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*HUMAN DISASTER MANAGEMENT COUNCIL

In April 1998 the President of Sri Lanka invited Dr. Ratnavale to provide leadership for Disaster and Conflict Related Programs that would be responsive to the trauma arising from the 20- year violent civil conflict in Sri Lanka. 

He was tasked to spearhead this national initiative because of past disaster related experience in the USA, China, Indochina, Nigeria, Mexico, and Sri Lanka which were related primarily to the psychological consequences of violent conflict.

The Presidential Task Force initially focused its attention on the following: Crisis management problems affecting woman and children, economic issues, food and basic necessities, the role of the media and public awareness, combatants, ex-combatants and their families and overall psychological issues.  

Subsequently, training programs in the form of workshops and seminars in all of these areas were developed for personnel in humanitarian agencies, the military, refugees, university students, NGO field staff and international agency staff. Many programs were conducted in the field setting maximizing audience participation.  

Introducing the concept of Peace Laboratory (Peace lab) into Sri Lanka from experience in Bogotá, Colombia, peace labs were conducted to involve university students from across the nation, the procedure modified to suit the local culture. Using sophisticated role-playing techniques students were exposed to situations in which they could more easily appreciate the perceptions, thinking and motivation of groups they had previously considered alien.  

International and local experts from several nations were invited to participate in educational programs in the fields of mental health, psychology, sociology, psychiatry and other behavioral sciences: Through interactive programs arranged by the Task Force, lessons learned from the experience of other nations were shared with local groups and international community. 

Fact finding missions traveled to South Africa, Ireland and UK and special studies were organized with experts from South Africa, Ireland, France, India, Cambodia, Bangladesh, Mexico, Colombia, Croatia, Yugoslavia, USA and the UK. 

Interventions concerned with conflict transformation, post-conflict relief, rehabilitation and reconciliation were sometimes conducted and in actual crisis situations. Task force teams were called upon to monitor civilian safety measures following Sri Lanka Army military engagements.  In these exercises military commanders were sensitized to human rights issues and Geneva conventions.   

Task Force established a forum and intervened on behalf of medical emergency relief NGO’s when they encountered difficulties (frequently occurring) with military commanders and defense ministry bureaucrats. 

Chairman’s Special assignment: To design and monitor mental health aspects of the rehabilitation programs for former child combatants paying special attention to their psychological trauma and recovery. 

The Task Force Action Plan presented to the government in 1999 is broadly incorporated in the current Relief Rehabilitation ad Reconciliation Framework process.  

The Office of the Task Force served consistently as a safe “confidential” environment where personnel from international agencies, the military, government departments and diplomats sought counsel is unique situations of high stress.       
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