a deeper analysis of the 
relevant enactment would provide a clearer pic
ture. Although S.2 of UCO and TCO refers to 
'its development or its amenities "which are 
'urban in character" in declaring them as a UC 
oraTC these legal terms are too vague to be 
considered as a definition of an urban area. This 
definition itself rests on the definition of what is 
urban character and development India where 
a very precise definition of Urban area is in 
force considers an area with a density of 390 
persons per sq. kilometer, with pronounced 
urban characteristics and at least three forth of 
the male population employed in pursuits other 
than agriculture'8 

DEFINITION OF URBAN AREA 

'Professionals generally hold that the term 
Urban" has not been adequately defined so as to 
identify an urban area and classify them by sta
tus. First to discuss the issue was the depart
ment of Census itself which held that: it is 
very difficult to define the term urban and area' 
especially in a country like Ceylon, where the 
traditional economic heritage is agriculture, to 
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distinguish fcr purposes of statistical Table-I 
comparison as "urban area1 from a 
rural area.9 

Change In Urban Population and Number of towns 
by status 1871-2001. 

Although at a glance it looks simple. 
to define legal terms certain terms 
are so complicated by nature they 
can be comprehended only by study
ing the whole legal enactment A-lo-
cal authority ordinance is one such. 
law. A common section to all four 
Ordinances except the VCO is sec. 
4 inMCO.UCO.TCOandS.3of 
PSA. It states that a Municipality, a 
UC a TC or a PS 'be the local au
thority within the administrative lim
its of the MC, UC, TC or PS area 
(as the case may be) charged with 
the regulation, control and adminis-

Census Total Pop. Percentage ' Number of Towns by Status. 
Year of total Pop. MCC UCC TCC Total 

1871 260,376 10.8 19 
1881 281,065 . 10.2 20 
1891 321,413 10.7 • 20 
1901 414,025 11.6 28 
1911 541.945 13.2 36 
1921 637,870 14.2 42 
1931 737.272 13.9 42 . 
1946 1,023,042 15.4 42 
1953 1,239,133 15.3 43 
1963 2,016,285 19.1 10 34 56 100 
1971 2,848,116 22.4 12 39 64 ' .135 
1981 3,192.489 21.8 •12 39 83 134 
2001 2,466,474 14.6 13 32 — 45-

land as well as physical qual
ity of life in a larger area than 
the old TC areas which ex
tended only over a total area 
of448.62sq. kilometers of the 
island. As the urbanizing pro
cess continues the urban 
sprawl being a common fea
ture in the process of urban
ization in Sri Lanka this is a 

extend .amenities urban in 
character tosuch areas. The 
above two acts and Ihe pow
ers in parts III,-IV and V in the 
PSA lay the foundation for the 

Source:- Census Reports. 

health, public utility services, and public thor
oughfares and generally with the protection, and 
promotion of comfort convenience and welfare 
of the people and the amenities of the area'.10 

This object clarifying section is not found in the 
VCO .Thus a PS shares an important common 

. While under the TCO the powers given in 
Parts III, IV and V could be implemented only 
within the TC boundary now under the P S sys-
temtheyareenforceablethrciignoutthePSwhich 
are very much larger than the TCC. The total 
area of TCC in the country was 448.2 sq. kilo 
meters whereas the P S S cover an area of 
60,779sq.kilometers. 

It is pertinent to elaborate the Sectio.n further. This 
obligation entrusts the PS with the protection and 
promotion of convenience and comfort in the 
area. Such a measure is not required in all local 
authorities, it is a requirement created by densi
ties which leads to the restraint of the natural 
environment due to the pressure exerted by over 
utilisation of natural amenities requiring the supple
mentation of the same by man made amenities. 
Such a situation does not occur normally in rural 
areas where densities are bearable to the envi
ronment. Average population density in rural 
areas is 1.8 persons per Ha. In 1981 whereas 
in urban areas it was 33 persons per ha. To meet 
this requirement the PS is given powers de
tailed in Parts III, IV and V, which are listed 
below. 

• u 
1.0. Part III Powers and Duties with regard to 

thoroughfare. 
1.1. PreparationofaStreet-iineschemewithin 

3 years.-
1.2- Construct new streets and improveexist-

, ingstreets . . . . 
1.3. Obtain gift of lands required for this pur-

1.4. Dispose discontinued streets and take land 
adjoining new streets for building purposes. 

1.5. Constmctrc^fcftteoenefitcfindividual 
property owners. , 

1.6. Maintain vehicular communication. 
1.7. Cut trees. 

1.8. Power to remove ruinous and dangerous 
: buildings. • 

1.9. Control erection of buildings abutting public 

1.10. Demarcate building limits. 
1.11. Remove unauthorised buildings. 
1.12. Acquire adjoining lands for owners of land 

falling within the building line. 
1.13. Prevent injury to streets. 
1.14. Prevent nuisance on thoroughfares. 
1.15. Recover expenses caused by excessive 

traffic. 

2.0. PART IV. Public Health. 
Power to 

2.1 Apply Nuisance Ordinance and Housing and 
Town Improvement Ordinance. 

22 Make public drains. 
2.3 Remove insanitary buildings. 
24 Prevent Nuisance. 
2.5 Licensing of slaughter Houses. 
2.6 Maintain public utility services. 

Except the power to maintain public utility services 
which are found in the VCO also all others are 
common to MCO, and UCO also. It should be 
noted that these powers are granted to deal with 
situations arising from the level of development and 
urban character in amenities given in the section 3 
and 4. of the urban LocaJ.authority laws. Thus there 
are powers peculiar to urban local authorities. True 
that the MCC enjoy greater autonomy in most of 
these situations. But what is important is that unlike 
in the case of former VCC these powers can be 
implemented in every part of the PS. Not only that 
an important provision is that S.78ofthe PSA that 
provides for the application of the Nuisance Ordi
nance and the Housing and town Improvement 
Ordinance within the jurisdiction of the PS. This 
empowers the PS to use planning control powers 
in the latter act and to create a physical environ
ment for better housing. Thus they can prepare a 
zoning scheme under S. 28 of the Housing and 
Town Improvement Ordinance if necessary. It is 
important that a Local Authority can use planning 
powers, to protect and promote oomfort and conve
nience of the people physical planning powers are 
essential. This could raise the productivity of urban-

Mi support In the form human 
resources to deal with the le
gal responsibilities in the area 

Its financial resources can be enlarged by ex
panding the builtup areas, through rales. In fact 
the unified administration although a PS consists 

period, for administrative purposes now the PS 
can integrate its financial and man power re-

area than the old TC area. In fact S . 19 (xxii) 
provides for Integrated envelopment of selected 
villages*. II also should be noted that govern
ment policy as well as donor agencies have 
recognized P S S as urban areas for purposes of 
Investment in urban Infrastructure a'nd.both in 
1991 and 1998 development under the Asian 
Development Bank funding program. In 1991 
P S S of Monneragala, Tamankaduwa, and 
Beruwala were selected for donor funding in 
infrastructure development In 1998 Ihe PSS of 
Hikkaduwa, Akuressa, Tissamaharamaya, 
Ambalantota, Hingurakgoda, and Embilipitiya 
have been selected on the basis that they area 
among the Urban Local Authorities with the1 

regional economic development"" 

LOCAL AUTHORITY FUNDS 

Anotber Important difference between Urban and 
Rural local Authorities (ULAA and RLAA) is the 
power to collect rates from properties on the 
basisof the annual value lhereof.S230of MCO, 
S . 160 of UCO and S.159 of TCO have given 
a general power in this respect. However in 
case of P S S rates are chargeable only from 
properties lying in areas declared to be built up 
areas by the PS with the approval of the Assis
tant Commissioner of Local Government When 
Development Councils were replaced by PSS 
S.16 (4) thereof provided for all ' rates, taxes, 
duties, or other charges levied by a Develop
ment Council In the exercise of its local govern
ment powers wrth respect toaPradeshiyaSabha 
area shall with effect from the date appointed 
under S.1 stand transferred to .and vest in the 
Pradeshiya Sabhas as constituted for lhat 
Pradeshiya Sabha*. Thus Ihe TC areas within 
the PS became rating areas while new built up 
areas can be declared under S.134 (1) The 
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urbanizat ion pattern in Sri Lanka ind icates that 
such built up areas usual ly fo rm a round exist
ing urban centers, specia l ly w h e n the town is a 
larger one . Th is process c a n be c lear ly seen in 
the Wes te rn Prov ince and o ther larger t owns 
s u c h as K a n d y , G a l l e , K u r u n e g a l a , a n d 
Ratnapura for example . In addit ion to there area 
a large number of iso la ted cen te rs wh i ch d e 
serve urban status wi thout wh ich the al locat ion 
of human resources requi red for the running of 
u r b a n a m e n i t i e s is i m p o s s i b l e , e x a m p l e 
Embil ipit iya, Medawachch iya , and a large n u m 
ber of Mahave l i t owns can be l is ted under th is 
category. Most of t h e m are at present dec la red 
as built up areas. Thus built up areas are urban
iz ing areas, wh ich rece ive urban amen i t ies for 
wh ich they pay user cha rges in t he fo rm of 
rates. Accord ing to S. 6 (3) of rat ing and va lua 
tion Ord inance No . 30 of 1946 rate is a cha rge 
m a d e for the prov is ion of serv ices . T h e te rm 
services accord ing to ULA enac tmen ts inc lude 
maintenance of drains, publ ic latr ines provis ion 
of conservancy services, col lect ion of garbage, 
maintenance of roads and prevention of nuisance. 
These serv ices are requ i red to m a k e l i fe c o m 
fortable and conven ien t on ly in a reas w h e r e 
owing to higher densities individuals cannot them
se lves prov ide t h e m . S u c h a s i tuat ion ar ises 
only in h igher densi ty buil t up areas and u rban 
areas. 

The rural area of the P S is subjected to an acre
age tax only. Th is is a prov is ion bor rowed f rom 
the V C O . Thus P S clear ly is a hybr id un i t of 
urban and rural a reas a l though all do not c o m 
pose of o ld T C C and V C C . T h e PS is at l iberty 
to have the urban part declared as built up areas. 
The re is no gu ide l ine to demarca te the b o u n d 
aries of a Built up Area. So the PS is at l iberty to 
demarca te it cons ider ing the fu ture se t t lement 
pattern based on even expert op in ion. 

As the PS is unif ied f a administrat ive purposes 
they con t inue to have the o l d V C or T C uni ts 
separately admin is tered and therefore there is 
no diff iculty in ident i fy ing the o ld T C areas for 
enumerat ion purposes. In this context the argu
ment of the Department that old T C C have been 
ext inguished is i l logical. 

REDUCTION OF URBAN POPULATION 

Towns which arose as serv ice or administrat ive 

TABLE 
cente rs under the 
imper ia l G o v e r n 
ment exper ienced 
a slow growth until 
the D o n o m o u g h r 
R e f o r m s w h i c h 
g a v e D o m i n i o n 
Status wi th an ex
ecutive Commit tee 
sys tem of Govern
ment. A significant 
event in the urban
izat ion p rocess is 
the enac tmen t of 
the Town Counci ls 
Ord inance No.3 of 
1946 by the then Minister of Health and Local Gov
e rnmen t Mr. S .W.R.D. Bandaranayake . Sec t ion 
.2 of the above enactment empowered the Minister 
to dec la re " any area which by reason of its deve l 
opment or its amenit ies is urban in character, to be 
towns for purposes of this ord inance" . Be tween 

•POPULATION DENSITY OF TOWNS 
BY TOWN CATEGORY -1981. 

Total Total Num 
of towns 

Ha. 

ToUl 
Area ' 
1981 

Total 
Population 
persons/Ha 

Pop. 
Dens i t y 

Urban Councils 
Town Counci ls 
All towns 

Based on Appendix 

IT 
83 

134 

~? t ; 04 t ) 
33,340 
44,816 
99,786 

\ot Local <3 

1,304.846 1 02 
898,466 , 27 
989.177 22 

3,192,489 33 

overnment in Srj Lanka by Prof 

The above average density in TCC per ha. is 12 times larger than the rural 
population density. 

T h u s 7 0 or 8 4 . 2 5 % of the towns c a m e up in 
areas d o m i n a t e d by peasant and smal l -holder 
p lantat ion agncu l tu re Thus it w a s comp l imen
tary to the n e w smal lho lder p lantat ion agr icu l 
ture . Thus it w a s comp l imen ta ry to the new 
surge in the peasant e c o n o m y based on Ihe 

1871 and 1946 the number of towns increased f rom 
19 to 42 . Between 1946 and 1971 it rose to 134 by 
92 and 83 of this number were TCC. Of the urban 
population increase of 1824777 between this period 
857 ,339 or 4 6 . 9 % we re resident in T C C dec la red 
under the a b o v e act. Of the 83 T C C 36 or 4 3 . 3 % 
w a s in the dry zone wh i le 34 (40 .9%) are in the 
Western Prov ince and Gal le and Matara Distr icts. 

Table III - Urban Population in Sri Lanka by Town Status and Poupulation size -1981 

Status of 
Town 

P O P u L A T 1 O N S 1 2 E '000 Status of 
Town 

Over 
100 

so 
99,999 

20 
49,999 

i 
10 

19,999 | 
5 

9,999 
2 

4,999 
Below 
2,000 

Total 

Municipal 03 03 06 
I 

12 
Urban 02 — 13 13 08 02 01 39 
Town - - 13 21 21 26 02 83 

Total 05 03 32 34 29 28 03 134 

Source:- General Population of Census -1981 - Department of Census and Statistics 

rehabilitation of the ancient irrigation system. The 
fol lowing Table gives the change in urban popu
lat ion and the number of towns be tween 1871 
and 2001 by administrat ive s ta tus . 

It seems that although the number of towns grew 
cont inuously up to 1 9 7 1 , not a s ingle new town 
has been d e c l a r e d , s ince then despi te the s ig
nif icant changes in the socio - economic forces 
in the country in favour of a non- agricultural set 
up and the r ise in educat ional s tandards which 
fosters higher density settlement formation. This 
was g iven a great impetus by the introduction of 
the f ree market economy in 1977. PMfess iona l 
op in ion is that Sn Lanka 's Urban popu la t ion is 
very m u c h h igher than wha t the 2001 census 
reports . Prof. Wi l l ie Mend i s ho lds t h a t ' the 
Coun t r y ' s U rban Popu la t i on is 2 2 - 3 0 % " 1 2 , 
wh i le the UDA thought it is about 3 4 % 1 3 How
ever in the absence of a legally acceptable physi
cal unit to represent the actual populat ion growth 
such an es t imate a lso is rather v a g u e 

32 
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The above est imates based on the practical ex-
perience of dedicated professionals and authori
tative insti tut ions very we l l ma tches wi th the 
change in the economic and soc ia l factors dur
ing the last three decades wh i ch are def in i te ly 
pro-urban. In the sphere of economic change it 
should be highl ighted that the G D P wh ich c o m 
posed of pr imary sector (30 .7%) seconda ry 
sector (23.6%) and serv ices sector (45.3 % ) in 
1978 changed its profi le w i th the pr imary, sec 
ondary and services sectors respect ive ly c o n 
tributing 20 .9%, 2 7 . 9 % and 5 1 . 2 % in 1 9 9 6 . " 
The rise in the serv ice sector wh i ch is the life 
blood of urbanization in Sri Lanka has ref lected 
itself in the rise in urban population, Employment 
pattern by sectors as seen f rom the fo l low ing 
information at least partially represents the above 
situation. The share of agricultural emp loyment 
which was 5 2 . 9 % in 1963 d ropped to 3 6 . 8 % in 
1995 1 5 . However though this d ropped further in 
1997 to 35 .4% again it rose in 1998 to 3 8 . 2 % 
The number of employees per G D P unit in pr i 

mary sector rose f rom 53,592 in 1978 to 64,678 
in 1998 thus represent ing a lower per cap i ta 
income and an over employment situation in the 
primary sector. This indicates a great economic 
decline in the rural sector. In the a b s e n c e of a 
proper approach toenumerate urban population 
how this can be physical ly rep resen ted in d e -

. veiopment pol icies is the issue in quest ion . 

The just i f icat ion of the ex is tance of T C C as a 
seperate unit is suppor ted by the informat ion in 
the Table II. 

However thegenera lacceptancethat the status 
of towns are arbitrary can be agreed in consider
ing the grant of status without regard for the popu
lation levels of the towns as seen f rom the fo l 
lowing table wh ich g ives a picture of t owns by 

population size and status. 

Th is shows that there is hardly any re lat ionship 
between the population size and the status of towns., 
at least in case of towns above 10,000.Legal jus 
t i f icat ion of mainta in ing a hierarchy of status is to 
prov ide.d i f ferent levels of serv ices and conve 
n iences for which different rates, taxes and levies 
can be made from property owners. If the demand 
for di f ferent levels of services i sbased on the 
affordability of the property owners who pay a higher 
pr ice for better serv iced lands this is ref lected in 
populat ion densities in a free market economy and 
larger the population larger being the networks that 
have to be maintained by a Local Authori ty greater 
must be the powers and autonomy such a counci l 
should hold in order to meet this demand. However 
classification of urban areas has not considered this 
requirement. 

CONCLUSION 

The above discussion adequately indicates that it is 
a distort ion of the urban profi le in the count ry to 
cons ider PSS as rural as PSA is a law app l icab le 
to both urban and rural areas. There is noth ing to 
direct t h e m as rural in the Law and therefore the 
Department 's standing is arbitrary, 

However the impl icat ions of this is signi f icant if at 
all statistics are an important infrastructure in policy 
formulation and decision mak ingrDedara t ion of an 
u rban area is basis for user charges accord ing to 
Rates and Valuation Ordinance S.6 (3). High d e n 
sity set t lements cannot be l ivable without the pro
v is ion of c o m m o n ameni t ies and serv ices. If an 
average densi ty of 22 persons 

It is general ly accepted that level of urbanizat ion 
represents the physical quality of life of a country. A 

sudden drop in urban levels in the country could 
' reflect the count ry 's physical qual i ty of life low 
or ,gone d o w n . 

Therefore there is still a possibility of correcting 
this si tuat ion as o ld T C C are identif iable sepa
rately on ground and they are 
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