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Abstract

Disregarding the “absolute poverty”, poverty is a relative concept. This paper demonstrates

how informal transport sector of the economy contributes to alleviate poverty in an urban

economy. The main focus of the paper is the para transit (three-wheeler taxi service) and its

underlying socio economic features with regard to poverty alleviation. There are about

closely to 1 million three-wheelers in the country and of them, the majority is operated in

urban centres catering the need of mobility for a considerable fraction of commuters and

passengers. Further they are operated under minimum regulatory requirements. The findings

are based on a survey conducted in Colombo district with the participation of 342 three-

wheeler drivers with the age range of 18 years to 73 years. Of them 33% are drivers who do

not own the vehicle but operate the vehicle on monthly rental basis, which is about Rs.

10,000.The results of the survey revealedthat they opted for three-wheeler driving as they are

unable to find work/job, and, on average, get a daily wage of about Rs.370-400, and which is

well above Official Poverty line at national level for (about Rs. 130 per day). From the

income perspective this three-wheeler driver community earns a sufficient income on daily

basis and contributes to the total subsistence of as an individual/family unit.

The rest of 77% of three-wheeler drivers who owned the vehicle earns on average

about 1500-700 rupees per day (about $15). From the basic needs perspective,this income

received by three-wheeler owners’ community will be sufficient to provide the basic social

services necessary to prevent these individuals from falling into poverty. Further, from the

capability (or empowerment) perspective, three-wheeler owning community also have the

basic capability to function in the society. Thus some level of standardising of three-wheeler

taxi services are needed to safeguard this community, not because they provides mobility



needs for people but they are able to lift themselves above the poverty line by opting for a

job. Future transport policy directives aimed at developing mass transport systems need to

account their impact on this market segment and provide adequate provision for the

operation.
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1. Introduction
Informal transportation systemmainly acts as a supplementary/complementary mobility

service to the larger public transit systems. The main features of them include individually

operated vehicles, operation without fixed routes or timetables, ready availability and

provision of door to door service. These in Sri Lanka context include three-wheeler taxi

services, three-wheeler freight services, small and large trucking services, school van and

staff van services which are operated under minimal regulatory requirements. Less regulatory

compliances and relatively less capital requirement have mainly led to alarmingly a high

number of informal transport services in operation in Sri Lankan roads competing for road

space with public bus transport services and motor cars.

Three wheeler is the most popular para transit service operated in Sri Lanka comprises more

than 900,000 vehicles at present(CBSL 2014). According to Kumarage, Bandara, &

Munasinghe(2010a), three-wheelers are mostly individually operated with some owned by

the operator and others rented on a monthly or daily basis. The industry is unregulated with

vehicle registration and drivinglicenses being the only instruments of regulation. Fares are

unregulated. However, most operators belongto associations which are loose collections of

operators found in a given locality. These associationsimpose a degree of self-regulation with

respect to fares. They also tend to demonstrate oligopolistic behaviour.This paper focuses on

identifying income level associated with three wheeler drivers which affect their livelihood.

2. Three Wheeler Taxi Service in Sri Lanka: Industry profile
According to Kumarage, Bandara and Munasinghe (2010b), Sri Lanka had an extensive

Three-Wheeler Taxi service comprised of around 300,000 vehiclesin 2007 and by 2015 it has

reached to about 9 million vehicles in the country. These vehicles, which first made an entry

to Sri Lanka's roads in the early 1980s, account for around 15% of the active motor vehicle

fleet at present. Three-Wheelers also account for around 6% of the passenger kilometres”.



These statistical data showed how informal transportation is contributed to the transport

sector in Sri Lanka. The main reasons for the emergence and increase number of three-

wheeler taxis as highlighted by Finn, Kumarage and Gyamera (2011)is the inability of formal

transport sector to provide the mobility service which are needed to the people. Further the

following reasons are responsible for the development of informal transport sector.

• The mismatch of overall supply of the transportation with expansion of the urban area

population which has led to capacity shortages and long waiting times for passengers.

• Inability of formal transport system to sufficiently serve local trips and inter- suburban

travel.

• Inadequate service provision of formal transport system in rural areas, towns, or suburban

hinterlands, leading to significant unmet market for travel so it is reason for necessary for

informal transport.

• Inability of the formal transport network torespond towards the changing economic

activities, land use pattern and travel patterns.

3. Three- Wheeler driving as an employment
From the introduction of three-wheelers, it has been mainly operated and used for passenger

transportation particularly for short distances where formal public transport does not serve.

From spatial distribution of service operation aspect, the service operation is concentrated in

and around junctions in main urban, sub urban and rural road network.A relatively lower

capital cost of the vehicle is the main reason for most of low income individuals to acquire it.

A survey is conducted with the participation of 342 three-wheeler drivers randomly selected

from cluster samples obtained from selected urban and sub-urban centres in Western

Province. These include Nugegoda, Moratuwa, Negambo, Ja-Ela, Nittabuwa, Awissawella,

Horana, Mathugama and Veyangoda.

Thee-Wheeler Ownership characteristics

Of 342 three-wheeler drivers surveyed, 67% (228 of them) owned a three-wheeler and the

rest, 33% are renting the vehicle on daily basis.
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The mains reasonsfor opting three wheeler driving as a job are summarised below.

Table 1: Occupational choice of three-wheeler drivers

Job preference Frequency Percentage
It is difficult to find another job 74 22%
Like to be self-employed 136 41%
Job is easy 78 23%
Income is good 46 14%

These show that three-wheeler driving as a profession is no longer a transitional job for a

considerable fraction of driving community in the industry.

The survey also obtained the education level and civil status of three-wheeler drivers. Of the

total, about 40% of drivers has completed GCE O/L and above. Further over 70% (248)

drivers are unmarried.

Table 2: Education level of three-wheeler drivers

Education level Frequency Percentage
G.C A/L Passed 20 6%
Up to G.C A/L 25 7%
G.C  O/L Passed 84 25%
Up to G.C O/L 77 23%
8/9/10 grades passed 88 26%
Other 48 14%

4. Three-Wheeler Driver income level and Poverty line1

Comparing the incomes of individuals against the poverty line estimated based on the

countries income levels enable to understand the status of living of them. The Poverty line

estimated is about 3901 rupees per month National wide and Rs 4055 for Colombo(The

Department of Census & Statistics 2015).

The monthly rental paid by three-wheeler drivers to three-wheeler owner on average is about

Rs 10463.63 with a maximum and a minimum rage of Rs 15,000 to Rs 7,500. The drivers

1 The poverty line shows the minimum expenditure per person per month to fulfill the basic needs. The persons
living in the households whose real per capita monthly total consumption expenditure is below Rs.3901 in the
year 2015 in Sri Lanka are considered poor.



responded that they get a daily wage of Rs 350 on average with a maximum and minimum

range of Rs 500-200.

On average a three-wheeler driver earns revenue of about Rs 1500 per day with a maximum

and minimum range of 3000-400 (The mode revenue value is Rs 2000). This summed up to

about 45000 per month.

The annual operation and maintenance cost is about Rs 60,000 (which includes servicing,

leasing Payment, insurance payment, revenue licensing, membership fee, parking fee). This

accounts for about 5000 rupees per month. Assuming fuel is about 1/3 of the revenues, the

driver is left with about net 25,000 rupees per month (Net Rs 800 per day). The wage

received by a three-wheeler driver when they rent a vehicle from an owner is on average 350,

hence the owner will receive 450 rupees (13, 500 rupees per month), which is also confirmed

by the three-wheeler drivers above (on average a daily wage of Rs 350).

The results of the survey reveal that about they opted for three-wheeler driving as they are

unable to find work/job, and, on average, get a daily wage of about Rs.350, and which is well

above Official Poverty line at national level (about Rs. 130 per day). From the income

perspective this three-wheeler driver community earns a sufficient income on daily basis and

contributes to the total subsistence of as an individual/family unit.

The three-wheeler owners earn an income level of about Rs 45, 000 per month which is a

relatively a higher income level that keep them well above the poverty line (Rs 3901 per

month).

5. Conclusion
In conclusion, present market characteristics of the three-wheeler industry show that the

operators and owners of three-wheelers have benefited from engage in three-wheeler taxi

service and persistence engagement in the job and intended service period show that it is an

attractive job in the present transport industry in Sri Lanka. It has also evolved as an

attractive occupation for youth with a certain level of education. The income generated from

the service operation on daily basis has led a considerable fraction of individuals in the

society to overcome poverty.
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