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‘Reflections on working with international partners in post-disaster situations: help or hindrance?’  

Dr. Vinya Ariyaratne, General Secretary Sarvodaya 

 

The Tsunami of December 2004 was a watershed in the field of Disaster Management in Sri Lanka. 

The ‘waves of compassion’ that came in the form of local and foreign assistance to counter the tragic 

consequences of the ‘waves of destruction’ were unprecedented in the history of Sri Lanka. There was 

literally a Tsunami of international actors who landed on the shores of Sri Lanka to help in the 

recovery process. It came in many forms, as well-meaning compassionate individuals and 

organizations who wanted to genuinely contribute to the recovery process, to those who had no clue 

as to what the country really needed or what they wanted to do despite having a lot of resources. 

Whilst some organizations came to Sri Lanka and implemented projects with varying degrees of 

success and left after completing them, others continued to engage with their local counterparts to 

develop meaningful long-term partnerships. In post-disaster situations, international assistance is 

needed, desirable and also inevitable! Notwithstanding serious challenges associated with engaging 

with international partners, especially with hitherto unknown ones, our experience in working with 

international partners has largely been positive. If well planned and managed, international partners 

can add tremendous value to the relief process as well as to the long-term recovery process. Our 

partnership with Durham University in the ‚Sri Lanka Project‛ is a case in point. It was not a ‘one 

way process’ where an external party brought in financial resources to an affected community 

thereby creating dependency, rather it provided a mutual learning experience for both students and 

the villagers. Continuous engagement over a period of 6 years to link the communities affected by the 

Tsunami and academia through the facilitation of a national civil society organization (Sarvodaya) is 

a shining example of what can be achieved through careful planning and execution in a post disaster 

situation. 

 

‘University village concept for sustainable development’ Professor Mahinda S. Rupasinghe, Vice 

Chancellor of Sabaragamuwa University 

As part of fulfilling the three-fold responsibilities of a University, the Sabaragamuwa University of Sri 

Lanka has taken steps to closely collaborate with its surrounding community by keenly adhering to 

the ‘University Village Concept’ for the past several years. 

The University, having come up literally at the crossroads of intersecting highways at Pambahinna in 

the Ratnapura district, has constantly striven to engage the rural community within its proximity to 

give them a stronger foothold in their avenues in life, be they related to agriculture, small-scale 

business, self-employment or the knowledge of English, to mention a few. 



Such intervention by the University, inalienably linked to the Government’s concept of ‘Mahinda 

Chintanaya’ has brought together the University, community, Durham University of the United 

Kingdom, Sarvodaya and state officials in continuing several programmes related to milk production, 

bee-keeping, mushroom cultivating, chemical practices, landscaping and microfinance awareness, 

involving a community of whom the majority currently live below the poverty line. The University 

has aimed at seeking the capital for providing equipment to the target beneficiaries through external 

collaboration, focusing on the ultimate goal of alleviating poverty through increased income 

generation among the poorer villagers.   

This presentation will highlight some of the needs, challenges and achievements that surround the 

Sabaragamuwa University’s attempts to translate the ‘University Village Concept’ into an immediate 

reality for all stakeholders. 

 

‘The Concept of a University Village’ Professor Joy Palmer-Cooper, Director, Project Sri Lanka, 

Durham University and ESRC Project Co-Investigator 

The development of the ‘University Village’ concept lies at the heart of Durham University’s Project 

Sri Lanka. 

It is a concept which enables internationalisation within a higher education institution in ways which 

are very different from commonly used methods of and approaches to internationalisation. It is a 

concept which embraces the whole university community and which helps to embed 

internationalisation within the culture of the institution. 

The development of an international university village is underpinned by a ‘humanitarian model for 

internationalisation’. Within this model, international activities are grounded in the needs of human 

societies. 

Any ‘University Village’ is developed under the guidance of the participating universities, whose 

staff and students work in partnership with the community of residents of the village. Knowledge 

and experience are shared with the aim of enabling development for the villagers. Such development 

is comprehensive, embracing social, economic, physical and cultural aspects. All development 

activities are planned with utmost care in order to preserve the traditional values and knowledge of 

the community. 

This presentation will explore and explain the development of the University Village concept which 

has occurred through Durham’s Project Sri Lanka, with examples being given from the tsunami 

devastated Southern Province of Sri Lanka and from communities near to the Sabaragamuwa 

University of Sri Lanka. 

 

 

 



‘Internationalising Institutional and Professional Practices:  Humanitarian Aid in Sri Lanka Post 

the 2004 Tsunami’ Professor Lena Dominelli, Principle Investigator, ESRC Sri Lanka Project, 

Durham University 

 Globalisation has brought the world closer together and disasters reach the TV screens of people 

across the world within minutes of their happening.  The 2004 Tsunami in Sri Lanka was one of these 

incidents.  It called forth much goodwill and offers of help from ordinary people who had little or no 

connection with the countries affected as well as those who had friends or families in the affected 

areas.  The research project, Internationalising Institutional and Professional Practices, funded by the 

Economic and Social Sciences Research Council in the UK has sought to examine these offers of help 

by focusing on two models that aimed to assist local people in terms that they defined.  One of these 

models was called the Durham Model because it was organised under the auspices of Durham 

University and the other one was termed the IASSW Model because it was sponsored by the 

International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW).  Villagers were interviewed by local 

researchers to ascertain their views of these two models.  These identified a range of positions that 

indicated that while there was a general feeling of good work being done, and local people 

appreciated the help that was offered, there were also some difficulties in getting aid to those who 

needed it at the time it was required.  This presentation will focus on these findings and raise some 

questions for discussion. 

 

‘Role of a non-social work university engaged in professional social work practices’ Dr. Subhangi 

Herath, Senior Lecturer, Department of Sociology, University of Colombo 

Sri Lanka is a country which had welfare policies at the center of the country’s development agenda 

in its post independence era despite its being a developing economy.  Free education, free health and 

other pro poor economic policies are considered as the foundation of the high level of social indices it 

demonstrated over the years, which were much above the level of many other developing nations. 

Introduction of social work education to the country more than five decades ago was another step to 

promote social welfare of the people of the country with a focus on the needy. 

However, social work education was never included in the curricular of the higher education system 

of the country.  The then school of social work which was upgraded to a degree granting institution 

only a few years ago, was the only institution producing diploma holders in social work.  

Nevertheless, several scholars had identified the need to incorporate the formal study of social work 

within the university education which did not develop beyond its inception.  The field of sociology 

which surfaced almost during the same period of time developed into a discipline with high demand, 

yet social work became a discipline overlooked in the university system in the country. 

2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, perhaps the largest natural disaster that has happened during the known 

history of Sri Lanka, brought about many new concerns including the need to develop social work.  

The interest shown by the University of Ljubljana in intervening in the aftermath of the disaster with 

their skills in social work and the involvement of the Department of Sociology of the University of 

Colombo in the project was not merely a twist of fate.  The Colombo Department of Sociology, from 

its inception, had a desire to develop social work as a field of interest which never became true.  The 

Department began the first ever, University programme in social work with the support of the 

academic corporation between these two Universities. 



The programme is working out successfully at the moment.  Nevertheless, the department faces a 

large number of barriers viz, lack of qualified staff, coordination with the rest of the academic 

programme, the problems of timing of the two university calendars and above all lack of funding and 

opportunities to train highly capable and dedicated young academics to take over the future of the 

programme.   

 

‘The Role and Potentials of Durham /Sarvodaya Community Educational Centres in Sri Lanka 

with Special Reference to Puwakgahawela and Ihalagalagama Villages’ Professor M. Sunil 

Shantha, Head of the Department, Department of Economics and Statistics, Faculty of Social 

Sciences and Languages, Sabaragamuwa University of Sri Lanka 

 

Sri Lanka has been one of the leading examples among developing countries in how to conduct social 

development and the battle against poverty. Sri Lankan society has highlighted the importance of 

social harmony among communities from different parts of the world during the 2004 Tsunami. 

Human development has been a priority of the Sri Lankan government and NGOs involved in the 

territory. Many social indicators are today more in line with those of a developed country. Still 

poverty is severe and constitutes the biggest social problem for the country to resolve and ought to be 

prioritised over human development if it is not to act as a barrier to progress. During past decades, 

many NGOs have paid special attention to human development in the country and prioritised it over 

economic development.  The Sarvodaya/Durham community project offers an alternative 

programmes for socio economic development.  It has been realised in rural Sabaragamuwa during the 

past three years having received financial support and labour contributions to facilitate the uplift of 

rural people in the villages of Puwakgahawela and Ihalagalagama. The objectives of this study are to 

understand the previous and present socio-economic situation of the villages around established 

community centres, and to examine the potential and roles of community-based organizations for 

social and economic development in the villages and nearby vicinities. The study focuses on 

examining the social changes that have occurred, the harmony that has developed among people and 

the impact of micro-financing provided through various organizations.  

Amongst the activities undertaken in these villages is that of parents encouraging children to attend 

pre-school by making an educational centre available to them.  This has minimized the dropout rate 

amongst pre-schoolers in the villages. In addition, the villagers enjoy the freedom to discuss their 

social and economic development ideas and suggestions when using the centre.  This study uses 

interviews, discussions, observations and focus groups among both village people and officers of 

various community organizations.  The conclusions that have been drawn in it are that village centres 

are mainly utilized for pre-schooling, meetings of the organizations, and evening classes.  The study 

highlights that the centres do not fulfil some of the expected goals and have not reached satisfactory 

levels of achievement because of management weaknesses, lack of infrastructure, lack of consultation, 

and lack of capital.  These gaps define the main problems faced by the community in the area. If all 

the grassroots organizations could come under one umbrella, these centres could be utilized at 

optimal level.  

 



‘Experiences of being a researcher in an international project’  Kanthi Perera, Community Social 

Worker and  ESRC Sri Lanka Project Research Associate 

 

Research is central to my work as a social worker where I am required to assess the needs of people 

living in different social and environmental situations.  My experience of working as a social worker 

has been of great benefit in my role as one of the Sri Lankan Research Associates working on this 

ESRC funded research project into internationalising institutional and professional practices.  My 

involvement in project research work has provided me with the opportunity to travel to areas affected 

by the tsunami and work among a range of survivors that include children, young people and 

members of the older generations.  I have gathered the viewpoints of professionals and non-

professionals who responded to the disaster and considered the work of academic institutions and 

professional social work practitioners based in Sri Lanka and overseas.   In my presentation I will 

outline some of the research methods used and highlight the lessons I have learned from being 

involved in the research project.  I will also discuss how several challenges have been overcome that 

include gaining consent, motivating participants to complete questionnaires and locating research 

participants who have moved from the area or retired since the 2004 Tsunami.  

 


