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t is almost three years
since the terrible terrorist
scourge was overcome
militarily. The dead cannot
be restored to life and the
maimed cannot have their

natural limbs restored. But
buildings are being repaired or
built anew, agricultural lands
demined and put under the
plough, and livelihoods are
being restored as life returns to
normal. And yet, a durable
political peace continues to
elude us. 

The internally displaced are
not all resettled; the political
grievances that led to the con-
flict remain unresolved, while
some live in denial that there
are genuine grievances; human-
rights violations have not been
laid bare, with honesty, fear and
suspicion still lurking in the
minds of many of our citizens.

It would be futile to expect the
Government alone to do every-
thing that is necessary. Civil
society and voluntary organisa-
tions have an undeniable
responsibility and an indispens-
able role to play. This is why
the efforts of the reconciliation
process must ultimately receive
the support of people at the
grassroots. We have to educate
our people to replace a culture
of violence created over
decades of conflict with a new
culture of peace. That is the
firmest foundation for economic
development and prosperity.

As a nation, we all face the
physical and psychological
debris of nearly three decades
of conflict. We can only over-
come this through new thinking
and hard work. While the
Government and civil society
engage in their own approaches,
fresh new thinking and action
has emerged from a surprising
quarter – the youth.

After the end of the conflict in
May 2009, a group of young
boys and girls voluntarily came
together to undertake an ambi-
tious programme of peace,
reconstruction and reconcilia-
tion reaching out to the youth of
the country. The resulting
organisation, Sri Lanka Unites
(SLU), has the unique distinc-
tion of being a spontaneous and
self-reliant initiative of students
targeting the 15-18 age group
between the O and A-Levels. In
the three-and-a-half years of its
existence, three Future Leaders
Conferences have been held,
attracting an attendance of 500-

800 students from all parts of
the country. An islandwide net-
work of firm friendships has
been established among stu-
dents of all ethnic groups and
religions, and SLU chapters
have been formed in several
schools in all the districts of Sri
Lanka, some of which have
barely emerged from the con-
flict. 

I have been privileged, and
even inspired, to be associated
with SLU as Chairman of its
Board of Trustees.

Describing its vision as, “to
unite the youth of all ethnic and
religious groups across Sri
Lanka in a movement that pro-
motes reconciliation, creating a
peaceful and prosperous nation
for future generations,” and stat-
ing its mission as, “to be a sym-
bol for, and an example of, the
powerful potential of united Sri
Lankans to work towards sus-
tainable development, peace and
prosperity,” the focal point of
activity has been the annual
four-day residential Future
Leaders Conferences. Two have
been held in Thulhiriya and one
at Trinity College, where the
students were privileged to have
an unexpected visit by President
Mahinda Rajapaksa. The next
conference is planned for Jaffna
College in August this year.

Another initiative conducted at
the end of last year was the 37-
day School Relations Bus Tour
in which SLU undertook the
following:

❏ Visited all the schools that
attended the Future Leaders
Conference and spoke at
school assemblies to intro-
duce the concept of SLU and
the importance of the
younger generation of Sri
Lankans getting involved in
reconciliation.

❏ Mentored the junior team of
SLU through the all-island
tour with a group of 25 top
student leaders from the
islandwide network. These
students were provided with
in-depth training in conflict-
transformation studies, recon-
ciliation and leadership.

❏ Conducted leadership work-
shops for schools in the
region.

❏ Introduced SLU school chap-
ters, principals and teachers
in charge to Champions of
Change partner schools and
the concept of the competi-
tion.

❏ Provided schools with lan-
guage-learning software and
an introduction to the all-
island trilingual school com-
petition in accordance with
the Government’s pro-
gramme objectives.

❏ Encouraged chapters and
schools to use the Sri Lanka
Unites Guide Book on post-
conflict transformation, rec-
onciliation and leadership.
SLU also introduced an
award for the school with the
highest number of Guide
Book completions for 2012.

SLU provides students with
the tools and a roadmap towards
a lasting peace in our land. The
youth volunteers in SLU have
become the agents of the
change that they want to see in
our society and in our mother-
land. 

As educated youth, they
remember what Nelson
Mandela said: “Education is the
most powerful weapon that you
can use to change the world.”

Sri Lanka Unites has
embarked on a nation-building
journey to heal the injury and
hurt our nation has suffered, so
that we will never again engage
in fratricidal conflict. It must be
given all the encouragement and
support it needs.

LEARNING FROM OUR YOUTH 
Jayantha Dhanapala lauds the youth of our nation for setting an 
example of how to seek reconciliation at this crucial juncture
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The writer is the President of Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs and 
was UN Under-Secretary-General for Disarmament Affairs from 1998 to 2003. 

We have to educate our
people to replace a culture 
of violence created over
decades of conflict with 
a new culture of peace…


