Sri Lanka’s young peacebuilders; changemakers of the present

The youth of Sri Lanka largely remains an untapped resource in the country’s road to recovery from the long-lasting armed conflict that ended in
2009. Peacebuilding efforts in Sri Lanka, have largely lacked the engagement of youth, despite the fact that individuals between the age of 18 to 29
amounting to over quarter of the population are essential to achieve sustainable peace.

Convinced by the potential for youth to be agents of change, UN Volunteers Sri Lanka initiated the #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program in
partnership with UNFPA, with the support of the UN Peacebuilding Fund and the German Government, to empower young leaders to become
community peacebuilders. The program empowers youth to become active partners in peacebuilding efforts at local, provincial and national levels
in Sri Lanka while facilitating regional and global connectivity for the youth.

UNYV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program was conducted in three phases with emphasis on the Northern, Eastern, Central and Southern
provinces of the country. The first phase was the “Training of Leaders” which focused on developing young people’s competencies to become
community leaders and peacebuilders. The second phase focused on following up with these young leaders to implement their own peacebuilding
initiatives which were developed at the initial trainings. During this Second phase, participants could also get the guidance to develop and implement
their peacebuilding projects from the mentors with the support of UN Volunteers Sri Lanka and the United Network of Young Peacebuilders
(UNOY). As the third phase of the program, young leaders from all four provinces were brought together to be trained as empowered advocates for
peace, under the program “Training of Advocates”. During the “Training of Advocates”, they together developed an advocacy strategy for
peacebuilding in Sri Lanka within the scope of reconciliation, transitional justice and equality.

After this "Training of Advocates", UN Volunteers Sri Lanka supported those young peacebuilders to organize field visits to the Northern, Southern,
Eastern and Central provinces to further understand the needs and the context of each province to develop detailed advocacy activity plans on three
themes; ‘Reconciliation’, ‘Transitional Justice’ and ‘Equality on Justice’, with the support of Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and
Development of Germany. Upon completion of the four field visits, #Youth4Peace advocates decided to implement two advocacy action plans: 1)
awareness program on reconciliation and transitional justice; and 2) educational program for children in the Northern and Southern provinces.

These trainings have been instrumental in empowering young people in engaging in peace initiatives in Sri Lanka and most importantly in providing
young people a safe space to express themselves, to learn and interact with other young people from different ethnicities and religions.

The program’s youth-centric approach is directly aligned with the UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2250 on Youth, Peace and Security that
was unanimously adopted in 2015, recognizing the positive role that young people play in promoting peace and preventing violence.

The following stories are a first-hand account of the youth who participated in the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program including youth
who collaborated with the participants during the implementation phase of their peacebuilding projects. The views and opinions expressed in this
book are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the UN or any of its agencies.
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UN SE[:UHITY I:UUNGIL RESOLUTION 2250 [2015]
'ON YOUTH, PEACE AND SECURITY

Today's generation of youth “ Youth should actively be
is THE LARGEST the world has engaged in shaping lasting

ever known, and... young T PEACE and contributing to
people aften form the Y T H JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION Ty
majority of the population of

COUNTRIES AFFECTED BY ARMED

CONFLICTY Y

“ A large youth population
“ Disruption of youth's access = YOUNG WOMEN AND YOUNG MEN presents A UNIOUE
to EDUCATION AND ECONODMIC = DIFFERENT BACKGROUNDS et DEMOGRAPHIC dividend that
OPPORTUNITIES has a dramatic can contribute to lasting
impact on durable peace and peace and economic
recanciliation 79 prosperity if INCLUSIVE
POLICIES are in place 79

1. PARTICIPATION

» Member States should consider ways to increase Inclusive representation of youth in decision-making at all
lewels for the prevention and resolution of conflict

« Al relevant actors should take into account, as appropriate, the partcipation and views of youth when
negotiating and implementing peace agreements

l_ = All partdes to armed conflict must take the necessary measures to protect civilians, including those who are
youth, from all forms of sexual and gender-based violence
- States must respect and ensure the human rights of all individuals, including youth, within their territory

= Member States should facilitate an enabling environment in which young people are recognised and
provided adequate support to implement violence prevention activities and support social cohesion

= all relevant actors should promote a culture of peace, tolerance, intercultural and interreligious dialogue
that involve youth

[ O 4. PARTNERSHIP

= Member States should increase their political, inancial, technical and logistical support , that take account
of the needs and participation of youth | n peace efforts

= Member States should engage relevant local communities and non-governmental actors in developing
strategies to counter the violent extremist narrative

5. DISENGAGEMENT AND REINTEGRATION

« Disarmament, demobilization and reintegration activities must consider the needs of youth affected by
armed conflict, including through evidence-based and gender-sensitive youth employment
opportunities and inclusive labour policies

all relevant actors should invest in building young persons’ capabiliies and skills through relevant
education opportunities designed in & manner which promotes a culture of peace

# NEXT STEPS

The United Matons will work to improve the eoordination and interaction regarding the needs of youth during
armed conflicts and post-conflict situatons

The UN Secretary-General will carry out a progress study on the youth’s positive contribution to peace processes
and conflict resolution in order to recommend effective responses at local, national, regional and international
levels and make the results of the study available

For more information, please visit www.youthdpeace.info
The ful text of Security Councll Resolution 2250 (2015) & evaiable HERE
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“I strongly believe that the youth of this country need to be involved in both politics and peacebuilding in order to
create positive peace in Sri Lanka.”

The topic of peace, how to achieve it, how to sustain it and the consequences of war has been a long time interest of mine. The urge to be part of a
more active peacebuilding effort became more profound after the 2018 anti-Muslim riots in Teldeniya. As a resident of Teldeniya, I was surprised at
the rapid progression of the violence and the spread of malice among the youth through social media. We also witnessed the influx of outside parties,
perpetrating the unrest based on the clash between two groups, who happened to be Sinhalese and Muslims. This was a major turning point for me and
how I saw racial violence and I knew I had to do something to stop instances of communal violence from erupting in the future.

I am an active member of the Socialist Youth Union, the youth wing of the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP). We were already planning to launch
a project against racism, and stop politicians from using racism to their benefit to gain advantage in their constituency when I participated in the first
UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program.

The key takeaway for me from the sessions, apart from the learnings about peacebuilding and the role of advocacy, was our interaction with the other
participants from across Sri Lanka, representing the many faiths and communities. It was an opportunity to understand the issues they faced and their
viewpoints on the many issues that plagued our country. It also made me empathize with their view of peace and reconciliation and the need to be
recognized as equals.

The training and workshops discussed on several topics related to peace and reconciliation extensively, including conflict resolution, which I was
able to share with my colleagues at the Socialist Youth Union and improve the proposed plans for our own awareness initiative.

With the support of several other organizations, members of the Socialist Youth Union conducted the project in four stages. We visited 150 villages
across Sri Lanka, speaking to local representatives and civil service representatives including the police, the Grama Niladari and community leaders
about their wives on racism and efforts that needed to be made to prevent it from engulfing the country in chaos. We then took to the streets, together
with these people creating awareness among the residents of the villages about racism and its repercussions.

The project included several other initiatives that brought people from different religious beliefs together for community service campaigns, inviting
non-muslims to participate in Ramadan festivities and organizing a Dansala for the Poson full moon with the active participation individuals from
all faiths. Our organization also celebrated the Day of Brotherhood, at both district and national level, where we brought all religious leaders onto
one platform and held a discussion on the 23rd of July, the day marking the horrific events of July 1983 also commonly referred to as “Black July”.

The Socialist Youth Union also organized a bicycle rally, where riders from all four corners of Sri Lanka rode to Colombo, spreading the message of
peace en route. The rally culminated in, an outdoor get-together in Nugegoda where members handed out several books that celebrated the lives of
people who sacrificed their lives to fight racism.

Overall the project was a success and I believe we were able to change people’s perspectives on racism. There were both positive and negative
responses from the people we spoke with; there were those who became emotional, some of those who became scared and didn’t want to be part of
this effort, and others who overtly rejected the idea. Speaking with some people who attended the event, we realized that they had no understanding
about racism and its implications. They were simply following popular opinion, when spreading racist sentiments. They knew what the words peace,
reconciliation and coexistence meant, but did not understood it in context and what the reality of it was.

On a more positive note, there were those whom we met and spoke to, during the awareness campaigns, who supported us to take our message
forward. We hope to continue this initiative and help create awareness against racism, throughout the country.

People are quick to blame politics for everything but no one is willing to get involved. I want to be a peacebuilder and change this country. My goal
is to enter politics and fight racism. I want to change the political landscape of the country. Until the political system remains as it is now, the
suffering we endure won’t change.

I strongly believe that the youth of this country need to be involved in both politics and peace building in order to create positive peace in Sri Lanka.
When you look at the incidents that took place in the recent past, it is evident that the youth were involved in spreading racist sentiments. The power
they wield can be used for a positive cause for the betterment of society. Until Sri Lanka achieves positive peace, I hope to carry on my efforts to
stop racism being used as a weapon to spread hate and violence.

Bhanuka Lakshan Liyanagunawardhana is a 25-year-old from Theldeniya, and has been involved in peacebuilding in Sri Lanka for over a year. His
work is focused on creating awareness among communities at grassroots level, on how racism is being used to create communal disharmony, by
politicians for their advantage. He is also keen on entering politics with the aim of changing the political landscape in the country while continuing
his efforts to establish equality among communities and achieve positive peace in Sri Lanka. He is currently studying at the Rajarata University.
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“I strongly feel we need to change the attitudes of our people, because even with the war behind us, we have seen many
instances of violence on ethnic lines, like the Digana incident taking place.”

When most people think of Galle, .The First thing that comes in to our mind is The old clock tower, the ramparts and the charming old houses full
of character and bustling with life. But there is much more to Galle including the Kottawa Arboretum, a protected rainforest reserve that most don’t
know about. I guess it was growing up in the midst of all this that may have influenced my passion for the environment.

I was already working with the SLYCAN Trust when [ first participated in the UNV #Youth4peace Capacity Building Program. Our work includes
support for local efforts to address impacts of climate change, environmental protection, animal welfare, as well as social and economic issues
hindering social justice through policy advocacy, action campaigns, ground level action, outreach and networking with like-minded organizations,
awareness creation and capacity building.

Peace was not a concept I thought much of, and the concept of peace, as I and most other Sri Lankans saw it, was the end of the war. When the war
ended, for most of us it was a time to get on with the bigger projects that we had envisioned without the worry of an act of terrorism or state of
emergency.

It is not that we were not aware of the ground reality. In my case, my best friend at University was from Jaffna and through her I was familiar with
the problems that the northern people faced and even visited her home during the ceasefire. The house she had grown up in was in shambles; beyond
repair. But, this was during the war, when the conversations were never around peace and achieving sustainable, universal peace.

I grasped the concept of a sustainable peace only after attending the first phase of UNV #  Capacity Building Program, which taught us to be leaders
in peacebuilding in our own communities. This interaction encouraged me to engage in more programs in the area of peacebuilding and understand
the needs of each community.

During the conversation and on the sidelines of the program opened my eyes to the real suffering of the people of the North and the hardships and
trauma they endured. It changed my life and made me realize that I needed to expand my scope of work to include this field as well, and do more
work, to the community, in order to avoid another conflict like this in Sri Lanka.

In subsequent sessions, we went on to learn about clarity in what we were advocating for and how we should conduct ourselves in the process. Each
of us were encouraged to take on projects that we felt would positively impact the affected communities and further the awareness for sustainable
peace. This prompted me to look at linking the work I was already doing in mitigating climate change and the environment with peace building.

The concept of environmental peacebuilding has been practiced in other countries, though it was a new concept to Sri Lanka. While researching this
topic, I also realized that quite a significant number of conflicts have their roots to the lack of environmental resources such as water and land. On
the other hand, conflicts have caused significant environmental degradation, including habitats losses and oil and chemical pollution. I wanted to
focus on this aspect and engage youth from both the North and the South in re-growing lost green cover.

At the time I was engaged in a mangrove restoration project of SLYCAN Trust in collaboration with Marine Environment Protection Authority
(MEPA),and had access to all the information I needed to mobilize the project. We conducted the first mangrove planting project in Jaffna, which
had lost significant swaths of mangrove forests and other vegetation due to the bombings. We brought together Sinhalese, Tamils and Muslims youth
to work together to plant 500 mangrove saplings in that area. It was a novel and neutral platform for youth from North and South to meet and engage
with each other. It was interesting to note that they communicated with each other despite the communication barriers they faced. There was a sense
of unity, and they were eager to communicate with each other.

UNV #Youth4Peace participants also conducted field visits to all the provinces in order to understand the extent of the damage caused by the war
and familiarize ourselves with the problems faced by each province. Although most of the problems were similar, there were problems that were
unique to each area and it was a massive learning experience that gave us valuable insights, that could be used for better coordination and plan
projects across Sri Lanka.

We are now planning for a mangrove restoration project in the South and hope to mobilize a multicultural group of youth from across Sri Lanka in
the initiative.

I strongly feel we need to change the attitudes of our people, because even with the war behind us, we have seen on many occasions of violence on
ethnic lines, like the Digana incident which took place. One of the issue could be the lack of real understanding about the cultural aspects and values
of other communities. We also need political support for this. That is where this change should begin.

We have also collectively built a strategy to localize UNSCR 2250: United Nations Security Council Resolution 2250, which recognizes that “young
people play an important and positive role in the maintenance and promotion of international peace and security”. This will go a long way in reaching
out to the youth of Sri Lanka and mobilizing them on the course of positive and sustainable peace.

Buddhika Dhananji Ranadheera is a 31-year old from Galle, and has been involved in peacebuilding for over 9 months. Her work is focused on
bringing communities together through environmental peacebuilding. She wants to use her efforts in peacebuilding to change attitudes and create
and understanding about different cultures, in order to create positive peace in minds of the people. She currently works as the Deputy Director
(Programmes and Research) at SLYCAN Trust.
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“It is important to get the young population involved in the peace process and be guided on the right path before it’s too
late, our future depends on it.”

Like several young people at my age, I was born during the civil war in Kandy, Sri Lanka., passionately called the Hill Capital and home to my
ancestry, was not spared the ravages of the war. In 1998, the Temple of the Sacred Tooth, in the heart of the city, was attacked, rocking us to the core.
Despite this and the many other incidents of death and destruction reported all around us, we tried to live as normally as possible, going on with our
daily tasks of work, school, social engagements and even the odd road trip or pilgrimage. Spanning over three decades, most of us were numb to the
notion of a civil war and lived life the best we could.

It was probably seeing and experiencing all this unrest around me that prompted me to take an active role in peace and reconciliation related
initiatives at a very young age. Back in 2009, after the war with the Tamil separatists finally ended, I was expecting to live in a very different Sri
Lanka. Ten years on, I feel we have not built a foundation for sustainable peace nor the groundwork for the inclusive development I envisioned.

I was desperate for an era of peace where all Sri Lankans lived unitedly and worked as one to achieve the country’s full economic potential. In my
pursuit of exploring peace, I even created a few short films and documentaries based on this topic. However, even I struggled to discuss or communi-
cate the concept of sustainable peace through any of these endeavours.

This is when I participated in the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program. I was a bit skeptical at first, having attended several workshops
organized by various other organizations and finding that none of them fully fostered the concept of sustainable peace.

The UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program helped us understand the concept of reconciliation and made us realize that peace was perceived
differently by each community that were directly and indirectly affected by the war.

We were also trained on implementing our own peacebuilding initiatives, which added a new dimension of personal involvement as a peacebuilder
and helped us explore the concept further within our own community. I decided to conduct research on the March 2018 anti-Muslim riots in Digana,
a bustling little town in Kandy. Living not too far from the incident, I was witness to the violence and the repercussions it had on the wider communi-
ty in Kandy. Speaking to some of the affected in the aftermath, left a deep emotional scar and provoked me to ask for questions, about youth and
peace. Questions as to why racism continued to trigger communal disharmony, several years after the country saw the end of a 30-year long civil war.

In my opinion, the community in Digana lived in coexistence for years when interfaith and inter-religious activity was part of day to day life.
Therefore, the occurrence of communal riots was an unexpected turn of events. The main objective of the research was to understand the link
between the youth and the Digana anti- Muslim riots, the reason behind the participation of youth, why the communal riots happened and measures
that can be taken to prevent such an occurrence in the future.

Exploring the topic of “Youth and anti Muslim riot in Kandy, Sri Lanka building resilience and resistance against racism and violence among youth’,
I was curious to find out how we missed out on the opportunity to get youth involved in the peace process as a country and what we need to do
towards achieving sustainable peace.

Analysing incidents of communal disharmony post 2009, I realized there was significant increase in the involvement of young Sri Lankans in their
early 20s, in spreading racist sentiments and messages of hate through popular social media and chat platforms. On the ground, its was a much older
group that was involved. According to police reports on the Digana incident, majority of those arrested in connection with the incident were over 28
years and engaged in informal jobs.

Many groups blamed the youth for spreading messages of hate and instigating violence, but when you analyse their communication patterns and the
words that they used to express their thoughts, feelings and ideas, you come to the realization that most of these young people are unaware of non-vi-
olent communication and tend to lead chaotic and frustrated lives, which inadvertently translates into hate speech and racist sentiments.

My research also pointed to some level of political manipulation of the youth, which I am keen on exploring further. I wanted to find a way through
my research to get youth to move in the correct direction towards peacebuilding. I am hoping that my research will lead me to find a sustainable
mechanism of disengaging youth from instigating communal disharmony. Some of these youths may even harbour dreams of entering politics. If we
appoint leaders who support racism and instigate communal disharmony, this country and its people will have to face yet another catastrophe.

Therefore, it is important to get the young population involved in the peace process and be guided on the right path before it’s too late, our future
depends on it. If we don’t identify the underlying issues, that drive them to instigate violence, our efforts to establish peace will not be successful.

Participating in the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program guided me to find clarity in what I wanted to do and helped me streamline the
thought process. The data I collected is currently being analysed, the first draft of research will be out by July this year. I want to release the findings
of this research into the society, so that the future generation uses these findings as a lesson, to guide them on how to avoid communal disparity. As
a young peace builder, I want to take the lessons I learnt from the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program forward, and find ways to contrib-
ute to positive peace in the country.

Dulanjaya Mahagamage is a 23-year old from Kandy, and has been involved in peacebuilding in Sri Lanka for 7 years. His work is focused on the
areas of environmental peace, the promotion and monitoring of human rights and peace education. He expects to use work in research to transform
the negative peace that exists in contemporary society into a positive and sustainable peace. He currently works as a freelance researcher.
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“I am now keen on working at the grassroot level, with other social advocates to create awareness through learning and
help people find the kind of peace that is needed for our country.”

Hailing from the deep south of Sri Lanka, we were not directly affected by the civil war that ended in 2009. Hambantota
was however deeply scared by the insurgencies in the 1989 to 1991 period, when the Janata Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP),
at the time more radical and plotting a coup against the government, were being hunted down by the security forces.
Though, this took place over a much shorter period compared to the civil war, it left the people of Hambantota forever
conscious of the threat to their way of day today life.

As aresult, a lot of what we thought about the war was influenced by the news and of course, living in the District of
the then President of Sri Lanka; Hambantota; by the political opinions of him and his allies.

This time around, there was a clear demarcation of the good guys and the bad guys. Or at least that is what I and most
of the people around me thought. I had built an opinion about the war and people of the North and believed that I was
right.

All this changed when I attended the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program. Over five days we learned more
about peace and also the role of advocacy and how we could stand up against spreading hate and violence against a
minority.

It was perhaps the first time I had interacted with so many youths from different communities across Sri Lanka. With
each participant sharing their personal journey, their experience during the war and what people in their communities
thought about the war, made me question the preconceived notions about peace and the people in the North.

I didn’t consider how the people in the North felt about the war and what peace meant to them. Hearing the many stories
by the participants, I was emotionally distraught and realized that we don’t understand the trauma they faced and
continue to face even after the war ended.

One of the young women participating in the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program related an incident where
she pressed her hands against her ears and ran for cover when an aircraft flew over her school during a parade. This was
the result of the trauma she and many others like her, faced during the air raids that were carried out at the height of the
war. [ didn’t realize how war had affected the innocent civilians whose lives were caught in the crossfire.

I also didn’t understand why some communities were opposed to the war monuments that were erected in honour of
the many soldiers who lost their lives over the 30 years. My opinion also changed from persisting that they should
remain as they were a celebration of the heroic deeds of our soldiers. However, after listening to other viewpoints from
participants I felt the call to dismantle the monuments was justified and more thought was needed when erecting these
monuments, to make it more representative of everyone's struggle.

I would say this was a turning point for me and the beginning of my journey towards understanding the intricacies of
peacebuilding and depth of the concept. Armed with my new insight gained from my interaction with my new friends
from across Sri Lanka and the training we received at the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program I initiated
my own project to spread the message of peacebuilding. I chose to go back home to my roots and I wanted to change
the mindsets of the younger generation, by creating awareness.

Though on the surface, our village didn’t seem to have issues related to peace and coexistence, I believe it is because
they are unaware of what triggered a conflict and the catastrophic consequences of violence if it not stopped at the
onset.

With the support of two other participants, I conducted a one-day training in Hambantota for 30 students. We engaged
them in the concepts of peace, violence and conflict through a series of activities, including theatre to illustrate the
concept better to the young audience. The participatory process required them to explore the many avenues they would
choose to resolve an issue that may arise in the future, making them proactive advocates of peace. The participants of
this training, have made a pledge to take our efforts of peacebuilding forward by reaching out to their communities



With the support of the Youth Club, I was also able to transfer a lot of the learnings and insights I gained from the UNV
#Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program in creating awareness within my local community.

I am now keen on working at the grassroots level, with other social advocates to create awareness through our learning
and help people find the kind of peace that is needed for our country. Peace can only be achieved if we work as one. It
should start from within, in the form of inner peace. I strongly believe that if everybody cultivates inner peace we can
spread the message of sustainable peace.

I now feel that the reason for conflict in Sri Lanka, is the lack of awareness. People in the South don’t understand the
feelings, emotions, needs and necessities of the people in the North, and vice versa. Their minds are filled with the
wrong impression, which is the trigger for most of the communal disharmony that we experience. My aim is to change
the mindset of the people in the South, especially in the villages. I want to start the change from my home and village.
I want to be in the forefront mediating, issuing and finding lasting solutions for problems, with the hope of creating
positive peace among people.

Janith Vimukthi Akalanka is a 23-year-old from Hambantota, and has been involved in

peacebuilding in Sri Lanka for almost a year. His work is focused on creating awareness about the culture of the differ-
ent communities living in the country, with the hope of changing people's attitudes towards one another. He is also
working at the grassroots level, in his hometown and community to create awareness about the importance of sustain-
able peace.

He currently works as UN Volunteer, the Youth and Peace coordinator at Sarvodaya Shanthi Sena.
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“I also knew the peace we are experiencing as a country was fragile and could be shattered in an instant, unless commu-
nities were willing to break down barriers and communicated with each other.”

Peace and reconciliation, for me, is a multifaceted process that encompasses a lot more than the words used to define it. It has always inspired me to
understand the intricacies of the process and how each stakeholder responds to the different aspects that make up concepts of peace and reconcilia-
tion. I am also intrigued by the role of language in creating bonds between people who harbour prejudices against one another. I have always tried
to change people’s mindsets by using language as a means to reconcile along with other mediums such as short films, comics, drama, visits, working
together and discussions.

While many people near my age are trying to find their place in society, looking for ways to be better themselves, I have always been keen on being
a change-maker. My goal is to find a lasting solution to conflict and violence and create sustainable peace in the country. My journey in peacebuilding
began when [ joined the Centre for Peacebuilding and Reconciliation (CPBR), at the end of my advanced level examination many years ago. I also
volunteered at International Youth Alliance for Peace (IYAP), Cartias SED Galle, Institute of Social Development (ISD) and the Right to Life Human
Rights Centre. Before I joined these organizations, as a student, I too had harboured a stereotypical view about people of other communities. But my
work transformed me and I began to realize that peace had to come from within.

Born in Ulluviteke, Galle in the Southern Province of Sri Lanka, I was aware of the importance of connecting communities. Over the years I have
come across people who have harboured narrow-minded opinions about people from other communities. I also knew the peace we are experiencing
as a country was fragile and could be shattered in an instant, unless communities were willing to break down barriers and communicated with each
other. There was a gap in society that I felt needed to be filled. I set out to achieve this and initiated several workshops and training programs related
to peace and reconciliation. However, I felt my endeavours did not have a lasting impact with the participants and it did not produce the outcomes I
expected.

Participating in the UNV #Youth4Peace Capacity Building Program and my interaction with many participants made me realize the shortcomings of
the previous endeavours. I also realized that speaking directly to youth about reconciliation did not have much impact and that it was important to
bring in language as a medium to make them fully embrace the concept of reconciliation.

I was able to use this and my own experience in creating awareness for peace and reconciliation to connect around 30 students from 8 schools across
Galle. Segregated on the basis of the religion they follow, such as Muslims, Tamils, Christians and Sinhalese, students from these schools seldomly
had the opportunity to mingle with students from any other community. My team also came across certain instances where students from one of the
Sinhalese schools had never interacted with a Muslim or experienced the cultural aspect of any other religion. Before the program, there were some
students who harboured extremist ideas about people from other communities, but with time their ideas and thoughts changed, and there was a visible
change in their outlook.

My team and I took a facilitatory approach when conducting this project and wanted the students to shoulder the responsibility of creating peace and
reconciliation through language initiatives. Whenever they needed support, we were there to help them, but we took a back seat and watched them
initiate new ideas of finding the path to reconciliation.

The programs were for students between the age of 17 to 18 years, based on different activities. We allowed them to speak freely about their thoughts
on peace and conflict. At first, it was difficult to get them to express themselves but as part of the program, they were shown two short films. This
became a foundation for them to break away from their inhibitions and express themselves free.

This group of students was also challenged to reach out to students in other communities and have language classes at their schools. I believe that
the project turned out to be very successful and created an environment for the youth to interact and be more appreciative of each other’s beliefs,
lifestyle and community. The students who took part in this project and trained by us, will train another group of students before they leave school,
taking the message of using language as means of reconciliation forward. This will ensure a continuity to our effort to bridge the gap between
communities through language.

To further instill the importance of peace and reconciliation through language, we organized a cricket match among these students that consisted of
multicultural teams with each team having active roles for girls as well. We also had a campfire in wooded area, where we wanted the students to
learn how to support each other and seek support from nearby villages if needed. They had to communicate with each other, breaking down language
and cultural barriers to succeed. At the end, they had formed strong bonds and friendships and wanted to extend the program. They planned a cultural
night which showcased the different cultural aspects of all communities.

It was inspiring to see young people who came from different family backgrounds, ideas and ideologies come together. There was significant change
in them at the conclusion of the program because they had the responsibility of creating their own action plan about peace and reconciliation. The
goal of this project was never to get the students to master a language, but to create an unbreakable bond that supersedes all barriers that have been
created on the lines of race and religion.

Encouraged by the response from the first project, we initiated the second phase of the project in collaboration with St. John Ambulance Sri Lanka.
While first aid training was the primary focus, the program also imparted the ethos of St. John Ambulance Service, which works to encourage and
promote all work of humanity and charity for the relief of persons in sickness, distress, suffering or danger without distinction of race, class, or creed.
With youth representing the four main faiths participating in the program, and we anticipate that they will work together to resolve matters that may
arise due to communal disharmony and restore peace and normalcy organically without outside intervention.

At the grassroot level if you are to change mindsets, you need to show people that individuals from all communities can work together. I hope to create
the platform for that effort by linking peace with everyday community efforts.

M. F. Mohamed Nasreen is a 29-year-old from Galle and has been involved in peacebuilding in Sri Lanka for 11 years. His work is focused on linking
language and other mediums such as short films, comics, drama, visits, discussions and other activity-based methods targeted at youth to create
awareness about peace and coexistence. He is also working on addressing issues such as diversity of different communities and establishing human rights
and gender rights. He is currently employed as a senior programme coordinator at the Centre for Social Change (CSC).
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