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INTRODUCTION
“We can't solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.” – Albert Einstein
Reviving the economy is a top priority in post-conflict rebuilding.  However, “maintaining social stability, peace and good governance” are primary pre-requisites for sustainability of any such revival.

The State is a big force for good governance—but it is not the only one.  Securing and maintaining peace, stability and good governance depends in part on economic opportunities and creating jobs that provide enough income to improve living standards.  The private sector is the primary source of opportunities for productive employment and economic growth.  “Equitable growth, inclusivity, expansion of economic opportunity, effective participation in commerce and environmental preservation, cannot be achieved without a strong and responsible private sector”.  

The Private Sector can foster peace, stability and good governance by, “maintaining  fair and competitive markets, ensuring that all segments of our society has easy access to economic opportunity, productive employment and credit, nurturing enterprises that generate the most jobs and opportunities,  attracting investment and helping to transfer knowledge and technologies, playing by the rule of law, providing incentives for human resource development, and protecting the environment and natural resources”.

Civil Society groups also need to play a role. Local communities should take ownership and responsibility in the rebuilding process by engaging in policy dialogue while participating in economic and social activities.  Powerful groups must be formed to influence public policies and gain access to public resources, especially for the poor.  They can provide checks and balances on government power. They can also offer opportunities for people to develop their capacities and improve their standards of living—by assisting the disadvantaged, developing human resources, helping communication among business people, and by monitoring the environment. “Strong institutions can also reduce opportunism and foster trust while making political and economic transactions easier”.  

Therefore, the State, the Private Sector and Civil Society has a vital role to play in defining good governance.  Ideally, “democratic pluralism-participation, rule of law, transparency, responsiveness, equity, effectiveness, efficiency, accountability, and a long term strategic vision” is necessary for good governance.  However idealistic these core characteristics are, they are “interrelated and mutually reinforcing”.  Therefore a sense of balance between them should be maintained. Well-developed civic networks also amplify flows of information—the basis for reliable political, economic and social collaboration and public participation of civil society members.  The State, the private sector, and civil society should come together in “Public-Private-People partnerships” to drive post-conflict rebuilding in Sri Lanka.
“Small and medium enterprises (SME’s) make up more that 80% of all businesses in Sri Lanka, and account for about 35% of employment and about 20% of total industrial value addition”. SME’s have a crucial role to play in driving sustainable development and supporting the stability of their communities. However, unlike large corporations SME’s command fewer human and material resources and face different challenges in their communities.  Being more geographically dispersed than larger firms which are more Colombo centric, SME’s are often ‘closer to the problem’ and in a better position to influence positive change by working individually, as well as collectively, at the local, district and regional levels. SME’s are in the community and can therefore understand the needs and aspirations of the people better.  Big business and the State should create space for SME’s to realize their own potential and give a “hand-up”, as opposed to a “hand-out”, for SME development and capacity building especially in the regions.
OBJECTIVES OF THE BUSINESS FOR PEACE ALLIANCE
In 2002, the regional chambers of commerce in Sri Lanka came together to form The Business for Peace Alliance (BPA) for promoting peace through interregional commerce networks.  The members of these chambers are primarily small and medium enterprises (SME’s).  The BPA is a not-for profit organization, with a mandate for national unity through regional empowerment, conflict transformation, reconciliation, and corporate social responsibility.  The BPA is owned by the regional chambers of commerce, with a secretariat based in Colombo and a governance structure comprising 23 Board Directors. These regional business leaders represent about 15,000 SME’s covering all provinces in Sri Lanka through the respective District or Provincial Chamber of Commerce they belong to.  
The regional chambers together with BPA adopts a bottom-up and inclusive approach to help enable all parts of society within Sri Lanka to exercise their rights, advocate for change and empower themselves socially, economically and politically, simultaneously transforming conflict and promoting reconciliation following the protracted war which has fragmented the country over the past three decades.
The BPA’s overall objective: To support the rebuilding of a stable and prosperous SME sector to bring about long-term regional sustainable socio-economic development and a durable peace.

The BPA’s specific objective: To strengthen the capacity of Regional Chambers of Commerce, Industry and Agriculture at all levels to be more effective civil society institutions through: increased inclusivity and better representation of the communities they serve; increased ability to communicate with state actors to favorably influence policy to take account of, and address the needs of, regional SME’s; promotion of peaceful co-existence and regional empowerment through skills development and business linkages.
INTERVENTIONS
BPA has run numerous programs and initiatives. Those below have been selected to demonstrate the range and type of work that is undertaken in the regions through BPA:

Harmony Development & Reconciliation Committees

BPA runs a program entitled Networking Regional Business for Conflict Transformation. This project works through regional Chambers to bring together influential persons from commercial, civic and religious communities, across all ethnicities, providing training and tools to increase awareness of the dynamics and causes of conflict so they can influence their communities positively, and also to respond to local incidents swiftly, mediating on the ground to avoid the escalation of unrest. This program is currently being implemented in Galle, Kalutara, Kegalle, Kandy, Trinco and Amapara Districts with assistance from the Netherlands Embassy in Sri Lanka.

Empowerment & Peace

BPA has run a series of successful workshops entitled Peace & Conflict from a Regional Empowerment Perspective in Sri Lanka. This training invites participants from all districts to increase their awareness of conflict on the ground, and shares practical tools and techniques by which to promote greater tolerance and demonstrate the advantages of working collaboratively across communities to create more empowered regions. The success of the initial program has led to a second phase of training aimed at embedding and deriving maximum benefit from this learning.

Building Institutional Capacity of the Regions

BPA has run a series of best practice workshops involving representatives from all regions. A recent example is the Income Generation Workshop run through Voluntary Service Overseas, which provided a platform for successful income generation models within regional Chambers to be shared, and for Chamber members generally to pool their ideas as to how they could better service and support their members to build their businesses, and in so doing, to provide more stable income streams to sustain the Chamber.  BPA also conducts training programs focusing on Media, Communication & Presentation Skills, Conflict Transformation, and Corporate Social Responsibility CSR.

Giving SME’s a Hand-up
BizPAct (Business-Peace-Action) is a long term project of the BPA.  The purpose of BizPAct is to encourage sustainable regional socio-economic development that is both conflict-sensitive and socially responsible – to give our regional entrepreneurs a ‘hand up’ as opposed to a ‘hand out’.  BizPAct has run as a pilot project for one year.  During that time the project has developed a number of processes to encourage regional entrepreneurs to write business plans and concept papers. At the same time it has put in place processes to provide an initial evaluation of the plans and concepts through an Enterprise Steering Committee (ESC).  The ESC is composed of board members of the BPA, representatives of the Colombo based corporate sector and members of the business-oriented NGO and INGO sector, such as the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, the Employers Federation of Ceylon, National Chamber of Exporters of Sri Lanka, Young Entrepreneurs Sri Lanka, Sewa Lanka Foundation, Neelan Thiruchelvam Trust, UNDP, European Chamber of Commerce, American Chamber of Commerce, and International Alert.  This group brings together key stakeholders for the development of this project and provides strategy and practical advice about implementation and achieving project objectives.  Funding for core activities and development of the "www.BizPAct.org" website has been provided by International Alert.  BizPAct has successfully conducted two major events:  the "Invest in Sri Lanka Symposium" in June 2009 and the "Investment Forum Jaffna" in January 2010.  These events created a platform for Regional Entrepreneurs, Policy Makers, and Investors (Local, Foreign, and the Sri Lankan Diaspora), to share and understand each other’s expectations and to appreciate the importance for context sensitive regional investment.

Learn & Lead

BPA establishes multi-stakeholder initiatives under the auspice of Corporate Social Responsibility. One such initiative has the ambitious long term aim of eroding the monopoly of opportunity in Colombo by identifying gifted students in the regions with the perceived capability to become leaders of tomorrow, and placing them in schools in Colombo from where they can receive high standards of education, and establish networks of peers, which – once they graduate – they can draw upon to bridge the divide of advantage that exists between the regions and the capital.  

Promoting Regional Business

BPA has strong connections with the media at both national and regional level. Through core funding, BPA promotes and advocates for regional business, and the environment in which businesses operate. Initiatives include the publication of a Regional Business Directory, which holds profiles of regional businesses from across the country in all sectors. The Directory aims to encourage greater commercial and trade linkages between districts and provinces, and between ‘big business’ and SME’s.  BPA’s publications include: “The Regional Business Directory of Sri Lanka 2004” which was published in collaboration with The Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, The Federation of Chambers of Commerce & Industry of Sri Lanka, and The German Technical Corporation-GTZ, and “The Compendium of Regional Producers Directory 2008” which was published by Vijitha Yapa Publications.
Entrepreneurship Development

BPA has a strategic partnership with Young Entrepreneurs Sri Lanka (YESL), a CSR initiative in support of youth entrepreneurship development.  YESL promotes investment in our youth and the future of our nation through youth entrepreneurship programs in regional schools. The BPA and its regional chambers share best practices and knowledge between established business and young entrepreneurs while fostering unity and harmony (and reconciliation) among youth.  BPA also promotes Social & Environmental Stewardship and the “People-Planet-Profit” Business Model. YESL supports BPA to uplift and assist regional SME’s in Sri Lanka to develop their enterprises by conducting workshops and SWOT analysis for SME’s, and site visits to share experience of successful projects, and to provide training for SME’s to prepare Business Plans, and Trade & Market Development Plans. Together with YESL, BPA is co-hosting the "Global Entrepreneurship Week" in Sri Lanka.  
Empowering Youth

National expansion of the Hambantota Youth Business Trust, in collaboration with the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce. Implemented in 32 countries and modeled after the Youth Business International of UK, the Youth Business Sri Lanka (YBSL) program addresses socio-economic exclusion of youth from disadvantaged backgrounds.  YBSL provides financial support to those who have a viable business idea, to start up such enterprises and to provide business support through Regional Chambers of Commerce and specifically through a business mentor.
Advocating Corporate Social Responsibility

BPA promotes CSR awareness at regional level and pilot projects on CSR are conducted in partnership with BPA member chambers.

Networking & Dialog

Members meet in the regions, hosted by the local Chamber of Commerce, to discuss local issues, brainstorm solutions, share best practices, and provide a platform for regional policy dialogs and investor forums.

Peace Visits

Members of the Chambers, their families and friends, travel for personal, cultural and business exchanges, organized by the BPA and the participating Chambers of Commerce.

International Exchanges

Educational and investment promotion programs (Eg."The Kanzai SME Forum" - Kyoto & Osaka, Japan, 

"Study of South Africa's Peace Process", Johannesburg, South Africa, and Study Tours to Turkey, New 

York, & London; and receiving Members of the South African Peace Process & Members of the 

Canadian Sri Lankan Diaspora Community).

Domestic Investor and Policy Maker Dialogs

Meetings/Seminars with policy makers and investors on issues affecting Peace and Economic Stability, and investment opportunities in the regions.   

Inter-regional Trade & Investment Fairs (Peace Bridge)

BPA has designed this trade and investment fair with multi-ethnic, multi-religious, multi-lingual, and multi-cultural events and exchanges to further promote business linkages, whilst encouraging inter-community involvement.  
Making a Difference

BPA does not actively lobby for peace, but seeks to bring about greater levels of understanding and cooperation which can bring about a more peaceable society, and through which benefits and greater levels of prosperity can be derived from all communities. As part of its core activity, BPA engages in specific activity to this end. Examples include successful lobbying for the opening of the A9 in order to allow the continuation of trade between the Northern Province and the rest of the country, and facilitating the sale of rice from Kilinochchi to Kurunegala, to meet shortages in the North Western Province.
TARGET GROUPS, BENEFICIARIES, AND IMPACTS
Target Group 1: BPA Board Members, Directors and employees of Regional Chambers of Commerce. This action strengthens their strategic and management capacity allowing them to deliver their mandate more effectively. The activities have helped attract an increased, more representative membership of businesspeople from all communities. Inter-community involvement encouraged through the activities proposed offers unique opportunities to erode barriers dividing multi-ethnic communities, to promote social cohesion and durable peace, vital for long-term stability and economic growth.
Target Group 2: Directors and employees of SME’s benefit from a collectively stronger voice, represented by the chamber, with increased confidence to advocate for policy changes that directly affect their businesses, whilst also benefiting from the increased services delivered by the strengthened chamber, leading to greater social and economic empowerment, and interaction across all sectors of society.

Target Group 3: The wider communities benefit from a strengthened civil society which addresses the needs of individuals and businesses, building their capacity to improve their own livelihoods, thus promoting poverty reduction and a stronger economy. 

Target Group 4: The state, regional and central government bodies benefit from heightened trade and increased GDP as a result of interacting with the regional chambers to introduce informed, targeted and effective polices which can rebuild the war-damaged economy while promoting sustainable economic development and national unity.  

CHALLENGES AND ISSUES
There is currently a lack of capacity within the regional chambers, which is vital to make them effective civil society institutions, to act as strong leaders and advocates, to represent the whole business community, thus promoting regional economic development. 

Limited institutional capacity within the chambers
They have limited financial resources, lack skilled personnel, and they offer a limited range of services, lowering their potential to recruit new members, and thus reducing their ability to act as effective civil society institutions to meet the needs of regional businesspeople and the wider community.
Lack of effective dialogue between government and business 
The current regional economic disparity and inequity of resources, as highlighted above, has resulted in polarization of the regions where the rules and regulations governing the business environment in Sri Lanka are largely dictated from Colombo and often unappreciative of the context and challenges faced in the districts, leading to the regional business community feeling excluded and disempowered to influence government policies affecting their business.  There is no formal mechanism for enabling dialogue between policy makers and regional representatives of small businesses, principally the regional chambers of commerce.  Coupled with this, these policies are often complex for SME workers to assimilate and understand, resulting in regional businesses feeling helpless to advocate for positive reforms.
Lack of inclusion and equal representation
The business community and the chambers recognize the need for greater inclusion, but currently there is an imbalance in chamber membership, with very few businesswomen represented.
Limited business linkages and investment opportunities
Throughout the conflict, the Northern Province was largely cut off from other regions due to economic embargoes, lack of transport facilities and road closures, adversely affecting market linkages and development of investment opportunities. 
Language rights not upheld
There has been a lack of investment in promoting language pluralism in the regions of Sri Lanka.  Language is a barrier to promoting regional trade and investment and fostering reconciliation between communities and regions.  Peaceful coexistence will be further strengthened through the promotion of language pluralism and respect of language rights of all communities, with all activities being planned and conducted in a conflict-sensitive manner. 

CONCLUSION
Sri Lanka’s regions have been marginalized and require significant investment to empower its communities and promote poverty reduction, following the formal end to the long conflict.  By strengthening the voice and capacity of small businesses through the regional chambers, this action will promote a more inclusive and empowered civil society.  The regional chambers and business community will develop the skills, tools and consequently confidence to establish links at a local and national level to facilitate interaction between the State, the chambers and their membership to influence policy affecting regional business. Through this action, the chambers’ membership will become more representative of the communities they serve, helping to build trust between the multi-ethnic communities, promoting more equitable participation across gender and ethnicity.  
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