
Enhancing the Efficiency of the Sri Lanka 
Railways and its Contribution to 
Transportation 
Introduction 

Tkhe national highways network 
of Sri Lanka has heav i ly 
conges ted with inc reas ing 

both vehicle populat ion and the 
demand for transport services. Due 
to the traffic congestion caused by 
heavy v e h i c l e s such as p r i m e 
movers, large trucks and passenger 
transport busses, school, office and 
factory staff t ransports are also 
getting delayed resulting in a waste 
of a huge number of man-hours, 
daily. But the room for further 
expansion of highway transport , 
particularly in the developed and 
urbanised areas, is limited due to 
the huge financial and social costs 
i n v o l v e d wi th the r equ i r ed 
acquisition of valuable assets and 
the compensation payable for them. 

In contrast to highways, the use of 
railways gives huge economical , 
social and environmental benefits 
and savings for a country. Globally, 
next to transport by water, railways 
is the second least-cost mode of 
transport of passengers and goods 
in terms of labour requirement, fuel 
consumption and other expenses. 

Our n e i g h b o u r , Ind ia , can be 
considered as a country which reaps 
the maximum benefits of railway 
transport. But, even in India, the 
p a s s e n g e r 

At the same time, a large number 
of developed countries are in the 
p rocess of subs t i tu t ing air 
transport with rail transport, and 
such efforts a re gene ra t i ng 
pos i t ive resul t s . R a i l w a y s are 
competing with air transport to 
enhance revenue by v a r i o u s 
measures such as exceeding the 
speed of land transport above 350 
km per hour, providing comparable 
on-board luxuries and ra i lway 
tickets at prices many times below 
the air t i cke ts for a s imi la r 
distance. Accordingly, countries 
such as Japan, United Kingdom, 
France, China and United States 
of America have launched high­
speed (bullet) trains. 

A power-set with 06 wagons can 
transport 1,800 passengers. The 
fuel consumption for that will be 
around 04 litres per km. The fuel 
c o n s u m p t i o n of a p a s s e n g e r 
transport bus will be around 0.2 
litres per km. Accordingly, a train 
consumes 200 litres of fuel for a 
50 km journey, while a bus needs 
10 litres for a similar distance. But, 
to transport 1,800 passengers, 30 
busses (1,800/60) and 300 litres of 
fuel (30*10) will be required. The 
man-power requi rement for 30 
.busses will be 60, while that for 
the train will be 04. The pattern is 
similar in respect of administrative 
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and technical services too. For 
a d d i t i o n a l busses , the 
administrative and technical staff 
will also have to be increased, but 
it is not so in respect of trains. 
Currently, there are about 300 
trains in use, and if the capacity of 
a train is considered as that of 30 
busses, current capacity of the 
railway is an equivalent to 9,000 
busses . When the current staff 
strength of the railways (15,000) is 
divided by that 9,000, it indicates 
that the average number of railway 
staff per unit of passenger bus is 
even less than 02. But the number 
of staff per bus is more than 10 in 
the Sri Lanka Transport Board 
(SLTB). 

The reduction of transport cost 
could narrow down the exist ing 
enormous gap between the farm 
gate prices of agricultural produce 
and the retail prices paid by the 
consumer. When the contribution 
of the railway to national transport 
increases, it will lead to reduce the 
cost of l iv ing . Fur the r , 
environmenta l benefits such as 
low carbon emissions can also be 
obtained. 

transport sector 
is ope ra t ed at 
levels below the 
breakeven, but 
due to the 
surpluses in the 
goods transport 
sec to r , the 
overal l ra i lway 
t r a n s p o r t 
sys t em is 

making profits. 

Table 1 Revenues and expenditures of the Railways in some initial years 

Year Railway 
network 
(miles) 

Passenger 
transport 

income (Rs) 

Goods 
transported 

(Tons) 

Total 
revenue 
(Rs) 

Total 
expenditure 

(Rs) 

Prof i t / 
(Loss) 

(Rs) 

1905 562 6,281,537 580,120 9.690,653 4,766.872 4,923,781 

1920 731 11,262,657 863,120 20,415,816 14,473,439 5,942,377 

1930 957 14,919,282 1,013,893 25,324,379 21,910,247 3,414,132 

1940 957 10,405,985 1,018,030 17,107,451 21,157,355 -4,049,904 

1950 896 24,316,310 1,280,891 57,650,139 71,272,521 -13,622,382 

Source: Administrative Reports of the Sri Lanka Government. 
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In this context, it is important to 
review the contribution made by the 
railway in the past, its current status 
and the targets and potentials for 
development in the future. 

Sri Lanka Railways at the Initial 
Stages 

Sri Lanka R a i l w a y s (Cey lon 
Gove rnmen t R a i l w a y s ) was 
c o m m e n c e d in 1867, wi th the 
objective of transporting coffee and 
tea from the upcountry to Colombo. 
Accordingly, for several decades, the 
main source of r e v e n u e for the 
Railways was transport of goods, but 
subsequent ly tha t pos i t i on was 
rep laced by the t r anspor t of 
passengers , due to the g radua l 
expansion of the services sector. 
Table 1 indicates that the Railways 
earned profits for the government 
during those initial stages. 

A t the incep t ion , tea indus t ry 
contributed to the profitability of 
railway transport. The outputs of the 
p lan ta t ions were t ranspor ted to 
Colombo in the downward journey, 
and machinery, fertiliser, food items 
and labourers were transported in the 
upward j o u r n e y from C o l o m b o . 
A c c o r d i n g to G o v e r n m e n t ' s 
Administrative Reports for the year 
1900, Rs. 55.7 mn out of the total 
export revenue of Rs, 90.8 mn was 
earned through tea expor ts . The 
revenue of the R a i l w a y s too 
increased correspondingly. In the 
year 1905, 28% of the total revenue 
of the government was contributed 
by the Railways earned mainly from 
goods transport. In 1905, 25% of the 
total revenue of the Railways had 
been contributed by the plantation 
sector . A c c o r d i n g to the 
administrative reports of the second 
half of the 19 , b century, even after 
set t ing off of in te res t s on loans 
obtained to construct the Railways, 
there had been a surplus of Rs. 2 
lakhs. 

The Commencement of incurring 
losses by the Railways 

The Railways commenced incurring 
losses during the period of 1935-1941 
(Table 1). T h e v o l u m e of goods 

t ransported during this per iod 
shows a decline. The reason was 
the commencement of bus and 
lorry services for the transport of 
passengers and goods respectively. 
The losses of the Railways had 
continued to increase since 1947, 
and the same situation continues 
even today . A c c o r d i n g to 
g o v e r n m e n t ' s a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 
repor t s , by the y e a r l 9 5 0 , the 
e x p e n d i t u r e of the R a i l w a y s 
exceeded revenue by 10%, but by 
the y e a r 1968, the loss had 
increased to 52.4%. The wages 
policy of the government and the 
policy limitations imposed by the 
g o v e r n m e n t in the p r i c ing of 
passenger and goods transport 
were factors that contributed to 
this situation. Another significant 
e v e n t w a s the r e m o v a l o f 
l i m i t a t i o n s i m p o s e d on lor ry 
t r anspor t in 1951 . T h u s , the 
Ra i lways los t the m o n o p o l y it 
enjoyed on goods transport. 

The factors that contributed to 
the decline of goods transport 
by Railways 

By the year 1969, all the coal-fired 
e n g i n e s had been 
decommissioned, and all the fleet 
became diesel-powered. In 1959, 
the system of colour signals was 
introduced, minimising the delays 
and facilitating the deployment of 
an increased number of trains. 
But the Railways could not catch 
up the next global trend of electric 
t r a ins . T h i s c o n t r i b u t e d to 
i n c r e a s e the r e c u r r e n t 
expenditure while reducing the 
efficiency of the Railways. Since 
g a i n i n g of the i n d e p e n d e n c e , 
welfare concepts came to the fore, 
l eav ing as ide prof i tabi l i ty and 
compe t i t i venes s , the R a i l w a y s 
became an institution providing 
public welfare while depending on 
funds from the Treasury. While 
p r i o r i t i s i n g on p a s s e n g e r 
t ransport , goods sheds , ya rds , 
access roads to port, etc . that 
facilitated goods transport were 
n e g l e c t e d and a l l o w e d for 
misappropriation. 

2011 

S imi l a r ly , the p r o c e s s of 
privatisation and restructuring of 
State institutions since the 1980s 
resulted in the loss of transport 
contracts that the Railways had 
with them. Due to the privatisation 
of ac t iv i t i e s of the Food 
Department, Cement Corporation, 
Fe r t i l i se r C o r p o r a t i o n , F lour 
Manufacturing Corporation and 
Oils and Fats Corporat ion, the 
Railways lost the opportunities for 
transport of their finished goods 
as well as raw materials. Later, 
bowser trucks joined the transport 
of pet roleum, thus making the 
Railways redundant in that sector 
too. When rail transport is used, 
goods have to be transported to and 
from the rai lway stations using 
o the r m o d e s . T h e r e f o r e , it is 
i nev i t ab l e tha t the cos t s 
a s soc ia t ed wi th l o a d i n g and 
unloading would increase. These 
higher costs also contributed to 
the g r adua l d i m i n i s h i n g of 
transport of goods by the Railways. 
Due to economics of transporting 
goods from farm or factory straight 
to market , lo r r i e s b e c a m e the 
preferred and more established 
mode of goods transport. 

Another factor that contributed to 
the failure of the Railways as a 
mode of cargo transport is the fact 
that the institution is still being 
g o v e r n e d by the ru les and 
regulations of the colonial era. For 
145 years, these regulations had 
been preventing new commercial 
strategies being adopted. Financial 
Regulations, Establishments Code 
and G o v e r n m e n t Ci rculars are 
discouraging responsibilities by 
the management. The officers are 
discouraged, and they resent new 
experiments or changes . Even a 
smal l i m p r o v e m e n t in l eng thy 
p r o c e s s e s r e l a t i n g to minu te 
mat te r s are d i f f i cu l t to be 
implemented. In this context, the 
only option for the minimisation 
of losses w a s to reduce 
expendi ture . Acco rd ing ly , loss-
i ncu r r i ng r o u t e s such as 
A w i s s a w e l l a - O p a n a y a k e were 
closed down, and some services 
and out agencies situated 
away from the railway lines were 
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'Withdrawn. The staff of the Railways 
comprised of public servants who were 
governed by the rules and regulations 
•jf the government; their skills and 
eff iciency were not recognised or 
encouraged, but job securi ty was 
ensured even for the most lethargic. 
As a result, recruitments, particularly 
for the skilled technical grades, faced 
var ious d i f f icul t ies , a number of 
vacanc i e s left unfi l led and the 
p roduc t iv i ty of the r a i lway staff 
deteriorated, 

I n f r a s t r u c t u r e fac i l i t ies of the 
Railways 

The Ra i lways is in possess ion of 
adequate infrastructure to provide an 
i s land wide se rv i ce . T a b l e 2 
summarises the existing physical 
and human resources available with 
the Sri Lanka Railways. 

Reasons for the non-expansion of 
the Railway Transports 

Cargo transport 

One of the reasons for non-popularity 
of the railway transport is the higher 
p r i ces . At the same t ime , non-
adherence to a specified timetable 
also contributes to this. The Railways 
c h a r g e s a m i n i m u m of Rs . 950 
(cons ider ing only the opera t iona l 
costs) to t ransport goods for one 
kilometre. For an example, if one cube 
of sand is t r anspor t ed from 
M a n a m p i t i y a to C o l o m b o , the 
t r anspor t cost cha rged by the 
Railways alone exceeds the sale price 
of one cube of sand in the open 
market . Accordingly , t ransporters 
prefer the least-cost method which is 
st i l l the road t r anspor t . Due to 
insufficiency of locomotive engines, 
the cargo transport could not be given 
priority, and therefore, delays could 
not be avoided and consequently rail 
transport was grinding to the lowest 
level. 

Passenger transport 

Jf passenger t ranspor t by rail is 
somewhat popular, it is only in urban 
areas. Except for long-distance trips 
and office-time in-bound/out-bound 
trips, all other trains run with below-
capac i ty number of p a s s e n g e r s . 

D e v e l o p m e n t of a ne twork of 
h i g h w a y s and open ing of 
expressways will further reduce 
the popularity of train travel. The 
inc rease in the n u m b e r of 
p r i v a t e l y - o w n e d v e h i c l e s , 
particularly those of low-cost small 
vehicles such as three wheelers 
and two wheelers, has reduced the 
propensity of the people to use 
public transport. But, as undesired 
side-effects of that development, 
road traff ic conges t i ons and 
accidents have also increased. At 
the same time, at the macro level, 
the country is incurring a huge cost 
on fossil fuels. Therefore , it is 
crucial for the country, if the public 
once aga in , c o m m e n c e s us ing 
more public transport. 

Improvement of the efficiency 
of the Railways and enhancing 
its share of transport 

The steps that should be taken to 
i m p r o v e the ef f ic iency of the 
R a i l w a y s and its share of the 
transport sector in the country are 
discussed in this section. 

R e - o r g a n i s a t i o n 
administration 

o f 

The continuation of the Railways 
as a government department is no 
longer beneficial for the country's 
e c o n o m y . De lays in d e c i s i o n 
making are inevitable under the 
g o v e r n m e n t r e g u l a t i o n s . 
C e n t r a l i s e d dec i s ion m a k i n g 
m a k e s an ins t i tu t ion ful ly 
dependent on a single person's 
abilities or disabilities. Instead, 
d e c i s i o n s should be t aken 
collect ively, and target setting, 
res t ructur ing and ass igning of 
r e spons ib i l i t i e s should be 
decentralised. An administration 
s t ruc ture which is free of 

u n n e c e s s a r y po l i t i ca l 
interferences and devoid of acting 
and covering appointments should 
be established. 

The administration model of the 
colonial era has become extinct 
even in the imperia l countr ies 
which introduced it. This system 
of a single head should be done 
away with and replaced with a 
main administrative council which 
should be comprised intellectuals 
and experts in the relevant fields. 
In the current scenario, the chief 
manager is compelled to spend 
most of his t ime on ma t t e r s 
irrelevant to running of trains and 
consequently time available for 
him for railway policy planning has 
become insufficient. Due to the 
procedural inflexibili t ies of the 
Sta te a d m i n i s t r a t i v e m o d e l , 
approximately 50% of the approved 
cadre remains vacant , while a 
substantial part of the annual 
a l l oca t ions of funds remain 
unutilised. 

Eff ic ient u t i l i s a t i o n of the 
resources of the department 

If the assets of the Department 
of Railways are properly utilised, 
a substantial amount of income 
could be earned. Such funds could 
be utilised to set off some of the 
operating expenses. Assets with 
huge v a l u e s r e m a i n under­
uti l ised, and due to the State 
rules and regulations which have 
to be complied with, no capital 
in fus ions cou ld be made to 
enhance the value of such assets. 
For an example, under the Lands 
Ordinance of the Government, the 
m a x i m u m pe r iod that the 
properties of the Railways could 
be - leased is 05 years and the 

Table 2 Some Infrastructure facilities of the Railways 
in 2011 

Type of facility Number Operational Not operational 

Locomotive engines 138 92 46 

Power sets 69 57 12 

Railways (km) 1,440 

Railway stations 363 

Approved cadre 17,173 

30 

Source: Records of the Department of Railways. 
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lessee can use such assets only for 
short-term purposes such as crop 
cul t ivat ion. As a result of such 
l imitat ions, valuable inves tment 
opportunities are missed and assets 
remain unused or m i sused . To 
develop these assets, a State-owned 
c o m p a n y (based on the I n d i a n 
Model) should be established under 
the Companies Act. Accordingly , 
catering services, reception_haIIs, 
parking spaces, and rest rooms of 
the Railways can be reorganised and 
can be made profitable. 

M i n i m i s a t i o n of the u n d e r -
utilisation of railway lines 

It has been es t imated that the 
existing railway lines are used only 
for 25% of the available time. For an 
example, trains run only for 80-120 
minu te s per day in the 1.5km 
section between Kalutara North and 
Kalutara South. As such, the line 
is under-utilised for 20 hours per 
day. This is a substantial issue, and 
the l ines ut i l i sa t ion shou ld be 
increased at least up to 12 hours a 
day. Increase of the transport of 
cargo could be a viable alternative 
for this purpose. 

Short-term concessions from the 
government 

T h e ma in reason for the non-
attractiveness of the Railways for 
cargo transport is the higher cost 
(per tonne of cargo). Therefore, there 
is a need to subs id i se g o o d s 
transport charges for a short period. 
The operational expenses per unit 
of cargo can be minimised only with 
the inc rease of v o l u m e s , and 
subsidies will have to be continued 
until the demand reaches to that 
level. 

Minimisation of the transport of 
empty carriages 

Minimisation of the t ransport of 
empty carriages is also a must. The 
ca r r i ages which t r anspor t raw 
materials should bring in finished 
goods on the return journey and vice 
versa. The main (up country) line was 
profitable at the initial stages due 
to the minimisat ion of uni t cost 
achieved through transport of food, 
machinery, fertiliser and labourers 
on the upcountry journey and tea on 
the Colombo-bound journey. 

Use of new technology 

The traditional insti tutions and 
positions created during the initial 
s t a g e s to su i t the soc ia l and 
economic environment at that time 
still prevails, and there is a large 
number of service-providing paints 
too. All these contribute to increase 
the wage bill of the Railways. An 
example is collection of revenue 
from railway stations is still done 
using an iron safe which has been 
in use from the 1800s . T h e 
m i n i m u m use of in fo rma t ion 
technology in the offices results in 
waste of labour. Sub contracting of 
n o n - m e c h a n i c a l c iv i l 
c o n s t r u c t i o n s , s an i t a ry and 
security services, etc. would help 
min imise cos t s , which in turn 
would help m a k e the Ra i lways 
profitable. 

R e p l a c e m e n t o f the ex i s t ing 
c o n t a i n e r - t y p e w a g o n s w i th 
Improved high-speed wagons 

The Indian Ra i lways is already 
using carriages which are capable 
of exceeding 100km per hour. When 
goods are t ranspor ted in such 
carriages,.goods trains do not have 
to give way to the passenger trains. 
This would help augment the goods 
transport by the Railways. 

P r o t e c t i o n of the ex i s t ing 
resources 

It is essential that the exist ing 
l ands and b u i l d i n g s are wel l 
p ro t ec t ed . T h e r e l ea se of the 
Railway lands for large-scale long-
term pro jec t s m i g h t s e r ious ly 
j eopa rd i s e future d e v e l o p m e n t 
activities of the Department. To 
recommence goods transport and 
expand passenger transport, it is 
e s sen t i a l to p r o t e c t the l and 
reservations of the Railways. 

C o n s t r u c t i o n of new r a i l w a y 
l ines 

In the construction of new railway 
l ines , ra ther than focus ing on 
thinly-populated areas based on 
speculative future projections, it is 
important to give priority to urgent 
requirements such as double lines 
b e t w e e n C o l o m b o - H o m a g a m a , 
connection of Jayawardhanapura -
Kotte to the railway network and a 

third line up to Moratuwa, etc. Such 
a policy would also help reduce the 
road traffic conges t ion in and 
around Colombo. 

Other strategies 

The main reason for the reduction 
in the number of p a s s e n g e r s , 
particularly during night, is the 
p o t e n t i a l r i sks of thef ts and 
burg la r i es . Running few trains 
during night also contributes to 
the same problem. For an example, 
the day's last train on the coastal 
line is the Aluthgama-bound one 
at 9.30 p.m. and the next train will 
be the Kalutara-bound one at 5.30 
a .m. in the fol lowing morn ing . 
Enhanced security in the trains at 
n ight and parking facil i t ies for 
motor vehicles and bicycles of the 
passengers at the railway station 
w o u l d help a t t rac t more 
passengers. Similarly, deployment 
of modern carr iages with high-
quality facilities for the office-time 
trains and other passenger trains 
and also initiation of an appropriate 
secur i ty m e c h a n i s m for such 
facil i t ies may help a t t rac t and 
retain more passengers. Already, 
two luxury coaches have been 
deployed in the Inter-City service 
as a jo in t venture be tween the 
Railways and the private sector. 
The tickets have been priced at 
rates six t imes higher than the 
normal rates, but the fact that 
advanced bookings for six months 
exists for that service reveals that 
a demand prevails for high-quality 
services. 

C o n c l u s i o n 

The Railway service which spends 
a huge amount of publ ic funds 
should face the current challenge 
of m a x i m i s i n g e f f i c i e n c y of 
ut i l isat ion o f its r e sources and 
management to minimise losses 
and to reach at least the break­
e v e n po in t . I f the l o s s e s are 
r educed , the p reva i l i ng h igher 
pr ices for goods and passenger 
transport could be reduced and 
rationalised. Time should not be 
lost by the Railways in realising 
and enhancing its share of national 
t ranspor t by i m p l e m e n t i n g the 
measures suggested above. as 
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