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The Business for Peace Alliance – December 10, 2008
Address to the Rotary Club of Colombo – Metro Branch
by Suresh deMel (Chairman, BPA)

Ladies and gentlemen:  I want to thank you for the opportunity to address you today.  My presentation is on:  “The Business for Peace Alliance” – Sri Lanka’s Regional Network for Conflict Transformation, Regional Empowerment and Corporate Social Responsibility.
Following the cease fire agreement of 2002, several business chambers from 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.  The Business for Peace Alliance was born.
We now have a Board of Directors that represent all provinces in Sri Lanka.  Our membership consists of 25 regional chambers including 3 women’s chambers.  We have a dynamic Secretariat – a group of dedicated professionals who passionately believe in BPA’s mandate.  Today, they are working with many partners to support a bottom-up approach to nation building.

Let me now describe the three pillars of the BPA:  
Our 1st pillar is Conflict Transformation:

“The best way to destroy your enemy is to make him your friend”, said President Abraham Lincoln.  This is the approach that BPA is taking to bring about conflict transformation and national unity from the bottom-up.  For example, the multi-ethnic, multi-stakeholder, Reconciliation Committees that we have established in the Chambers of Commerce of Galle, Kegalle and Kalutara, have successfully prevented or transformed many local conflicts. These pilot committees are testimony to our mission and will serve as best practices for other regions to follow in the future.
Our 2nd pillar is Regional Empowerment:

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., said that:  “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.”
BPA believes in empowering regional communities by making them stakeholders so that they will protect their society, so that they will be responsible and productive citizens of Sri Lanka, so that they will want to respect and preserve its great heritage and cultural diversity.
The BPA works with its members – to share our socio-economic strengths and to develop confidence in our own capacities – to gain the knowledge, skills and attitude needed to cope with the changing world, and the circumstances in which we live.  In short, BPA works to empower the regions from the bottom-up.
Our 3rd pillar is Corporate Social Responsibility-CSR:

My presentation would be incomplete if I did not quote Mahatma Gandhi who said:  “Think of the poorest person you have ever seen, and ask if your next act will be of any use to him.”

For a long time, CSR has been equated with charity.  However, we believe its basic strategy now must be to focus on education, employment, health and financial inclusiveness.
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 that this is the root cause for the widening gap between the rich and the poor, and the disparity between urban and rural communities.  Many people in our regions do not have running shoes!

Today, we have a global financial crisis triggered by “Corporate irresponsibility” around the world.  Capitalism needs to renew itself by reducing waste and including those who are excluded from its benefits so far. We need to move towards the Gandhian ideal of ‘trusteeship’ and make social responsibility operative by making local communities stakeholders.  Industry needs to give priority to sustainability and grow inclusively, to support the communities they operate in. Likewise, society needs to work jointly with businesses to improve their livelihoods, to allow the resources and competencies of businesses to benefit the growth of the nation.  
The theme and rationale of the policy dialogue dovetails with BPA’s mandate of regional empowerment, networking and conflict transformation.
BPA is a regional network that is governed solely by the regional chambers themselves and operates as a “bottom-up” organization to help marginalized communities in the regions. 
BPA recognizes that the Regional Chamber of Commerce network affords a unique opportunity to bring about greater social cohesion, with business – as a ‘common language’ – being the driver for eroding barriers which divide communities, and affording opportunities to create a more peaceable and prosperous society at local, regional and ultimately national level through the engagement of the full spectrum of regional business people and entrepreneurs in a manner which is unprejudiced and inclusive. 
We work together in multi-stakeholder partnerships, and keep a degree of independence.  We believe strongly that this regional ownership will foster self esteem and create a more responsible society.  In order to build our nation we have to build our people first.  Building our people means taking them out of the “dependency syndrome” and into “production”. 
I would be failing in my duty if I did not mention from whom I learnt about “service above self” at a very early age.  It was from my grandfather, Dr. J.H.F. Jayasuriya, who was the President of Rotary Colombo in 1947/48, and subsequently the Rotary Governor for Sri Lanka and South India.  I remember him saying that he used the “men and material” from Rotary to establish the Ceylon National Association for the Prevention of Tuberculosis – CNAPT.  Tuberculosis was the scourge of the day 60-years ago in Sri Lanka.  

Ladies and gentlemen, I believe the scourge of the day today, is the lack of unity, mistrust and hatred, the widening gap between the rich and the poor, and above all the lack of commitment of the greater society to help each other.  Organizations such as the Rotary Club and the Business for Peace Alliance have a huge role to play in bridging this gap.  
Currently we are working with a Rotary Club in Colombo on a project called “Learn and lead”.  Learn and lead is a programme which was initiated in January 2008 by Mr Jayantha Dhanapala (Former Under Secretary to the UN) and Prof Rajiva Wijesinghe (Secretary General SCOOP). It is aimed at providing scholarships for a quality education to underprivileged children from disadvantaged regions of Sri Lanka who have proven leadership potential, with the aim of nurturing future leaders from all the regions of Sri Lanka. 

Through a comprehensive and transparent assessment system, involving respected educationalists and Principals from acclaimed Sri Lankan schools, eight children have been identified for the current academic year – four boys and four girls from all ethnicities, from Anuradhapura, Badulla, Bandarawela, Trincomalee, Hatton and Muttur.

These children are currently following A-Level classes in top schools in Colombo (including Ladies College, Methodist College, Holy Family Convent, St. Thomas’ College and St. Benedict College). They are afforded opportunities of extra-curricular activities and private tuition, and are supported by guardians and peer mentors. In addition, the children benefit from an ongoing leadership program which has been specially designed to help mould them into the leaders of tomorrow.
The object is to provide potentially high achieving but disadvantaged children with scholarships to continue their studies at quality schools in order to nurture future leaders from all parts of Sri Lanka.

I will conclude now with a quote by the American President-elect Barrak Obama: “Change will not come if we wait for some other person or some other time. We are the ones we've been waiting for. We are the change that we seek”.

I will be happy to answer any questions you may have at this point and bring to your attention our web address, which is “www.bpa-srilanka.com”.

______________
Many people ask me if the BPA is governed by the Colombo based chambers.  Actually not!  If you can imagine the Colombo based organizations as the hub, then the BPA networks should be seen as the wheel.  
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