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The RRR Framework Process

Origins of the Exercise

     In July 1999, the Government of Sri Lanka initiated the Relief, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation (RRR) Framework process to address the many challenges it is facing in the delivery of assistance to populations living in conflict areas. The Post Conflict Unit of the World Bank was requested to help develop a wide-ranging consultative mechanism, bringing together government agencies, civil society and the donor community to identify ways in which Sri Lanka's development partners could best work together to promote improved relief, rehabilitation and reconciliation processes.  

    The objectives of the Framework process are to help strengthen Sri Lanka’s capacity to: 1) ensure basic needs of people affected by conflict; 2) rebuild productive lives where feasible; and 3) facilitate reconciliation and partnership across ethnic lines. The expected outputs are a common direction and basis for effective assistance through the formulation of suitable policies, strategies, mechanisms and guidelines.   

     Based on concerns and experiences brought up during the initial consultations, a draft was prepared to outline the scope and process of work. The document, which was later revised and updated on the basis of the stakeholder consultation process, aimed to provide common direction and foundation for effective assistance to conflict-affected communities through formulation of policies, strategies, mechanisms and guidelines. It highlighted four main clusters of issues to be addressed within a National Framework for Relief, Rehabilitation, and Reconciliation: code of operation (aid modalities), coordination and institution building, programmatic priorities, and reconciliation and peace building. 

    The Outline provided a conceptual and thematic point of departure for the development of the Framework, rather than detailed terms of reference. The utility of this approach was reinforced throughout the broader consultation process, which clarified and expanded the range of issues of direct concern to the stakeholders. The discussion of the various issues raised reflects an ongoing process that evolves over time. Some of the issues initially listed in the Outline have accordingly been modified or transformed. 

     The Framework which is part process and part product is an inclusive, consensus-building effort that responds to the needs and demands of its stakeholders, with an ultimate goal of finding a common policy platform, through a dialogue between all interested stakeholder groups, designed to overcome the shortcomings identified and reach agreement on the specific concrete measures called for.

     In particular, the consultative mechanisms instituted by the RRR process, especially the district and sectoral workshops, have provided valuable information relevant to the key areas addressed by the Framework.  

National Ownership of the Process      

     Progressively, the Government has assumed the lead in developing the Framework. The funding for the formulation process came as a grant from the Royal Netherlands Government (LK012901/COL-1999-C0026 [19.11.99] ). The funds were administered by UNDP under a cost-sharing agreement within project SRL/98/006. A team of local and international technical specialists, in collaboration with stakeholders, provided inputs assisted by the World Bank, UNDP, the Dutch Government and other international agencies. The Technical Team acted as a catalyst for dialogue and contributions eliciting the views of key stakeholders on how all concerned could work together in promoting peace and reconstruction. The key components of this broad-based consultation process were the four Working Groups corresponding to the main components of the Framework, wide-ranging community based consultations and workshops and the Steering Committee with broad stakeholder representation. 

     As process, the Framework is a constituency and consensus-building effort involving a wide range of stakeholders throughout the country and across party, ethnic and sector lines. To ensure that participation be as wide and inclusive as possible, a central component of the Framework was the organization of broad community based consultations and workshops.
Steering Committee and Working Groups

     A Steering Committee was established by the Government to provide leadership to the development of the Framework and to ensure linkages with key decision makers within the Government, civil society and donor community. All the principal ministries concerned with RRR activities in the North and East are represented on the Steering Committee, at the Secretary level, along with District Secretaries in the affected districts. There is furthermore strong representation, at the level of heads of mission, on the part of the cooperating countries, national and international organizations, United Nations agencies and international financing institutions. Steering Committee members were encouraged to join the working groups in order to follow more closely the deliberations on the four Framework components. 

     Convened and hosted by government officials, national-level Working Groups were established, one for each of the four main components of the Framework. The strategy behind the working groups was to bring into the process the experience and concerns of government officials, donors, and relevant NGOs by providing an opportunity for a full and frank discussion. Working group participants were drawn from government institutions, national and international relief and rehabilitation organizations, donor agencies, the technical team and from the Framework Steering Committee. Each group was asked to prepare a consolidated list of recommendations within its area of interest for the Steering Committee to endorse. This input will be based on the Groups own collective experience in relief, rehabilitation and reconciliation, on consultancy reports as well as the record of consultations and views that emerged from the district and sectoral workshops. 

Consultation with Beneficiaries and Stakeholders

     A series of government-sponsored district consultative workshops, organized by national and international NGOs operating under the aegis of the Consortium of Humanitarian Agencies (CHA), was held to elicit specific local experiences and insights. The methodology for the workshops was formulated through discussions with CHA officials, district level NGO representatives, technical experts and World Bank staff. As part of the workshop process, and to maintain transparency, the Outline of the Framework was translated into Sinhala and Tamil and distributed to the participants. The overall purpose of the regional workshops was to identify the main problems and concerns affecting the districts and relevant war-affected groups; assess aid delivery and rehabilitation activities, including best practices, bottlenecks and constraints; recommend strategies, procedures, and activities to strengthen relief and rehabilitation activities; and build consensus in contributing to inter-cultural and inter-ethnic understanding. 

     District workshops were organized in the following 13 districts (both in cleared and uncleared areas): Vavuniya, Mannar, Jaffna, Mullaitivu, Killinochi, Trincomalee, Batticaloa, Ampara, Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, Puttalam, Monaragala, and Hambantota. Representatives of government institutions, local organizations, stakeholder associations, and international agencies attended the workshops. The workshop process was temporarily interrupted by the Presidential Election in December 1999, but finally got under way beginning in Jaffna on January 12, 2000. In the first round there were 22 workshops in 11 districts, and 18 cluster workshops in the Vanni (uncleared areas). The first round ended on 31 January 2000, while the second round, which totaled 12 workshops, started on 20 March and finished on 23 May, 2000. In addition, on 3 & 4 April 2000, districts representatives met in Colombo to discuss their findings and recommendations. 

     In addition to the district workshops, the National Peace Council (NPC), in cooperation with organizations representing the stakeholders, organized 12 sectoral or thematic workshops. The participants in these workshops were from key stakeholder associations representing, Muslims forcibly evicted from the Northern Province, Ex-combatants, the Media Profession, Trade Unions, Civil Society, Women’s Groups, Religious Dignitaries, Education Sector and Business Leaders. Additional sectoral workshops were organized on children and youth in cooperation with UNICEF, while CHA, with the Ministry of Estate Infrastructure, also held a specific workshop for the Tamils of Indian Origin in the plantation region. 

      Further more, a number of studies were conducted on specific focus areas by local and international academics to support the exercise. 

An Innovative Approach: Achievements and Limitations

     Because of the limited time available, it was not possible to conduct in-depth interviews, carry out anthropological field work over an extended period, or use any of the other conventional methods for gathering the basic information needed for the Framework process. It was therefore judged more expedient to collect as much information as possible was by organizing a series of workshops, which would attempt to bring together a cross section of the Sri Lankan population in conflict areas well as in the South.  The results of the workshops as well as experiences in Sri Lankan civil society and Government in recent times, make it clear that such an ambitious process of investigation has not been tried before.

     In the end, the workshop consultations succeeded in gathering a considerable volume of useful information, placing in focus people’s perceptions of the conflict and of ongoing assistance programmes, as well as their views on possible solutions and improvements.  In general, the volume and quality of the information collected provide valuable reference material for future action, and the logistical and cross-sectoral cooperation that went into the exercise should be singled out as a significant achievement.

     Nevertheless, due to the novelty of the exercise, it also revealed certain weaknesses that need to be taken into account. First, the workshop reports at times overly reflect the ideas and biases of the report writers. Several reports comment critically on some programmes and actors while not paying the same attention to others. The reports from Mannar and Jaffna, for instance, are very critical of some Government programmes, but express no opinions on the activities of armed opposition groups.  In this regard, some reports reflect the views of the compilers of the reports, rather than the voices that came out of the consultations. 

     It is important to note in this context that no statements and allegations in district or sectoral reports have been checked for factual accuracy. The reports are only for information purposes and do not provide a basis for making judgements. 

     Second, notwithstanding the clear guidelines issued, the quality of the reports were very uneven. Despite the intensive training and careful selection of workshop facilitators by the CHA and NPC, workshop reports are of varying length, quality and style of presentation.  This applies in particular to the reports from the district workshops.  The reality of differing skills among the civil society organizations involved in organizing and recording the workshop proceedings in the different districts is part of the picture. Despite this problem, the issues brought to light in the workshops have in general been successfully presented in the sectoral reports, and the geographic reports reasonably reflect prevailing opinions within a district.

     Third, gender and age representation were at times imbalanced, although this often reflect imbalances within the communities themselves rather than inherent flaws in the workshop methodology.

     The original texts were corrected for grammar, spelling and punctuation but have not been rewritten nor put into standard English. Corrections were made only where they added to the meaning or to remove ambiguity. 

     Thus, while these reports should not be considered “voices of the people” in the literal sense, they clearly reflect people’s ideas, as summarized by members of civil society who work among the people whose opinions they have heard and summarily recorded.

     The information collected from the two series of workshops was presented in the format of a) District workshop reports, and b) Sectoral workshop reports. In addition, a summary of key issues, presented under the four main RRR Framework components, was prepared by the civil society partners that organized the exercise, i.e. the CHA and the NPC.

Present Status

     With the distribution of the district and sectoral workshop reports and the accompanying summary document to the four Working Groups in September 2000, the initial phase of the RRR Framework process came to an end.  At that point, the Government appointed a National Coordinator to maintain the momentum of Framework activities. The Framework as such is organic and evolving, and should, with active Government leadership, take further shape and direction. The process has been wide-ranging and inclusive within the Sri Lankan civil society and this important feature should be safeguarded. The series of grass-roots consultations has provided a unique opportunity to bring to light the concerns of a representative section of the population. These concerns need to be continuously examined by all those with a stake in Sri Lanka’s future to reflect on what such perceptions mean and whether their various programmes and methods are responsive. In many cases, assumptions will have to be adjusted in light of the workshop findings, correcting weaknesses and consolidating successes.

      The working groups have subsequently discussed many of the implications of the concerns contained in the workshop reports, in an attempt to formulate a set of recommendations responding to these concerns. Their draft final report, on the National Framework for Relief, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation, proposing the adoption of a series of policy guidelines and a wide array of concrete measures, will be submitted to the Steering Committee for further review and to the President for consideration.

      Whether the recommendations of the RRR Framework exercise are adopted in whole or in part, a new situation will inevitably arise. The Framework itself makes a case for continuing the process, for institutionalizing monitoring arrangements, and for evaluating the impact of the actions taken. It calls for the creation of new working groups to carry the process forward, highlighting the need to prepare more deliberately for the contingency and transition to peace, once open hostilities come to an end. With determination and patience, it will be possible to make the RRR Framework yet more effective and comprehensive in the interest of building the foundations of peace and genuine reconciliation.

