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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TRANSPORT, AND INFORMATION AND 
COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY (ROAD TRANSPORT)1 

 
Sector Road Map 
 
 1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Roads are the dominant mode of transport in Sri Lanka. About 90% of passengers and 
98% of freight are carried by the road. The private sector provides all road freight services, while 
a mix of private (77%) and public (23%) operators provide bus passenger transport services. The 
road network is dense and well laid out, providing basic spatial coverage to the country’s 
population and centers of economic activity. The network’s density is among the highest in Asia, 
as the ratio of road kilometers (km) to population exceeds the related indicators in neighboring 
countries.   
 
2. The 115,900 km of road network in Sri Lanka is classified into national, provincial, and 
local roads according to functionality and management responsibility. National roads, comprising 
about 11,700 km of class A roads (trunk roads) and class B roads (main roads), are managed by 
the central government through the Road Development Authority (RDA). The provincial road 
network, comprising 15,500 km of class C and D roads, is managed by the provincial councils. 
About 64,700 km of roads are managed by local authorities, and about 24,000 km of roads are 
owned by irrigation, wildlife, and land development authorities. National roads, accounting for 
about 10% of the network size, carry about 70% of the traffic. More than 50% of the road network, 
including national and provincial roads, is in poor condition in need of immediate rehabilitation. 
 
3. An overview of the road network in the Northern Province and North Central Province 
(NCP) is in Table 1.  
 

Table 1: Road Network in the Northern Province and North Central Province 
Category Northern 

Province 
(km) 

North Central 
Province 

(km) 

Total Length in 
Sri Lanka 

(km) 
National roads (class A and B) 1,271 1,160 11,700 
Provincial roads (class C and D) 1,960 1,972 15,500 
Local roads (class E) 5,600 5,485 64,700 
    Total 8,831 8,617 91,900 
km = kilometer. 
Source: Road Development Authority 

 
4. The provincial road network in the Northern Province comprises 855 km of gravel roads 
and 1,105 km of metaled and tarred roads, with about 60 bridges and 4,000 culverts. About 90% 
of national and provincial roads in the Northern Province are in poor condition. The Northern 
Provincial Road Development Department (NPRDD) manages the construction, rehabilitation, 
and maintenance of the provincial road network in the Northern Province. NPRDD’s annual 
budget funds road maintenance of the provincial road network.   
  
5. In NCP, the provincial road network comprises 742 km of gravel roads and 1,230 km of 
metaled and tarred roads, with about 84 bridges and 944 culverts. About 40% of roads in NCP 
are in poor condition, but most of them are in the border area with the Northern Province. NCP 

                                                 
1  This summary is based on National Road Master Plan: Road Development Authority. 2007. National Road Master 

Plan (2007-2017). Sri Lanka. December. Available on request. 
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Road Development Authority (NCPRDA) manages the provincial road network. NCPRDA’s 
budget finances road maintenance and the provincial council allocates all vehicle registration 
fees to road maintenance. Performance-based maintenance contracts are being pilot tested 
under the Eastern and North Central Provincial Road Project funded by the Asian Development 
Bank (ADB). 2 
 
6. Key road sector issues include ensuring (i) improved traffic carrying capacity of provincial 
and national roads in the Western, Southern, and North Western provinces to cater to generated 
traffic created by the new expressway network and rapid urbanization; (ii) continued support to 
build expressways to connect major cities to expand and integrate the domestic market; (iii) 
greater institutional capacities at central, provincial, and local levels; (iv) asset sustainability 
through better maintenance and maintenance funding for existing roads; (v) greater private 
participation in financing, building, operating, and maintaining the road network; (vi) protection of 
the environment and mitigation of social impacts of roadworks and traffic; (vii) development of 
the national contracting industry; and (viii) a larger supply of construction material like 
aggregates and sand to control price escalation. The issues are more challenging in the Northern 
Province and NCP as a result of neglect during the conflict period. 
 
7. To maintain the rehabilitated roads, the government’s investment in road maintenance 
increased from SLRs1.8 billion in 2005 to SLRs7.8 billion in 2011. A Road Maintenance Trust 
Fund (RMTF) was established in 2006 to ensure funds allocation for road maintenance. The 
Secretariat of the RMTF functions under the Ministry of Ports and Highways, with the secretary 
acting as the chairperson of the Board of Trustees, supported by officials from relevant ministries 
and experts of road transport subsector. 
 
8. Development of road transport is widely recognized as a key factor to promote regionally 
balanced development and reduce poverty. The share of investment in road transport increased 
from 12% of the total capital investment in 2005 to 30% in 2011. About SLRs124 billion was 
invested in road transport at national, provincial, and local level in 2011. Public investment in 
road transport increased from 0.8% of gross domestic product in 2005 to 1.8% in 2011. With the 
normalization of the economic and social environment, economic prospects in the two provinces 
demonstrate significant improvement. In 2010, the highest rate of growth (22.9%) was recorded 
in the Northern Province, and a similar rate (20.3%) in the NCP. However, the sustainability of 
recent development outcomes in the region is at risk if road connectivity cannot be adequately 
improved in a timely manner. Mobility between the Northern Province and the country’s southern 
region requires substantial travel time as the linking national arterial roads are in inadequate 
condition. Poor road connectivity in the Northern Province and NCP has hindered the spread of 
economic activities and regional development. 
 
 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
9. The government’s Mahinda Chintana development policy framework (DPF) accepts that 
development of road infrastructure contributes to the acceleration of economic growth, balanced 
regional development, and opening up of opportunities for national integration and political 
stability.3 Therefore, the DPF has accorded the highest priority to improving the entire road 
network in the country with modern technology during 2011–2020. The government wants to 
                                                 
2  ADB. 2009. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loans and Technical 

Assistance Grant to the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka for the Eastern and North Central Provincial 
Road Project. Manila. 

3  Department of National Planning, Ministry of Finance and Planning. 2010. Sri Lanka: The Emerging Wonder of Asia: 
Mahinda Chintana – Vision for the Future. Colombo. 
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increase investments in road transport to ensure that the road network will be planned, 
maintained, constructed, and developed to (i) meet current and expected future demand in the 
transport of passengers and freight, and ensure utilization of resources; (ii) improve the quality of 
roads by using effective and innovative modern techniques of design, construction, and 
maintenance; (iii) reduce travel time and operating costs while facilitating greater mobility and 
improving accessibility; (iv) support economic development of the country by considering future 
socioeconomic development plans and policies of the government; (v) assess the existing 
capacity of the infrastructure and add capacity to the road network through widening, improving, 
and new road construction; (vi) improve institutional capacities of the roads administration; 
(vii) ensure that the required actions are taken to protect the environment; and (viii) develop the 
local road construction industry. 
 
10. According to the DPF, an expressway network with a well-connected national road 
network will be developed as the backbone of the movement of inputs and outputs of economic 
activities. To support this development of expressways, interregional national highways and 
provincial roads have been targeted as a priority. The Colombo–Katunayaka Expressway, Outer 
Circular Highway, and Colombo–Matara Expressway are expected to be completed by 2013. 
The government is also planning to construct the Colombo–Kandy Expressway, the Northern 
Expressway (Ambepussa–Jaffna), and the Dambulla–Trincomalee Expressway. The Southern 
Expressway will be extended from Matara to Hambantota to improve connectivity between the 
Western and Southern provinces. This will introduce a new era of connectivity between the 
regions of the country. The network of rural roads is proposed to be completed to fulfill this task 
and provide important linkages to growth centers. In supporting the expected township 
development—as in Colombo, Dambulla, Hambantota, Trincomalee, Anuradhapura, 
Polonnaruwa, Jaffna, and Kegalle—the road network within the areas will be converted to 
four-lane standard. 
 
11. By 2016, the DPF proposes public investment in the road sector to gather further 
momentum with the investment of SLRs124 billion in 2011, moving up to SLRs174 billion by 
2013, and to sustain a public investment level of SLRs175 billion–SLRs200 billion per year, 
which would thereafter help develop and maintain the modern road network. The development of 
an island-wide road network and environmentally sustainable multimodal transport system is 
given priority to ensure that connectivity is established at all levels to enable the entire 
community to benefit. The underlying strategic features in the road transport subsector 
development strategy for economic growth in the DPF are as follows: 
 

(i) Completion of the national expressway (181 km) connecting the two international 
airports located at Katunayake (close to Colombo) and Mattala (close to 
Hambantota), bypassing Colombo via Kadawatha, Kaduwela, and Kottawa (the 
three emerging outer Colombo townships), and passing through Galle and Matara 
(the two southern provincial cities) in 2012. 

(ii) Widening the Colombo–Kandy road to a four-lane expressway with a number of 
bypasses to avoid congested Colombo suburbs to ensure that traffic to the 
Northern and up-country provinces from the capital city moves smoothly.  

(iii) Expanding existing roads in major townships, particularly in Colombo, to six lanes, 
four lanes, two lanes, and where necessary introducing bypasses, overpasses, 
and underpasses to meet the growing traffic demand in urban areas. 

(iv) Development of an outer circular four-lane road network in major townships such 
as Kandy, Trincomalee, Kurunegala, Anuradhapura, and Badulla, to expand the 
provincial urban development frontiers. 
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(v) Upgrading of all existing national roads to a modern standard, together with the 
parallel development in provincial roads, to establish the necessary connectivity 
to improve mobility and traffic efficiency. 

(vi) Implementing the Maga Neguma, the rural development initiative, to develop all 
rural and agricultural road networks, to improve the rural infrastructure setting as 
an integral part of empowering the villages. 

(vii) Raising most of the financing for the road transport subsector from bilateral and 
multilateral sources on long-term credit at low rates of interest. Such funding has 
been mobilized from the World Bank, ADB, Japan, Kuwait, People’s Republic of 
China, Republic of Korea, and several other bilateral sources. 

(viii) Encouraging domestic private sector construction companies to enter road 
construction on a turnkey basis and through long-term funding arrangements. 

(ix) Undertaking provincial and rural road funding largely through national budget 
supports. 

(x) Undertaking feasibility studies to structure alternative financing for public–private 
partnership arrangements to develop selected roads. 

(xi) Increasing allocations of resources to the RMTF to ensure adequate funds are 
channeled for road maintenance. 

 
 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program        
 
12. With the end of the conflict and the rehabilitation of roads in the Northern Province under 
way, ADB assistance in road transport will refocus on the National Road Master Plan. For 
national roads, ADB will assist by addressing the rehabilitation requirements of the existing 
national road network, prioritizing road links with forecast viable traffic and critical importance to 
reducing traffic congestion, and improving overall network efficiency. Regarding provincial roads, 
ADB and other development partners have covered all areas except the Northern Province. ADB 
will consider providing additional assistance for provincial pockets with high poverty rates. ADB 
will also explore ways, including attracting private sector participation, to support the 
government’s effort to develop a cohesive network of trunk routes (i.e., expressways) built and 
maintained to consistent standards, like the Southern Expressway.4 This is a strategic shift to an 
approach based on programs and strategies rather than the traditional piecemeal approach to 
improving the existing network with projects scattered across the country. ADB will pursue a 
more environmentally sustainable transport strategy sector-wide to achieve intermodal balance, 
rationalizing the roles of each transport mode and reducing the burden on road transport. 
 
13. In Sri Lanka, the major development partners of ADB in road transport are Japan 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and the World Bank. The three development partners 
coordinate their strategies and collaborate on key focus areas. With respect to institutional and 
capacity strengthening, a coordinated strategy delegates institutional capacity strengthening to 
ADB, strengthening the capacity of domestic contractors to JICA, and road maintenance to the 
World Bank. The three development partners harmonize project design and implementation 
arrangements, including sharing project preparatory studies, 5

 ensuring wide geographical 
coverage to avoid overlap and spread the benefits equitably, and coordinating implementation 

                                                 
4  An additional 36 km from Galle to Matara, financed by the Export-Import Bank of China, is slated for completion in 

2014. 
5 The government has utilized the ADB-funded Road Project Preparatory Facility to prepare projects to be funded by 

ADB and other development partners. Both the World Bank and JICA have used the Road Project Preparatory 
Facility to prepare their investment projects. ADB. 2004. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board 
of Directors: Proposed Technical Assistance Loan to the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka for the Road 
Project Preparatory Facility. Manila (Loan 2080-SRI, $15 million, approved on 13 April). 



5 
 

arrangements in line with the resource capacity of the government’s implementing agencies to 
maximize the use of existing resources and avoid overloading. 
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Problem Tree for Transport, and Information and Communication Technology (Road Transport) 
 

The road connectivity in        
Sri Lanka is poor

The travel speeds on 
national highways are slow

The provincial road network 
cannot provide all weather 
access for motorized traffic

Core 
Development 

Problem

Road capacity 
of national 
highway is 

limited

The through 
traffic cannot 

efficiently 
bypass 

population 
centers

Road condition 
of national 

highway is poor

The quality and standard of 
provincial road network are poor

Rehabilitation and 
maintenance are 
deferred due to 

lack of resources

The institutional 
capacity of 

provincial road 
agencies is low

Poor access to social and 
business facilities

Unbalanced Economic GrowthRegional Disparity

The 
expressway 

network 
cannot 

connect major 
population 

centers

The investment 
on rehabilitation 

and 
maintenance of 

national 
highways is 
inadequate

 
 

  Source: Asian Development Bank. 
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Sector Results Framework (Transport, and Information and Communication Technology [Road Transport], 2011–2016)  
 

Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 
Outcomes with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with 
Targets and Baselines 

Outputs with ADB 
Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

Planned and Ongoing ADB 
Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions 

Improved nationwide 
connectivity for the 
movement of people 
and goods 

Number of beneficiaries 
from new or 
rehabilitated rural or 
provincial council roads 
increased by 600,000 
(2011 baseline: 0) 
 
Average travel speed 
on priority national 
roads increased to 
49 km per hour by 2016 
(2011 baseline: 40 km 
per hour) 

Nationwide road 
transport network 
expanded, 
improved, and 
maintained 

1,200 km of national 
roads rehabilitated by 
2016 compared with 
2011 
 
2,500 km of provincial 
roads rehabilitated by 
2016 compared with 
2011 
 
Total length of 
expressways 
increased to 190 km 
by 2016 compared 
with 90 km in 2011  
 
Percentage of priority 
national roads with 
International 
Roughness Index 
above 5.5 decreases 
to 25% by 2016 
(2011 baseline: 30%) 

Planned key activity areas 
National and provincial road 
network (90% of funds) 
Road transport policies and 
reform (10% of funds) 

Pipeline projects with 
estimated amounts 
Second Additional Financing for 
National Highways Sector 
Project: $40 million 
First Additional Financing for 
Northern Road Connectivity 
Project: $92 million 
Second Road Project Preparatory 
Facility: $6 million 
Transport Sector Development 
Facility (Phase 1): $155 million 
Transport Sector Development 
Facility (Phase 2): $130 million 

Ongoing projects with 
approved amounts 
Southern Transport Development 
Project: $90 million original and 
$90 million supplementary 
National Highways Sector 
Project: $150 million 
Northern Road Connectivity 
Project: $154.4 million 
Eastern and North Central 
Provincial Road Project: 
$70 million 
First Additional Financing for 
National Highways Sector 
Project: $85 million 

Planned key activity 
areas 

580 km of national roads 
and 800 km of provincial 
roads rehabilitated; and 
preparatory activities for 
pipeline projects to be 
funded by the 
government, ADB, or 
other development 
partners 
 

Pipeline projects  

130 km of national roads 
and 300 km of provincial 
roads rehabilitated 
 
Ongoing projects  

443 km of national roads 
and 500 km of provincial 
roads rehabilitated 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, km = kilometer. 
Source: Asian Development Bank. 


