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ABSTRACT
The use of children in war has been the subject of growing concerns since reports
estimate that approximately 300,000 children under the age of eighteen are
continuously associated with regular or irregular armed forces (CSI, 2017). Research
on the impact of child soldiering has offered important insights into this issue and has
encouraged the adoption of human rights instruments to safeguarding the younger
generation. In particular, the reintegration of former child soldiers into society is a
major concern given that their experience has considerably altered their development.
Their return to a civilian life is also regarded an essential step to promoting sustainable
peace. With growing awareness of a relationship between conflict recurrence and
former young combatants, activities such as Disarmament, Demobilisation and
Reintegration (DDR) have been developed with the goal of addressing both security
and development concerns (Chetail, 2009). Yet, despite the recognition that the
reintegration of former combatants is an important element in post-conflict
peacebuilding, little is known about the factors influencing their long-term development
and inclusion into society.
The aim of this dissertation is to enhance the existing knowledge by exploring the
reintegration stories of former child soldiers in Batticaloa, Eastern Sri Lanka. Drawing
on the reintegration theories and the post-conflict reconstruction pillars, it investigates
what these young ex-combatants have become and what process they went through
to recover from the war. This subject is particularly interesting to examine in the
context of Sri Lanka since reports revealed the extensive use of boys and girls as
fighters (HRW, 2007). Subsequently, this dissertation seeks to better understand the
factors that influenced their social, economic and political reintegration. With the aim
of exploring the broader process of reintegration as lived by former child soldiers, this
study adopts a biographical method by collecting verbal narratives through
retrospective in-depth interviews (Riessman, 2008). A total of eighteen narratives have
been collected from both female and male young ex-combatants. In addition, key
informants interviews have been organised to confirm the findings and place the
reintegration process within the post-war context and its evolution.
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Their stories have permitted to draw important conclusions regarding reintegration
theories. First, as child soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka self-demobilised at different time
and in different ways, their stories demonstrate that DDR should be regarded as a
dynamic process that takes place continuously during and at the end of the war.
Second, the difference of experience between women and men finds that social
expectations are key elements to consider in any reintegration programmes. Finally,
in a context of ‘no war, no peace’, the post-conflict reconstruction priorities in Sri Lanka
have resulted in a lack of protection of former child soldiers who have become
extremely vulnerable to social, economic and political exclusion. Ten years after the
end of the war, they are still trying to deal with the past and regain a normal life. The
context of military victory particularly questions existing reintegration theories that are
based on the idea of a negotiated settlement.
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KEY TERMS
Child Reintegration ‘is the process through which children transition into civil society
and enter meaningful roles and identities as civilians who are accepted by their
families and communities in a context of local and national reconciliation. Sustainable
reintegration is achieved when the political, legal, economic and social conditions
needed for children to maintain life, livelihood and dignity have been secured. This
process aims to ensure that children can access their rights, including formal and nonformal education, family unity, dignified livelihoods and safety from harm’ (UNICEF,
2007, p.7).
Children soldiers or Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups
‘refers to any person below 18 years of age who is or who has been recruited or used
by an armed force or armed group in any capacity, including but not limited to children,
boys and girls, used as fighters, cooks, porters, messengers, spies or for sexual
purposes. It does not only refer to a child who is taking or has taken a direct part in
hostilities’ (UNICEF, 2007, p.7).
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration ‘includes activities that focus on
weapon collection and control, the cantonment and demobilisation of ex-combatants
and veterans, the provision of reintegration and reinsertion assistance and support,
and incentives to assist former soldiers and persons associated with fighting forces in
their transition to civilian life. Regularly introduced in the wake of a peace agreement
DDR is aimed at bridging security and development concerns’ (Chetail, 2009, p. 121).
Human security is defined as ‘protecting individuals from existential and pervasive
threats to their personal safety and physical wellbeing’ (Chetail, 2009, p. 147).
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1

Background information

The year 2009 marked the end of a twenty-seven-year civil war that took place
between the Government of Sri Lanka (GOSL) and Tamil separatists, predominantly
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). The violent conflict claimed the lives of
more than 67,000 people and internally displaced over half a million individuals
(Watchlist, 2008). The Sri Lankan war was particularly disastrous for its younger
generation as several reports revealed the extensive use of children as combatants1
(HRW, 2007). Forced and voluntary recruitment of boys and girls was especially
reported in Batticaloa District located in Eastern Sri Lanka. With a Tamil majority,
Batticaloa was in the heart of the conflict and experienced significant amount of
violence and hardship.
The use of children in war has been the subject of an increasing body of literature in
the past decades. The Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers2 (The Coalition)
estimates that about 300,000 children are continuously associated with military forces
and that more than fifty armed groups are still recruiting and using children in hostilities
(CSI, 2017). The impact of the soldiering experience on children has been the subject
of growing concerns, which has led to the adoption of several international laws and
policies to promote increased support and protection. In particular, children’s
reunification with their families is considered a crucial step in the path to recovery
(Corbin, 2008). Within the peacebuilding discourse, the reintegration of young
combatants is also regarded as an essential process to promoting sustainable peace.
With a growing awareness of a relationship between conflict recurrence and former
young combatants, activities such as Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration

1

During the 1990s, children under the age of eighteen were estimated to represent about 75% of the

LTTE military forces (The Coalition, 2010).
2

The Coalition To Stop The Use Of Child Soldiers, called today Child Soldiers International (CSI), is a

human rights organisations created in 1998 with the aim to ‘end the military exploitation and harm of
children’ (Child Soldiers International, 2017). The organisation is predominantly working on advocacy
and conduct regular research on this problematic.
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(DDR) have been developed with the goal of addressing both security and
development concerns (Chetail, 2009).

1.2

Research aim and objectives

Despite the recognition that the reintegration of former young combatants is an
important element in a country’s post-war reconstruction, little is known about the
factors influencing their long-term reinsertion into society. Most literatures on this topic
examine the impacts of the child soldiering experience with the aim to develop
appropriate supporting interventions. More recent publications have focused on
specific issues of reintegration such as psychological recovery or social acceptance.
Other research efforts concentrate on program evaluation in order to upgrade existing
policies (Torjesen, 2013). While these methods may help to improve supporting
mechanisms, they provide little scope for investigating the broader processes of
reintegration.
To enhance the existing knowledge, this research aims to gain a better understanding
of the reintegration experience of former child soldiers in Batticaloa. It will investigate
the current fate of these young ex-combatants, now young adults, and what processes
they went through to recover from the war. The central objective is then to explore
their stories in order to explain the main conditions that influenced their return to a
civilian life.

Aim

Objectives

Explore the experience of
reintegration of former child
soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka
through the narratives of
young ex-combatants

Explore the narratives of former child
soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka
Explain the main conditions that influenced
their social, economic and political
reintegration
Understand the impact of the post-conflict
reconstruction environment on the
reintegration process

Table 1: Research aim and objectives
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With this in mind, this study proposes to use a biographical method in order to
understand the reintegration process though the voices of young ex-combatants, and
place their stories and experiences in the centre of the analysis.

Research questions
The primary question of this research is to identify and analyse the factors that
influenced the return of former child soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka to a civilian life.
Whilst a growing literature is recognising the implication of women in wars, gaps
remain in understanding how different the reintegration experience is between girls
and boys. It was thus regarded as important to look at this point in particular. Finally,
based on evidence that the reintegration experience could not be isolated from the
context that influenced its process, this study also examines how the reintegration took
place within the post-conflict environment.



What factors influenced former child soldiers’ reintegration into society?
¬ What were the supporting mechanisms and the challenges?
¬ How different was this experience between girls and boys?



How did the reintegration process take place within the post-conflict
context and its development?

These questions are particularly interesting and relevant to examine in the context of
Sri Lanka. Firstly, the conflict ended ten years ago allowing an interesting timeframe
to look at the long-term reintegration process. Secondly, the brutal civil war ended
following a military victory, which impacted significantly the post-conflict dynamic and
priorities. This context introduces divergence from the main reintegration theories that
are generally based on peace agreement.

3

1.3

Research outline

The dissertation is organised in six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the research
background as well as its aim and objectives. Chapter 2 develops the analytical
framework by exploring the concepts and theories related to ex-combatant’s
reintegration, and places them within the broader context of post-conflict
reconstruction. Chapter 3 describes the steps taken, the approaches used and their
rationale. It includes a discussion on the research’s ethical considerations and its
limitation. Chapter 4 intends to put the study in its context by describing the general
history of the conflict in Sri Lanka and the involvement of children as combatants.
Chapter 5 presents and discusses the findings of the study according to the key
themes identified by the respondents and the evolution of the post-war context. Finally,
Chapter 6 concludes this study by emphasising on the main learning of the research.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1

The use of children in war

Despite its long history of occurrence, it is only since the late nineties that the use of
children in armed conflicts has been internationally condemned. Machel’s (2001)
influential research3 on the impact of war on children has offered an important insight
into this issue and has encouraged the adoption of legal instruments aimed at
safeguarding the younger generation. The Rome Statute of 1998 classified the use of
children under the age of fifteen in hostilities as a war crime (UN, 1998). In 1999, the
International Labour Organization (ILO) adopted a convention that described children
in armed forces as the ‘victims of a worse form of child labour’ (ILO, 1999, p.1). The
2000 Optional Protocol To The Convention On The Rights Of The Child On The
Involvement Of Children In Armed Conflict defined States’ obligations to protect and
prevent the use of children in conflict (OHCHR, 2000). More recently, the 2007 Paris
Commitments and Principles have set basic recommendations related to the
protection of Children Associated with Armed Forces or Armed Groups (CAAFAGs)
(UNICEF, 2007).
The recruitment of child soldiers
Numerous studies have examined the root causes of the entry of children into regular
or irregular forces. Despite the general assumption that children are forcibly enrolled,
research confirms that there are a multitude of social, political, economic and security
factors that leads to their recruitment. These are often conceptualised through push
and pull factors (Machel, 2001). Poverty, interruption of education and lack of social
protection are often mentioned as elements pushing children to enlist. Ideologies,
indoctrination and the community’s support of the armed struggle are other motivating
factors. The population’s need for protection can also compel parents to send their
children to war (Machel, 2001).

3

In 1994, Graça Machel was appointed by the United Nations to conduct a thorough research on the

impact of war on children. The study ended in 1996 and gave birth to the United Nations report on the
impact of armed conflict on children that was presented to the UN General Assembly.
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On the other hand, the demographic situation coupled with the need of human
resources encourages armed groups to recruit underage soldiers (Haer & Böhmelt,
2016). By making guns smaller and lighter, the firearms industry has also contributed
to the phenomenon (Machel, 2001). In addition, children present attractive advantages
for armed forces. They bear lower maintenance costs and are easily manipulated.
They learn quickly, are more adventurous and are less likely to contest the leadership
of the group (Machel, 2001).
Girl combatants
The phenomenon of child soldiering does not discriminate girls since they are
estimated to reach nearly 40% of military factions (Save the Children, 2005). While
there is an increasing recognition of the impact of war on women, little is known about
the gender differences in the soldiering experience. Recent publications have mainly
focused on the conditions that have pushed girls to join the combat. In addition to the
factors mentioned above, there are indications that girls joined the forces to protect
themselves from gender-based violence and break gender inequalities by taking new
roles in the society (Meintjes et al., 2002; Shekhawat, 2015; Specht & Attree 2006).
With only limited amount of research on this subject, there is a need to better
understand gender differences and adapt studies and programmes accordingly (Save
the Children, 2005).
The impacts of child soldiering
There is no doubt that the soldiering experience impacts children’s development in
multiple ways. In particular, the psychological consequences have been largely
documented and studies have observed a high prevalence of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) among former child soldiers compared to other children affected by
war (Betancourt et al., 2008). This is partially explained by the long-term trauma linked
to young combatant’s exposure to violence and their feelings of shame and guilt
(Boothby et al., 2006a; Somasundaram, 2002). Deteriorated physical health is another
possible outcome. Malnutrition, skin diseases, disabilities and sexually transmitted
diseases, such as HIV/AIDS, are commonly reported (Machel, 2001).
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The use of children in armed forces also has significant socio-economic impacts. The
interruption of education reduces their employment perspective, and thus affects their
future economic situation (Blattman & Annan, 2010). While the general public regularly
describe child soldiers as a lost generation or as a ticking time bomb, experts argue
that ‘soldiering affects but does not determine children and youth. War is not simply
destructive for children but also transformational, just as it is for adults’ (McMullin,
2011, p.752). Indeed, child soldiers may have also accumulated useful skills and
gained confidence. Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and researchers
conclude that supporting programmes can positively influence the return to a civilian
life and build resilience (Haer & Böhmelt, 2016; Wessels & Jonah, 2006).

2.2

The concept of reintegration

The concept of soldiers’ reintegration essentially emerged from a security and
peacebuilding perspective. With a growing awareness of a relationship between
conflict recurrence and former combatants, activities such as Disarmament,
Demobilisation and Reintegration (DDR) have been developed with the aim of
'bridging security and development concerns' and is often introduced following the
adoption of a peace agreement (Chetail, 2009, p.123).
Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration
Initially, DDR was mainly seen has a military intervention focusing on the
decommissioning and demilitarisation of armed groups (Chetail, 2009). Yet, with the
recognition that the underdevelopment and the lack of inclusion of former combatants
into society augmented the probability for criminality or resurgence of militant
activities, it was acknowledged that disarmament alone was not sufficient to ensure
stability (Barakat, 2005). As a consequence, the scope of DDR activities gradually
expanded and the phases of demobilisation and reintegration were added to the notion
of disarmament. Since their elaboration, DDR programmes have been implemented
in more than sixty contexts with a yearly budget estimated to reach over half a billion
USD4 (Muggah, 2009). Many actors became involved in such activities and the need

4

In 2007, the total estimated budget for DDR activities reached USD 630 million, with an average of

USD 1,250 costs per combatants (Muggah, 2009).
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of a common working framework became apparent. With the goal to professionalise
and standardise this activity, the United Nations (UN) developed between 2005 and
2006 the Integrated Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration Standards
(IDDRS).

Note by the Secretary-General to the General Assembly, A/C.5/59/31, May 2005:
‘Disarmament is the collection, documentation, control and disposal of small arms,
ammunition, explosives and light and heavy weapons of combatants and often also of
the civilian population. Disarmament also includes the development of responsible
arms management programmes’.
‘Demobilization is the formal and controlled discharge of active combatants from
armed forces or other armed groups. The first stage of demobilization may extend
from the processing of individual combatants in temporary centres to the massing of
troops in camps designated for this purpose (cantonment sites, encampments,
assembly areas or barracks). The second stage of demobilization encompasses the
support package provided to the demobilized, which is called reinsertion. Reinsertion
is a form of transitional assistance to help cover the basic needs of ex-combatants
and their families and can include transitional safety allowances, food, clothes,
shelter, medical services, short-term education, training, employment and tools’.
‘Reintegration is the process by which ex-combatants acquire civilian status and
gain sustainable employment and income. Reintegration is essentially a social and
economic process with an open time frame, primarily taking place in communities at
the local level. It is part of the general development of a country and a national
responsibility and often necessitates long-term external assistance’ (UN, 2014, p. 25).

Despite this attempt at normalisation, different views and opinions are conflicting on
what DDR activities should entail and how they should be implemented. The simple
definition and identification of beneficiaries of such support is a delicate issue. Solely
targeting ex-combatants might provide the advantage to deliver adapted and tailored
support, but may create significant tensions with war-affected communities that can
misunderstand favourable assistance to people they might consider as criminals
(Chetail, 2009). Debates also arise on who should manage the process and how long
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it should take. In particular, scholars have raised doubts about the real aim of
rehabilitation centres if managed by security services, since they may have very
different goals than the individuals’ recovery (Muggah, 2009).
Child-centred DDR
Similarly, some practitioners argue that ‘child specific DDR programmes’ are
necessary to address the particular needs of children (UN, 2014, p. 225). Certainly,
the reintegration of children differs from adults since they are in an on-going process
of constructing their identities. In addition, the interruption of education and the
removal from their family may have specific impact on their socio-economic
reintegration. Child protection agencies reason that unlike adult DDR, that often takes
place once a peace deal is agreed, children’s demobilisation should be conducted
continuously during the conflict and independently of any peace agreement
(McConnan & Uppard, 2001). Conversely, some research has found that a separated
DDR might lead to the very exclusion of children from any supporting activity. A study
conducted in Angola concluded that the exclusion of children from conventional DDR
created practical difficulties leading to inadequate and ineffective assistance. Due to
the fear of facing human rights’ incriminations, belligerents concealed the presence of
children in troops making their identification extremely difficult (McMullin, 2011).
Does DDR work?
Despite several years of practice and exponential investments, the question whether
DDR programmes work remains mostly unanswered. In fact, the outcomes of these
activities are largely contested, given that there is no hard evidence that DDR actually
reduces the risks of conflict recurrence. Similarly, there is no common agreement on
what defines a successful outcome and how to measure it (Haer & Böhmelt, 2016;
Muggah, 2009). Past experiences have showed great difficulties in implementing DDR
programmes, especially during the reintegration phase that is often considered the
least successful. On one hand, critics claim that the DDR approach is too standardised
and overlooks local realities and socio-political contexts (Barakat, 2005; Pauletto &
Patel, 2010). In fact, some scholars doubt that DDR is relevant and adaptable to all
situations. On the other hand, critics assert that DDR interventions are detached from
broader reconstruction strategies (Muggah, 2009). In other words, there is a
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disconnection between the micro and macro level of implementation. Finally,
practitioners question if the reintegration phase should remain part of the same
process. While disarmament and demobilisation focus on security concerns, the
reintegration phase requires a very different approach.
The three dimensions of reintegration
The reintegration phase is considered the final step in the return to civilian life. It is
often described as the most complex and underfunded stage of DDR activities (Kilroy,
2009). Yet, this phase is particularly important given that the period spent within the
armed forces will have altered the individual’s development, life experience and
trajectories. The goal is therefore to support the participant to become self-productive
(Stankovic & Torjesen, 2010). The main contemporary literature conceptualises this
phase through three key dimensions: economic, social and political.
Economic reintegration
Many publications find that if ex-combatants do not become rapidly productive, they
are more likely to go back to a form of violence or to reconnect with criminal groups
(Haer & Böhmelt, 2016). Economic reintegration is therefore considered as a priority
and is described as the process that enables former soldiers to access sustainable
livelihood (UN, 2014). The literature identifies several elements that are essential for
a successful economic reintegration. One component is human capital. Skills,
knowledge and good health are undoubtedly essential elements to engage in incomegenerating activities. Education is particularly important for former child soldiers that,
depending on the age of recruitment, may have not completed their basic education.
Past research has shown that education deficit negatively affects the access to decent
work (Betancourt et al., 2008). Another important component is access to financial
capital. Once demobilised, ex-combatants often return to their community emptyhanded. The lack of financial assets creates difficulties to resume a civilian life and
can affect their social reintegration. A research conducted in Uganda showed that
earning a living was an important source of stress for returning child soldiers since
they were expected to work harder to be re-accepted in the community (Corbin, 2008).
Other studies in Burundi and Sierra Leone find that the return to a productive life tends
to improve the overall wellbeing (Jordan et al., 2012; Betancourt et al., 2008).
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Participating in everyday activities favour a perception of normalisation, providing
hope for the future and improve community’s acceptance.
Several organisations are working to assist economical reintegration through a set of
supporting activities. Vocational training, life skills teaching, provision of basic or
catch-up education, microcredit facilities and the encouragement for self-employment
are examples of interventions aiming to facilitate the access to livelihoods (ILO, 2010).
Yet this might be insufficient if the post-war labour market is not ready to absorb a new
supply of workers. It is therefore essential to assess and develop the local economy
and the labour market (ILO, 2010). Unsurprisingly, the lack of income generating
opportunities can significantly influence the resettlement of young ex-combatants
(Subedi, 2014).
Social reintegration
In existing studies, ex-combatants have described family care and community support
as the most important aspects of the returning experience (Boothby et al., 2006a).
Social reintegration is indeed a crucial part of the process and is defined as the
acceptance of ex-combatants by their family, the community and more largely the
society (UN, 2014). Social reintegration is often a delicate issue since the war have
certainly affected pre-existing social networks. The family structure or friendship
relations may have significantly changed and contacts may have been interrupted.
Social bonds may have been transformed depending on the time spent with the
military force (Wessells & Jonah, 2006; Boothby et al., 2006a). Moving from military to
community networks might not be straightforward and can generate great feeling of
stresses and insecurity. Some researchers have described the demobilisation as a
change of identity since soldiers have to abandon the use of violence, largely
encouraged in military life, to bring a more positive contribution to the community
(Torjensen 2014; Wessells & Jonah, 2006). The attitude of the former soldier can
therefore significantly influence this transition. Yet, PTSD, depressions or violent
behaviours are all symptoms that could affect the social reintegration and need to be
addressed through psychosocial counselling.
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Reconciliation with the community is another essential aspect to rebuilding supporting
network. In a study conducted in Northern Uganda, Corbin (2008) describes several
difficulties in the return to the communities with stigmatisation, discrimination and
harassment being observed. In Sierra Leone, former child soldiers were called with
bad names until sensitisation programmes and mediations were conducted
(Betancourt et al., 2008). Reconciliation activities can also help the community leaders
to accept the return of former combatants (UN, 2014). Finally, the respect of religious
belief and social norms are particularly important in this process. As an example,
cleansing ceremonies and public rituals were described as an essential act in the
reacceptance of certain community (Jordans et al., 2012; Boothby et al., 2006b).
Political reintegration
Political reintegration is only rarely addressed in the literature. Yet, the marginalisation
of communities from the decision-making process is at the centre of numerous
conflicts. Within the post-war setting, the reintegration of youth within the political
scene is of particular importance for stabilisation (Chetail, 2009). Failing to do so can
encourage further rebellion (Muggah, 2009). The IDDRS states that ‘if properly
executed, political reintegration will allow for the legitimate grievances and concerns
of ex-combatants and former armed groups to be voiced in a socially constructive and
peaceful manner that addresses root-causes of conflict’ (UN, 2014, p.176). It further
identifies two levels of political reintegration. At the group level, an illegitimate armed
group is transformed into a legitimate political party (UN, 2014). At the individual level,
political reintegration consists in restoring the individual’s civil status and grants
participation in community decision-making processes (Barakat, 2005). Establishing
trust towards authorities, including its justice and political system, facilitates the return
to a peaceful society. It implies that the former combatant has to move from a violent
opposition to political ideas and goals to being part of the general political structure
(Torjesen, 2013). This dimension of reintegration is an essential element that is largely
overlooked in existing research.
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Reintegration

Economic

Social

Political

Life skills
Vocational training
Scholarship or catch
up education
Self-employment
training
In-kind donation
Micro credit

Psychosocial support
Health assistance
Family reunification
Reconciliation
programmes
Sensitization
campaigns
Supporting networks

Provision of identity
documents
Civic education
Sensitisation of
political rights
Leadership training
Support youth
participation

Figure 1: Different type of reintegration activities

A gender perspective to reintegration
Despite growing recognition that female combatants are part of a vulnerable group,
their needs tend to be largely overlooked during the reintegration phase (Barakat,
2005). Figures from DDR activities demonstrate low participation of women, with only
8% to 15% taking part in such activities (The Coalition, 2008). In fact, a vast majority
tend to remain invisible and self-reintegrate in the society without formal support
(Betancourt et al., 2008). One explanation could be that the authorities do not easily
identify women combatants since they are not automatically withholding weapons and
are generally not perceived as a security threat (Boothby et al., 2006a, UNIFEM,
2004). Another explanation is that women fear stigmatisation and prefer a more
confidential return to civilian life (Verhey, 2004). A research conducted in the
Democratic Republic of Congo discusses the stigma attached to female excombatants. Women who were affected by sexual exploitation were socially excluded
from the community (Verhey, 2004). In Uganda, distinct vulnerabilities have also been
observed for women returning with children (Corbin, 2008). In general, researchers
agree that expectations from the family and community are very different towards
women. Social norms and cultural tradition play a crucial role for female soldiers
(Corbin, 2008). Save the Children concluded ‘girls often face a double threat:
recrimination from the armed group if they leave and recrimination from community
members if they return home’ (Save the Children, 2005, p.12).
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Another important consideration in the return to civilian life is the sustainability of social
transformation that war has produced. During the conflict, women may have taken
different roles breaking the existing social restrictions (Meintjies et al., 2002). Yet, the
transition from war to peace does not always consolidate the gender role acquired
during the war, and women may be expected to return to their former position in the
society. While, this can create great frustrations for women who seek emancipation, it
can also be a relief for others that are comforted by the traditional way of life (Alison,
2003). It is important to reflect on what conditions impact their expectations and more
understanding on the gender differences in the reintegration process is needed.

2.3

The post-conflict reconstruction scheme

The previous section of this chapter has reviewed the literature on the reintegration
process at a micro level of examination. Yet, the wider post-conflict development in
which reintegration is taking place cannot be isolated from the analysis. Torjesen
(2013, p.13) writes that ‘reintegration is part and parcel of war and its aftermath.
Indeed, the social world in which reintegration takes place is heavily shaped by the
course of war and developments afterwards’. Consequently, this section will consider
the latest theories around post-conflict reconstruction.
Introduction to post-conflict theories
In last two decades, the notion of post-conflict reconstruction has been increasingly
recognised as a key concept in the international peacebuilding discourse. The impact
of conflicts certainly brings important challenges to a country’s stabilisation and socioeconomic development. Insecurity, human loses, destruction of infrastructure,
weakening of the economy, psychosocial traumas and transformation of social
relationship are crucial elements that influence a nation, its society and its population.
As a result, the last few years have seen the articulation of increasing amount of
policies that aim to (1) support the transition from war to peace and (2) maintain a
stable environment and avoid conflict recurrence (Chetail, 2009). There are different
perspectives on what should be the priority in the reconstruction phase. The World
Bank defines post-conflict reconstruction through a developmental lens focusing on
the importance of financial restoration (World Bank, 1998). The UN emphasises the
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importance of political stability and adaptation in any peacebuilding activities. In his
writing, Barakat (2005) proposes a definition where post-conflict reconstruction is:
‘… a range of holistic activities in an integrated process designed not only to
reactivate economic and social development but at the same time to create a
peaceful environment that will prevent a relapse into violence. In this sense,
reconstruction can be distinguished for its corrective dimension in righting
wrongs and addressing vulnerabilities, while maintaining the focus on the
future’ (Barakat, 2005, p. 11).
This definition is descriptive of the complexity of the tasks. Reconstruction should be
an all-inclusive process, which requires the participation of all actors at all level of the
society, in a context of high expectations of the population with a low capacity of a
weaken state (Collier et al., 2003).
The pillars of post-conflict reconstruction
Notwithstanding the complexity, the literature generally agrees on four main pillars of
reconstruction (Chetail, 2009; CSIS, 2002; Muggah, 2009): (1) governance and
participation, (2) socio-economic development, (3) justice and reconciliation, and (4)
security. This framework intends ‘to help indigenous and international practitioners
conceptualize, organize, and prioritize policy responses. By laying out the universe of
options, the framework is intended to help identify shortfalls and gaps in reconstruction
process and capabilities’ (CSIS, 2002. p. 2).
The first pillar, Governance and Participation stresses the need for a legitimate and
functioning state. Strengthening the political and administrative sector is of upmost
importance in enabling the restoration of the decision-making process and the delivery
of public services. Participation of all actors is a prerequisite for a sustainable
development through the rebuilding of a civil society. This step includes conflict
transformation activities to address the root causes of the conflict (Barakat, 2005).
The Socio-economic development is a multidimensional process aimed at improving
the general living conditions and answering population’s basic needs. Development is
especially important since poverty is recognised as a driver of conflict (CSIS, 2002).
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This pillar is usually composed of humanitarian activities, the provision of basic public
services and further activities to initiate a long-term socio economic and human
development.
The Justice and Reconciliation pillar recognises the need for a restorative legal system
dealing with past abuses and grievances, enabling the population affected by the
conflict to heal. In the wake of a conflict, some practitioners argue that the notion of
equity is of particular importance (Barakat, 2005). Indeed, civil conflicts often start
based on a feeling of large inequalities whether linked to economic distribution, the
access to resources or public services, political participation or ethnic discrimination.
Restoring a sense of equity is therefore an essential element in the reconstruction
process. This is not always straightforward especially when international financial
institutions pressure the country to prioritise stabilising and growing its economy.
There is some evidence that economic policies focusing on growth can increase
inequalities (Barakat, 2005).
Finally, the Security pillar addresses issues linked to public safety. A stable and secure
environment is a prerequisite for the reconstruction phase. Several elements could
jeopardise the stability and lead to the resumption of hostilities and these need to be
addressed through security reforms. The control of small arms and the existence of
DDR activities are described as essential measures in the aftermath of the conflict
(Chetail, 2009).

Security

Justice and
Reconciliation

Socio-economic
Development

Governance and
Participation

Post-conflict
reconstruction

Figure 2: The four pillars of post-conflict reconstruction
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The different pillars are regarded as interrelated and failing to address one component
may affect another.

2.4

Conceptual framework

The literature review has enabled the development of an analytical framework that
considers several levels of analysis. At a micro level, the factors influencing
reintegration will be examined according to three main dimensions of reintegration that
are economic, social and political. At a macro level, the post-conflict reconstruction
pillars will enable to understand how the reintegration took place within the post-war
context. All these elements should be regarded as mutually reinforcing and
interdependent.

Figure 3: Conceptual framework
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1

Research design and methods

With the aim of exploring the broader process of reintegration as lived by former child
soldiers, this study adopts a biographical method by collecting verbal narratives
through retrospective in-depth interviews (Riessman, 2008). This method has the
advantage of bringing participants’ perspective and interpretation on their life changes
considering the social context (Roberts, 2002). To generate personal detailed
accounts, semi-structured interviews were conducted with former child soldiers
located in Batticaloa District, Sri Lanka. A combination of direct and open-ended
questions was developed based on the themes identified in the conceptual framework
(interview guide in Appendix II). Yet, the interviews were conducted as much as
possible as a conversation as it was considered central to provide the necessary
space for the participant to discuss and reflect on what he/she evaluates as important.

Research question

Type of data Methods

Analysis

Factors influencing
the reintegration
process

Primary
data:
Collection of
narratives

 Semistructured
interviews with
former child
soldiers
 Key informant
interviews

Thematic analysis:
Identification,
description and
comparative of key
patterns
(stratified by gender)

Reintegration within
the post-conflict
settings

Primary and
secondary
data

 Key informant
interviews
 Desk research
(local studies)

Triangulation of
sources
Reconstruction of
events

Table 2: Methods per research question
Narratives were collected through face-to-face interviews during a four-week fieldwork
that took place in June-July 2017 in Batticaloa District, Sri Lanka. Key informant (KI)
interviews were also organised to confirm the findings and place the reintegration
process within the post-war context and its evolution.
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3.2

Sampling and data collection

Former child soldiers’ interviews
Conducting research on the subject of child soldiering in a post-war context can
present a set of challenges due the sensitivity of the environment (Barakat et al.,
2002). Gaining access to the participants and building trusted relationship was a
particular point of attention to collect genuine narratives. Initially, official records were
considered as a possible sample frame. This option was rapidly abandoned as it
became clear that the situation of ex-combatants remains a very sensitive and political
issue in Sri Lanka and thus working through local authorities could have created a risk
for both respondent and researcher. The identification of participants through local
NGOs was another option envisaged. Yet, for safety and security reasons, NGOs
refrained from keeping any lists of ex-combatants and avoided targeted support. In
addition, identifying participants solely through NGOs could have introduced a bias in
the study, as their stories would have been shaped by the support received (Richie &
Lewis, 2003). The most appropriate option was therefore to identify participants
through local trusted individuals. This method presented with the advantage of
preserving participant’s safety and confidentiality. As participants were often anxious
to share their experiences, being introduced by a familiar contact also helped building
rapid trust and facilitated the start of the interviews. Several link individuals were
identified to avoid relying on one source and to have a lack of diversity in the sample.
Once key contacts were built and potential participants identified, the selection of
participants was done based on a purposive sampling in order to have a diverse
population (Richie & Lewis, 2003). The following criteria were used in the selection
process.
Primary criteria:


Age of recruitment in armed forces under 18 years old.



Associated with the LTTE or the Karuna group.



Balance between both female and male.



Type of recruitment: forcibly or voluntarily recruited.



Duration of engagement: minimum 6 months.
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Secondary criteria:


Demobilisation after 2002: as the conflict lasted for thirty years with different
dynamics and thus different experiences, it was decided to focus on the last
part of the conflict.



Assistance: a balance between respondents that received assistance and
some that did not receive any support.



Location: different sites within the District to represent the different contexts.

A total of eighteen interviews were organised with young female and male excombatants (more detailed profile of study participants is available in Appendix III).

Characteristic

Participants
(Total = 18)

Number of Women/Men

8/10

Age (years)

26 - 45 (mean 35)

Age of recruitment (years)

11 - 17 (mean 15)

Voluntarily/Forced recruitment

8/10

Duration of engagement (years)

0.9 - 22 (mean 8)

Disabilities Yes/No

7/11

Official/Self demobilisation

3/15

Table 3: Summary of participants' characteristics
The initial plan was to audiotape the interviews for a better recount of the stories
(Riessman, 2008). However, recording was rarely authorised by participants that
feared to be reported. Consequently, detailed notes were taken during each interview.
These were reviewed at the end of each day with the translator to ensure a more
complete transcription and to clarify any ambiguities. This also means that the analysis
was conducted on translated materials. Accordingly, the analysis was based on
general content and its meaning, rather than on lexical choices (Riessman, 2008).
Quotations from the translated transcripts were used in the findings to bring alive the
discussion (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003).
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Key informants’ interviews
KI interviews were organised with several local experts working as public servants,
NGO workers, consultants and as members of community organisations 5 . These
interviews allowed deepening the understanding of the context and in particular the
post-conflict situation. Discussions with NGOs and activists were used to confirm initial
findings or provide an additional view on the results. In total, fourteen informants were
met.

Informants

Frequency
(Total =14)

Local authorities/officials

2

NGOs (local and international)6

7

Community organisations

2

Individuals (activist, researcher or consultant)

3

Table 4: Summary of key informants' profile
Secondary data
Secondary data, such as local studies, research and statistics were accessed through
local libraries and provided interesting elements to confirm or challenge the primary
data. They were also useful to depict the post-conflict situation through local expertise.
Nevertheless, these materials were analysed with precaution as the highly politicised
context in Sri Lanka questions the neutrality and veracity of certain local information
(Smith, 2008).

3.3

Study site

All data were collected in Batticaloa District, which is located in the Eastern Province
of Sri Lanka. The region is one of the poorest of the country and suffered extensively

5

Several key informants requested not to be quoted in this research and thus names and positions will

remain confidential.
6

KI are from NGOs who worked directly with youth and former combatants. This includes

organisations such as ILO, ESCO, YMCA and smaller local associations, in particular women’s
association.
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from the three decades conflict. With its Tamil majority7, the district was part of the
territory claimed by the opposition group. Until 2007, Batticaloa was mostly under the
control of the LTTE with some pockets remaining in the hand of the government. The
District was an interesting site for this study since the reintegration of child soldiers
was complicated by distinctive events taking place before the end of the war (these
events will be presented in the following chapter).

Figure 4: Batticaloa District map and study sites

It was considered as important to select different study sites within Batticaloa District
since different dynamics took place during the conflict. Prior 2007, the northern part of
the region remained mostly allied and under the control of the LTTE, while the
southern area experienced mixed relations and shift of controls between the different
belligerents. Considering those dynamics, research participants were interviewed in
three main divisional secretariats 8 : Koralai Pattu North, Manmunai West and
Manmunai South West.

7

According to local statistics, Batticaloa is composed of 73% Sri Lankan Tamils, 26% Muslims and

1% Sinhalese (Batticaloa District Planning, 2015).
8

In Sri Lanka, Districts are divided in sub-unit called Divisional Secretariats.
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3.4

Data analysis

From the narratives collected, key ideas and concepts were identified through a
thematic analysis (Riessman, 2008). Findings were than analysed considering
participants’ characteristics (in particular gender), the history of events and the
development of the region. Triangulation of sources allowed a deeper understanding
of the findings (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003).

Phase 1

Phase 2

•Familiarisation
with the data
•Look at each
interview in turn
•Identify key
themes/concepts
•Thematic mindmap

•Coding data per
themes
•Zoom on each
themes, looking
for meanings
•Cross-sectional
review
•Identification of
patterns

Phase 3

•Analysis of the
variation and
linkage
•Comparison
using
participant's
characteristics
•Refining the
concepts and
phenomena

Descriptive

Phase 4

•Triangulation
•Link findings with
context

Explanatory

Figure 5: Analytical process

3.5

Ethical considerations and limitations

Due to the sensitivity of the subject, ethical considerations were critical. The
methodology was carefully developed following Oxford Brookes ethical guidelines9
(see Appendix I). Prior to any interview, participants were given clear information on
the nature of the research, its aim and the way information would be used. It was also
essential to make clear that the participation to this study would not influence the
provision of assistance from any organisations.

9

Additional information available at: https://www.brookes.ac.uk/Research/Research-ethics/
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Safety and anonymity
Ensuring the safety of the participants and the researcher was considered as a priority
(Miller et al., 2012). Meetings with participants were only organised through trusted
contacts. The location and time of the interviews was always discussed with the
participants to ensure a safe environment. Most interviews were conducted at
participants’ home, but some preferred to meet in an external setting such as a
neighbour’s house or in a location outside of the village. To guarantee participants’
anonymity and confidentiality, no name or specific locations were recorded. All names
used in this dissertation are pseudonyms. Finally, in-depth interviews on sensitive
topic, with vulnerable respondents, can generate potential psychological distress. The
narratives approach aimed to mitigate this issue as it allowed for participants to tell
their stories the way they felt comfortable (Riessman, 2008). Nevertheless, support
mechanisms were identified beforehand to be able to refer appropriately any need for
psychological care.
Limitations and possible bias
Using a biographical method meant that I, as a researcher, was inescapably involved
in the research process. My own life experience shaped, to a certain degree, the
interaction in the interviews and the interpretation of the data (Roberts, 2002). Being
stranger to Sri Lanka or the Tamil community has provided with both advantages and
disadvantages. On one hand, it helped some participants to be more comfortable as
they trusted that the information will remain confidential and valued the neutrality in
the discussion. It also raised hopes that their narratives will be shared with a wider
public. The majority of respondents were actually happy to see that their stories raise
interest. On the other hand, a few respondents feared that meeting with a foreigner
could raise suspicions10. Undeniably, I was more visible in the data collection process.
In the opposite, not speaking the local language meant that the use of a local translator
was necessary. While this has helped to build trust with some interlocutors, it also
created the risk that the narratives were influenced by the translation (Riessman,
2008). To minimise this issue, an extensive briefing was conducted with translators to
explain the importance to provide ad verbatim translation. In addition, debriefings were

10

Rumours still exists that European individuals are financially supporting LTTE ex-combatants.
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conducted after each interview to exchange on the interaction and the content of the
discussion. Clarifications were made when the translation was not sensible in English.
To avoid any influence on the narratives due to gender, a female translator was used
for female interviews and a male translator for male interviews.
The time and budget constraints meant that the fieldwork could only take place over a
period of four weeks. This is was a short period for the data collection and therefore it
was decided to limit the sample size in favour of more complete stories.
Notwithstanding the time spent with each interviewee, reintegration is a long-term
process, taking place over many years. Consequently, a longitudinal study could
provide with interesting findings on how child soldiers are dealing with their life on a
more continuous basis. Finally, the findings of this study are context specific. They
recount stories of former child soldiers that have returned to Batticaloa in their
community of origins. Stories of former combatants that have been resettled in other
areas may present with different experiences. While the findings cannot be
generalised to all level, they provide interesting elements to better examine the longterm reintegration of young ex-combatants.

25

CHAPTER 4: CONTEXT AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
4.1

The Sri Lankan civil war

Emergence of a conflict
Despite prior disagreements during the colonial period, the dispute between the Sri
Lankan Government (GOSL) and the Tamil communities was ignited by a growing
post-independence nationalist movement, which was led by the predominant
Buddhist-Sinhalese regime. Tensions exacerbated gradually from the late fifties when
the GOSL took several decisions that fed a growing sentiment of political
discrimination among the Tamil minority11. Language reforms, university admission
quotas and centralisation of power are examples of measures that affected the Tamil
population (Perera, 2001). The steady resettlement of Sinhalese peasants in the
northern and eastern territories was another trigger for inter-ethnic dispute (McGilvray,
2008). These policies created growing tensions and ultimately led to Tamil’s demand
for self-determination. Unsuccessful political discussions and motionless agreements
with the government encouraged young political militants to form several separatist
groups, including the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).

Figure 6: Map of Sri Lanka and the Tamil region

11

According to the last census, on the total population of 20.42 million, Sinhalese represents about

75%, Sri Lanka Tamils about 11%, Muslims 9% and Indian Tamils 4% (Census, 2012).
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The Tamil Tigers
The LTTE, also called the Tamil Tigers, was formed in 1976 under the lead of the
influential and charismatic Velupillai Prabhakaran. Over the years, it became the most
dominant Tamil militant group who aspired to win the independence of Eelam12 by
armed struggle. The group was known for its devotion and hard discipline. LTTE
cadres had to follow a strict code of conduct and show full commitment to the cause
(Narayan Swamy, 2010). In case of disobedience or lack of dedication, combatants
could be severely punished and demoted (Richards, 2014). With its important military
successes, the LTTE became rapidly admired and supported by part of the Tamil
population, including Tamils abroad. In fact, the achievement of the group was
probably linked to the financial support of the Tamil diaspora 13 who provided
substantial support. In 2006, Human Rights Watch (2006) estimated that the group
received about one million USD per month from Tamils abroad. The LTTE were also
known for its use of extreme violence14 against both military and civilians. In fact, it
was regularly condemned for its human rights abuses and eventually labelled as a
terrorist organisation (Selvadurai & Smith, 2013).
Outline of the Eelam war
With rising tensions, little place for political debates and increase use of violence, the
Eelam War I inexorably broke out in 1983 (Selvadurai & Smith, 2013). The hostilities
lasted four years before a first peace agreement was signed in 198715. Although not
part of the negotiations, the Tamil Tigers initially agreed to surrender before restarting
the hostilities in 1990. Eelam War II started and lasted until the change in government
in 1994 increased the likelihood of a political solution. Yet the talks were rapidly
aborted as attacks and counter-attacks continued. Fierce fighting was sustained until
2001, creating several waves of displacements and human rights abuses in the

12

Term used to define a separate state of Tamil homeland (Perera, 2001).

13

By 2010, an estimated 1 million Sri Lankan Tamils were living abroad (Selvadurai & Smith, 2013).

14

The LTTE was particularly famous for its use of suicide attacks.

15

The Indo-Sri Lanka Accord was signed between India and Sri Lanka and required the disarmament

of Tamil opposition groups while the Indian Peace Keeping Forces (IPKF) would take over the military
control of the Tamil region (Selvadurai & Smith, 2013).
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northeast region of the island16 (UTHR, 2014). The signature of a ceasefire agreement
(CFA) between the GOSL and the LTTE in February 2002 raised once more optimisms
for peace. Hostilities stopped and peace talks started with the support of Norwegian
facilitators. In March 2004, internal disagreement within the LTTE leadership resulted
in the breakaway of the Eastern faction. The Batticaloa based Karuna group rapidly
disbanded and reformed few months later as the Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal
(TMVP) political party. The TMVP remained armed and joined the GOSL in opposing
the Tamil Tigers. This event is often described as a turning point in the conflict as the
LTTE lost an important part of its troops (Richards, 2014). In 2005, hostilities resumed
following another change in government. Violent attacks continued until the Sri Lanka
Army (SLA) launched major offensives, gradually pushing the LTTE out of the Eastern
region. In 2007, the last LTTE eastern stronghold was destroyed and the remaining
Tigers were squashed to the North. This created a ‘no war, no peace’ situation in the
East while fighting continued in the North. The conflict finally ended with a military
victory in January 2009 when the GOSL took over the last LTTE controlled area in
Kilinochchi.

Figure 7: Conflict timeline
The brutal war had disastrous consequences for its civil population. The international
community regularly denounced the extreme use of violence, the lack of humanitarian
access and the continuous violation of human rights by both sides of the conflict
(Becker, 2004).
16

For further information on this subject, the University Teachers for Human Rights has published

numerous reports on human rights abuses taking place during the conflict (UTHR, 2014).
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4.2

The LTTE child soldiers

Children were involved with the LTTE since the very beginning of the conflict. Between
2002 and 2007, UNICEF recorded more than 6,700 underage recruitments17 by the
LTTE, including 2,469 girls (Watchlist, 2008). Children were forcibly or voluntarily
recruited from the age of twelve, although most recruitment was taking place around
the age of fifteen (Becker, 2004). According to expert’s reports, several elements have
supported the enlistment of Tamil children. As push factors, the indiscriminate violence
committed by the IPKF or the SLA motivated young Tamils to protect or avenge their
communities (Alison, 2003). Other adolescents joined the separatist movement
through lack of opportunities. Disrupted education and poverty, especially present in
the East, contributed to their mobilisation (Becker, 2004). These elements coupled
with the LTTE’s sophisticated propaganda18 encouraged boys and girls to become
Tigers combatants (Becker, 2004). While a share of child combatants voluntary joined,
others were forcibly recruited. Testimonies described regular recruitment campaigns
where ‘one child per family’ was demanded by the LTTE (Watchlist, 2008). Parents
who did not comply with their requests could face violent repercussions. Other forms
of abduction were organised in schools, displaced persons camps or during temple
festivals (Becker, 2004). Forced recruitment particularly augmented following the 2002
ceasefire agreement, as families did not see the need to provide soldiers if no war was
taking place.
Demobilisation after 2002
Notwithstanding the formal commitment by the LTTE to formally release and stop the
enrolment of children 19 , very few concrete actions were actually taken. UNICEF
recorded only 2,164 cases of release whilst recruitments or re-recruitments were

17

These numbers are largely underestimated as UNICEF had only limited access to the conflict

zones. In addition, the organisation solely relied on voluntarily reporting by families that feared
retaliation.
18

LTTE combatants were treated as heroes. Public celebration and events were regularly organised

to create a sense of patriotism (Somasundaram, 2002).
19

Following the 2002 ceasefire, the LTTE agreed with the GOSL to an Action Plan for Children

Affected by War. The framework aimed to organise the release and reintegration of child soldiers
through three rehabilitation centres managed by the Tamil Rehabilitation Organization (TRO), an
NGO closely linked to the LTTE (Watchlist, 2008).
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continuously reported until the end of the war (Becker, 2004; Watchlist, 2008). A
significant amount of young combatants were officially released in Batticaloa following
the disbandment of the Karuna group. This episode took many by surprise and as no
official DDR activities were in place, released children returned to their families without
going through any rehabilitation (Watchlist, 2008). The large offensive conducted in
the East in 2007 resulted in another wave of demobilisation. Yet again, no formal
reintegration framework was in place and child soldiers either escaped or were sent
by the LTTE to fight in the North. UNICEF estimates that between 2002 and 2007,
90% of released child soldiers self-demobilised and returned to their civilian life without
any form of assistance (Watchlist, 2008). It is only following the final battle in 2009 that
formal DDR activities were planned and implemented. Until that point, no concrete
policies were established to protect and reintegrate young combatants.

4.3

The official reintegration framework

A first draft of a reintegration framework was prepared following the CFA in 2002. The
proposal planned the creation of three Protective Accommodations and Rehabilitation
Centres (PARCs) that would organise the transition from disarmament to rehabilitation
(MDMHR, 2009). However, with the return of hostilities, the project remained mostly
unfinished. In fact, reintegration activities only formally started following the end of the
hostilities when temporary centres were created. In October 2009, the Ministry of
Disaster Management and Human Rights (MDMHR) finalised the National Action Plan
for the Reintegration of Ex-combatants into Civilian Life (NAP). The document
expected to reintegrate 15,000 ex-combatants (including children) and support 60,000
immediate family members in a five-year timeline. It estimated a need of USD 75
million in funding (MDMHR, 2009). The formal objectives of the NAP were to:
‘a) Safeguard the human rights of adult ex-combatants, children formerly
associated with armed groups, victims and host communities, including the
responsibility to protect and assist them in accordance with the Constitution
of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka and the State's
international obligations;
b) Contribute towards sustainable peace, reconciliation and social cohesion;
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c) Increase the employability of adult ex-combatants and children formerly
associated with armed groups, minimize their risk of socio-economic
marginalization and create opportunities for economic revitalization in post
conflict Sri Lanka’ (MDMHR, 2009, p.5).
While the disarmament and demobilisation were to be managed centrally, the
reintegration phase was to be organised by the District with the support of the civil
society and the private sector. The figure below summarise the activities planned
under the NAP.

Figure 8: Official DDR activities planned in Sri Lanka
(MDMHR, 2009, p. 13)
In practice, international experts raised important concerns regarding the
implementation of this plan given that the PARCs were managed by the military and
access by NGOs were restricted (The Coalition, 2010). Other reports indicated a
general lack of funds allocated at the local level resulting in limited reintegration
activities (Krishnan, 2010).
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS
This chapter recounts the stories of the former child soldiers20 I met in Batticaloa and
reflects on the factors that influenced their social, economic and political reintegration.
These factors will be discussed according to six main themes that emerged from the
narratives: 1) the lack of safe space, 2) the general wellbeing, 3) the barriers to
livelihood, 4) the social capital 5) the formal assistance and 6) the political participation
(detailed thematic map in Appendix IV).

5.1

The lack of safe space

The lack of physical security experienced during the reintegration process dominates
the narratives. The inability to return to a safe space impacted all spheres of
reintegration whether economic, social or political.
The fear of going home
All participants who demobilised before the end of the war described an acute risk of
being retaken, especially following the disbandment of the Karuna group in 2004. With
the loss of a significant part of its forces, the LTTE needed to replenish its troops, and
targeted former combatants. ‘Nobody stayed at home. The LTTE members from the
North were looking for us’. Simultaneously, the Karuna group reformed and also
sought to re-recruit former members. Whether child combatants were formally
released or not, all feared being retaken. ‘They were checking my house. It was too
dangerous to come back’. For those who had escaped the armed group, the fear of
repercussion was added to the threat of abduction. Indeed, LTTE did not accept
unauthorised departures of their members. Abandonment was considered as treason
and could be severely punished. ’You could not escape or you would get killed. Some
soldiers tried, but they were killed in front of everyone, to set the example. I was so
scared’. The LTTE’s use of extreme violence throughout the war created a climate of
terror among communities. Furthermore, other criminal groups were acting in the
name of Prabhakaran or Karuna. Looting, physical aggression, acts of revenge and
other forms of violence were part of the daily life in the community.
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The fear of returning home was not exclusively linked to the opposition groups. The
risk of being caught and mistreated by the government’s security forces was equally
strong. ‘They always checked on me. Each time something happened in the village, I
was called for investigation’. Close monitoring continued for many years after the end
of the conflict and profoundly restricted ex-combatants’ daily life. ‘Once a week, I had
to go to the police station to register. They also told me not to gather in groups or to
leave the village without permission’. Adding to the sentiment of oppression, narratives
recount the violence that was committed as part of the investigations. ‘They tortured
me a lot for me to talk’. Several respondents mentioned cases where former LTTE
members disappeared following their arrest. Without any form of protection, former
child soldiers became extremely vulnerable to social, economic and political exclusion.

Chaitan was thirteen when he voluntarily joined the movement. ‘I wanted to defend Tamils
rights and homeland’. After being a combatant for thirteen years, he was formally
released by Karuna in 2004. ‘Physically, I was happy to see my family, but mentally I was
not happy’. Chaitan could not stay with his family due to existing threats. ‘I feared because
many people could be looking for me. The Government could be looking for me. The
LTTE from the North could be looking for me. We (ex-combatants) could get attacked, so
nobody stayed home… I could not stay well with my family and recover. I had to escape’.

State security versus human security
With the fear of having to face minority mobilization and/or LTTE reunification, the
GOSL maintained strict security measures to control Tamil regions. In particular,
former LTTE members were seen as a serious threat toward national security. The
heavy presence of military forces in all spheres of society, coupled with incessant
monitoring, created a climate of repression and human rights abuses 21 instead of
promoting human security (Selvadurai & Smith, 2013).
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KIs explain that repressive measures were not solely directed at LTTE members. Any actor that

reported human rights abuses by the SLA was heavily investigated. Journalists and NGOs were
especially monitored which refrained considerably their activities.
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‘Some combatants escaped and returned directly to Batticaloa. They were
found by the army, or maybe Karuna, and were shot dead. Officially, it was said
that they were killed during the war, but they came without any weapons…
They did not take them to any rehabilitation camps’.
Assassination, extra-judicial killings, tortures and disappearances continue to the
present day and prevent reconciliation, recovery and sustainable peace (Keerawella,
2013; International Crisis Group, 2017).
Coping strategies
This insecurity forced returning combatants to find alternative options to resume
civilian life. The first reaction after demobilisation was to hide in safe houses provided
by trusted contacts. They were then able to communicate with their families and figure
out what to do next. Some stayed in these hiding places for years until a suitable
solution was found, while others waited only for a few days. Gender differences were
prominent in those decisions. All female interviewees returned to their family house,
whereas very few men did. According to KI working in local NGOs, women had less
choice as they were expected to resume their traditional role with the family. Moreover,
women were generally seen as being at lesser risk of prosecution and it was thus
considered acceptable for them to return home. Still, the majority adopted protection
strategies to reduce the risk of being mistreated. Some women continued to hide in
the family house for many years, while others decided to get married to prevent being
re-recruited.
Only few men in the sample contemplated the option of returning home. With no safe
spaces in Sri Lanka, the preferred option was to flee abroad with the help of
specialised agents. They escaped to the Middle East or Southeast Asia22 and stayed
abroad as long as the situation back home was considered unsafe. Today, most
interviewees have returned to Sri Lanka and enjoy some freedom even if monitoring
is continuing to a lesser extent. Only those who were never identified as former
combatants avoided the persecution conducted by the security forces.
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Naakesh was forcibly recruited at the age of eleven. He was able to escape after two
years with the LTTE. He wanted to return to his family, but he feared to be arrested by
the authorities or recaptured by the LTTE. Due to his young age, Naakesh did not have
many options, so he hid in an acquaintance's house. ‘I couldn’t flee abroad, I was too
young. I had no options’. His parents could visit him but with certain precautions. ‘I had
no friends or contact with the community, I could not move outside’. He stayed there for
more than seven years before he reached the age to go abroad. He then left for Qatar.

5.2

Individual wellbeing

For most respondents, difficulties linked to physical and mental health conditions have
significantly affected their reintegration23.
Psychological wellbeing
As described in other local studies, narratives indicated several signs of psychological
distress such as disturbing memories, negative thoughts, and sentiments of guilt,
shame or regrets (Somasundaram, 2002). In some cases, it resulted in a low sense of
self-worth that still affects their lives today. ‘My life is over. I have no dreams for myself.
The priority is now for my kids’. Without any psychosocial support, the common way
to deal with those memories seems to have been avoidance. Many respondents
refrained from sharing their stories. ‘Everybody knows what happened anyway, so
there is no need to explain’. A local psychologist24 expounds that ex-combatants had
very limited spaces to share their stories as they also feared stigmatisation linked to
their past involvement.
Dealing with the transition from military to civilian life was another source of concern.
The lack of security was unsurprisingly described as an important source of anxiety.
The return to a life made of uncertainties and financial difficulties was another factor
of stress. Interestingly, participants who were committed and enjoyed their experience
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KI interviews were organised with two local NGOs that provided psychosocial counselling in

Batticaloa.
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with the LTTE indicated greater difficulties to return. ‘LTTE helped me a lot. They
provided me with everything I needed… Now, I have nothing’. On the other hand,
respondents who suffered from this experience felt relieved and happy to return25. ‘It
was like being a bird in a cage. We had so many duties and we could not sleep…
When I left, I felt free again’.

Nayomi forcibly enrolled with the LTTE when she was seventeen years old. The group
came to her house and asked for one child to join. As her family refused, they abducted
her father. ‘I had to go. My father was the one earning the money for the family’. She
stayed two and a half years before she managed to escape. ‘I suffered a lot. The time
with the group was very bad and I didn’t like it at all.’ She describes being mentally
affected by this experience and felt depressed when she returned. ‘I didn’t wanted to go
out of the house. My hair was short… I didn’t feel good enough to go back to school or
to look for a job’. It took her many years to rebuild her self-esteem. ‘I was able to recover
with the help of my family and the support of an NGO’.

There is no doubt that psychological difficulties, not only present at the individual level,
but within the family and the community, greatly affected the reintegration of young
ex-combatants (Somasundaram & Sambasivamoorthy, 2013). As discussed in the
literature review, there is a necessity to provide external safe spaces for excombatants to share their stories.
Physical disabilities
The years of combat have also caused important physical impairments. Seven
respondents discussed the impact of physical disabilities on their life. Narratives
particularly described the great barrier to perform essential activities, especially to
secure employment. The limited ability to perform hard physical work was described
as a great constraint in an environment where most professional occupations require
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A local psychologist confirms this finding. She observed important differences in ex-combatants’

attitude, perception and feelings depending on their commitment to the group. She explained that due
to these different views, group session could not be held with former combatants.
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physical abilities26. Other narratives indicated a loss of confidence linked to the fear of
discrimination. All disabled females mentioned the negative impacts on social
reintegration. ‘When I was on the road to wait for the bus, it would not stop for me. If
they saw that I was disabled, they didn’t want to let me in’. Sensitisation campaigns
and supporting networks seem to have been positive elements to reducing
stigmatisation. ‘The Disabled Committee organised lots of drama plays in the
community to inform about the issue. Now, the bus is stopping for me’. Interestingly,
male participants did not address the impact of disability on social acceptance despite
further inquiry. One explanation could be that they did not feel comfortable discussing
this issue. Two KI believed that disabled women face ‘double discrimination’ as the
community did not accept their role in the war. Further research is required to better
understand the impact of gender and disability on the social acceptance in Tamil
communities.

Heerthana lost the lower part of her leg in a battler in 1999. When demobilised, she
feared returning to her village due to people’s reaction:
‘I didn’t know what people will think of my missing leg… With the LTTE it was ok because
there were a lot of people in the same situation, but I feared the reaction in my village.
When I returned people treated me differently and I had some mental difficulties…
People didn’t say anything to me directly, but I heard gossip behind my back… Still
today, my mother cannot sleep with me because she cannot accept the loss of my leg.’
The first years after her return, she hid in the house. With time, she slowly regained
strength and got involved in many social activities. Today, she plays sitting volleyball
and wants to be part of the national team. She is also member of a disability association.
When asked what made her so resilient, she explains that it is her personal character
‘that is like a boy’, the confidence she developed with the LTTE and her supporting
networks. ‘Today everybody knows about me, and my mentality. I became very
respected with time. This is because of my behaviour and my attitude’.
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While the majority of respondents reacted negatively to their disability, some showed
great form of resilience and were able to bounce back. According to them, resilience
was created due to their own personality coupled with a strong supporting network.
The existence of disabled association was also mentioned as an important form of
assistance.

5.3

Livelihood challenges

The access to sustainable livelihood was described as another great challenge.
Narratives revealed that it actually represented an important stress for men that
traditionally bear the obligation to provide familial incomes. KIs explained that the
social pressure experienced by men is especially strong due to the dowry system.
Within a matrilineal form of society, young men are expected to accumulate sufficient
assets, such as houses or land, to secure a ‘good’ marriage for their
daughters/sisters27 (McGilvray, 2008). Yet their years of experiences as child soldiers
have prevented the accumulation of capital.
Access to employment
All interviewees recognised that the interruption of schooling had a serious impact on
their employability. Nevertheless, most did not consider resuming their education.
While being recruited under the age of eighteen, the majority returned as young adults
and therefore age was described as a major deterrent. ‘It is too late to go back to
school. Now I have to provide for my family’. For the two who wanted to resume their
education, insecurity prevented them from doing so.
Some respondents described being marginalised due to their involvement with the
LTTE. ‘Whatever the qualifications, we are not considered for Government’s jobs.
Even qualified Doctors are now working in paddy fields’. Despite having gained
valuable skills during their time with the armed forces28, employers are reluctant to hire
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houses that will be used as a dowry for the female member of the family.
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Apart from military skills, interviewees described having gained both technical (telecommunication,

electricity, accounting, healthcare, etc.) and soft skills (leadership, sense of commitment and ability to
communicate, etc.).
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former child soldiers. A KI from ILO explained that employers generally fear that exLTTE would bring incessant questioning from the authorities. They also showed
reservations about ex-combatants’ behaviour and attitude. Others interviewees
associated their difficulties to the local labour market that suffers from structured
unemployment 29 . Indeed, all participants are today involved in unskilled labour
(participants’ current occupations in Appendix III) and many describe the impact on
poverty. ‘If you look at ex-combatants’ families in this village, only one has a motorbike.
The rest only have bicycle. Our economic situation is generally lower’.

Lack of financial capital
As most former child soldiers return home empty handed, the lack of financial
resources was described as another difficulty. ‘When I came back, I had to exchange
my wife’s jewellery. Financial capital was especially needed for the majority that fled
abroad. Family and relatives were one of the main sources of supply as the possibility
to take a loan with a formal institution was compromised due to their hidden status. If
relatives were not an option, unofficial businesses were also providing loans under
lesser conditions but with much higher interest rates. This created important financial
problems for many individuals and further encouraged migration to repay their debt. ‘I
had to borrow 150,000 LKR30 to pay the agent. The interest was 15,000 LKR per
month, and that corresponded to my salary in Qatar’.
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Structural unemployment means a mismatch between the need of employers and the available

skills. ILO explains that there is a lot of unskilled workforce available in Batticaloa, but not so much
needs.
30

The equivalent of approximately 1,000 USD
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Lokenatra was on his way to school when he was abducted by the LTTE. He was thirteen
years old. After eight years with the group, he escaped in 2003 during the peace talks. ‘I
was granted a five-day leave, so I came back to my village. The financial situation of his
family pushed him to leave the LTTE: ’I thought I should help my family, the situation was
not fair… But I couldn’t stay home. I feared to be recaptured again’. He hid one year
before he could get a visa to travel abroad.
‘I did not work during this time, because I couldn’t be out’. ‘Qatar was not a sustainable
job. I had to borrow a lot of money to go there. I had a loan of 350,000 LKR with my
brother and parents… I had to reimburse the loan… My life today is very difficult. With
the LTTE, my role was to fight, but everything was provided to me… Here, it is more
difficult…I have to provide everything to sustain my life’.
When he returned to Sri Lanka in 2011, he could not find a job. ‘I had a lot of experience
with the LTTE, but I cannot apply it here’. During all those years, Lokenatra suffered
greatly from his financial situation. ‘War did not affect us mentally, poverty did’… I have
to fight for survival’.

5.4

Social capital

In accordance with existing studies that recognise the importance of family
reunification and social acceptance (Boothby et al., 2006b), social capital was
declared as the most important source of support.
Informal supporting networks
All respondents described family as the main source of aid. Direct family members
provided with invaluable moral, physical and financial assistance. Without exception,
all respondents were welcomed back by their families, whether the contact was
maintained during the engagement or not. ‘My family was very happy. They took care
of me, cooked my favourite meal and did everything for me’. In fact, family was
depicted as the only source of protection. Friends and peers were also mentioned
although they seem to have provided only limited support. Narratives indicated that
the duration of the engagement had an impact on their relationships. Participants who
stayed many years with the armed forces maintained a stronger network with other
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combatants. They exchanged information on the situation, provided moral support and
advised one another. On the opposite, interviewees that were absent for a shorter
period kept more relations with friends from the village. In any case, contacts were
limited due to the necessity to stay out of sight. Except for the direct neighbours that
were often defined as relatives31, the rest of the community was rarely mentioned as
a source of support.
Community acceptance
Gender differences were predominant when discussing community acceptance. Most
men explained that the community welcomed them. ‘You know, the community knew
the situation. LTTE did a lot of propaganda’. According to one KI, the ‘one child per
family’ campaign affected all classes and levels of the society and thus reduced the
discrimination factor. However, narratives of ex-combatants described low interaction
with the community. ‘People were afraid to talk to me… They thought I still had contact
with the LTTE. They did not trust me’. The constant monitoring from the authorities
favoured their exclusion from the rest of the community. The President of a village
committee recounts the tension exercised by both belligerents. ‘People were caught
in the middle. Whoever you support, you could face problems’. If the community were
speaking to a member of LTTE the SLA would come to investigate and vice versa.
‘The community and my relatives did not want me in their homes... They were afraid
to have some problems if I hid in their house’. Ex-combatants were themselves scared
that other residents would report them to the authorities. The climate of mistrust
undeniably affected the contact between members of the same community
(Somasundaram, 2014). On the other hand, female respondents described a very
different situation. While they also mentioned the problem linked to security, their
stories revealed great challenges linked to social expectations.

Traditional gender roles and social expectations
Female narratives uncovered distinctive vulnerability to social exclusion and
discrimination. A female activist explained that Tamil societies have specific

In the Tamil societies of the East, families from the same matriclan are often living next to each
other’s (McGilvray, 2008).
31
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behavioural expectations towards women 32 , and due to their association with an
armed group, female ex-combatants were not regarded as ‘respectable’. This had a
particular damaging effect on their marriage perspective, which is described as a
crucial component in the life of a Tamil woman (McGilvray, 2008). ‘You know, most
men think that former female combatants are bad’. Despite the fact that female
soldiers were kept in separate brigades and romantic relations were strictly forbidden
by the LTTE (Richards, 2014), there is a common impression that they had sexual
relations and consequently that they are not ‘pure’. To resolve this issue, marriages
were organised with other LTTE members or within the relatives’ circle. ‘Nobody
wanted to marry me, that is why I had to marry a former LTTE’. Another excluding
factor was the change of attitude observed in female ex-combatants. Their experience
transformed their character and perception. ‘We could go out at night, we could drive
big vehicles… We could also wear jeans and t-shirts’. Narratives described freedom
and an equal treatment within the LTTE that created a space for emancipation. ‘Girls
are equal to boys. Girls should have character. This was a teaching from Prabhakaran.
You have to be proud of being a women’. ‘Without this experience, I wouldn’t be so
confident’. ‘I feel I gained power and that I can take leadership roles in my family’.
Yet for most of them, returning home meant resuming their traditional role (Alison,
2003). ‘When I returned, I came back to the traditional way of life. Our society is like
that, so I have to obey the rules’. For many, this return was described as hard.
‘Returning home was difficult. I didn’t know how to cook or clean... It took time. I was
not so interested in those tasks’. For others, it was perceived as a relief ‘I was so
happy to return. I like the traditional way of life’.
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show naivety).
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Vijaya stayed with the LTTE until the last battle of 2009 where she was injured. She was
arrested and sent to prison where she stayed for one year and three months. The
International Committee of the Red Cross helped to secure her release in 2010 and she
was sent back home. She recounts the reaction of the community:
‘The community treated me with inferior manner. They didn’t like to talk to me. This is
because I was an LTTE and because I went to jail. They treated me like if I have a bad
character and that I am not acceptable. They thought that maybe things happened to me
in jail and that I was probably raped. They also feared to have some problem with the
army if they talked to me... If someone would talk to me, the rest of the community would
also ignore that person... I tried to commit suicide many times due to the ignorance of the
community’.

5.5

Formal assistance

The level of support provided by formal actors another point in the discussions. The
narratives revealed that only few respondents received formal assistance to return to
their civilian life. NGO workers argue that it was problematic to identify former child
soldiers and consequently, they had to rely on lists provided by the authorities or the
LTTE. First, the demobilisation in the East did not take place at fixed times and places.
It was a continuous process with an important amount of self-demobilisation. Second,
former child soldiers hid in a dispersed area and generally avoided enlistment with
NGOs. ‘Me and my friends went to request support to one of the international
organisation. They asked us to provide detailed information about ourselves, so we
did. The problem is that information was leaked to the army so they started to search
for us. Since then, I don’t want to be in contact with any organisation’.
The fear of being reported prevented many interviewees from accessing formal
assistance. Some NGOs understood this problem and avoided targeted programmes.
One KI recounts: ‘You could not trust your own colleagues’. Many people were
intimidated by the army and had to report any information on the LTTE. Bar a few
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organisations 33 , NGOs preferred to conduct programmes addressing the general
needs of the population affected by war34.
DDR in practice
Several observers assessed that although many children had been involved with the
LTTE; only few underwent the official DDR programs (The Coalition, 2010). Local
authorities in Batticaloa explained that this is due to the absence of a systematic DDR
process before the end of the war. As many child soldiers had self-demobilised before
2009, only a couple joined the PARCs. In addition, most participants feared being sent
to those centres. ‘They are torturing those who go. They will inquire on all the events
during the war… Some of my friends are still in those centres today’. Considering the
general lack of trust in the authorities, the fact that the PARCs where managed by the
military had a clear discouraging effect. In fact, rehabilitation was largely perceived as
a security measure used ‘to removing all dangerous elements from society’ (Krishnan,
2010, p. 51). As a result, former young combatants avoided those programmes. ‘It was
like a prison, not like rehabilitation’. Two participants of this study went through the
official rehabilitation and recounted a deprivation of liberty with limited contact with
their family. They perceived DDR as a political tool used to improve the government’s
image, rather than a real plan to support ex-combatants.
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An important amount of NGOs were present in the Batticaloa region, especially following the 2004

Tsunami. Many development and humanitarian projects were conducted to support the population
(livelihood activities, shelter and infrastructure rehabilitation, medical care, psychosocial support, etc.).
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Udayan stayed twenty-two years with the LTTE before he surrendered to the army in
2009. He was sent to rehabilitation and recounts his experience:
‘When I surrendered, they put me in a bus and told me I was going for rehabilitation.
They attacked me in the bus… They drove us to a place in the forest. There was nothing
there, just fences. It is only the next day that they started to build a camp. They kept me
there for six months. There were a lot of inquiries and torture from different army sections
(Intelligence, Navy, etc.). I was used to torture, because I had it before. They were telling
us that we were bad and did bad things. They hit us a lot. They would ask questions and
even if we said the truth, they would say it is a lie and would beat us. Later, a committee
from Colombo (judges) came and said that we should be given three months
rehabilitation… Then they brought me to another rehabilitation camp. The army also
managed this camp. I stayed there one year and three months. Inquiries were less
intense there, but the living conditions were bad. There was a lack of water so we could
not shower properly. We had a very limited number of litres per person. We had to get
up every day at 5.30 am for tea. After tea, we had to work in the forest and cut trees. It
was very big and large trees and we only had bad knives. They were not sharp enough,
so it took us a lot of time… In the evening, we were allowed to have one hour of sports.
It was like a prison really, not like a rehabilitation camp. It is only few months before my
release, that they asked me to do vocational training. They gave us few options and I
chose to learn carpentry. The problem is that the training only lasted few days instead of
months. They asked us to sign a paper saying that we participated in the full training. If
we did not sign, they would not release us. So, I signed it. After four months, I was
released… They released about three hundred combatants at the same time and
organised a big ceremony. The President’s son participated… IOM brought us back to
Batticaloa by bus and my relatives came to pick me up’.

Since none of the female interviewees of this study underwent official rehabilitation, it
was not possible to analyse women’s perspective on the DDR process. Additional
research is therefore required to understand the inclusion and impact of DDR activities
on women’s reintegration.
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5.6

Political participation

The last theme discussed with the participants was the lack of voices in the political
process. This was addressed according to two dimensions: the marginalisation of
former combatants and the place of the Tamil community in the mainstream politics.
For the former child soldiers, the lack of safe space easily explains a common
sentiment of exclusion from the political activities of the past ten years. While most
narratives described an improvement of the situation since the change of Government
in 2015, their narratives still mentioned limited places to express their concerns and to
be heard. ‘Today, I can move everywhere. I have a voice, but still, I can’t talk to the
security forces’. As long as former young combatants are considered as a potential
threat to the nation, there is little space for political participation.
As for the Tamil community, interviewees expressed different opinions regarding their
political inclusion. Some are simply content that the war is over and prefer to focus on
reconstruction. ‘We have all seen hard situations. Now, we don’t need war. We have
to be together to develop the region’. Others expressed great frustrations. ‘Tamils have
no rights. The current party in power is a bit better, but only hard work will help Tamil
people, no one else’. Narratives revealed a lack of trust towards authorities and the
Tamil National Alliance (TNA) that represent Tamil minority in the central government.
‘Nothing is happening for the Tamil people. TNA fails to play their role’. Interviewees
and KIs also mentioned the problem of corruption that increases existing inequalities.
‘The system is corrupt and has its own agenda. It is not for the people. Only the rich
get more rich’. The sentiment of discrimination, already present before the conflict, is
still portrayed in the narratives. Several respondents firmly believed that the GOSL is
working against Tamils. They described strategies used by politicians to diminish
Tamil’s influence in the East. As an example, the question of land ownership remains
a sensitive issue35 (Bastian, 2013). They also talked about the centralisation of power
that refrain Provinces’ autonomy. Some feel that nothing have changed despite the
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46

war. ‘I have lost my leg for nothing’. ‘Tamils did not achieve anything, but instead will
suffer from the economic consequences’.
Military victory and post-war governance
Despite numerous attempts to peacefully resolve the Sri Lankan conflict, the war
ended in 2009 with an apparent military victory. The end in hostilities could have
created opportunities for political reconciliation, but instead the victorious regime
rejected the real causes and declared that there was never an ethnic conflict, only a
problem of terrorism (Uyangoda, 2012). It is then no surprise that the post-war agenda
did not include political reforms. Observers reasoned that the military victory had the
effect of strengthening the legitimacy and confidence of the ruling party, which led to
a further centralisation of power (Marcelline, 2014). Bastian (2013) interestingly
describes Sri Lanka as being in a ‘post-war’ situation rather than a ‘post-conflict’
situation 36 . In this political environment, any effort toward reconciliation is a
challenging task. Yet, there is a strong need to establish a process of justice and
reconciliation (Keerawella, 2013). The lengthy brutal conflict engendered countless
amounts of suffering and had the effect of pulling communities apart. Many KIs and
local scholars recognised the need to deal with past abuses and grievances (Hartnett,
2016). As discussed in the literature review, truth and justice are considered essential
elements to enable the population to heal. Yet, the GOSL has taken no affirmative
action to move towards reconciliation and local actors described a recovery in silence
where Tamil victims are forbidden to morn or commemorate the past events 37
(Somasundaram, 2014). Still today, human rights organisations observe no political
will to move towards state reform or the prevention of systematic human right abuses
(International Crisis Group, 2017).
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memorials events. Another informant also showed me the remnant of a Tamil cemetery in Vaharei
that was symbolically destroyed by the army after the war.
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Girika voluntarily became a Tamil Tigress at the age of twelve years old. As the LTTE did
not want her to join the military training immediately, they paid for her education until the
age of sixteen. She was then sent for military training. After twelve years with the group,
she got married in 2007 with another LTTE member. She remained in the North until the
last war started. She was then displaced to an IDP camp in Vavuniya. In 2009, her
husband disappeared following an inquiry by the army. Her son was only a few months
old. She then left the IDP camp to return to her parents. Since 2009, she remains without
any information about what happened to her husband. This is a very sensitive topic that
brings some emotion and tears. ‘I hate the Government and the politics. They always
make big promises, but then they are not dealing with the problems. They don’t take the
issue of missing persons seriously.’

Development for reconciliation
Instead of working on peacebuilding, the post-war discourse has mainly been
orientated towards development and reconstruction (Bastian, 2013). With the belief
that economic growth and rebuilding initiatives will uphold stability, the GOSL, with the
help of international donors, launched large-scale reconstructions programmes in the
northeast region. These efforts have been largely recognised by the participants that
describe positive changes and improvements. ‘Before this region was like a forest.
Today, there are roads, houses made of stones and electricity’. Yet, one essential
element has been overlooked in the process. ‘Infrastructure has developed a lot, but
human development has not been planned… They are constructing roads where
nobody lives. We have to change the system to focus on education and livelihood’.
While development efforts were necessary to combat the poverty that prevails in the
East, they have not addressed the questions of equality, resource distribution and
participation. Local authorities agreed with this assessment and described the priority
of developing the education system and employment opportunities. Yet development
initiatives have continuously remained under the control of the central government,
with only little contribution from the local actors (Herath, 2010).
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Ranjana was forcibly recruited by the LTTE in 2001. He served five years in the
movement before escaping. As he could not return to his family, he worked for several
years aboard. Today, he is labouring in one of the many paddy fields in Batticaloa.
‘When I came back from abroad, I could observe some development, but only for
government’s building or roads, not for people… The Government doesn’t concentrate
on education, employment or health in this area’, Tamils are still marginalised’. They are
also bringing new religion in this area, with more and more Sinhalese’.
‘Former LTTE combatants are not free…. Just a month ago, former LTTE combatants
were arrested for drugs. This was just an excuse’. He believes that the authorities are
still using LTTE as a political argument. ‘They say that the LTTE still exists. They do this
to win the next election’.

Keerawella (2013) wrote that the real challenge is for the government ‘to reach out to
Tamil people and make them feel organic and equal shareholders of the state’ (p.11).
This objective has evidently not been reached as many interviewees expressed in
confidence: ‘if the LTTE would be back, I would be the first one to join them, to protect
Tamils rights’.
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
The aim of this dissertation was to explore the reintegration process of former child
soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka and understand the factors that influenced their return to
civilian life. An extensive literature review has permitted the development of an
analytical framework that identified several areas of observation. At a micro level, the
factors of reintegration were analysed according to three main dimensions: economic,
social and political. At a macro level, the post-conflict reconstruction pillars were used
to look at how the reintegration took place within the post-war context. Examining both
levels offered a new perspective in the research of reintegration. With the objective of
understanding the reintegration experience through former child soldiers’ perspective,
this study chose to use a biographical method as it allowed placing their stories in the
centre of the analysis. In total, eighteen narratives of female and male young excombatants were collected in Batticaloa District.
The narratives have identified several key factors influencing the reintegration of
former child soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka. First, the general wellbeing was described
as an important aspect of reintegration since the presence of psychological distress
and physical disabilities impacted the economic and social rehabilitation. This confirms
the importance of providing safe spaces where young ex-combatants can heal and
receive appropriate counselling. Second, ex-combatants described important barriers
to livelihood due to education deficit, lack of financial assets and the insufficient local
labour market. All these factors greatly affected their economic situation. Third, the
narratives defined social capital as the most important source of support. Families and
close social networks were recognised as providing invaluable care and
encouragement. Informal support was undeniably the most important component to
building resilience since formal assistance was described as missing. The stories of
child soldiers in Eastern Sri Lanka demonstrate that demobilisation can take place at
different times and in different ways. Therefore, Disarmament, Demobilisation and
Reintegration (DDR) should be regarded as a dynamic process, taking place
continuously during and at the end of the conflict.
The narratives have also created new insights on the gendered differences present in
the reintegration. Returning women recounted a greater vulnerability to social
exclusion since the community did not accept their role as combatants. Former female
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combatants suffered greatly from stigmatisation and discrimination, which seriously
limited the space for recovery. Following demobilisation, young women were expected
to resume their traditional role and regain their function in the family. While spaces for
women’ emancipation has certainly opened up during the conflict (Alison, 2003), the
post-war environment has not permitted sustainability of those transformations. This
study shows that cultural norms and traditions play a crucial role in the reintegration
process. In order to promote acceptance and empowerment, reintegration
programmes should take social expectations into account and remain adaptive to local
realities.
Finally, the most critical element that negatively affected former child soldiers’
reintegration into society was the lack of physical security. To reduce the risk of conflict
recurrence, the authorities enforced tight security measures, especially towards
former LTTE members that were the target of incessant investigations and abuses.
The climate of fear and mistrust present during and long after the conflict prevented
them from gaining ‘meaningful roles and identities as civilian’ (UNICEF, 2007, P.7).
The inability to return to a safe environment impacted all spheres of reintegration
whether economic, social or political. In that context, DDR activities were seen as a
tool to implement further security investigations and controls rather than a plan to
‘safeguard human rights’, ‘contribute towards sustainable peace’ and ‘minimise excombatants socio-economic marginalization’ (MDMHR, 2009, p. 5). Their stories
dramatically illustrate the influence of the post-war reconstruction priorities on excombatants’ reintegration. In Sri Lanka, the military victory strengthened the legitimacy
and confidence of the victorious regime that chose to reject the root causes of the
three decades conflict. Alternatively, the Government assumed that reconciliation
would mainly be reached through economic development. By ignoring past events and
abuses, it failed to address underlying issues that could promote sustainable peace.
This brings to question existing reintegration theories that are based on the idea of a
negotiated settlement. More research needs to be conducted to better understand the
place of reintegration activities in a ‘no war, no peace’ environment, but without any
form of protection, former child soldiers are extremely vulnerable to social, economic
and political exclusion. Ten years have passed since the end of the hostilities in
Batticaloa, yet former child soldiers remain largely stigmatised. They are still struggling
today to recover from the past and regain a normal life.
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APPENDICES
Appendix I: Ethical Review Forms

TDE Form E1

Faculty of Technology, Design and Environment
Ethics Review Form E1
This form should be completed by the Principal Investigator / Supervisor / Student
undertaking a research project which involves human participants. The form will identify
whether a more detailed E2 form needs to be submitted to the Faculty Research Ethics
Officer.
Before completing this form, please refer to the University Code of Practice for the Ethical
Standards for Research involving Human Participants, available at
http://www.brookes.ac.uk/Research/Research-ethics/, and to any guidelines provided by
relevant academic or professional associations.
It is the Principal Investigator / Supervisor who is responsible for exercising appropriate
professional judgement in this review. Note that all necessary forms should be fully
completed and signed before fieldwork commences.
Project Title: Growing out of political violence: the factors influencing the
reintegration of child soldiers in Batticaloa
Principal Investigator / Supervisor: Cathrine Brun
Student Investigator: Christina Tschopp
Yes
1.

Does the study involve participants who are unable to give informed
consent? (e.g. children, people with learning disabilities,
unconscious patients)

2.

If the study will involve participants who are unable to give informed
consent (e.g. children under the age of 16, people with learning
disabilities), will you be unable to obtain permission from their
parents or guardians (as appropriate)?

3.

Will the study require the cooperation of a gatekeeper for initial
access to groups or individuals to be recruited? (e.g. students,
members of a self-help group, employees of a company, residents
of a nursing home)

4.

Are there any problems with the participants’ right to remain
anonymous, or to have the information they give not identifiable as
theirs?

No
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5.

Will it be necessary for the participants to take part in the study
without their knowledge/consent at the time? (eg, covert
observation of people in non-public places?)

6.

Will the study involve discussion of or responses to questions the
participants might find sensitive? (e.g. own drug use, own traumatic
experiences)

7.

Are drugs, placebos or other substances (e.g. food substances,
vitamins) to be administered to the study participants?

8.

Will blood or tissue samples be obtained from participants?

9.

Is pain or more than mild discomfort likely to result from the study?

10.

Could the study induce psychological stress or anxiety?

11.

Will the study involve prolonged or repetitive testing of participants?

12.

Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses and
compensation for time) be offered to participants?

13.

Will deception of participants be necessary during the study?

14.

Will the study involve NHS patients, staff, carers or premises?

If you have answered ‘no’ to all the above questions, send the completed form to your
Module Leader and keep the original in case you need to submit it with your work. If you
have answered ‘yes’ to any of the above questions, you should complete the Form E2
available at http://www.brookes.ac.uk/Research/Research-ethics/Ethics-review-forms/ and,
together with this E1 Form, email it to the Faculty Research Ethics Officer, whose name can
be found at
http://www.brookes.ac.uk/Research/Research-ethics/Research-ethics-officers/
If you answered ‘yes’ to any of questions 1-13 and ‘yes’ to question 14, an application must
be submitted to the appropriate NHS research ethics committee.
Signed:

Principal
Investigator
/Supervisor

Signed:

Student
Investigator

Date:

15 May 2017
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TDE Form E2

Faculty of Technology, Design and Environment
Ethics Review Form E2
This form is only for graduate (MSc) and undergraduate students on taught programmes.
Before completing this form, Form E1 should have been completed to establish whether a
Form E2 is required.
The E2 Form should be completed by the Principal Investigator / Student undertaking the
research. Reference should be made to the University Code of Practice for the Ethical
Standards for Research involving Human Participants, available at
http://www.brookes.ac.uk/Research/Research-ethics/, and to any guidelines provided by
relevant academic or professional associations.
Please complete the form and email it and the E1 form to the TDE Faculty Ethics Officer
(Bridget Durning – bdurning@brookes.ac.uk). Please ensure this is done well in advance of
fieldwork as ethics approval is needed before data collection can commence.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Name of Principal Investigator / Supervisor: Cathrine Brun
Name of Student: Christina Tschopp
Department/School: Development and Emergency Practice
Dissertation Module Number: P30399 – MA Dissertation
Project Title: Growing out of political violence: the factors influencing the reintegration
of former child soldiers in Batticaloa
Project Type:
MPhil



Master’s

X

Diploma



Undergraduate



Other (please specify) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
7.
8.

Project funded by (if applicable): N/A
Summary of proposed research:

Background and rationale
The year 2009 marked the end of a 27 years civil war that took place between the
Government of Sri Lanka and the Liberation of Tiger Tamil Eelam. The three decades
conflict was particularly disastrous for Sri Lanka’s young generation. Indeed, several reports
revealed the extensive use of children as combatants, especially in the last years of the
conflict. Monitoring agencies have identified not less than six thousand children recruited in
armed forces, particularly within the LTTE and its faction, the Karuna group. Girls were not
left aside as they estimated to represent about 40% of all under aged soldiers. As the
conflict ended, children were returned to their relatives bearing the scars of the war. To
facilitate their recovery, the authorities developed an ‘Action Plan for Children Affected by
War’ with specific measures to be implemented. However, several agencies have described
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the application as being inconsistent and not meeting international standards. Today, these
former young combatants are adults evolving within the post-conflict development.
The aims of the study
This study aims to explore the stories and experiences of former child soldiers’ reintegration
in Batticaloa District in Sri Lanka (Eastern part of the country). Ten years after the end of the
conflict, it will investigate on what have become of these young ex-combatants and what
process did they go through to recover from the war. While the study participants were
children during the time of war, they are today adults aged above 25. It will focus on
explaining the main conditions that influenced their reintegration and identify key elements to
understand how to better help them to strengthen their resilience. In particular, it will
investigate the following research questions:


What factors influenced former child soldiers’ reintegration in the society?
¬ How different was this experience between girls and boys?
¬ What socio-economic criteria, if any, might influence this process?



What type of support or activities should be undertaken to facilitate the recovery
process?
¬ What forms of supportive programmes were available and conducted by
whom?



How did the reintegration process take place within the context and its development?
¬ Did the reintegration generate social transformations in the community?

Methodology
This research is essentially qualitative using biographical methods. In-depth interviews will
be conducted with former child soldiers (today adults) in the district of Batticaloa in Sri Lanka
during a one-month fieldwork, taking place between June-July 2017. To complete the
research, key informant interviews will be organised with individuals or organisations active
in the process of reintegration. From the collection of narratives, key ideas and concepts will
be identified to understand the main factors influencing the reintegration of child soldiers.
The questionnaire is semi-structured and will focus on their reintegration (and not their
experience as child soldiers). The questionnaire will remain rather open, as the aim is to
collect narratives.
9.
Participants involved in the research:
The objective is to study the situation of 10-15 participants selected based on purposive
criteria (gender and socio-economic profile) to allow a comparative analysis using a
balanced sample. Participants will be young adults (male and female) between 25-35 years
old. Important note: NO CHILDREN WILL BE INTERVIEWED FOR THIS STUDY.
The identification of the first few participants will start through individuals well known by the
supervisor of this study (contacts developed through research in this particular area for the
past 10 years). Thus, research participants will be recruited through families and networks
already involved in former studies. A multi-snowballing technique can then be used paying a
particular attention to the respect of the defined sampling criteria.
10.
Estimate of the risks and benefits of the proposed research:
Past researchers have indicated that in general, adults in Eastern Sri Lanka are very keen to
share their stories. Still, even if 10 years has passed and that the study focus on their return
to their communities, in-depth interviews with former young combatants can generate some
sensitive issues that need to be considered. The biographical/narratives approach should
mitigate this issue, as it allows for participant’s to tell their stories the way they want/feel.
Furthermore, they will not be asked to discuss any issues that they are not willing to
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address. Yet, if psychological anxiety is present or observed, support mechanisms will be
identified beforehand to be able to refer appropriately any need of psychological care (this
could be done through community supports or associations present in the area. Exact
referral system to be confirmed at arrival).
Interviewee should not feel coerced into participating by assuming that the discussion will
have an impact on receiving assistance. Therefore, clear explanations of the aim of the
interview should be provided through informed consent (see attached below) using
comprehensible and adequate language (use of translator).
In a post-conflict setting, confidentiality and anonymity should be guaranteed. With this in
mind, there is a necessity to provide a safe space to conduct the discussions. Participants
will be able to choose the location and time of the interview in order to make them feel more
comfortable. If agreed and appropriate, interviews will be audio-recorded. However, no
name or location will be recorded.
The outcome of this research should recount the reintegration experiences of former child
soldiers in the eastern part of Sri Lanka. Throughout their narratives, priorities for
reintegration programs could be identified considering the particular post-conflict
development of the area. Findings could also uncover how different were the recovery
process according to gender and socio-economic status. While the results are limited to the
context and location and can thus not be generalised to all situations, they can provide
interesting elements to better examine the long-term effects of war on young combatants
and their resilience.
11.
Plan for obtaining informed consent:
Before starting any interview, clear explanations about the study, its aims and limits will be
provided in local language (through a trained translator). The participants will have the space
to ask any questions about the process. Specific explanation about confidentiality will be
provided. Written consent is not appropriate in these circumstances due to the sensitivity of
the topic and the need for confidentiality (filling or signing a form my create fear that it is for
government or officials purpose). Participants should not feel any discomfort related to this.
Thus, the standard consent form will be used, but orally.
12.
Steps to be taken to ensure confidentiality of data:
Location on interview will be chosen according to participants’ request to ensure safe
space.No name will be collected on the paper or on the audiotape. No name will be entered
in computer. Brookes Google Drive will be used for data storage if Internet is available
(otherwise, saved on private computer protected with password).
Results will be presented on a written form through the identification of patterns and quotes.
The document will not include all the detailed interview transcripts.

Signed:

Principal Investigator / Supervisor

Signed:

Student

Date: 15 May 2017
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Appendix II: Participant’s interview guide
This document was used as a guide to conduct the in-depth interviews and was
designed to help in the interview process and provide the main themes to be discussed
as well as some sample questions. It should not be regarded as a formal
questionnaire, as the interview remained semi-structured.
AUTHORISATION





Provide participant with information on the research
Inform about confidentiality and anonymity
Obtain oral consent
Confirm possibility to audio record

PARTICIPANT PROFILE







Gender (F/M)
Age (in years)
Level of education
Current Profession
Household/Family unit composition
Disability (Y/N)

INTERVIEW
1- INTRODUCTION - CURRENT LIFE / MAIN LIFE EVENTS
1a- Tell me a bit about yourself, your current life and your family: where do you
live? What is your current job? Who do you live with?
1b- Tell me a bit about your history: Where were you born? Where did you grow
up? Where did you go to school? And what since?
(Understand how did the participant joined the armed forces and what main role did
he/she hold. Obtain duration of engagement)
2- RECOUNT OF THE EVENTS LINKED TO REINTEGRATION
2a- When did you stop working for the armed forces? What happened?
2b- Where did you go? And what happened next?
2c- What happened in your life since then?
3- REINTEGRATION CHALLENGES
3a- How did you feel about returning to a civilian life after this time with the armed
forces? How and why was it difficult/easy?
3b- What was your priority when you returned?
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3c- How was the return to your family? How did they react?
3d- How was the return to the community (contact, welcoming, etc.)?
3e- What were the expectations of your family or the community when you return?
3f- Tell me about your social relations, your friends?
3g- Did you share your experiences with the armed forces with anyone? Who?
4- WHO or WHAT INFLUENCED THE PROCESS OF REINTEGRATION
4a- What helped you to recover when you went back to civilian life? How did it
help you?
4b- Who played an important role in your return and what did they do?
4c- Did your role/activity/experience within the armed forces influenced your
return to a civilian life? How?
4d- Looking back at your experience, is there something else or someone else
that you would have expected to help you to return to your life?
4e- Following 2009, the Government and NGOs implemented supporting
programs (allowance, kit distribution, vocational training, education, public
employment, etc.). Did you benefit from any such support? If yes, tell me how it
helped you?
(Identify influencing and supporting factors)
5- CONCLUSION - SOCIETY AND SITUATION TODAY
5a- Do you still feel the impacts/consequences of your past experience with the
armed forces on your life today? (Psychologically, physically, in terms of
livelihood, etc.)?
5b- Did anything change in your society/community since the end of the war?
How? What did you notice?
5c- As a women/men, did it change anything in what was expected from you in
your community, the role you have (equality, jobs and activities, etc.)?
5d- What do you dream about today (for your life)?
5e- To finalise this interview, how do you feel today about your situation, your
community and your country? Do you feel integrated?
THANKS THE INTERVIEWEE FOR THE TIME SPENT AND FOR SHARING
HIS/HER EXPERIENCE. ENSURE THAT HE/SHE HAS NOTHING TO ADD.
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Appendix III: Additional information on study participants

Not married
Not married
Not married
Not married
Married
Married
Married
Not married
Not married
Married
Married
Not married
Widow
Married
Not married
Married
Married
Not married

5
9
11
9
11
5
12
10
11
9
8
10
11
11
8
11
12
N/A

<13
14
17
13
17
13
16
16
16
14
13
15
16
16
14
17
17
11

V
F
F
V
V
V
F
V
F
F
F
F
V
F
F
F
V
F

13
7
5
7
6
10
2.5
7
0.9
5
8
9
12
12
5
14
22
2

Disability (Y/N)

No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes

Duration of
engagement (years)

Type of recruitment
(Voluntarily, Forced)

Level of Education
(Grade level)

Family status

Age (years)

31
31
35
30
33
35
32
38
30
37
35
35
34
45
33
40
47
26

Age of recruitment

Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male

Employment (Y/N)

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Gender (F/M)

Participants Nr.

Principal characteristics of study population

Yes
No
No
No
No
No
No
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
No

Paths of demobilisation

Released

Escaped

Arrested/
Surrendered

Ceasefire (2002-03)

0

1

0

Karuna split (2004-05)

5

3

0

Eastern offensive (2006-07)

1

4

0

End of war (2008-10)

0

1

3
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Participant’s current professional occupation
Female

Male

Paddy field worker

0

4

Fisherman

0

2

NGO worker

3

0

Self-employed (shop)

1

2

Unemployed

4

1

Unskilled work abroad

0

1
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Social expectations

Gender

Justice and
reconciliation

Ex-combatant
marginalisation

DDR

NGOs

Govt

Community acceptance

Friends/Peers

Family

Formal support

LACK OF SAFE SPACE

Fear of going home

Re-capture or repercussion

Loans

Mental health

Protecting strategies

Transition military to civilian

Feeling of oppression

Memories, Guilt and regrets

Restricted livelihood

Social stigma

Human rights abuses

Return home

Escape

Hiding

Physical disabilities

State security approach

Lack of financial capital

Labour market

Employment situation

Marginalisation

Education & Skills

BARRIERS TO LIVELIHOOD

Torture

Coping mechanism

Investigation and
monitoring

HEALTH CONDITIONS

FACTORS OF REINTEGRATION

SUPPORTING NETWORKS

Informal support

Socio-economic development

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Tamil community

Post-war governance

Recovery

Inequalities

Exclusion

Appendix IV: Thematic map
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