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Finding 6 Re a s otna gntidst IssBes of Wellbeing

A Case Study of Two Undeserved Communities in Colombo

Introduction

Migrating into citieshasalways been vieweds a more lucrative option throughout history
across the globe. Colombo city is no exception in this reddistorically, mgration has
contributedto growing numbes of residents in Colomband this trend isikely to become
even more significant in years to comagth large numbers of rural poor coming into
Colombo looking for more lucrative possibiliti€arularasiand Alikhan 2015) The highest
number of lifetimenternal migrantfound in Colombodistrictis 26.5 percent amongthem
42.8 percent of migrants move toColombo for employment(Department ofCensus&
Statistics20195.

Colombo has been the central hub of political, econpamd 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,loaome neighbourhoods in Colombo

have their origins in the Colonial Periothe Britishcolonial 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 gaular clustering of workinglass tenements and small businesses.

A survey conducted bthe Colombo Municipal Council (CMC) and the SevanathaJrban
Resource Centrim 2011 studied77,612 families livingin 1,614underservedettlements in
Colombo. According to a reporby Sevanathg2013) these lowincome neighbourhoods
contain nearl y hal fSincefthe Britidh pemduovarisus atterppts have i o n .
been made to find solutions tssues ofcongestedow-income settlementin Sri Lanka.
Unhealthy and overcrowded living standards of the-lo@ome working class have grabbed
the attention of the CMC since 19(@®erera 2008)

This paper attempts to explore the factors #hatourage individuals to contie living in

these lowincome neighbourhoods in spitetbé overcrowded livingtandards that have been
recorded by many researcheas leading to certain difficullife situations (D6 Cr u z ,
McGranahanand Sumithre2009 Horen 2002 Silva andAthukoralal991). The paper opens



with a discussion othe living conditions of people in underserved communities followed by
a discussion othe methods of data collection employed in the study. The discussion of
findings, guided byPouw and McGregdr €014 well-beingmodel is presentedinderthree

main titles, namely materialell-being relationalvell-being and subjectivavell-being

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

Underserved comumities inColombo have been recorded tolbgen withproblems such as
drug abu® and dealing, petty theft and othdeviant behaviours, abuse of alcohahd
frequent verbal and physical fightinghese problems are looked upon by residents in these
communities as threatening the educational opportunitiagaéie totheir childrenand the
generalwell-beingof all residentsl(akshman, Ekanayakand Lakshman 2016t akshman
Herath, Alikhan andEkanayake2016) In fact many residentsiention adesire 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 troffeaed free housing

or housesat subsidized pricesdby the GovernmentLakshman Herath, Alikhan, and
Ekanayak&016. Their dissatisfactiomboutsuch king of relocation is mosyl related to the

fact thd they feel socially disjointed whetheir former social relationget disruged due to
relocation/resettlementhis indicates thatesidents irunderserved communitienjoy strong
social bonds.

The congested nature of urban underserved neighbourleodsdition never appreciateg
residents creates the background for a unique kindso€ial networking.In contrat to
wealthier neighbourhood#teraction between individuais low-incomeneighbourhoodss
hard to avoid in poorer parts of cities where space is typically limBagiat (2013 180
outlinesfproximityd andfinteractiord as factors which helgifferent people tsocializewith
each otherHowever, g@nerally,underserved settlemerdge looled at as problematic places,
which contain dystopian elementuch as prejudice, violence, drugs, amganized crime
(Blau and Blau 1982; BrennanGalvin 2002; FelbabBrown 2011; Lakshman, Herath,
Alikhan, and Ekanayake 2016)

Even under thegeroblematic conditionsveryday engagements in these neighbourhaoels
observed ateadng to well-beingand happiness’he commonly found egative perceptian

of underserved settlemerf@l to recognize the valuable characteristics of such plizatsa
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2012) People inlow-income neighbourhoods individually and collectively make various
attempts taneetessentiaheeds in their everyday lif&koy (2011) considershe slum asa
place of collective action. For Rg2011: 223he slum igia terrain of habitation, livelihood,
selforganizatiorand politics b certainplacesgeveryday engagement and interactionong
dwellers in low-income neighbourhoodstake place forcommon taks such as basic

infrastructuraimprovementsseurity andwork (Amin 2013).

Well-beingand happinesarebroad and vague notisnvhich differ according tgpeopleand
cultures. Gough and McGrego(2007 4) statethat fiwell-being is an umbrella concep
embracingat east Omelbbpirgt t a v ive wall-bgingd@ @bjectivewell-being

is determinedby factors externalto the respectivehuman community In contrast, the
communityy s;ternalcharacteristics and featrdetemine subjectivewell-being Both lead
to happiness and sometisiey are mutually dependentWe all have different meanisdor
hapiness pleasure, being engaged, and life satibn. Well-being and happinessra
essential for everjauman beingor ensuringpsychological and physicavell-being which
help to reduce health risks and enhanice lifespan The more common view is thatell-
being and happiness are luxurioesnditions of life experienced exclusively by wealthy
people. People limg in low-income neighbourhoodslso experiencewell-being and
happiness in everyday lif€or exampledthough per capitancome in Bangladesh is low
the level of happiness in Baagdesh is higher than in many other countries including some
developed nationgCamfield Choudhury and Devine 2009) Another comparative study
illustrates that the average life satisfaction feady negative among Americans but positive

for street inhabitants in Caltta (BiswasDienerandDiener 2006)

Rojas (2005 261) describesthat many factors influenceverall quality of life and
happinessHe states that differentepple havealifferentdefinitions ofwhata happy life is.
However, happinesdepend on socioeconomic and demograpltonditiors of a person
People consider that higher &sof incomeareclosely associatedith higher levels ofvell-

beingas it leads to material accumulatidfowever, studies shothatincome doesiot have
a strorg influence onwell-being and happiness of peopléiener and Suh 2003-uentes
and Rojas 2001 Another study conclugs that income has alose interaction with
happiness in developing countries like Banglad@éahmud and Sawada 2018)his study

suggestshatmaterialwell-beingshould also be uplifted in order to enhance happiness



Pouw and McGregor (2014rguethat economic growtalonedoes noimprovewell-being

In their three dimension afell-beingintersecting model, they highligtitat other aspects of
well-being may sufferwhen material aspects a#ell-being improve Pouw and McGrego

(2014: 16) define humanwell-being as fia 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 witlwtheif life. 0
According tothis definition they explorevell-beingthrough three important aspectamely

material, relatonaland cognitive/ subjective

(Figure 1)

aspects

Material
wellbeing (M)

Cognitive/Subjective
wellbeing (C) RNC

mnc MNR

Relational

wellbeing (R)

Source: Pouvand McGregor (2014)

Figure 1. The three dimensions ofvell-being intersecting

The three aspects ofell-beingcan be distinguishedceording to tle aboveVenn diagram
Peopl ebs n esenthg notdoe sditisfactordy| fulfilled by means ofmaterial (M)
relational (R)or cognitive'subjective (C)taken separately Some people mape satisfed
abouttheir life if two of the above aspects are fulfillede, (Mz R pr (R zC) or (Mz C).

However, Pouw and McGrego(2014) illustrate thatmost realisticwell-being is found

througha combination ofall three dimension(Mz

R C).
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Methods of Data Collection

Two underserved settlements with relatively higimbers oimigrants were selectddr this
study, namely Sammanthranapura Grama Niladhari Division from Colombo Divisional
Secretariat Divisionand Wadulla Grama Niladhari Division from Kolonnawa Divisional
Secretariat DivisiorfseeFigure 2.)Thesesitesconsistof multi-ethnic, multireligious people
with different migration experiences such as intenurhatraurban and ruralirban.These
migrantshavearrived in these sitesoluntarily or involuntarily as relocage during different
periods due to various relocation projectBindings revealthat employmentmarriage,

accompanying family membemsnd relocation akey reasons for migration.

Colombo Divisional Secretary Kolonawa Divisional Secretary

Division Division s .
p ] }Wadulla] ¥
gg ; % 0 1 2
— KM

»  Colombo District

Study sites of
Sri Lanka

i
KM,

o s
— Source: Survey Department, Colombo, 2016,

Source: Survey data

Figure 2. Study sites

Data for this paper wasollected mainlythrough interviews The activity was ethically

cleared befordieldwork and informed consent received from respondeMi@ny authors

have highlighted benefits of using interviews in a research study ohahise Qualitative
approaches arsignificanti n under st andi ng weldgngEéandielde x per i
Crivello, and Woodhead2008) Interviews have a significant potential to dig dereand

gather more appropriate information when compavéd other data collection methods in

the qualitative trajectory.Interviews provide space forordinary people, especiallyhe

marginalized to freely explaintheir life situations in their own word€¢ok 2008;Kvale

9



2006). It is a notable method to understand the ways people live in and create their day
day lives and social world (Warren 200Atkinston (2004: 567)expressed thdia life story
narrative can be a valuable text for learning about husndeavouror how the self evolves
over time, and becomes a meaning maker with a place in society/ttire,cand history 0

Thirty faceto-face indepth interviewswith a purposivel selected samphkereemployed in
this resears. This paperexploresthe natureof well-beingand happiness two underserved
communities in ColomboWe approachwell-being and happiness througthe three
dimensions othe well-beingmodelintroduced byPouw and McGregor (2014)Ve explore
the material dimension of respondents through housing condition, physical envirgmament
tenure.Subjectivewell-beingwill be understood througteelings of shame, fearand tension.
Finally, the relational aspect ofvell-being will be understood througkocial and family

networks

The Study Sites

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

which is oneof themain entranceto Colombo. Map 2 highlights the neighbowbd and its

prominent features whicaredemarcate by natural and social boundari@$e rorthern part

of this neighbourhood extends to an abandoned railway tracthasouthern part goes up to

a canal . I n additi on areahas some ihportantsgovermmentt | e m
institutions such athe Sri Lanka Atomic Energy Board, Aomobile Engineering Training

Institute, Kelanitissa power station complex and combined cycle power plant.
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Figure 3. Map of Wadulla Grama Niladhari Division

Earlier, this aredookedlike a forest thus people refeed toit asfiwadullad (meaning érest

in Sinhalg. In 1964, there were five Tamil families, fiveudlim families and around 30
Sinhalese families limg in this neighbourhoodOver the yearpeople from in and oubf
Colombo migratd to this neighbourhoodlhis area igegularly affected byflooding of the
Kelani River partly as a result of many environmentally sensitive places including the canal
been encroached and coveredcbycrete During floods residents areitherforced to live in

the upper flooof their house oto move temporarily to safe plage

Sammanthranapur@rama Niladhari Divisions locatedin Mattakkuliya adjoining Kelani

River in Colombo 1%seeFigure 4). This settlement was established in 1976people who

were evictedfrom their places of resideador infrastructural developments that took place

for the hosting ofNontAligned Summit. The name Sammanthranapuraerived from
OSummi it pgeadal ly meaning 6t he Ealiegthisarbaevase t he
a marshy land and it wéiled with debris/garbagehenit wasgiven to evicted people
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Figure 4. Map of Sammanthranapura Grama Niladhari Division

According to the Grama Niladhaiin 2017, this neighbourhood consest of around 2000
families Among themapproximately 700 families livkin encroached lands his mult+
ethnic community consistef people from all main ethnic groups Sri Lanka with a

Sinhalesenajority.

Data Analysis

Data generated fronm-depthinterviews were subjected to a manual thematic anatgsis
identify the material, subjectiyand relationalvell-beingof the residentdata wasanalysed

to see if thesaidwell-beingaspectsver e si gni fi cant i n ttothe per so

selecteccommunities and to remain there
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Material Well-being

One of the key factors that attractnigrants to these underservedighbourhoos is the
Alocatiord. Both sites have prompt transpéatilities which make it possible for theesidents
to comfortably reach any destinatidar employment and other serviceghe majority of
residents consider Wadulkke fibest place for poor peogleNethi beri ayata hondama
theng because of various factorgrticularly the economic benefits of living in the location
Researchers working in similar underservedngunities in other locations have made
similar findings Mitra 2010; Owusu, AgyeiMensah, and Lund 2008§. Employment,
transport facilities, affordableouse rentanddaily consumablearesome key elementhat

encouragéow-income people to mowvato these neighbourhoods
Welooked for a house imany places. According our financial status at thiéme, his was the
only houseve could affordWe 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, veglrie pay around 17,000 rupe@®male,

34 years)

The location makes ipossille for residentsto get informal enploymentin nearby
warehouses, container yardactories and marketsMost of these placesan be reached on
foot from the locations under studg§ome other places likihe Peliyagoda fish market and
the Pettah Mannindgvarket which are located five to sikilometresaway, canbe reacted
easily by public transport According to the Grama Niladhari, around 75% of
Sammanthranapura residergse labourers and thelivelihood depend on the informal

sector
I dondét think big. I just want to |live in peace

that is all | need. | can provide for my family with a good jdbtalé, 43 years

Thereare lotsof jobs available. Like packagingor k é t hi sThaeamw lotsdi pls é

around herewhich | am planning to dgFemale, 38 yea)s

Some residents opted to stay in these neighbourhetdshe intetion of educating their
children in ColomboHaving an address in Colombo opens up the possibility of educating
oneds c laiCblanbeschoal becaise in Sri Lanka,schools are allocated based on
the distance from home to schodPreference for a school in Colombo by residents of
underserved communitiedue to the better physical and human resources available in these
schoolshas beenrecordedoreviously (Lakshman, EkanayakadLakshman 2016).
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We have ouown houseelsewhereWe have rentethis househere. Everyoneclose to usgs far
away from us. fley stay in Wattala and so .0We are living here because want toeducaé our

children. (Female, 38 yeals

Some residents wetractedto the materialvell-beingthat was provided in their current
residence to the extent that they retlse 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 tvermment It will be like poultry shed... they will build

multi-storey buildings and we cannot live there. If they force us to leave from heseillieave
only if they prowile compensation for this placeviéle, 44 years

Three housing patterns can be observed in thegghbourhoodsnamely 1)permanent; 2)
semipermanentand3) temporary The foor area othesehouses range from 150 square feet
to 600 square feeSome dwellerduild two stoeyed houseswhich keeps them safduring
floods. The nmajority of houses havpipe-borne water, electricityand latrinefacilities. Rublic
water and toiletarealso aailable forthosewho do not have these facilities their houses.
The majority of respondents livan their own houses.Here are various types of documents
that people highlight to claim housenership. Onlya few respondents hawehousing card
(Kudumbi patha issued by the government atide rest of the people claimownership
throughthe tax number,i.e., a iTd number (vhich is a temporary number issued by the

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

Resident8satisfactionrand happinesabout house ownership and the general locatsamed
to differ based onhese different housing types and conditions. For example, those with T
numbers were concerned about their house being demolished ommdiagre therefore,

keen to move out of theeighbourhood.
We paid little by littleé we purchased it for 265
say Té. this is Té.. Ther es Fortesetiviersidediousetbey ses her e

have given this T numhe3o, they wildemolish (Male, 42 years)

Residents wittitheir own houses seemed relatively happy with their housing arrangament
satisfied with the benefits offered by the locatiBrevious researchers also have found house
ownership to provide an anchor in the community forréspondentgCarpenter, Daniere,
and Takahashi 2004Glaeser and Sacerdote 1983mpson Raudenbushand Earls 1997).
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The pesent research also found hooeseers tobe happier antiave a stronger hold in the
community.
This is my wn house. When we were living\Mattala, we had to search for morypay the
monthly house rent T h e iNowe bamethinking that... it is good we came here... be it a
good place or bad plac&Ve have a place to livevigle, 67 yeark

| wasbornin one place andiow living inanother place. But, actually | love this place very much.
Because, the people ase good.There are people who live the sameplace for 50 years, but
they don'teven knowtheir neighbars. In my caseyou will not be able to find aingle person

herewh o d &rw med If a person doesn't know me here, he mustbleandorn yesterdy

or cometo this place yesterdayMale, 60 years

Rl
Figure 5. Housing qualityin community

Significant numbers of residents live in rexthouses. Therera two systems of rerin
practice.The nonthly rentsystem requirepeopleto pay advance money for two or three
months andhen pay the promised ren¢very month. When theenant leaveshat howse in
one or two years the lalwid hasto return theadvance money after deduction of adyes
Theother system itheflong lease (Baddha). Here,the tenant pag/a bulk of money at once
and pag a small amount as rent (this rent is very low comgarngh the currentrent rate in
the area)ln most cases, the landlord ugks money to either invest some busings or to

settledebts. The lardrd has to return that bulk amount to the tenant at the compldtibe o
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agreement periodResidents living in such lease houses too were keen to have their own

house.
We have taken thisiouse by paying 400,000 rupessd we are pging 1000 rupees rent per

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

(Female, 43 years)

House ownershipfor these residents in underserved communiisesptsimply a matter of
owning a house or not. i a decithg factort hat det er mi n e swilliappeaa
i n t he Vlberesideatdasd progidedocuments to provhouseownershipor a no
objection letter fronthe landlord to the Gma Niladhart o ensur e entry
In general, landlordarereluctant to give no objection letteio tenantsbecauseof a worry
that the tenant may take over the house adtgiding in it for several yearBue to thissame
reasonlandlords do not usually extend theleasecontract for more than two yearThis

necessitates the tenants to find a house ewary¢arsResidents are denied several facilities

suchas school admissiorand certificates of residencom the Grama Niladhari if their

namesdonotappean t he v.oterso | i st
Wedo not have voting powér we have not voted for a longeriod. House owners pantbat
tenants may claim house ownership if thelve in the house for 510 years andget GN
certification/lettersfor thisaddress Therefore, ndvouse owneallowsthetenantsto take any type

of letterwith thisaddress(Female, 47 years)

Residents in these neighbourhoods enjmy only affordable house rent but also daily
consumables at cheaper pric&his is anothefactor which motivatespeople to remain in

this type of underserved settlement.
In this neighbourhot you can get everything chefgy the amount that you have in yquocket You

canevenget halfa coconut, green chilleworth Rs.10, ¥ ounce milk powder. In this place, anyone

can get theidaily need at affordable prica. (Male, 65 years

A migrant motherhad the following to @y about affordable prices that match their daily

needs:
There is something affordable to dedre In Kurunegala, we have to buy a whole packet of milk.

Here we can bugome milk powdéior 20 or 50 rupeegFemale, 44 years)

There were some respondents who felt thatprices in Colombo are high and difficult to

manage However, these comments were made mostly based on a comparison between

16
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t he dAvil | ag evihasaensk ofivstalgib. fFar example,eéhe womarho made

the following statement hawoved into this neighbourhoaafter her marriage and has

been made tdive in herh u s b ahoudebislt by his parents. This is more a case of

Ai nheriting a houseo rather orhan voluntarily
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 arprabtem
in the village... Female, 39 yeals

Hitherto, we examin@ the pull factors that stimulate people to move and live in these
neighbourhoodsResidents were able fiindo enoughfimaterial reasoristo confirm their

desire tomigrate to andstay in the neighbourhood. Even with issuggh ashouse
ownership, inability to get their names into theot er s6 | i st and possi
relocation, these residents wegisfied with the material benefits offered by the location.

Additionally, there were some othaegativeelements not directly connected with house
ownership,that creatd concerns for the residents about their matemell-being Lack of
infrastructure facilities such asproper drainage system and swladswere mentionedby
many respondents during intervieWwdese infrastructural issues are usually associated with
further problems such aliseases and pollutionRashid 20092)Respondents were of the view
thatthe living conditions of this neighbourhoods will digally improveif the Government
paid proper attentiono infrastructuralissues.

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

maintaining the oads, drainage systemtc. If they do these things properly... thateisough
(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 solve@Male, 44 years

17



Figure 6. Environment during the rainy season

In spite of these infrastructural problems thegate various health and otldfficulties for
theresidentsthey continued to appreciatbe material benefits brought in tiye flocatioro.
The following statement by one of the respondetaarly shows that materialell-beingis
the strongest factor that keeps thattnacted tahe neighbourhood.

We d o n 6té stayleretcontinuously. Even now we are searchimga suitable house.
Recently also we tried to move from here. If we can get the income correctly according to our

needs, we have the ideactaange the place. (Female, 38 ydars

The resident is clearlgtating that her current location is thestplacefor themgiven their
O0cur r entHasy aagtestomformal economic activities #mellow 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 bynany respondents reveal th#tey enjoystrong sociahetworkswith family
and friendsHowever, theextent ofcommunity engagement asttength of sociahetworks
aredecidedby dweller®migration period(Carpenter, DaniereandTakahashi 2004and their

employment. Nommigrant®¥a nd i nf or mal sector empl ohgrees 0

18

n



