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MULT!- STOREY LIVING FOR THE URBAN POOR SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND 
FUNCTIONAL VIABILITIES IN COLOMBO. 

ABSTRACT 

Architecture is for people have become a well known clinch which is being used without 

a precise comprehension of its deeper assets. Thus intern, it has created a discomfort in 

the ultimate user especially in the provision of housing of housing for the poor 

community dweller. 

Similarly, in a rigid grid iron pattern with, respectively stacked dwellings do not 

incorporate with the socio cultural context of the urban low income dwellers. At all the 

ultimate result is that their return to the original dwelling which creates shanty 

settlements within urban premises. 

Thus more concern has to be given to the socio-cultural context of urban low 

income dwellers 1n order to examine the extent of its contribution for their 

dwelling designs. Housing settlement is a basic need for human existence. The 

present issue of housing has been comprehended as a provision of 'Homes' 

'Housing'; as the developed shelter; a greater need of home making. 

This dissertation focuses on Multi-Storey apartments in Sri Lanka and provides 

an appropriate background for the study of its viability to house the urban poor in 

the city of Colombo. An in depth knowledge on this subject area is essential for 

the architects, as the multi storey apartments have become one of the universally 

accepted built form in the urban living environment. In the Sri Lankan context 

also it has become an efficient mean of fulfilling the requirements of housing in 

the urban sector. This dissertation intends to find out the viability of multi-storey 

apartments within the social, functional, and economic parameters prevailing in 

the city of Colombo. The study starts with review out the previous housing 

strategies, their advantages and disadvantages. Then boking at existing 

examples, by literature reviews and from participatory observation assesses the 

suitability of multi-storey living for urban poor. 



One of the major findings of the study is the absence of knowledge and proper 

education among urban poor category to introduce this type of a new concept. It 

was found that the people, who value our cultural features and the society as a 

whole, are not prepared to accept this type of buildings that had been successful 

in foreign countries. It was clearly understood that adherence to the essence of 

Sri Lankan architecture and understanding of urban social characteristics playa 

major role in popularizing multi-storey apartments among the urban poor. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Housing one of the basic human needs is an ever growing problem in both 

developed and developing countries in the world. Increasing population, urbanization, 

poor economic growth with changing attitude towards living could be identified as 

primary causes that created problems in human habitation. 

There were different approaches to overcome this problem. These 

approaches very from the participation of community component. While some are 

fully separate from the community participation, others are purely oriented to 

community participation. However these approaches are abandoning sometime 

without valid reasoning. The overall need of the contemporary housing is to research 

on the precedence as stated above, to evolve a more suitable system or a strategy 

based on the contemporary research and caters for the housing demand. 

Housing the urban poor coherently has been a prominent snatch in the recent 

past. The issue has been convincingly comprehended as a process of home making 

beyond the parameters of mere housing. It felt that in order to achieve the foreseen 

results; the dwellers intimate perceptions of 'home' should be comprehensively 

distinguished with respect to their unique socio-cultural profile. 

The past housing endeavors have mostly been recognized as a concept of 

actualizing the dwellers quantitative requirements in spite of the qualitative needs. 

That they mere provisions of tangible human comfort and have lacked perceptual 

stimulation's of home. Therefore it could be sated that the schemes have not 

provided the stipulations for the dwellers socio-cultural manifestations that are 

essential for their existence. 

Accordingly as Rapaport says; 

T h e form of a house or a settlement is not simply a result of physical 

forces or any single casual factor; but It Is the consequences of a whole range of 

socio-cultural factors seen in their broadest terms given a certain climate the 

availability of materials and capabilities of a given level of technology; what finally 

decides Is the form of dwelling and moulds the space and their relationship the 

vision that people have their ideal life. The environment sought reflect many socio-

cultural forces including religious beliefs; family clan structures; social 

organization; way of gaining livelihood and social relation's between individuals" 



Considering the existing urban low-income settlements; even though the 

living conditions are very poor, the personalization of individual dwellings as well as 

settlements planning within the neibourhood fit well with their socio- cultural context. 

Therefore it is essential to deeply study the socio-curtural context of the 

dwellers when designing for urban low income category. 

'Home' is one of the major needs of the civilized human being. From the 

ancient times, it was mainly considered as a private domain, but with the 

development of the civilizations, human beings tend to live in settlements. 

Housing is a problem that had been prevailing in the human society from the 

beginning of the industrial revolution. Due to the development of new industrial and 

commercial activities people started to migrate from rural areas to urban areas to find 

jobs and also to gain better facilities, such as schools, health services, recreational 

opportunities etc. In most countries, particularly in developing countries, the provision 

of adequate housing for their population has become an acute problem, particularly 

because of the lack of sufficient resources for housing. 

The nature of a certain social settlement varies due to the arrangement of the 

physical order. It is evident that the life style and the social behavior of the people 

govern this arrangement. In this case, the living habits, value systems, rituals, etc. 

forms the life style and gives identity to a certain community. Therefore, in the overall 

sense, the life style and the human behavior of its occupants shape the pattern of a 

certain settlement. In an urban context, the urban poor community is one of the 

major components that help to balance the activities in a city. When one considers 

the Sri Lankan context, it is apparent that during the period of Portuguese, Dutch and 

British, few towns like Colombo and Galle, were prominent. With the development of 

theses towns, the needs of housing in different classes were gradually raised, until it 

became a national problem. 

During the past two three decades, most of the governments in Sri Lanka 

implemented "Subsidy oriented" housing strategies to solve this problem. Due to the 

scarcity of lands and other resources, some governments introduced walk-up 

apartments as a solution. But some of them were failed due to several reasons. 
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In present days, a new concept has been introduced by the REEL company 

(Real Estate Exchange Pvt. Ltd.) called the "REEL APPROACH", which is a 

"Commercial oriented approach", is going to implement by exchanging lands through 

a developer to house the urban poor. They have proposed to build multi-storey 

apartments and going to manage as condominiums. 

ISSUE OF THE STUDY 

When one studies the multi-storey living, it is apparent that the apartment 

buildings were introduced to Sri Lanka mainly during the period of British occupation. 

Most of the previous multi-storey apartments were popularized among the rich 

people as luxury apartments. With the increasing of population, there is no solution 

for the housing problem in Sri Lanka as well as in other countries other than living in 

multi-storey. 

In Sri Lanka, the limit of knowledge and the lack of experience in mufti-storey 

living is a problem to popularize it among the urhan poor. So far, they have not 

introduced such multi-storey living for those who are in urban poor settlements in the 

city of Colombo. That is why this study is important to analyses the viability of multi 

storey living for urban poor in Sri Lanka. 

NEED OF THE STUDY 

Sri Lanka is a small country where 30% of the total population is living in 

Colombo metropolitan area. Fifty one percent of the city populations live in shanties 

and there are 1506 squatter settlements within the city of Colombo. The squatters 

occupy most of the prime lands, which are nearly 1000 acres. With the urbanization, 

the scarcity of lands and the uncontrollable land values have changed tremendously. 

Most of the low-income people who live in those settlements are illegal occupants. 

These settlements may be considered as the main crime breeding areas in an urban 

city. These people have lots of problems such as health, infrastructure, education 

etc. Due to the unhygienic conditions, most of the settlements are breeding grounds 

for various diseases. These urban poor settlements are one of the major 

components in an urban context and they are providing valuable service to the 

society. Therefore it is impossible to remove these people from the city. 



Hence several previous governments have taken different precautions to 

solve these housing and unhygienic problems. The main challenge of the 

government is to clear these prime lands and use them for future developments. 

Most countries that had faced this type of a problem had introduced the multi-storey 

apartments as a solution. Present government has introduced, under the Sustainable 

Township Programmed (STP) the "Sahaspura" housing scheme at Wanathamulla. 

The phase one consists of 680 houses in a 14-storey building and hope to manage 

as a condominium property. 

Thus, the study reveals the importance of multi-storey living for the local 

context. According to the Colombo Metropolitan Regional Structure Plan (CMRSP), 

government has identified main areas within the city of Colombo and tried to get the 

maximum usage of those lands. As a result, most of the new buildings would be 

more than 10 storey. Hence the whole city is going to comprise of multi-storey 

buildings; so, there is a need to study the characteristics of those buildings and the 

viability of multi-storey apartments for the urban poor in the city of Colombo. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

This multi-storey apartment for the urban poor is a new concept to the local 

context. Therefore, the main objective is to find out the social, economical and 

functional viability to the Sri Lankan context. 

METHOD OF THE STUDY 

Though this is a vast study area, author divided this study into several parts 

and tried to collect information. Thus, within the available limited period of time, the 

author hopes to investigate and establish the viability of multi-storey living for the 

urban poor in the city of Colombo for comfortable residential living. 

In the beginning, a literature review was conducted to identify the problem of 

housing. This deliberates how this housing problem started and how these urban 

settlements might be useful to the urban context. Also it reviews the position of 

hosing in Colombo Metropolitan Region. 
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At the same time tried to stabilize the previous housing strategies 

implemented by the previous governments and the reasons that made to be 

unsuccessful of same programmers. As there was a. limited times frame, using a 

structured questionnaire and by participatory observation, tried to collect information 

to establish the above statement. Then tried to reason-out the necessity of the multi

storey living for the local context. 

The suitability of multi-storey living for human beings analyzed by using 

relevant examples in Hong Kong, Singapore and India as pre-examination materials. 

Finally tried to analyses all the above information's to verify the viability of the 

multi-storey living for the under served settlements/ urban poor in the city of 

Colombo. 

SCOPE AND LIMITATION 

The scope of this study is to examine the viability of multi-storey living for the 

urban poor in the city of Colombo. This study is not focus to analyze the housing 

problem of other income categories and the environmental factors, which relates to 

housing. 


