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ABSTRACT Usingpublished census data, this paperexamines the 
pattern ol'urbanizationin Sri Lanka from 1901 to 1971. Like most 
South Asian countries,Sri Lanka shows a low level of urbanization. 
The annualurban growth rateior the seventv- earperiod has been 
well under 3 percent, while the nationalpopulationhas grown byv less 
than 2 percentper annmno. Contrao to the widely held belief that
medium-sized towns ha'e dominated urbanizationin Sri Lanka, this 
paperdemonstrates that the highestgrowth rates have occurred in the 
small towns during most of the centuryv and that this phenomenon has 
createda pattern ofdecen tralizedurbanization. In addition, mitigated 
primacy and metropolitanization ha'e characterizedthe growth o"the
capitalcity ofColombo during the recent past.

The paperreviews se'eralfactors afhecting urbangrowth (amid ru­
ralwardmigration) and creatingan incipient pattern of decentralized 
urbanization. Urbanizationis postulatedas a response to the demands 
of the politicaleconomy ofthe coun tr'. 

In attempting to documenIt and analyze the process of urbanization 
that has occurred in Sri Lanka during the twentieth century, I will 
place special emphasis on the differential growth of large and small 
towns and on the possible determinants and conse(luences of that di'­
ferential growth. To provide a frame of refcrence for documenting the 
growth of town types, I will first briefly discuss problems of definition 
associated with the concept of "urban." Next I will examine the urban­
rural composition of the country and its 22 districts, which I have 
grouped into five regions tor easier comprehension. Fina!ly I will probe
the nature of the growth of town types and identify some factors that 
may have affected this particular pattern of' urbanization. The basic 
source of data in documenting the processes of urbanization is pub­
lished census tabulations. 

PROBLEMS OF DEFINING URBANIZATION 
The del'inition of "urban" is beset with many unresolved issues. Some
countries use the criterion of'population size per locality (areas with 
2,000, 2,500, 5,000, or 10,000 or more inhabitants, for example),
whe2reas otl.,rs use gazetted townships, local government units, or 
other such definitions to describe the urban population (see, for in­
stance, various editions of'the United Nations Demographic Yearbook). 



Sri Lanka uses local government areas to define the urban population.
As might be expected, the t 2nsus definition 01' "urban" has changed 
over time. Before considering changes in its definition, it is worthwhile 
to explore the process by which a locality inherits urban status and 
also to get some insight into the arbitrariness that clouds the process. 
Jones and Selvaratnam (1970:200) have stated: 

In Ceylon, urban status is conferred by the Minister of Local Government for 
local administrative ulrp)oses and the classifications are, in ascending order, Town,
Urban and Municipal Councils. Towns can graduate from one status to the next. 
There are no definite criteria to guide the Ministry in its decisions. According to 
the Department of Town and Country Planning, ministerial discretion in the 
creation of new Town Councils, in the absence of' such criteria, seems to be based 
on the nature of the development ...[of the locality] ...or its amenities and 
urban character. These are not delined and are vague, but apparently, accessibility
of the locality and the availability of' electricity are given some weight. There is no 
question that personal and political consideration are also of some importance in 
the creation of new Town Councils, the upgrading of Town Councils to the higher
status of Urban Councils, and the upgrading of Urban Councils to Municipal 
Councils. 
Any locality coming under the purview of a village council is defined 
as "rural" by the Department o'Census and Statistics. 

The basic problem of' such procedures for defining an urban area is 
that urban areas so defined lack consistency "in demographic, occu­
pational, sociological or morphological terms" (Jones and Selvaratnam,
1970: 199). For instance, in 1901 five localities with populations of 
20,000 or more wee classified as urban whereas 13 localities with 
fewer than 5,000 people were also classified as urban. By 1971 the 
situation had not changed very muLtch; urban areas comprised 34 lo­
calities with 20,000 or more inhabitants and 40 areas with fewer than 
5,000. Another problem related to this procedure is the existence 
of' urbanized villages, about which Jones and Selvaratnam (1970:200)
have commented: "The Department of Town and Country Planning 
[n.d.] states that there are many urbanized villages with populations
exceeding 5,000, with deve!oped socio-civic institutions, transport
facilities, and electricity supply, which indeed are comparable to most 
Town Councils in terms of utrban character, but which have not been 
accorded Town Coutncil status." 

In 1971 a total of' 56 localities having more than 5,000 inhabitants, 
three of them with over 10,000 people, were srill classified as rural 
(Table I). More than three-quarters of' these "villages" were in the 
Colombo and Jaff'na districts, although other regions were also af­
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TABLE 1 	Number of villages of specified population size by district: 
Sri Lanka, 1971 

5,000- 2,000- 1,000- 500- All
District 10,000+ 9,999 4,999 1,999 999 <500 sizes 

Colombo 1 18 146 175 168 316 824 
Kalutara 0 2 61 139 129 206 537 
Kandy 0 0 23 141 328 1,091 1,583 
Matale 0 0 2 128 124 490 744 
Nuwara Eliya 0 0 0 19 82 489 590 
Galle 0 0 16 123 257 685 1,081 
Matara 1 3 56 125 158 238 581 
Hambantota 0 0 3 26 139 638 806 
Jaffna 1 23 54 52 51 119 300 
Mannar 0 0 4 3 22 318 347 
Vavuniya 0 0 4 7 25 315 351 
Batticaloa 0 2 17 35 53 352 459 
Amparai 0 3 26 64 58 117 268
 
Trincomalee 
 0 0 13 16 30 156 215
 
Kurunegala 
 0 0 4 100 358 3,045 3,507

Puttalam 
 0 0 20 46 123 599 788 
Anuradhapura 0 0 6 20 76 1,4741,372
Polonnaruwa 0 2 13 39 35 113 202
 
Badulla 
 0 0 13 54 158 767 992 
Moneragala 0 0 4 16 60 546 626
 
Ratnapura 
 0 0 0 105 161 1,119 1,385
Kegalle 0 0 14 114 272 621 1,021 

All districts 3 53 499 1,547 2,867 13,712 18,681 

SOURCE: Department of Census and Statistics ( 975: table 18). 

fected. On the other hand, 40 out of' 135 localities defined as urban in 
1971 had fewer than 5,000 inhabitants (Department of Census and 
Statistics, 1972:5-35). Though the criterion used in this instance was 
a purely demographic one, it serves to point out the anomalies per­
vading the classification of urban areas in Sri Lanka; other criteria 
would similarly reveal nion tin iformities. 

The definition of "urban" has undergone few changes since the turn 
of the century. From 1901 until 1946, any area governed by a munici­
pal council, urban council, or local board was defined as urban. (The
last category included only one area, Minuwangoda in Colombo dis­
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trict.) After 1946 the local board area was deleted from areas defined 
as urban and in the 1953 census only areas with municilpal or urban 
councils were classified as urban; areas under town or village councils 
were defined as rural. By 1963 areas under town councils had been 
upgraded fromlrutral to urban status, and this is the definition of urban 
area that currently prevails. 

The other obstacles to tracing time-series data on Urbanization are 
associated with geographic changes-annexations and deletions of ter­
ritory. The gcogr~ phic boui ndaries of urban areas have not remained 
constant over time; some of them have expanded or contracted. For 
instance, the mu nicipal limits of the city of Colombo encompassed 
24.48 sq uare kilometers (9.45 square miles) in 1881; the city's land 
area had increased to 25.90 sq. ki. ( 10 sq. mi.) by 1901 and from 
then until the census of 1953 increased at every subsequent census 
(Kannangara, 1954). By 197 1 it was 37.32 sq. ki. (Department of 
Census and Statistics, 1974:2). Thus the city of Colombo in 1971 was 
not the same ,eographic unit as the city of Colombo in 1901. 

The use Of' census data uncorrected for these definitional changes, 
reclassifications, and annexations and deletions of' territc:y can lead 
to erroneous results. For example, the change in the percentage urban 
from 15.3 in 1953 to 18.9 in 1963 (Table 2) is (Lile mainly to the in­
clusion of' 15 new Town Councils with populations ranging between 
2,000 and 33,000 which were established after 1953" (Gunatilleke, 
1973:43) with perhaps a minimal contribution from annexations and 
deletions. 

Urbanization, however, being a process of change, cannot realisti­
cally be tied down t(; constant areas. To obtain a realistic picture of' 
the process of urbanization, one has to estimate the size of preurban 
populations of spatial units that have become urban over time. In Sri 
Lanka, it is not possible to do this wi'.h published census data, which 
are, for the most part, unadjusted. Some effort toward adjustment of 
census data is currently being made by the Surveyor General's De­
partment (personal cornmunication). 

URBAN-RURAL POPULATION COMPOSITION AT NATIONAL 
AND REGIONAL LEVELS 

Narrowly defined, the demographic study of urbanization is con­
cerned with the level and tempo of change in the distribution of pop­
ulation between urban and nonurban areas (Goldstein and Sly, 1974:8). 
The level of urbanization conventionally refers to the population living 
in urban areas expressed as a proportion of the total population at a 
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partictLlar time. Tempo of'urbanization ref'ers to the difference in th' 
level of urbanization at two points in time, usually expressed as an 
a.lnual rate of change. 

Bet'ore turning to Table 2, one should note changes that have oc­
curred ilthe number o districts of Sri Lanka (see Nap I ). A- the turn 
of the century. Sri Lanka's ninte provinces had 20 districts. At the cen­
sIs of 1971 there were 22 districts. Comparability over time can easily
be established. The changes took place between 1953 and 1963, when 
the districts of Puttalam anid Chilaw were analgama ted to form1 one 
district and another three districts (Batticaloa, Anluradhapura, and 
Badulla) were divided to form six districts. The newly created districts 
were Amparai, Polonnarlwa, ani Monaragala. ThI us the 19 distr;cts 
that are comparable over time are Plittaha in and Chilaw, Batticaloa 
and Aniparai, Anuradhatpura and Pol onnaruwa, Badulla and Monara­
gala. and the other 15 districts whose boundaries remained unchanged. 
Regional-level data presented in this paper are comparable over time 
because they reflect these boundary changes.

The districts of Sri Lanka have been divided into various regional
groupings based 0t soiewhat different criteria (see Department of' 
Census and Statistics, 1973; ESCAP, 1975 ; World Fertility Survey, 
1978). The regions identified in this paper dil'f'er slightly from the 
others. Becatse urbanization cannot be studied inlisolation frol 
dominant internal migration streams, the regional classification I have 
adopted depicts the destin'.Ation and origin districts of the cottntry
within the broader framework of' agroclimatic topography. Two domi­
nant internal migration streams are observed in Sri Lanka, one to 
Colombo district containing the capital city (region A, Map 2) and the 
other to a collection of' districts in the rt,'al dry zone (region E),
where the government has invested heavily in peasant agi icultuire 
(Abeysekera, 1979). Accordingly, these two areas are treated as two 
regions iinthis paper. Three other regions consist of the maritime 
districts of the wet zone (region B), the kand'van (hill-country) dis­
tricts of' the wet zone (region C), and Jaffna district (region D) in the 
extreme north of the dry zone. 

The maritime districts are the most developed areas of' the cotintry, 
having been exposed to Western influences since the early sixteenth 
cen tury. They include Kalutara, Galle, Matara, and Puttalam/Chilaw 
(the last actually situated in the intermediate zone). The kand*van 
districts are less developed and have had less exposure to Western in­
fluence; they also contain the tea plantations of' the counmtry. Further­
more, the maritime districts are inhabited predominantly by the low­
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MAP 1 Administrative districts and climatic zones of Sri Lanka 
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MAP 2 Regional groupings by district 
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TABLE 2 	Percentage urban in specified regions of Sri Lanka, census 
years 1901-71 

Region 1901 1911 1921 1946 1953 1963 1971 

Colombo district
 
(wvet zone) 29.6 35.3 38.3 40.7 41.5 46.5 55.0
 
Miaritime districtsa
 
(%yet zone) 12.2 10.7 11.0 11.1 11.0 17.E 18.0
 
Kandyn (hil!- b 
country) districtsb 

(wet zone) 4.6 5.1 5.4 5.7 5.8 8.7 8.1 
Jaffna districtc
 
(dry zone) 11.3 12.4 12.8 14.7 15.7 24.6 33.4
 
Dry zone districtsd 7.6 7.5 7.8 11.0 8.6 16.9 19.1 

All regions 11.6 13.2 14.2 15.4 15.3 18.9 22.4 

a 	 Include Kalutar3, Galle, Matara, and Puttalam/Chilaw districts. 
b 	 Include Kandy, MNatale, Nuwara Eliya, Kegalle, Badulla/Monaragala, Ratnapura, and
 

Kurunegala districts.
 
c laffna "has been classified separately as the historiL, ethnic and other considerations have

produced a special combination of demographic and agricultural factors that deserve to be 
treated separately" (ESCAI', 1975:16). 

d Include Ilambantoa, Mannar, Vavuniya, Batticaloa/Amparai, Trincomalee, and 
Anuradhapura/Polonnaruwa districts. 

SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census anu Statistics (1958: table 3; 1967: 
table 2; 1971: tables 14, 2.1). 

country Sinhalese, whereas the ka/van districts are the home of 
the kad ' Sinhalese along with the South Indian Tamil laborervan 
population that was imported by the British to run the plantations.
Following 	the reasoning of ESCAP (1975:16), I have classified 
Jaffna district separately because "historic, ethnic and other con­
siderations have produced a special combination of demographic and 
agricultural factors that deserve to be treated separately." Unlike 
most of the districts in the rest of the dry zone, Jaffna has been a 
district of net out-migration since 1946. 

As Table 2 reveals, according to census definitions of "'urban'" the 
level of urbanization in Sri Lanka increased at each successive census 
(except for a slight dip in 1953). From 11.6 percent in 1901, the pro­
portion of the population residing in urban areas almost doubled by
197 1.Although the rise in the level of urbanization when compared 
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with the experience of some Latin American countries is quite modest,
considered within the South Asian context it is noteworthy. What
Table 2 does not reveal is that in 1901 only 28 spatial units were de­fined as urban, but by 197 1the number so defined had grown to 135,representing more than a quadrupling of the number of urban local­
ities (Table 3).

Therc is no possibility of identifying these 135 urban places of' 197 1in the pAblished census data for previous years; if this information wereavailabl,, one could ascertain whether there was increasing concentra­
tion of aoplation in these areas over time and, if so, determine thetempo (Tchanges in concentration. In the absence of these data, how­ever, on can idenltify in the 197 1urban classifica tion the saime areasthat were defined as urban at previous censuses. Thus one can ascer­
tain the proportion 0lf urban population in these areas and compare itto the proportion urban at preceding censuses (Table 3 ).

Two interesting observations emerge from Table 3. First, the pro­portion of the population urban as defined by the 197 1census deviates
by hardly more than one percentage point in either direction when 

TABLE3 Percentage urban at each census, percentage urban in 1971
in areas defined as urban at each respective census, popula­
tion in census-defined urban areas as a percentage of total 
urban population of' 1971, and number of urban areas: 
Sri Lanka, census years 1901-71 

Iter. 1901 1911 1921 1946 1953 1963 1971 

Percentage urban(from Table 2) 11.6 13.2 14.2 15.4 15.3 18.9 22.4 
Percentage urban in 
1971 in areas de­
fined as urban at
each census 11.4 14.3 14.7 14.7 14.7 u 22.4 
Population in census­
defined urban areas 
as percentage of 
total urban popu­
lation of 1971 51.3 64.0 66.0 66.0 66.1 U 100.0 
Number of urban 
areas 28 37 42 42 43 90 135 

u-unavailable. 
SOURCES: Same as inTable 2 and Department of Census and Statistics (1972: table 4). 
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Compared with tile proportion urban at each previous census (cf. rows 
I and 2). In fact, the proportion defined as urban in 197 1was lower 
tihan the lproportion urban as definLed by three of live previous cen­
suses for which data exist (I 901, 1946, and 1953 ). This comparison
obscures the possible ,ge(o,raphilc expansion of urban places over time 
cilSed by bouIdary changes (for example, tile expansion of' the city
01 ('olom mentioned earlier) and therefore probably overstates the 
197 1 level of Urbanization depicted in row 2. The highest positive di­
vergence, between the censuses of 1971 and 19 11 (14.3 13.2versus 
pCrcent ), is duC mainly to the granting of urban status to the suburbs 
of'ColomiL o City (e.g., l)eliwel a-Mt. Lavinia, Kotte, Kolonnawa, and 
Wa ttaLl\-Ma bole-)eliyagoda ),w\ichialone IccountCd for amost one­
third o1' the total intercensal increase in percentage irban between 
1901 and 191 1. 

Seconl, relatively more of the urban ipopula tion o f'Sri Lanka is 
concentrated in the earlier established localities rather than in the 
newly crea ted ones. The 28 urban areas of 1190 1,which represent just
one-lifth of the total number of' urban places in 197 1,contain slightly 
more tha One-half the 1971 urban population; one-quarter of the 
1971 urban llaces (i.e., the 37 urban localities of 1911 ) contail al­
most two-thirds of the 1971 lnational urban component. Conversely, 
over two-thIiirds of urban plces, which caie into existence after 1953,
Con tain only one-third of the 1971 urban poplatiol. One might infer 
that the recent additions to the trban areas lacked potential for popu­
lation growth: one might even speculate that the recently created ur­
ban places were no more than ove rgrowln villages, possibly containing 
a If'w regional or local government o flicCs and a bazaar with hardly
'ly coInmensura te econoinmic activity capable of sustained growth. Un­
'ortLInatCly, tile unavailability of published census data on the propor­
tion of the population residingt in each IIUrban area in 1963 precludes
verification of this hypothesis. 

Colombo district consistently reveals high levels of urbanization in 
comparison with other regions. It had the largest urban p)opultiol at 
the turn of the century and maintained its ranking utntil 197 1. In con­
trast, the ma itimeldistrictS Ihad the second highest proportion of' ur­
ban pOp)ulation ( 12.2 percent) ill190 1but were S0011 surpassed by
Jaft'na district and recently by the dry zone districts. At the 1971 cen­
sus, their level of' Urbanization was below the inational average. The 
lowest level of Urbaniza tion is lound among the kaml.ran districts, 
which have maintained their low ranking thtroughoUt the century. The 
two large increments in the regional proportion urban observed during 
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1953-63 and 1963-71 were due mainly to reclassification and have 
been felt in all the regions; the impact appears to have been heaviest in 
JaITna district, however, lollowed by the dry zone districts and 
Colombo. 

As already mentioned, urbanization and urban growth are not syn­
onymous. Urbanization is measured by the percentage change in the 
proportion of the urban poptlation to that of the total population. 
Urban growth, on the other hand, is measured by the percentage 
change in the urban population itself between two points in time. A 
rise in urban growth need not en tail an increase in urbanization, or 
vice-versa. The level of urbanization rises only when the rate ol grcwth 
of the urban places is higher than that of the growth rate of rural lo­
calities. 

The level of urban growth in Sri Lanka is uMLuestionably rising, at 
both national and regional levels. None of the regions has recorded a 
decline in urban concentration within any intercensal period, although 
-t the district level there have been a Iew sporadic occasions of inter­
censal urban decline. The magnitudes o urban growth have been much 
higher than those of urbanization during the twen tie > century. (The 
same has been true in Malaysia, according to llirschina n, 1976.) 

The impact of reclassification of urban areas is mLch greater on tile 
measure of urban growth than on the measure of urbanization. This is 
due principally to the absence of the stabilizing component of total 
poplation in the former. Until the intercensal period of 1953 --63,
when the highest number of' areas was reclassified, intercensai urban 
growth was well under 100 percent, the dry zone experiencing the 
highest proportionate growth (93.5 percent) during tile 25-year inter­
censal period of 1921 -46 (Table 4). But during 1953 -63, even the 
kai,,:'van districts almost doubled their urban pOlulatioiil and only 
Colombo district grew at a rate below the national average. The dry 
zone districts had a phenomenal 209.3 percent increase, duc partly to 
the fact that the districts of Mannar and Vavun iya acqluired urban 
status for over 15 percent of their inhabitants. Urban growth during
1963-7 1 was second only to that of the preceding intercensal period 
(a two-year difference favoring the latter); Jaffna and the dry zone 
districts continued to grow substantially, with Colombo following 
closely. 

A basic difficulty in comparing rates of urban growth between cen­
suses is du11e to differences in intercensal time periods. Three periods 
comprised 10 years each, one had 25 years, another 7 years, and yet 
another 8 years. To overcon - this difficulty, I have computed annual 
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TABLE 4 	 Percentage of intercensal chang, in urban population by
region: Sri Lanka, 1901-71 

1901- 1911- 1921- 1946- 1953- 1963-

Region 	 11 4621 53 63 71 

Colombo district
(wet zone) 42.6 21.0 63.7 22.6 44.3 43.6 
Maritime districts 
(wetzone) 	 2.2 12.6 44.7 15.8 96.7 19.3 
Kandyan districts
 
(wet zone) 
 29.1 15.7 62.4 26.2 93.4 9.0 
Jaffna district
(dry zone) 19.4 4.9 47.4 23.4 95.4 56.2 
Dry zone districts 4.2 12.2 93.5 6.8 209.3 50.8 

All regions 31.1 17.5 60.4 21.1 62.7 41.0 
SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1958: table 4; 1974:
 

table 24).
 

rates of' urban growth (Table 5), which are a better measure of the 
tempo of urban growth than the intercensal rates. Table 5 assumes 
there was exponential change in the urban population as well as linear 
change between any two censuses. 

TABLE 5 	Percentage of annual cxponential change in urban popula­
tion by region: Sri Lanka, 1901-71
 

1901- 1911- 1921- 1946- 1953- 1963-

Region 11 21 46 53 63 71 

Colombo district 
(wet zone) 3.6 1.9 2.0 2.9 3.7 4.5 
Maritime districts 
(wet zone) 	 0.2 1.9 1.5 2.1 6.8 2.2 
Kandyan districts 
(wetzone) 	 2.6 1.5 1.9 3.3 6.6 1.1 
Jaffna district 
(dry zone) 	 1.8 1.6 6.70.5 3.0 5.6 
Dry zone districts 0.4 1.2 2.6 0.9 11.3 5.1 

All regions 	 2.7 1.91.6 2.7 4.7 4.1 

SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1958: table 4; 1967:
table 2; 1972: table 4). 
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Nationally, tile tempo of' urban growth appears to have dropped in
the second intercensal period (! 9 11 -2 1) and increased from then on­
ward until 1953-63, when it peaked; in the last period a slight drop 
was recorded. However, the steep increase f'rom 2.7 durin, 1946-53 
to 4.7 during 1953 -63 was all artilact of' the doubling of' the Illrher 
of' urban areas dtoiL ng the litter decadC. 

Jones and Selvaratinam (1970:204) Ihave at teni pied to make a rough
adjutist ment for the distortion caused by the reclassification of urban 
areas during 1953 03. They explain the method of' adjustment and 
its 	rationale as follows:
 

The populations of Town Counciis crealed between 1953 and 1963 
were
projected backwards to 1953 and 1946 on the assumption that in both 1953--63
and 1946-53 periods, their rate of' population increase was a third higher than
that of' the other towns that were in their town size class in the terminal year of
the period under consideration. The reasoning behind this assumption was that a 
town probably had a better chance of' being awarded Town Council status if its
growth was unsusally rapid, and that there is no question that some of the new
Town Councils (especially those near Colonbo) were growing more rapidly than
other towns of comnparable size. 
When this adjustmet I is made, the rate of' growth Liiring 1953 63
drops to 2.7, which is tie same as the rate that [)revailed in the earlier 
period. But the decline, according to Jones and Selvaratnai's calcula­
tion, was not from 4.7 to 2.7 bit rather from 3.6 to 2.7 (1p.201). The 
dif'erence originates from Jones and Selvaratnam's having added the
p)opulatiols of' the town coItnCils in 1953 as f'ound in the Registrar­
General's reports to th e ceisus-defined ttrban popula tioti of' 1953. As 
noted earlier, town councils were defitined as rItral in the 1953 cetIsuIs.
Thus even tile ulnldjutelCd la in Jones and Selvaratnam (1970) repr'e­
sent some degree of' adjutstmiient, which has the effect of' boosting the 
census urban pol)uation of' 1953 by 13.2 percent and increasing the 
nttmber of urban places 'rotm 43 to 67. 

1have made a similar adjuistin en t of' the dataineasuritiS g uirba n 
growth. To ascertain the tempo of growth, I have identified in the
197 1 census the areas defined as urban in the 1953 censuIs and c0111­
pared the 1971 "adjusted' urba tt population with the 1953 urban 
population. When the 1971 urban pOltlatlion of' 1953-defined urban 
areas is taken as the population at t, and tile 1953 urban population 
as t, , the annual growth rate of' the national Urban ipopulation drops to
2.3 during the I8-year )eriod, relccting a decline from the 1946--53 
rate of' 2.7 (not shown in Table 5).

What all these adjulstments point to is the extent to which urban 
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growth and urbanization may be an artifact of reclassification. When 
adjustlents are made for reclassification, the increase in the rate of 
urban growth is almost zero. As Jones and Selvaratnam (1970:205) 
observe, "according to this adjusted data, the urban population grew
at the same rate as the rural between 1946 and 1953, and only mar­
ginally faster than the rurlal in the decade to 1963. In the entire 17­
year period, the percent-lgc 1rba increased only from 18.3 to 18.8." 

Table 6 presents the comparable ann ual rates of growth for Sri 
Lanka and its regions (urban and rural areas combined). Considering
the adjusted rate of urban growth for 1953-7 1,one observes that 
there was a higher rate of urban growth than of total growth only dur­
ing the first half of tile centtry. Lven d urinlg this period, the greatest
differential between urban and national growth rates was observed 
during the 1901 -­11 decade, when nine rural areas were reclassilied as 
urban: these imcltided the suburbs of Colombo City, which were grow­
ing rapidly. From 192 1 to 1953, the diflerential growth rate between 
the Urban population and the total population was almost negligible.
In fact, since 1946 the total population has exhibited a higher rate of 
growth than the urban areas. As tile total population contains the ur­
ban populatiol, this Means that the rtral areas grew faster than the 
urban areas. 

If one controls for eflects of reclassification, the growth of a par­
ticular ,.rea is the joint function of' natural increase and net migration. 

TABLE 6 	 Percentage of annual exponential change in total popula­
tion by region: Sri Lanka, 1901-71 

1901 1911- 1921-- 1946-- 1953- 1963-
Region 	 I1 21 46 53 63 71
 

Colombo district 
(wetzone) 	 1.8 1.1 1.7 2.6 2.6 2.4 
Maritime districts 
(wet zone) 
 1.5 0.9 1.4 2.2 2.1 1.9
 
Kandyan districts 
(wet zone) 1.5 1.0 1.7 2.9 2.6 2.1 
Jaffna district 
(dry zone) 0.8 0.1 1.0 2.1 2.2 1.7
 
Dry zorne districts 0.6 0.7 1.3 4.5 4.5 3.6 

All regions 1.4 0.9 1.6 2.8 2.7 

SOURCE: Computed from ESCAP (1975: 18, table 19). 

2.3 
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Malaria was brought under effective control in 1946 and the death 
rate afterward declined precipitously. Since malaria may be assumed 
to have been a more effective "Malthusian check" of natural increase 
in rural than in urban areas, the improved mortality conditions pro­
bably tipped the Certility differential in favor of rural areas, fostering
population growth. The changes in the rates of growth around 1946 
probably reflect this increased differential. To the extent that there 
was a possibility of neutralizing or reversing the growth rate of rural 
areas through rural-to-urban migration, the persistence of higher growth
rates in rural areas indicates that the vollme ;ct" rural-to-urban migration 
was not sufficient to accomplish this. 

Another part of the picture has been the existence of a heavy stream 
of migration to the districts of the rural dry zone from 1946 onward.
 
This is a rural-to-rural stream of migration fiom the land-hungry wvet
 
zone to the newly irrigated locations of the dry zone: insofar as it is a
 
geographic transfer of people within rural Sri Lanka, it should 
not at'
 
fect the counterbalancing effects of rural-to-urban migration. But as
 
data on internal migration reveal (Abeysekera, 1979), the majority of
 
migrants who were born in urban areas 
left their places of birth to live 
in rural areas, and this ruralward migration has had a substantial nega­
tive impact on rural-to-urban migration. 

Regional data, when unadjusted for reclassification, suggest that 
most of the regions have generally maintained a higher rate or urban 
growth compared with that of the whole region. Until 1946, all regions 
were characterized by a less than 2 percent growth rate, whereas the 
postmalaria era has been conspicuous for its more than 2 percent rate
of increase. The very high growth rate of the dry zone pOpulation dur­
ing the latter half of the century is the most striking exception to the 
otherwise unil'orm growth pattern of the regions. During the 25 years
from 1946 to 197 1, the dry zone grew at the rate of 4.2 percent per 
annum while Colombo, the next fastest growing region, grew at only
2.5 percent per annum. This was the period during which land coloni­
zation took place in earnest, especially from 1946 to 1963: the high
rate of growth resulted jointly from net in-migration and increased in­
fant and child survivorship due to the conquest of malaria. A compari­
son of Tables 5 and 6 reveals that urban growth in the dry zone was a 
delayed phenomenon when compared vith the timing of' growth of the 
entire region. Althodgh the growth rate of' the region was 4.5 percent
during 1946-53, thO urban areas of the region grew by a mere 0.9 per­
cent. It was only with reclassification of urban areas that the urban 
growth rate in the dry zone reached an unprecedented 11.3 percent 
during 1953-63. 
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TABLE 7 	Percentage of annual growth: selected areas of Colombo 
district, 1901-71 

1901- 1911-- 1921-- 1946- 1953- 1963-Area 
 11 21 46 53 63 71 
Colombo district 1.8 1.1 1.7 2.6 2.6 2.4 
Urban Colombo district 3.6 1.9 2.0 2.9 3.7 4.5 
City ofColombo 3.1 1.4 1.6 2.3 1.8 1.2 
Dehiwela-Mt. Lavinia 3.2 4.5a 3.2 3.5 4.2 
Kotte a 3.6 4.1 4.3 3.0 2.8 
Moratuwa -0.8 2.30.5 2.5 2.6 2.7 
a Not defined as urban in the 1901 census. 
SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1958: table 4; 1974:
 

table 26).
 
The growth rate of the city ,fColombo has been consistently


lower than that of urban Colombo during the 70-year period and
 
lower than that of Colombo district since 1921 (Table 7). Itis the
 
three major suburban satellites of Colombo City, with growth rates
 
two or three times that of the city of Colombo, that have boosted the
growth rate of urban Colombo. This slow growth of Colombo City has
occurred despite an areal annexation of I1.4 sq. ki. (4.4 sq. mi.), rep­
resenting an increase of 44 percent. 

SIZ. CLASS DISTRIBUTION 
To the extent that there are differential patterns and rates of change 
among the 	various urban areas, neither the percentage urban nor 
urban-to-rural ratios are able to provide any information on such dy­
namics. For instance, a questieton such as "Have the smallest urban 
places grown at the same rate as the largest ones'?" cannot be answeredby these su mmary measures. Examining Indian data, Bose (1974:72)
found that 	whereas the proportion urban increased from II to 20 per­
cent between 1901 and 1971, the proportion of the city population
(i.e., tie urban population living in cities of' 100,000 or more) in­
creased from 23 to 56 percent (1u1'ng the same period. Thus lie found
that from the perspective of' planning and policy in India the ratio of
city population to that of' the urban pOPulatiOn is a more sensitive 
measure of' Urbanization than the percentage urban. 

Demographers have traditionally classified urbail localities by size 
of' population. In the study of' urbanization six size classes are corn­
monly used for towns (Table 8). One must recognize, however,that 
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the dividing points between classes are somewhat ,rbitr ry and that 
tile rlnge of poplihation size within classes 'Yiaie considerably. I have 
selected the size classes shown in Table 8 because, first, in recent years
they have become the most commin on ones aid using tlin th eret'ore 
facilitates cross-n tiolal Comin parison. and, second, they seem to reflect
melanillgifl difl'frcncs iliUrban tunctions and organization in Sri 
Lanka. I also use the more c0nijuon terms "arge town'" ( ror urban
places with 50,000 or-more people). -melinIII tonvii" (1br places With
l 0000 to 49,99 people), andi "small town-' ( Or tose with fevei' 
than 10,000).

During the 70-year period, tile iiiiiiiber of towns in all size classes 
grew from 28 to 135, increasing by 382 percent. Large towns increased
sevenftold, mCditLu towns by six and one-half, times, and small towns 
by two and one-half times. Although tle last group increased in abso­
lute numbers, their relative nimlbers declined. Large towns accounted 
for 3.5 percent or all toxwns at the turn of lie cenitury and for 5.9 per­
cent in 197 1 the proportion of mediumu towns increased trolll 28.6 
to 43.5 percenut; but the prol)ort ion of small towns declined from 67.8 
to 49.6 percen t. 

ihese tigures, which compare the two enid points of the 70-year
period, do not relect the tictuations thlat took place during this span.These fltictuations become pOmiiiinent when one considers urban pop­
uations or the towns ex'pressed as a percentage of tlie total uirbani pop-
Iulation (Tzihle 8 ). At the two end points tile large towns' increase is 
quite modest, froiii 3 7.4 to 43.5 percent. In 1953, however, largetowns contained almost two-thirds of the cotntry's urban population
(63.3 percent ), anid also, incidentally, constituted 16.3 percent or all 
towns- their largest share. On closer scrutiny, it becomes evident that
 
the pert'orma uce 
o1" large towns call be divided into three phases: an
initial period ol" stability trol 190 1to 192 1, a pienod of increasing
con centration betwee 192 1andI 1953, and a fa phase or decline 
from 953 to 1971. Al initial period ot stability is observable in me­
diti in and smll towns as well, vhereas both exhibited a decline in the
second period and an increase in the last period. H-ovever, it must be
noted that the historical tpertorniaice of'town types is not necessarily 
a fUnction 01' tile rate or concentration of people in urban areas; in
Si Lanka it is (coii fotndi ngly) more a fuiict ion of'reClassification. 

Ta ble 9 shows the perorniance 01' dil'ICrent size classes lturing five
intercensal periods tor which data are available, yielding in formation 
as to how many localities in a particular size class remained Within
that size class, moved up by one size class, or moved ip by two size 
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TABLE 8 	Number of towns by size class, percentage distribution
 
urban population: Sri Lanka, census years 1901-71
 

1901 1911 1921 
%of %of %of %of %of %of
Town type and 
 Num- urban urban Num- urLbn urban Num- urban urbansize class ber places pop. ber places pop. ber places pop. 

Large 1 3.5 37.4 1 2.7 38.9 1 2.4 38.3 
I00,000 1 3.5 37.4 1 2.7 38.9 1 2.4 38.3 

50,000-99,999 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Medium 8 28.5 43.9 10 27.0 39.9 12 28.6 41.7 
20,000-49,999 4 14.3 30.7 4 10.8 25.3 6 14.3 29.7 
10,000--19,999 4 14.3 13.2 6 16.2 14.6 6 14.3 12.0 

Small 19 67.8 18.8 26 70.2 21.2 29 69.1 20.0 
5,000-9,999 6 21.4 9.7 14 37.8 16.5 12 28.6 14.1 
<5,000 13 46.4 9.1 12 32.4 4.7 17 40.5 5.9 

All town types and 
sizeclasses 28 99.8 100.1 37 99.9 100.0 42 100.1 100.0 

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. 
SOURCES: All years except 1963: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics


(1958: table 4; 1972: table 4). 1963: Jones and Selvaratnam (1970: table 2).
 

classes during inintercensal period. Between 1953 and 197 1, for ex­
ample, 34 localities were in the size class of 10,000-19,999 persons; 
six of them1 remained in the same class throughout the 18-year period,
three were in the 5,000-9,999 class in 1953 but by 1971 had moved 
Up to the 10,000- 19,999 class, one moved up by two size classes, and 
24 other localities not classified as urban in 1953 were so by 197 1. 
Only shifts in size class during the longest intercensal period (1921­
46) can be studied without being biased by reclassification. The 
1946-53 period is minimally affected by two new additions, each of 
which carried fewer than 5,000 people. Almost one-quarter of all ur­
ban areas were reclassified during 1901 -11, almost one-eiglth during
1911 -2 1,and more than two-thirds during 1953-7 1.(Published cen­
sus data oil individual urban locations were not available for 1963;
had they been available, shifts in size classes could have been observed 
for the 1953-63 and 1963-71 periods and the l)erformance of almost 
half of the areas that became urban through reclassification during
1953-71 could have been documented during 1963-71.) 
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of size classes, and population in size classes as percentage of total 

1946 1953 1963 1971 

Num-
ber 

%of %of 
urban urban 
places pop. 

Num-
ber 

%of %of 
urban urban 
places pop. 

Num-
ber 

%of %of 
urban urban 
places pop. 

Num-
ber 

%of %of 
urban urban 
places pop. 

5 11.9 57.0 7 16.3 65.3 7 7.8 50.1 8 5.9 43.5 
1 2.4 35.A I 2.3 34.4 2 2.2 31.1 3 2.2 29.0 

4 9.5 21.6 6 14.0 30.9 5 5.6 19.0 5 3.7 14.5 

18 42.9 34.4 21 48.9 29.7 39 43.3 38.3 60 44.5 45.5 
5 11.9 17.3 6 14.0 12.5 18 20.0 24.4 26 19.3 28.2 

13 31.0 17.1 15 34.9 11.2 21 23.3 13.9 34 25.2 17.3 

19 45.2 8.6 15 34.9 5.0 44 48.9 11.6 67 49.6 11.0 
7 16.7 5.5 4 9.3 2.4 23 25.6 7.9 27 20.0 6.7 

12 28.6 3.1 11 25.6 2.6 21 23.3 3.7 40 29.6 4.3 

42 100.0 100.0 43 100.1 100.0 90 100.0 100.0 135 100.0 100.0 

If the information shown in Tables 8 and 9 is.juxtaposed, it can be 
seen that the increasing concentration of population that characterized 
the large towns during their second phase (1921-53) was a real one 
and so was the conversely observed decline of the medium and small 
towns because this period was least confounded by reclassification. If 
one were to generalize about the growth of town types over the 70­
year period on the strength of Tables 8 and 9, one might even state 
that medium towns and especially small towns needed reclassification 
to maintain or increase their respective shares of the urban population.
During periods when reclassification was conspicuously absent, large 
towns increased their share of' the national urban conponent. 

To explore whether this hypothesis had merit, I analyzed the data 
for the intercensal periods when reclassification could be regarded as a 
substantial conl'oundillg factor, then attempted to adjust the data for 
this bias. There are at least two ways of looking at urban growth by 
town type: (I) One can considtr the population of a particular town 
type at the beginning and end of an intercensal period, regardless of 
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TABLE 9 	Shifts in urban-place size classes during intercensal perioas: 
1901-11 1911--21 1921-46 

Size class 

Same 
num-
ber +1 +2 

New 
areas 

All 
shifts 

Same 
num-
ber +1 -2 

New 
areas 

All 
shifts 

Same 
num­
ber +1 

>100,000 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 

50,000­
99,999 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 

20,000­
49,999 4 0 0 0 4 4 2 0 0 6 2 2 

10,000­
19,999 3 1 0 2 6 4 2 0 0 6 4 8 
5,000- a 
9,999 6 6 0 2 14 12 0 0 0 12 3 4 
<5,000 7 0 0 5 12 12 0 0 5 17 12 0 

All size 
classes 

Number 21 7 0 9 37 33 4 0 5 42 22 18 
Percent 56.8 18.9 0.0 24.3 100.0 78.6 9.5 0.0 11.9 100.0 52.4 42.9 

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 because of rounding. 
a Included in this number is Trincomalee, which declined by one size class. 
b Included in this number is I atton-Dikoya, which declined by one size cla',S.
SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1958: table 4; 1972: 

table 4). 

whether a particular locality has the same size designation throughout
the intercensal period, as long as the locality is defined as urban at
both end points. This would yield the "apparent" growth of town 
type. (2) It is also possible to identify a particular locality at the be­
ginning of an intercensal period and follow it through to the end of
the period, regardless of whether it remained in the same town type.
Because the focus is Ol the comparative performlance of constant 
town types over time, this method yields the "real" growth of a town 
type and is more appropriate for assessing whether medium and small 
towns would have g:'own in the absence of reclassification. As Table
10 reveals, with the first procedure it is possible to have i different 
number of towns at the beginning and end ol' an intercensal period,
whereas the second procedure does not involve this liability. Apparent
growth etluals real growth only when each locality of a particular town 
type has remained unchanged and when no additions of locality have 
occurred during the intercensal period. 
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Sri Lanka, 1901-71 
1946-53 195S-71 
Same Same 

New All num- New All num- New All+2 areas shifts ber +1 +2 areas shifts ber +1 +2 areas shifts 

0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 2 0 0 3
 

0 0 4 4 2 0 0 6 4 1 0 0 5
 

1 0 5 3 3 0 0 6 3 8 3 12 26
 

1 0 13 10 5 0 0 
 15 6 3 1 24 34 

2 b0 0 7 2 2 0 0 4 3 0 22 27
 
0 0 12 9 0 0 2 11 5 0 0 35 40
 

2 0 42 29 12 0 2 43 21 17 4 93 135 

4.8 0.0 100.1 67.4 27.9 0.0 4.7 100.0 15.6 12.6 3.0 68.9 100.1 

It becomes evident that the apparent growth measure almost sys­
tematically mininizes the growth of small towns while exaggerating
the growth of' nlediul towns, owing to the graduation of small towns 
into mediunm towns through growth and the accrual of their popula­
tion to the mediuln towns. When compared with Table 4, Table 10 
shows that only large towns (in this case the primate city of Colombo)
exhibited real growth greater than the growth of the national urban 
population during 1901 -11 (36.6 versus 3 1.1 percent). During 1911­
2 1 and 1953-7 1, only small towns grew more than the national urban 
population, which increased by 17.5 percent during 1911 -2 1, 62.7 
percent during 1953-63, and 41.0 percent during 1963- 71. Since all 
figures on national urban growth include effects of reclassification, 
which artificially inflate urban growth, the finding that small towns 
maintained higher growth during these periods after effects of reclassi­
fication are taken into account speaks well for their growth potential.
Thus it is incorrect to say that small towns depended on reclassifica­
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TABLE 10 	 Percentage of "real" and "apparent" growth of town 
types during three intercensal periods: Sri Lanka 

Town type and 
type of growth 1901--11 1911-21 1953-71 

Large
Real 
Appar..,nt 

36.6 
(1) 36.6 

(1) 
(1) 

15.6 
(1) 15.6 

(1) 
(1) 

45.7 
(7) 52.8 

(7) 
(8) 

Medium 
Real 
Apparent 

2.6 (8) 
(8) 19.3 (10) (10) 

12.9 
22.6 

(10) 
(12) (21) 

54.0 
58.7 

(21) 
(24) 

Small 
Real 
Apparent (19) 

23.0 
47.7 

(19) 
(26) (26) 

22.6 
11.3 

(26) 
(29) (15) 

99.3 
-0.2 

(15) 
(11) 

NOTE: Figures in parentheses represent number of towns. Those preceding percentage ofapparent growth represent number of towns at the beginning of intercensal period; those
following percentages represent number at end of period. 

SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1958: table 4; 1972: 
table 4). 

tion to maintain or increase their share of tie national urban compo­
nent; this appears to be more the case with medium towns. 

In the process of urbanization, the contribution of small, medium,
and large cities has varied. According to several authorities, medium 
towns have taken the vanguard in the admittedly slow rate of urbani­
zation that has characterized Sri Lanka during the twentieth century.
Gunatilleke (1973:46). for example, states: 

On any of these definitions [population size per locality], tie rate of urbaniza­tion remains low. If the minimum population size of urban units is taken as 2,000
or 5,000, tie increase in the share of tie urban population has been insignificant.
If the dividing line isapplied at 10,000 or 20,000, the urban sector shows a fasterrate of expaiiu~in. The figures reveal that the most rapid growth has taken place
in the towns between 20,000 and 50,000 [emphasis added]. 
Dias ( 1977:7), paraphrasing Puvanarajan (1976), asserts that "urbani­
zation in Sri Lanka is characterized by the dominance of medium sized 
urban units." Jones and Selvaratnam (1970:205) observe that "the
outstanding trend is the increase in the share of the urban population
living in towns in the 20,000 to 100,000 size range-from 32 percent
in 1946 to 43 percent in 1960." 

While agreeing with the observation that medium towns have held
the lion's share of the national urban component during most of the 
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period, I submit that the dynamics of the process of urban growth has 
not been adequately considered by those arriving at this general con­
clusion. In particular, the performance of the small towns has been 
neglected by reason of their definitional exclusion from the small 
town class due to their graduation into medium size towns at the end 
of the in tercensal period. What need to be monitorc d are whether a 
particUlar town type grew, declined, or stagnatcu dUring specific peri­
ods and the comparative performance of town types. A short time 
span would have been desirahle for this purpose, but I have been 
obliged by data constraints to use the intercensal period. The evidence, 
shown up to now from the analysis of published census data, leads me 
to believe that the growth performance o1 the small towns was of no 
mean caliber, even though it accounts for a small part of total urban 
growth. 

I have stressed this point because it generates a series of policy im­
plications having importance to Sri Lankan socioeconomic develop­
ment. I shall endeavor to show that small towns have demonstrated a 
momentum for growth. This growth requires a concomitant growth of 
an infrastructure capabie of supporting a burgeoning populace; in­
cluded in such an infrastructuLre are growth of employnm..nt oppor­
tunities, educational and medical services, housing, electrification, and 
protected water Sulpplies. The more rapid growth of small urban places 
means of course that urbanization is increasingly decentralized. Having
indicated the policy relevance of this discussion, I will next examine 
additional evidence on the growth rates of town types, then turn to 
specific policy implications of the growth of small towns. 

Except during the period of 1901 -11, when large towns exhibited 
a higher rate of growth than small towns, the latter have consistently 
maintained a higher growth rate than either medium or large towns 
during every intercensal period Jable I I ). The city of Colombo, the 
only locality represented in the largest size class, shows once again a 
secular decline in growth-except for the sudden spurt during 1946-53,
which may have been due to Sri Lanka's gaining national independence 
in 1948 and the ensuing political activity concentrated in Colombo. 
The 50,000-99,999 class, though not existing in the first three inter­
censal periods, shows a much higher growth rate during the last two 
periods than found in Colombo; the three major suburbs of Colombo 
are included in this size class. Among the medium towns, the 10,000­
19,999 size class displays a higher rate of growth than the 20,000­
49,999 class over the period 1911-71. Among the small towns, it is 
the under-5,000 class that exhibits the higher rate of real growth, 
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TABLE 11 	 Annual percentage of "real" population change during

intercensal periods by town type and size class:
 
Sri Lanka, 1901-71
 

Town type and 
size clais 1901--11 1911-21 1921-46 1946--53 1953-71 
Large 	 3.1 (1) 1.4 (1) 1.6 (1) 2.6 (5) 2.1 (7)

> 100,000 3.1 (1) 1.4 (1) 1.6 (1) 2.3 (1) 1.5 (1)
50,000-99,999 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 3.0 (4) 2.7 (6) 

Medium 0.3 (8) 0.8 (10) 1.9 (12) 3.2 (18) 2.7 (21)
20,000-49,999 0.8 (4) 0.4 (4) 1.9 (6) 0.5 (5)a 2.2 (6)
10,000-19,999 -1.1 (4)b 2.5 (6) 2.0 3.4 (13) 2.6(6) 	 (15) 

Small 	 2.1 (19) 2.0 (26) 2.4 (29) 3.4 (18) 3.8 (15)
5,000-9,999 1.7 (6) 2.1 (14) 2.3 (12)c 0.7 (7) 2.4 (4)
<5,000 e2.5 (13) 1.7 (12) 2.6 (17)d 7.4 (11) 4.9 (11)1 

NOTE: Figures in parentheses represent number of towns at beginning of period.
 
a Trincomalee declined by 0.8 percent.
 
b Negambo and Trincomalee declined by 4.2 and 2.5 percent, respectively. 
c Trincomalee grew by 5.0 percent.
 
d Ambalangoda grew by 4.4 and Beruwala by 4.7 percent.
 
e Minuwangoda Local Board Area isexcluded because it had lost its urban status by 1953.
 
f Ja-ela grew by 9.7 and Awissawella by 7.4 percent.
 
SOURCES: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1958: table 4; 1972:
 

table 4).
 

except during 1911 -2 1. This trend is most pronounced during the 
last quarter century of the 70-year period, denoting perhaps that the 
trend has still not exhausted itself. 

Even during the period from 1921 to 1953, when large towns ex­
perienced increased growth and there was a precipitous decline in the
small towns' share of national urban growth from 20 to 5 percent
'Table 8), the real growth rates maintained by small towns were higher
than those of the large or medium towns. Small towns claimed a 
greater share of the urban population between 1953 and 1971, mainly
owing to reclassification; and a similar upsurge is reflected in the real 
annual growth rates of small towns, even when effects of reclassifica­
tion are controlled for. 

PRIMACY 	 AND METROPOLITANIZATION 
In developed nations the distribution of cities by population concen­
tration generally follows the rank-size rule-that is, it possesses a log­
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normal distribution. In one of the earliest formulations of the rank­
size rule, AuerbaclI (1913) wrote that "when the largest cities of a 
country are ranked by size, the product of a city's rank by its Kze
tends to be a constant" (quoted by Shryock and Siegel, 1976: 100). A
sim plified illustration is that when a nation's second largest city is one­
half the size of the largest, the third largest one-third the size of the
largest city, and the fourth largest one-fourth its size, the cities show
conformity to the ran k-size rule. The evolution of' the rank-size pattern
is attributed to the nature of economic growth and is generally coli­
sidered to have positive effects for the natiomal entity (Berry and 
Kasarda, 1977:391 ).


Whenever the rank-size rule is violated and one 
city grows much 
faster than the rest of the urban centers, the situation is characterized
by primacy. Primacy is indicative of a lopsided growth pattern of ur­
ban localities. In most developing countries conformity to the rank­
size rule is the exception and primacy is the norm. 

Primacy is associated with overurbanization, which is characterized 
by overutilization of a city's resources owing to an influx of migrants
from other parts of the country who cannot be absorbed into the ur­
ban economy, growth of a traditional sector in the urban economy,

and a transfer of rural misery into the center of the city. After in­
vestigating 87 countries, Mehta (1964: 147), however, concluded that
 
the "primate city" urban structure does not appear to be a function of the level of
economic development, industrialization or urbanization. It is a phenomenon byno means limited to or characteristic of the underdeveloped countries of theworld. Primacy appears to be to some extent a function of small areal and popu­lation size. To the extent that we were able to explore the hypothesis of the "para­
sitic" effect of"primate cities," the results do not warrant a clear negative judge­
ment on prumacy. 

Table 12 shows the proportion of the n'ional urban population
concentrated in the capital cities of I I countries for which data are
available for the period around 1970. Although these figures do not 
test the rank-size rule, they do provide insight into the level of primacy
of these cities. 

Only two capitals (Manila and Kuala Lumpur) had lower levels of
urban concentration than Colombo. It is noteworthy that the Philip­
pines and Malaysia, like Sri Lanka, recently experienced major rural­ward resettlement and land reform either sponsored by the state or
undertaken at the poplation's own initiative (see, for instance, Dobby,
1955, and Pryor, 1972, on Malaysia; Krinks, 1970, and Simkins and
Wernstedt, 1971, on the Philippines). Indonesia, however, with its 
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TABLE 12 	 Percentage of urban population concentrated in capital
 
cities: selected Asian countries, around 1970
 

Percentage of urbanCity and country population 
Bangkok, Thailand 41.0
 
Kathmandu, Nepal 
 32.6 
Seoul, Republic of Korea 32.3
 
Baghdad, Iraq 
 32.2 
Teheran, Iran 29.7 
Dacca, Bangladesh 	 27.6 
Jakarta, !ndonesia 22.2
 
Karachi, Pakistan 21.1
 
Colombo, Sri Lanka 
 19.8 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia 17.9
 
Manila, Philippines 11.4
 

SOURCE: United Nations Demographic Yearbook 1976, tables 6 and 8. 

long-standing transmigration program, still shows a slightly higher level 
of urban concentration in Jakarta. 

The concept of primacy has generally been discussed within the 
framework of intercity comparisons. Usually the cities are delimited 
according to their political-administrative boundaries, possibly for the 
sake of brevity and clarity. The simplicity of using such definitions 
carries with it the adverse effect of implicitly treating the city as a 
viable unit in itself. This assumption neglects the high degree of inter­
dependence oetween the city, its urban fringe, the suburbs that pro­
vide services and goods for the upkeep of the city, and also the rural 
hinterland that supplies goods (mainly food) to the city. Nevertheless,
primacy has come to be measured by one criterion, that of population
size, which ignores the dependence of the city upon goods and services 
frurm the countryside. The issue of labor relations between the city
and its suburbs is not easily resolved. A basic question is whether the 
city should be defired as what it is when it is asleep at night (as most 
censuses define it) or what it is during the peak hours of a normal 
working day. The answer to this question is crucial in Sri Lanka, where 
it is estimated that 45 percent of those who work within the city of 
Colombo commute daily from outside the city (Dias, 1977:9).

Compared with other cities of Sri Lanka, Colombo has been the 
primate city with regard to both population concentration and po­litical and economic activity since around the turn of the century. It 
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was so apparently as far back as the ninth century A.D., when lbn 
Batuta, the Arab traveller, referred to Colombo as the "finest town in 
Serendib" (Kannangara, 1954:13), although the capital city was then 
Anuradhapura. (A detailed discussion of tle evolution of tile city o' 
Colombo is found in Kannangara, 1954.) In 1971, Colombo still had 
the greatest Ipopulation concentration and volume of political and eco­
nomic activity of any city in the country, though its relative share of 
)o)ulation had declined. From the turn of the century until 1953 

Colombo had more than one-third of tile country's urban )opula tion;
during the next 18 years, because of massive reclassification and dimin­
ishing space for further expansion, Colombo's share of tile national ur­
ban component declined to just Under 20 percent. During the 70-year 
period Under review, however, there was a 44 percent increase in tile
geographic area of Colombo through annexation; during the last 18 
years of the period the increase was a moderate 4 percent. The pub­
lished census data do not provide sufficie it information to decipher
the real decline in Colombo's share oft0h country's urban pop ulation. 
In all probability a secular decline would have occurred much earlier 
than in the 1950s, had it not been For the areal annexations. 

A glance at Table 13, which shows the p)opulatioll of 23 principal
towns expressed as a proportion of Colombho's pop)ulation over the 70­
year period, is sufficient to reaffirm the pi imacy of Colombo. Galle 
was the second largest town in Sri Lanka at the turn of the century,
but Jaffna maintained this position from 19 11 to 1953, when it was in 
turn displaced by l)ehiwela-M t. Lavinia (a suburb of Colombo). Only
during 1901 was Jaffla's popuflatioll just over one-fifth of Colombo's 
(as was the l)opula tion of Galle); thereafter it declined monotonically
until 1953, when it reversed the trend, ending up still less than one­
fifth of Colombo's population in 197 1. Since coming into existence in 
1911, Dehiwela-Mt. Lavinia, on the other hand, has shown a mono­
tonic improvement of position vis-a-vis Colombo, ending with just over 
one-quarter of Colombo's )optIlation. With few exceptions,' the prin­
cipal towns have improved their positions with respect to Colombo 
over the 70-year period. Considering that their relative growth oc­
curred at a time when areal annexations to the city of Colombo were 
in the order of' 11.4 sq. kl. (4.4 sq. mi.)-probably an advantage that 

I The notable exceptions are Kalutara, Matara, Galle, and Hambantota, situated 
in the southern maritime districts to which they have given their names, and
Jaffna, the northern maritime district, all of which have registered net out­
migration from their districts during the three intercensal periods between 
1946 and 1971 (ESCAP, 1975:32-4). 
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TABLE 13 Population of principal towns, expressed as a proportion
of the population of the city of Colombo: Sri Lanka, 
census years 1901-71 

Principal town 1901 1911 1921 1946 1953 1963 1971 

Colombo 
Dehiwela-Mt. Lavinia 

1.00 
na 

1.00 
.087 

1.00 
.104 

1.00 
.157 

1.00 
.184 

1.00 
.217 

1.00 
.275 

Jaffna .219 .191 .174 .173 .183 .185 .192 
Moratuwa .191 .128 .117 .140 .141 .152 .172 
Kandy 
Kotte 

.171 
na 

.142 

.048 
.133 
.059 

.142 

.111 
.134 
.128 

.133 

.143 
.167 
.164 

Galle .240 .189 .160 .135 .131 .128 .129 
Negambo .128 .061 .087 .090 .091 .092 .102 
Trincomalee 
Matara 

.073 

.077 
.042 
.066 

.039 

.068 
.090 
.063 

.062 

.065 
.068 
.064 

.074 

.065 
Batticaloa .064 .050 .043 .036 .041 .045 .065 
Anuradhapura 
Badulla 

.024 

.038 
.025 
.031 

.032 

.033 
.034 
.037 

.043 
.040 

.058 

.053 
.062 
.062 

Matale .032 .027 .032 .039 .040 .050 .055 
Ratnapura .026 .026 .029 .034 .039 .042 .052 
Kalutara .074 .062 .056 .052 .048 .049 .051 
Kurunegala 
Puttalam 
Chilaw 
Nuwara Eliya 
Vavuniya 

.042 

.033 
.027 
.032 
.004 

.039 

.028 

.024 
.035 
.004 

.042 

.028 

.027 

.031 

.003 

.037 

.022 

.025 
.030 

u 

.041 
.024 
.027 
.034 

u 

.041 
.026 
.028 
.030 
.014 

.045 
.032 
.031 
.029 
.028 

Kegalle .015 .012 .014 .014 .013 .022 .024 
Mannar 
Hambantota 

.034 

.018 
.018 
.015 

.015 

.012 
u 
.011 

u 
.010 

.018 

.010 
.020 
.012 

na-not applicable because this town did not exist in 1901.
 
u-unavailable.
 
SOURCE: Computed from Department of Census and Statistics (1974: table 26).
 

none of the other principal towns enjoyed-the growth performance
of the other principal towns is impressive. Because continued urban 
growth is a nearly universal phenomenon and decentralized urbaniza­
tion is more desirable than a highly concentrated pattern of urban 
growth, which commonly results in overurbanization and infrastruc­
tural breakdowns, the growth of the principal towns of Sri Lanka can 
be viewed as manifesting a perhaps unintended process of decentral­
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ized urbanization resulting from public investment policies (especially
in peasant agriculture) and welfare measures pursued by the goern­
ile it. 

The intercity comparison does not do justice o the continuoLs ur­
ban sprawl around the city of Colombo. The greater Colombo area, or 
metropolitan Colombo as this urban sprawl is called, has exhibited 
higher rates of growth than the restricted area of the city of Colombo. 
The definition of mctropolitan Colombo has changed over time, how­
ever. As Jones and Selvaratnam (1970:205) have observed, 
the ideal estimates of the growth of the metropolitan population would perhaps
require a moving boundary, to incorporate localities into thf metropolitan area at 
the time they reached suburban status in terms of criteria such as density, occupa­
tional structure and commuting patterns. Failing this, however, the use of a fixed 
boundary for the metropolitan area that appropriately defines the metropolitan 
area as of the terminal point of the study, although it tends to exaggerate the 
metropolitan population at the beginning of the period and hence to understate 
its rate of growth, brings ts a step closer to reality. 
The procedure adopted by Jones and Selvaratnam is somewhat similar 
to the identification of standard urban areas (SUA) used in the Indian 
census of 197 1 (Bose, 1974); but whereas in India the SUA were the 
projel:tcd growth areas of the metropolis from 1971 to 199 1, the
method adopted by Jones and Selvaratnam is a post hoc operation to 
define the metropolitan area at a previous time. 

Jones and Selvaratnam (1970) made two estimates of the Colombo 
metropolitan p)11ation, one ild tding the Colombo Divisional 
Revenue Officer's l)ivision only, the other also including "a few ad­
joining Urban Councils and Town Councils that are in reality, suburban 
areas of the Colombo metropolis' (p. 205). Table 14, which draws on 
the spatial units adopted by Jones and Selvaratnam but uses data from 
ESCAP, reveals that the poplation of metropolitan Colombo was al­
most double that of the city in 1971 and that its rates of growth were 
much higher than that of Colombo City d uring the period between 
1946 and 197 I. It also shows that, irrespective of the geographic area 
considered, the share of the urban population and its rates of growth
declined over the period. The growth rate of the metropolitan area 
(both definitions) was almost equal to the national growth rate during
1953-63 and 1963-71. (In 1953-63 the national rate was 27 per
1,000; in 1963-71, it was 23, as shown in Table 6.) As Jones and Sel­
varatnam (1970:208) assert, these figures "certainly do not point to 
any marked 'metropolitanization' of Ceylon's l)opulation." 
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TABLE 14 	 Estimated population, average annual growth rate per
1,000, percentage of total urban population, and per­
centage of total national population: city of Colombo 
and Colombo metropolitan area, census years 1946-71 

Colombo DRO's
City of Colombo DRO's Division + sur-Measure Colombo 	 Divisiona rounding townsb 

Estimated population

1946 362,074 525,586 614,837

1953 426,127 656,152 783,213

1963 	 511,644 846,401 1,036,141

1971 	 562,420 1,002,779 1,239,712 

Annual growth rate
 
1946-53 24 32 
 35
1953-63 18 25 28
1963-71 11 21 22
 

Percentage of total
 
urban population


1946 35.4 
 51.4 60.1
1953 	 34.4 53.0 63.2
1963 	 25.4 42.0 51.4 
1971 	 19.7 35.0 43.4
 

Percentage of total
 
national population


1946 5.4 
 7.9 	 9.2
1953 	 5.3 8.1 	 9.7
1963 	 4.8 8.0 9.8
1971 	 4.4 7.9 9.7
 

a 
 DRO's (Divisional Revenue Officer's) Division is asubadministrative spatial unit within adistrict. Colombo DRO's Division is a contiguous area encompassing the whole city ofColombo plus some parts of its suburbs. 
b Includes "a few adjoining Urban Councils and Town Councils that are, in reality, suburbanareas of the Colombo metropolis" (Jones and Selvaratnam, 1970:205). 
SOURCE: ESCAP (1976: table 55). 

FACTORS 	 AFFECTING SRI LANKA'S PATTERN OF 
URBANIZATION 
Whatever definition one may use of "urban," what emerges from the
foregoing analysis is the slow rate of urbanization in Sri Lanka. The
chronic overgrowth of urban localities commonly found in other de­
veloping countries is conspicuously absent in Sri Lanka. Examination 
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of the possible determinants of the slower growth rate and pattern of' 
urbanization is therefore in order. 

ESCAP (1976:74-6) has alluded to six major factors that may have 
influenced tile pattern of' urbanization in Sri Lanka, mainly during the 
period following World War !1,although they do not constitute an ex­
haustive list. These conditions are paraphrased and elaborated below 
becausC lly findings tend to SlIpport them. 

1. Population concentration in Sri Lanka has resulted mainly from
 
the growth of commerce and trade ra ther than from industrialization.
 
To this day, Colombo is best characterized as a service center rather
 
than a seat of' burgeoning industry. The post World War 1Iperiod saw 
a steady worsening of the terms of trade f'or tea, rubber, and coconut 
exports, the life-line of the economy. Consequent balance-of-payments
problems led to restrictions on trade activities that possibly led to a 
lower rate of' employment generation, which in turn may have 
stemmed the tide of urbanward migration. 

2. Rudimentary processing involved in the exportation of"tea and 
rubber was carried out on the plantations themselves. Sporadic at­
tempts at industirialization occurred almost exclusively tinder the di­
rective of the government rather than the private sector. In establish­
ing such enterprises as cement, ceramics, paper, and plywood factories, 
the government pursued a policy of' decentralized inlustrialization, lo­
cating the f'actories in close proximity to raw material resources. The 
absence of' a uicletIs of' industrial activity may have had a negative ef­
fect on the rate of' urbanization and influenced the pattern of' urbani­
zation. 

3. Perhaps the single most pervasive public investment policy ptIr­
sued by successive governments of' post-independent Sri Lanka has 
been the continied encouragement of' peasant agriculture. Ancient ir­
rigation schemes were resuscitated and arable land in the dry zone of' 
the cotintry was colonized and resettled by the land-hungry peasants
of' tile wet zone. The continued stream of' lif'etime migration that re­
sulted from fairly attractive inducements held otit by the government 
is reflected in interdistrict net migration statistics (Abeysekera, 1979). 
A 'ew statistics stuggest the magnitude of' investment, the incentives 
held otit by the government, the response of the peasantry, and the 
dynamism that was created in tie peasant sector. During 1950-51 to 
1970-7 1,just over 300,000 hectares of new land were brought Under 
paddy cultivation, absorbing an additional 29 1,000 people into the 
labor force. (Meanwhile tea, rubber, and cocontut could not hold on to 
their existing labor force and had to cut back by abotit 10,000 people.) 
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Rice production increased by 200 percent and the productivity per
hectare as well as per worker rose by ahou t 70 percent during the
period (ESCAP , 1975 ).Throughout most of this period the govern­
ment oflered farmers a guaranteed price for their produIce, approxi­
mately 50 percent above tile cuirrent world market prices. File policy
facilitated a major income redistribultiol Is well as he lping to reduce
tie volume of rice i iportatio IIneeded for tile heavily government­
subsidized rice ration. The net result was to create a viable alternative
destination for personsIWho Inigh t have been attracted to urban areas
that were not exhibiting major economic expansion.

4. The dynamism experienced in the Ipeasant sector would not have
taken place with as much vigor if structural bottlenecks such as in­
security of land ten ure, ani impoverished landless proletariat, and

blatant expropriation by landlords were prevalent in the social and

economic relations of landovners and peasants. As Gunatilleke
(1973:62) has pointed out, Sri Lanka "did not experience the worst
forms of' landlordism prevalent in some other Asian countries" and
"there has also been no significa nt capitalist enterprise in this segment
of the ru ral agricIiltiral sector in which peasant farming predominated."
The absence of such Iillhibi tive characteristics undou btedly facilitated
the goverinme nt's successful investment in peasant agriculture, creating
tile necessary (though perhaps not tile sufficient) conditions to stem
a1i1exodus o1 r'ral poli)iIlation into tile already overcrowded cities.

5. It was not only through direct measures like the guaranteed price
scheme that the government tried to achieve redistributive justice on a
national scale. Commitment to the ideals of' progressive direct taxation,
subsidization of' essential commodity items, and the levy of' higher

taxes on luxury items saw 
the burden off public expenditure shifted
from the poor to the middle and Lipper classes. An increasing propor­
tion of p)ublic expenditure was directed to investment in peasant agri­
culture, the establishment and strengthening of free education, and

free medical services. These mneasures 
had the elect of reducing the
difference in living stalldards between rural anid urban areas, and
helped to suppress the "push " on rural people to Migrate to urban 
cel ters. 

6. A well-developed network of' state-owned roads and railways has
made travel within the counitry convenient as well as inexpensive. Em­
ployment seekers from rural areas are able to commute to cities fromtheir homes rather than having to migrate to cities in an ti,'ipation of
securing jobs. Jones and Selvaratnam (1970:210) have observed that
the great bulk of' the rural population lives within 30 miles of' a town 
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of 20,000 or more people and has relatively frequent contacts with it. 
Thus, owing to the proximity of rural and urban areas and to the so­
cioeconomic effects of income redistribution programs and the ac­
tivities of the welfare state, the rural-urban dichotomy is less sharp in 
Sri Lanka than in many other countries of Asia. 

SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, URBANIZATION, AND
 
SMALL TOWNS
 

The close association between industrialization and urbanization in 
the Western experience has given rise to the widespread expectation of 
a similar association between socioeconomic development and urbani­
zation (Davis and Golden, 1954). Although the initial formulation of 
this thesis by Davis and Golden has been criticized and modified by
others (Schnore, 1961; Sovani, 1964; Kamerschen, 1969; Hill, 1974). 
the thesis has remained basically unchanged; the relationship between 
development and urbanization may not be as stable over time as it was 
originally thought to be, but there is still an unmistakable clustering of 
development indicators and urbanization. Thus, from a policy point of' 
view, the thesis posits that there is a strong rationale for encouraging 
urbanization in the less developed countries because development will 
follow on its heels. 

The issule is not so simply resolved, for urbanization manifests itself 
in different forms and these varying patterns may be determined by, 
as well as have consequences for, the development of the polity. Two 
patterns of urbanization have been identified that are not necessarily 
exclusive of each other. First is the growth of one (or very few) large
cities whose primacy towers above the miniature population concen­
trations. The second pattern has an auxiliary set of urban concentra­
tions scattered throughout the country that possess a growth momen­
tum of their own and inhibit the primacy of one major city. There are 
advocates of' each of' these patterns of' urbanization; proponents of the 
first type of' polarized growth insist that primacy is a prerequisite for a 
Rostowian type of economic takeoff which, when reached, will pre­
cipitate a process of' diffusion from the primate city to areas lagging
behind. Brutzkus (1975:644-5), on the other hand, provides a counter­
rationale for not fostering a pattern of polarized urbanization that 
stems from the socioeconomic conditions generally prevailing in less 
developed countries. 

Apolarized urban pattern is not favorable to advancement in the most urgent
and neglected spheres of development (increasing agricultural production) nor is it 
favorable for the fuller or better utilization of natural resources. It isnot in line 



34 

with the development of raw-material-oriented basic heavy industry and probably
even not too favorable to labor-oriented manufacturing industry with serious pros­
pects of exports. 

Polarized urban growth in less developed countries with domineer­
ing primacy has been observed to be closely correlated with over­
urbanization. As Wellisz ( 197 1:44) has argued, overurbanization
"stands for a perverse stream of migration, sapping tile economic 
strength of' the hinterland, without crrespondingly large benefits to 
urban production. instead of being a sign of' development, over­
urbanization is a sign of economic illness." Wellisz also points out that 
the policies pursued by governments of the less developed countries 
have an inherent bias in favor of urban areas while neglecting the
hinterland and so generate an uneconomically fast rate of urbaniza­
tion. 

Brutzkus (1975 ) emphasizes that polarized urban growth is almost 
a natural form of urbanization, that anything short of' a determined el'­
fort on the part of' the government to decentralize urbanization will
 
result in enhancing primacy. He agrees with Myrdal's "postulate of'
 
perpetuating and self-increasing regional disparities under a regime

close to 'lassez faire, laissez passer' in regional policy" (638 -9).

If, as Brutzkus strives to establish, decentralized urbanization is a

better option 'or the less developed countries, what is capable of' gen­
erating such a process? Well-irtended policies can be ineffective in
 
yielding the results aimed for. The f'ocus therefore should be on both
 
the intent of' the policies pursued and their effects as manifested in
 
socioeconomic reality. According to Desmond ( 1971 :69--70), 
the key questions then are which policies and decisions have the strongest effect
 
on investment, employment, and incomes, and what can be said about the current

development policies of countries in the region [Asia] with regard to probable
distribution of income opportunities. A final question is whether decision-makers 
are likely to be responsive to locational policies which stem from a conscious de­
sire to control the rate and structure of urban growth if'these policies are felt to 
be inconsistent with income-maximizing objectives. 
I have already alluded to the role played by the Sri Lankan govern­
ment's investment policy in the peasant sector and need not reiterate 
it here. However, lest the investment policy be construed as a purely
magnanimous gesture on the part of the political elite, emanating from 
f'ortuitous circumstances, some elaboration of' the historical, topo­
graphical, political, and economic intricacies that gave rise to the 
policy is in order. 

Historically, Sri Lanka has been a hydraulic society par excellence, 
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peasant agriculture being the predominant mode of livelihood of the 
people. Tile state of disrepair in which the irrigation schenes of the 
dry zone lay l'or centuries had clustered the populace into the climat­
ically more viable wet zone, causing demographic pressure on its re­
source structure; and, in the absence of significant inputs of improved 
technology and agricultural practices, the resource stnicture of the wet 
zone tended to be stagnant. The situation at the turn of the century 
was essentially one of uncomnI_,hed resources and the need for a ra­
tionale for combining them. Arable land was available in the dry zone, 
but there were no people to cultivate it and not enough irrigation. As 
long as tea and rubber exports were capable of creating the foreign ex­
change needed to import enough food to keep tile :ountry fed, the 
Ricardian theory of comparative advantage was demonstrated to per­
fection. Convulsions in the economy were first felt when World War I 
broke out and interrupted the food importation; these events chal­
lenged British naval hegemony and threatened to plunge tile country 
into starvation. 

During this period Ceylonese nationalism was gathering momentum, 
fanned by liberal ideologies adopted by the "England returneds" who 
sought self-government. In search of an economic and cultural ideology 
counter to that of the Briti.., they turned to the heritage of the
"glorious hydraulic past" for legitimacy. With the advent of limited 
self-government under the Donoughmore Constitution, tile national 
political elite increasingly assumed the role of Robin Hood, clamoring
for concessions for the people. World War II saw Pax Britannicaseri­
ously challenged, further disruptions in food imports, and tile estab­
lishment of a legitimate rationale for the welfare state. Free education, 
free medical care, and subsidized food were its main features. 

The issue of the food su bsidy has, from the time of independence in 
1948, been in the limelight of the political arena; any threat to its con­
tinuance has been intimately connected with political catastrophe. 
With the secular decline in the terms of trade from tea, nibber, and 
coconut exports, each successive government has had to resort to defi­
cit financing to import rice l'or distribution to the people at prices well 
below cost, thus ensuring eventual bankruptcy. This unfortunate situa­
tion provides the background for the government's continued policy in 
peasant agriculture, a policy shaped by the political elites' accountabil­
ity to the electorate. Although articulate and militant, the numerically
smaller urbam working class and the middle class have much less po­
litical clout than the peasantry in the general elections. The mainte­
nance of direct or indirect income-transference programs benefiting 
the peasantry has been the sine quta non of political viability. 
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It is within this briefly sketched context that the process of ur­
banization in Sri Lanka has to be viewed. The decentralized pattern 
or urbanization entailing the growth of small towns is a joint result
of the political accountability of the elite to the masses, adverse terms
of trade, and an impressive response on the part of the peasantry to
market incentives. It is possible that enhanced trading activity that
took place because of dynamism generated in the peasant sector,
coupled with such welfare measures as the establishment of schools,
dispensaries, post offices, and police stations in central villages, may
have con tribu ted to the grwth of small towns that were gradually
granted urban status. In th o ahsence of more detailed information on
the environmental conditions ol' the small towns, it is not possible to 
test this hypothesis.

It must be noted, however, that not ';il small towns granted urban 
status by ministerial decree exhibited similar growth potentialin fact, 
some remained stagnant. Kadugannawa Urban Council, with 1,562
people in 1971, is such an extreme case. In Ior-u fIa ting urba n l)Oliciesfor the futu re, it might be p'2rtinent to examine the historical, eco­
nomic, communication, an d political configuration that inhibits or

enhances population concentration. Perhaps one covariant of the de­gree o' population concentration that is likely to display great pre­
dictive potential is the changing occu pational and industrial compo­
sition of the population in an urbanizing locality. Al though there have 
been changes in the definition of"economically active population"
from 1946 onward, as well as confusion arising from the use of' dif­
ferent classifikation systems, it would be productive to monitor the
ciianges in occtlpational and industrial composition along with changes
in population concentration over time. To the extent that data on
economic activity have been collected, the period of comparison may
profitably be extended to cover the 1901, ;ill, and 192 1 censuses. 

Although I have presented some evidence to demonstrate that small
towns in Sri Lanka have grown as much or more than the medium and
large towns, this analysis stops with urban areas as defined in 1953.
Published data were not available for 1963 to follow the growth per­
formance of nearly 50 newly reclassified urban localities, most of
which presumably started as small towns. Furthermore, I have not
systematically taken into account the effects of annexations and dele­
tions, although I have tried to control for e fects of reclassification.
Decomposition of urban growth into it:i components cf natural in­
crease ad net migration, with definitional and classification -langCs
controlled for, would provide t'urther insights into the patterns of 
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growth associated with town types. Possible influences of the age-sex
structure of town types should also be brought into the analysis.

Sri Lanka probably has not had a deliberate policy of decentralized
urbanization. But the incipient pattern of decentralized turdini/ation
that has materialized on the national canvas does reflect a public in­
vestment policy that has striven to reach the rural hinterland rather 
than exhaust itself in serving the primate city and its suburbs. It is
difficult to predict how long this trend can be sustained on continued 
investment in agriculture alone. Given a basic level of' prosperity of the 
peasantry through increased agricultural productivity, perhaps the nextstep is a gradual diversification into cottage and light industries at the 
grass-roots level and on a concerted scale. Such diversification will ne­
cessitate the creation of a domestic market and possibly foreign mar­
kets which were not required in the case of agriculture because it has 
operated within the context of an unsaturated domestic market. 
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