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Sri lanka’s Rehabilitation 
Program: A New Frontier 
in Counter terrorism and 
Counter Insurgency
By Malkanthi hettiarachchi

the liberation tigers of tamil ealam (ltte), sometimes referred to as the tamil tigers, or simply 

the tigers, was a separatist militant organization based in northern Sri lanka. It was founded 

in May 1976 by Prabhakaran and waged a violent secessionist and nationalist campaign to 

create an independent state in the north and east of Sri lanka for the tamil people. this campaign 

evolved into the Sri lankan Civil War.1 the tigers were considered one of the most ruthless insurgent 

and terrorist organisations in the world.2 they were vanquished by the Sri lankan armed forces in May 

2009.3 In order to rehabilitate the 11,6644 tigers who had surrendered or been taken captive, Sri lanka 

developed a multifaceted program to engage and transform the violent attitudes and behaviours of 

the tiger leaders, members and collaborators.5 Since the end of the ltte’s three-decade campaign of 

insurgency and terrorism, there has not been a single act of terrorism in the country. Many attribute 

Sri lanka’s post-conflict stability to the success of the insurgent and terrorist rehabilitation program.

Globally, rehabilitation and community engagement is a new frontier in the fight against ideo-

logical extremism and its violent manifestations – terrorism and insurgency.6 Following a period 

of captivity or imprisonment, insurgents and terrorists are released back into society. Without their 

disengagement and de-radicalization, they will pose a continuing security threat. the recidivist will 

carry out attacks and politicize, radicalize, and militarize the next generation of fighters. Furthermore, 

they will become a part of the insurgent and terrorist iconography. to break the cycle of violence, 

governments of countries that suffer from terrorism must build partnerships with communities and 

other stakeholders in maintaining peace and stability. Working with communities, the media, academic 

circles, and the private sector, governments should invest time and energy into mainstreaming the 

thinking of those who have deviated into ideological extremism and violence.

Malkanthi Hettiarachchi is a Clinical Psychologist who works in psychosocial skills training and 
rehabilitation within secure and community settings.
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Sri lankan rehabilitation Program in 
context: Global rehabilitation Programs
As every conflict differs, there is no common 

template applicable to all rehabilitation pro-

grams. Nevertheless, there are some common 

principles of rehabilitation. Rehabilitation is 

about changing the thinking and behaviour of 

offenders. Prior to the reintegration of former 

terrorists into mainstream society, offenders must 

move away from violent extremist thinking. If the 

mindset is locked into an ideology of intolerance 

and violence against another ethnic or religious 

community, strategies must focus on changing 

their thinking patterns. In order to facilitate a 

shift within the offender, to a non-violent life-

style, the violence justifying thought patterns 

must be identified, as well as the mechanisms 

that introduced, nurtured, and reinforced these 

thought patterns. to facilitate this transformation 

of thinking, genuine and continuous engagement 

is required in both the custodial rehabilitation 

and community rehabilitation phases.7

Global rehabilitation programs can be char-

acterized as developed, developing, and defunct 

programs. the most developed programs are 

operating in Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Malaysia 

and Sri lanka. the developing programs are in 

Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Colombia, while 

defunct programs are in egypt, Yemen, and libya.8 

Although publicizing their model as uniquely Sri 

lankan, the program benefited from drawing prac-

tical lessons and applicable concepts from existing 

rehabilitation programs. For example, the concept 

and term “beneficiary,” used in Saudi Arabia to 

refer to terrorists undergoing rehabilitation, was 

recommended by Singapore to visiting Sri lankan 

officials, who adopted it and subsequently shared 

it with Pakistani counterparts. 9

In the process of creating a program that 

was applicable to Sri lanka, existing global pro-

grams in Asia, Africa, and latin America were 

reviewed. through emphasizing national owner-

ship, the rehabilitation staff and advisors helped 

to indigenise the best practices of other programs. 

Singapore’s rehabilitation model, considered one 

of the best global programs with its large number 

of psychologists and religious counsellors, was 

particularly instructive. the six modes of reha-

bilitation developed in the Singapore rehabili-

tation program were indigenized, adapted, and 

developed to a high standard in Sri lanka. the 

founders of the Sri lankan rehabilitation pro-

gram named it the “6+1 model.” It consists of 

the following modes of rehabilitation and com-

munity engagement:10

1.educational

2.Vocational

3.Psychosocial and creative therapies

4.Social, cultural, and family

5.Spiritual and religious

6.Recreational

+1: Community rehabilitation

rehabilitation Program in Sri lanka

the Sri lankan spirit itself was conducive for 

embracing rehabilitation. Rather than adopting 

the classic retributive justice model, Sri lanka 

embraced the restorative justice model.11 the then 

Attorney General Mohan Peiris crafted the legal 

framework for rehabilitation. Sri lanka drew from 

its own rich heritage of moderation, toleration, 

and coexistence – communities in Sri lanka have 

lived side by side for centuries.12 Sri lanka also 

has a history of rehabilitating violent youth after 

the insurrections in the south in 1971 and 1987-

1989. Sri lanka’s first experience in rehabilitation 

rather than adopting the classic retributive 
justice model, Sri Lanka embraced the 

restorative justice model
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was after security forces defeated the Peoples 

liberation Front (Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna), 

a vicious Marxist-leninist group that adopted 

Maoist tactics, in 1971. Although the programs 

were not as robust as the contemporary program, 

there was hardly any recidivism among the partic-

ipants.13 After a period of incarceration, the state 

did not oppose and at times facilitated the re-entry 

of some of the key players of Janatha Vimukthi 

Peramuna into the political mainstream.

the Bureau of the Commissioner General 

of Rehabilitation (BCGR) was founded as 

the special state authority responsible for the 

rehabilitation and reintegration program fol-

lowing the defeat of ltte in 2009. even before 

the fighting ended in May 2009, the BCGR man-

aged rehabilitation centers in Ambepussa in 

the south, and thelippale in the north for tiger 

captives.14 these centers were named Protective 

Accommodation and Rehabilitation Centers 

(PARCs), accommodating nearly 11,500 cadres 

that either surrendered or where identified while 

masquerading as Internally displaced Persons 

(IdPs) at the end of the conflict.

Approximately 254 staff15 work within Sri 

lankan rehabilitation centers, attending to the 

53 former ltte cadres were married in Vavuniya. they are being moved to family houses, but still kept in the 
rehabilitation program.
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welfare requirements of the beneficiaries as well 

as facilitating the rehabilitative input provided 

by several agencies. this figure does not include 

security staff dedicated to perimeter security. 

the Sri lankan Government has spent USd 

9,136,37016 to manage rehabilitation centers. 

the amount spent annually fluctuates based on 

the number of beneficiaries within the system, 

and does not include the costs associated with 

complementary efforts of individual “specialist 

programs,” charities, national non-governmental 

organizations, international and local non-gov-

ernmental organizations, government institu-

tions, ministries and well-wishers.

the rehabilitation process was aimed at 

reintegrating the former ltte leaders, members, 

and collaborators into the community. during 

the process, beneficiaries within the PARCs were 

supported to engage in a range of activities and 

through these activities reconnect to all aspects of 

individual and communal life, including familial, 

social, cultural, and religious. the beneficiaries 

were supported to shift their thinking away from 

the narrow hate-filled ideology targeted towards 

the Sinhalese, Muslims, and national and inter-

national figures that opposed the ltte agenda. 

Upon reflection on their actions and experiences, 

the former terrorists and insurgents found new 

meaning in their lives. they were transformed 

into champions of peace with values of modera-

tion, toleration, and co-existence replacing hate, 

anger, and the mono-ethnic single narrative.17

the majority of the beneficiaries were rein-

tegrated within the 24-month mandated period 

and as of November 2012 approximately 11,04418 

beneficiaries had been reintegrated. 594 child 

beneficiaries19 were reintegrated within the stip-

ulated one-year rehabilitation period for chil-

dren. the reintegration of students, the disabled, 

and the aged were prioritised, and the BCGR 

engaged the community to enlist their support 

for rehabilitation. As of November 2012, the 

BCGR remains responsible for the rehabilitation 

of approximately 800 remaining beneficiaries.

the government faced many challenges. 

Although the public in the south, which had 

been targeted and suffered from ltte terrorism, 

supported rehabilitation, northerners shunned 

the return of the rehabilitated terrorists into 

their midst. In the North, the ltte had forcibly 

recruited children, extorted funds, and induced 

untold suffering on civilian populations, which 

earned the resentment and anger of northern 

families. In the last phases of the fight, the ltte 

left their village bases and took nearly 300,000 

tamil civilians as hostage. they were the sons 

and daughters of the northern tamil community 

and this suffering made the northerners reject the 

former ltte cadres and their separatist ideology.

the BCGR encouraged contact with the com-

munity through visits, letters, and phone contact, 

among other means. Furthermore, the reintegra-

tion ceremonies – the transfer of the beneficiary 

back to their families and communities – were 

conducted publicly with community participa-

tion. After organizing a mass marriage ceremony 

of fifty-three former ltte cadres, the BCGR orga-

nized for the couples to live within a specially 

built peace village.20 Responsibility for guiding, 

mentoring, and mainstreaming former cadres was 

gradually transferred to their local communities.

As the state itself lacked sufficient funds, the 

Sri lankan private sector played a role in support-

ing both custodial rehabilitation and community 

reintegration. Sri lankan blue chip companies21 

supported vocational training to build skills and 

later employ former ltte cadres. A number of 

international organizations and non-govern-

mental organizations, notably the International 

organization of Migrants (IoM), which had 

access to the rehabilitation centers, also assisted 

and advised the government.22
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categorization of the Detainees

the rehabilitation phase was aimed at working 

towards the successful reintegration of the bene-

ficiaries through reconciliation and resettlement. 

the first step in the process was to categorize the 

surrendered and apprehended insurgents and 

terrorists. Utilizing interviews and background 

information, law enforcement authorities and 

intelligence agencies categorized former insur-

gents based on their depth of involvement, 

period of involvement, and activities conducted 

during involvement. they were labeled as high, 

medium, or low risk, and allocated to detention 

and PARCs accordingly. Assessing the risk level of 

the detainees enabled the state to categorize them 

into A, B, C, d, e, and F groups.23

Serious insurgents were categorized into 

the A and B groups. they were frontline leaders 

and members. these prisoners were allocated 

to detention and not rehabilitation, and forced 

to go through a judicial process. Following the 

findings of the investigation and assessments of 

the detainees’ levels of cooperation, and based 

on those findings, the detainees were offered the 

option of joining the rehabilitation process or the 

judicial process. the moderate group (category 

C and d) were assessed and allocated to either 

detention or to one of the twenty-four PARCs. 

the low risk group (category e and F) was allo-

cated to the PARCs.

A baseline survey was conducted to assess 

the changing attitudes and opinions of the 

beneficiaries. to determine their degree of rad-

icalization, the survey results were assessed 

by University of Maryland psychologists Arie 

Kruglanski and Michele Gelfand. there was a 

significant decline in the levels of radicalization 

following the beginning of rehabilitation inter-

ventions and the way in which the staff inter-

acted with the beneficiaries.24

Modes of rehabilitation

Six modes of rehabilitation were utilized at the 

PARCs: educational, vocational, spiritual, recre-

ational, psychosocial, and familiar, social, and 

cultural.

■■ Educational rehabilitation: the tamil 

tigers recruited from a cross section of society, 

but mostly from poor and under-aged groups. 

Many of the terrorist cadres had either not 

completed their education or failed to achieve 

the country’s national standard of completing 

the General Certificate of education, ordinary 

level examination (requiring ten years of 

study). Given that one of the main aims of 

the rehabilitation program is education, the 

BCGR focused on promoting academic edu-

cation. Between ten to twenty-five percent of 

the beneficiaries needed help with reading 

and writing in the tamil language, and the 

majority spoke neither the national language 

of Sri lanka, Sinhalese, nor the link language, 

english.25 the rehabilitation program created a 

space for providing formal education to those 

beneficiaries less than eighteen years of age 

within a residential school environment. Adult 

supplementary education was provided for 

adults in need of literacy and numeracy skills. 

Informal education also took place in groups 

within each rehabilitation centre. Beneficiaries 

identified as having teaching skills conducted 

informal classes to facilitate learning to read 

and write tamil, as well as to learn english, 

Sinhala, and math.
■■ Vocational rehabilitation: According to 

survey results, almost every ex-cadre was keen 

to be employed. Follow-up surveys indicated 

that beneficiaries’ desire for vocational train-

ing and employment gradually increased as 

their period in rehabilitation progressed.26 the 
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BCGR therefore facilitated vocational training. 

Based on the beneficiaries’ interests, their fam-

ilies’ traditional vocations and businesses, and 

regional vocational opportunities, the benefi-

ciaries were divided into centers for agriculture, 

carpentry, masonry, motor mechanics, beau-

ty-culture, and the garment industry, among 

others. Members of the different industries’ 

business communities were also involved in 

the program and eventually pledged training 

and jobs in their factories to the cadres in reha-

bilitation. Forty-two vocational training pro-

grams were conducted within rehabilitation 

centers and externally by Non-Governmental 

organizations (NGos), International NGos 

(INGos), private businesses, state ministries, 

and volunteer organizations.27 the different 

business communities provided residential 

facilities for the beneficiaries to engage in 

vocational training programs on-site with 

mainstream populations. the beneficiaries 

received all company benefits accessed by the 

mainstream interns. the vocational training 

also helped to gradually develop beneficiary 

confidence in using their own skills to carve 

out a livelihood instead of following orders. 

the beneficiaries were motivated to engage 

in vocational training that would help them 

secure future financial stability and dignity by 

engaging in a vocation that would help them-

selves, their families, their communities, and 

their country.28

■■ Spiritual rehabilitation: throughout the 

course of rehabilitation, many beneficiaries 

were faced with the realities of their actions. 

they felt the need to spiritually reconcile with 

their past and look forward to the future. the 

Brahma Kumari spiritual group from India 

conducted yoga and meditation for benefi-

ciaries that relaxes the mind and nurtures a 

healthy balance between inner and outer 

worlds. the Goenka Vipassana program from 

India provided, “mindfulness training.” this 

training involves developing self-awareness of 

emotions and thoughts.29 those beneficiaries 

trained in mindfulness supported their peers to 

practice this method of meditation. different 

religious organizations, including leaders from 

the hindu, Satya Sai, and Christian traditions, 

also conducted religious ceremonies, rites, and 

rituals based on each person’s faith. Finally, 

praying and chanting constituted a large part 

of spiritual rehabilitation with each PARC con-

structing hindu temples or kovils for prayer and 

faith practice.
■■ Recreational rehabilitation: Most ltte 

cadres put on weight during their period of 

rehabilitation. It was therefore vital that all the 

beneficiaries exercised both their minds and 

bodies. Cricket, volleyball, traditional sports, 

and other sports activities were conducted at 

every centre on a daily basis. Specific sports 

programs conducted included “Cricket for 

Change,” regional athletic meets, inter-center 

cricket and netball matches, sports meets, and 

New Year Festival activities. Board games such 

as carom were also popular. Gardening was also 

conducted in small plots within the centers.
■■ Psychosocial rehabilitation: enhanced 

interpersonal interaction contributed to ben-

eficiaries expanding their skills in relating and 

engaging with people at a social and commu-

nity level. Beneficiaries were observed to have 

undergone a significant transformation in their 

attitudes and behavior towards the Sinhalese, 

Muslims, and security forces personnel over 

the course of the first seven months of rehabil-

itation. this cognitive transformation appears 

to have taken place through informal interper-

sonal engagement with the center staff. the 

beneficiaries built an excellent rapport with 

the staff and engaged in meaningful discussion 
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related to the future and desire to build peace. 

the thinking espoused was that there are no 

winners and losers in war but tragic loss of life 

on every side. Beneficiaries focused on how 

they can now build a life for themselves.

having the opportunity to share their 

thoughts with the staff, the interpersonal 

interactional initiatives were a large part of the 

rehabilitation program because they allowed 

beneficiaries to engage in discussions cultivat-

ing their thinking in terms of family, future, 

and peace building. less time was spent with 

thoughts of violence and hatred. engaging in 

discussion related to society, social responsi-

bility, and contributing towards the economy 

helped to cultivate a sense of citizenship.

the BCGR conducted training sessions 

for their center staff on counseling and 

advanced psychosocial skills training. Staff 

training sessions were conducted by a clini-

cal psychologist, a counseling psychologist, 

counselors, therapists, a community mental 

health worker and a psychology lecturer in the 

different PARCs to build in-house capability 

for counseling.

the ongoing mentorship programs are 

essential to shift beneficiary thinking away 

from violence and separatism. A group of suc-

cessful and well-respected persons in the tamil 

community acted as mentors, reflecting a sense 

of responsibility and of a future that is achiev-

able through unity rather than divisions. they 

motivated the beneficiaries to work hard and 

to build a successful future.30 these business 

people, film stars, and athletes were testimony 

to the ability of people from the region to 

make a successful life with the opportunities 

available in Sri lanka.

other psychosocial rehabilitation pro-

grams included Girl Guide and Boy Scout 

programs, creativity therapy programs, and 

art therapy. the Sri lanka Girl Guides and Boy 

Scouts conducted Girl Guide and Boy Scout 

programs.31 these programs were aimed at 

building a sense of social responsibility and 

comradeship among young people in reha-

bilitation. Creative therapy rehabilitation pro-

vided effective ways for participants to express 

their inner thoughts and feelings through 

indirect means. Creative therapies can have 

a healing effect on large groups of people. 

examples of creative therapy conducted in the 

centers included theatre, drama, and music 

programs designed to helped beneficiaries 

communicate and transform their audiences 

(who were also beneficiaries).

Art work and art therapy provided a 

medium for expression and assessment. 

the beneficiaries engaged in artwork to give 

expression to issues close to their hearts. they 

expressed their desires for family life, freedom, 

peace, and unity. Creative writing exercises 

included poetry, short stories, and booklets 

related to the themes of freedom, loss, appre-

ciation of rehabilitation, new thinking, future 

plans, and development.

Anoja Weerasinghe and her team trained 

those beneficiaries that expressed an interest 

in dance and music.32 the performing arts 

included not only music and dance but also 

drama. drama therapy included productions 

of plays that reflect unity. the beneficiaries had 

access to short stories, articles, and historical 

words of wisdom that promote peace and 

unity. Narrative and Bibliotherapy involved 

the recitation and reading of historical and 

the thinking espoused was that there are no 
winners and losers in war but tragic loss of life 
on every side
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contemporary texts that promoted reflection. 

Beneficiaries engaged in making jewelry, soap 

carvings, cards, knitting caps, and baby clothes. 

opportunities to make handicrafts, especially 

ornaments using coconut shells, were espe-

cially appreciated. Some were purchased by 

visitors to the centers and exhibited at popular 

community events that gave pride and recog-

nition to the work.
■■ S o c i a l ,  C u l t u r a l  a n d  F a m i l y 

Rehabilitation: Social and educational tours 

were conducted for beneficiaries to provide 

experience of seeing the different parts of Sri 

lanka, hitherto having had no access due to 

the tamil tiger control of the north and east 

of the country. the majority of beneficiaries 

(estimates are as high as 99 percent) have not 

travelled in their lifetime out of the conflict 

area of the northeast to witness social and cul-

tural life in the rest of the country. the tamil 

tigers had fought a war based on the propa-

ganda, without ever having met their “enemy” 

the Sinhalese that they targeted for thirty years. 

the beneficiaries who were ready to receive 

this exposure witnessed a part of their own 

country developed, that was not held by the 

grip of terrorism. It was vital for them to see 

all ethnic communities living together in 

the rest of the country, the inter-marriages, 

working together, studying in university, in 

schools, partaking in sports and all walks of 

life. the beneficiaries realize that it is possible 

to develop and grow in strength in the absence 

of violence and terrorism.

A welcoming, relaxed and warm atmo-

sphere enabled family or next of kin to visit the 

beneficiaries. the relatively relaxed atmosphere 

prevailing within the PARCs enabled the rede-

velopment of family bonds. the level of perim-

eter security was low as the beneficiaries were 

engaged well within the PARCs. Family visits 

were encouraged and staff engaged with family 

members if required to facilitate the family 

engagement process. the ltte functioned as 

a pseudo-family, with the terrorist cadre com-

mitment and loyalty to the group instead of 

responsibility towards family. often young 

people joined the terrorist group against the 

wishes of their family. there was reluctance 

to face the families some of the beneficiaries 

had defied and left behind in order to join the 

ltte. therefore the restoration of fragmented 

family bonds was an essential part of the reha-

bilitation process to ensure the individual nur-

tures family relationships instead of idolizing 

the terrorist group.33

Although the beneficiaries had no access 

to personal phones, they had the opportunity 

to call their families. the beneficiaries also 

could write and receive letters. the beneficia-

ries also had opportunities to visit their home 

in the event of a celebration, illness or a death. 

Social, cultural and family rehabilitation 

brought the beneficiaries close to their family 

and prepared the ltte cadres for reintegration 

into society.

effectiveness of rehabilitation

the assessment phase involved four pillars to 

obtain a broad understanding of the individ-

ual. First, interviews with the beneficiary; sec-

ond, reviewing past records; third, observations 

noted by the staff working day to day within the 

PARCs documenting beneficiary response to a 

range of activities and programs; and fourth, 

formal assessment using psychometrics where 

possible. this assessment method ensures a 

comprehensive process to overcome deception. 

Assessment should be conducted in a safe and 

secure environment where the beneficiaries are 

free to engage in discussion and express their 

thoughts openly without fear of reprisal.
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Interviews with former ltte cadres gathered 

as the fighting ended in May 2009, reflected uncer-

tainty and fear of reprisal. Assessment therefore 

should be an ongoing process, to capture benefi-

ciary attitudes and opinions as they change. the 

de-radicalization profiling in december 2009, 

when compared with initial profiling soon after 

the cadres gave themselves up, indicated some 

inconsistencies. however, with greater confi-

dence in the process the beneficiaries provided 

more accurate and detailed information. Some 

surrendering ltte cadres who had heard of the 

thelippale rehabilitation center – which was oper-

ational well before the end of the war – remarked, 

“we knew the government will treat us well.”34 

these cadres encouraged others to surrender. 

therefore timely and ongoing assessment was an 

important part of the program.

engaging the Beneficiaries

engagement is the key to understanding the indi-

vidual mindset. thought patterns are intangi-

ble. Whilst thought patterns can be accessed by 

using interviews, paper and pencil tests, one must 

consider aspects such as deception and social 

desirability. Particularly in the case of the ltte, 

both ruthlessness and deception were a part of 

the training. Considered masters at deception,35 

a few in the terrorist cadres that entered rehabil-

itation did not disclose the full extent of their 

involvement. Similar examples are found in Iraq 

and Afghanistan, where former terrorists of the Al 

Qaeda movement worked with the US military 

and other agencies but without revealing their 

true intentions. In the Sri lankan case, there were 

only a few that attempted such deception because 

the conflict had come to an end.

a young girl in kurunjipadi camp, tamil nadu
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over time beneficiaries understood the 

rehabilitation process. they became less anxious 

and more confident about the process. As the 

beneficiaries reflected on their past, they rejected 

violence and embraced peace. they voluntarily 

provided more accurate and more detailed infor-

mation. there were few instances of information 

contaminated with peer opinions and theories or 

information doctored to gain early reintegration. 

there was evidence of deception in the creation 

of a phantom individual and projecting one’s role 

onto another individual and/or denial of own 

actions. At the same time the beneficiaries who 

disclosed their own information accurately, also 

informed the interviewers of those that hid their 

involvement within the terrorist movement.36

Some senior members of the terrorist move-

ment within the PARCs attempted to maintain 

a senior position.37 Without mingling, they 

attempted to get the junior members to do their 

chores.38 Another aspect noted was that with 

time, the beneficiaries were more open to speak-

ing about their activities when working with the 

terrorist group.39 these changes occurred within 

the PARC atmosphere that was relaxed with no 

fear of reprisals. these disclosures were taken as 

part of the healing process. however those ben-

eficiaries who lied at the assessment or withheld 

information were detained for further investi-

gation.40 deception and resistance would occur 

when one believed that the information provided 

by the beneficiary would result in negative con-

sequences and/or when the beneficiary does not 

wish to transform. therefore it is vital that the 

staff engaging the beneficiary not function in an 

investigative capacity. It was necessary to keep 

the investigation and rehabilitation processes 

separate to ensure effective engagement.

the military personnel that engaged the ben-

eficiaries developed an attitude different from 

other military personnel. these service personnel 

engaged with beneficiaries by looking into their 

welfare and supporting the rehabilitation ser-

vice providers to deliver an effective service. the 

military personnel responsible for the security 

of the perimeter did not interact with the benefi-

ciaries. officers in charge had a clear understand-

ing of what was required at each level. effective 

engagement requires staff training, guidance 

and discipline. Although some staff were natu-

rally oriented towards engagement and did not 

require training, staff guidance and discipline was 

considered imperative.

investigation

Within the Sri lankan context, the role of the 

investigating arm of the state and the rehabil-

itative role of the BCGR were separated. the 

information shared by the beneficiaries within 

rehabilitation did not have a negative impact on 

the beneficiaries. this ethos helped to minimize 

resistance and deception, as it is important to 

engage the beneficiary genuinely and consistently.

Investigation and reinvestigation have 

occurred when new information is received 

on those who have not disclosed their actual 

in-depth involvement in ltte activities. In some 

cases, those living in the community disclosed 

greater depth of involvement of identified tamil 

tigers and those that had not entered rehabili-

tation. the tamil community living in the vil-

lages expressed their anger towards the former 

cadres who held them hostage and persecuted 

them through a rule of law unto themselves. 

the anger towards the ltte was reflected among 

the displaced tamil population within inter-

nally displaced persons (IdP) centers.41 IdPs 

effective engagement requires staff training, 
guidance and discipline
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temporarily remained within these centers, until 

the terrorist cadres were identified and villages 

were cleared of mines to enable resettlement. 42 

tamil civilians suffered much at the hands of the 

ltte. A civilian remarked that during the final 

stages of the war “they knew they were going to 

lose, so why keep us as a shield for them to be 

protected? they did not care about us; it was all 

about what they wanted.”43

Staff working within the PARCs engaged in 

a caring and supportive role and assessed risk. 

deception and resistance would occur when 

beneficiaries believed their revelations would be 

used against them – that concern often resulted 

in unwillingness to shed the violent extremist 

attitude. therefore, it is vital that the staff engag-

ing the beneficiary do not function in an inves-

tigative capacity.

ethos of rehabilitation

the ethos of the center staff reflected profession-

alism, compassion, and discipline. Security con-

cerns related to rioting or running away were 

virtually absent, with a relatively small number of 

security personnel guarding the perimeter both 

in June 2009 and december 2009. there were 

isolated incidents reported where beneficiaries 

requested to go to hospital and then ran away. 

the ethos was to treat the ex-combatants with 

care and respect, and help them return to society. 

the approach within the centers was one of care 

and respect. With these guiding principles the 

beneficiaries settled quickly and began to appre-

ciate the rehabilitation initiative and admired the 

military that conducted the rehabilitation. this 

is evident in the positive ratings reported by the 

ex-combatants of the rehabilitation center staff 

(96.43%),44 the rehabilitation center (70.14%)45 

and the rehabilitation center guards (94.57%).46

the rehabilitation centers’ treatment of ben-

eficiaries has been commended. In a message 

to mark America’s Independence day, the U.S. 

Ambassador to Sri lanka Patricia Butenis, said, 

“the government has also made great progress 

with the rehabilitation of ex-combatants.”47 

Several ltte cadres today are championing peace 

initiatives.48 Some have returned to the rehabil-

itation centers following reintegration to reside 

and follow courses. leAdS, a National NGo 

facilitated “pre-school training” for a group of 

reintegrated beneficiaries who opted to return to 

the Vavuniya PARC. Most beneficiaries moved on 

to employment and self-employment in sectors 

ranging from the garment industry to the film 

making industry, or worked with NGos, INGo’s 

and with government.49

effective Management and engagement

the Sri lankan military managed the centers but 

civilians staffed the rehabilitation intervention 

programs. the Sri lankan military was trained 

in a way that they would acquire skills required 

to manage a vast number of former ltte cadres. 

the Sri lankan state including the Army com-

menced the process of rehabilitation with lim-

ited knowledge of how to rehabilitate. Neither 

political leaders nor military officials in charge 

of rehabilitation had any previous relevant expe-

rience. they had limited access to literature on 

rehabilitation and exposure to rehabilitation pro-

grams conducted overseas. For example, Minister 

Milinda Moragoda, the Minister of Justice and 

law Reform, who was in charge of the rehabili-

tation program was keen to learn and he received 

briefings from the specialist staff engaged in reha-

bilitation at Singapore’s International Centre 

for Political Violence and terrorism Research 

(ICPVtR). Similarly, General daya Ratnayake, the 

the ethos was to treat the ex-combatants with 
care and respect, and help them return to society
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Commissioner General of Rehabilitation (CGR) 

visited Singapore and Colombia and received 

guidance on the modes of rehabilitation. they 

quickly embraced the idea of rehabilitation, 

drew from the key concepts, and practical les-

sons. Although formal knowledge on how to 

rehabilitate terrorist cadres was useful, the Sri 

lankan rehabilitation program developed largely 

through a commonsense approach. Sri lankan 

military personnel acquired many of the qualities 

essential to engage communities during their 

training and service. they also learned how to 

approach and work with beneficiaries at the reha-

bilitation centers.

rehabilitation Staff

In many ways, the CGR established a stan-

dard through his own conduct towards bene-

ficiaries. the first Commissioner General of 

Rehabilitation, General daya Ratnayaka, over-

came several challenges from funding to a legal 

framework. he managed to steer the rehabilita-

tion process chartering new territory with sound 

leadership. Following the end of the Sri lankan 

conflict, Colonel Manjula Gunasinghe was the 

Coordinator for Rehabilitation in Vavuniya since 

the inception of rehabilitation. he worked with 

four consecutive Commissioner Generals of 

Rehabilitation; General daya Ratnayake, General 

Sudantha Ranasinghe, General Chandana 

Rajaguru and Brigadier dharshana hettiarachchi. 

he provided the highest quality of leadership and 

managed 24 PARCs that housed male, female 

and child beneficiaries without a single incident. 

he harnessed his staff and provided the required 

care and facilitated rehabilitation intervention 

programs without compromising safety or secu-

rity. Managing staff and beneficiaries of multiple 

centers was no easy task. his commitment to staff 

training was high and his ability to work with a 

range of INGos, NGos, volunteer professionals, 

corporate sector entities, and Ministries to imple-

ment rehabilitation interventions received praise.

It was observed that the military training 

following clear guidance helped the staff at 

the ground level to effectively engage with the 

ex-combatants. An officer conducting rehabili-

tation Captain Aluthwala stated, “When we give 

100% to the beneficiaries it is a combination of 

50% from our head and 50% from our heart.” 

he elaborated further to say that they would be 

mindful, alert and also compassionate. other 

officers described, “the importance of under-

standing the person from within their context, 

to be able to help them adjust to a new reality.”50 

Still others said that though they are all injured 

and the injuries were sustained during the bat-

tle with the terrorist cadres, that, “I don’t want 

my children to grow up with terrorism,” and, “I 

don’t want to leave terrorism to be faced by the 

next generation.”51

the rehabilitation personnel received their 

guidance and supervision from within the hier-

archical structure and from among their peer 

group. Formal trainings arranged for staff were 

few and far between. the staff learned from prac-

tice and applied commonsense to situations, and 

the compassion instilled within the culture and 

religion was extended to the beneficiaries. A reha-

bilitation staff member, who had lost 7 of his 

family members in the civil war, expressed his 

perspective on working with the former ltte 

cadres in rehabilitation. he stated that, “I don’t 

want my children to see another war;” pointing 

to a beneficiary he added, “I want my children 

to be able to play with his children and in that 

way we won’t have another war.”52 his words 

General Daya Ratnayaka managed to steer the 
rehabilitation process chartering new territory 

with sound leadership
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captured the essence of the motivation of the 

security forces personnel working tirelessly 

within the rehabilitation centers. Sri lanka’s reha-

bilitation program does not have the luxuries of 

the Saudi Rehabilitation Program, the facilities 

of the Singapore model, nor the funding of the 

Pakistani program, but it is rich in commitment, 

compassion and genuine in its effort.53

Almost every citizen in the country has lost 

someone in the thirty-year war. the tamil tiger 

cadres inflicted many casualties and indeed 

most staff conducting rehabilitation had been 

wounded, and carried embedded shell pieces; 

others were aware first hand of the ltte terrorism 

having seen massacred border villagers, and still 

others have had their friends die in battle. Most 

stated that they did not know how they could 

work with the former insurgents, but gradually 

they realized the importance of guiding them 

onto a peaceful path. Most stated that the ltte 

cadres were made to believe in a different reality.

De-radicalization

the individual has to de-radicalize to be able to 

disengage from violence and re-engage in har-

monious living.54 Rehabilitation is the method 

to achieve this end. the ltte leadership devel-

oped the mastery of indoctrinating the masses, 

especially the youth. ltte leaders groomed and 

motivated their members to sacrifice themselves 

in suicide attacks and to sacrifice the wellbeing 

of one’s own kith and kin in the pursuit of a 

violent radical ideology. Radicalization was the 

tool used to engage and sustain its membership. 

therefore a multifaceted rehabilitation program 

was necessary to engage the surrendered and 

apprehended detainees’ hearts and minds to 

facilitate de-radicalization.

those detained for rehabilitation includes male 

and female adults, adolescents and children who 

were members, helpers and supporters of the 

ltte. detainees were both injured and non-in-

jured, and battlefield (insurgent) and off the 

battlefield (terrorist) fighters. An ethno political 

conflict radicalized and militarized a generation 

of youth in Sri lanka during the thirty years of 

initially sporadic and later sustained violence.

the impact of radicalization and the impor-

tance of rehabilitation in the transformation of 

thinking were articulated by a 16-year-old child 

soldier groomed by the tamil tigers;

“As vultures that eat dead bodies and hands 

that stretch out to beg

Terrorism destroys communities and destroyed 

our wellbeing until the end.

Loosing and separating mother and child,

Communities bore the tears of the people,

They trapped us by giving false hopes saying 

even death can become life, the tombstone 

an Epic.”55

She refers to terrorism preying upon and 

thriving on the dead, and on the unsuspecting 

poor. the ltte used powerful narratives of those 

that died while conducting acts of terror. tales of 

heroism were concocted to motivate cadres and 

recruit by generating anger, hatred and lust for 

revenge. ltte leaders also exploited the vulner-

able poor who were more easily recruited and 

given significance, power and a means of liveli-

hood to ensure unquestioning loyalty.

the impact of terrorism on communities has 

been devastating; splitting the family unit, the 

loss of the child groomed into death. the ltte 

policy of recruiting one member of each house-

hold led families to give their under age children 

tales of heroism were concocted to motivate 
cadres and recruit by generating anger, hatred 
and lust for revenge
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in marriage to older men for protection, or got 

them pregnant to prevent recruitment. Children 

were also turned against their family members to 

demonstrate their loyalty to the insurgency. the 

indoctrination of cadres with the perception that 

through suicide terrorism one achieves continued 

life as martyrs was prevalent. ltte leaders pro-

moted suicide terror by justifying and glorifying 

the act of mass murder by suicide attacks.

challenges of the rehabilitation Program

Sri lanka’s rehabilitation program faced many 

challenges. First, the personnel assigned to 

staff the program had to be both formally and 

informally trained. While most of the staff was 

committed to the idea of rehabilitation, some 

needed convincing that this was the way forward. 

Second, the program lacked resources from its 

inception. this led to the Commissioner General 

of Rehabilitation having to work with a range of 

state and private sector partners. these funding 

challenges however led to building a low cost 

program with greater participation from the com-

munity. third, the criticisms aimed against the 

state initiatives were largely due to the restriction 

of international agency participation or access 

particularly to the ICRC, with the exception of 

IoM. this led to heavy criticism and undue sus-

picion by the international community. Fourth, 

had Sri lankan diplomats improved their com-

munication with the international community 

that would likely have led to greater understand-

ing, reduced negativity56 and improved funding 

for the programs. Finally, whilst the rehabilita-

tion program is considered a success, the state 

has not been able to market its success effectively.

conclusion

Sri lanka succeeded in rehabilitating the bulk of 

the leaders and members of one of the world’s 

most dangerous terrorist and insurgent groups, 

the ltte. When communities are radicalized 

into violence, individuals are transformed from 

within and the mindset is locked into a violence 

justifying ideology. the radicalizing ideology 

becomes a vehicle and the person wishes to live 

by it, promote it and die for it. Sri lanka’s reha-

bilitation efforts centered on reaching the hearts 

and minds of the beneficiaries through several 

activities that are transformative. Within rehabil-

itation, the radicalization process is reversed and 

the beneficiary is transformed from within by 

engaging in a range of salutary activities. the ben-

eficiary re-engages with self, family and society, 

and the need for violence is delegitimized. the 

beneficiaries are supported to move away from 

violence towards peaceful co-existence.

Some of the essential components identi-

fied in the success of Sri lanka’s rehabilitation 

program are the political will and the confidence 

of the leadership that rehabilitation was the 

right way forward. the Presidential Amnesty57 

provided the hope and opportunity for bene-

ficiaries to engage in the civilian process. the 

Presidential message was to “treat them as your 

own children.”58

It was essential that parallel to the process of 

rehabilitation, a clear message be given that ter-

rorism is a grave offence and punishable by law. 

this was demonstrated through the indictments 

and required prosecutions of the most criminally 

culpable ltte cadres.

Sound leadership provided at every level is 

vital to maintaining standards and the security 

of each facility. the ethos of the rehabilitation 

centers was similar to a residential training cen-

ter where individuals engage in a series of life 

whilst the rehabilitation program is considered 
a success, the state has not been able to 

market its success effectively
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skills to develop self and promote peace and har-

mony. the beneficiary gradually begins to see 

the “other” as non-threatening, observing in the 

“other” behavior and values to emulate, thereby 

invalidating the distorted images propagated and 

maintained of the “other” by the propaganda.

Rehabilitation and community engagement 

is a counter-terrorism strategy that is long lasting 

and sustainable. Former combatants who are 

rehabilitated and have returned to their home 

communities remain vulnerable to recidivism. 

the community is the base from which terrorists 

are recruited. therefore rehabilitation and the 

de-radicalization of former terrorists is an ongo-

ing process. It is essential to continuously assess 

rehabilitation programs and the progress made 

by the former combatants. the aftercare process 

of the reintegrated beneficiary is a vital aspect 

to ensure smooth transition into community 

life. While within rehabilitation the beneficiaries 

are supported to de-radicalize and re-engage in 

community, it is essential to conduct ongoing 

Community engagement Programs59 to prevent 

re-radicalization of the reintegrated beneficia-

ries, as well as to build community resilience 

as a counter terrorism and counter insurgency 

strategy. 
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In October 2011, General Martin Dempsey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, issued a call to “make sure we actually learn the lessons from 

the last decade of war.”1 In response, the Joint and Coalition Oper-

ational Analysis (JCOA) division of the Joint Staff J7 undertook its 

Decade of War study, reviewing the 46 lessons learned studies it had 

conducted from its inception in 2003 through early 2012. More than a 

“decade of war,” the 46 JCOA studies covered a wide variety of military 

operations—including major combat operations in Iraq, counterinsurgen-

cy in Afghanistan and the Philippines, and humanitarian assistance in 

the United States, Pakistan, and Haiti—as well as studies of emerging 

regional and global threats. The synthesis of these studies’ 400 findings, 

observations, and best practices yielded 11 strategic themes or catego-

ries of enduring joint lessons.

JCOA’s analysis was further refined by subject matter experts from 

across the Department of Defense during a weeklong Joint Staff–spon-

sored Decade of War Working Group in May 2012. The final Decade 

of War study represents the culmination of those efforts, and while 

significant, is only the initial step in turning these critical observations 

into “learned lessons.” The work of integrating the findings and recom-

mendations into a continuous joint force development cycle will serve to 

build a more responsive, versatile, and affordable force.

Lieutenant General George Flynn, Director for Joint Force Develop-

ment, Joint Staff J7, for release and dissemination without caveat. Lieu-

tenant General Flynn has also endorsed the summary of this important 

effort for the readers of PRISM.

—Lieutenant General George Flynn, USMC
Joint Staff J7
Director for Joint Force Development

1 General Martin E. Dempsey, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to Lieutenant General George 
Flynn, “Chairman Direction to J7,” official letter, October 6, 2011.


