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The Business for Peace Alliance -- Annual General Meeting -- October 29, 2008

Chairman’s Inaugural Address
by Suresh deMel

Our Chief Guest, Mr. Jayampathi Bandaranayake, Chairman Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, distinguished invitees, and my dear friends:
It is a great honor for me to address you today as the New Chairman of the Business for Peace Alliance.  They say that “Experience is something you don't get until just after you need it.”  I believe therefore, that I will have gained much experience following this speech!

First of all, I want to thank our Immediate Past Chairman, Mr. Wijeyanandana, for leading the BPA to be what it is today.  And, I want to thank my regional colleagues for entrusting the leadership on me to forge ahead with the next phase of our mission.
Six years ago, several business chambers from throughout the regions of Sri Lanka, convened to see how we could work together - to network and integrate communities that were torn apart from decades of war.  Realizing the opportunity to play an important role as a united voice of the regions, the regional business community decided to get organized.  

We now have a Board of Directors that represent all the provinces in Sri Lanka and their Regional Chambers of Commerce.  We have a dynamic Secretariat – a group of dedicated professionals who have understood the BPA’s mandate.  Today, they are working with many partners to support a bottom-up approach to conflict transformation and regional empowerment.

Let me now describe the three pillars of the BPA:  Conflict Transformation, Regional Empowerment and Corporate Social Responsibility.

I would like to quote the American President, Abraham Lincoln, who said:  “The best way to destroy your enemy is to make him your friend.”  This is conflict transformation at its best.  And, this is the approach that the BPA is taking to bring about conflict transformation and national unity, from the bottom-up.  In this manner, interventions of BPA’s pilot Reconciliation Committees in the Chambers of Commerce of Galle, Kegalle and Kalutara have prevented or transformed many a conflict, and are testimony to our purpose and success in the regions.
To describe BPA in relationship to Colombo based organizations:  If you can imagine the Colombo based organizations as the hub, then the BPA networks should be seen as the wheel.  The BPA works with its members – to share our socio-economic strengths and to develop confidence in our own capacities – to gain the knowledge, skill-sets and attitude needed to cope with the changing world, and the circumstances in which we live.   In short, the BPA works to empower the regions from the bottom-up.
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During the past few weeks the world has witnessed what appears to be the worst ever manifestation of “Corporate Irresponsibility”.  What does this mean?

You’ve probably heard the story of two guys walking in the woods who accidentally startle a hungry bear.  As the bear turns to them, one laces up his running shoes.  “Why bother?” his friend says. “There’s no way we can outrun that bear.”  With a wink, the man replies, “I don’t have to outrun the bear.  I just have to outrun you.”

Ladies and Gentlemen, I believe this is how we became irresponsible.  This is the root cause for the widening gap between the rich and the poor, the disparity between urban and rural communities.  Many people in our regions do not have running shoes!

The American President, Franklin D. Roosevelt once said and I quote: “The test of our progress is not whether we add to the abundance of those who have much. It is whether we provide enough to those who have little.”  Ironically, 55-years later, the American Presidential candidate, Senator Barrak Obama talks about the need to re-distribute wealth.

This is where we are today.  We need to change our mindset and judge progress by the triple bottom line – not only economic, but social and environmental as well.  This is Corporate Social Responsibility.
Looking in to the future, the BPA’s bottom-up and inclusive approach would require multi stakeholder partnerships – that includes each and every one of you in this room today.  I invite you to join hands with the BPA, avoid expensive and unnecessary duplication, and work together with us to mobilize self-help efforts, entrepreneurship, and livelihood development – to bring back the harmony and prosperity this beautiful country of ours and ALL its communities so deserve.
I would now like to conclude with a quote by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., which I believe sums up the BPA’s mandate and the purpose of my speech today:

“There is nothing more dangerous than to build a society, with a large segment of people in that society, who feel that they have no stake in it; who feel that they have nothing to lose. People who have a stake in their society, protect that society, but when they don't have it, they unconsciously want to destroy it.”

______________
From the Chairman’s Office @ The BPA Secretariat
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