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Social Cohesion Through Commerce
Chamber-Wide Policy Dialogue
Introduction

Within the context of its Advocacy, Policy & Communications Strategy, Business for Peace Alliance (BPA) has initiated a policy dialogue entitled Social Cohesion Through Commerce. 
BPA recognises that the District 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. The theme and rationale of the policy dialogue dovetails with BPA’s mandate of regional empowerment, networking and conflict transformation.

To this end, BPA has initiated the process by harvesting quantitative and qualitative data-gathering to understand the barriers and the opportunities to greater inclusiveness within the Chambers, which in turn – it is anticipated – will lead to greater social cohesion through commerce. The dialogue is taking place through engagement and dialogue at three levels:
· Within individual District Chambers

· Between Provincial groups of Chambers and ‘clusters’

· Across the network of Chambers, at an ‘island-wide’ level

This document reports on the findings of a dialogue held between representatives from all of the District Chambers of Commerce, at a meeting convened for this specific purpose on 29th October 2008.

Aim of the Dialogue
To achieve greater levels of inclusiveness within the network of regional Chambers of Commerce by identifying the barriers and opportunities to expanding Chamber membership, so that Chambers can become more representative of the community in which they operate.

Objectives

· To gain an insight into the current make up of the Chambers of Commerce membership across all regions
· To understand the perceived and actual barriers which prevent marginalised business from being integrated into the mainstream business community

· To identify opportunities to erode such barriers and enable greater levels of inclusiveness, drawing upon best practice from across the Districts.
Participants

· 3 Delegates from each of the 25 District Chamber BPA members

· Observers from the 4 District Chambers not currently BPA members 
· Representatives from BPA Board

Process

A questionnaire was sent to all District Chambers prior to the Policy Dialogue meeting. This contained questions of a quantitative and qualitative nature (see Annex One), including a call for base data on Chamber membership by ethnicity, location, displacement, sector, employment and gender. This provided the platform for initial analysis and comparison both against demographic data, and between the Chambers themselves, providing a ‘real time’ benchmark. Quantitative information was also elicited to identify the barriers which prevent marginalised businesses from being better integrated into the mainstream business communities via the Chambers, and to build a picture of opportunities and initiatives amongst Chambers which have contributed to greater levels of inclusion. This data was analysed prior to the Policy Dialogue Meeting, and formed the basis of input and discussion.

At the Policy Dialogue Meeting itself, participants were divided into seven ‘round tables’, each comprising a mix of delegates and observers from different Districts. A short introductory session suggested some of the common issues and barriers that exist to greater inclusiveness, based on the statistical and qualitative data received. It also indicated Districts where marginalised businesses have been successfully engaged, and pointed to some of the tools or techniques which have been used.

Following this initial presentation, the ‘round tables’ were set two challenges to discuss:
1. Myth or Reality. The first challenge was to explore the barriers to inclusiveness in greater detail, and to identify which barriers are perceptions, and which are actual. In the case of actual barriers, participants attempted to determine the root causes which underpinned those barriers.

2. Overcoming Obstacles. The second challenge, derived from the first, was to discuss practical and realistic measures by which some of the barriers could be overcome, sharing experiences, successes and frustrations, and in doing so to both draw out best practice and develop an aggregated picture of what action needs to be taken where in order to engage more effectively with marginalised business.

Following the discussions, the session drew to a close by indicating the proposed actions which BPA will take to progress the policy dialogue and facilitate solutions. These include:

1. Building an aggregated ‘island-wide’ picture of obstacles and their root causes

2. Developing a ‘road map’ of activity which can be used to influence external agents to erode the barriers to greater inclusion

3. Identifying areas of good practice within the Chambers, capturing details of initiatives which have been successfully deployed overcome barriers, with the aim of making this available to all Chambers

4. Proactively networking Chambers so they can help each other to help erode barriers to inclusiveness

5. Following up with Chambers individually to assess levels of success in engaging with marginalised businesses in their locality, as evidenced in changes to the data set through time
‘High Level’ Findings
Based on evaluation and analysis of data submitted by the District Chambers of Commerce, the following over-arching statistical themes emerged:

· District Chamber membership is broadly in line with Ethnic District distribution

· Chambers are mostly heavily biased towards members living in cities

· There are wide variations in terms of sector membership, with most Chambers dominated by either the Industry or the Services Sector, and Agriculture being generally poorly represented 

· Almost no Chambers have members who are unemployed

· Women business owners represent a tiny minority of members (other than in the case of exclusively female-member Chambers)
· Very few Chambers have any meaningful data on the number of members displaced by either conflict or natural disaster (particularly the 2004 Tsumani)
Key Themes Emerging

Based on the two structured ‘round table’ discussions – both of which were facilitated and captured by BPA staff – a number of key themes have been identified (a verbatim account of outputs is provided in Annex Two), as summarised below.
Barriers to Inclusiveness

Barriers to inclusiveness fall under the following generic headings:

· Awareness

· Services

· Membership

· Power

· Capacity

· Government Relationships

· Security

Awareness. There is poor awareness of the Chambers of Commerce beyond members. This is in terms of what the Chamber is, and what the Chamber does – including the services it offers – which means that it has little recognition or appeal. In particular, there is low awareness beyond the cities, and amongst minority communities – and generally poor membership amongst female business owners, people with disabilities etc. There are low levels of awareness as to the inter-relationship between the Chamber and the broader business community, and poor acknowledgement or recognition of the Chambers by Government and the public sector in general. Chambers struggle to raise awareness because they lack the means and the communications vehicles.
Services. There is a lack of distinction within Chambers as to what the ‘core’ service offer is (covered by the membership fee) and what are added value services. In general, there is a lack of market focused service development, and a lack of professional services (or professional members). Services provided by Chambers are sometimes duplicated by other bodies outside the Chambers, and there is no coordination of activity. Some services are linked to programmes and absorb Chamber resources, meaning that Chambers don’t have the time to focus on core Chamber activity. As with awareness, services aren’t well marketed, and benefits are not sold.

Membership. In general, there is an imbalance in membership – favouring a particular sector. Women and minority groups are not well represented. The Chambers can also find it difficult to attract ‘quality’ business people. The focus of Chambers is predominantly on the major District city, meaning that rural needs are not addressed and farmers aren’t engaged in the Chamber network. Some cultural barriers exist to membership – such as with women members – as do practical barriers such as travel and evening meetings.

Power. A number of Chambers speak of ‘constitutional issues’, and not having a ‘Secretariat system’. Others are perceived to be somewhat nepotistic and to lack objectivity. Representatives are not always perceived to be representative. There was some mention of personal favours and personal agendas interfering in the mechanics of Chamber management. Whilst issues of power exist within the Chambers, some Chambers also speak of pressure being applied on them from external organisations.
Capacity. This is a common theme amongst Chambers. Whilst the intention is there, the means are not. This is in terms of skills, money, state sponsors, and resources in general.

Government Relationships. Chambers do not all have an open dialogue or a good working relationship with Government. This can lead to a divide between private and public sectors. Some mention has been made of ‘business rights’ not being granted or fairly applied.

Security. In some areas of the country particularly, the current security situation creates a very real barrier to greater inclusion.

Ways in which Barriers to Inclusiveness could be Overcome

Whilst practices to promote inclusiveness are, to a degree, the inverse of the barriers which prevent it, the following general themes were identified:

· Targeted Awareness Programmes

· Good Governance

· Finance

· Programme Development

· Skills Development

· Advocacy

Targeted Awareness Programmes. Chambers recognise that to erode barriers of inclusiveness they need to actively run awareness programmes, focusing on specific communities – particularly female entrepreneurs, the rural community (including possibly having a physical presence beyond the major cities), and ethnic minorities. A stronger local Chamber identify or ‘brand’ is needed, which clearly identifies what the Chamber is and the benefits it offers. Public awareness programmes – in the news and media – are also thought beneficial. There is an opportunity to raise awareness by ‘showcasing’ existing members. Chambers recognise that by being more inclusive they can increase membership, which in turn becomes a useful means of increasing revenues. Whilst there is an urgency to make membership more inclusive, attention should also be paid to existing members’ welfare and membership retention.
Good Governance. A number of groups suggested that the Chamber constitutions should be reviewed. Training of Directors is seen as beneficial to improve professionalism. There should be better representation from across each District on the Chamber Board, and power should be apportioned more evenly and/or delegated appropriately. In particular, Chamber Boards should avoid multiple family members, or relatives, sitting as Directors.

Finance. Chambers should have comprehensive financial plans, and financial systems. These plans should seek to increase levels of revenue – particularly through programmes – in order to take the pressure off membership fees. (Conversely, though, awareness programmes should help to justify the existing levels of membership fees.) Stronger financial skills are needed in the Chambers, and greater attention should be paid to identifying financial partners who can be both members and providers of financial services to members. State sponsorship has also been mentioned. Financial support could be considered for ‘out of town’ members to offset transportation and opportunity costs.
Programme Development. Chambers recognise programmes as being an important, both as a source of income, and as a means of developing capacity, skills and levels of awareness. Chambers should be more proactive in seeking programmes, particularly those which are focused on income generation and sustainability. Greater skills are needed in the Chambers in key areas, particularly business development and proposal writing. There is a need to increase the range and quality of Chamber services. In part, this could be brought about by better sharing of best practice across the network of District Chambers. To support this, closer productive relationships are needed with institutions set up with a remit to assist the Chambers – such as the Federation, the National Chamber, and BPA.
Skills Development. Skills within the Chambers are generally acknowledged to be weak. An audit is suggested of the existing levels of skills and resources. Thereafter, a systematic training of staff would be beneficial. The concept of ‘stronger’ Chambers ‘adopting a Chamber’ has been floated. Generic training is needed in issues such as time management, and raising staff awareness as to what the Chamber does, so all employees would be better positioned to ‘sell’ the benefits of the Chamber to existing and potential members.

Advocacy. Greater collaboration is needed with Government. This is required generally to improve the perception of the private sector, and close the divide between public and private sectors. It is also needed, more specifically, to address local concerns on matters such as security, and law and order.

Conclusion

The Chamber-Wide Policy Dialogue is just one component in the broader Social Cohesion Through Commerce programme – but a significant part. Feedback from participants suggested that what was captured was just a fraction of the ideas put forward, and individually District Representatives have taken much away to both inform and guide the future development of their respective Chambers. 

The outputs from this stage of the dialogue will be added to BPA’s continued collation of information and ideas in order to identify good practice and suggest a ‘road map’ of activity which can be used to erode the barriers to greater inclusion. As a first stage, the combined outputs received at District, Provincial and National level will be captured in a single document and circulated amongst the Chambers, and to stakeholders who have an influence over inclusiveness and the future development of Chambers.

BPA will continue to identify barriers and solutions by which they can be overcome, encouraging good practice and sharing this freely with the Chambers, and providing expertise and guidance where necessary to bring about the desired outcomes.
Annex One – Questionnaire Template Sent to all Chambers
	Make Up of Chamber Members

	
	
	
	

	Membership by Ethnicity
	Sinhala
	%

	
	Tamil
	%

	
	Muslim
	%

	
	Other
	%

	
	
	
	

	Membership by Location
	In the city
	%

	
	In the country
	%

	
	
	
	

	Membership by Displaced People
	IDP - Conflict
	%

	
	IDP - Tsunami
	%

	
	Not displaced
	%

	
	
	
	

	Membership by Sector

	     Agriculture
	%

	     Industry
	%

	     Services
	%

	
	
	
	

	Unemployed Members

	Level of Unemployed Members
	%

	
	
	
	

	Membership by Gender

	     Male
	%

	     Female
	%

	
	

	Barriers preventing Marginalised Businesses joining the Chamber

	· 

	· 

	· 

	· 

	· 

	
	

	Initiatives & Opportunities for achieving greater inclusiveness

	· 

	· 

	· 

	· 

	· 


Annex 2 – Verbatim Outputs from ‘Round Tables’
	NO
	BARRIERS
	SOLUTION

	01
	· Not a correct representatives 

· Directors & members lack of knowledge of the objectivity of the chamber

· Lack of resource of the resolution for conflict.

· No good view of conducting the members

· Lack of awareness for the women’s, disables & minorities 


	· Avoid the relations memberships for the directors boards

· Give systematic training for the chambers directors. 

· Reach to the finance & resources

· Do the workshops & get to gather programmes.

· Reduce the membership fees

· Give good awareness.

· Give to the financial assistants. (Bank & loan agent)



	02
	· Lack of financial 

· Lack of chamber awareness

· Lack of state sponsors  

· Lack of  secretariat system
· Living only one ethnic for pacific areas (Jaffna)
· Not connection between chamber of commerce & activity areas
· Security problems
· Chambers Constitutional barriers.
· Lack of awareness of the services in side of the chamber. 

	· Arranging a extend financial plan

· Give the awareness will be able to get membership in the chamber.

· Suppress to the government collaborate with regional chambers & main chambers. 

· Give systematic training for the chambers staffs. 

· Peace 

· Main chamber will be providing the transport helps.

	03
	· Not unities of the representative choose.

· Chambers Constitutional barriers.
· Lack of resources

· Lack of funds 

· Not to recognized by the government 

· The bad attitude

· Lack of awareness about the chamber & the activity for the business community.

· Not give the acceptation result 


	· Negotiable to the constitution act.

· Arranging a view of reach the resources.

· Start of special programme for promotes the women membership.

· Start of  programme for Identify of the chamber




	04
	· Lack of funds & resources

· Lack of awareness about the chamber & the activity

· Directors & members lack of knowledge of the objectivity of the chamber

· Mobility due to violence. (Batti)

· No recognition for the chamber from public sector

· Recognition in a hindrance in the North & East

· Lack of professional (lawyers & Bankers) within the chamber membership

· Other organization duplicating chamber work to the region. 

· Personal favours / agendas
 
	· Income generating & sustainable projects. (Introduction to donors for special projects, Increase membership (more membership fees), Adopt another chambers as CSR activity)

· Public awareness programme (News letter, Paper ads)   

· More training about the movement

· Law & order / peace soon

· SME forum pressure from hierarchy interactive meetings. 



	05
	· Chambers Constitutional barriers.
· Ingress of promotion gap  

· Problem of identity good business people.

· Lack of awareness about the chamber & the activity

· Unable to reach the member acceptation.


	· Get to the state sponsors for promote the chambers
· Negotiable to the constitution act.

· Practice of the good stagy of promote members welfare &  acceptation 
· Income generating & sustainable projects.

· Give good awareness of the permanent members.

· Starting projects

· Reach to Common angle to common problem.

· Starting of ethnic diversity programme.   



	06
	· Not to reach the chambers expectation by the chambers

· Not involved for the rural members. (Long distance, long time & Transports expanses.)
· Lack of women’s participants (night time meeting, cultural barriers.)

· Not involved multiple persons.

· Give to pressure  by some institutions 

· Security problems

· Lack of finance   


	· Fund rising programmed (less interest loan)

· Get good practices 

· Build the chamber agent of the rural area

· Give to the chance for all district cover for the director board 

· Involved multiple persons.

	07
	· No time to spend for chambers works

· Not business rights

· No good process to give the  chambers massage

· Less to women business in the region.

· Bad attitude of the 

· Not to seen direct benefits 

· Chamber being situated best in cities, 

· Lack of resources

· Different opinion  between   Rural & cities  businessman’s

· The agriculture sector involved only farmers  

· Not involved in correct business.


	· Give to good services & benefits to the chamber members

· Give good awareness of the chamber members.

· Give good awareness to the small businessman’s why you want get membership? What are the benefits?

· Get to helps  increase the chamber capability (BPA,FCCISL, DA)

· Give good awareness for time management 

· Change of the social attitude …..

· Extend the chamber services to the rural area

· Product of new items in the agriculture products. 
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