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Abstract  

This research investigates the major causes for the rapid urbanization of Nittambuwa town 

which is in the northwest periphery of the Colombo Megalopolis. Urbanization has become a 

major development trend in the developing countries. In Sri Lanka also, with the 

development of the Colombo Megalopolis, so many emerging towns showed an accelerating 

urbanization process during the past two decades, 2000-2020. This research uses a mixed-

method and urban geographic approaches. The study area has been defined for 50 meters 

buffer zone of Colombo–Kandy highway in the Nittambuwa town area. 30 shops and 50 

dwellers have been selected for primary data collection under a simple random sampling 

method. Observations and the other surveying techniques were used to collect the primary 

data while other data were gained from secondary data sources such as Urban Development 

Authority, Road Development Authority and National Physical Planning Department of Sri 

Lanka. This study reveals that the Nittambuwa town acts as the main interchanging center 

within the area. The number of commuters who pass the town has significantly been 
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increased and transportation services have also been increased during the last two decades. 

Connecting road development projects of the surrounding area of the town has affected the 

increase of the mobility of the crowd into the town. Construction of large-scale textile shops 

and supermarkets also have become major development trends within the town area. It is 

better to construct a place for recreational activities for the refreshment of the people and 

proper parking yards for private vehicles. It is clear that the infrastructure development of the 

town area has affected for acerating the urbanization in the Nittambuwa Town.   

 

Keywords: Rapid urbanization, Interchanging center, Development trend, Colombo 

Megalopolis  

 

Introduction 

Urbanization can be defined as a key dynamic process that has affected the rapid changes of 

the human landscape of the modern century. The social and the physical revolution processes 

which occurred after the Second World War and the industrial revolution, lead urbanization 

to occupy a dynamic place in today’s world. So, urbanization is a major process within the 

widely spread social changes of the world. Although the world’s demographic and structural 

physical changes are clearly indicated by the urbanization, it is not a process that has been 

developed equally everywhere within the world.   

Electricity, transportation, communication, health facilities, development in the education 

sector, broadening of the industrial sector and trade has accelerated the urbanization process. 

The two main causes of urbanization which are mostly referred in literatures are the 

continued rural-urban migration, and the rate of natural increase. Despite these two factors, 

reclassification of urban councils in 1987 in Sri Lanka affected to decrease the urban 

population of the country, because the town councils have been re classified into rural areas 

in this amendment also being a dominant.  

This allows the nation’s least prepared to meet the inevitable strains of urban growth to 

understand their upcoming major urban challenges. Although the ‘pull factors’ of cities, 

allure of better employment, education, health care, culture, and disproportionate contribution 

to the national economies, have been increasing, the urban population of Sri Lanka is still 

18% of total population (Department of Census and Statistics 2012). The key factors of the 

slow growth of urban population in Sri Lanka are rural mindset of the population, 

environmental pollution, high cost of living in cities, government subsidies for rural 

populations, infrastructure development in rural periphery, subsidized public transportation 

(Sakalasooriya, 2021).  

This kind of informal urban growth has given rise to several challenges or problems such as 

human and environmental poverty, environmental degradation, and population demands that 

outstrip service capacity, like commercialization of sex, increase rate of crimes, the build-up 

squatter settlements and shanty sites, high cost of housing, pollution, spread of diseases, 

inadequate solid waste disposal and poor sanitation (Bodo, 2019).  

Housing and associated infrastructure facilities (water, electricity, etc.) are similarly 

inadequate, such that millions are now living in substandard and subhuman environments, 

plagued by slum, squalor, and similarly inadequate social amenities, schools, health, and 
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recreational facilities (Bodo, 2015). The city challenges that have led to breakdown the 

family cohesiveness and community spirit can further increase the levels of juvenile 

delinquency and crime (Burra, 2005).  

As a developing country, Urbanization which is as same as the mirror of the socio-economic 

development of a country, occupies a remarkable place in Sri Lankan social development as 

well. Although it shows a slow development in peripheral areas in relation to the core, Sri 

Lankan urbanization pattern demonstrates a rapid development from the beginning of the 21
st
 

century due to various development processes and the demographic and social changes 

happening since the end of the past decade.  

Although it has identified that the growth of many urbanized areas in Sri Lanka, the urban 

growth does not reflects clearly with the reported data due to the administrative classification 

errors of urban areas. However, with the aim of minimizing the core peripheral inequalities in 

Sri Lanka, implementation of regional development projects and programs have made these 

peripheral areas as well to generate rapid urbanization view within the areas at present. 

Likewise, being located within the peripheral area of the Gampaha district and operating as 

the main intersecting center of the Colombo-Kandy and the Katunayake-Attanagalla main 

roads, Nittambuwa town acts as an effective service center within the area. With the impact 

of many internal and external factors, Nittambuwa town demonstrates a rapid growth process 

during the past two decades.  

This rapid urban development of the town has supported the high level of living of both urban 

dwellers and people who daily travel to the town and it has accelerated the commercial profit 

increase within the town area. This article studies about the background causes that have 

affected the rapid urbanization of the Nittambuwa town both internally and externally and has 

analyzed how the rapid urbanization has affected to the progression of the commercial status 

of the area furthermore.  

 

Methodology 

Main aim of this study is to identify the background causes that have affected the rapid 

urbanization of the Nittambuwa town both internally and externally and secondarily how the 

rapid urbanization has affected to the progression of the commercial status of the area, 

defining a 50 meters buffer zone of Colombo –Kandy highway in the Nittambuwa town area. 

30 shops and 50 dwellers were selected for primary data collection under a simple random 

sampling method. Hence, observations and other surveying techniques were used to collect 

data while other data were gained from secondary data sources such as Urban Development 

Authority, Road Development Authority and National Physical Planning Department of Sri 

Lanka. MS Excel, GIS, and Remote Sensing techniques were used to analyze the data while 

charts, maps, and tables were used to present the data. 

 

Results  

The location of the Nittambuwa town has mainly supported for the rapid urbanization of the 

town being the main intersecting center of the Colombo-Kandy and the Katunayake-

Attanagalla main roads. So, it’s a need to allocate a sufficient transport service for the 

commuters who pass through the Nittambuwa town. Hence there are plenty of public 
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40% 

30% 

30% 

Private Vehicles and Motor
Cycles
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transport services, both public and private bus services allocated respectively by the Ceylon 

Transport Board and the Road Passenger Transport Authority. These bus services process 

towards the main directions, that is towards Colombo, Kandy, Katunayake and Attanagalla. 

There is a severe increment of the transport services acting as a pull factor for the 

acceleration of the number of commuters towards the town and their daily mobility during the 

past two decades. Among these people about 40% use only the public transportation services 

to travel to the town and about 30% use both public and other transportation services. Thus, it 

depicts that more than 60% of the people use public transportation service to travel to the 

town (Figure 01). 

 

Figure 01; Modes of transportation used by commuters to travel the to the town   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Field survey data, 2019 

 

Another factor is that, within the past two decades both the prices of urban lands in the town 

area and the land use change within the town area rapidly increased. By 2001, 42% of the 

land were buildup lands which were used for commercial purposes, housings, services, and 

industrial purposes. 38% and 16% of the land were occupied by the coconut plantations and 

paddy fields respectively (Figure 02).  
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Figure 02; Land Use Pattern of Nittambuwa Town Area - 2001 

Source: Field survey data, 2019 

 

But a significant change is shown in this land use pattern by 2014. i.e., the buildup land 

which were at 42% by 2001 has increased up to 45% and the coconut plantations have been 

reduced up to 22% and the paddy lands have been increased up to 28%. Furthermore, at 

present, about after two decades, these land use pattern has dramatically changed and 

diversified. Rather than coconut and paddy lands, so many other plantations can be seen 

today. Also, there is a rapid decrease in coconut and paddy plantations when compared to 

2014. i.e., coconut plantations and paddy fields were decreased up to 13% and 17% 

respectively and the buildup lands have been increased up to 64% showing a 22% increment 

compared to 2001 (Figure 03).  
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Figure 03; Land Use Pattern of Nittambuwa Town Area - 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Field survey data, 2019 

 

Figure 04; Variation of the values of land in Nittambuwa town area 2008 – 2018  

 
Source: Field survey data, 2019 

Higher usage of land for housing and commercial purposes has caused rapid land use pattern 

changes which head towards rapid increment of the land prices within the town area. Within a 

decade, price of the lands of the central town area has increased by thrice of its value (Figure 

04). Fragmentation of land for housing purposes day by day and the increase of the values of 

the lands by the auctioneers have caused this rapid increase of the land price.  
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Also, considering the Nittambuwa town as a service center of three major principles of 

Central Place Theory, marketing principle (k=3), transport principle (k=4) and administrative 

principle (k=7) shows a higher bond between both upper and lower category cities and towns 

around the area. People from the other third and fourth category towns travel to Nittambuwa 

town for their marketing, transport and administrative facilities and people from Nittambuwa 

also travel to nearby secondary and first level category towns for their facilities. This depicts 

that the Nittambuwa town has the capacity to encounter with both the upper and lower 

category of towns and cities within the area.    

Furthermore, large scale textile shops and supermarkets located in the area play a significant 

role in the rapid urbanization process of the Nittambuwa town. Branches of large-scale 

customer service institutions in Colombo and branches of popular textile shops in Sri Lanka 

are located in Nittambuwa so as to meet the customer needs of the area and they highly 

support for the urbanization process as well. On the other hand, all these large scale shops 

including Cargills Food City, Singer, Abans, Softlogic showrooms and textile shops like 

Thilakawardhane, Osaka, Yellya are located along the Colombo–Kandy highway and the 

Attanagalla–Katunayake road and as a result of that, a high population and commercial 

concentrations are functioning along these main roads. Location of these large-scale shops 

supports indirectly for the development of small-scale shops and business institutions since 

these small institutions also try to re-build their shops and to diversify their resources to 

attract the customers.  

During the past two decades the reduced land cover of the baron lands and coconut 

plantations are now being used for commercial purposes and for government institutions. 

Also, during the past two decades increased amount of commercial, market and other services 

have supported the people more effectively with the services. When calculating the trend of 

the business institutions, it depicts a positive trend in the past two decades.  

 

Figure 05  Increment of Registered Business Institutions in Nittambuwa town area 2000-2018 

Source: Field survey data, 2019 
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Furthermore, the location of the businesses and other service stations in the town area will 

increase in 2020 and 2025 reaching nearly 1000 institutions and shops in 2025. Rather than 

the factors occurring internally within the town, there are so many external factors that are 

influential for the rapid urbanization of the Nittambuwa town. The expansion and the 

reconstruction projects of the Colombo- Kandy highway and the other roads in the town area 

and urban planning, corridor concept and developing the centers of State Physical Planning 

which are being done under the government policies have supported externally for the 

rapidity of the urbanization in the area. Under the Urban Development Plan of Nittambuwa 

Town, there are many infrastructure development programs. Constructing a new bus stand, 

building of the weekly fair, public ground and the pavilion, supermarket, recreational park, 

and public toilets fall under already completed development programs and there are many 

other projects and programs to be completed in the future. These infrastructure programs 

which are conducted under the government authorities and institutions have a high impact on 

the rapid urban Development of the Nittambuwa town. And being located within the east-

west corridor of Sri Lanka, Nittambuwa occupies a significant place in the urban 

development as a Nittambuwa- Gampaha Development Center.  

So, it is clear that all these factors show that Nittambuwa town has affected both internally 

and externally by various causes for its rapid urbanization during the past two decades in 

urbanization process. And it has accelerated the country’s urbanization process as a 

peripheral town located far in the Colombo Metropolitan Area.  

 

Conclusion 

When analyzing the factors which have affected the rapid urbanization of the area it is clear 

that both the internal and external factors have supported similarly for the rapidity of the 

urbanization of the area.  

 

Table 01; Background Causes for the Rapid Urbanization of the Nittambuwa Town 

Internal Factors External Factors 

Development of the transport sector and 

human mobility 

Expansion and reconstruction projects of the 

Colombo- Kandy highway and other roads 

in the town area 

Increment of the value of land and land use 

patterns 

Policies of the government 

 Urban planning,  

 Corridor concept and the 

 Developing centers of state physical 

planning 

Development as a service center 

Development of large-scale textile shops 

and business and commercial institutes 

 

Also, it is predictable that Nittambuwa town will grow furthermore as an intersecting town, 

based on Colombo–Kandy highway and the Katunayake–Attanagalla roads. Rapid increase of 

the transportation facilities will tend to move the people more towards the town for textiles 

and other secondary requirements in the future. Due to rapid population growth and 

population density in the town area, the agricultural lands will shrink furthermore in the 

future and the buildup areas will increase with the vertical perspective of development as 
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there is a lesser amount of space. Also, the business institutions, shops and other commercial 

institutions will also reach about 1000 in 2025. Presently, Nittambuwa is considered as a 

tertiary level town and it is predictable that this will be upgraded to a secondary level town 

due to rapid infrastructure development programs and the urbanization processes. However, 

finally, it’s clear that all these rapid urbanization processes will pave the path for many 

emerging issues in Nittambuwa town area in near the future. Severe traffic jam within the 

central town, improper waste management, unavailability of parking facilities, increase of 

accidents and many other issues have already become problematic within the Nittambuwa 

town area. Through implementing proper waste management strategies and with proper urban 

planning system all these issues can be solved.  

 

References 

 

[1] Berry, B.J.L. . (1963). The commercial structure of American Cities. Chicago press 

 

[2] Bodo, Tombari;. (2019). Rapid Urbanisation: Theories, Causes, Consequences and 

Coping Strategies. Geographical Research, 2(3,2019), 32-45. 

 

[3] Census of Population and Housing Sri Lanka (2012). The Department of Census and 

Statistics, Colombo, Sri Lanka,  

http://www.statistics.gov.lk/pophousat/cph2011/pages/activities/Reports/SriLanka.pdf, 

retrieved at January 25, 2021 

 

[4] Chester, E. Zimolozak C. A. and Stanfield T.R. . (1979). The Human Landscape 

Geography and culture. Columbus, Ohio,: Charles E. Merrill Publishing Co. 

 

[5] Clapp, J. and James A. . (1971). New Towns and urban Policy: Planning Metropolitan 

Growth. New York: Dunellen. 

 

[6] Department of Census and Statistics. (2001 and 2012). Preliminary Release on 

Population by Sex, Age, Religion, Ethnicity According to Districts and D.S. Divisions 

(Provisional), Gampaha.  

 

[7] Farrell, Kyle;. (2018). Rapid Urbanization: An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the 

Urban Transition in Developing. Retrieved October 05, 2020, from https://www.diva-

portal.org/smash/get/diva2:1257531/FULLTEXT01.pdf 

 

[8] Harold, M. (1964). Reading in Urban geography. The University of Chicago Press. 

 

[9] Indrasiri, L. (2001). Redefining Urban Centers and Urbanization In Sri Lanka, Peport 

NO-18, . Center for National Physical Planning, Urban Development Authority, 

National Physical Planning Department ,Colombo, Sri Lanka. 

 



International Journal of Liberal Arts and Social Science    ISSN: 2307-924X   www.ijlass.org 

 
 

10 

[10] John, L. T. (1984). Urban planning practice in developing countries. Pergamon press. 

 

[11] Lanka, U. D. ((Final Draff — vol.ii) (1996) ). Colombo Metropolitan Regional Structure 

plan .  

 

[12] Manike, M.S.M.G. . (1983). Cooperative analysis of land use in selected towns in Sri 

Lanka . (Unpublished dissertation- Diploma in Urban Development,University of 

Moratuwa). 

 

[13] Munasinghe, Jagath. (2014). "Policies and Issues in urban development in Sri Lanka : 

an examination of the Inter domain groups"' . Sri Lanka Journal of Social Science, 

(2012 / 2013). 

 

[14] Pack , Janet Rothenberg ; Potter, Samara R.; Gale, William G. ;. (2002, July 01). 

Brookings. Retrieved October 05, 2020, from https://www.brookings.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2016/06/cr13.pdf 

 

[15] Rimmer, P.J.and Dick, H. W . (1998). Beyond the third world city the new urban 

geography of South east Asia, Urban studies vol. 35.  

 

[16] Sakalasooriya, N. (2021). Regional Development Disparities in Sri Lanka, in, 

International Journal of Research and Innovation in Social Science (IJRISS), ISSN No. 2454-

6186, Delhi, India  

 

 

[17] Sorensen, A. . (2002). The making of urban Japan cities and planning from Edo to the 

21 st century, . Routledge, London. 

 

[18] Truman, A. H. (1992). In Interpreting the city and Urban Geography (pp. 322-4430). 

Hon Wiley and sons publishers. 

 

[19] Urban Development Authority- Sri Lanka. (2001(Revised)). Colombo Metropolitan 

Regional Out line structure plan.  

 

[20] Wanasinghe, W.A.D.S. . (1985). Sub Urbanization around Colombo. Vidyodaya Journal 

vol 13. 

 

[21] Wihillick, A. and Osborn, F.J. . (1998). The new town; . London: Leonord Hill Pub. 

 

 

 


