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Abstract

Repatriation to Sri Lanka has become one of the primary challenges faced by Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in Indian refugee camps, and a matter of significant public discussion in India and Sri Lanka.  Anxiety towards repatriation among Sri Lankan Tamil refugees and lack of initiation from Sri Lankan Government both threaten the development of a coherent repatriation strategy. The main aim of this article is to propose a conceptual framework of repatriation success for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees which the Sri Lankan government, non-governmental agencies, and Sri Lankan Tamil refugees can use to develop a concrete strategy for repatriation. Based upon a thorough literature review, this article identifies and describes the four key concepts of the repatriation framework: Livelihood Development, Language and Culture Awareness, Social Relationships, Nation with Equal Citizenship.
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Introduction

Since Sri Lanka’s independence from Britain in 1948, the Sinhalese and Tamil ethnic groups have had a conflictual relationship over the control of northern part of Sri Lanka.1 The majority Sinhalese running Sri Lankan government exercised politically targeted violence against minority Tamils in Sri Lanka, resulting in three waves of migration of Tamil refugees in 1984, 1999, and 2006.2 India has the highest number of Sri Lankan Tamils outside of Sri Lanka due to India’s geographical closeness to Sri Lanka.3 115 of the 123 Sri Lankan Tamil refugee camps in India are located in the Indian State of Tamil Nadu due to the linguistic and ethnic kinship that exists 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 Due to the kinship with Sri Lankan Tamil refugees, the Tamil Nadu state government provides support and resources for the welfare of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees lives in refugee camps. However, the Indian government has refused to give Indian citizenship or permanent resident status to Sri Lankan Tamil refugees, including refugee children who were born in India, primarily because the Indian government expected Tamil refugees to repatriate to Sri Lanka when the civil war ended.6 However, the civil war ended in November 2009, and few refugees have repatriated to Sri Lanka due to that lack of a coherent repatriation program.7 The main aim of this article is to synthesize repatriation literature to develop a conceptual framework of repatriation success for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees which will be beneficial for Sri Lankan government and non-governmental agencies to design their repatriation projects.  
Repatriation and Sri Lankan Tamil Refugees
A common misconception about the refugee experience is the expectation that refugees will choose to repatriate once the reason for their departure has been resolved.8 However, this assumption does not account for the myriad challenges that refugees often face during repatriation, as evidenced by the repatriation experiences of the many Sri Lankan Tamil refugees who have returned to Sri Lanka from Indian camps.9 Many refugees who have returned to Sri Lanka found that their homes were destroyed, that road and water systems were inoperable, and that schools, health clinics, and hospital facilities were shut down.10 The success of repatriation efforts depends largely upon the voluntary nature of the decision to return to the country of origin.11 Successful repatriation efforts require listening to the voices of those who would repatriate. Like any other repatriation process, the repatriation of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees is a complex and multi-level (Individual/Family/Community) endeavor. The concept of repatriation for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees must be individualized and contextualized because no single, generally accepted definition of repatriation can encapsulate the unique context of each refugee population. Within the efforts of both the Sri Lankan government and the agencies who are working with Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in Indian refugee camps, the lack of a concrete and transparent repatriation program for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees remains as a significant gap.12 For developing a repatriation program, the Sri Lankan government and non-governmental agencies need a foundational framework to guide their endeavors. 
In order to develop an effective and coherent conceptual framework for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees’ repatriation success, the authors conducted a thorough review of literature, identifying the common features of a ‘successful’ refugee repatriation conceptual strategies and examining the operational definitions of these features for application to Tamil refugee population.13 The literature identifies a multitude of issues which prevent migrants from repatriating, including the  “complexity of repatriation process, demographic characteristics 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”.14 Various other sources confirmed these themes.15 
Studies done by Huber and Nowotny (2009) discussed the importance of accepting repatriates’ education from their host country to continue their education or finding employment in their country of origin after repatriation.16 Borjas and Brasberg (1996) also identified that the least trained individuals will be the first ones to return to their homeland, because they believe they do not need much training to get job in their country of origin.17 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.18 Djajic (2008) found that family relationships and connection with the homeland are highly influential for those considering repatriation, although generational differences are also apparent.19 Members of the older generation chose to repatriate for the aforementioned reasons, but members of the younger generation often prefer to remain in the host country where they feel most socially connected.20 The fact that the majority Sinhalese perceive Tamil refugees negatively also influences the decision-making of Tamils considering repatriation to Sri Lanka.21 Most influential are the actions of the home country government; the existence of policies and resources to support repatriation represents the most significant factor impacting the decision of refugees to repatriate.22 The majority of the literature offers insight on migrant populations generally without discussion of the specific contextual factors that shape the experiences of specific refugee populations. However, the authors identified two research reports that focus on the Sri Lankan Tamil refugee situation, offering foundational concepts for a discussion of Sri Lankan Tamil refugee repatriation.  
Vallatheswaran and Rajan (2011) conducted a secondary data analysis of “district-wide refugee population data” (2005-2010) 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.23 DRTN collected data in the Gummidipoondi, Puzhakkal, Thiruchirappilli, and Dindigal refugee camps in the state of Tamil Nadu, India, where the largest refugee populations in the state reside. The DRTN data included information about 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 regarding repatriation are issues of education, employment, and accessibility to social services and family support services. Data analysis indicated that if the Sri Lankan government cannot provide infrastructures and livelihood options for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees, integrating into Indian society might be the only durable solution.24
The author and colleagues (Year) conducted a qualitative research study with Sri Lankan Tamil refugees who were willing to communicate about their repatriation plan (2013-2014).25 This study examined Sri Lankan Tamil refugees’ readiness, support, concerns, resources, and strategies for repatriation to Sri Lanka. Researchers selected fifteen refugees from the Gummidipoondi, Puzhakkal, Thiruchirappilli and Dindigal refugee camps in the State of Tamil Nadu, India. Researchers found that Sri Lankan Tamil refugees were concerned about the Sri Lankan government’s lack of a concrete repatriation plan. Tamil refugees also identified the following as primary challenges of repatriation: lack of livelihood options and infrastructure development, lack of interventions to address intergenerational conflict, lack of knowledge in Sinhalese language, and restoring trust between Sri Lankan Government and Tamils.26
A deeper exploration of the repatriation literature, especially of those studies that discuss the experiences of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees specifically,27 allowed the authors to identify groupings of key themes 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-governmental agencies in developing a coherent repatriation strategy that addresses many of the repatriation challenges outlined in this literature review. 
Proposed Conceptual Framework of Repatriation Success for Sri Lankan Tamil Refugees
In thinking about what is known about Sri Lankan Tamil refugees’ challenges for repatriation, it is of concern that gaps in these explanations still remain. It is apparent that there is a lack of coherent, coordinated and empirically tested models of repatriation success tailored for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees. The absence of models specific to repatriation success hinders both the understanding of Tamil refugee repatriation and the effective development of interventions to address these challenges. As a result, a conceptual framework of repatriation success is proposed below to specify the key themes for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees: Livelihood Development, Cultural and Linguistic Awareness, Social Relationships, and A Nation with Equal Citizenship. Sub-themes will be discussed under each section of these key themes. 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Repatriation Success for Sri Lankan Tamil Refugees
Livelihood Development
Tamil refugees identified lack of livelihood options such as housing, education, health, and employment as the major challenges they may face in Sri Lanka. Currently, 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.28 If refugees are living inside the refugee camps, they will receive monthly financial support, free access to medical services, free public education for refugee children until twelfth grade, and access to a specific number of seats allocated to refugee children in Tamil Nadu Universities.29 Compared to these support available to refugees living in Indian camps, Tamil repatriates in Sri Lanka receive minimal support from the Sri Lankan government.  Farming 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 like machines, seeds, money for these industries which means that Tamil repatriates have fewer options for a sustainable livelihood.30 One Tamil refugee explained: 

People from Vavunia [a region of Sri Lanka] are most familiar with farming. They need necessary infrastructure to start farming; seeds, tractors, money, it will take one year to settle farming. So, living has to be supported by government. 31
The repatriation packages that the Sri Lankan government offers to Tamil refugees are inadequate for developing sustained economic activities among Tamil repatriates. The only resource available to Tamil refugees from the Sri Lankan government and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is a combined 10,000 rupees (approximately equivalent to $160.00 or €130.00) in the form of a one-time payment, as well as a six-month supply of clothing and food.32 However, the resources needed for developing livelihood for Tamils in Sri Lanka include housing, farmland, temporary income until farming is resumed, and farming machinery.33 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.34 Because Tamil refugees no longer have property in Sri Lanka, many of Tamil refugees, especially 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.35
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 get into Sri Lankan education system, because, first, they have to learn Sinhalese,” which makes children of repatriates fall behind in Sri Lankan schools.36 Similar to employment and education challenges, the Sri Lankan civil war destroyed many health care facilities. The areas like Jaffna, Killinochchi, the Tamil majority areas, are still lacking facilities to provide care for Tamil families. Therefore, when the Sri Lankan government provides repatriation resources, it is important to rebuilt medical clinics as a priority for to provide treatment for Tamil families.37  
The lack of livelihood options in the areas of employment, housing, education and health represent significant barriers for repatriation to Sri Lanka. Unless the Sri Lankan government plans to develop and implement livelihood options, these repatriation challenges will persist, creating further conflict for economic benefits between Sinhalese, 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 proposed conceptual framework of repatriation success. The proposed framework intends to encourage the Sri Lankan government to develop programs to support Tamil repatriates 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.38 In the example of Sri Lankan Tamil refugees, improved social relationships between Tamils and Sinhalese will facilitate the reintegration of Tamils into Sri Lankan society through employment, education, housing and health care services. The ability to speak in the primary language of a community is crucial to repatriation.39 Most Sri Lankan Tamil refugees do not speak Sinhalese, which is the primary language of the Sri Lankan Sinhalese community and the official language of Sri Lanka.40 The lack of proficiency in Sinhalese constitutes a significant language barrier, which makes repatriation to Sri Lanka impossible for some Tamil refugees.41 Many members of the younger generation of Tamil refugees consider themselves to be culturally and linguistically Indian, thus they perceive repatriation as a departure from their adopted culture.42 However, the Indian government refused to grant Indian citizenship status to Sri Lankan Tamil refugees. Although Tamil refugees are upset about the decision of the Indian government 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 job in Sri Lanka, because Sri Lanka is still suspicious of Tamils.43
Tamil refugees believe in sharing their culture with members of the Sinhalese community because they believe that cross-cultural interaction promotes mutual understanding and contributes meaningfully to the integrated Sri Lankan community.44 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 practice their cultural traditions privately, rather than sharing them with the Sinhalese community.45 Therefore, in order to promote successful integration of repatriated Tamils, governmental policies must demonstrate respect for the unique cultural contributions that both the Sinhalese and Tamil communities offer to the cultural landscape of Sri Lanka. Consequently, the proposed conceptual framework of repatriation success for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees highlight the imperativeness to accept Tamil as a national language along with Sinhalese to encourage social cohesion between Tamil and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka. 
Social Relationships

Repatriation involves a process of developing and sustaining a) social relationships within Tamil community, b) social connections between Tamils and Sinhalese, and c) having a feeling of safety and stability in Sri Lanka.46 To develop a sense of belonging to Sri Lanka, Tamils first must form social connections within their own community. Many refugees value living in close proximity to their family because it enables them to share cultural practices and maintain familiar patterns of relationships.47 For example, because it is traditionally the responsibility of male children to care for the elders in Sri Lankan families, many male refugees are planning to return to Sri Lanka in order to fulfill their obligation 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.”48 Members of the younger generation of Tamil refugees emphasize their lack of social connection with people 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.49
Tamil refugees continue to show discrimination toward Tamils who fought for The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a self-declared Tamil independence group.50  Tamils feel suspicious of former members of LTTE, which makes it difficult for these individuals to find employment or get married. Negative relationships within the same ethnic group can terribly impact the emotional wellbeing of individual community members, indicating the need for improved social connections within the Sri Lankan Tamil community as part of a successful repatriation plan.51
Successful repatriation will also require improved social connections between Tamils and Sinhalese, resolving the social exclusion that Tamil refugees experience upon returning to Sri Lanka.52 Sri Lankan Tamil refugees have experience positive outcomes as a result of their social connection with the Indian community, despite differences in culture and country of origin.53 One refugee commented: “My cousin who repatriated to Sri Lanka told me that Sinhalese 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 business together, but they don’t trust us. They don’t want to be our friends.”54 This statement suggests that Tamil refugees would greatly value the recognition and support of Sinhalese. So the discouraging dearth of Sinhalese support for Tamils represent a significant concern for those refugees considering repatriation. In order to ensure successful 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. However, many Tamil refugees have reported hearing about serious violations of safety and security, especially against women, in Sri Lanka.55 The victimization of refugee women has significant implications for repatriation. Tamil refugees have indicated that if they did not feel physically safe and stable in Sri Lanka, they will feel unable to integrate with the Sri Lankan community.56 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.”57 The Sri Lankan civil war initially started in response to violations of basic safety, thus current experiences of insecurity could contribute to a decreased quality of life for Tamils in Sri Lanka and lead to additional violence in the future.58 Therefore, the Sri Lankan government must develop strict policies and programs specifically to address the issues of safety and security in Sri Lanka, which will in turn promote the increased integration of Tamil refugees. For example, housing can promote social activities, safety, security and stability for Tamil repatriates in Sri Lanka. Having a home in a Sri Lankan local community can increase overall physical and emotional well-being of refugees.59 Hence, the proposed framework of repatriation success accentuate building social connection with local residents and neighbors can help Tamil refugees feel safely settled in Sri Lanka, providing a range of connections and a sense of belonging that are important for well-being.  
A Nation with Equal Citizenship
Tamil refugees express apprehension about securing equal citizenship upon repatriation to Sri Lanka. Their concern reflects the different understanding of equal citizenship among Tamils and Sinhalese. 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 acknowledge 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 citizens.60 For example, “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.”61 Tamils want respect from the Sri Lankan government. A number of Tamil refugees have also pointed out that the establishment of equal rights may have an impact on the way people view them; where there are not equal rights, there is less respect. 
Most importantly, inclusivity must be an on-going part of designing and developing repatriation programs. The Sri Lankan government must utilize Tamil community engagement, Tamil cultural and traditional practices, and Tamil leadership skills in the development of repatriation programs for Tamil refugees. For example, Tamil refugees feel violated when the Sri Lankan government makes decisions regarding Tamil repatriation without first consulting the Tamil community. The Sri Lankan government has refused to accept Tamil as one of the official national languages, along with Sinhalese, even though it is the primary language of the Tamil community. This decision has led to the social and economic exclusion of Tamil refugees. For example, Tamil refuges who do not speak Sinhalese are excluded from participating in governmental activities including the development of repatriation programs for Tamil 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 Lankan 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. 62
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.63 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 Sinhalese in Sri Lanka. When Sinhalese and Tamils are able 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 interdependent society, the transformation of one can lead to the transformation 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 consultations with Tamil refugee elders, academics, researchers and policy makers and local level practitioners. Representatives from Organization for Eelam Refugee Rehabilitation and Sri Lankan Tamil refugee elders from Trichy and Gummidipoondi refugee camps assessed the meaningfulness and utility of the framework, confirming that the key concepts of the framework reflected the salient features of Sri Lankan Tamil refugee repatriation. The authors also presented the framework in two conferences (local and international) with policy makers and practitioners from governmental, academic, and social services. When finalizing the framework of repatriation success, the authors incorporated feedback related to relevance of the concepts from the seminar and conferences. 

Conclusion

This article proposed a conceptual framework of repatriation success for Sri Lankan Tamil refugees. Elements of the conceptual framework were identified through literature review on repatriation, then the authors completed a detailed analysis of the framework by considering the findings of two specific scientific studies which were conducted with Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in Indian refugee camps. Key concepts emerged through this process which were then verified by Sri Lankan Tamil refugee elders, academic, practitioners, and policy makers. The conceptual framework of repatriation success specifies sub-concepts under the key concepts that shaped conceptualization of successful repatriation. 
The identification of each key concept raises some significant questions regarding the repatriation process. First, interdependence of these themes (livelihood, cultural and linguistic knowledge, social connection, and nationhood) should be highlighted. For example, the authors’ literature analysis identified lack of livelihood options as the most commonly reported repatriation challenge.64 Stable housing can help refugees establish continuous relationships with their neighbors and other local residents. However, the inability to communicate in Sinhalese can hinder the ability to learn cultural knowledge from neighbors, contributing to a lack of social connection among refugees. Second, the conceptual framework of repatriation success encourages social relationships between both the Tamil and Sinhalese communities, while also promoting their unique cultural identities and languages. Third, nationhood with equal rights for both the Tamil and Sinhalese communities promotes equal citizenship and social cohesion rather than assimilation to a single mainstream culture.65 This denial of citizenship is responsible for deterring most of the Tamil refugees from repatriating to Sri Lanka. Any conceptual framework related to repatriation can incite debate, but they can also provide a structural foundation for thoughtful conversation about how best to accomplish the goals of repatriation. 
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