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INTRODUCTION
Housing is an integral part of every persons
well being. It is a place where we will spend
well over fifty percent of our life. It therefore
becomes imperative that our house/home
is as comfortable and secure as we can
make it. Unfortunately it is estimated that
over forty percent of the worlds population
live in substandard housing. Our study indicates that the same situation exists in Sri
Lanka and perhaps more with the effects of
the Tsunami and the thirty year conflict .
HFHSL’s mission is to develop communities
with people in need by building and renovating houses, so that there are decent houses in decent communities. In furtherance of
this mission, HFHSL seeks to place shelter
on the hearts and minds of people in such a
way that poverty housing and homelessness
become socially, politically and religiously
unacceptable in our nations and world.
With these goals in mind, this project sought
to identify and define a set of indicators for
assessing the level of adequate housing in
a Sri Lankan context. In doing so, it drew
upon the expertise of a wide range of stakeholders with considerable knowledge and

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

experience of working within the housing
sector, as well as the perception and insights
of low-income homeowners themselves.
While some of the indicators were agreed
upon almost unanimously, others were
much harder to reach consensus upon, and
will need further refinement. The indicators
as identified and defined by this report are
not meant to be static, but rather are meant
to be dynamic—constantly re-evaluated, revised, and updated so as to remain time and
context - relevant.
As this report offers an initial viewpoint on
the complex issues of defining and measuring adequate housing, it is not an appropriate foundation for specific recommendations for action by the government or
any other housing stakeholders. However,
HFHSL hopes that the information in this
report will be used by stakeholders in housing development not only to inform their
approach to providing adequate housing
to the underprivelleged and poor, but also
as a basis for an ongoing dialogue that will
broaden and deepen our understanding of
what constitutes “adequate housing” in Sri
Lanka in the current context.

Tony Senewiratne
Executive Editor

Sri Lanka’s obligations under both international law and its own constitution provide
for a general concept of adequate housing,
but neither source of law articulates a specific definition of what constitutes adequate
housing in Sri Lanka in the current context.
To address the need for nationally applicable standards and measurable indicators for
adequate housing, Habitat for Humanity Sri
Lanka brought together panels of representatives from government, NGOs, the UN,
and academic institutions with expertise in
housing, construction, infrastructure, development, and poverty reduction.
These expert panels defined a set of indicators for measuring adequate housing
in Sri Lanka, providing minimum requirements that constitute a basic definition of
adequate housing in the current context, as
well as a means for measuring the current
status of housing. A series of independent
focus-group discussions were held with
homeowners and residents of poverty-level
housing in several districts, enabling the
inclusion of a grassroots-level perspective
in the development of the indicator definitions. The indicators identified and defined
by this project are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Habitability
Durability
Location
Access to Safe Water
Access to Solid Waste Management
Access to Storm Water Management
Access to Electricity/Energy/Fuel
Access to Community Resources
Affordability
Security of Tenure

The application of data from two different
surveys1 to these indicators suggests that
a substantial percentage of poverty-level
housing falls below indicator requirements
for adequacy. Under this analysis, the indicator definitions provide specific requirements that houses must meet in order to be
considered “adequate” as defined by these
indicators and the surveys provide the necessary statistical data.
To gain insight into the institutional, political, socio-economic, and environmental
barriers to improving housing adequacy,
HFHSL interviewed relevant stakeholders in
housing from the village, Grama Niladhari
division, district, province, and national
levels. These stakeholders identified a wide
range of obstacles, specifically: poverty,
high cost of construction, lack of access to
loans, constraints on land ownership, conflict and natural disasters, lack of awareness
among homeowners/residents, lack of infrastructure, lack of coordination, and lack of a
national commitment to housing.
HFHSL hopes that the information in this
report will be used by stakeholders in housing development not only to inform their
approach to providing adequate housing
to the poor, but also as a basis for an ongoing dialogue that will broaden and deepen
our understanding of what constitute “adequate housing” in Sri Lanka, in the current context.

The two studies are: (1) the Inadequate Housing Survey 2007 (SP-IHS), conducted by SPARC
and commissioned by Habitat for Humanity Sri Lanka. : (2) the Household and Expenditure Survey 2006/2007 (HIES), conducted by the Sri Lankan Department of Census and Statistics.
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HOW CAN ADEQUATE HOUSING BE
MEASURED IN SRI LANKA?

International Law Provides General Guidelines
Sri Lanka is a signatory to several international treaties and conventions that establish the right to adequate housing. The most
important of these are the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social,
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).
Article 25(1) of the UDHR states: “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and his family, including food, clothing,
housing, and medical care and necessary
social services, and the right to security in
the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack
of livelihood in circumstances beyond his
control”
Article 11(1) of the ICESCR recognizes: “the
right of everyone to an adequate standard of
living for himself and his family, including
adequate food, clothing, and housing and
to the continuous improvement of living
conditions.” In furtherance of this right, the
Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, which monitors nations’ compliance with ICESCR, has identified seven
essential components of adequacy (in general terms):
• Legal Security of Tenure (legal protection against forced eviction, harassment, or other threats)

•

•
•

•

•

•

Availability of Services, Materials,
Facilities, and Infrastructure (sustainable access to natural and common
resources, such as clean water, energy,
sanitation facilities, garbage disposal,
etc.)
Affordability (cost of housing should
not prohibit satisfaction of other basic
needs)
Habitability (housing should provide
adequate space and protection from
weather and other threats to health
and physical safety)
Accessibility (housing must be accessible to those entitled to it, and accommodate any and all special needs
of its inhabitants)
Location (housing location must allow
access to employment, health care,
schools, and other social facilities,
and must not be built in immediate
proximity to polluted or toxic sites)
Cultural Adequacy (housing construction and components should incorporate and reflect cultural identity and
diversity)

Although these agreements establish an important international legal obligation for Sri
Lanka to work towards providing adequate
housing for all, they do not provide specific
standards for what constitutes “adequate
housing.” As any definition of “adequate
housing” will need to be highly contextand country-specific, international law can
provide, at best, only general guidelines,
such as the seven essential components
listed above.

Domestic Law Supports a General
Concept of Adequate Housing, but
does not Specify Nationally Applicable Standards
Although the Sri Lankan Constitution protects the fundamental right of movement
and choosing residence within Sri Lanka,
it does not include an express right to adequate housing in its fundamental rights
chapter. Article 27 of the Constitution’s Directive Principles of State Policy and Fundamental Duties chapter provides that the state
will seek to establish “the realization by all
citizens of an adequate standard of living
for themselves and their families, including
adequate food, clothing, and housing…”
However, as the Constitution’s Directive
Principles are declaratory only, Article 27
does not establish a right that is justiciable
in a court of law. Instead, Article 27 articulates the provision of adequate housing to
all as a state goal for Sri Lanka.
Sri Lanka has pursued this goal consistently
through a series of housing programs, including the Million Houses Program, the
Sustainable Townships Program, and the
post-tsunami reconstruction programs.
These programs have generally sought to increase the availability of adequate housing
using methods ranging from direct provision
of housing to various methods of enabling
the construction of housing. However, although these programs have resulted in an
increase of available housing, they do not
provide a comprehensive set of nationally
applicable standards that define what constitutes “adequate housing” in Sri Lanka.

National Symposium of Experts
Achieved Consensus on Defining
Indicators for Measuring Adequate
Housing

adequate housing in Sri Lanka, Habitat for
Humanity convened a series of workshops.
From March 2007 through August 2008,
Habitat for Humanity brought together panels of representatives from government, local and international NGOs, the UN, and
academic institutions with expertise in
housing, construction, infrastructure, development, and poverty reduction.
National
Housing
Development
Authority(NHDA) - United Nations Human
Settlement Program – GTZ – Tearfund
UK – Consultant Ministry of Community
Development & Social Inequity eradication
– Social Policy Analysis and Research
Centre (SPARC) –Center for Housing
Planning and Building – National Energy &
Resource Development Centre (NERDC) –
National Building Research Organization
(NBRO) – Sevanatha – Centre for Poverty
Analysis - Sarvodaya – LEADS – Community
Concern Society - SANASA Engineering &
Development Co ltd. - HFHSL
These panels of experts were able to define
a set of indicators for measuring adequate
housing in Sri Lanka. These definitions provide a set of minimum requirements that
constitute a basic definition of adequate
housing in the current context, as well as
a means for measuring the current status of
housing. Although the indicator definitions
rely on existing government standards to a
certain extent, this set of indicators, definitions, and applicable standards may not
reflect all applicable national housing policies, standards, requirements or regulations.
Note that the indicator definitions and the
applicable standards below are not a summary of or substitute for national and local
housing regulations and codes. Any housing construction or improvement projects
must conform to government standards,
regulation, codes and requirements at both
the national and local levels.

To address the need for nationally applicable standards and measurable indicators for
6
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INDICATORS FOR ADEQUATE HOUSING IN SRI LANKA, 2009
INDICATOR

Habitability
(sufficient
living area)

DEFINITION OF THE
INDICATOR

•
•
•
•

INDICATOR

Smoke-free and hygienic kitchen
• The kitchen must either: (1) rely on a source of
fuel that does not create smoke, or (2) include a
system for removing smoke from the kitchen
without creating a hazard
• The kitchen must be constructed in a manner
that preserves the health and safety of the
inhabitants
Exclusive and sanitary toilet
• To be “sanitary,” the toilet system must protect
users from disease and other health hazards
arising from exposure to sewage
• Sanitary toilets include: (1) ventilated improved
pit toilets, (2) pour-flush toilets, (3) septic system
toilets, (4) toilets connected to public sewers,
and (5) urine diversion dehydration toilets

Access to
Solid Waste
Management

Household has
reliable access to an
environmentally
suitable garbage
disposal system

Environmentally suitable garbage disposal system
• “Environmentally suitable” garbage disposal
systems include: (1) burial/landfill systems that
protect water sources and guard against the
spread of disease and other health hazards, (2)
composting, (3) recycling/reuse, and (4)
commercial or municipal waste removal
systems.
• System must support domestic waste accumulation of 0.3kg per person per day, which is likely
to be 80% bio-degradable and 20%
non-biodegradable†

Access to
Storm Water
Management

House includes a
drainage system to
dispose of all storm
water

Drainage system
• Drainage systems must be capable of draining
sufficient storm water so as to prevent: (1)
flooding, (2) waterlogging, and (3) the development of stagnant water pools
• Drainage systems should be designed according to
the rainfall intensity, ground slope, and drain types
of specific locations
• Houses that flood once a year or more are
considered to have an inadequate drainage system

Access to
Electricity/
Energy/Fuel

Household has
reliable access to an
affordable source of
electricity/energy/fu
el sufficient for
lighting and cooking

Lighting
• Method of converting electricity/energy/fuel into
light must be safe (i.e. not create a fire hazard or
other health/safety hazards)
Cooking (refer to above standard re: smoke-free
kitchens under Habitability)

Access to
Community
Resources

House is within 1km
of community
resources or public
transportation to
such resources

Community Resources
• Include markets, schools, hospitals and other
health facilities, telecommunication facilities,
police stations and recreational facilities

Affordability

Proportion of
household’s median
income spent on
housing and housingrelated services

Proportion
• Median expenditures on housing and housingrelated services should not exceed 25% of the
household’s median income

Security
of Tenure

Household has a legally enforceable
right (contractual, statutory, or other)
to protection against forced eviction,
harassment, or other threats

Durability

Principal materials
used for
wall/roof/floor are
durable for a
minimum of 25 years

Durable materials
• For walls include: (1) kiln-fired bricks, (2)
kabook, (3) cement blocks, (4) adobe bricks
• For roofs include: (1) tiles, (2) asbestos, (3)
concrete, (4) metal sheets
• For floors include: (1) cement, (2) terrazzo,
(3) tiles, (4) wood

Location

House is not
located within
hazardous
zones

Hazardous zones
• Include: (1) geologically hazardous zones
(landslide/earthquake and flood areas), (2)
garbage dumps, (3) high-industrial pollution
areas, and (4) high risk zones (e.g. near airports,
railways, power lines)

Safe water sufficient for daily consumption needs
• “Safe” water is suitable for drinking
• Sources of “safe” water include: (1) protected
wells, (2) piped water supply systems with
adequate treatment, and (3) protected rainwater
catchment systems with adequate treatment+
• Untreated water from unprotected
wells/rainwater catchment systems, rivers, tanks,
and streams is considered unsafe for drinking+
• The minimum requirement of safe water for
drinking, preparation of food, and personal
hygiene is 40 liters per person per day*
• Water should be accessible at a rate no less than
10 liters per minute and available at least 90%
of the time*
+ HIES, Dept. for Census and Statistics, * NWSDB

Access to
Safe Water
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At least 400 sq. ft.
for a family of five
At least 2
bedrooms per
house
A smoke-free and
hygienic kitchen
for each house
At least 1
exclusive and
sanitary toilet per
house

Household has
reliable access to
safe water sufficient
for daily consumption needs

DEFINITION OF THE
INDICATOR

APPLICABLE STANDARDS

APPLICABLE STANDARDS

† Guidelines for Housing Development in Coastal Sri Lanka, NHDA/GTZ
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FOCUS-GROUP DISCUSSION SUPPORT
FOR INDICATOR DEFINITIONS
Focus-Groups of Homeowners and Residents
Support Indicators as
Defined by Experts
To ensure that a grassroots-level
perspective was considered in developing the indicator definitions,
semi-structured focus-group discussions were held with homeowners and residents of povertylevel housing in several districts.
The Social Policy Analysis & Research Centre of the University
of Colombo (SPARC) conducted
seventeen focus-groups with over
250 individual participants. The
focus groups were assembled
with the goal of gaining insight
from individuals of different genders, ages, and occupations on
what are critical components of
adequate housing in rural, estate,
and urban settings. The focusgroup discussions generally supported the indicators as defined
above, with participants particularly emphasizing issues of affordability and habitability as critical
indicators of adequate housing.

DISTRICT

DIVISION

PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS

SUPPORT FOR INDICATOR
DEFINITIONS REPORTED

Colombo

Gothamipura

• More than 25
participants

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (2 or 3
families living in a single house)
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to buy or rent their
own homes, leading to problems of
overcrowding (see above)

Colombo

Gothamipura

• 15 participants
• All married
• Average
income of Rs.
4,000-10,000
per month

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (many
members of extended family living
together)
• Not enough rooms (11 people for 2
rooms, 12 people for 3 rooms)
• Insufficient space to dry clothes, allow
children to play, or sleep (at night, pile up
furniture to make space for sleeping)
• Insufficient number of toilets
Access to Solid Waste Management
• Garbage collection is unreliable, garbage
accumulates and rots
Access to Storm Water Management
• During rainy season, toilets overflow and
houses are flooded and damaged
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to buy or rent their
own homes

Colombo

Gothamipura

• 10 participants

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (5-7 people in
one bedroom)
• Insufficient number of toilets (7 of the 10
families do not have an exclusive toilet
and use a common toilet instead)
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to buy or rent their
own homes
Security of Tenure
• Houses are built on Railway land, and
residents have no legal documents
(residents risk eviction by Railway Dept.)
Habitability
• Insufficient number of toilets, families
fear disease (3 common toilets for over
60 households)
• Houses are overcrowded and unsanitary,
causing disease

Map of Sri Lanka indicating GN
Divisions Surveyed

Puttalam DS
Puttalam North GN
Nelumwewa GN

Nuera Eliya DS
Nuera Eliya Town GN
Sadathenna GN

Thimbirigasyaya DS
Gothami Pura GN

Thanmalwila DS
Hampegamuwa GN
Sewangal DS
Weliara GN

DS- Divisional Secretariat
GN- Gramasewa Niladari Division
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GRAMA NILADHARI
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DISTRICT

12

GRAMA NILADHARI

DIVISION

PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS

SUPPORT FOR INDICATOR
DEFINITIONS REPORTED

Colombo

Gothamipura

• More than 25
participants

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (2 or 3
families living in a single house)
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to buy or rent their
own homes, leading to problems of
overcrowding (see above)

Colombo

Gothamipura

• 15 participants
• All married
• Average
income of Rs.
4,000-10,000
per month

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (many
members of extended family living
together)
• Not enough rooms (11 people for 2
rooms, 12 people for 3 rooms)
• Insufficient space to dry clothes, allow
children to play, or sleep (at night, pile up
furniture to make space for sleeping)
• Insufficient number of toilets
Access to Solid Waste Management
• Garbage collection is unreliable, garbage
accumulates and rots
Access to Storm Water Management
• During rainy season, toilets overflow and
houses are flooded and damaged
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to buy or rent their
own homes

Colombo

Gothamipura

• 10 participants

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (5-7 people in
one bedroom)
• Insufficient number of toilets (7 of the 10
families do not have an exclusive toilet
and use a common toilet instead)
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to buy or rent their
own homes
Security of Tenure
• Houses are built on Railway land, and
residents have no legal documents
(residents risk eviction by Railway Dept.)
Habitability
• Insufficient number of toilets, families
fear disease (3 common toilets for over
60 households)
• Houses are overcrowded and unsanitary,
causing disease

DISTRICT
DISTRICT

GRAMA
GRAMANILADHARI
NILADHARI

DIVISION
DIVISION

PARTICIPANT
PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS
DEMOGRAPHICS

SUPPORT
SUPPORT FOR
FOR INDICATOR
INDICATOR
DEFINITIONS
DEFINITIONS REPORTED
REPORTED

Durability
Affordability
Houses are
builtafford
with inadequate
•• Families
cannot
to complete
materials thatonfrequently
break
and
construction
their homes
(half
of cause
the
safety problems
participants
have lived in incomplete
• houses
Roofs are
for made
many from
years)metal sheets that do
not
keep
out
the
rain
•
12
participants
Affordability
Monaragala Hambegamuwa
to Safe
Water
• Main occupation
•Access
Families
cannot
afford to build houses
• out
Families
do notand
have
access tomaterials
safe water;
is cultivation and
of durable
permanent
the water they have is unclean and
farming
causes illness
• Average income
of Rs. 2000 or less Access to Solid Waste Management
• Families have no system for disposing of
per month
garbage (contributes to unsanitary
Affordability/Durability
Monaragala Hambegamuwa • 12 participants
conditions and spread of disease)
• Main occupation
•Access
Families
cannot
affordManagement
to build houses
to Storm
Water
is cultivation and
out
of
durable
and
permanent
• No adequate drainage system materials
(houses
farming
(instead,
live
in temporary
built
flood very
badly
during theshelters
rainy season,
• Average income
of
clay
and
cadjan)
forcing some families to leave their
of Rs. 2000 or less
houses and trapping others in their
per month
houses)
• 28 participants
Durability
Access to Electricity
Nuwara
Sandatenna
• Average income
•• Many
with
loose
planks
Many houses
houses built
do not
have
access
to and
Eliya
of Rs. 3,000 –
tin
roofs (not safe, during storms roofs fly
electricity
15,000 per month
off and
injure people)
Access
to Community
Resources
Access
Community
• Poortoaccess
to and Resources
condition of roads
• Difficult
accessfor
health
careto(nearest
makes itto
difficult
families
access
hospital
is 5km
healthcare
and away)
other necessities
Affordability
• 18 participants
Monaragala Weliara
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to build houses
• Main occupation
• Families cannot afford to complete
out of durable and permanent materials
is cultivation and
construction on their homes (16 of the 18
farming
•
28
participants
participants live in incomplete houses,
Habitability
Nuwara
Nuwara Eliya
Average income
income
•• Average
someofhave
lived in
partially
• Lack
adequate
living
spaceconstructed
and
Eliya
Central
of Rs.
less3,000
than –
of
houses forofnearly
20 years)(one-third of
problems
overcrowding
Rs.10,000
15,000
per –month
the families live in one room houses)
15,000 per
Durability
month
• Many houses built with loose planks
•
15 participants
(not safe)
Monaragala Weliara
Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
Access to Safe Water• Main occupation
is cultivation
andduring the
problems
overcrowding
(9 salty)
families live
• Drinking water becomes
polluted
draughtofseason
(becomes
farming
in one bedroom houses)
Access to Storm Water Management
Average
income
Access
to Safe Water
• Drainage system is• very
poor
(blockages
and flooding
during rainy season)
of
less
than
Rs.
• Village has access to water, but it is
Access to Electricity
– 12,000 and constantly
sometimes
muddied
• Access to electricity5,000
is unreliable
interrupted
per
month
Access to Electricity
Access to Community Resources
• Lack of access to electricity is a major
• No access to health care
obstacle
Affordability
• Families cannot afford land or materialsAffordability
necessary to build a house
• Families cannot afford to build houses
Security of Tenure
out
durable
permanent
• Nearly all of the families are living illegally
onofland
they and
do not
own (riskmaterials
eviction)
Monaragala
Colombo

Weliara
Gothamipura

• 16 participants
• Average income
of Rs. 5,000 –
12,000 per
month
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DISTRICT

GRAMA NILADHARI

DIVISION

PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS

SUPPORT FOR INDICATOR
DEFINITIONS REPORTED

GRAMA NILADHARI

DIVISION

PARTICIPANT
DEMOGRAPHICS

SUPPORT FOR INDICATOR
DEFINITIONS REPORTED

Nuwara
Eliya

Sandatenna

• 17 participants
• Average income
of Rs. 10,000 per
month

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding
• Inadequate toilets (some families have
temporary toilets only)
Access to Safe Water
• Difficulty accessing water; when
available, water is often polluted with oil
Access to Storm Water Management
• Draining system is inadequate and causes
many problems
Affordability
• Families cannot afford land or materials
necessary to build a house

Puttalam

Access to Safe Water
• Difficult to access safe water for drinking
and bathing (available water is unsanitary
and causes illness)
Access to Solid Waste Management
• Families have no system for disposing of
garbage
Access to Storm Water Management
• Draining system is inadequate (creating a
mosquito problem and contributing to
the spread of disease)
Access to Community Resources
• Difficult to access health care

Puttalam

Nelumwewa

• 18 participants

Puttalam

Puttalam

Nelumwewa

• 27 participants

Durability
• Most houses are made of temporary
materials (flange, cadjan, mud), and offer
very little protection
Access to Safe Water
• Very difficult to access safe water (during
draught season must walk very far to
obtain safe water)
Access to Storm Water Management
• No proper drainage system (during rainy
season, houses are flooded)
Access to Electricity
• No access to electricity
Access to Community Resources
• Houses are far from the roads (people
afraid to leave houses after 4pm)
• No postal service
Affordability
• Families cannot afford to build houses
out of durable and permanent materials

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
problems of overcrowding (2 or 3
families per small house)
Access to Safe Water
• No access to clean drinking water
Access to Solid Waste Management
• No system for disposing of garbage
(waste is thrown into the street, creating
health and safety problems)
Access to Storm Water Management
• Draining system is inadequate (creating a
mosquito problem and contributing to
the spread of disease)
Access to Community Resources
• Difficult to access health care
Affordability
• Families cannot afford land or materials
necessary to build a house

(same support
given for same
indicators)

Puttalam
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DISTRICT

Nelumwewa

• 18 participants

Habitability
• Lack of adequate living space and
privacy (mostly one-room houses)
Durability
• Most houses are made of temporary
materials (mud or planks, with thatched
roofs), and offer very little protection
Access to Safe Water
• Piped water is not clean
Access to Electricity
• No access to electricity
Affordability
• Families cannot afford land or materials
necessary to build a house

15

WHAT IS THE CURRENT STATUS OF ADEQUATE
HOUSING IN SRI LANKA?
Data Collected in Government
and University Studies Can Be
Applied to Indicators
Studies conducted by the Sri Lankan Government and SPARC can be used in conjunction with the indicator definitions
given above to describe the current status
of adequate housing in Sri Lanka. The indicator definitions provide specific requirements that houses must meet in order to be
considered “adequate” as defined by these
indicators. The government and University
studies provide the data necessary to determine whether selected types of housing
meet these requirements.
The table below relies on two studies: (1)
The SPARC Inadequate Housing Survey
2007 (SP-IHS), conducted by SPARC and
commissioned by Habitat for Humanity
the Household and (2) Expenditure Survey
2006/2007 (HIES), conducted by the Sri
Lankan Department of Census and Statistics, and Sri Lanka. Note that the HIES
data is based on a survey administered to
a sampling of households in every district
(except the Northern Province districts
and Trincomalee district), while the IHS
data is based on a survey administered to
households in seven Grama Niladhari divisions in four districts that were purposively
selected to represent areas with a high
concentration of poverty-level housing.

SURVEY METHODOLOGY
The SPARC Inadequate Housing Survey
2007 was carried out in 2866 households
in seven GN divisions in four districts,
enumerating all the housing units in a
selected GN division:

16

District

GN division/
location

Sector

1.Colombo

Gotamipura

Urban

2.Puttalam

Puttalam N.
Nelumwewa

Urban
Rural

3.Moneragala

Weliara
Hambegamuwa

Rural
Rural

4.Nuwara
Eliya

Nuwara Eliya
Sandatenna

Semi urban
Estate

*Grama Nilhadari is a local Government official
who is in charge of X no of villages dependent
on the size and area.

Data Suggests that a Substantial
Percentage of Poverty-Level
Housing Falls Below Indicator
Requirements for Adequacy
The table below provides statistical information on the adequacy of housing in the
urban, rural, and estate sectors according to
the indicators definitions given above. The
percentages given represent the number
of houses in each sector that do not meet
the indictor requirements for adequacy
and therefore would be considered “inadequate.” Note that for each indicator where
data is available, a substantial percentage of
houses in at least one sector falls below indicator requirements for adequacy. Also note
that the categories of information included
under each indicator are not exhaustive of
all types of statistical information applicable
to the indicator definitions.
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PERCENTAGES OF POVERTY-LEVEL HOUSING FALLING
BELOW INDICATOR REQUIREMENTS FOR ADEQUACY
HABITABILITY

At least 400 sq. ft. for a family of five; at least 2 bedrooms per house;
a smoke-free and hygienic kitchen for each house; at least 1 exclusive
and sanitary toilet per house

Sector
Urban
Rural
Estate

LOCATION

Less than
400 sq ft
(IHS data)

Less than
two bedrooms
(HIES data)

30.6%
59.5%
52.5%

30.7%
23.2%
50.5%

Lacks smoke-free
& hygienic
kitchen

Lacks exclusive
& sanitary toilet
(SP-IHS data)

N/A
N/A
N/A

24.0%
5.5%
54.5%

House is not located within hazardous zones

Principal materials used for wall/roof/floor are durable for a minimum
of 25 years

Walls are NOT
constructed from
durable materials
(SP-IHS data)

Roof is NOT
constructed from
durable materials
(SP-IHS data)

Floor is NOT
constructed from
durable materials
(SP-IHS data)

10.7%
33.3%
39.6%

0.4%
19.9%
0.7%

2.5%
28.9%
9.9%

ACCESS TO SAFE WATER

Household has reliable access to safe water sufficient for daily
consumption needs

Sector

Urban
Rural
Estate
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Sector

Lacks access to a suitable garbage disposal system (HIES data)

Urban
Rural
Estate

34.5%
89.1%
91.6%

ACCESS TO STORM WATER MANAGEMENT

House includes a drainage system to dispose of all storm water

There was a difficulty in ascertaining the data on this due to the methodology of the question However the data supports a general conclusion that many houses in all three sectors lack
adequate drainage systems and have problems with storm water flooding.

ACCESS TO ELECTRICITY/ENERGY/FUEL

Household has reliable access to an affordable source of
electricity/energy/fuel sufficient for lighting and cooking
No data available

ACCESS TO COMMUNITY RESOURCES

DURABILIITY

Urban
Rural
Estate

Household has reliable access to an environmentally suitable and
hygienic garbage disposal system

No data available

No data available

Sector

ACCESS TO SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT

Drinking
water is NOT
“safe”
(HIES data)

Water is NOT
sufficient to meet
daily consumption
needs (drinking)
(HIES data)

Water is NOT
sufficient to meet
daily consumption
needs (washing &
bathing) (HIES data)

Access to water
is NOT reliable
(i.e. is consistently
interrupted)
(IHS data)

2.8%
14.1%
49.4%

3.2%
11.6%
4.6%

6.4%
20.6%
11.1%

31.2%
66.5%
21.9%

ouse is within 1km of community resources (markets, schools,
hospitals, etc.) or public transportation to such resources.
Sector

More than 1km
from both market
& public transportation
(IHS data)

More than 1km
from both school &
public transportation
(IHS data)

More than 1km
from both hospital
& public transportation
(HIS data)

Urban
Rural
Estate

46.1%
57.4%
99.5%

36.5%
46.7%
83.7%

55.4%
59.0%
99.8%

AFFORDABILITY

Proportion of household’s median income spent on housing and
housing-related services

No data available

SECURITY OF TENURE
Household has a legally enforceable right (contractual, statutory, or
other) to protection against forced eviction, harassment, or other threats
Sector

Lives on Crown or Encroached Land, Risking Eviction (IHS data)

Urban
Rural
Estate

26.5%
20.7%
0.5%
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WHAT ARE POTENTIAL BARRIERS TO IMPROVING THE
ADEQUACY OF HOUSING IN SRI LANKA?
Government and NGO Officials
at National and Local Levels
Identify a Range of Obstacles to
Improving the Adequacy of
Housing in Sri Lanka
To gain insight into the institutional, political, socio-economic, and environmental
barriers to improving housing adequacy,
HFHSL conducted over 35 semi-structured
interviews with relevant stakeholders in
housing. These stakeholders included governmental and non-governmental officials
from the village, Grama Niladhari division,
district, province, and national levels. Although these stakeholders identified a wide
range of obstacles, their comments focused
on poverty, constraints on land ownership,
and the lack of a national commitment to
housing as the key barriers to improving
housing. Note that the observations and
conclusions given below reflect the expertise and opinions of the stakeholders only,
and are not meant to be definitive, exhaustive, or absolute.

POVERTY

Widespread and sustainable poverty was
identified as a significant obstacle to poor
families and individuals obtaining and
maintaining adequate housing. Many impoverished Sri Lankans live a “hand to
mouth” existence, relying on insufficient
daily wages that are often inconsistent (depending on the season or the availability
of work). Consequently, they are unable
to make the financial investment required
to own or maintain a house. Often, this
poverty is considered “sustainable,” meaning that families can subsist in this way
indefinitely—able to survive, but unable to
substantially improve their situation. There
are many causes of poverty in Sri Lanka,
including:
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• Lack of education (free education
system does not adequately prepare
students to enter the job market effectively; insufficient access to English in
some sectors; lack of emphasis on education in some communities)
• Alcoholism and drug abuse (many individuals spend all or most of their income on drugs or alcohol; dependency
on drugs or alcohol makes it difficult
for many individuals to maintain employment)
• Lack of money management skills
(many individuals struggle to effectively manage their small incomes, leading
them to spend on luxury items while
failing to cover necessary expenses or
save for the future)
• Dependency syndrome (some poor
communities have become dependent
on NGO or government aid and expect
to live on such aid indefinitely; some
individuals are motivated to remain in
poverty in order to be eligible for such
aid)
• Problems with the economy (economic growth has been uneven and inconsistent across different regions of the
country; weaknesses in the national
economy heavily impact the poor)
• Problems with the agricultural sector
(traditional cultivation methods, lack of
land, scarcity of water, and lack of access to markets lower the profitability
of agriculture and make it difficult for
some farming families to earn sufficient
incomes)

HIGH COST OF CONSTRUCTION

The high cost of construction presents a significant obstacle in the construction of new
housing or the improvement of existing
houses. Building materials, such as brick,
sand, cement, and timber, are expensive,

and the cost of transporting such materials
to building sites in rural, interior, and hilly
areas is high. The cost of labor for construction work is also very high, especially for
skilled workers. Finally, some poor communities lack access to appropriate technology
and machinery, necessary for building houses, which increases their construction costs.

LACK OF ACCESS TO LOANS

For many households, lack of access to reasonable loans is another financial barrier to
acquiring or building an adequate house.
Banks and other financial institutions that
offer housing loans often require legal documentation that the borrower has ownership
or possessory rights to the land in question
before they will issue a loan to build or improve a house. Even if they have land rights,
many poor families are unable to produce
the requisite documentation and find that
trying to obtain it from local governmental
offices is a lengthy and expensive process.
Also, many families lack the necessary collateral or are unable to find guarantors for
their housing loans. Other families are reluctant to borrow, even if they are eligible,
because of the high interest rates that are
often charged on housing loans and the fear
that they will be unable to repay the loans.
Also, some government-subsidized housing
loan programs are currently struggling due
to high default rates, further decreasing access to housing loans.

CONSTRAINTS ON LAND
OWNERSHIP

A key barrier to increasing the adequacy of
housing in Sri Lanka is the limited access
to land ownership. The State owns a large
percentage of the land, making it unavailable for purchase by private individuals.
Consequently, there is insufficient land
to meet demand, driving land prices very
high and forcing many people to live on encroached or crown land. Because many individuals cannot afford to own land (or own
very small parcels of land), they are reluctant to build permanent housing, and often
build temporary (and inadequate) shelters

instead. Individuals who do own land (or
at least have possessory rights) often find it
very difficult to obtain legal documentation
of their rights, which makes it difficult for
them to obtain housing loans (see above)
and puts them at risk for eviction. Also,
lack of land rights or documentation makes
it very difficult to obtain permits to obtain
services and amenities, such as toilets, water, and electricity, which are critical to adequate housing.

CONFLICT & NATURAL
DISASTERS

Although the degree of impact has varied
over time, both civil conflict and natural
disasters (including the 2004 tsunami) have
presented obstacles to the development of
adequate housing. Both conflict and resultant security concerns limit the accessibility
of certain parts of the country, preventing the
development of adequate housing. The recent conflict and tsunami have created large
populations of displaced persons that lack
access to adequate housing in safe locations. Finally, both conflict and natural disaster have negatively impacted the economy,
particularly in the agricultural sector, which
makes it more difficult for lower-income individuals to afford adequate housing.

LACK OF AWARENESS AMONG
HOMEOWNERS/RESIDENTS

A lack of awareness regarding sanitation,
safety, and other critical elements of adequacy among homeowners and residents
is another barrier to increasing adequate
housing in Sri Lanka. Many households
are unaware of the necessity for sanitation
and safety in their housing situations, and
lack proper training with regard to keeping
kitchens and toilets clean, the importance
of boiling water from untreated sources,
safe means of using energy, etc. In addition to lacking knowledge about how to
use facilities and services properly, many
households are uninformed with regard to
processes for obtaining critical facilities and
services (such as toilets, water, electricity,
etc.) and how to work with local govern21

ment and service providers to accomplish
this. There is also insufficient community
planning and coordination to address the
proper management of community resources (such as common toilets) and methods of
dealing with community problems (such as
garbage accumulation or drainage system
maintenance).

LACK OF INFRASTRUCTURE

The lack of critical infrastructure is significant obstacle to the development of adequate housing throughout the country. A
shortage of roads (or the lack of maintenance of existing roads) makes it difficult
to transport building materials (driving up
construction costs) and limits access to key
community resources (such as schools, hospitals, markets, etc.). Water and energy supply systems are limited in their reach and
lack the capacity to meet demand. Consequently, many communities lack access to
these key elements of adequacy. The lack
of resources and access to services in rural
areas has resulted in the overcrowding of
urban areas, potentially overburdening the
infrastructure in some areas. Local systems
are not sufficiently developed to address
critical components of adequacy at the
community level, including the management of sewage, garbage, water pollution,
and drainage system flooding. Finally, the
lack of infrastructure contributes to poverty
(see above), which further impedes the increase of adequate housing.

LACK OF COORDINATION

The lack of coordination between NGOs
and the State hinders the improvement of
housing adequacy in Sri Lanka. This deficiency reduces the effectiveness of the
myriad housing programs and development
projects currently underway, and could lead
to wasted resources. To successfully address
the complex issue of housing, NGOs and
the government may need to coordinate
their efforts and take a united approach to
the issue.
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LACK OF A NATIONAL
COMMITMENT

The State action and inaction with regard to
the problem of adequate housing reflect the
lack of a national commitment to housing.
The corruption and politicization of housing programs and development projects in
some areas undermines progress in increasing housing adequacy. Also, inconsistent
enforcement of housing regulations and
standards, mismanagement of funding, and
poor implementation of housing improvement schemes are all symptoms of the government’s lack of a consistent approach to
housing, which may be the primary obstacle
to improving housing in Sri Lanka. Finally,
the lack of sufficient attention on the issue
of housing, as illustrated by the insufficient
funding allocated to housing at both the local and the national levels, presents a significant barrier to the increase of adequate
housing.

Focus-Groups of Homeowners
and Residents Confirm Obstacles
as Identified by Government and
NGO Officials
As discussed earlier, SPARC conducted focus-groups with homeowners and residents
of poverty-level housing in several districts
with the purpose of gaining a grassrootslevel perspective on housing. The issue of
obstacles to improving the adequacy of
housing was included in these focus-group
discussions. The focus-group discussions
generally supported the obstacles identified by the stakeholders (see above), but
particularly stressed poverty, constraints on
land ownership, and the lack of access to
loans as the key barriers to improving housing adequacy.

Habitat for Humanity Sri Lanka’s (HFHSL) goal is to eliminate poverty housing and
homelessness by constructing adequate housing. Our words and actions are driven by
the ultimate purpose of raising awareness amongst people that poverty housing and
homelessness is socially, politically and spiritually unacceptable in Sri Lanka and across
the globe. HFHSL builds homes and not houses. Houses as part of the construction process but homes as part of developing and uplifting people in poverty housing so as to encourage sustainable living practices such as solar powered cooking and home gardening.
Our modus operandi is informed by our relationship with God, our implementation and
nurturing of our vision and mission is guided by sharing experiences and taking advice
from our colleagues in other Habitat for Humanity offices across 100 countries.
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