Repatriation to Sri Lanka has become a primary challenge
to Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in Indian refugee camps, and
a matter of significant public discussion in India and Sri
Lanka. Anxiety about repatriation among Sri Lankan
Tamil refugees and lack of initiation from the Sri Lan-
kan government threatens the development of a coherent
repatriation strategy. This article proposes a conceptual
framework of repatriation success for Sri Lankan Tamil
refugees, which the Sri Lankan government, non-govern-
mental agencies, and Sri Lankan Tamil refugees may use
to develop a concrete strategy for repatriation. Based upon
the study results of two of the authors’ repatriation studies,
this article identifies and describes the four key concepts
of the repatriation framework: livelihood development,
language and culture awareness, social relationships, and
equal citizenship within a nation.

Résumé

Le rapatriement vers le Sri Lanka constitue 'un des défis
principaux que doivent affronter les réfugiés tamouls
d’origine sri lankaise vivant dans les camps de réfugiés en
Inde, et un sujet important de débats publics en Inde ainsi
quwau Sri Lanka. L'inquiétude envers le rapatriement parmi
les réfugiés tamouls d’origine sri lankaise et I'absence de
démarches de la part du gouvernement sri lankais compro-
met le développement d’une stratégie cohérente de rapatrie-
ment. Lobjectif principal de cet article est de proposer un
cadre conceptuel pour un rapatriement réussi a I’égard des
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Abstract réfugiés tamouls d’origine sri lankaise que le gouvernement

srilankais, les agences non gouvernementales et les réfugiés
dont il est question pourraient utiliser afin de développer
une stratégie concréte pour le rapatriement. Fondé sur les
résultats provenant des études de recherche sur le rapatrie-
ment effectuées par deux des auteurs, l'article identifie et
décrit les quatre concepts clés du cadre de rapatriement:
le développement des moyens de subsistance, une prise de
conscience linguistique et culturelle, les liens sociaux et
Pégalité de la citoyenneté dans le contexte national.

Introduction

ince Sri Lanka’s independence from Britain in 1948,

the Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic groups have had a

conflictual relationship over control of northern Sri
Lanka.! The conflict between majority Sinhalese and minor-
ity Tamils in Sri Lanka resulted in three waves of Tamil refu-
gee migration in 1984, 1999, and 2006.2 India has the highest
number of Sri Lankan Tamils outside of Sri Lanka because
India is geographically close to Sri Lanka3 Of the 123 Sri
Lankan Tamil refugee camps in India, 115 are in the Indian
state of Tamil Nadu because there is a linguistic and ethnic
kinship between Sri Lankan Tamils and Indian Tamils.4
For example, the main language of the state of Tamil Nadu
is Tamil, which is also the primary language of Sri Lankan
Tamils.5 The Tamil Nadu state government provides support
and resources for the welfare of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees
living in refugee camps.’ However, the Indian government
has refused to give refugee status, permanent resident sta-
tus, or citizenship to Sri Lankan Tamil refugees, including
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refugee children who were born in India, primarily because
the Indian government expected Tamil refugees to repatri-
ate to Sri Lanka when the civil war ended” The civil war
ended in November 2009 and—according to the Ministry
of Prison Reforms, Rehabilitation, Resettlement, and Hindu
Religious Affairs in Sri Lanka—only 4,691 persons repatri-
ated to Sri Lanka between 2011 and early 2016.8 Although
India has recently signed several international treaties per-
taining to the rights and protections of its citizens, Sander-
son argues that they provide only some protections for
refugees in India.® Regardless, India has not signed either
the 1951 United Nations Refugee Convention or its 1967 Pro-
tocol, which has 140 signatories, an overwhelming majority
of the world’s nations. There has never been evidence of a
forced repatriation from India, but not signing the Refu-
gee Convention and Protocol is a blot on India’s record.!°
Additionally, Sri Lanka, although working with the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to some
extent, has refused to sign the 1951 United Nations Refugee
Convention.” As such, typical thought and interpretation
of the law regarding the rights and responsibility of indi-
viduals’ states of origin'? and host states is only very loosely
applicable to the situation facing Tamil refugees in India.
This has limited the assistance role of lead agencies such as
the UNHCR, which led to restricted ad hoc protection and
ambivalent international obligations to provide a successful
repatriation program. Integration into local Indian society
may be a durable solution for Tamil refugees,’ but the cur-
rent situation of “refugee warehousing™4 in combination
with India’s ambiguous stance on international refugee
issues are barriers in that process.!> Although resettlement
into a third country may be an option for some Tamils, this
too is complicated by pre-migration socio-economic status,
social connections, and in some cases, safety in a third
country.'¢

In light of the current situation, two of the authors con-
ducted separate research on Sri Lankan Tamil refugees’
repatriation and livelihood plans, and the results of these
studies provide the basis for the development of a repatria-
tion program as a durable solution for this population. This
article does not emphasize the idea that “all refugees want
to go home” or that “the best place for refugees is home.””
In fact, many factors could contribute to a Tamil’s desire
to stay in India, including the individual’s understanding
of India as home and perceived greater educational and
livelihood opportunities.'® Instead, this article proposes
a conceptual framework for the successful repatriation
of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees based on the results of two
research studies, which might be beneficial for the Sri Lan-
kan government and non-governmental agencies designing

repatriation programs for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees who
want to return home.

Repatriation and Sri Lankan Tamil Refugees

Voluntary repatriation, which is often considered the opti-
mal solution to refugees’ problems,! recognizes the right
of the individual to safety and security and upholds the
dignity of the individual’s freedom of choice. Human rights
and refugee laws and the agencies working under those laws
are subject to promoting voluntary repatriation without any
indication that host country or country of origin subscribes
to those values.2® Allen stated that voluntary repatriation
is the cheapest option without manipulating international
assistance funds; therefore, repatriation is also a pragmatic
response, overlooking the possibility of refugee integra-
tion into their exile country or a third country settlement
as proposed by UNHCR, which is ethically ambiguous.?
Regardless, the voluntary nature of a refugee’s decision to
repatriate depends largely on the success of the repatria-
tion program. A common expectation is that refugees will
choose to repatriate once the reason for their departure has
been resolved,?? without examining the infrastructures
available to repatriates when they return to their homeland.
Warner pointed out that voluntary repatriation indicates a
return to a home and community with which refugees were
associated and embraced before their flight into exile.?
As a corollary to these perceptions, institutions dealing
with refugees tend to depict repatriation as a “homecom-
ing” to a former life and a familiar cultural environment,
as a straightforward way of restoring pre-displacement life
in familiar settings.24 However, this assumption does not
account for the myriad challenges that refugees often face
during repatriation, as evidenced by the experiences of the
many refugees who have returned to Sri Lanka from Indian
camps.? Despite all the attempts to return to Sri Lanka,
considerable numbers in India are still reluctant to return,
even when the reasons for their flight have abated. The Sri
Lankan Tamil refugees are reluctant to return because they
are uncertain about having a home, adequate transporta-
tion, Tamil-based education system, or health care facilities
in the Tamil majority areas.?® Like any other repatriation
process, the repatriation of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees is
a complex and multi-level (individual/family/community)
endeavour. However, the concept of repatriation for Sri Lan-
kan Tamil refugees must be contextualized to their commu-
nity needs because no single, generally accepted definition
of repatriation can encapsulate the unique context of each
refugee population. Within the efforts of the Sri Lankan
government and agencies working with Sri Lankan Tamil
refugees in Indian refugee camps, the lack of a concrete
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and transparent repatriation program for Sri Lankan Tamil
refugees remains a significant gap.?” In order to develop a
repatriation program, the Sri Lankan government and non-
governmental agencies need a foundational framework to
guide their endeavours.

A review of the literature identified a multitude of issues
that prevent migrants from repatriating, including the
“complexity of repatriation process, demographic char-
acteristics of migrants, duration of stay in a host country,
social connection with home country, reintegration in the
home country, and social, economic and political support
from home country.”® Most of the literature offers insight
on migrant populations generally without discussion of
the context that shapes the experiences of specific refugee
populations. However, the authors examined the results of
two of their studies of the Sri Lankan Tamil refugee situ-
ation, which offer foundational concepts for discussion of
Sri Lankan Tamil refugee repatriation. The third author and
a colleague conducted a primary case study analysis, and
secondary data analysis of “district-wide refugee popula-
tion data” (2005-10) from the Department of Rehabilitation
of Tamil Nadu (DRTN) to assess support resources for Sri
Lankan refugees in India, rehabilitation mechanisms, and
livelihood options in Sri Lanka.?® Researchers collected
the primary data through twelve case study analyses dur-
ing 2010. Secondary data collected from DRTN’s field survey,
comprising 100 sample households, was also conducted in
2010. Both primary and secondary data collection were car-
ried out in the Puzhal refugee camp in the Thiruvallur dis-
trict, and Thenpallipattu refugee camp in Thiruvannamalia
district in Tamil Nadu. These camps were selected for the
field survey because they account for 13 per cent of the total
refugee population in the state3° Both camps have been
in existence for over two decades, have similar household
characteristics, and have fewer security issues than other
camps3! The data included demographic characteristics,
family characteristics, possession of identity documents for
repatriation, ability and willingness to access and utilize
social services, availability of employment outside camp,
and children’s education and social networks in India.
Among the concerns that Sri Lankan Tamil refugees have
about repatriation are education, employment, and acces-
sibility of social and family support services. Data analysis
indicated that if Sri Lanka cannot provide infrastructure
and livelihood options for Tamil repatriates, integrating
Tamil refugees into local Indian society could be a durable
solution for their future, especially for those who married
Indian citizens and wish to remain in India32

The first author and colleagues conducted a qualitative
research study with Sri Lankan Tamil refugees who were
willing to discuss their repatriation plan.33 Researchers used

in-depth, semi-structured interviews to generate data in
order to understand readiness for repatriation to Sri Lanka
and challenges related to repatriation, and to conceptual-
ize strategies to promote successful repatriation. In 2013,
researchers in this study selected fifteen refugees from the
Gummidipoondi, Erode, Thiruchirappilli, and Thirunelveli
refugee camps in the state of Tamil Nadu, India. Partici-
pants came to India during the 1984, 1990, or 2006 migra-
tion waves and comprised a sample of 60 per cent males and
40 per cent females with an average age of thirty years of age.
All participants were living with families,34 and all inter-
views were conducted in Tamil and lasted forty-five minutes.
The interview guide focused on six general areas: awareness
about repatriation to Sri Lanka, community support for
repatriation, concerns regarding repatriation, community
leadership to address repatriation concerns, resources to
support repatriation to Sri Lanka, and strategies to address
challenges to repatriation. Questions within each area were
open-ended and designed to elicit a broad range of views
and opinions from participants. Interview transcripts and
field notes were analyzed by the research team after each
interview. The researchers found that Sri Lankan Tamil
refugees were concerned about Sri Lanka’s lack of a concrete
repatriation plan. Tamil refugees also identified primary
challenges of repatriation: lack of livelihood options and
infrastructure development, lack of interventions to address
intergenerational conflict, lack of knowledge of the Sinha-
lese language, and challenges associated with restoring trust
between the Sri Lankan government and Tamils.35

A deeper exploration of these results allowed the authors
to identify key themes with operational definitions in order
to propose a conceptual model of repatriation success for
Sri Lankan Tamil refugees. Further analysis of these key
themes within the proposed conceptual framework could
also assist the Sri Lankan government and non-governmen-
tal agencies in developing a coherent repatriation strategy.

Proposed Conceptual Framework of Repatriation
Success for Sri Lankan Tamil Refugees

Voluntary repatriation to country of origin can be consid-
ered re-establishment of conditions before displacement,
not only for the host country, but also for the refugees them-
selves who feel that it is an end of the refugee cycle.36 How-
ever, a well-developed repatriation strategy should move
away from the idea of one-way movements and solutions.3”
If repatriation programs are not focused on unique refugee
population needs, the return may be more traumatic than
the experience of flight and exile itself3® Bradley discusses
the need for a more in-depth examination of the conditions
of repatriates and revival of repatriation programs.39 She
argues that repatriation programs need to focus on land
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restitution, suggesting that they must promote repatriates’
position in society by placing them on an equal footing with
their non-displaced counterparts in order to contribute
peace and stability and ensure sustainability of repatriates.4©
The absence of models specific to repatriation success
hinders understanding of Tamil refugee repatriation and
effective interventions to address these challenges. On the
basis of two research results, the authors of this study pro-
pose a conceptual framework of repatriation success that
is central to the key themes for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees:
livelihood development, cultural and linguistic awareness,
social relationships, and a nation with equal citizenship.
Subthemes will be discussed under each section.

Livelihood Development

Although repatriation involves social, cultural, political,
and personal adjustment, establishing a new economic
basis often becomes important and challenging.4! Although
there are few studies on the integration of returnees to their
country of origin, the literature suggests considerable vari-
ation in levels of economic adjustments amongst repatriates.
Tamil refugees identified lack of livelihood options such as
housing, education, health, and employment as the major
challenges they may face in Sri Lanka.#> Tamil refugees
have a limited but comfortable life in Indian refugee camps.
Approximately 150,000 Sri Lankan refugees officially reside
in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu.4> Refugees who live
inside the refugee camps receive monthly financial support,
free access to medical services, free public education for
refugee children until twelfth grade, and access to a spe-
cific number of seats allocated to refugee children in Tamil
Nadu universities.44 Compared to these supports available
to refugees living in Indian camps, Tamil repatriates in Sri
Lanka receive minimal support from the Sri Lankan gov-
ernment. Repatriates’ ability to transfer their livelihood
assets and skills acquired during exile or to practise their
pre-exile profession when returning to their homeland can
be a positive factor in repatriation. When no or limited live-
lihood resources are available or transferable, repatriates
are likely to face economic hardships upon return.4> Farm-
ing and fishing would be the main sources of employment
income for Tamils who repatriate to Sri Lanka, but after
the civil war, Sri Lanka has limited infrastructures such
as machines, seeds, or money for these industries, which
means that Tamil repatriates may need more options than
currently available for a sustainable livelihood.4¢ One Tamil
refugee explained, “People from Vavunia [a region of Sri
Lanka] are most familiar with farming. They need neces-
sary infrastructure to start farming; seeds, tractors, money,
it will take one year to settle farming. So, living has to be
supported by government.™”

Refuge
___________________________________________________________________________________________________|

Livelihood
Development
i Cultural
w‘?ﬂ? %t:](:ll;l Repatriation.  and
Citizenship Success kvlilllagr‘;f;:;
Social
Relationships

Figure 1. Conceptual framework of repatriation success for Sri
Lankan Tamil refugees

Repatriation packages offered by the Sri Lankan gov-
ernment to Tamil refugees are inadequate for developing
sustained economic activities among Tamil repatriates.
Participants claimed that the resources available to Tamil
refugees from the Sri Lankan government and the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is a combined
10,000 rupees (approximately US$160.00 or €130.00) in the
form of a one-time payment, as well as a six-month sup-
ply of clothing and food.48 In contrast, resources needed to
develop livelihood for Tamils in Sri Lanka include housing,
farmland, temporary income until farming is resumed, and
farming machinery.4 Sri Lankan Tamil refugees have also
reported that the Sri Lankan government acquired most
of the refugee houses and land during the civil war, with
no apparent intention of returning the land and houses to
their previous owners.5° Because Tamil refugees no longer
have property in Sri Lanka, many Tamil refugees, espe-
cially those from the older generation, have concerns about
building a new life after repatriation. One Tamil refugee
explained, “No house or anything there. We have to go
there empty-handed. We have jobs here. We made some
money. When we reach there, we have to find a job. What
kind of job I am going to get? There are no factories, no
farms, no place to sleep.”

The younger generation also worries about their future in
Sri Lanka since their Indian-based education is not accepted
in Sri Lanka. For example, “It is not easy for children to
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get into Sri Lankan education system, because, first, they
have to learn Sinhalese,”? which makes children of repat-
riates fall behind in Sri Lankan schools.53 Studies done by
Huber and Nowotny discussed the importance of accepting
repatriates’ education from their host country to continue
their education or find employment in their country of ori-
gin after repatriation.>4 Borjas and Brasberg also identified
that the least-trained individuals will be the first to return
to their homeland, because they believe they do not need
much training to get jobs in their country of origin.55 This
study also identified that repatriates who have an economic
advantage and know that they can live below their means
in their home country also chose to repatriate.5¢ Similar to
employment and education challenges, the Sri Lankan civil
war destroyed many health-care facilities. Areas like Jaffna
and Killinochchi, the Tamil majority areas, still lack facili-
ties to provide care for Tamil families. Therefore, when the
Sri Lankan government provides repatriation resources, it
is important to prioritize rebuilding medical clinics to pro-
vide treatment for Tamil families.5?

The lack of livelihood options in employment, housing,
education, and health represent significant barriers for
repatriation to Sri Lanka. Unless Sri Lanka plans to expand
livelihood options, these repatriation challenges will persist,
creating further conflict for economic benefits between Sin-
halese, the majority population, and Tamils, the minority
population, in Sri Lanka. For these reasons, it is imperative
to include the category “livelihood development” in the pro-
posed conceptual framework of repatriation success. The
proposed framework intends to encourage the Sri Lankan
government to develop programs to support Tamil repatri-
ates in securing sustainable livelihoods in Sri Lanka.

Cultural and Linguistic Awareness

Culture and language awareness could facilitate social
relationships, which will ease repatriation struggles of
migrants.>® Improved social relationships between Tamils
and Sinhalese will facilitate the reintegration of Tamils into
Sri Lankan society through employment, education, hous-
ing, and health-care services. The ability to speak in the pri-
mary language of a community is crucial to repatriation.”
Most Sri Lankan Tamil refugees do not speak Sinhalese,
which is the primary language of the Sri Lankan Sinhalese
community and one of the official languages of Sri Lanka.®°
While both Tamil and Sinhalese are official languages of
Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese community primarily speaks in
Sinhalese. The lack of proficiency in Sinhalese constitutes
a significant language barrier, which makes repatriation
to Sri Lanka impossible for some Tamil refugees.®* The Sri
Lankan government made both Sinhalese and Tamil offi-
cial languages of the country in order to enable Sri Lankan
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Tamils to apply for administrative, educational, and other
sector services in the country. However, Sri Lankan Tamils’
apprehension is that the north and east of Sri Lanka where
the majority of refugees would return have few administra-
tive, educational, and others infrastructures necessary to
find employment. Moreover, many members of the younger
generation of Tamil refugees consider themselves culturally
and linguistically Indian, thus they perceive repatriation
as a departure from their adopted culture.®> Members of
the older generation chose to repatriate for the aforemen-
tioned reasons, but members of the younger generation
often prefer to remain in the host country where they feel
most socially connected.%3 However, the Indian government
refused to grant Indian citizenship to Sri Lankan Tamil
refugees. Although Tamil refugees are upset about the deci-
sion to withhold citizenship, they acknowledge the intense
support that India has provided to Tamil refugees during
their time of crisis. On the other hand, the lack of linguistic
and cultural knowledge about Sri Lanka among younger
Tamil refugees has resulted in a distant relationship with
Sri Lanka: “If I speak Tamil, I will get a job in India, but if I
speak Tamil, I won’t get a job in Sri Lanka. Even if we learn
Sinhalese, we still won’t get a job in Sri Lanka because Sri
Lanka is still suspicious of Tamils.”®4

Tamil refugees believe in sharing their culture with
members of the Sinhalese community, because they believe
that cross-cultural interaction promotes mutual under-
standing and contributes meaningfully to the integrated Sri
Lankan community.55 However, Sri Lankan governmental
policies imply that members of the Sri Lankan government,
the majority of whom are Sinhalese, would prefer that the
Tamil community practise their cultural traditions privately,
rather than sharing them with the Sinhalese community.%¢
Therefore, in order to promote successful integration of
repatriated Tamils, government policies must demonstrate
respect for the unique cultural contributions that both the
Sinhalese and Tamil communities offer to the cultural land-
scape of Sri Lanka. Consequently, the proposed conceptual
framework of repatriation success for Sri Lankan Tamil ref-
ugees highlights the imperative to communicate in Tamil
along with Sinhalese to encourage social cohesion between
Tamils and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka.

Social Relationships

Djajic found that family relationships and connection with
the homeland are highly influential for those considering
repatriation, although generational differences are also
apparent.” Repatriation involves developing and sustain-
ing social relationships within the Tamil community, social
connections between Tamils and Sinhalese, and a feeling
of safety and stability in Sri Lanka.%8 To develop a sense of
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belonging to Sri Lanka, Tamils first must form social rela-
tions within their own community. Hathaway notes that
repatriation is likely to be unsuccessful without the pres-
ence of social connections in the homeland, contributing
to indefinite lengths of “refuge warehousing.”®® Homans
proposed that “the more frequently persons interact with
one another, the stronger their sentiments of friendships
for one another are apt to be.”7° In their research, Wellman
and Wortley assert that kin appear to be primary sources
of support, while residential proximity proved essential in
supporting transactions involving material aid.”* Many ref-
ugees value living in close proximity to their family because
it enables them to share cultural practices and maintain
familiar patterns of relationships.”> For example, because it
is traditionally the responsibility of male children to care
for the elders in Sri Lankan families, many male refugees
plan to return to Sri Lanka in order to fulfil their obliga-
tion to the family. As one male refugee explained, “I am
the oldest of nine siblings. All my brothers and sisters are
living in Sri Lanka. So it’s my duty to go back.”73 As other
scholarly works have noted, repatriates became linked to
local labour markets through their specific networks of
interpersonal and organizational ties’74 They forged their
own “social world.””> Most obtained their current position
through “strong ties,”” such as their relatives or long-time
family friends. Members of the younger generation of Tamil
refugees emphasize their lack of social connection with peo-
ple in Sri Lanka, even fellow Tamils: “I don’t want to go; my
life is here; my friends are here; I have distant family there,
but, I have no connection with them.”77

Another disconnection within Tamil refugee populations
includes the fact that Tamil refugees continue to discrimi-
nate against Tamils who fought for the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a self-declared Tamil independence
group./® Tamils are suspicious of former members of LTTE,
which makes it difficult for them individuals to find employ-
ment or get married. Negative relationships within the same
ethnic group can negatively affect the emotional well-being
of individual community members, indicating the need for
improved social connections within the Sri Lankan Tamil
community as part of a successful repatriation plan.”?

In addition to addressing tensions between Tamils, suc-
cessful repatriation will also require improved social con-
nections between Tamils and Sinhalese, resolving the social
exclusion that Tamil refugees experience upon returning
to Sri Lanka. A social connection may be conceptualized
as the social process that ultimately links one with his or
her social network members.®> As mentioned by Willems,
social connections and relationships between Tamils and
Sinhalese could support the refugees.® The fact that the
majority Sinhalese perceive Tamil refugees negatively also
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influences the decision-making of Tamils considering
repatriation to Sri Lanka. Sri Lankan Tamil refugees have
experienced positive outcomes as a result of their social
connection with the Indian community, despite differences
in culture and country of origin.?? One refugee commented,
“My cousin who repatriated to Sri Lanka told me that Sinha-
lese don’t like us, they don't talk to us or give employment
in any of their stores. If we work together we can do busi-
ness together, but they don’t trust us. They don’t want to be
our friends.”®3 This statement suggests that Tamil refugees
would greatly value the recognition and support of Sinha-
lese. Williams discovered that social networks are channels
par excellence through which refugees are able to rebuild
their livelihoods in a new and unfamiliar environment, and
they provide help to refugees.84 Therefore, the discourag-
ing dearth of Sinhalese support for Tamils is a concern for
refugees considering repatriation. In order to ensure suc-
cessful repatriation, increased positive social relationships
must occur between the Tamil repatriates and the Sinhalese
community in Sri Lanka.

The theme of safety and stability highlights another
important factor for facilitating social connection and local
integration of Tamil refugees. Information about safety and
security may also influence decisions about repatriation.
Bradley argued that political agendas have taken priority
over human security.®> Many Tamil refugees have reported
hearing about serious violations of safety and security,
especially against women, in Sri Lanka.8¢ In the context
of information, social connections and social relations are
the most trusted sources of information. They are perceived
to provide refugees with the most reliable and current
information.87

The victimization of refugee women has significant impli-
cations for repatriation. Tamil refugees have indicated that
if they did not feel physically safe and stable in Sri Lanka,
they would feel unable to integrate with the Sri Lankan
community.8® According to one Tamil refugee, “[There is]
no security there [in Sri Lanka]. Lots of assault cases against
women; no security to support the safety of women.”®® The
Sri Lankan civil war started in response to violations of basic
safety, so current experiences of insecurity could contribute
to a decreased quality of life for Tamils in Sri Lanka and lead
to additional violence.9° Further, lack of safety at the time
of advocating for the voluntary return of refugees to their
countries of origin can be disputed by human rights and ref-
ugee law. While this is not directly applicable to India or Sri
Lanka, since neither signed the 1951 United Nations Refugee
Convention, the principles relating to the ethical dilemma of
refoulement must inform a conceptual framework for Tamil
repatriation to Sri Lanka.9! Therefore, the Sri Lankan govern-
ment must develop strict policies and programs specifically
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to address safety and security in Sri Lanka, which will in
turn promote increased integration of Tamil refugees. For
example, housing can promote social activities, safety, secu-
rity, and stability for Tamil repatriates in Sri Lanka. Having a
home in a Sri Lankan community can increase overall physi-
cal and emotional well-being of refugees.9> Hence, the pro-
posed framework of repatriation success accentuates build-
ing social connections with local residents and neighbours
to help Tamil refugees feel safely settled in Sri Lanka, as this
will provide a range of connections and a sense of belonging,
which are important for well-being.

A Nation with Equal Citizenship

Tamil refugees are apprehensive about securing equal
citizenship upon repatriation to Sri Lanka. Their concern
reflects the different understanding of equal citizenship
among Tamils and Sinhalese. Most influential are the actions
of the home country government; policies and resources to
support repatriation represents the most significant factor
affecting refugees’ decision to repatriate93 In the current
political context it seems important to encourage dialogue
and exchange of opinions between Sinhalese and Tamils,
which alone can make for good will on both sides.94 After
thirty years of war and violence, it is important that new
conversations take place which help to build support for the
Tamil refugee repatriation.9> Overzealous nationalism of
either the Sinhala or the Tamil kind is clearly not the way to
do this, especially when neither thrives on intolerance and
prejudicial hatred. And today, when Sri Lankans as a whole
must engage with loss and death on a massive scale, and
with the memory of terror, by the state and the militants, a
politics based on old certainties will not help the healing
or create the context for something fresh and unexpectedly
life-affirming to emerge.

In principle, the protection of repatriated citizens is a
task for the government in the country of origin.2° However,
when refugees go back to fragile post-conflict states, govern-
ments normally have very little capacity to provide adequate
support for repatriates to restore viable subsistence.9” For
any voluntary repatriation program to be successful in Sri
Lanka, the Sri Lankan government must recognize Tamils
as citizens in equal standing with Sinhalese and acknowl-
edge the Tamil language and culture as equal in importance
to the Sinhalese language and culture. Tamil refugees do
not want to return to Sri Lanka to become second-class citi-
zens.98 A Tamil recalls his heritage in Sri Lanka with pride:

“Sri Lanka is my home country; that’s where I was born and
brought up. That’s where my parents were born and brought
up.”? Tamils want respect from the Sri Lankan government.
A number of Tamil refugees also pointed out that the estab-
lishment of equal rights may have an impact on the way

people view them; where there are no equal rights, there is
less respect.

Most importantly, inclusivity and responsible citizenship
must be an ongoing part of designing and developing repa-
triation programs. Proactive human rights legal work that
seeks to protect the inclusivity of both Tamils and Sinhalese
is imperative for Sri Lanka’s development. Ponni states that
younger generations are tired of prejudice, hatred, and war
and would like a different politics where it is possible to
talk across differences of race, religion, and language.’°© It
is important to build bridges through community engage-
ment to secure support for a fair and just resolution for
Tamil repatriation. While proposing recognition of state
accountability for past wrongs, Bradley’s work emphasized
each state’s responsibility to build a constructive relation-
ship between repatriates and the state through responsible
citizenship.®* Repatriation programs where Sri Lankan
Tamil refugees can take up roles in developing projects that
arise from their own community needs, will be a positive
example of responsible citizenship. Responsible citizenship
is the building block of equality and long-term stability.
This approach would make them not merely refugees but
rather citizens with rights.1°2 States should engage with the
repatriate community to develop repatriation programs
that utilize their leadership skills and unique cultural and
traditional practices. For example, Tamil refugees feel vio-
lated when the Sri Lankan government makes decisions
regarding Tamil repatriation without engaging with the
Tamil refugee community. One Tamil refugee explains,

My younger brother is studying in a college here [in India]. When
we go back to Sri Lanka, we don’t know if he will get a job there
because he doesn’t speak Sinhalese, and he doesn’t know anything
about Sri Lanka. My older brother moved there [to Sri Lanka]. But
he wants to come back here [to India]. He is an engineer. Sri Lan-
kan companies didn’t give him any jobs because he can’t speak
fluent Sinhalese. The Sri Lankan government didn’t give him a
job with any repatriation development projects for Tamils either,
which is somewhere he could work because we all speak Tamil.

They are deliberately trying to put us in poverty.13

There are widespread, negative examples of the failure of
the Sri Lankan government to support access to services for
Tamil refugees. It is generally acknowledged in policy and
practice that connecting refugees to relevant services is a
major task in supporting repatriation.’®4 Accordingly, the
proposed conceptual framework of repatriation success for
Tamil refugees emphasizes the restoration of trust between
Sri Lanka and citizens in the hope that increased trust will
lead to full and equal engagement of both Tamils and Sin-
halese in Sri Lanka. When Sinhalese and Tamils are able
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to trust and understand each other, their true perceptions
of each other, and the importance of connecting with each
other, they will become interdependent. In an interdepend-
ent society, the transformation of one can lead to the trans-
formation of all. If Sinhalese and Tamils work together, they
might gain respect for each other, affirming their mutual
need for each other. This integration could become the
catalyst for the kind of change that radically transforms the
nation of Sri Lanka.

Verification of Proposed Framework

When proposing a framework or a program for Sri Lankan
Tamil refugees, one must seek the support, guidance, and
suggestions of Tamil refugees. The authors sought consul-
tations with Tamil refugee elders, academics, researchers,
policymakers, and local-level practitioners. Representatives
from the Organization for Eelam Refugee Rehabilitation
and Sri Lankan Tamil refugee elders from Trichy and Gum-
midipoondi refugee camps assessed the meaningfulness and
utility of the framework, confirming that the key concepts
of the framework reflected the salient features of Sri Lan-
kan Tamil refugee repatriation. The authors also presented
the framework in two conferences (local and international)
with policymakers and practitioners from government, aca-
demic, and social services. When finalizing the framework
of repatriation success, the authors incorporated feedback
on the relevance of the concepts from the seminar and con-
ferences to contextualize the repatriation framework to Sri
Lankan Tamil refugees.

Conclusion

This article proposed a conceptual framework of repatria-
tion success for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees. Elements of the
framework were identified from the findings of two specific
scientific studies conducted with Sri Lankan Tamil refu-
gees in Indian refugee camps. Key concepts that emerged
through this process were then verified by Sri Lankan Tamil

Refuge
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knowledge from neighbours, contributing to a lack of social
connection among refugees. Second, the conceptual frame-
work of repatriation success encourages social relationships
between the Tamil and Sinhalese communities, while also
promoting their unique cultural identities and languages.
Third, a nation with equal rights for both the Tamil and Sin-
halese communities promotes equal citizenship and social
cohesion, rather than assimilation to a single mainstream
culture and potential ongoing exclusion of an ethnic minor-
ity.’°¢ These engagements should be fully integrated into the
repatriation framework. Any conceptual framework related
to repatriation can incite debate, but it can also provide a
structural foundation for thoughtful conversation about
how best to accomplish the goals of repatriation.
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