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Abstract: This research paper seeks to examine to what extent local governance is 
effective in alleviating the vicious circle of poverty. Furthermore, traditional social 
relationships in Sri Lankan society are relatively and critically discussed in the notion of 
social capital.  In Sri Lanka, local government institutions, administrative divisional 
secretaries, the Gramaseva division, civil society and the business community are the 
entities of local governance at the grass roots governance level that directly involve 
participation of the general public. The article studies the effect of Local Governance on 
poverty alleviation and observes people’s direct involvement in relation to their socio – 
economic development in the local governance political body. The Kasiwattapura at 
Polhena Gramaseva Division in the Matara Municipal Council is selected to study this 
theoretical component. 
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Introduction 

Poverty is a national level debate in Sri Lanka. Twenty three percent of the population 
of Sri Lanka still lives below the national poverty line. Between 1990/91 and 2002, per 
capita consumption increased by 29% in real terms. The average consumption of the 
richest 20% of the population increased by 50%, while that of the poorest 20% barely 
increased by 2% (Nanayakkara, 2006: 4-15). 
 
Well-being is a normative principle of human life that indicates ‘good quality’ or the 
betterment of life. Maintaining a sufficient economic basis to ensure the securing of 
socio-cultural and political rights within the existing social scope is the core component 
of well-being. Most countries at present are implementing the method of collaborating 
with local governance for the prosperity of the community, while providing a sustainable 
solution for poverty. The social relationship through human networks and mutual 
collaboration are tools in modern social-based or grass roots level development 
programs in developing countries as well as developed countries. This application of 
people’s participation through social capital for the development process depends on 
the social context.  This research paper intends to discuss the engagement of the local 
governance process in supporting the well-being of individuals who are affected by the 
tsunami, especially women, by alleviating poverty.  

1. Theoretical Frame work 

Opinions and Approaches to Well-being 

The views that have emerged regarding well-being differ vastly. The expectations and 
needs built on human diversity also differ at regional level, state level, and rural and 
urban social environment level. Accordingly, the criteria for measuring well-being also 
differ. The notion of well-being is especially different amongst the castes, geographical 
locations and communities in Sri Lanka. Various approaches are being used by social 
scientists to study well-being, which can be identified as the good life or the satisfactory 
life.  

Jean-Yves Duclos states two main approaches. They are the welfare approach and 
non-welfarist approaches. The welfare approach is utilized by classical 
microeconomics to measure utility and happiness based on the hypothesis that 
individuals are rational in self-judgment for the betterment of life (Duclos, 2002: 1). The 
welfare approach consists of measuring indices such as per capita income and per 
capita production, which are used by traditional economists. This approach analyses 
the opportunity provided to individuals to achieve maximum utility or pleasure. Personal 
pleasure under this approach is being measured as a classical micro economic factor. 
Though the welfare approach investigates and measures income and consumption 
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levels, it does not pay attention to protection, freedom, peace, health or the acquisition 
of non-commercial goods that are needed for well-being. 

The basic needs and the capability approaches are non-welfarist approaches. The 
basic needs approach is a preliminary approach for identifying the level of well-being 
(Duclos, 2002: 2-3). A number of multi dimensional factors required for well-being are 
studied under the basic need – functioning approach. It is not limited to pleasure or 
utility. In order to have a satisfactory life, needs such as literature, appropriate health 
care, housing, consumption purchasing goods are required to be fulfilled. Amatya Sen 
observed that gaining self-respect through various activities of citizens and having an 
opportunity to contribute as an active citizen within the community also contribute to a 
life of well-being (Sen, 2004: 99-101). In the Sri Lankan context, well-being can be 
identified as a rather collective notion. Barrie M. Morrison noted that community 
organization is more institutionalized and well organized in particular directions such as 
achieving child and family well-being, social development and women’s rights in Sri 
Lanka, especially after 1990 (Morrison, 2004: 35-36). As will be discussed later, this 
reorganization of the society can be identified as the result of traditional practices of 
norms and values in an agrarian society and the ‘Buddhist temple based practices and 
values’ that build an idea of community. Accordingly, the necessity for social 
empowerment of the individual to achieve fundamental needs is emphasized. Social 
empowerment means improving the capability for achieving daily needs and building 
social economic strength. Through this, it is expected that the capability to achieve 
individual needs is a criteria that must be met to attain well-being. 

Poverty and Poverty Alleviation 

The word ‘poverty’ has many characteristics and definitions. It can be studied from 
several perspectives and theoretical outlooks. According to the discourse analysis of 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, the term poverty can be noted as an empty 
signifier. Different political and economic approaches have granted different definitions 
and implications for the term ‘Poverty’ (Howarth and Stavrakakis 2004: 9; Jørgensen 
and Phillips 2002: 26). Therefore, a pluralistic understanding of poverty among 
institutions and academics can be observed. Hence, when analyzing the definitions of 
poverty which are given by particular international organizations, the interests of the 
organizational agenda should be noted. Thus, the contextual meaning of poverty is 
articulated by certain political discourses.  

According to Pete Alcock, poverty is a political, economic and social economic factor. 
Not only economic reasons, but also social factors cause the emergence of poverty 
(Alcock, 1993: 3). In a society in which the community is divided based on ethnicity, for 
example, the minority would be marginalized. Even having the government policies to 
protect minority rights in the country, the opportunities and social spaces for minorities 
would be contracted. The social pressure mounting on people due to development 
programs introduced by the central government or relevant local political institutions 
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can cause the emergence of poverty. Social inequality emerges as a result of the social 
structure and caste stratification of most South Asian societies which have feudal 
features (Farmer, 1983: 7-8). Benefits of development or social welfare programs may 
be distributed on a prejudiced basis that would originate from political and personal 
linkages. 

Lack of social production is a major reason for the socialization of poverty, which in turn 
leads to economic unevenness. The social production measures the overall well-being 
of a society. It was classified into two main categories by S. Lindenberg, namely 
Physical well-being and Social well-being. He identified these categories as the 
universal goals of the well-being of a society (Lindenberg, 1999: 61-90). These 
universal goals consist of five instrumental goals, which are Comfort, Stimulation, 
Affection, Status and Behavioral Confirmation. Equal distribution of means of 
production, abilities, social space, and technology are the basic factors that boost 
social production. Inequality of market directed distributing mechanisms also causes 
the creation of poverty (Harvey and Reed, 1992: 269-297). When the above scenario is 
analyzed in a Marxist approach, the accumulation of means and methods of economic 
production into the hands of a specific social group generates poverty in the society 
due to the unequal opportunities made available to marginalized groups in the society.  

Michael Reed and David Harvey stated that the inequality of market-directed 
distributing mechanisms and economic unevenness also causes poverty (Harvey and 
Reed, 1992:  269-297). That means the economic factor plays a major role in the 
creation of poverty. Poverty becomes more strongly socialized because of the 
unavailability of proper means of income and the inadequacy of the income earned. 
When studying the vicious circle of poverty, it is understood that unavailability of proper 
income sources causes an obstruction of opportunities for investment and limits the 
achievement of other needs (food, housing, medicine, education) that depend upon 
income. 

Poverty is not just about inequality. Poverty is the incapability to maintain day to day life 
within the existing social conditions (Sen 1993:30-31). Accordingly, poverty can be 
categorized as relative poverty or true poverty. Relative poverty is the diversity of 
various societies regarding consumption and existence. In Sri Lanka, for example, lack 
of a telephone does not count as poverty, because telephone is not considered a 
necessity. However, in a developed country, a telephone is considered as a consumer 
good, the lack of which is deemed as poverty. Hence, it is understood that the profile of 
well-being varies among different social structures. 

However, true poverty is considered an absolute factor. Societies that suffer from this 
kind of poverty are the ones that fail to afford minimum compulsory requirements such 
as food, water, and sanitation (including health facilities) to maintain a fair life in any 
social condition. Amatya Sen stressed that a large number of people who suffer from 
extreme poverty are living in the South Asian region and the Sub-Saharan region. The 
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majority of the communities in those regions have low individual incomes (Sen, 2004: 
99-101). As a result, the other needs of such persons may be inadequately met, 
according to a low income. The internal policy that countries institute according to 
global factors is also a cause for such irregularities at the regional level. Michel 
Chossudovsky states that the open economy and the deployment of financial policy 
also affect the creation of irregularity in income distribution through such internal 
policies (Chossudovsky, 1991: 2527-2529). Policy changes and structural changes in 
regional poor countries negatively influence the people as global environmental 
impacts on the restructuring process.  

Through the basic need-functioning approach, it can be inferred that the qualitative and 
quantitative changes that occur in social lives due to the alleviation of poverty is the 
preliminary step of a prosperous life. The initiation of programs such as empowering 
community cooperative development along with occupational safeguards in 
employment and making use of self investments are identified by S. M Miller and 
Martin Rein as sustainable solutions for the alleviation poverty (Miller and Rein, 1969: 
16-20). For this purpose, the most suitable governance method for harnessing the 
community is the local governance method. 

Participatory Democracy and Participatory Development in the Social Capital 
Theory 

Representative democracy is a failure in contemporary society because 
representatives who are elected alienate the general public from the decision making 
process. This relationship can be defined as a patron client relationship. On the other 
hand, elitism is also another disadvantage of representative democracy. Therefore, the 
theory of participatory democracy has been popularized during the past few decades. 
Participatory democracy facilitates the active participation of individuals in public life 
(Schweizer, 1995: 368-369). Participation does not merely mean the presence at 
meetings and discussions, but also the active involvement and engagement in 
development and policy making functions in the governance structure. Norman Uphoff, 
in his analysis, points out that this inclusion of people in participatory development is 
approached in four ways: decision-making, implementation, benefit and evaluation 
(Uphoff, 1999: 215-220). The theory of social capital is a major factor in this regard. 

The theory of social capital was brought to the attention of the international community 
in the 1990s, when international organizations stressed the need for community 
participation in the development process. The modern western notion of the social 
network was intensified with the intention of empowering the theoretical concept of 
Associate Life by Alexis de Tocqueville. He explains the instigation into American 
society in the 19th century of an associative life. Citizens as individuals are feeble. 
Accordingly, civic integration through citizen committees creates the opportunity to 
build a strong democracy (Tocqueville, 1863: 225-226). Tocqueville stresses important 
concepts such as civic engagement in local democracy and civic affiliation for 
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community projects (Kwak et al., 2004: 643). According to him, there was appropriate 
political freedom for the instigation of an associative life. Pierre Bourdieu critically 
conceptualized the notion of social capital in his ethnological study.  . Hence, looking at 
the limitations of this social networking process, Bourdieu mentions either a tendency 
to create social injustice or social privileges (Bourdieu 2005: 2-5). 

Robert Putnam states that associative improvement of civic engagement in a society 
causes civic conscience in community composition (Kwak et al., 2004: 643). That is, 
people should be psychologically assured that they are not living alone and they should 
feel the necessity to build corporations to achieve their own needs. Community 
relations networks that emerged as a result of social mobilization have led to the 
improvement of Social Capital (Putnam, 1995: 66). According to his argument, social 
capital can be applied as a social tool to achieve development. Thus, Putnam’s views 
on social capital are integrated to launch social based development programs driven by 
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (World Bank) and other 
international organizations.  

Mutual trust and social relationships play a major role in the establishment of Social 
Capital in a society. In this process, citizens should share common interests that 
deviate from personal interests. Due to this communality, democracy is strengthened 
within an organized community (Chambers, 2001: 841). Sri Lankan traditional social 
can be identified as a thick socially networked entity. Buddhist and Hindu social values, 
a traditional kinship system, and agrarian socioeconomic patterns are the elements of 
this thick social network. Some traditional events such as Sinhala-Tamil New Year and 
Kataragama festivals construct the social interactions among communities (Pieris 
1976: 355-360 and Pfaffenberger 1979: 255). Furthermore, the village dwellers of Sri 
Lanka have traditions which have been practiced for centuries in which a strong sense 
of togetherness leads them to help each other on a basis of strong mutual 
understanding. “Aththam”2, “Shramadana”3, and “Seettu”4 are some instances in which 
this sense togetherness comes into play. These institutionalized traditional programs 
could help maximize the potential of the available human power through social 
networks. (Amunugama, 1964: 137-139)   However, it is necessary to build closer 
relationships and trust among civil groups and local government institutions existing in 
local democracy. In contrast, there are some social limitations in Sri Lankan traditional 
society. The caste system can be observed as an obstacle to formulate the solidarity in 
the conservative society. This issue can be observed in Sinhala and Tamil 

                                                
2 Aththam is the Sinhalese term that refers to team work in paddy cultivation, in which people 

labor with fellow paddy farmers.  
3 Shramadana is the Sinhalese term that refers to the participatory social programs to develop 

basic infrastructure facilities. 
4 Seettu is the Sinhalese term that refers to the micro finance network system among people 

without any links to banks whatsoever. It is totally dependent on the mutual trust among the 
members in the group. Seettu systems are practiced by farmers, government servants and 
small women’s groups. 
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communities. Even in the contemporary social and economic modernization process, 
the caste system can be observed in social practices. As a result of this social 
fragmentation, the mutual collaboration in villages cannot be constructed or is difficult 
to construct. Adam Szirmal points out that the caste system in the Asian context 
function as an impediment to adequately adapting human capabilities in the economic 
process (Szirmal 2005: 498).  

Further, people are involved with local government institutions and submit their ideas 
for policy making, paving the way for mental satisfaction by joining in decision making 
for community well-being. This process emphasizes the importance of Participatory 
Development in the enhancement of the people’s well-being, especially of those living 
in rural areas. Participatory development is a new approach which was introduced as 
an alternative to the state- oriented development discourse after the 1970s.  The main 
focuses of Participatory Development are sustainability and self- reliance participatory 
development introduces a bottom-up style to the flow of benefits and decisions. This 
can be defined as a social-oriented development pattern (Herath 2002: 98-105). This in 
turn creates a new approach to development which is tailored to accelerate the 
improvement of self reliability in the rural society. 

Participatory Development in Local Governance 

Governance is a broader concept than the concept of government. The concept of 
government means governance by particular political institutions. The general meaning 
of governance can be described as control. However, scholars and international 
institutions have various opinions regarding the theoretical usage of this concept. 
Goran Hyden explains that the behavior of government institutions and groups of 
individuals in society is governance. The explanation given by the UN regarding 
governance is the actions and process that are functioning at all stages for economic, 
political and administrative objects (Weiss, 2000: 797). 

Local governance has a broader meaning than the concept of local government 
institutions. According to Mila Freire, local governance is a broad concept. The formal 
institutions, as well as the informal social institutions such as community organizations 
and neighborhood accordant associations are included in this concept (Freire, 2007: 3). 
Further, John Harris at el explained the necessity of combining three actors. Those are 
local government institutions, the local business community, and local civil society 
(Harris, 2004: 11). However, the concept of local governance has a rather different 
meaning when applied to the Sri Lankan context.  

Local political and administrative institutional systems are included in the local 
government institutions. Businessmen are included in the local business community. 
Voluntary societies and community groups are included in the local civil societies. 
However, local development and local democracy may be established with the inter-
connection of the above three actors. When people turn to the local development 
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process, it is regarded as an improvement in the way they organize and their ability to 
organize. 

It is the particular responsibility of local government institutions to take initial action to 
mobilize people or to get people to participate in such collective social organizations 
and groups. Local government institutions are the political institutions which have more 
proximity to people. Therefore, the governance institutions which consist of 
representatives elected by local units are the most capable institutions to identify local 
specialties and irregularities. Local government structures in India such as the 
Panchayat system are mostly engaged directly with the community for the development 
of rural areas. In the Indian context regarding rural economic development and 
people’s participation, Kerala is the most suitable example to prove the effectiveness of 
governance that at grass roots level democracy (Jha, S.N et al, 1999: 50-51). It was 
the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments that really took the Panchayat system, 
which was until then a highly bureaucratic institution, to the people of India. This 
development program was implemented through the ‘Self Help Network’ that consisted 
of grass roots community organizations and a few other voluntary associations (Jacob, 
2006: 138-139). Accordingly, the actions taken to decentralize activities and resources 
to local government units have led to community based development at the local level 
and the people of the area are actively engaged in policy making and their 
implementation (Issac, 2001: 9). Further, the self governance power has been 
decentralized to local government institutions in Kyrgyzstan to take decisions according 
to the management of decisions and planning (Pandey and Misnikov, 2001: 226-230). 
Accordingly, the responsibility of acquiring development under local resources 
management was assigned to local government institutions and community.  

In 1976, Muhammad Yunus introduced the concept of Micro Credit through Grameen 
Banking with the intention of alleviating the extreme levels of poverty that existed in 
Bangladesh. Yunus proposed the employment of local governance as an appropriate 
mechanism to execute his concept of Grameen Banking (Yunus and Jolis, 2007: 2-15). 
This revolutionized the lives of the poor people. Their dependent mentalities were 
replaced with productive economic goals. The considerable economic growth achieved 
by the area of Burichang Upazila Parishada, a constantly flooded area located in the 
Comilla District, bears testimony to the success of this program. An integrated 
community development project was put in place by the Bangladesh Academy of Rural 
Development. The Comprehensive Village Development Co-operative Societies that 
already existed in this area were utilized for the mobilization of the rural people (BARD 
2010: 1-4).  

Indonesia is a country formed by the combination of a massive number of islands. This 
very fact caused the islands lying in the peripheral areas to break away from the 
Jakarta central government and thus, most development plans of the central 
government did not reach out to many regions of the country. Participatory 
development programs were inaugurated with the involvement of the respective Local 
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Governments in order to successfully address the poverty issues that arose as a result. 
The Indonesia Kecamatan Development Program, which was based on a socio-
religious platform, was a key aspect in the development of the economic standards of 
the people at grass-roots level (Wong 2003, 1-5; World Bank, 2011).  

 
Many steps have been taken by the aforementioned programs to empower rural 
societies in many ways such as building community centers, training people for self 
employment, generating investments through circulatory loan systems and establishing 
micro finance loan mechanisms. The role played by Local Government Institutions in 
this respect is the creation of an institutional framework by bringing together and 
coordinating the three key actors, NGOs, civil society and the business community to 
facilitate the functioning of these Participatory Development Programs. It has been a 
productive investment in achieving the alleviation of poverty. Social integration built on 
community integration with people can be identified theoretically as Social Capital. A 
strong Social Capital combines with the development process to alleviate poverty from 
the local society by making a sustainable base for well-being. The following section that 
refers to the theoretical and comparative discussion is dedicated to analyzing the case 
study which is based on Sri Lanka.  

2. Case study 

Local Government Structure in Sri Lanka 

 

The Sri Lankan Local Governance process boasts a long and eventful history. The 
village has been the basic government institute since the 4th century BC, which was the 
era of King Pandukabaya. “Gamika” and “Parumuka” were the names assigned to the 
leaders of village councils. According to Tressie Leitan, the current Sri Lankan 
government structure is the result of British colonialism. She further explains that the 
current Local Government Structure also functions within a highly centralized 
administrative process (Leitan, 2009: 3-4). 

Three kinds of Local Government Institutions can be identified: Municipal Council, 
Urban Council and Pradeshiya Sabha. These are all institutionalized through central 
government parliament acts and ordinances.  

• Municipal Council – Chapter 252 – institutionalized in large and highly 
urbanized areas such as Colombo (Capital city of Sri Lanka) 

• Urban Council – Chapter 255 – institutionalized in smaller towns and growing 
urban areas. 

• Pradeshiya Sabha – Act number 15 of 1987 – institutionalized in the rural and 
countryside  areas  
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The Sri Lankan Local Government system functions as a service delivery mechanism 
in a highly centralized government structure (Uyangoda, 2005: 341-345). Local 
government institutions are operating as the service delivery institutions of the central 
government such as collecting taxes, maintaining urban sanitary systems and 
engaging in minor construction work within the region. There are a number of reasons 
for this such as the lack of power given to local government institutions by the local 
government acts of Sri Lanka. They are not given authority to implement poverty relief 
programs. However, it can be observed that some local government institutions are 
creatively broadening those objectives. 

 

Functioning of Poverty Relief Programs (Pro-Poor Development- Programs) 
presently operating in Sri Lanka 
 

A number of poverty alleviation programs have operated in Sri Lanka during the recent 
past based on strong civil society organizations and groups, which were discussed in 
the social capital part. Among those programs, Janasaviya5 and Samurdhi6 and other 
pro-poor development programs were introduced after 1989. The positive factor of all 
these programs was that they were based on savings methods, giving the opportunity 
for self investment for the alleviation of poverty in a true manner. However, all these 
pro-poor development programs were implemented according to the central 
government's plans and programs as state-oriented development programs 
(Hewawitharana, 2004: 468-470). Therefore, the participation of local government 
institutions in Sri Lanka was hardly seen under these programs.  

The central government releases financial provisions to central government agencies in 
different areas, namely, divisional secretariats through district secretariats. Then the 
officers in charge of implementing these policies report to divisional secretariats. 
Therefore, people become closer to divisional secretariats than to the local government 
institutions. However after the tsunami disaster in 2004, some local government 
institutions in tsunami affected areas expanded their functions towards development 
programs, participating with the citizens in the local government areas (Uyangoda, 
2005: 341-352). 

                                                
5 The Janasawiya Program was introduced by the United National Party in 1989. This was a 

welfare program that empowered poor people through several participatory social programs 
6 Samurdhi was introduced by The People’s Alliance government in 1994. This welfare program 

also focused on poor people based on the income index. The government has been adopting 
the Samurdhi program as a key administrative function in most areas to empower poor people. 
It consists of the village banking system, the social group program, and participatory 
development programs. 
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Research Framework 

  Research Area  
 

 
Kasiwattapura village in 

Matara District 

 

 
Map 1 

Source: Department of Census in Sri Lanka, 2009 

 

The study area was Kasiwattapura village of Gramaseva7 division of Polhena of Four 
Gravest No.412 in Southern Province. The total number of families living in 
Kasiwattapura is 112. Polhena area is famous for a long beach, where local and 
foreign tourists regularly visit. Therefore, direct and indirect employment opportunities 
were available as a result of the presence of local and foreign tourists. All these 
employment opportunities were destroyed on 26 of December in 2004 due to the 
tsunami devastation. Three hundred twenty five people died in Polhena, which was 
considered as the highest number of deaths in the country. The number of persons 
displaced due to the tsunami was 812. 

Research Sample  

A sample of 20 families in Kasiwattapura of Polhena was selected for the study. The 
Mayor, the commissioner of Matara Municipal Council and four officers of 
Kasiwattapura Jayashakthi Women Society were used as a second sample. 
Accordingly, within this sample there are 3 social levels that were observed. 

1. General rural community 
2. Officers of civil organizations 
3. Government officers 

 

 
                                                
7 Gramaseva divisions are the smallest administrative divisions in Sri Lanka. 
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Research Methods 

Mainly, the analytical method was used for this research. Data was gathered through 
questionnaires, interviews and meetings with target groups. Further, the numerical data 
provided by the Municipal Council and the Jayashakthi Women Society was also used. 
It was explained on a theoretical basis by analyzing such factors and data obtained by 
those reports. 

Application of Participatory Democracy for poverty alleviation 

Kasiwattapura is a semi-urban area in Matara Municipal Council. The economic base 
of this area was instantaneously wiped out by the tsunami which hit Sri Lanka in 2004. 
Basically, there were about 20 families in which the husband, who was the family’s only 
bread winner, was killed by the tsunami. Furthermore, there are about 31 families in the 
Kasiwattapura area in which the husband has left the family. Persons engaged in 
permanent employment are limited, as most people earn their livelihood by doing odd 
jobs as hired laborers. Therefore, people in Kasiwattapura require a permanent source 
of income. Mentioned below are the criteria for well-being that the people in the area 
are believed to have, which was identified through the research. 
 

    Criterion  Percentage(as per priority) 

Permanent income source 85 % 

Health facility 45 % 

Education 20 % 

Food 25 % 

Graph 1-(Source: Based on research data 2009-August- 2010 January) 
 

The Matara Municipal Council established the Polhena Jayashakthi Women Society 
from the month of October 2007. Membership of this society is limited only to women. 
By granting membership exclusively to women, it is hoped to empower women as 
positive contributors to the family. Further, it is expected by the Municipal Council to 
have civic affiliation to solve social and economic issues that have emerged in the 
area. The International Centre for Sustainable Cities (ICSC) Canada, with funding from 
the Government of Canada through the Canadian International Development Agency, 
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launched a project to build the Women’s Resource Centre in 2009 to rehabilitate the 
tsunami affected women in the coastal areas Matara and Moratuwa.  In the Matara 
project, alignment with the Matara Municipal council, CAPNET organization and 
Sewanatha Urban Resources Center provided their joint contribution in empowering 
this Jayashakthi Women Society. They have launched the women’s empowerment 
program in 3 stages. 

Development of livelihood 

The main intention of organizing a community for self employment was to solve the 
issue of finding a permanent source of income. The total number of recipient families of 
Samurdhi donation was 243. The Municipal Council and the Sewanatha Organization 
have jointly taken relevant actions to hold training programs for self employment 
opportunities, having consolidated the members of non recipient families. At present, 
about 80 families are engaged in self employment. The most prominent small scale 
industries are shoes production, coconut hush-related creations, sweets and 
agricultural products such as mushrooms, flowers. The Matara Municipal Council has 
taken necessary steps to arrange a market for these products made through self 
employment. The members of the Jayashakthi Women Society and their family 
members were made aware of environmental conservation by the Matara Municipal 
Council and it has held seminars to train them to make compost fertilizer. The garbage 
issue in this area is at an all time low. When compared with other areas of the city, it is 
almost negligible. People in the area are making fluid and solid compost, which has 
become a business for some in the area. 

Micro Credit System 

The aforementioned concept of a micro credit system was the brainchild of Muhammad 
Yunus of Bangladesh. Through this program, people are granted loans for daily 
requirements. As an initial donation, the CAPNET organization granted Rs.478, 000/- 
to the Jayashakthi Women Society for the inauguration of their loan program. At 
present, the total amount of money available is Rs. 598,000/-. Loans are granted under 
two categories. 

1. Consumption loans for daily needs 

2. Loans for initiating and maintaining self employments 

Before the implementation of this micro credit system, people used to obtain loans from 
private loan providers at 20% credit interest. Many people could not repay their loans 
because of the exorbitant interest rates. When they applied for loans from banks, they 
were requested to provide a guarantor who served in government service and the 
delay in issuing loans was also a major issue. Therefore, people in this area were 
reluctant to obtain loans. This has been a major reason for the collapse of self 
employment from the very beginning. 
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Consumption loans were provided at a ceiling rate of Rs.500/- with a one month 
recovery period. Such loans were provided starting in the month of May, 2008. At 
present, 28 persons were granted loans of Rs.14, 000/- . Those loans were granted for 
the following reasons: 

1. Purchasing Flour  

2. Medicinal Purposes  

3. Purchasing Rice (Staple Food of Sri Lanka)  

4. Buying school equipment 

5. Visiting relatives 

The amount of Rs.20000/- was issued as self-employment loans, subject to a recovery 
period of 40 months. The special characteristic of this loan is that there is no exact 
premium and the guarantor is the husband of the eldest person in the family, who 
earns money. 

Self employment Percentage 

Production of goods 15 % 

Production of food items 18 % 

Sales of food 14 % 

Sales of hand crafts  20 % 

Taxi 33 % 

Graph 2-(Source: Based on research data 2009-August-2010 January) 

 
Mr. Rohana Chaminda, who employed himself as a shoemaker with capital obtained 
under this loan program, is now earning a sum of Rs.2500/- per day. Mrs.Vithanage 
Ariyawathi has started a mobile trade stall after obtaining a loan. She was a woman, 
who suffered as a result of her drunken husband and son, before starting this self 
employment. Mrs. V Ariyawathi has managed to achieve prosperity in life. Now, she 
collects jack fruit and green leaves from the area, packs them and sells the produce in 
the town. Her daily income is about Rs.800/-. Mrs. P. V Padmalatha packs pepper and 
other spice items and sells them for a living. The loans required to maintain this 
industry were provided by the Jayashakthi Women Society. 
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Holding sessions for taking community based decisions and self-management 

Self management sessions are held to provide a wider space for the community to 
participate in policy decisions. People should be given the opportunity to participate in 
the governance and management process in order to maintain democracy and political 
equality. For this purpose, the Matara Municipal Council built a community center in 
March 2009 with financial assistance from the CAPNET on land in Kasiwattapura. The 
obstacle of holding formal meetings was overcome by this action. The Jayashakthi 
Women Society is holding formal meetings at present. These sessions are based on 
the following themes. 

1. Self management  

2. Taking community based decisions 

Policy decision making and implementing such decisions occur with the complete 
intervention of the Municipal Council and CAPNET. However, during these sessions, 
opportunities were given to take decisions upon self consent. The banking system built 
by members of the Jayashakthi Women Society is presently in operation. At the 
community center, there is a center for selling goods produced by the rural community. 
Having established a coordinating center based in the community center, a trade 
relation network has been established that connects towns. This is an aspect of 
“deliberative decision making” (Harris, 2004: 11). Through this behavior, a consensus 
is expected with the decisions of the majority, disregarding personal and social 
irregularities.  

Issues and limitations 

Some obstacles can be observed in this process. Firstly, it is difficult to build solidarity 
among villagers because of the caste system. Some people who live on the other side 
of the main road do not participate in this program. Through the interviews, it was 
revealed that the reason behind the disjoint of the Jayashakthi Women Society is a 
caste hierarchical issue. The Matara district can be considered as a mix-caste area. 
The population consists of Goigama, Durawa, Karava and Halaagama castes. The 
dominant caste would be decided by the density of their caste in the population of the 
area. Michele Ruth Gamburd has also observed in her anthropological study in 
Naeaegama village that most of the Halaagama caste resides near the Matara City 
area (Gamburd 2000: 153). Some people who do not join this women association 
belong to the Goigama caste or Durawa caste. These two castes maintain relatively 
dominant positions in the social system in the Matara district. Most people in 
Kasiwattapura belong to the Karawa or Halaagama caste.  

The second obstacle is gender issues. Some husbands or fathers do not support their 
wives or daughters to join or maintain active membership in the Jayashakthi Women 
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Society. The patriarchic family system does not allow the active civic engagement of 
women. One man who was interviewed said that this Jayashakthi Women Society is an 
ideal place for gossip. This claim highlights the stereotypical idea in Sri Lankan 
traditional society that women are gossips. Furthermore, he said that the Women’s 
Resource Centre in Kasiwattapura is a waste of time and that women neglect their 
household functions. However, it can be observed that some adult men are addicted to 
illicit alcohol. They do not give effective support for families. Some members of the 
Jayashakthi Women Society pointed out that these negative impacts are the obstacles 
that they have to overcome.   

Thirdly, the Jayashakthi Women Society is currently facing a lack of business networks. 
This depends on the continuing support of the Municipal Council, the local business 
community and other institutions.  Also, foreign and local tourism is one of major factor 
for handicraft production in the center. Some members of the Jayashakthi Women 
Society claimed that most shops in Matara do not buy or give space to sell their 
products. After establishing this project, there is a lack of supervision and support from 
relevant government and non-government institutions. Lack of training programs is 
another reason that was mentioned. This issue can be observed in many social 
empowerment programs in Sri Lanka which are launched by the central government, 
provincial governments, local governments or NGOs. 

Conclusion 

Several findings and conclusions have emerged through this research. The idea of 
well-being can be observed as a multi-dimensional factor and a definitive must in the 
achievement of poverty alleviation in both less developed countries and developing 
countries. Though there are multi-dimensional explanations for poverty, the research 
revealed that a permanent source of income is required in order to establish a strong 
foundation in life. Social capital based on social network, civic conscience and mutual 
trust has given rise to participatory development. It is clear that local governance is the 
most suitable political base to serve that purpose, for it provides opportunities to 
improve the potential capability of local communities by organizing and empowering 
them towards economic sustainability. For the achievement of Participatory 
Development, it is observed that the concept of governance should be inclusive of 
NGOs, civil society, community based organizations, informal social groups and the 
business community.  

The Panchayat systems of India, the local government system based regionally on 
Upazilas in Bangladesh, the Kecamatan Development Program (run by the World Bank 
and Social Development in East Asia and Pacific Program with Indonesian local 
governments),  and the Sri Lankan local government based on the Kasiwattapura case 
study provide proof to support the principle of proximity. This describes the close 
relationships of governance bodies with the people and the principle of subsidiary, 
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which is based on shifting more power to the fundamental governance bodies of a 
country (Gilly and Wallet 2001: 554; Kaufmann 1988: 275). This could direct the 
community towards sustainable development and would be an approach to a 
successful process of alleviating poverty through the potential of the community. Local 
government institutions have to supervise to keep regularity.  

However, the local governance structure is documented as the most suitable governing 
framework to empower participatory democracy in village based economic 
development; it is supposed to have collaboration with other government and non-
government institutions and the business community to address the negative 
consequences in the local governance process. Hence, it shows that the notion of 
social capital in the positive sense cannot be achieved in reality while working with 
heterogeneous society. Therefore, Bourdieu’s view that social relation and networks 
may cause inequality has been proven in the case study. Thus, social paradoxes such 
as caste system and patriarchic social system would be vital parts in restructuring the 
social empowerment program of incongruous societies. Government institutions or 
other NGOs that anticipate the continuation of their programs after launching 
them should provide further supervision and monitoring. 

The social learning process especially needs to be developed in combination with the 
caste and an ethnically diverse society. In subsequent work, it would be important to 
explore other form of institutional arrangement or program setting in participatory 
development program in local governance level. These are the new challenges for 
community development programs in post war Sri Lankan society. 
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