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A Success Story off a Community-managed 
Bus (Praja Bus) Service 

This article is the seventh in a series of 
articles by the Centre for Poverty Analysis 
(CEPA) exploring various dimensions of 
poverty in Sri Lanka. 

^ ^ n e 'Community-managed Bus Service' or 
I the 'Praja Bus' in Kosgala, Halpe and Kithulpe 
I villages was initiated by Lanka Forum for 

Rural Transport Development (LFRTD) and initially 
financed by Intermediate Technology Development 
group (ITDG), now known as Practical Action. 
LFRTD recognises the differences in urban and 
rural transport needs and the low priority given to 
rural transport service. This is the result of the 
considerably lower income generated from rural 
routes in the interior areas and the severely 
dilapidated condition of the rural road network which 
often cannot support the operation of a bus service. 

The Praja Bus serves 3 villages of Kosgala, 
Kithulpe and Halpe in Kithulpe Grama Niladhari 
(GN) division of the Kuruwita Divisional Secretariat 
division of Ratnapura district, and provides transport 
to about 4,534 people of 1,030 families (Kosgala -
240 households; Kithulpe - 390 households; and 
Halpe - 390 households). The communities are 
situated about 13km away from Rathnapura town 
and about 6km away from Kuruwita town. They 
travel to and from Rathnapura and Kuruwita towns 
for health, education, marketing and administrative 
requirements. The route that the Praja Bus takes is 
typical of the rural road network, yet the community 
has successfully managed the bus for the last ten 
years, showing that community-managed transport 
services could be a viable solution lor rural routes 
that are considered non-viable by private sector 
transport service providers. 

This article evaluates the success of the 'praja bus 
service in Kosgala, Halpe and Kithulpe villages 
based on data collected for the socio-economic 
evaluation of the community bus for LFRTD by a 
research team from the Centre for Poverty Analysis 
(CEPA) in 2008. Primary data was collected 
through interviews with key informants of the project 
and the community, focus group discussions and 
household interviews. Secondary data was 
collected from past evaluation reports and reports 
of the social mobiliser at the implementation stage. 

The Initiative and its Impact 

The service was started as a pilot initiative, 
designed around the concepts of community 
participation and self-management, and was based 
on recognition of the capacity of rural communities 
to design, implement and maintain a transport service 
of their own. The project was implemented by the 
Rural Transport Promoters Guarantee Company, a 
local community-based organisation set up lor the 
purpose. At the time of the CEPA study, majority of 

• Researcher at Center for Poverty Afldlysis 

the villagers working in the formal sector, both state 
and private, were using the community bus for 
their daily transport needs. So were the children 
going to the village school. The children going to 
schools in Rathnapura were using the bus in the 
afternoons to come back home. Those visiting 
patients in the hospital were also using this bus 
quite regularly since the schedule of the bus was 
convenient. It was also used to transport agricultural 
produce, mainly rubber, from the village directly to 
the city, bypassing the middleman, which enabled 
the producer to get a higher price. The time saved 
both by taking one bus to the town and avoiding 
going to the nearest bus stand on foot has been 
invested on other economic activities by the 
villagers. The convenience, the reliability and the 
safety that the bus provided were also highly 
appreciated by the community. 

The positive impact of the bus and the road on the 
Kosgala, Kithulpe and Halpe villages and those 
that live along the route where the bus service is 
provided was clearly evident from the discussions. 
The community had, at an early stage, taken an 
initiative to widen the road in order to make it easier 
for the bus to travel on the route, and this 
improvement has made it possible to provide a 
better of transport service lor the villagers. 

Why it Worked? 

The community seems to value the service 
provided by the bus beyond the economic or 
financial benefits that it brought them. The distinction 
between other public transport services and the 
community bus service was very obvious. 'Ape 
bus eka'(our bus) attitude that the community has 
with regard to the project shows the high level 
community ownership felt by the members of the 
community. During a community-level focus group 
discussion, some villagers mentioned that the horn/ 
sound of the bus in the morning gives them a sense 
of happiness and assured transportation for the day. 
The success of this community bus service as 
opposed to privately-owned bus is that they were 
able to balance both the quality of the service while 
sustaining its profitability. This was possible because 
the primary objective of this bus service was not to 
make profits, but to provide a service. The quality 
of the service was reflected by its punctuality, 
regularity and reliability and good attitudes and 
behaviours of both conductor and the driver. 
Passengers of the bus telt a journey was safe for 
all including women and schoolchildren. 

The driver and the conductor of the bus 
are very friendly and they are from the 
village. They know each and everyone in 
the village including the children going 
to the school. They lake care of them 
during the travel lime. We can send them 
alone to the tuition in our bus. We know 
for sure that the children won t be abused 
in this bus. 
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The community was informed when the bus service 
was not available. This community bus service 
was more punctual than the irregular service of the 
Sri Lanka Transport Board bus form Karapincha to 
Rathnapura, which was used by Kosgala 
community before the project. It was perceived by 
the community this bus service will be continued 
without any problem since the bus service is regular 
than any other bus service in Sri Lanka. 

Managing the Service 

The community bus service was managed by the 
Rural Transport Promoters Guarantee Company 
which comprised of 7 company directors and 15 
members. The company has successfully managed 
the bus service for the last 10 years. The old bus 
had been replaced two months ago with a new one 
financed by the sale of the old bus and through a 
lease. The profit made by the bus at present was 
sufficient to service the lease of the new bus and to 
cover running costs. 

But, there have been instances in the past where 
the income from the bus has been insufficient for the 
up keep of the service, and the company directors 
have had to contribute finance from their personal 
funds. The financial difficulties were mainly attributed 
to the bad road conditions since a sizable amount 
from the income had to be spent on the repairs of 
the road and regular repairs of the bus caused due 
to the bad road conditions. The tarring of the road 
earlier this year had solved this problem and steadied 
the income flow now. 

Based on the records kept by the company, and on 
discussions with the directors, the researchers 
calculated that, if one excluded the institutional 
expenses of running a company, the Praja bus will 
make an annual profit of a little less than two lakhs 
(Table 1). 

While an annual income of nearly rupees two lakhs 
may be insufficient for a private company to be 
viable, this project is viable since it is a non-profit 
making, social service venture of the community 
itself. 

Difficulties Faced by the Company 

Despite the continued provision of the service, the 
bus committee or the company directors feel that 
they are under a certain amount of strain in 
maintenance of the bus and the company. For the 
amount of money they receive, the effort and the 
time spent on maintaining the company has become 
an unwanted burden. They discussed the difficulties 
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World Inflation 
I n f l a t i o n a r o u n d t h e W o r l d 

(2008:Q2 over 2007:Q2 percent change) 

Country Headline 
Inflation 

* 

Food 
contribution 

<* 

Fuel 
contribution 

*** 

Sri Lanka 26.49 19.18 1.95 

Vietnam 24.51 17.47 0.92 

Iran 24,06 8.23 0.24 

Pakistan 19.35 11.57 0.72 

Haiti 15.96 10.50 0.83 

Russia 14.94 8.83 0.41 

Maldives 13.30 7.68 2.06 

Iceland 12.26 2.16 2.57 

South Africa 11.66 4.30 0.39 

Saudi Arabia 10.71 4.35 0.02 

Indonesia 10.17 4.37 0.22 

Nigeria 10.00 9.76 (0.35) 

Philippines 9.75 6.45 0.19 

Nepal 9.72 6.85 0.77 

Chile 8.88 5.18 0.17 

Romania 8.55 4.43 1.44 

China 7.77 4.93 0.38 

India 7.76 2.10 0.72 

Thailand 7.54 1.79 1.06 

Singapore 7.48 2.09 0.18 

Bangladesh 6.83 5.71 0.56 

Hong Kong 5.69 2.81 0.06 

Brazil 5.49 2.86 (0.10) 

Korea, Rep 4.85 0.60 0.78 

Malaysia 4.82 2.39 0.25 

Greece 4.75 1.11 1.36 

Ireland 4.65 1.05 0.90 

Spain 4.60 1.40 1.62 

Australia 4.51 0.49 0.58 

United States 4.39 0.83 1.69 

Taiwan 4.17 2.58 0.40 

Finland 4.02 1.27 1.33 

New Zealand 4.02 1.29 0.93 

Sweden 3.90 1.12 1.29 

Austria' 3.61 0.88 1.42 

Italy 3.57 1.04 1.03 

United Kingdom 3.38 0.87 1.18 

France 3.30 0.92 1.34 

Norway 3.21 0.50 1.20 

Germany 2.89 0.89 1.46 

Switzerland 2.69 0.29 0.80 

Canada 2.35 0.32 0.62 

Netherlands 2.31 0.81 0.45 
Japan 1.37 0.78 0.35 

* - Overall CPI Inflation 

- Food Price Contribution to Inflation 

* " - Fuel Price Contribution to Inflation 

Source: world Economic Outlook - 2008 October 

T h e R e l a t i v e I m p o r t a n c e o f F o o d a n d E n e r g y 

Energy Intensity (metric tons of oil equivalent per million of GDP 
in 2007 purchasing-power-parity dollars) 

Advanced 
economies 

Emerging 
economies 

Developing 
economies 

1970s 248.7 219.8 

1980s 200.9 248.9 

1990s 177.2 248.5 308.0 

2000s 155.8 207.9 283.3 

Food Consumption (percent of household consumption) 

Advanced 
economies 

Emerging 
economies 

Developing 
economies 

1970s 19.0 42.0 

1980s 15.1 39.0 

1990s 12.6 32.8 38.4 

2000s 10.5 29.1 35.1 

Source: wodd Economic Outlook - 2008 October 

Consumer Price Inflation In Different Economies, 1999-2009 
(average annual percentage change) 

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Developed economies 2.5 2.3 1.6 1.8 2.0 

European Union 2.6 27 2.3 2.1 2.1 

Other Europe 2.3 2.0 1.0 1.5 0.7 

Economies in transition" 25.1 21.5 13.9 12.0 10.1 

Developing countries 7.0 . 6.3 5.9 5.8 5.0 

2005 2006 2007 2008b 2009= 

Developed economies 2.3 2.4 2.1 3.5 1.8 

European Union 2.2 2.2 2.2 3.4 2.2 

Other Europe 1.3 1.7 0.8 3.4 2.5 

Economies in transition*1 11.8 9.2 9.1 15.2 11.8 

Developing countries 4.6 4.5 5.2 8.1 5.9 

Sources: UN/DESA, based on OECD, Main Economic Indicators, 
Eurostat and Individual na tional sources. 

a Data for country groups are weighted averages, where weights for each year 
are based on GDP in 2005 in United Stales dollars. 

b Partly estimated. 

c Forecasts, based in part on Project LINK. 

company; the village/company directors lacked 
knowledge and skills of the legal functionalities of a 
company and the unnecessary rigidities of the 
company structure. 

Even though the community chose this pilot project 
because they had the necessary leadership and 
the skills and knowledge to undertake a business 
venture, and have managed the project for a 
decade, the company directors feel that a different 
level of skills and knowledge is required for the 
maintenance of a company. The company president 
has brought in a minimum set of skills and 
experience as a state employee and social worker. 
At the beginning of the project, the directors were 
given a training on the maintenance of financial 
records. It is with this knowledge that the company 
has managed the project. Financial records are 
maintained at a minimum standard with income 

and expenditure records are kept on daily basis, 
but no analyses have been done. Management 
decisions with regard to the bus service seemed to 
have been taken almost intuitively rather than based 
on an analysis of the available financial records. 

The current committee members have a strong 
personal commitment to the project because ol their 
involvement from its inception. This perceived 
personal responsibility has several implications. It 
is this sense of responsibility or the feeling that if the 
community bus project failed at some point, then it 
is their almost personal failure, that has mainly 
brought this project this far. The wealth of experience 
that they have accumulated over the years by 
managing the project has undoubtedly helped them 
overcome some of the difficult phases and make 
the project a success. But, it was evident from 
discussion with the directors that this has been a 

strain, and a gap has been crealed between the 
committee and the community. 

What are the Lessons? 

Despite initial speculations about the success of the 
community bus service, the communities of 
Kosgala, Halpe and Kithulpe have proved the 
viability of the service is beyond economic and 
managerial terms. The praja bus is something that 
is thei rs, and they take pride in it, and it has become 
a part of their lives. 

The positive impact of the service is undoubtedly 
felt by all the communities that it serves. It has 
ensured a service for the demand from the 
community even amidst pit falls. The skill and the 
determination of the community are also important 
in managing a project of this nature. The type of 
vehicle could be a converted truck or a smaller 
bus, depending on the existing demand, and the 
choice needs to be made by the community after a 
close examination of their existing resources and 
needs. 

In the context of deteriorating rural transport service 
provision, and the need to link rural communities to 
markets and growth centres, the story of the 'praja 
bus'needs to be shared more widely as a viable 
alternative, and the knowledge and invaluable 
experience of the company directors need to be 
conveyed as a source of inspiration to other 
communities that are facing the same challenges. 
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Table 1 
Income and expenditure of the company 

Costs 
Expenses (in LKR) Income (in LKR) 

Costs 
Daily monthly annual Annual 

Driver 450 
Conductor 350 
Tea 100 
Time keeper 50 
Urban Council ticket 20 
Diesel 5,000 
Service 5,600 
Axle repairs (Rs 5150 every two months) 2,575 
Tube 1,500 
Ticket book 1,750 
Monthly instalment (finance) 56,465 
Insurance 40,000 
Permit 3.500 
Total 5,970 67,890 43,500 

Total annual expenses 2,077,560 814,680 43,500 
2,935,740 3,132,000 

Profit (Withoul company expenses) 196,260 

Source: CEPA, 2008. 

Contd. from 14 
Table 13 

Inflation in top ten repressed economies from 1990 to 2009 

as they have got only a limited scope to change 
their economic 

Country Inflation rate (%) Country 

1990-99 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Venezuela 46.1 16 0 13.7 18.7 27.2 33.5 
Bangladesh 6.4 7.0 7.1 9.1 10.1 10.0 
Belarus 168.8 10.3 7.0 8.4 15.3 9.6 
Iran 23.5 10.4 11.9 18.4 26.0 28.0 
Turkmenistan 8.0 10.7 8.2 6.3 13.0 12.0 
Myanmar (Burma) 26.9 10.7 25.7 33.9 34.5 30.0 
Libya 6.2 2.9 1.4 6.2 12.0 10.6 
Zimbabwe 28.1 237.8 1,016.7 10,452.5 26,470 NA 
Cuba NA 3 7 5 3 NA 
Korea. North NA NA NA NA NA NA 

NA - Not available. 
Sources: IMF, World Economic Outlook, Washington, DC, October 2008: 

http://www.heritage.org/lndex/'; Source of Cuba: Index Mundi, 
hltp://www. indexmundi.com 

Inflationary pressure has become a major challenge 
in many developing countries while it became a 
transient macro-economic imbalance in many 
developed countries. The impact of world inflation 
will persist longer in developing countries than in 
developed countries; the poor of these countries 
would be bearing the heaviest burden of the inflation 

behaviour. They 
do not have an 
effective safety 
net to cushion the 
severe impact the 
soaring prices. 
Now the world 
economy is almost 
in a recessionary 
phase and 
inflation rates in 
many countries 
are going down. 
At the same time 
a few countries in 
the wor ld , 
especially among 

developing countries, are still experiencing higher 
inflation levels. This is mainly due to weak monetary 
and fiscal policies of those countries. 
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