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Finding óReasons to Stayô amidst Issues of Well-being 

A Case Study of Two Underserved Communities in Colombo 

 

Introduction  

 

Migrating into cities has always been viewed as a more lucrative option throughout history 

across the globe. Colombo city is no exception in this regard. Historically, migration has 

contributed to growing numbers of residents in Colombo and this trend is likely to become 

even more significant in years to come with large numbers of rural poor coming into 

Colombo looking for more lucrative possibilities (Arularasi and Alikhan 2015). The highest 

number of lifetime internal migrants found in Colombo district is 26.5 per cent; among them 

42.8 per cent of migrants move to Colombo for employment (Department of Census & 

Statistics 2015). 

 

Colombo has been the central hub of political, economic, and administrative affairs of Sri 

Lanka since 1815, when the British brought the entire island under single administrative 

control. As in many countries in the Global South, low-income neighbourhoods in Colombo 

have their origins in the Colonial Period. The British colonial officers made Colombo a hub 

of economic and administrative functions, which increased employment opportunities. The 

expansion of the port in 1883, and its associated industries, was a primary instrument that 

stimulated the rise of a particular clustering of working-class tenements and small businesses. 

A survey conducted by the Colombo Municipal Council (CMC) and the Sevanatha Urban 

Resource Centre in 2011 studied 77,612 families living in 1,614 underserved settlements in 

Colombo. According to a report by Sevanatha (2013), these low-income neighbourhoods 

contain nearly half of Colomboôs population. Since the British period, various attempts have 

been made to find solutions to issues of congested low-income settlements in Sri Lanka. 

Unhealthy and overcrowded living standards of the low-income working class have grabbed 

the attention of the CMC since 1910 (Perera 2008).  

 

This paper attempts to explore the factors that encourage individuals to continue living in 

these low-income neighbourhoods in spite of the overcrowded living standards that have been 

recorded by many researchers as leading to certain difficult life situations (DôCruz, 

McGranahan, and Sumithre 2009; Horen 2002; Silva and Athukorala 1991). The paper opens 
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with a discussion on the living conditions of people in underserved communities followed by 

a discussion of the methods of data collection employed in the study. The discussion of 

findings, guided by Pouw and McGregorôs (2014) well-being model, is presented under three 

main titles, namely material well-being, relational well-being, and subjective well-being.  

 

Background: Living Conditions of L ow-income, Marginalized Neighbourhoods 

 

Underserved communities in Colombo have been recorded to be laden with problems such as 

drug abuse and dealing, petty theft and other deviant behaviours, abuse of alcohol, and 

frequent verbal and physical fighting. These problems are looked upon by residents in these 

communities as threatening the educational opportunities available to their children and the 

general well-being of all residents (Lakshman, Ekanayaka, and Lakshman 2016; Lakshman, 

Herath, Alikhan, and Ekanayake 2016). In fact many residents mention a desire to move out 

from these neighbourhoods. In spite of this desire, some researchers highlight that residents 

are reluctant to move out from these neighbourhoods even when they are offered free housing 

or houses at subsidized prices by the Government (Lakshman, Herath, Alikhan, and 

Ekanayaka 2016). Their dissatisfaction about such kinds of relocation is mostly related to the 

fact that they feel socially disjointed when their former social relations get disrupted due to 

relocation/resettlement. This indicates that residents in underserved communities enjoy strong 

social bonds.  

 

The congested nature of urban underserved neighbourhoods, a condition never appreciated by 

residents, creates the background for a unique kind of social networking. In contrast to 

wealthier neighbourhoods, interaction between individuals in low-income neighbourhoods is 

hard to avoid in poorer parts of cities where space is typically limited. Bayat (2013: 180) 

outlines ñproximityò and ñinteractionò as factors which help different people to socialize with 

each other. However, generally, underserved settlements are looked at as problematic places, 

which contain dystopian elements, such as prejudice, violence, drugs, and organized crime 

(Blau and Blau 1982; Brennan-Galvin 2002; Felbab-Brown 2011; Lakshman, Herath, 

Alikhan, and  Ekanayake 2016).  

 

Even under these problematic conditions, everyday engagements in these neighbourhoods are 

observed as leading to well-being and happiness. The commonly found negative perceptions 

of underserved settlements fail to recognize the valuable characteristics of such places (Datta 
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2012). People in low-income neighbourhoods individually and collectively make various 

attempts to meet essential needs in their everyday life. Roy (2011) considers the slum as a 

place of collective action. For Roy (2011: 223) the slum is ña terrain of habitation, livelihood, 

self-organization and politics.ò In certain places, everyday engagement and interaction among 

dwellers in low-income neighbourhoods take place for common tasks such as basic 

infrastructural improvements, security and work (Amin 2013).  

 

Well-being and happiness are broad and vague notions which differ according to people and 

cultures. Gough and McGregor (2007: 4) state that ñwell-being is an umbrella concept, 

embracing at least óobjective well-beingô and ósubjective well-beingô.ò Objective well-being 

is determined by factors external to the respective human community. In contrast, the 

communityôs internal characteristics and features determine subjective well-being. Both lead 

to happiness and sometimes they are mutually dependent. We all have different meanings for 

happiness, pleasure, being engaged, and life satisfaction. Well-being and happiness are 

essential for every human being for ensuring psychological and physical well-being which 

help to reduce health risks and enhance the lifespan. The more common view is that well-

being and happiness are luxurious conditions of life experienced exclusively by wealthy 

people. People living in low-income neighbourhoods also experience well-being and 

happiness in everyday life. For example, although per capita income in Bangladesh is low, 

the level of happiness in Bangladesh is higher than in many other countries including some 

developed nations (Camfield, Choudhury, and Devine 2009). Another comparative study 

illustrates that the average life satisfaction was fairly negative among Americans but positive 

for street inhabitants in Calcutta (Biswas-Diener and Diener 2006).  

 

Rojas (2005: 261) describes that many factors influence overall quality of life and 

happiness. He states that different people have different definitions of what a happy life is. 

However, happiness depends on socioeconomic and demographic conditions of a person. 

People consider that higher levels of income are closely associated with higher levels of well-

being as it leads to material accumulation. However, studies show that income does not have 

a strong influence on well-being and happiness of people (Diener and Suh 2003; Fuentes 

and Rojas 2001). Another study concludes that income has a close interaction with 

happiness in developing countries like Bangladesh (Mahmud and Sawada 2018). This study 

suggests that material well-being should also be uplifted in order to enhance happiness.  
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Pouw and McGregor (2014) argue that economic growth alone does not improve well-being. 

In their three dimension of well-being intersecting model, they highlight that other aspects of 

well-being may suffer when material aspects of well-being improve. Pouw and McGregor 

(2014: 16) define human well-being as ña state of being with others and the natural 

environment that arises where human needs are met, where individuals and social groups can 

act meaningfully to pursue their goals, and where they are satisfied with their way of life.ò 

According to this definition they explore well-being through three important aspects, namely 

material, relational, and cognitive/subjective aspects of peopleôs needs and goals in life 

(Figure 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Pouw and McGregor (2014) 

 

Figure 1. The three dimensions of well-being intersecting 

 

 

The three aspects of well-being can be distinguished according to the above Venn diagram. 

Peopleôs needs and goals may not be satisfactorily fulfilled by means of material (M), 

relational (R) or cognitive/subjective (C) taken separately. Some people may be satisfied 

about their life if two of the above aspects are fulfilled, i.e., (MžR) or (RžC) or (MžC). 

However, Pouw and McGregor (2014) illustrate that most realistic well-being is found 

through a combination of all three dimensions (MžRžC).  
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Methods of Data Collection 

 

Two underserved settlements with relatively high numbers of migrants were selected for this 

study, namely Sammanthranapura Grama Niladhari Division from Colombo Divisional 

Secretariat Division and Wadulla Grama Niladhari Division from Kolonnawa Divisional 

Secretariat Division (see Figure 2.) These sites consist of multi-ethnic, multi-religious people 

with different migration experiences such as interurban, intra-urban and rural-urban. These 

migrants have arrived in these sites voluntarily or involuntarily as relocatees during different 

periods due to various relocation projects. Findings reveal that employment, marriage, 

accompanying family members, and relocation as key reasons for migration.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                   Source: Survey data 

 

Figure 2. Study sites 

 

Data for this paper was collected mainly through interviews. The activity was ethically 

cleared before fieldwork and informed consent received from respondents. Many authors 

have highlighted benefits of using interviews in a research study of this nature. Qualitative 

approaches are significant in understanding peopleôs experiences of well-being (Camfield, 

Crivello, and Woodhead 2008). Interviews have a significant potential to dig deeper and 

gather more appropriate information when compared with other data collection methods in 

the qualitative trajectory. Interviews provide space for ordinary people, especially the 

marginalized, to freely explain their life situations in their own words (Cook 2008; Kvale 
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2006). It is a notable method to understand the ways people live in and create their day-to-

day lives and social world (Warren 2004). Atkinston (2004: 567) expressed that ña life story 

narrative can be a valuable text for learning about human endeavour, or how the self evolves 

over time, and becomes a meaning maker with a place in society, the culture, and history.ò  

 

Thirty face-to-face in-depth interviews with a purposively selected sample were employed in 

this research. This paper explores the nature of well-being and happiness in two underserved 

communities in Colombo. We approach well-being and happiness through the three 

dimensions of the well-being model introduced by Pouw and McGregor (2014). We explore 

the material dimension of respondents through housing condition, physical environment, and 

tenure. Subjective well-being will be understood through feelings of shame, fear, and tension. 

Finally, the relational aspect of well-being will be understood through social and family 

networks.  

 

The Study Sites 

 

Wadulla Grama Niladhari Division is located in Colombo North, near the Kelani Bridge, 

which is one of the main entrances to Colombo. Map 2 highlights the neighbourhood and its 

prominent features which are demarcated by natural and social boundaries. The northern part 

of this neighbourhood extends to an abandoned railway track and the southern part goes up to 

a canal. In addition to residentsô settlements, this area has some important government 

institutions such as the Sri Lanka Atomic Energy Board, Automobile Engineering Training 

Institute, Kelanitissa power station complex and combined cycle power plant.  
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                                                                     Source: Survey data 

 

Figure 3.  Map of Wadulla Grama Niladhari Division  

 
 

Earlier, this area looked like a forest; thus people referred to it as ñWadullaò (meaning forest 

in Sinhala). In 1964, there were five Tamil families, five Muslim families, and around 30 

Sinhalese families living in this neighbourhood. Over the years people from in and out of 

Colombo migrated to this neighbourhood. This area is regularly affected by flooding of the 

Kelani River partly as a result of many environmentally sensitive places including the canal 

been encroached and covered by concrete. During floods residents are either forced to live in 

the upper floor of their house or to move temporarily to safe places.  

 

Sammanthranapura Grama Niladhari Division is located in Mattakkuliya adjoining Kelani 

River in Colombo 15 (see Figure 4.). This settlement was established in 1976 for people who 

were evicted from their places of residence for infrastructural developments that took place 

for the hosting of Non-Aligned Summit. The name Sammanthranapura derived from 

óSummitpuraô, literally meaning óthe town where the summit was heldô. Earlier, this area was 

a marshy land and it was filled with debris/garbage when it was given to evicted people. 
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                                                                        Source: Survey data 

 

Figure 4. Map of Sammanthranapura Grama Niladhari Division 

 

 

According to the Grama Niladhari, in 2017, this neighbourhood consisted of around 2000 

families. Among them approximately 700 families lived in encroached lands. This multi-

ethnic community consists of people from all main ethnic groups in Sri Lanka, with a 

Sinhalese majority.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Data generated from in-depth interviews were subjected to a manual thematic analysis to 

identify the material, subjective, and relational well-being of the residents. Data was analysed 

to see if the said well-being aspects were significant in the personôs decision to migrate to the 

selected communities and to remain there.  
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Material Well-being 

 

One of the key factors that attract migrants to these underserved neighbourhoods is the 

ñlocationò. Both sites have prompt transport facilities which make it possible for the residents 

to comfortably reach any destination for employment and other services. The majority of 

residents consider Wadulla the ñbest place for poor peopleò (Nethi beri ayata hondama 

thena) because of various factors, particularly the economic benefits of living in the location. 

Researchers working in similar underserved communities in other locations have made 

similar findings (Mitra 2010; Owusu, Agyei-Mensah, and Lund 2008). Employment, 

transport facilities, affordable house rent, and daily consumables are some key elements that 

encourage low-income people to move into these neighbourhoods.  

We looked for a house in many places. According to our financial status at the time, this was the 

only house we could afford. We didn't get any house in the other areas. The rent was low in this 

area only. If we want to rent a comfortable house, we need to pay around 17,000 rupees (Female, 

34 years) 

The location makes it possible for residents to get informal employment in nearby 

warehouses, container yards, factories, and markets. Most of these places can be reached on 

foot from the locations under study. Some other places like the Peliyagoda fish market and 

the Pettah Manning Market, which are located five to six kilometres away, can be reached 

easily by public transport. According to the Grama Niladhari, around 75% of 

Sammanthranapura residents are labourers and their livelihood depends on the informal 

sector.   

I donôt think big. I just want to live in peace with the children. If there is a house and a good job, 

that is all I need. I can provide for my family with a good job. (Male, 43 years) 

 

There are lots of jobs available. Like packaging worké this and thaté There are lots of jobs 

around here, which I am planning to do. (Female, 38 years) 

 

Some residents opted to stay in these neighbourhoods with the intention of educating their 

children in Colombo. Having an address in Colombo opens up the possibility of educating 

oneôs children in a ñColombo schoolò because, in Sri Lanka, schools are allocated based on 

the distance from home to school. Preference for a school in Colombo by residents of 

underserved communities, due to the better physical and human resources available in these 

schools, has been recorded previously (Lakshman, Ekanayaka, and Lakshman 2016).  



14 
 

We have our own house elsewhere. We have rented this house here. Everyone close to us is far 

away from us. They stay in Wattala and so on. We are living here because we want to educate our 

children. (Female, 38 years) 

 

Some residents were attracted to the material well-being that was provided in their current 

residence to the extent that they refused to move out of the current location even if the 

Government provides them housing facilities.  

I don't like to live in the flats given by the Government. It will be like poultry shed... they will build 

multi-storey buildings and we cannot live there. If they force us to leave from here, we will leave 

only if they provide compensation for this place. (Male, 44 years) 

 

Three housing patterns can be observed in these neighbourhoods, namely 1) permanent; 2) 

semi-permanent; and 3) temporary. The floor area of these houses range from 150 square feet 

to 600 square feet. Some dwellers build two storeyed houses which keeps them safe during 

floods. The majority of houses have pipe-borne water, electricity, and latrine facilities. Public 

water and toilets are also available for those who do not have these facilities in their houses. 

The majority of respondents live in their own houses. There are various types of documents 

that people highlight to claim house ownership. Only a few respondents have a housing card 

(Kudumbi patha) issued by the government and the rest of the people claim ownership 

through the tax number, i.e., a ñTò number (which is a temporary number issued by the 

Grama Niladhari to get electricity and water supply), and utility bills (electricity and water).  

 

Residentsô satisfaction and happiness about house ownership and the general location seemed 

to differ based on these different housing types and conditions. For example, those with T 

numbers were concerned about their house being demolished one day and were, therefore, 

keen to move out of the neighbourhood.  

We paid little by littleé we purchased it for 250,000 rupees and I did some repair works. If they 

say Té. this is Té.. There are three houses here with T numbers. For these riverside houses, they 

have given this T number. So, they will demolish. (Male, 42 years) 

 

Residents with their own houses seemed relatively happy with their housing arrangement and 

satisfied with the benefits offered by the location. Previous researchers also have found house 

ownership to provide an anchor in the community for the respondents (Carpenter, Daniere, 

and Takahashi 2004; Glaeser and Sacerdote 1999; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997). 
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The present research also found house owners to be happier and have a stronger hold in the 

community.   

This is my own house. When we were living in Wattala, we had to search for money to pay the 

monthly house rent. The incomeé Now, I am thinking that... it is good we came here... be it a 

good place or bad place. We have a place to live. (Male, 67 years) 

 

I was born in one place and now living in another place. But, actually I love this place very much. 

Because, the people are so good. There are people who live in the same place for 50 years, but 

they don't even know their neighbours. In my case, you will not be able to find a single person 

here who doesnôt know me. If a person doesn't know me here, he must have been born yesterday 

or come to this place yesterday. (Male, 60 years) 

 

 

Figure 5. Housing quality in community 

 

Significant numbers of residents live in rented houses. There are two systems of rent in 

practice. The monthly rent system requires people to pay advance money for two or three 

months and then pay the promised rent every month. When the tenant leaves that house in 

one or two years the landlord has to return the advance money after deduction of any dues. 

The other system is the ñlong leaseò (Baddha). Here, the tenant pays a bulk of money at once 

and pays a small amount as rent (this rent is very low compared with the current rent rate in 

the area). In most cases, the landlord uses this money to either invest in some business or to 

settle debts. The landlord has to return that bulk amount to the tenant at the completion of the 
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agreement period. Residents living in such lease houses too were keen to have their own 

house.  

We have taken this house by paying 400,000 rupees and we are paying 1,000 rupees rent per 

monthé If we want to be happy we need a house and a vehicle. That is the only happiness. 

(Female, 43 years) 

 

House ownership, for these residents in underserved communities, is not simply a matter of 

owning a house or not. It is a deciding factor that determines if a residentôs name will appear 

in the votersô list. The resident has to provide documents to prove house ownership or a no 

objection letter from the landlord to the Grama Niladhari to ensure entry into the votersô list. 

In general, landlords are reluctant to give no objection letters to tenants because of a worry 

that the tenant may take over the house after residing in it for several years. Due to this same 

reason landlords do not usually extend the lease contract for more than two years. This 

necessitates the tenants to find a house every two years. Residents are denied several facilities 

such as school admission, and certificates of residence from the Grama Niladhari if their 

names do not appear on the votersô list.  

We do not have voting power ï we have not voted for a long period. House owners panic that 

tenants may claim house ownership if they live in the house for 5-10 years and get GN 

certification/letters for this address. Therefore, no house owner allows the tenants to take any type 

of letter with this address. (Female, 47 years) 

 

Residents in these neighbourhoods enjoy not only affordable house rent but also daily 

consumables at cheaper prices. This is another factor which motivates people to remain in 

this type of underserved settlement.  

In this neighbourhood you can get everything cheap for the amount that you have in your pocket. You 

can even get half a coconut, green chillies worth Rs. 10, ½ ounce milk powder. In this place, anyone 

can get their daily needs at affordable prices. (Male, 65 years) 

 

A migrant mother had the following to say about affordable prices that match their daily 

needs:  

There is something affordable to eat here. In Kurunegala, we have to buy a whole packet of milk. 

Here we can buy some milk powder for 20 or 50 rupees. (Female, 44 years) 

 

There were some respondents who felt that the prices in Colombo are high and difficult to 

manage. However, these comments were made mostly based on a comparison between 
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the ñvillageò and ñcityò life with a sense of nostalgia. For example, the woman who made 

the following statement has moved into this neighbourhood after her marriage and has 

been made to live in her husbandôs house built by his parents. This is more a case of 

ñinheriting a houseò rather than voluntarily opting to live in this location.  

In terms of differences... Our village was good. For everything... we didn't feel any difficulties. In 

Colombo, people face difficulties. The price levels are high here. Those things are not a problem 

in the village... (Female, 39 years) 

 

Hitherto, we examined the pull factors that stimulate people to move and live in these 

neighbourhoods. Residents were able to ñfindò enough ñmaterial reasonsò to confirm their 

desire to migrate to and stay in the neighbourhood. Even with issues such as house 

ownership, inability to get their names into the votersô list and possibilities of forced 

relocation, these residents were satisfied with the material benefits offered by the location.  

 

Additionally, there were some other negative elements, not directly connected with house 

ownership, that created concerns for the residents about their material well-being. Lack of 

infrastructure facilities such as a proper drainage system and sub-roads were mentioned by 

many respondents during interviews. These infrastructural issues are usually associated with 

further problems such as diseases and pollution (Rashid 2009). Respondents were of the view 

that the living conditions of this neighbourhoods will drastically improve if the Government 

paid proper attention to infrastructural issues.  

Our only hope is that the Government would fulfil  its responsibility towards us by making and 

maintaining the roads, drainage system etc. If they do these things properly... that is enough. 

(Male, 44 years)  

Lack of development is the problem.... when we enter into this area.... you can see open drains... It 

creates some odd feeling.... other than that... The flood enters here. If the roads are available 

here.... the problem will be solved. (Male, 44 years) 
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Figure 6. Environment during the rainy season 

 

In spite of these infrastructural problems that create various health and other difficult ies for 

the residents, they continued to appreciate the material benefits brought in by the ñlocationò. 

The following statement by one of the respondents clearly shows that material well-being is 

the strongest factor that keeps them attracted to the neighbourhood.  

We donôt want to stay here continuously. Even now we are searching for a suitable house. 

Recently also we tried to move from here. If we can get the income correctly according to our 

needs, we have the idea to change the place. (Female, 38 years) 

 

The resident is clearly stating that her current location is the best place for them given their 

ócurrentô income. Easy access to informal economic activities and the low cost of living 

seemed to be the two main factors appreciated by the respondents in terms of their material 

well-being.  

 

Relational Well-being 

 

Statements by many respondents reveal that they enjoy strong social networks with family 

and friends. However, the extent of community engagement and strength of social networks 

are decided by dwellersô migration period (Carpenter, Daniere, and Takahashi 2004) and their 

employment. Non-migrantsô and informal sector employeesô networking ability is higher than 


