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Â ew Developments that respect 'minor history' 
character of the locality of its people 

T he t e r m C o n s e r v a t i o n is 
inappropr iately intepreted or used, 

at least i n the deve lopment o f urban 
areas. It is l o o k e d at t imes, as mere 
r o m a n t i c a t t a c h m e n t to h i s t o r y ; an 
ef for t to drag the present to f i f ty or 
m o r e yea rs b a c k . I n s h o r t , as an 
i m p e d i m e n t t o p r o g r e s s i v e 
d e v e l o p m e n t t o w a r d s u r b a n m e g a -
l o p o l i c e s o f t h e 21st c e n t u r y . 
Preserving a historic bu i ld ing here and 
there is c o n s i d e r e d an ins ign i f i can t 
e f f o r t t o sat is fy t h e h i s t o r y l o v e r s , 
wh i ch w o u l d not greatly intervene w i th 
the overal l development process. 

Some o the r m isconcep t i ons e v o l v e d 
through conservation practice have also 
been a d d e d to th is . F i t t i ng i n to the 
patterns o f exist ing street elevat ion is 
another mistaken approach in bui ld ing 
design in historic urban contexts. It is 
w ide ly adopted in urban conservation 
programmes as we l l . Unfortunately, this 
s u r f a c e p r e s e r v a t i o n m e t h o d has 
d e v a l u e d t he r e a l p o t e n t i a l s i n 
conse rva t i on to a cer ta in ex ten t , by 

a l low ing it to be nar rowly considered 
as a superficial approach, and thus, less 
significant in the development process. 
O n the other hand, it is bel ieved that 
conservation is necessary only for the 
rehabil i tat ion o f historic decayed urban 
fabrics a n d not for recent ly emerged 
u r b a n a reas . These m o d e r n u r b a n 
s e t t l e m e n t s a re c o n s i d e r e d 
representations o f modern aspirations, 
a n d c e n t r e s f o r g r o w t h t o w a r d s 
metropol ices o f future. Conservation is 
thought as an irrelevant term in such 
contexts. Further it is again seen as a 
mere consol idat ion activity o f decayed 
b u i l d i n g s o r u r b a n f ab r i c w h i c h is 
d e v o i d o f p o t e n t i a l f o r e c o n o m i c 
g rowth , except at times, connected to 
moderate levels o f tourism. 

T h i s p h o b i a o n c o n s e r v a t i o n as 
hindrance to development needs to be 
r e v i e w e d a n d r e d e f i n e d . U r b a n 
conservat ion is firstly not about dead 
and deserted historic settlements to be 
excavated and consolidated. Rather it is 
about ' l iv ing ' settlements, about life and 
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its sustainance. Perhaps 'revital isation' 
w o u l d be a better t e rm , hence, it is 
infusion o f vigour into the urban l i fe, 
its activities, image and structures. T w o 
important characteristics related to life 
must then be addressed - change and 
growth. Conservation must accomadate 
t h e m . S e c o n d l y u r b a n l i f e means 
p e o p l e a n d t h e i r soc i a l l i f e . 
C o n s e r v a t i o n s h o u l d l o o k af ter t he 
p h y s i c a l , s o c i a l , e c o n o m i c a n d 
psychological needs o f peop le in the 
area concerned. Conservation w i thout 
peop le o r not for peop le w o u l d not 
survive. Th i rd ly , deve lopment is seen 
pr imar i ly as economic g rowth and its 
a m b i t i o u s , s k y - r e a c h i n g p h y s i c a l 
man i fes ta t ions , w h i c h i n t u r n refers 
l a rge ly t o q u a n t i t a t i v e a t t r i bu tes o f 
d e v e l o p m e n t . But c o n s e r v a t i o n , i ts 
phi losophy, principles and practice, are 
e s s e n t i a l l y w o v e n a r o u n d t he 
qua l i ta t i ve a t t r ibute o f deve lopmen t . 
Can conservation therefore further be a 
hindrance to development ' 

It is clear that no conventional attitude 
o f deve lopment should be app l ied in 
d e a l i n g w i t h c o n s e r v a t i o n i n u r b a n 
areas. It adds a n e w d i m e n s i o n to 
deve lopment . The crux o f the matter 
here is ' con t i nu i t y vs. Compa t ib i l i t y ' 
a n d t he m a i n t e n a n c e o f b a l a n c e 
b e t w e e n t he t w o . H i s t o r i c a l 
connotat ions o f the place, - not only 
b u i l d i n g s , bu t m e m o r i e s , mean ings , 
symbols and activities as we l l , must be 
c o n t i n u e d b u t t h e y s h o u l d be 
c o m p a t i b l e w i t h the c o n t e m p o r a r y 
a s p i r a t i o n s . S i m i l a r l y g r o w t h a n d 
c h a n g e mus t be c o n t i n u e d b u t be 
compat ib le w i t h what is preserved or 
selected to cont inue. Past must respect 
the future and future must accomadate 
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the past. Wh ich means mainta in ing a 
balance; l ic ing in a constant dialogue, a 
conversa t ion in order to ident i fy the 
potent ia ls , p rob lems and l im i ta t ions , 
thus, to b r i ng ha rmony be tween the 
t w o . ( O b s e r v e that t he t e r m 
' c o n s e r v a t i o n ' c o n t a i n s the w o r l d 
conservat ion' w i t h i n it.) Conservat ion 

therefore brings alternative meaning for 
b o t h p r o m o t i o n a n d c o n t r o l of 
d e v e l o p m e n t . It genera tes a set of 
Ix'tter values and a basis for regulatory 
i n c i s u r e s that leads to q u a l i t a t i v e 
development. 

U r b a n c o n s e r v a t i o n a c k n o w l e d g e s 
concepts o f sustainable development , 
eco-sensi t ive deve lopment and even, 
p lace m a k i n g . A l l these approaches 
concern on the equat ion o f the balance 
b e t w e e n t h e i d e o l o g i c a l issue -
c o m p a t i b i l i t y vs. c o n t i n u i t y , in the 
d e v e l o p m e n t p r o c e s s . S u s t a i n a b l e 
deve lopmen t means the wise use of 
resources ava i l ab le in f u l f i l l i n g the 
contemporary needs, but the manner 
by wh ich the resources are hand led , 
used or managed must lx." compat ib le 
to the extent that it shou ld faci l i tate 
c o n t i n u a n c e a n d p r e s e r v a t i o n of 
resources fo r the fu ture generat ions. 
Traditional land use patterns at macro 
level discloses the wise use o f land 
du r ing the byegone era that, the dry 
zone was extensively used and turned 
i n t o a f e r t i l e e n v i r o n f o r u r b a n 
set t lements w h i l e the wet zone was 
largely conserved for constant supply 
of natural resources. This Indicates the 
incompatibi l i ty o f present land use and 
sugges ts n e w t r e n d s f o r u r b a n 
settlement development for better use 
of resources avai lable, but neglected. 
Rehabi l i ta t ion of histor ic bu i ld ings is 
also a wise sustainable act common ly 
p r a c t i s e d i n u r b a n c o n s e r v a t i o n 
programmes. 

Eco sensitive development too means 
the maintenance o f balance be tween 
t he m a n - m a d e a n d n a t u r a l 
environments. The man-made environ­
ment shou ld be compat ib le w i t h the 
natural env i ronment and both shou ld 
respect each others' right to cont inue 
and survive. Tire appropriate reuse of 
the o l d u r b a n fab r i c , a d a p t a t i o n of 
specif ic local concepts, tradit ions and 
m a t e r i a l s , i n t he d e s i g n a n d 
construction of new urban quarters and 
b e i n g r e s p o n s i v e t o l o c a l c l i m a t e , 
social, cultural and economic contexts 
are impor tan t in u rban deve lopmen t 
programmes. Another significant aspect 
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o f eco-sens i t i ve deve lopmen t is the 
c o n c e r n on h u m a n e c o l o g y - the 
psychological interrelation between the 
man and his environment. T h i s refers 
to the impor tance o f conserv ing the 
i n t r i n s i c q u a l i t i e s , c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , 
memories and symbols of the particular 
e m ironment. 

T h i s t h r o w s some l igh t o n a n o t h e r 
d imens ion o f urban ecosphere. - the 
'regional spirits' evolved through long 
assoc ia t ions w i t h h is tory and soc io ­
economic and polit ical forces behind. 
T w o gcx)d examples are the Southern 
part o f the country and Kandy. These 
reg ions represent t w o d i f f e ren t but 
equal ly important 'spirits' - a particular 
identity, in the culture and history o f Sri 
Lanka ani l a contrasting dynamism in 
soc io -economic and po l i t i ca l realms 
Their architecture and urban fabric are 
t h e c o n c r e t e e v i d e n c e s f o r t he 
m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f the i n d i v i d u a l 
identit ies Recognising, preserving and 
a l l o w i n g to c o n t i n u e these reg iona l 
spirits is vital for the effective regional 
d e v e l o p m e n t and decentra l isat ion o f 
e c o n o m i c a n d p o l i t i c a l p o w e r a n d 
integrated national development This 
thesis must be extended into the other 
parts o f the country as wel l . 

Moreover, one may find different sub-
reg ions w i t h i n these larger reg ions , 
each p r e d o m i n a n t l y p o p u l a t e d w i t h 
o n e e thn ic g r o u p , w i t h their un ique 
architectural and urban heritage. They 
share the history o f the larger region, 
con t r i bu ted to it and have generated 
unique identities for themselves w i th in 
the par t i cu la r reg iona l spir i t shared 
Being sensitive to that sort of vividness 
o f these regional varities of identit ies 
w o u l d g ive secured fee l ing o f be ing 
sustained lor growth and a foot ing for 
that It brings harmony among people 

a n d b e t w e e n t h e m a n d t h e i r 
env i ronment . Quest ioning the val id i ty 
o f these ident i t ies and neglect ing or 
d e s t r o y i n g t h e m may c o n f u s e t he 
natural process of growth and change. 
T h e y must t he re fo re be a l l o w e d to 
cont inue. They wi l l naturally change, if 
necessary, in order to be in compliance 
wi th needs that may emerge wi th in the 
commun i t y itself. Such levels o f eco-
sensit iv i ty may make conservat ion an 
e v o k e r o f i n te re thn i c re la t ions that 
w o u l d rel ieve the struggle o f Nat ion 
bui ld ing process. 

The same aspect brings us back to the 
concept o f place. The con tempora ry 
p r a c t i c e s have m a d e o u r u r b a n 
e n v i r o n m e n t d e v o i d o f e x i s t e n t i a l 
attributes such as character, meanings 
and identity. The consequence o f this 
p r o c e s s o f ' loss o f p l a c e ' -
m o n o t o n o u s , i nexpress ive a n d 
inhumane urbansacpes, cr ies fo r the 
need o f approaches l ike conservat ion 
to gu ide the contemporary t rends in 
development. Conservation harmonises 
i t se l f w i t h t he i n t r i n s i c e l e m e n t s , 
patterns, qualities, process and people 
o f the locality. 

Infusing life into the historic core o f an 
urban area can be manupi lated to re­
energize the life of peripheral areas o f 
the locality. This potential is very much 
important in revitalisation programmes 
because it w i l l support the sustainance 
of life o f the preserved core. Here, the 
h i s t o r i c c o r e s h o u l d b e c o m e a 
socialising centre, a gathering place for 
the celebrat ion of commun i ty l i fe for 
the periphery and the suburbs. At the 
same t i m e , the core can be a ' l i n k ' 
between different zones of the locality 

m o d e r n c o m m e r c i a l z o n e , 
administrative zone, transport terminal 
a n d i n n e r r e s i d e n t i a l r eg i ons . T h e 

Unique, out comer-sbop -House at Weligama 
Junction, gives identity people of tbe region 
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historic core thus becomes the hub o f 
the social and cul tura l in teract ion. It 
w i l l t h e n n e v e r be d e a d . T h i s 
integrative value o f the core provides 
the ro le that these histor ic bu i ld ings 
a n d s i tes s h o u l d p l a y i n t h e 
contemporary society. It also provides 
the basis fo r se lec t ion o f areas a n d 
bui ldings to be conserved, the types o f 
n e w uses f o r t h e m , t h e l e v e l o f 
t r a n q u i l i s a t i o n r e q u i r e d w i t h i n t he 
p r e s e r v e d c o r e , a n d areas t o be 
al located for future g r o w t h . Seasonal 
cultural events peculiar to these areas 
also add v igour to this new role. 

Preservation o f both macro and micro 
aspec ts o f t he past o f t he h i s t o r i c 
centre is equal ly important here. Macro 
level o f h is tory means the impor tan t 
historic events and monuments related 
t o t h e m . T h e s e b e c o m e t h e m a j o r 
references for the outsiders and suburb 
dwe l le rs . The m ic ro leve l o f h is to ry 
related to the everyday experiences o f 
the dwellers o f the historic core itself. 
For the upl i f tment o f l i fe, their m inor 
associations and interactions w i t h the 
area m u s t a l so be s t u d i e d a n d 
p r e s e r v e d . T h e p e o p l e o f the c o r e 
w o u l d n o t g e n e r a t e a f e e l f o r t h e 
envi ron and w o u l d become objects or 
exhibits for the visitors. 

I n th is c o n t e x t , r e v i t a l i s i n g h i s to r i c 
urban settlements in Sri Lanka w o u l d 
not p ropose greater d i f f i cu l t ies . One 
reason for this w o u l d be that our l iv ing 
historic urban quarters are not o f great 
scale as i n other parts o f the w o r l d . 
S e c o n d l y , m o s t o f t hese areas a re 
considerably intact and have not been 
severe ly des t r oyed or g r o w n . Some 
areas are, o f course, be ing changed 
a n d m o d e r n i s e d , b u t t h e y c a n be 
r e g e n e r a t e d . T h e d e v e l o p m e n t 
a c t i v i t i e s t a k i n g p l a c e a r e r o a d 
w i d e n i n g p rog rammes than i n d e p t h 
invo lvements. Nevertheless the threat 
o f l o o s i n g these areas is r a p i d l y 
increas ing. Most o f these t o w n s are 
results o f r i b b o n d e v e l o p m e n t s a n d 
transport routes wh ich play significant 
r o l e f o r t h e i r e x i s t e n c e . D e t o u r e d 
r o a d s , at s o m e p laces s u c h as 
A m b a l n a g o d a a n d W e l i g a m a , h a v e 
c o n t r i b u t e d l o t t o p r e s e r v i n g t he 
historic core and a l lowing new centres 
- e s p e c i a l l y c o m m e r c i a l a n d 
administrat ive, to g r o w a round them. 

A l t h o u g h these t o w n s w e r e no t 
designed for modern locomotives, the 
total t ranqui l isat ion o f the core seems 
t o be an u n n e c e s s a r y s tep in o u r 
context. The transport terminal located 
just ou ts ide the h is tor ic core o f the 
t o w n has made it a l ink between the 
inner resident ia l reg ion (v i l lage) and 
the t r a n s p o r t r o u t e s ( t h e o u t s i d e 
w o r l d ) . T h i s can be seen as an 
extension o f the tradi t ional no t ion o f 
'Kada Mandiya ' - a catalyst for social 
interaction o f the vi l lage. Many towns 
are a lso cen t res f o r some seasonal 
c u l t u r a l even t s a n d t h e y can be 
i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o the r e v i t a l i s a t i o n 
a c t i v i t y . Ev en t he u r b a n f o r m a n d 
arch i tec ture o f these t owns , in most 
cases, h a v e e m e r g e d o u t o f these 
events. Development schemes must be 
t h e r e f o r e r e d r a w n t a k i n g these 
conservation issues into consideration. 

C o n s e r v a t i o n c o n t a i n s e n o r m o u s 
potential for development. It can guide 
the impact o f urbanisation - explosion 
o f p o p u l a t i o n , t e c h n o l o g y a n d 
economy, and secure the wise use o f 
resources available. It also protect the 
heritage - both natural and man-made, 
and the social integrity. It is a dynamic 
process concerned on life and change. 
It should not be looked w i t h a static 
eye wh ich w o u l d not capture its extent. 
It offers a wider perspective. 

Conserved historic Cores as 
Socialising Centres 
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