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A Coordinated Response to Wanni Displacement

Displacement information in this
article is from April 21, 2009. The
situation is changing rapidly.
Please see our website
www.sewalanka.org for the latest
updates.
In recent months, the Sri Lankan
government’s military forces have
made significant advances into
territory held by the LTTE in northern
Sri Lanka. The fighting between the
two factions has pushed people living
in the region known as the Wanni into
a smaller and smaller parcel of land in
the northeast. Many of these
residents, whose lives were
endangered every day by artillery fire
and bombings, took great risks to
escape to safe zones.

The government has established 15
transit camps in Vavuniya at the
southern end of the Wanni. These
temporary shelters are intended to
house internally displaced people
(IDPs) safely for short periods until
they can return to their home villages.

Approximately 71,000 IDPs have
travelled through unimaginably
difficult conditions to Vavuniya
district. Another 8,000 have sought
safety by going north to transit camps
in Jaffna. Fifty thousand more people
are expected to flee as the fighting
wages on. “Humanitarian agencies
are working together to support the
IDPs once they arrive at the camps,”
says Annet Royce, who is
coordinating Sewalanka’s relief
efforts in the region.“When they get
here, they have often been travelling
on foot for weeks with little or no
food. They have left everything
behind and have only the clothes on
their backs.”

Most of the humanitarian agencies
have taken responsibility to address

issues in a particular transit camp.
More than 1,300 IDPs are staying at
Poonthodam Maha Vidiyalaya transit
site, where Sewalanka is currently
directing its efforts. Sewalanka’s
first priorities are the physical health
and basic needs of the newly arrived
displaced people.

“The IDPs arrive exhausted and
malnourished so their food
requirements must be taken care of
right away. Sewalanka Foundation is
one of the organizations providing
high-calorie cooked lunch packets to
the new IDPs for the first two
weeks that they are in the camp,”
says Annet. “We also give newly
arrived IDPs hygiene kits with basic
toiletry items.”

After their first few weeks, the IDPs
make the transition to the community
kitchen program. Sewalanka
coordinates the preparation of three
cooked meals per day and provides
complimentary food items,” adds

Annet. “The World Food Program
provides basic food supplies to the
camp residents, such as dhal, rice,
sugar, oil and flour, which are used for
these meals. But the IDPs need a
proper balanced diet since they are
often still underweight.

We supplement these ingredients with
fresh vegetables and proteins, such as
fish, soy or eggs, and provide spices
and salt for the cooking,” says Annet,
adding, “We mobilize the IDPs
together with camp officers and
organize groups to do the cooking in a
community kitchen.”

“Sewalanka has received funding
from UN agencies, other donor
agencies and ECHO (the European
Commission Humanitarian Aid Office)
through our partner Welthungerhilfe
for food support, shelter, water
sanitation and non-food relief items.
We are also working on an
ECHO-funded project with partner
ACTED to do water sanitation work

Above >  IDPs line up at one of 15 transit camps in Vavuniya. many arrive
with only the clothes on their backs and haven’t eaten for days.
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and provide non-food relief items,”
adds Annet.

Maintaining hygienic conditions in the
crowded environment of the transit
camps is a challenging necessity to
prevent outbreaks of water borne
infections and diseases. At the transit
sites, Sewalanka organizes education
campaigns around water use and
sanitation, and promotes proper
hygiene through banners, workshops
and training about good hygiene habits
through the support of UNICEF.
Water continues to be an issue,
however. “There is a big shortage in
the water,” says Annet.

“We’re trying our level best to bring
our water bowser into the distribution
mix.” The plan is to truck 13,500L of
water twice a day to the camp for
drinking, cooking, personal and
domestic purposes. In the meantime,
Sewalanka and ACTED have

provided water containers funded by
ECHO.

Sewalanka’s response to the IDP
situation has been a well-coordinated
one.  “We have engaged many of our
own resources, such as lorries and
other vehicles,” says Annet, “and
other neighbouring district offices are
helping by lending their resources too.”

UPDATE: As at publication,
Sewalanka had raised Rs. 500,000 in
appeal fund donations which was
used to purchase 2,325 kg green
gram, 1,600 kg of Bengal gram and
50 kg of dried chili. These goods will
be used by the community kitchens to
prepare breakfast for 16,000 IDPs. A
special kitchen has been established
for 330 orphans in Manik Farm.

“So far, we have constructed 582
toilets, 99 bathing areas, 132 hand
washing stations and 120 drinking
points in the Vavuniya transit camps.

On February 11, 2009, community
members, politicians, business people
and staff from Sewalanka and Oxfam
GB gathered for the grand opening of
a Sustainable Agriculture Resource
Center (SARC) in Uhana, Ampara.

The facility serves as a hub of
farming activity in the region. It
includes a seed paddy storage space,
a training and meeting area, and is a
resource point for renting farming
equipment and purchasing
organic fertilizers.

The development of SARC was a
joint project between Oxfam GB and
Sewalanka. Working together to

improve the income of poor farmers,
the project’s focus was on returning
to age-old traditional farming
systems and reintroducing organic
techniques to the region.

Through grants and loans from
Sewalanka and Oxfam, the SARC
building, farming equipment and
revolving loans were established. In
all, 18 self-help groups representing
278 people are members of the
Uhana SARC.

Once the building was officially
opened, the crowd heard speeches
from various leaders, including
Deepal Chandrathilake, Sewalanka

Regional Director for the East; K.
Gopalan, Program Manager for Oxfam
GB in Ampara; government
representatives and the president of a
local rural development organization.

After the speeches, there was an
official handing over of machinery and
other resources that will help stimulate
the success of SARC and enhance the
livelihoods of its members.

The event ended with a Buddhist Pirith
ceremony, a tradition to bring protection,
prosperity and good luck to the building
and its inhabitants.

SARC Facility Opens

Above >  A man rests and waits with
his belongings at a transit camp.

We have also distributed 7,950 hygiene
kits with basic toiletry items,
supplementary food, and necessary non-
food aid and coordinating psychosocial
support services. We currently have
four water bowsers bringing 82,500
litres of clean water into the camps
each day,” says Annet.

Sewalanka continues to work on the
ground and is coordinating closely with
the government and other humanitarian
agencies to fill gaps in the emergency
response.
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Uncovering Entrepreneurs

Irangani is a mother of three,
bursting with business ideas and a
determination to be a success. With
the financial backing of Sewa
Finance, she is well on her way to
becoming a thriving entrepreneur.
Sewa Finance has been giving
financial assistance to entrepreneurs
like Irangani for income-generating
projects that vary from selling
clothing to mat-making, from
carpentry to mushroom cultivation.

It is rare for women who live in
remote villages,  like Irangani, to
contribute to household finances. The
husband is usually the sole provider
for the family. “Earlier it was harder
because my husband was doing all
the earning. Now I am very happy
because I’m contributing as well,”
says Irangani.

Irangani is an active member of
Samapura Sewa Society, a CBO in
Ampara. In 2008, she applied for an
initial loan of Rs. 40,000 to start a
small-scale mill to grind rice into
flour. The enterprise can handle two
to five kilograms at a time and
Irangani charges Rs. 20 per kilogram
of rice. “After two months, things
are picking up from a slow start and

a steady flow of income is being
generated now,” she says.

Since word has spread of the mill,
farmers from her village and
neighbouring villages now come to use
the grinding facility. The business has
increased her income by Rs. 5,000 per
month after the loan repayment, a
welcome addition to her husband’s
farming income.

With the mill business established,
Irangani took a second loan for Rs.
30,000 to implement another business
idea of grinding chillies. She realized
that there was growing demand
among the villagers for such a facility.
With this small-scale business, she
gets an added income of Rs. 3,000 to
4,000 per month. During the Sinhala
and Tamil New Year season, she
expects this income to increase further.
Her plan is to grind the chillies, packet
them and do the marketing herself.

“Now I am very happy because I’m
contributing. It’s my money and I can
do what I like,” says Irangani. She is
saving some of her profits for her
children’s education as well as putting
aside Rs.100 per month. If her
business ventures continue to yield

positive income, Irangani’s next idea is
to make coconut oil with the financial
help of Sewa Finance.

Through Sewa Finance and the local
CBO, a maximum loan of Rs. 40,000
is available to CBO members at a low
interest rate over a repayment period
of six months. Everyone  in the CBO
works to ensure that borrowers repay
the loans without default to make
future CBO loans possible and instil a
sense of financial discipline. Credit
services provided by Sewa Finance so
far have enabled small producers and
entrepreneurs to significantly improve
their standard of living from their
income generating activities.

Sewalanka field staff are equally
committed to training loan recipients in
financial management and conducting
individual site assessments in order to
select appropriate CBOs and
implement viable income generating
projects. They are expected to provide
proper guidance and are also
responsible for credit supervision.

Sewa Finance granted micro loans to
almost 8,876 families in 2008 alone. It
has created a sense of independence
for entrepreneurs like Irangani by
instilling the habit of saving and a
determination to succeed among them.
It maintains and strengthens its
commitment to microfinance
development in villages through
sharing best practices.

Sewa Finance continues to reduce
poverty and support disadvantaged
and vulnerable communities to believe
in their potential and pursue it.

Above >  Irangani was aided by Sewa Finance to start a small-scale mill
where rice is processed into flour.
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A Thing of Beauty

Kuchcheveli DS division comprises 56
villages in Sri Lanka’s eastern district
of Trincomalee. The area was badly
hit by the tsunami and the roughly
16,000 families living in the region
continue to struggle to restore their
livelihoods and improve their
living conditions.

Sewalanka Foundation has launched a
one-year development project in the
district focused on community-based
livelihood security initiatives. The
program includes development of
Women’s Rural Development
Societies and other CBOs and
psychosocial support activities.  In
addition, we are offering villagers
intermediate and advanced training
programs in sustainable agriculture,
livestock management and self-
employment skills. Through this broad-
based, multi-faceted approach,
Sewalanka hopes to reduce
vulnerability and promote sustainable
development in the region.

“The Kuchchaveli Division has been
really isolated for a long time due to
the civil war,” says Ashanthi
Edrisinghe of Sewalanka’s
Psychosocial team. “But there seems
to be much improvement and much
development taking place in the area
now. There is a lot of potential for
entrepreneurship.”

To help vulnerable women tap into this
emerging market, Sewalanka held a
Beauty Culture training program for
women from several Kuchchaveli
villages. We chose this program after
conducting a general study to assess
the livelihood situation and
opportunities in region. The study
revealed that there were no beauty
parlours in the area and local women
would travel nearly 20 km for services
as simple as eyebrow shaping.

In all, 30 women enrolled in the course,
which was taught by a beautician
recommended by the zonal education
department. The students learned a
range of beauty services from hair
treatments to facials to clothing styling.

“The women learned how to do
different kinds hairstyles, including
bridal styles. They were also taught
how to do conventional facials and
facials with natural and fruit products.
In addition, they learned how to do sari
dressing in different styles,” says
Krishanthi, a Sewalanka psychosocial
worker in Trincomalee.

The women received 144 hours of
training in the beauty culture program.
“They said that they had never thought
of starting their own business before
they got this opportunity and it has
opened their eyes to new
opportunities,” comments Subajini,
another psychosocial worker.

“At present they are helping their
neighbours for functions and they have

also had the opportunity to do make-up
for a bride. However, they need a bit
more encouragement to start their
own business,” adds the team’s
assistant Shanthi.

Now that the program is complete, the
Psychosocial team is seeking ways to
encourage the women to turn their
skills into money-making ventures.
The team is also arranging a
graduation ceremony for the students
who completed the program. Thanks
to an in-kind donation from Unilever,
each participant will receive a gift
pack of supplies that can help them
get started.

“These women already seem to be
more confident about themselves from
when they first started following the
course. They now have a means of
gaining self-employment and
independence,” notes Ashanthi.

Above >  Bridal preparation, from hair and make-up to sari dressing, were
part of the Sewalanka Beauty Culture training program designed to help
women gain self-employment.
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Developing Fishing Communities

Below > An aquaculture pilot project initiated by Sewalanka. The farmed
fish will provide a steady revenue for community members, particularly in
regions with fishing restrictions.

Sri Lanka’s coastline extends for more
than 2,000 kilometres. Fishing has
always played an integral role in
coastal life and approximately 88,000
households in more than 1,050 villages
survive on this livelihood. Yet despite
strong demand both locally and
internationally, most fishing
communities continue to be among the
poorest in Sri Lanka.

The Icelandic International
Development Agency (ICEIDA) has
been working in Sri Lanka for several
years on projects serving under-
developed fishing communities. It
intially joined with Sewalanka in 2007
to focus on capacity building and
community development in seven
landing sites along the west and south
coast. In the second phase of the
project, 18 sites on the east coast
were added.

The Fisheries Cooperative Societies
(FCSs) in these villages identified
several challenges they faced. They
had very little capital to manage their
infrastructure or to initiate activities
that would improve their livelihoods,
such as buying fishing gear, equipment
or other accessories. They needed a
place to mend nets and repair boats
and boat engines and they were
trapped in a cycle of selling off their
catch to middle men at low prices
because they lacked refrigerated
storage space.

In response, ICEIDA built fisheries
complexes in each village, which
provided space for equipment storage
and repairs, community meetings,
offices for the fisheries inspector and
CBO, and retail services. Next,
ICEIDA approached Sewalanka to
bring our institutional capacity building
and community development expertise
to the FCSs.

Sewalanka mobilizers have been
working with each community on
organisational development, financial
management and participatory
planning. We helped the FCSs to
establish or strengthen revolving loan
programs and organize specialized
training as needed. The mobilizers
provide advice, monitor CBO projects
and financial management, and have a
good rapport with the communities.

“Before the tsunami, our society was
functioning okay. After the tsunami,
NGOs came to help but we wanted
more than just a handout,” says
Mr. I. Rajagoba, president of an FCS
in Ampara. “ICEIDA and Sewalanka
were forward thinking with their
ideas. This building has helped to raise
our CBO to the next level. It has
joined the community together.” In
each village, we supported the

community to develop strategies to
overcome their major challenges. After
identifying the issues, the groups were
encouraged to submit project proposals
to ICEIDA, which made financial
contributions toward the projects.

Getting a fair price for their catch and
minimizing waste during high season
were common priorities, so Sewalanka
provided training to build marketing
skills, diversify livelihoods and increase
efficiency.

All 25 CBOs are implementing their
livelihood projects and some are
already generating income.They have
begun such activities as dry fish
production, small equipment sales,
establishing collective purchasing and
marketing initiatives, and acquiring
deep freezers for short-term fish
storage. They have also started
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New Vocational Center Opens

Twenty-five youths make their way
to a new vocational center tucked
behind the Sewalanka Foundation
Ampara coastal office. It is the first
day of a training program in which
they will learn critical skills to get
jobs in an in-demand profession.

The excited youth are ordinary in
almost every way. But when this
mostly female group settles into
their seats for training in the male-
dominated vocation of welding, they
are helping to break down gender
stereotypes in Sri Lanka.

Sewalanka’s new vocational center in
Ampara opened on January 1, 2009.
The center, which will eventually offer
courses in electronics repair, masonry,
carpentry, English language and
computer training, began with a six-
month course in welding.

Twenty-five students—15 women and
10 men—were chosen from the
surrounding disadvantaged villages
after going through an application and
interview process.

Tuition to the program is free, and for
youth who have not thrived
academically or have missed out on
schooling due to conflict, displacement
or poverty, vocational training offers a

potential lifeline and opportunity for a
brighter future.

Swiss Contact, which is the primary
funder of the vocational center,

Above > Twenty-five young women
and men welding in the first pro-
gram on offer at Sewalanka’s new
vocational center in Ampara.

individual small-scale livelihood
activities—especially among widows
and women registered with the
CBOs—under revolving loan programs.

“The loan facilities are more efficient
and we can save through the CBO,”
says Padomanthi, a female committee
member on the Ampara FCS. “Before,
women couldn’t get loans. It was all
male oriented. Now we are
participating, raising chickens and
drying fish and we have access to the
loans too.” Some CBOs have launched
aquaculture programs under the
guidance and supervision of Sewalanka

officers so that they can farm fish
intensively and manage output. These
new alternative livelihood methods are
particularly valuable in communities
where fishing restrictions exist.

“The fact that these communities
were able to identify and prioritize
their most pressing needs and then,
with the Sewalanka mobilizers,
formulate solutions, develop livelihood
proposals and prepare business plans
and realistic budgets is wonderful.
They have never done anything of this
scope. This experience has also
increased their interaction with local

authorities,” says Maheeni S.
Singappuli, Sewalanka’s Fisheries
Program Manager.

By creating a central, local base for
community fishing activity and by
building the harvesting and
management capacity of community
members and CBO leaders, ICEIDA
and Sewalanka have had a major
impact on Sri Lanka’s most vulnerable
coastal villages.

provided a specialized trainer for the
welding program.

The trainees gain practical knowledge
by carrying out supervised work and
the government certifies the trained
apprentices as welding specialists at
the conclusion of the program.

Sewalanka’s vocational center aims to
help young people become productive
members of society by teaching skills
in trades that lead to well-paying jobs.

“We were impressed that so many
female applicants were interested in
our welding program. We see it as a
great opportunity to not only teach a
vocation, but highlight gender equality
issues in a subtle but powerful way,”
says Robin Susleen, part of the
Sewalanka Ampara Coastal Team.

“We hope that we continue to have
strong interest from both young
women and young men as we launch
new training programs at the center.”
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Art Imitating Life

Left > Youth perform-
ing at the district-wide
drama competition.

Drama is a form of expression that
can be an outlet for one’s emotions.
This January, Sewalanka and Force of
Nature Foundation (FON) organized a
district-wide drama competition for
youth in Trincomalee in collaboration
with the Zonal Education Department
of Kuchchaveli.

The performers were asked to develop
plays about social issues that
concerned them. Drama therapy as it
is called by Sewalanka’s Psychosocial
team, encourages young people to
enact their thoughts and express their
fears as a healthy release of anxiety.
“It is very effective in reaching out to
the children,” says Amuthan
Thanabalasundaram, Project Manager
of Sewalanka’s Psychosocial
Wellbeing team. Amuthan notes that
these youth tend to express only two
emotions—anger and happiness.
Drama therapy helps them explore
other feelings. 

Around 200 students from 20 schools
and 50 children from 4 children’s
homes participated in the competition,
with the assistance of approximately
100 teachers, trainers and helpers. The
youth were divided into two age
groups of 7 to 15 and 16 to 18. The
competition was held on January 24,
concluding with the awards ceremony
on January 31, at Nilaweli Tamil
Mahavidyala.

“We wanted to create awareness
within the communities through the
youth,” says  Amuthan. “Also the
drama competition was used as a
platform to recognize pressing
concerns that need to be addressed
within the communities. In the future,
the Psychosocial team will be working
on the issues emphasized during the
competition.” The plays covered such
themes as the ethnic conflict,

substance abuse, the tsunami,
domestic violence, gender-based
violence and internal displacement.
There were six winners in total, all of
whom showcased their plays at the
awards ceremony.

Two children’s homes, Annai Sharatha
Childrens’ Home and Grace Home,
won the first place prize with the
social theme of family violence.
Second place was awarded to Al-
Aksha School for their enactment of
‘unity in diversity’ and Al-Athan
Vidyala School for ‘punishment’. Third
place went to Ilamsudar School for
‘Defeating alcoholism through
knowledge’ and Irahu Kandy Al-
Ahamra School for its play on
child abuse.

The awards ceremony drew a large
audience, including government and
military officials—exposing them to a
number of messages about key issues
facing the community in an
entertaining and at times humorous
way. The Zonal Education Department
and Sewalanka awarded trophies and
certificates to the performers.

“This is a real encouragement for the
children of Trincomalee. They were
able to interact with other children and
enjoy themselves and showcase their
talents,” said Sivapriya Sinnapandiyan,
a member of the Psychosocial team.
“This drama competition acts as an

ice-breaker, allowing the children to
lose their reservations.”

The Monitoring Officer for the
Psychosocial team, Ashanti
Edirisinghe, said, “When you see what
comes from inside them, their view of
the world, etched with stories of fear
and hope around them, their innocence
put on show, they pull at your
heartstrings. Sewalanka recognized
the need for psychosocial support for
children who have been the victims of
such conflicting issues connected with
the ongoing war and the tsunami.
Their ideas for the plays were
conditioned by incidents from their
own lives and this is where the
Sewalanka field team picks up clues to
the problems that need to be
addressed in the future.”

Adds Amuthan, “Of course, the pride
they feel when they perform before
such a large audience at our awards’
day ceremony cannot be explained,
only seen and felt. The smiles and
laughter on the faces of the children
demonstrated that, at least for now,
Sewalanka is helping create some
sense of normalcy in a situation that is,
for all purposes, far from normal for
any child.”
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Improving Food Security

Water is a vital element in agriculture.
Proper water management can
contribute to bountiful harvests. So for
most communities in Sri Lanka’s dry
zones, where agriculture is a primary
means of living, a good network of
irrigation channels is  important.

“Sewalanka Foundation partnered
with Join Together Society of Korea
(JTS) to address the pressing issue of
poorly conditioned tanks and channels
and the need for wells in these
communities,” says Tharanga
Ranasinghe, the project coordinator
who helped implement the Improving
Food Security in the Dry Zone of Sri
Lanka venture. “The project had four
components: the rehabilitation and
construction of irrigation systems,
agricultural input distribution,
introducing technology and capacity
building activities in the Anuradhapura
District.”

In Katupathwewa village, the villagers
had constructed a small dam to help
them accumulate water to cultivate
their crops, but they faced the
problem of directing the water flow
out to their paddy lands. Sewalanka
worked with the community to
construct channels.

The channels were built by
constructing earth bunds. Pipes were
fixed to supply water to the paddy
fields. A new concrete sluice and a
mechanical sluice gate was installed
in the existing water reservoir to
control the water flow to the channels.

Next, the project focused on
rehabilitating a tank for the villages
around Islander Center. Kirimetiyawa
tank in Katupathwewa was selected
for its potential to irrigate more land
than other tanks. It is connected to
the irrigation network in the area and

therefore can provide water for other
tanks and channels to ensure
continuous water supply.

The tank’s sluices, which weren’t
operational, were re-constructed. We
made repairs to the earth bund around
the tank, which was eroded and
damaged in several places. Previous
seasons saw farmers trying their best
to store water by blocking the
damaged sluices with sand bags. The
farmers had to dive in and place the
sand bags one on top of another to
control the flow of water which was a
dangerous task.

Eight agro-wells were built in areas
where water was not easily accessible
and where there was a challenge of
diverting the water through channels.

“Farmers had abandoned these lands
due to the scarcity of water. But they
are expected to gradually move back
and start cultivation again. The
difficulties faced earlier have been
significantly reduced. Now, the
farmers have a reliable source of
water from the rehabilitated tank and

channel and are able to cultivate
more,” says Tharanga

The project moved onto the next set of
activities: to invest in improving cattle-
rearing, a common livelihood activity in
dry zone. We purchased and
distributed quality inputs such as cattle,
cattle sheds, milking baskets, water
containers and the necessary basic
animal medications. The project
covered 10 selected families from four
villages based on their poverty and
vulnerability status. To ensure the
sustainability of this activity,
Sewalanka has started a long-term
program of promoting organic
agriculture in the area. These families
will be absorbed into that by mobilizing
them to use cow dung as an organic
fertilizer for cultivation.

Many farmers also face several
economical constraints in purchasing
high-quality seed paddy, which comes
to the market at high prices. As a
result, several farmers use low-quality
seed paddy or sometimes just skip
cultivation. Sewalanka selected 20
families with the help of the Grama
Niladhari and the Divisional Secretary.
Each farmer received inputs for one-
and-a-half acres of paddy cultivation.

Finally, JTS-Korea provided modern
agricultural machinery: three sets of
combine harvesters, rice milling
machines and planting machines to be
used by the farming villages. Training
on this equipment will be coordinated
at Sewalanka’s Islander Center.

“Sewalanka Foundation will continue
working on ground-level activities,”
says Tharanga. “This project has
successfully reached many of its aims
and we hope to achieve more working
along with JTS in the future.”Above > Selected farmers recieved

high-quality seed for paddy cultivation.
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Caring to Share

Volunteers bring fresh ideas and
energy to an organization. Their
efforts can expand the organization’s
capacity and help forge stronger and
broader links between communities.

Jordan Lassaline, a Canadian chef, is a
volunteer who joined Sewalanka
Foundation on a short-term placement
of two months.  This is one of several
new opportunities arising within
Sewalanka for foreign volunteers who
want to share their skills with local
staff and gain their own learning
experience.

Sewalanka’s Islander Center is the
hub of our training and meeting
activities. The center routinely hosts
visitors from various countries and
cultures who have a wide range of
food preferences beyond traditional Sri
Lankan rice and curry. Sewalanka
saw this need as an opportunity for the
Center’s cooking staff to learn new
international dishes and sought a
qualified chef who would be interested
in a short-term volunteer placement.

In his home in Stratford, Ontario,
Jordan works as a chef at a seasonal
restaurant and during the off season
he teaches at a culinary school. In late
March, he arrived in Sri Lanka and
began living at the Islander Center
training a group of eight cooking staff
on a range of dishes. Classes are
conducted from Monday to Friday
from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m.

“I mostly planned to set certain menus
in place like breakfast items, lunch
items, desserts and special events and
dinner menus. We are using local,
organic ingredients to develop new
recipes for international visitors. For
example, we now prepare a kurukkan
bread and a red rice and sesame bread
using products from the farm. I also

wanted to get the staff familiar with
the kitchen equipment and organize the
kitchen management and food storage
systems,” says Jordan.

He started teaching the group on how
to make breads, vegetarian and fish
dishes and, the group’s favorite, ice
cream. Jordan has been embraced by
the local staff and is considered more
than a teacher to most. Visiting
villagers, exploring the organic farm
and tasting the local dishes are all part
of Jordan’s day.

“One of the things I have realized is
that I enjoy teaching cooking as much
as working. This is a great experience
for me to work in an Asian country, to
understand the people and their ways.
Even the language barrier is a learning
experience as a teacher. As a person,
I am learning to be patient and also
respect the culture here,” adds Jordan.

Voluntourism is quite different from a
vacation. It is an emerging trend as
more travelers exhibit an interest in
actively engaging with the places they
visit, rather than simply lying on a
beach or passively taking in the sights
and sounds of another country.
Voluntourism allows people to share
their skills and talents while gaining an

in-depth and often unique perspective
of a travel destination.
It is also highly beneficial for the
volunteer organizations. “At
Sewalanka, we have found that there
are several areas in which we can use
specific expertise, such as database
development, photography training,
etc., but the need is not a long-term
one. Often—and ideally—the
knowledge can be passed on to our
staff quite quickly,” says Program
Director Amanda Kiessel. “The
voluntourism model is therefore a
perfect one for our organization. We
fill a knowledge gap and the volunteer
gets a rewarding and enriching travel
experience.”

Jordan agrees. “I am learning a lot.
One of the staff members is teaching
me Sri Lankan cooking, like making
pineapple and woodapple jam, so there
is an exchange of cooking knowledge.
I have always appreciated volunteer
work and believe that everybody
should do something to help.

“Volunteering gives people
opportunities to learn and gain
experience that isn’t available at work
or home lives,” he says. “I am
enjoying it a lot so far.”

Left >  Jordan
Lassaline, a
“voluntourist”,
is seen train-
ing cooking
staff at the
Islander
Center on
International
dishes.
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Reviving Sri Lankan Art Traditions

Seven Sri Lankan artists returned from
Thailand after receiving training at Pho
Chang College of Arts and Crafts from
January 12 to March 10, 2009.

Sewalanka and the Spirit in Education
Movement of Thailand developed this art
initiative to help artists in rural areas
pursue their passion. The program began
in July 2008 with a one-month training
workshop at Islander Center for 23
artists under the guidance of two
renowned Thai artists. In December, an
art exhibition of the students’ work
related to social issues took place in
Colombo and seven artists were chosen
to visit Thailand to study art further.

In Thailand, the curriculum covered
traditional art, sculpture, etching and
modern art. The students visited
numerous temples and learned the origins

of art, how it has evolved, and how
meticulously expressive a simple mural,
painting or sculpture can be.

The Sri Lankan students were invited to
participate in the International Art
Workshop and Exhibition in Chiang Rai

in early February and displayed their
works along with artists from 17 other
countries. The University also organized
an exhibition for the Sri Lankan and Thai
artists at the Poh Chang College Gallery
in March. The revival of both
contemporary and traditional Buddhist
art was evident at the exhibition.

“Sri Lanka and Thailand have a long
history of exchange,” says Harsha
Kumara Navaratne, the Chairman of the
Sewalanka Foundation.

“On multiple occasions, we have turned
to each other to revive our religious and
cultural traditions. We hope that this
historical event will not only contribute
to the development of these young artists,
but also contributes to the revival of Sri
Lanka’s artistic traditions and our long
and fruitful relationship with Siam.”

This March, Venerable Pomnyun
Sunmin of North Korea visited Sri
Lanka on invitation by the Sewalanka
Foundation. A Buddhist monk and
founder of South Korea’s Jung To (or
Blessed Land) Society, he works to
promote Buddhist teachings that
address modern ills. He  actively
promotes peace and understanding
between North and South Korea.

First, he addressed religious clergy at
the Islander Center on the crisis in the
North.Later, Ven. Pomnyun met a
mixed delegation of clergy from
Religious Action Allience at
Trincomalee. There, he urged them to
put aside their fears and suspicions
and to help the displaced people. This,
he said, was the true path to

reconciliation and reunification, and he
pledged to help the war-displaced
people to fight hunger. He has actively
tried to reduce the appalling
dimensions of the famine in North
Korea where he calculated some three
million people had died.

Ven. Pomnyun, conveyed his complex
vision for ‘a new humane society’
simply. What the world needs, he says,
is “Open minds, good friends, and a
clean Earth.”

Dr. Jonathan Watts, a researcher,
writer and executive member of the
International Network of Engaged
Budhist (INEB) was in Sri Lanka in
mid-March.

With the help of Sewalanka, he met
various Buddhist leaders like Ven.
Anunayake Thero and lecturers at
the Peradeniya University of Sri
Lanka, specifically to finish his
research paper on the Sri Lankan
Sangha.

After, he conducted a training
program on principles and activities
of INEB for university students and
young clergy at the Islander Center.

A New Humane
Society

Jonathan Watts
Visits Sri Lanka

Above >  Ven. Pomnyun Sunmin.

Above > Seven of the 23 art students
recieved an opporunity to study in
Thailand.
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Micro enterprises are often able to lift
families out of poverty, but many poor
people are unable to start such
enterprises because they lack capital.
Borrowing from traditional banking
institutions and money lenders is often
impossible or too costly.

More than 16 million of the world’s
poorest people have successfully used
microcredit to establish a position in
their local marketplace. Pradeep
Rohan is one of them. He worked at
large garment factory in Koggala,
near Galle, for 12 years as a tailor.
Pradeep left his secure job to start a
sewing business of his own. It was
viewed as a big risk by his peers.

Because he didn’t have much capital,
Pradeep was forced to start small
with only two sewing machines. Three
years later, he is the proud owner of a
fast-growing garment business
because of the financial support of
Sewa Finance.

Sewa Finance started its Galle
operations in July 2006, focusing on
the investment needs of
micro-entrepreneurs in the district.

Sewa Finance headquarters has a
new home in Maharagama, a suburb
south of Colombo. The move to the
new office at 216/1 Dehiwela Road
took place in March 2009.

Now staff can travel between
Sewalanka headquarters and Sewa
Finance in a few short minutes,

Sewa Finance Office Moves
facilitating increased face-to-face
interaction between staff from the
two organizations.

The space is also less expensive than
the previous office, supporting Sewa
Finance’s aim to decrease
administrative costs while providing
high-quality services for its clients.

“I feel that this place is more
comfortable for us as a microfinance
organization,” says Renuka
Rathnahewage, CEO of Sewa
Finance. “It shows everybody that
we are doing microfinance services
for poor people to uplift their
livelihood activities.”

Turning Good Ideas into Great Profits

Among the would-be entrepreneurs
were farmers, retailers, mill owners
and fishers.

Sewa Finance works through
community-based organizations
(CBOs) to give disadvantaged people
the opportunity to work themselves
out of poverty and to be treated as
responsible, productive agents with
the capacity to improve their own
lives. It currently works with 66
CBOs in the region.

Pradeep’s mother was a member of
the Nawoda Sewa CBO in Galle and
she persuaded him to join as well.
After putting forward his business
plan to the CBO for assessment, he
was approved for a loan of
Rs. 40,000.

“With the Sewa Finance loan I was
able to expand my business and buy
four new sewing machines,” said
Pradeep.  He went on to apply for a
second and third loan of Rs. 50,000
each. Pradeep used the money to buy
six sewing machines and employ
additional tailors.

“We get orders from big shops in
Galle town for our tailored trousers.
Now, I have 12 sewing machines and
four employees working under me. I
hope to expand my business starting
in a new building in the coming
season,” he happily added.

Since 2006, Sewa Finance has
disbursed close to Rs. 53 million in
Galle to 1,709 female and 182 male
beneficiaries for enterprise
development. The loans have had a
significant positive effect, particularly
in communities that were ravaged by
the tsunami.

“During the past two-and-a-half
years, Sewa Finance has been
working with disaster-affected and
interior poor communities across the
district,” noted Siripala Gamage,
Assistant Credit Manager of Sewa
Finance in Galle.

“We are also expanding our financial
services further inland. We have seen
the success of providing specialized
financial services that help to
strengthen these communities for
sustainable development.”


