SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

WHAT IT REALLY MEANS

“The private sector has hardly stood up to its social obligations.  I believe it has failed in its duty by the large majority of people in this country.” Dr. A.T. Ariyaratne, Leader of the Sri Lanka Sarvodaya Movement, makes this observation in the context of his experiences with business organizations during the past three decades.  He has serious doubts as to whether the private sector has any real concern for the rural public.  He adds, “Even during the major floods we experienced a year ago, I was not happy at all about the contribution made by the business community.”

According to him, in a situation where the state sector is slowly withdrawing and leaving more for the private sector to do, the villager is virtually without guidance or help.  Ariyaratne sees no likelihood of any government undertaking that responsibility.  In 1959, the late Dr Vinoba Bhave – the founder of India’s Bhoodan (Land Donation) Movement – convinced Ariyaratne that the lasting solutions to India and Sri Lanka’s socio-economic problems could be found not in London, Paris, New York or Moscow, but in the cultural and religious heritage of the two South Asian neighbours.  The true heirs to this heritage, Ariyaratne realised, were the rural communities.  Those were the early days of the Sri Lanka Sarvodaya Shramadana (Voluntary Labour) Movement.  

“Rural people”, says Ariyaratne, “are our society’s backbone; the nation’s life-blood.  Yet, they are empowered neither politically nor economically.  Their production processes are dying out.  They are viewed purely as ‘a market’.  They are a readymade group on which every government can impose its political will.  Lack of economic empowerment has led rural communities to fall victim to violence-ridden divisive politics.”

Ariyaratne was among the few who foresaw post-independence Sri Lanka’s first socio-political disaster to which the state and private sectors contributed in no small measure, by neglecting educated rural youth.  It was the April 1971 insurrection that inspire a second southern rebellion in 1988 – 89 and, to some extent, the northern uprising.  Ahangamage Tudor Ariyaratne has journeyed across a wide spectrum of humankind – witnessing abject rural poverty, illiteracy, hunger and desolation for nearly half-a-century – in search of the ideal of Sarvodaya (universal awakening).

He sees many ways in which the private sector can help rural communities, if it is really interested in doing so.  Businesses, he points out, can help boost cottage and agro-based industries by providing capital and technical know-how.  Instead, what most companies have done is to cripple local industries by flooding villages with imported products, non-essential goods or items that adversely affect public health in the long run.  Excessive use of pesticides and insecticides is a case in point.  He cites the spread of kidney diseases resulting from the use of aluminium vessels, instead of earthenware, for cooking purposes.  “This is a menace to our people.  We have to educate them on healthy and sensible living.” stresses Ariyaratne.

In the 1960s, when ‘kola kenda’ (herbal porridge) was confined to rural kitchens,  Ariyaratne stressed the importance of providing it to small children as a means of overcoming malnutrition.  His views drew ridicule even in parliament.  Yet, he went ahead and organized the distribution of kola kenda to pre-school children.  Today, its nutritious value is internationally recognised.

He laments that ancient value systems, of which the villager is the custodian, are breaking down.  And he attributes this to the onslaught of mass-media advertising through which companies endeavour to win over consumers in rural areas – where, traditionally, they lead simple lives.  Many villagers have taken to alcohol as a result of bars, taverns and liquor shops being opened around the country since the 1970s.  This has led to disruption of family life, vice, violence and murder.  “Politics and crass commercialism are undermining our age-old, rich culture today,” he warns.

The Sarvodaya Movement has recognized 10 basic needs of rural communities: the need for a clean and beautiful environment (both in the physical and psychological sense): a clean and adequate supply of water; food; housing; health care; energy; communications; education; cultural awareness; and spiritual and religious understanding.  “Rebuilding the village community means rebuilding its moral, spiritual and cultural life.  We have to ensure that their moral relationships do not further deteriorate due to corrupt influences.  We have to address the moral bankruptcy of our society, which also has one of the world’s highest suicide rates.  They are victims of violent and repressive social environments that turn loving children to suicide (and suicide bombers).  This is just the tip of the iceberg, a large valley of despair, depression and the lack of a coherent future,” he adds.

He points out that despite the very high cost of medicinal drugs, government drug stores do not reach rural areas – sometimes not even rural hospitals.  Consequent to a government appeal to the international community, the Japanese government provided funds to feed some 2,400 families early this year, which Sarvodaya dispatched to four districts.  Ariyaratne recalls, “I requested many companies and organizations to adopt a village.  But only some employees of a Colombo hotel responded positively.  This happened during a severe drought in a previous year.  They adopted a village in the Moneragala District, and it is now doing very well.  There are certain private-company employees who are very anxious to help.”  

Ariyaratne notes, however, that some businesses provide more assistance to political parties than to the masses.  

“These business leaders fund election campaigns.  Without any hesitation, they contribute to prospective election winners, possibly with the hope of securing government contracts.  Looking at all these things, I think that both the state and private sectors have failed in their responsibility to do something more for our people, ” he stresses.

It is to help meet this challenge that the Sarvodaya Movement emerged 46 years ago, starting its work at grassroots level in the remote, poverty-stricken village of Kanatholuwa in the Kurunegala District, in 1958. “We, as a  ‘Third Force’, are trying our best to empower the people both in the economic and political sectors.  We are today working with about 15,000 village communities in Sri Lanka,” Ariyaratne reveals.

In the economic sector, Sarvodaya has started savings and credit programmes in some 5,000 villages around the country.  Through this system, the movement hopes to meet the credit requirements of the people.

The villagers themselves have organized their own development banks.  Already, about 900 Sarvodaya development banks have been established in these villages.  While the people can secure more attractive interest rates from their banks, they can also get the micro-credit they need without any difficulty.  They elect their own officials and Directors of the banks, and they select their own Bank Managers.  All of them work as volunteers until such time as they generate sufficient income to pay bank staff.

“It is quite an affective self-reliance programme …… We have requested the private sector to come in and supplement this programme.  Some of them are now studying the possibility of collaboration,” he reveals.

Sarvodaya tries to keep villages undivided by party and power politics.  It believes that under present circumstances no government can arrest the country’s moral deterioration.

“We try to maintain the unity of villages in times of electioneering.  We try to educate villagers in what we call participatory democracy, “ he explains.  

At every general election, provincial elections and Pradeshiya Sabha elections, Sarvodaya has maintained strict impartiality.  During the 2001 general election campaign, it mobilized several thousand people along with PAFFREL (People’s Association for Free and Fair Elections) to help maintain peace, and to ensure free and fair elections.  In this connection, the movement also co-operated closely with the Police and the Elections Commissioner.  In fact, Sarvodaya and PAFFREL, together, provided 99 per cent of the local volunteers for election monitoring.

Sarvodaya is following ancient India’s self-governing village republics (grama rajya) system that Mahatma Gandhi advocated – the concept of village self-governance.  The movement believes that only a political and economic infrastructure based on Sri Lanka’s cherished values could make this country a self-reliant and truly humane society.  It has already selected 1,000 villages to implement the grama swarajya concept.  The movement has launched a programme to provide backing and political vision to organize these villages as grama swarajyas by February 2005.  With four villages selected from each AGA’s Division, they will represent all of Sri Lanka’s districts.  Over 3,000 people are involved in advancing the grama swarajya concept.

“It is a kind of politics where people do not get divided into different factions, but try to develop consensual politics, where their elected representatives become responsible to them on a daily basis – rather than once in a few years, which is what is happening now,” he explains.

Sarvodaya plans to establish similar self-governing village units which, it believes, will be the beginning of a new political trend in Sri Lanka.  The movement also envisages building an enabling environment for grassroots communities to be connected with global development efforts by utilising modes of Information Communication Technology (ICT).

ICT tools will make it easier for village communities to build linkages, access information to make their own choices, and ultimately to become prudent decision-makers in satisfying their secondary and tertiary needs in a competitive world.
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