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Mahaweli Development 
Programme, Sri Lanka 
This article briefly examines a specific 
planning and architectural response to a 
human resettlement problem that 
occurred in Sri Lanka. Clearly, it would 
be unfair and inappropriate to propose 
universalising this experience, yet the 
general implications are too important to 
be ignored in the developing world, 
where similar projects are being consi
dered or are underway. 

The Mahaweli Developmeent Prog
ramme was initiated in the context of a 
development alternative for Sri Lanka, 
which would improve the foreign ex
change balance, increase local industrial 
and agricultural production and im
prove nation wide socio-economic con
ditions. In 1968, the Food and Agricultu
ral Organisation of the United Nations 
(FAO) formulated a master plan to pro
vide irrigation from the Mahaweli Ganga 
(Sri Lanka's largest river) to develop 
360,000 hectares of new and existing agri
cultural land and provide additional hyd
roelectric power facilities. It was planned 
to be completed over a period of thirty 
years. The first of these related projects 
commenced with World Bank assistance 
in 1972 and was terminated in 1976. 
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The Accelerated Mahaweli 
Progranune 
The newly elected United National Party 
Government decided in 1977 to accelerate 
implementation of a major portion of the 
Mahaweli Development Programme. 
The original thirty-year timetable was re
duced to five. 128,000 hectares of new 
land, and 32,000 hectares of existing land, 
were to be irrigated according to irriga
tion systems A.B.C.D. The AMP project 
area consists of the following nine major 
reservoirs: Kotmale, Ulhitiya Oya, Ran
tambe, Victoria, Ratkinda Oya, Rande
nigala, Maduru Oya and their respective 
catchment areas. As well as the proposed 
downstream irrigation systems A.B.C.D. 
two other reservoirs are tentatively in
cluded; Rotalawela and Moragahakande. 

The major capital works are now 
almost complete. To cite the Ministry of 
the Mahaweli Development publication 
in 1987, "The work now in hand is the 
enormously more challenging task of so
cial engineering directed towards the 
evolution of a well-rounded, cohesive, 

Location plan and map oj the Accelerated 
Mahaweli Programme. 
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Type of Service 
Centre 

Catchment Popl. 
families 

Unit Service Centre 
Village Centre 
Area Centre 
Major Town 

200-300 
800-1,000 

2-3,000 
8-10,000 

settler society and infusing it with an 
awareness of its historic role as the agent 
and catalyst in a new environment 
claimed from the jungle". It is estimated 
that, in addition to the present inhabi
tants, the AMP will accommodate a 
population of around one million people, 
identified as follows: 

Farm family units 
Non farm support family units 
Family units, improved land 
Migrant seasonal labour 
Average family unit size is five 

TOTAL 

80,800 
80,800 
14,350 
40,400 

1,000,000 

By the end of 1987, 51,630 families 
had been settled under the AMP in the 
downstream areas of Systems H & C (re
fer map). This paper draws its data chief
ly from System C. 

The physical planning investigations 
for System C began when Hunting 
Technical Services Ltd (UK) prepared a 
feasibility study for the area in 1979, at the 
behest of the Ministry of the Mahaweli 
Development established in 1978. In 1981, 
38% of the total Sri Lankan public invest
ment was absorbed by the AMP, which 
justified it having its own ministry. Offi
cial publications cite the contributions of 
foreign donors to the project, noting that, 
"many countries responded to the re
quest for financial assistance, both for the 
head works and downstream develop
ment". Feasibility, design and cost esti
mates were also funded with assistance 

Number 
Required 

84 
17 
6 
2 

Major Town 

Area Centre 

Village Centre 

Unit Service Centre 

Approx. Distance 
Apart. (kms.) 

2-3 
4-5 
7-10 

16-20 

from abroad and therefore undertaken by 
foreign consultants. The project is now 
estimated to cost $2,800 million (Water
bridge). In 1982 it was estimated that the 
combined capacity of the Victoria, Kot
male and Randenigala projects would 
double the existing hydro-energy capac
ity of the country, increase employment, 
and undermine reliance on food imports, 
while concurrently engaging the country 
in prolonged indebtedness. 

Physical Planning 
The first comprehensive physical propos
als for System C were prepared by Hunt
ing Technical Services Ltd. Planning pro
ceeds in three phases. First to be prepared 
are the land-use maps. They delineate 
commandability of land based on prop
osed canal networks, and the suitability 
of land for different uses based on soil 
surveys. These are followed by the struc
ture plans which denote soil boundaries, 
paddy fields, homesteads and hamlets 
centres, village centres, areas centres and 
townships. 

The third planning phase constitutes 
the preparation of detailed settlement lay
out plans. It involves two related exer
cises: first is the selection of sites for com
munity centres and the physical organisa
tion of activities within each centre; 
second is the parcelling-out of the homes
teads and the laying out of access roads 
by engineers within the settlement area. 
The hierarchy of centres (for planning 
purposes) was outlined in the Hunting 
report of 1979 (see table above). 
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The Mahaweli Architectural Unit 
(MAU) 
The independent MAU was established in 
1983 under the umbrella of its parent 
body, the Mahaweli Engineering and 
Construction Agency. Prior to this, 
architects worked with engineers and 
planners in the Mahaweli Engineering 
Division. The envisaged scope of work 
of the MAU encompasses the following: 
• To plan new towns and settlements, 

including development planning for 
future urban areas. 

• To design individual buildings. 
• To carry out environmental planning. 
• To carry out development and pre

servation planning of the reservoir 
watershed arei\s. 

• To carry out landscaping, both overall 
and in specific areas. 

• To develop good low-cost housing and 
self-help housing. 

• To bring rammed earth construction 
to a state where it is technically satis
factory and officially acceptable. 

• To design improved buildings for such 
purposes as schools, health centres, etc. 

• To help establish better building habits. 
• To help ensure that all the effort that 

goes into downstream areas will create 
communities, [Owns and buildings, 
and landscapes which have good hu
man and social qualities and, as far as 
possible, create places of beauty in 
which people 30 years from now, 
when the shade trees have grown, will 
be content and proud to live. 
The MAU suffered all the "birth 

pangs" of any new organisation of this 
character and scale. Today its staff com
plement is around sixty. They are located 
in Digane, an hour and a half away from 
the major sites by road. In practice, of the 
three areas of spatial planning enumer
ated, the MAU's actual building involve-



ment is confined to the planning and de
tailing of the built fabric of the 
townships, whose location has been de
cided upon in the structure plans. 

Usually, public building in the area 
centres and village centres, like schools, 
hospitals, post office, staff quarters, etc. 
were built using the Department of 
Building plan types. The latter institution 
is a continuation of the colonial Public 
Works Department begun in the last cen
tury. Its considerable experience in pre
paring types of plans for public building 
was drawn upon here to complement the 
work of the physical planners. Some 
types have been substantially revised by 
the MAD. In appearance, however, the 
unrevised buildings differ significantly 
from those designed by the MAU for the 
new townships, although in spirit they 

conform to the building guidelines for 
the Mahaweli authorised in 1986. The 
guidelines deal with issues usch as build
ing heights, roof and wall types, and 
materials, and the protection of trees. The 
MAU has produced over six hW1dred 
sheets of building details, most are used 
as standards, with special variations . 

Townships 
As far as we can tell, township plans Were 
developed by the MAU on the basis of 
land-use divisions recommended in the 
Hunting report. The MAU inherited 
zones for which they prepared detailed 
layout plans. Drawing upon some of the 
earlier experience of the architectural staff 
attached to the Mahaweli Engineering 
Unit and other sources, the planning 
principles for townships have been de-

35 

Lift: Upstream development: the Victoria Dam. 
Lift, below: Upstream development: the KOT
MALE dam. 
Above: Rich fields in the rural landscape. 
Photograph: S. Jayewardene. 

fined by the chief architect of the MAU, 
Mr. Ulrik Plesner. In 1986, he outlined 
the principles for planning a "good 
town" as opposed to a "dispersed town" 
founded upon eight basic principles. 
Outside the township, his spatial plan
ning models echo the Hunting recom
mendations, formulated in consultation 
with local planners. 

Presently, the MAU have designed 
and had built five townships: Karaliyad
da, Kundasale and Digane in the Victoria 
area, and Girandurokotte and Dehiatta
kandiya (in progress) in System C. Weli
kanda, which is almost complete, is in 
System B, while several others are at 
design stage. The townships are intended 
from the outset to serve the settler 
population, although it has been sug
gested that the majority of settlers are too 
poor, and the distances too great, for 
them to be actually serviced by such 
townships. This criticism calmot be easily 
verified because of a lack of adequate re
search and evaluation of such issues. Posi
tively speaking, the built form in new 
townships conforms to the Building 
Guidelines of the Mahaweli Authority, 
whose main purpose is to "prevent the 
use of low quality and ugly materials 
such as corrugated tin sheets, and to 
establish the use of various forms of slop
ing tile covered roofs with eaves, this 
being both technically sensible, available, 
economic, within the Lankan tradition, a 
wnfying beautiful element, and good for 
the climate". The Mahaweli Authority of 
Sri Lanka Guidelines for Building in the 
Mahaweli Area, 1986, stipulates white
washed walls, tiled roofs and black tim
ber work. 

They clearly apply to urban areas. 
The townships already constructed form 
a cohesive, built fabric well-integrated 
with their surroundings. 
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MAU and Housing 
Although not directly involved in pro
viding settler housing at present, the MAU 
does design low-cost staff housing in 
townships. They have developed a sub
stantial dossier of plans and details for 
such housing, beginning with a minimal 
"core" house which can be progressively 
enlarged. The prototype is built of sun
dried bricks; its qualities and cost are 
under review. Houses are designed to be 
built of bricks, blocks or rammed earth, 
with roofs of calicut tiles or half-round 
tiles on asbestos. These have not yet been 
released for financial loans or construc
tion. The objective is to set acceptable 
standards by actual building experi
mentation, and therefore to utilise earth 
construction widely. 

It is a pity that there appears to be no 
defined policy whereby architects may 
offer their expertise to the settler in a 
more immediate and relevant fashion, 
especially since the settlers' needs are no
ticeably urgent. The most obvious reason 
for this distance between settler and pro
fessional seems to be that the client (gov
ernment) has not yet required direct pro
fessional participation in settler housing. 

On account of this omission, the 1987 
official view on the matter of housing in 

the Mahaweli settlements is worth quot
ing at some length. 
"Since the main focus of this settlement 
pattern is the family-scale farming struc
ture, it is imperative that the whole fami
ly as a unit is stabilised in this new 
habitat as early as possible. The basic re
quirement for the achievement of this 
objective is adequate shelter... The 
Mahaweli Authority has attempted to 
draw several lessons in this respect from 
past experience in the previous colonisa
tion schemes in Sri Lanka. On the one 
hand, wherever a completely built house 
has been provided to the settler in the 
early colonisation schemes, the provision 
of such free housing has unfortunately 
not brought about the desired goals. In 
many instances such houses were either 
not occupied and utilised properly by the 
settlers, or they were neglected in the 
process of occupation. On the other 
hand, in the schemes where the settlers 
were given financial assistance to con
struct their own core houses, the assist
ance was improperly utilised by the set
tler who preferred to put up only sub
standard core houses unsuitable for hu
man habitation". 

The present housing programme is 
viewed as a homestead development one, 
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Left, above: Shops in GlRANDURUKOTTE 

township. (if. site plan) 
Far left: KUNDASALE township. 
Left: DEHIATTAKANDIYA - Engineers' Office. 
Photograph: S. Jayewardene. 
Above: WELIKANDA township - shopping 
arcade. Photograph: S. Jayewardene. 

rather than restricted to simply develop
ing a core house. The housing effort is 
seen to be the highest single item of ex
penditure in any family's budget, from 
which no economic return is achieved. It 
is admitted that the settlers invariably fmd 
it difficult to supplement the assistance 
they receive for housing from their own 
resources. Project-oriented donor assist
ance has been arranged for the establish
ment of a Trust Fund for Housing in 
Zone 2 of System C, Zones 2 & 3 of 
System E, and System G. A housing 
loan of 6,000 to 10,000 Rupees can be 
obtained. For other areas, normal state 
assistance is envisaged in small loans. 

With this background knowledge, it 
still remains unclear as to why settler 
housing in earlier schemes was unsuc
cessful, and why the present solution of 
giving minimal material support in any 
way improves the quality of housing. 

It is noticeable on site that many set
tlers live in semi-permanent housing, de
spite the avowed efforts by the planners 
to incorporate knowledge gained from 
previous resettlement experience. In their 
report Hunting went as far as to give 
drawings for a model, settler core house 
intended to act as a guide on materials. 
They recommended that a pyramidal, 
tiled roof, red brick and stained timber 
would be the preferred aesthetic. 



Stress Factors in Resettlement 
The stress factors in resettlement of 
populations are too well known to be 
overlooked in the context of the AMP. 
The inadequacy of infrastructural plan
ning and management has received spe
cial attention in the reports by Thayer 
Scudder, Institute of Development 
Anthropology at California Institute of 
Technology and K. Wimaladharma who 
is the adviser to the UNDP/Sri Lanka 
project for the Advancement of Settle
ment Expertise and Ministry of Lands 
and Development. They both argue that 
more systematic evaluation of work in 
progress ought to begin with the need for 
a broader dialogue between donors and 
the Mahaweli "family of agencies". On 
the strength of field work undertaken in 
1983 they conclude that, "various policy 
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decisions were being implemented which 
seriously jeopardised the possibility of the 
AMP realising its potential in regard to 
the settlement component". They believe 
that the AMP at the moment (1985), "is 
replicating poverty among the majority 
of the households that have been settled 
to date". 

In AMP downstream development, 
new townships are conspicuous design 
statements in a rural environment where 
settler poverty is uneven, widespread, yet 
equally difficult to ignore. This forces us 
to ask how and why such a discrepancy 
occurs in the built fabric? Do profession
als have to distance themselves from such 
issues because their priority tasks are de
fined for them by their employers, and 
the donor agencies, or do they have the 
independence to define and argue for 
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Left, top: Settler housing System H - seml
pelmanent. 
Far left, above: Settler housing System C. 
Far left: Settler built tiles for firing brick used in the 
construction of the pelmanent dwellings. 
Left, above: Settler housing System C - later stage 
of semi-permanent dwellings retaining thatch roof 
Left: Spontaneously developed shop close to settler 
housing in a hamlet zone. 
Above: Settler house - interior of kitchen. 
Photographs: S. Jayewardene. 

alternate priorities? If they do have such 
professional perogatives, it is difficult to 
understand why settler housing and 
homestead planning rate a low priority. 
Is it because experience convinces the 
architect that they have little or no con
tribution to make in settler shelter provi
sion currently managed by other mem
bers of the Mahaweli family of agencies? 

While no information is available on 
the wider impact of inadequate shelter 
provision on the entire development 
goals of the AMP, it has been recognised 
by the officials themselves that the single 
most important item in ensuring stable 
settlement is shelter provision. Yet it 
appears that the lower priority ranking of 
settler housing in relation to township 
development has never really been open 
to debate. 
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