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Road and the Roadside as urban
commons

“Road space, however, being very isolated,
individualized, frequented by strangers

and in a fast flow, is a threatened common. The
idea of roads as part of public space is

endangered by motorized transport and related
infrastructure.”

Dienel, Jain and Bonaker, writing about Hyderabad, India.
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Roads and “tragedy of the anti-
commons”

In South Asia roads are commons: many uses
and functions merge on the road and the

roadside: different modes of travel,
livelihoods, social interaction, art, celebration,

protest, animals…

When space reserved for one user the others
are at disadvantage.
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Road/roadside and the CEPA
perspective on infrastructure

• Spatial and ecological dimensions
– Space, energy, environment and sustainability

• Political economy
– Economic sector, investment and “road lobby”

• Social relations and power
– Impact of roads, symbolic of power

• Access to entitlements
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Roads in Urban Areas
• Urbanization occurs due to natural population

growth and rural, urban migration.
– Economic reasons and available facilities.
– 54% of the world’s population lives in Urban Areas

expected to increase to 66% by 2050.
– 18% of SL population categorised as Urban. (census

2012)
• Hidden as it includes urban and municipal councils.
• Monetary poverty is reducing but vulnerability is not.5.3% in

2013, 3.5 in 2015 – lower than the national rate.
– Urban Transportation is a key factor in people’s

livelihood strategies.
• Money is the only asset-lack of other assets e.g. land
• competition
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Poverty and Inequality in relation to
transport

• Transport poverty
– More than 10% of household income spent on

Transport (RAC Foundation)
• Poverty is multidimensional

– basic needs, control over resources, education and
skills, shelter, vulnerability to shocks, political freedom

• Road and transport services manifest inequalities
that lead to poverty.
– Inequitable share of transport facilities
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Poverty and Inequality in relation to
transport (contd.)

• Hinders access to common/social assets.
• Limit access to education, heath service and labour

markets
• Impact of transport infrastructure
• Environment impacts
• Assess transport poverty in relation to: (Sustrans

2012)
– time taken to access essential services;
– distance to the nearest public transport
– family income.
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Congestion

• Use of private modes over public transport increased
by 2.5 times (Comtrans 2014)
– Appropriation of road space by cars
– Vicious cycle of more cars>less speed>more

cars/intermediary transport methods
– Costly for the economy

• Fuel, time, productivity
– Disadvantages public transport users
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Congestion:
Transport Activity and Modal Shares in the

Colombo Metropolitan region, 2012

Mode
Vehicle km
(mn) % Passenger km (MN) %

Buses 1379 5 55177 55

Railways 9 0 5365 5Railways 9 0 5365 5

Private vehicles 16605 60 25,759 26

Para-transit 4841 18 11348 11

Goods Vehicles 4819 17 2585 3

Water transport 3 0 0

27656 100 100234 100

Source:(Sivakumar, 2012)



Sri Lanka Urban
Colombo

District

No vehicle 39.2 38.2 42.8

Congestion:
Vehicle and bicycle ownership in Sri Lanka

Bicycle 36.2 31.1 17.4

Motor cycle/scooter 30.3 27.6 24.3
Three wheeler 10.6 9.9 12.4

Motor cars /van 7.0 15.4 18.9
Buses/Lorries 2.2 1.9 2.1

Source: (Department of Census and Statistics, 2015)



Congestion: Who owns the car?

% of HH with
cars

GROUP C 5.1
GROUP B 28.0
GROUP C 5.1
GROUP B 28.0
GROUP A 78.5

C= HH  income less than Rs 40,000 per month,
B= HH income Rs 40,000-79,999
A=HH income greater than Rs 80,000
Source: (ComTrans, 2014, p. 57)



Road Inequality: Congestion
• Use of private modes over public transport

increased by 2.5 times (Comtrans 2014)
• Appropriation of road space by cars and

private vehicles.
– Causes congestions
– Disadvantages public transport users

• Vicious cycle
– Growth in income>comfort>time> more cars> less

speed>more cars/intermediary transport
methods
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Growth in car ownership
September  2015
• Car registration  increased

57% over previous
month

• 400% Compared to 2014
• 97% of them were cars less

than 1000cc.

• Incentivized
- By 2015 budget
- Government revenue

- Doubled revenue for the 1st

half of 2015 compared to
same time last year.
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Pollution
• Energy consumption

– 75% of fuel is used for transport.
– Demand for fuel for transport will

grow two and a half times by 2020.
• Respiratory diseases – evidence from

studies
• Estimated cost to SL economy USD 7

million
• Disproportionate impact on lower

income groups
• Recognition and some efforts made to

control – unleaded petrol, ambient air
quality monitoring, vehicle emissions
testing
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Road Safety
• Sri Lanka (2014)  2773 road deaths (2.19% of all

deaths)
• Victims - Vulnerable road users - pedestrians,

cyclists and motorcyclists
– 38% pedestrians 44% motorcyclist (Lagade et al)

• Mostly young men and huge burden on economy
– But it also has an impact on women as care givers,

family wellbeing.
• Safety focus on private vehicle users.

– Need for bicycle lanes, walkways
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Conclusion
• Road as a public good- has to be equal access and

quality of service.
• Inequality in transport creates pollution,

congestion and safety risk—poor most adversely
affected.

• Creating equitable road usage should factor in to
planning similar Singapore and other developed
countries
– Implement Sri Lanka’s Urban Transport Master Plan

• Recognises thee inequalities.
• Improving public transport – through rapid transit
• Manage transport demand – getting  people from cars to

public transport.
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Transport and poverty
• Multidimensional poverty:

– inability to satisfy basic needs, lack of control over
resources, lack of education and skills poor health,
malnutrition, lack of shelter poor access to water and
sanitation and vulnerability to shocks, violence and
crime, lack of political freedom and voice also
manifest poverty in certain forms.

• Anti poverty actions needs to include
– Income/consumption, human capabilities, private and

social assets, time and its use, social attainments and
participation, security in respect to risks, shoicks and
violence.

• Transport infrastructure pays a key role here
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Transport Poverty causal linkages
• Inadequate infrastructure> access to common/social

assets. Geographic isolation >participation in labour
market

• Limit access to education and heath service> human
capacity

• Low productivity>high energy consuming> women
activities

• Prevent them from participating in decision making
ability>

• Constraint livelihood options>restrict their ability to
cope with shocks and violence.

• New transport infrastructure>exposure to
displacement, environment impacts
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