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A survey of private buses in middle of 198S indicated thiit there wasetiigh 
turnover of bus owners such that drivers reported sd average o f 4 yoassiin pri­
vate buses b u t only just o v e r one y e a r driving" f o r the present 'employer, while 
conductors reported average service o f just o v e r o n e year in private buses as 
well as with the "present employer. Responses of bus owners as to their period 
in business indicated that 33 percent sad one year, 23 percent had two yea eg 
and 21 percent three years in business, leaving o n l y 23-percent with snore 

- than 3 years. This picture did n o t match the growth in private b u s operating 
permits which h a d risen from 68 percent in 1982 to 100 percent in 1985. The 
survey figures (382 owners' responses) and t h e total permits^ 10,292 in 1985) 
were both converted to an index based on 100 in 1985. The growth in both 
indexes were compared and, subject to several qualifications, the following 
average picture emerged: 

': 16 percent* any years's permits are not renewed in the next, giving a 
drop-out rate of 1 in 6. 

: Surveyed owners had been in business for a n average of 2.1 years. 
: Business-survival of drop-outs was 3.3 years. 
: 71 percent of 1981 owners, 66 percent of 1982 owners and 53 percent 

of 1983 owners had quit by 1985. 
The survey by its design covered only surviving owners. The method can­

not detect all the owners who held permits for only one year. Therefore: 
: the average survivability of owners is expected to be at least 3 years. 
: the drop-out rate is understated and the durability rate overstated. 
The emerging conclusions are: 
: private bus business is not Very stable. 
: sparse data can be used to arrive at plausible findings. 
The work is part of a much larger study sponsored by the Friedrich Ebert 

Stiftung. The complete study is undergoing final editing and will be pub­
lished in due course as a book on t h e role and reward of manpower in private 
buses and aspects of the productivity of man and bus. From a paper presen­
ted at SLAAS Sessions December'87. 

1. Introduction enumerators and not for the purpose 
of obtaining any findings) it was noted 
that 17 owners (i.e. 85 percent) 
claimed to have been in business for 3 

1.1 Department of Private Omnibus 
Transport. (DPOT) data reveal that 94 
percent or registered owners in 1986 
own only one bus and that their buses TABLE 1 t O g n l n a n c B ) o f O n e - B u s F l e e t s 
represent 87 percent of the private j 
buses registered for route permits. A j 
1985 survey of 400 bus* owners in : 

Colombo. Kandy and Matara showed I 

years ̂ or jess. TOs seemed to be a wry 
4ngh percentage. Indeed DPOT 'figures 
Showed that private bus route permits 
tad increased Ivy only 33 percent in 
'4tte last 3 years. Therefore, although 
the primary, purpose of the survey was 
to develop knowledge about the terms 
«nd conditions of employment of pri­
vate bus employees and about their 
output as » contribution to the trans­
port needs of the country, measured 
as fous-km per crew per day, it was .de­
cided to investigate, as a marginal 
issue, the survival period of the 
owners. 

1.3 The hypothesis based on the pi­
lot survey was that the duration for 
which an owner continued to ply his 
bus was short and that this could be 
correlated in- some way to the high 
percentage of owners who owned only 
one bus. This later aspect was aban­
doned, but it was decided to try and 
find out how long owners did remain 
in business. 
owners remain- in business and the 

. drop-out rate was not easy because of 
the limitation of the -survey which ne­
cessarily interviewed only owners still 
in business. To interview those who 
had already dropped out would have 
been extremely difficult. Therefore to 
reach any sort of conclusion, even a 
tentative one, it was necessary to com­
pare the survey answers of owners on 
their periods in business with DPOT 
data of permit growth. 

S o u r c e 

that 89 percent of them owned only ftOOT -1986 
one bus and that their buses represen- J C o l o m b o 
ted 77 percent of the buses owned by i .Kandy 
the responding owners. These results ] flatera 
match reasonably and tend 
confidence to the survey as 
The relevant, figures are set out in 
Table 1: 

1.2 During a pilot sutvey of 20 
buses, and their owners and crews (un­
dertaken as a trial run for training the 

i 
OWNERS B U S E S 

' O n l y 
T o t a l i o n e 

' b u s 
o f IJTotel 

o w n e r s ! ! 

o w n e d 

J a s s i n g l e . : of j 
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a whole. O t h e r lil5.390;5.105 

94 
95 
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T o t a l 

I 200 j 
100! 
100: 

174 
89 
92 

400: 355 

94 
J2L 
94 

5,232 
8,768 

3 , 3 8 6 
758 
3 6 7 . 

ii 
I! 86 

87 
95 

. 4 , 5 1 1 
5 .105 . j 

86 
88' 

1.09|i 
s i . c n ! i 

^11,0001 

87 
-89 
92 

r 
239J 
114̂  
108' 
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TABLL 2 : Empioyogs' periods of employment I n p r iva te b u 3 0 9 

V IN PRIVATE C O N D U C T O R S < 0 R I V E X S ! 
j _ BUSES ! Colombo Kandy Meters .TotalslColombo" Kandv PVjtore • Totel, 
J Less then 1 .year J. 47 43 . 50 47 I 16 i . 7 .5 . 1 3 : 
I 1 - 2 years ' 26 31 = 19 25 I 13 11 :• 1 0 1 2 ! 
: 2 - 3 years 

I 1 1 ' 18 .- 16 13 I : 11 i 8 i 1 1 j 
Cess than 3 yrs : 84 92 ! 85 85 • 4 1 29 73 i 36 I 

' More than 3 yrs 16 B 15 T5 59 I ? 1 I 77 . 64 
; Tota l 1 0 0 •) 1 0 0 • 1 0 0 1 0 0 r- 1 0 0 •| 1 0 0 ! 1 0 0 ! 1 0 0 

FOR -PRESENT OWNERl 1 i • •I1 

i' • 

i Loss then 1 year! 55 57 \ 68 58- t 55 ! 52 I 69 ' 57 I 
j 1 - 2 yoars ! 2 0 23 j 19 20. j 23. . : 18 ' 22 I 
, 2 - 3 years > 16 I 1 0 i 6 13 I 13 i -15 j 7 ! 1 2 I 
1 LBSS than 3 yrs j 91 1 90 : 93 91 I 90 : 94 ! 91 ! 
' Mora than 3 yrs 1 9 i .10 | 7 9 ! 9 ! " 1 0 • 6 9 I 
" Totbl f \ 1 0 0 ' 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 ' 1 0 0 • 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 : 

2..Drivers & Conductors periods of 
work in private buses and for present 
owner 

2.1 The hypothesis received some 
confirmation from more-than 1.200 
employees who were asked separately 
how long they had been employed in 
private buses and how long for the pre­
sent pwner. Their answers are shown 
in percentage form in'.Table 2 : 

2.2- The answers are remarkable 
Both conductors and drivers hav, 
worked for present owner for like, pi-
riods, predominantly less than 3 years. 
Drivers have worked much longer in 
the sector than for the present owner. 
But allowing for a slight difference in 
the form of the question, conductors 
have worked for the same- period in 
the sector and for the present owners. 
And as will be seen in Table 3, the 
owners' indications of period in busi­
ness tally closely with the conductors' 
period in employment. 

6-12 months giving a total of 33 per­
cent having one year or less in busi-' 
ness. A further 23 percent had entered 

. the business within the last. 2 years 
giving 56 percent in business for 2 
years or less. Another 20 percent were 

carrying on the business for between 
2 and 3 years. Thus 76 pa: cent of the 
operators .who responded had entered 
the business only during the last 3 
years. About 7 percent ot the owners 
had been'in business for 5 years or 
more. 

3.3 The high incidence of recent 
new entry into the business- cannot be 
explained by recent growth in permit­
ted private buses on the road. 
4. Growth in Private Bus Route Per­
mits. 

4.1 Table 4 sets out the growth in 
route permits according to DPOT, 
with annual permits and annual net 
increases shown as a percentage of tht? 
total permits issued in 1985: 

4.2 This table shows the growth in 
the number of buses allowed to ope­
rate private bus services. According 
to this, only 3 percent of the permits 
issued in 1985 represented a net in­
crease in permits during that year, 
and only a further 4 percent represen­
ted a net increase in 1984. 

TABLE 3 t DURATION OF OWNERSHIP OF 1985 SURVEYED BUS OUWERS 
DURATION IN 

BUSINESS 
Colombo Kandy Matero Tota l 

uo to 2 Years 
0 - 6 months 

Ouinora % iflinners % jOunBrs % ;Owners' % 

29 116 16 '17 • 13 15 i' 58 15! 

. up to one year 
1 - 2 years 

j 64 :34 
56 ;29 

. 29 :31 jj 33 35 i' 126 ' 33. 
! 15 J15 J 16 1 17 I 87 ! 23 

t o t e l i 120 |63 i 44 45 ;! 49 ' 52 !: 211 
Ouor 2 Years 

6 + years ' 
5 - 6 veers 

' • t r 
! 4 2 j! 2 : 2 I 4 ; 4 I 10 3' 
! 3 2 !, 9 9 g » 7 - 7 it 19 5; 

5 + years I, 7 4 
4 - 5 veers j : 7 , 3 

| 11 ,11 ! 11 H 1 j 29 . 0*' 
: 13 14 ;: 5 ' 5 25 6i 

4 + years . 
3 - 4 years 

j 14 !07 
16 i 8 

! 24 25 i, 1&o '/f6 i 54 14; 
; 9 9 j 11 ! 12 I 36 . 7i 

\ 3 + yeers 
2 - 3 years 

I. 30 16 
i 40 :21 . 

: 33 .34 • 27 ,28 !: 90 • 23' 
20 21 ! 19 -20 79 21! 

.TOTAL 1.90 100 97 100 95 100 3B2 100 

3. Owners 
business 

length of. time in the 

3.1 The responses of 382 owners SUMMARY Or I'IRCl NIAC1 

who replied this question are'set out Colombo Kandy Malara Total 
in Table 3: Less than 1 year 34 30 35 1 33 

1—2 years 29 15 „ 17 23 
3.2 This table shows that out of 2 - 3 years 21 ' 2 1 ° 20 21 

382 responding owners 15 percent had Less than 3 yrs 84 66 72 .77 
been in business for less than 6 Over 3 years :6 34 28 23 
months, and 18 percent for a period of Total 100 100 •100 too 
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TRENDS INDICATING HIGH OWNERSHIP TURNOVER I2SSLL 

It*** 
4989 
• 100 

1970 1980 1981 1982 . 198S 1984 Jjgg) 1986 1987 

• « M M t annual antry Into 
ousli»*a of own»rs •urvayed in 19K 

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1989 1986 1987 
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TABU- 4 
PKIVATI- BUS ROUTE PERMITS 

197V 1987 %of 
YFiAR PI-RMITS 1985 1 

1979 809 8 
i 294 3 

1980 1.103 11 
+ 3,9/2 38. 

1981 b,0/5 49 
4 1,913 19 

1982 ' 6,988 68 
+ 2,614 25 

1983 9,602 93 
+ 416 4 

1984 10,018 97 
+ 325 3 

1985 10,343 100 
+ 1,162 11 

1986 11,505 111 
+ 8/9 9 

1987 12.334 120 

Source: Ministry o/'Mruir (Himihm 
Irmuport: (ixnonalloimmmicutioni 

5. Net Drop-Out Rate 

in 1985 as against only 44 of surveyed 
owners being in business in 1983. The 
number of buses { and therefore pei-
mits) of the 382 responding owners is 
not readily ascertainable, but since the 
bus per owner rate in the survey is 
•only 1.15, this is not likely to effect 
the ensuing discussion. 

5.2 Table 5 is an assemblage of the 
endurance of owners from Tables 3 
(sample survey of owners) and 4 (total 
issued permits) by using an index from 
each based oh the percentage of the 
1985 date. 

5.3 Table 5 assumes that the sample 
is typical of the whole. Permits of one 
year are assumed to be i enewed where 
the increase allows aftt-i taking into 

. account new entiants per survey in­
dex. The inciease in thf: index of total 
permits is first set-off against the sur­
vey index and then allocated. Where 
the increase in total permit index is 
less than the new entrants per suivey 

5.1 Tdhles 4 and 3 indicate that index, the deficit is Heated as diop-
1983 |ioimiis wen; 93 poiccni *»f tho-.i1 outs foi that yi-.n. 
TABLE 5 : INDEXED PRIVATE BUS OWNER SCRVIVORS & QUITTERS 1979-1985 

'from 
Table 1979 1980 1981 19(12.1983 1984 1985 Total 

1.' t- itel permits (Nott 1) 

8 
a 
3 

11 
38 

49 
19 

68 
25 

93 
4 

V \ 
3 j 

326 
100 

from prior year 4 
Increase U 
tota l ;4 

2. survivors In 1965 (Nota 2): 

8 
a 
3 

11 
38 

49 
19 

68 
25 

93 
4 

V \ 
3 j 

326 
100 

from prior year 4 
Increase U 
tota l ;4 

2. survivors In 1965 (Nota 2): 
8 11 49 68 93 97 100 , 426 

from prior year 4 
Increase U 
tota l ;4 

2. survivors In 1965 (Nota 2): 

• 3 
3 
5 

B 
6 

14 
9 

23 
21 

44 
23 

.71 
33 

159 
100 

. renewals !3 
new entrants ' 3 
total '3 

3. permit seauence ! 
' prior year permits ;4 

less net drop-outs (NoteS)'-
renewals aasumed ; 
net new entrants (Note 4) j 
total permits £,<'.'• 

4. drop-out % •! 
net drop-outs'. ! 

• 3 
3 
5 

B 
6 

14 
9 

23 
21 

44 
23 

.71 
33 

159 
100 

. renewals !3 
new entrants ' 3 
total '3 

3. permit seauence ! 
' prior year permits ;4 

less net drop-outs (NoteS)'-
renewals aasumed ; 
net new entrants (Note 4) j 
total permits £,<'.'• 

4. drop-out % •! 
net drop-outs'. ! 

3 8 14 23- 44 67 100 259 

. renewals !3 
new entrants ' 3 
total '3 

3. permit seauence ! 
' prior year permits ;4 

less net drop-outs (NoteS)'-
renewals aasumed ; 
net new entrants (Note 4) j 
total permits £,<'.'• 

4. drop-out % •! 
net drop-outs'. ! 

B 
(2) 

11 49 6t? 93 
(19) 

97 
(30) 

326 
( 51) 

. renewals !3 
new entrants ' 3 
total '3 

3. permit seauence ! 
' prior year permits ;4 

less net drop-outs (NoteS)'-
renewals aasumed ; 
net new entrants (Note 4) j 
total permits £,<'.'• 

4. drop-out % •! 
net drop-outs'. ! 

8 
6 
5 

11 
38 

49 
19 

68 
25 

74 
?3 

67 
33 

275 
151 

. renewals !3 
new entrants ' 3 
total '3 

3. permit seauence ! 
' prior year permits ;4 

less net drop-outs (NoteS)'-
renewals aasumed ; 
net new entrants (Note 4) j 
total permits £,<'.'• 

4. drop-out % •! 
net drop-outs'. ! 

8 11 49 68 93 97 100 426 

. renewals !3 
new entrants ' 3 
total '3 

3. permit seauence ! 
' prior year permits ;4 

less net drop-outs (NoteS)'-
renewals aasumed ; 
net new entrants (Note 4) j 
total permits £,<'.'• 

4. drop-out % •! 
net drop-outs'. ! 

ii 

,!25* I 
1 

20ft 31J8 : 16$ 

NOTES 
1. Index figures for total permits (a proxy, for total buses) are takon 

directly from Table 4. 
2. Index figures far survivors in 19B5 ( i . e . responding owners) are token 

directly from Table 3. 
3. In 1980, 1984 end 1985, increase in survivora i s more than increase in 

total permits• The excess i s taken as net drop-outs ano deducted•from 
total permits of the previous year. 

4. In 1981, 1982 and 1983, increase in total permits represents net new 
entrants ( i . e . tote l new entrant's less drop-outs-from'*pravious year 
not identified by the survivor analysis). 

5. In eny year the increase in permits represents now entrants loss drop-out» 
( i . e . permits of previous year not renewed). This analysis takes account 
only of drop-outs indicated by the excooe of survivors index Increase 
over the permit index increase, 

6. 1985 responding owners who may not renew their permits in 1986. ( i . e . 19B5 
drop-outs) ere not known since the survey uas done tn 1985. 

5.4 The result of this excercise is to 
show that 20 percent of 1983 permit-
holders dropped out in '984 and that 
31 percent of 1984 permit-holders 
dropped out in-1985. The overall ave­
rage dropout rate is 12 percent, .but,, 
because the survey gives no indication 
of hdw many surveyed owners would 
• renjw their permits in "986, the year 
1985's should be excluded. The ave­
rage dropout rate then increases to 
16 percent. 
6. Duration in Business (i.e. Survival) 

6.1 Based on the sane indexed fi­
gures as Table 5, an attempt at age 
analysis of owners' duration in busi­
ness is shown in Table 6: 

6.2 A first-in first-out assumption is 
made as to the year in which drop-outs 
first entered. The index numbers are 
weighted for years of duration. This 
exercise is shown for total permits, 
drop-outs and survivors (i,e, rene­
wals) separately. The result of the 
exercise is to show an averagf-duration 
in business: 

survivors 2.0 years 
drop-outs 3.3 years 

6.3 Since it was not known how 
niciny survivors in 1985 will drop out 
in 1986, or when they will drop out, 
the survivors' average of 2 years is not 
very meaningful. Moreover the. like-
hood* is * hat stable operators survive. 
Hence even the drop-out average of 
3.3 years may understate the typical 
survival period of private bus owners. 

6.4 Nonetheless it would appear 
that a significant number of the res­
pondents entered the business by ta­
king over from a retiring owner. And if 
the sample is representative, it would 
seem that there is unstability in the 
business which causes relatively high 
turnover in ownership,reflecting com­
paratively short average periods in 
business. 

6.5 Figure 1 attempts to visualise 
the business duration pattern of pri­
vate bus owners. 

6.6 Assuming that the survey is ty­
pical of all private bus permits, this 
figure illustrates quitting rates vide 
Table 7: 
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6.7 The percentage declines hot be­
cause of increasing stability, but be­
cause of the lesser time lapse before 
the survey. 

6.8 The result of this exercise must 
be treated with caution because of se­
veral factors, including the estimation 
inherent in the owners' responses, the 
approximation of all figures into 
whole years, the assumption that the 
sample is typical, and the bringing to­
gether of total and survey figures into 
a common denomination based on an 
index. Depite the caution, however, it 
seems reasonable to conclude that the 
business is not one of great stability. 
This in fact tallies with reported ex­
perience in other countries, where 
stability develops only in a condition 

of regulated route licences which di­
minish the scope for competition on 
the road. Whether stability is or is not 
a worthwhile feature is not the subject 
of this discussion. 

7. Conclusions 
7.1 Subject to several qualifica­

tions, the following average picture 
emerged: 

0 16percent of any year's 
permits are not renewed 
in the next, giving a drop­
out rate of 1 in 6. 

0 surveyed owners had 
been in business for 2. 1 
years on average. 

0 business survival of drop­
outs was 3.3 years 

TABLE 7 

PERCENTAGE OF ROUTE PERMIT 
HOLDERS OF PAST YEARS WHO 

QUIT BEFORE 1985 

1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 19B5 | Total 
Total 

ulthout 
1985 

nr ut nr ut ' nr ut nfc ut ' nr ut nr ut nr ut nr ut i nr ut 
total permits 
7 years 
6 " 
5 " 
4 " 
3 " 
2 " 
1 year 
totol 
average yre 
net droo-outa 

8 8 
. 6 12 

5 5 

6 18 
5 10 

38 38 

6 24 
5 15 

38 76 
19 19 

3 16 
6 30 5 25 
5 20 )22 88 

38 114 fl9 57 
19 38 25 50 
25 25 23 23 

3 21 
5 30 
6 30 
9 36 

21 63 
23 46 
33 33 

3 21 
, 8 48. 
i17 85 
42 168 

;89 267 
116 232 
llSI 151 

3 If ': 
11 5! -
33 13; ; 
68 20< 
93 18f 

h i e i u 

7 years 
6 " 
5 " 
4 " 
3 " 
2 " 
1 year 
totol 
average yre 
net droo-outa 

8 8 11 17.49 66 68 134 93 227 B7 261 100 259 k26 972 026 71: 

7 years 
6 " 
5 " 
4 " 
3 " 
2 " 
1 year 
totol 
average yre 
net droo-outa 

1 -..! 1.5 1.3 2.0 2.4 2.7 2.6 2.3 2 . ; 

7 yeara 
6 " • 
5 " 
a ii 
3 - " 
2 " 
1 " 
total 
average yre 
survivors 

2 2 

3 15 

16 48 
16 64 
10 30 
4 8 

a 

3 15 
16 64 
26 78 
4 8 
2 2 

3 1£ 
16 6« 
26 7£ 
4 i 
2 ; 

7 yeara 
6 " • 
5 " 
a ii 
3 - " 
2 " 
1 " 
total 
average yre 
survivors 

2 2 19 63 30 102 51 167fi 51 . 16' 

7 yeara 
6 " • 
5 " 
a ii 
3 - " 
2 " 
1 " 
total 
average yre 
survivors 

1 3.3| 3.4 3.3 3.: 

7 years 
6 " 
S •' 
4 " 
3 " 
2 " 
1 yoar 
reneuals 
average vrs 

6 6 
6 12 
5 5 

6 18 
5 10 

38 38 

6 24 
S 15 

38 76 
19 19 

3 15 
5. 20 

22 66 
19 38 
25 25 

3 18 
5 25 
6 24 
9 27 

21 42 
23 23 

3 21 
5 30 
6 30 
9 36 

21 63 
23 46 
33 33 

3 21 
8 48 

14 70 
26 104 
63 169 

-112^224 
149 149 

3 1t 
8 4( 

17 6( 
42 12< 
89 17( 

116 11t 

7 years 
6 " 
S •' 
4 " 
3 " 
2 " 
1 yoar 
reneuals 
average vrs 

6 6 11 17 49 66 68 134174 164 67 159 100 259 375 805 275 54c 

7 years 
6 " 
S •' 
4 " 
3 " 
2 " 
1 yoar 
reneuals 
average vrs I 1 1.5i 1.3 2.0- 2.2 2.4 2.6I 2.V 2.1 

YEAR OF %QUIT 
PERMIT BEFORE 

1985 

1979 63 
1980 27 
1981 71 
1982 66 
1983 53 
1984 31 

0 71 percent of 1981 
owners, 66 percent-- of 
1982 owners and 5'3* 
percent of 1983 owners 
had quit by 1985. 

7.2 The survey by its design cover­
ed only surviving owners. The method 
cannot detect all-the owners who held 
permits for only one year. There-ore: 

0 the average survivability 
owners is expected to be 
at least 3 years 

0 the drop-out rate is un­
derstated and the durabi­
lity rate overstated. 

7.3 The emerging conclusions are: 
0 private bus business is 

not very stable. 
0 sparse data can be used 

to arrive at plausible fin­
dings. 
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