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Origin of project          
 

Following the tsunami on 26 December 2004, the Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce 
(GMCC) and its service delivery company, Manchester Solutions, took a decision to invest in a 
programme to support the economic re-development of tsunami-affected areas.  Research was 
carried out in Asia to find a suitable organisation with whom relationships could be built to achieve 
the most value for a given area. 
 
Hambantota District Chamber of Commerce (HDCC) in Sri Lanka was approached, due to the 
fact that it is a key and well-respected player regionally and nationally in Sri Lanka and is 
regarded as one of the most advanced and developed district-chambers in the country.  The 
Hambantota District of Sri Lanka was particularly affected by the tsunami disaster.  
 
Early in 2005, GMCC and HDCC entered into an initial, three-year Partnership Agreement, to 
work together and share ideas.  This Agreement was signed in the expectation that, should the 
partnership prove mutually beneficial and successful in its aims, then the Agreement would 
continue beyond this three-year timeframe.  In 2008 a further three-year Agreement and joint plan 
was signed, reflecting the two Chambers’ commitment to further partnership working. 
 
Thus, for over four years the two Chambers have been working closely on a series of 
development projects associated with both the development of the Hambantota District as well as 
of HDCC itself. 

 
Identified needs:           
 

·  Hambantota is in the Southern 
Province of Sri Lanka and has a 
population of 525,000. 

 
·  Agricultural and fishing-based 

economy with developing tourism 
(affected by 25 years of civil war). 

 
·  Significant natural and human resource 

potential: new infrastructure including a 
deep-sea port and airport. 

 
·  Heavily affected by the tsunami of 26 

December, 2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hambantota District 
 
The tsunami on 26 December 2004 had a devastating effect on the coastal areas of Hambantota 
District:  5,824 people were killed, seriously injured or missing; over 4,000 homes were partially or 
completely damaged contributing to 17,742 people being displaced.  In total, over 27,000 
residents of Hambantota District were directly affected. 



 
 

2 

 
 

For people such as Azmi, the tsunami was a double tragedy.  It overturned their personal lives 
and it destroyed the entire economic foundation they had been building for the regeneration they 
wanted to create in Hambantota.  Decades of work and hope were lost.  The journey of reviving 
the South is now longer than it has ever been. 
 
…many businesses that were devastated by the tsunami have received support through the 
financial assistance allocated by donors for small and medium scale enterprises...The 
entrepreneurs therefore received an enormous boost as they set about re-building their 
businesses. 
 
Yet Azmi has a clear understanding that the changes to the region and the people’s lives which 
were catalysed by the tsunami could be superficial: they have been brought about artificially and 
too soon.  He questions their validity and ability to be sustained in the long term.  He wonders 
what alternatives there could be if this phase of reconstruction is to be taken as an opportunity for 
growth and whether everything will return to the former equilibrium once the funding shifts 
elsewhere.  The answers will need to be found by the people of the South, who understand it best 
and who live there day in and day out. 
 

Extracts from ‘Rhythm of the Sea’ by Ramya Chamalie Jirasinghe (2007)  
describing the Impact of the tsunami on Azmi Thassim, Director General of HDCC 

 
 
Over and above the obvious humanitarian relief need arising from the tsunami was the need to 
support the re-development of the local economy of Hambantota.  In January 2005 the GMCC 
and its Manchester partners determined that the most effective contribution that it could make to 
the tsunami relief effort was one of long-term support of economic re-development in a tsunami-
affected area.  After robust, initial dialogue with HDCC it was agreed that the three, primary 
needs of the networking project were to work together to: 

·  promote long-term economic re-development in Hambantota; 
·  support the organisational development and success of HDCC, and; 
·  to develop mutual links between the two Chambers and their members. 

 
By 2007, HDCC had supported over 1,800 requests for assistance from small and medium sized 
business and GMCC and HDCC were at the half way point of their current partnership project. 

 
Investment of resource         
 

The Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce committed staff time and expertise to work with 
its new Chamber partner in Hambantota and complemented this with an initial budget of £50,000 
to support associated costs.  The staff commitment comprised nine managers in Manchester, 
each dedicating time and resources to working with their counterparts in Hambantota.   
 
Together, this group of staff, over 9,000 kilometers apart, have developed and jointly worked on a 
number of development projects: 

·  an economic development strategy for the Hambantota District; 
·  the development of tourism in Hambantota; 
·  the development of HDCC’s ‘Careers Service Centre’; 

and, within HDCC: 
·  the development of human resource systems and staff development programmes; 
·  the development of IT resource, systems and infrastructure; 
·  the development of membership and membership services 
·  the development of organisational and financial management capacity and systems. 
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For the past four years the resourcing model has been: 
 
·  Key staff in Manchester and Hambantota, whose expertise is relevant to each of the 

individual projects, working to an agreed set of objectives.  Each month, using email, 
telephone and Skype-video-conference, the paired staff coach and support each other to 
progress their Hambantota development project. 

 
·  A small number of international exchanges of staff and Chamber members to work, in-situ, on 

developing new skills, approaches, experience and new relationships.  Maximum use is made 
of these exchanges through comprehensive programmes of activities, which have also 
involved developing complementary relationships with the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce; 
Royal Norwegian Embassy; Sri Lankan High Commission in London; British High 
Commission in Colombo; World Bank; Asia Foundation; World University Service of Canada; 
British Council and Voluntary Service Overseas UK. 

 
·  Manchester’s direct financial investment in activity, including representatives from 

Hambantota’s tourist sector attending the international World Travel Market event; the 
purchasing of IT hardware and software to increase HDCC’s capacity; funding the delivery of 
UK staff-development programmes for HDCC staff. 

 
·  Manchester funding the salaries of those staff that are key to HDCC for new developments 

and services. 
 
In addition, through the joint work of GMCC and HDCC additional, complementary resource has 
been secured.  Most notable has been a two year secondment of a VSO volunteer to HDCC to 
contribute to the project. 
 
In 2007, the decision was taken to extend the agreement for a further three year period of 2008 to 
2010 and a further £50,000 was allocated to support implementation of the extended Agreement. 

 
Innovation            
 

The project has been innovative for the two Chambers of Commerce in a number of respects: 
 
·  Neither Chamber had dealt with the other prior to the tsunami disaster of 2004; the project 

represented the first major, Chamber-to-Chamber international partnership for both HDCC 
and GMCC. 

 
·  The project primarily utilised existing staff resource and time of the two Chambers (rather 

than direct, additional financial investment) to undertake the work, and in doing so has built 
internal Chamber capacity to improve viability, effectiveness and sustainability. 

 
·  The project originated from a natural disaster rather than any trading links, but has since 

gone on to develop trading links between Manchester and Hambantota. 
 
·  The project has involved exceptional levels of individual commitment; for example, project 

work has been continued by staff following retirement with as much vigour and commitment 
as when employed. 

 
·  The project is leaving various legacies, including a commitment to volunteering amongst staff 

in Manchester, business links between Hambantota and Manchester, and deep and long 
lasting personal friendships. 

 
·  The project has attracted international interest and support ranging from a visit to HDCC by 

the British Government Minister, Lord Malloch-Brown in 2008 through to a commitment from 
Voluntary Service Overseas to review the project and establish it as a model of good practice 
for business-to-business action, supporting international, organisational and personal 
development. 
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·  The key innovation and most important aspect of the project as far as the two Chambers are 
concerned is that the project represents a long-term commitment of sharing expertise and 
resource, rather than a one-off contribution of finance.  

 
The project partners          
 

Hambantota District Chamber of Commerce 
HDCC was established by thirteen local businessmen between 1990 and 1992 and was formally 
incorporated in 1993, becoming the first district-level chamber in Sri Lanka.  HDCC works closely 
with the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce, the Federation of Chambers of Commerce and Industry 
of Sri Lanka, the Government of Sri Lanka, many International non-Government organisations, 
and multi-lateral and bi-lateral donor agencies and their projects.  Since 1999 the Royal 
Norwegian Embassy has been HDCC’s principal sponsor and partner.  HDCC has approximately 
forty staff and has succeeded in expanding its membership; this currently comprising over 300 
members.  HDCC is highly regarded nationally and locally in Sri Lanka and performs actions both 
in the interest of its membership, but also in pursuit of a strong and stable economy and society.  
It has achieved national and international recognition for much of its work, including: 
 
·  As part of an initiative based upon corporate social responsibility, HDCC founded, and is 

custodian of, the ‘Hambantota Youth Business Programme’ (HYBP).  HYBP is an 
entrepreneur-development initiative for youth, modelled on the Prince of Wales’ Youth 
Business Programme, the primary focus of which is to enable under-privileged and 
disadvantaged young people aged between 18 and 35 to start and improve their own 
businesses.  

 
·  The Hambantota Careers Service Centre has been established to link local people to 

members’ and other businesses recruitment and also supports a network of twenty vocational 
training providers to develop and deliver skills programmes in-line with local business needs. 

 
Such projects are now being considered as possible programmes to be expanded across the 
country. 
 
HDCC has worked for more than 10 years with Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) and World 
University Services of Canada (WUSC) on capacity building initiatives facilitated by volunteers. 
 
In 2002, after the signing of the Sri Lankan ceasefire agreement, HDCC recognised the role that 
the business community could play in promoting peace and conflict resolution. Through its 
participation in the Business for Peace Alliance (BPA), HDCC has helped the BPA operate 
effectively at a regional business level.  
 
The 2004 tsunami disaster pushed the country into a period of great uncertainty but, responding 
to the crisis, HDCC emerged as a unifying force acting as a focus for local ownership of the relief, 
recovery and re-development of the District. 
 
Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce 
GMCC is the largest Chamber of Commerce in the UK with over 5,300 members, its history 
dating back to 1794.  It has 20 staff in its core-Chamber operation and over 1,000 in its service 
delivery company, Manchester Solutions.  It undertakes research and represents members' views 
on issues such as transport, environment, skills and the economy.  It has strong influence with 
local and central government and lobbies on behalf of its members as the voice of the Greater 
Manchester business community.  It provides business support to companies of all types through 
a range of sector-based membership services and networking opportunities, specifically tailored 
to meet the needs of businesses. 
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GMCC has a strong and established reputation for working with local and regional government to 
support the development of the Manchester economy.  Its services include: 

·  the largest programme of Apprenticeship training for employers in the North-West of 
England; 

·  a wide range of business services including operation of the Government’s UK Trade & 
Investment (UKTI) service in the North-West; 

·  business finance and loans; 
·  careers advice and recruitment services. 

 
There are strong parallels between HDCC and GMCC with both taking a leading role in promoting 
economic development, having a primary emphasis upon membership and business, delivering a 
range of business services, taking action to link local people to employment, delivering youth 
development and a range of further special projects, partnerships and investments. 

 
The Development Projects         
 

Since 2005 Greater Manchester Chamber and its delivery company, Manchester Solutions, has 
supported with staff expertise, resources and finance, a number of development projects.  Three 
of these have been focused upon working with HDCC to support the economic re-development of 
the Hambantota District: 

·  an economic development strategy for the Hambantota District that incorporates the 
planning for the deep-sea port and other infrastructure; 

·  the development of tourism in Hambantota; 
·  the development of HDCC’s ‘Careers Service Centre’. 

 
Four of the projects have focused upon supporting the organisational development of HDCC: 

·  the development of human resource systems and staff development programmes; 
·  the development of IT resource, systems and infrastructure; 
·  the development of membership and membership services 
·  the development of organisational and financial management capacity and systems 

 
Economic Development Strategy         
 

Paul Thomas  (now retired) from Manchester and Somasiri Dayaratne  in Hambantota have 
worked together to influence District, Provincial and Central Government to support the economic 
development of Hambantota District.  Through consultation with public and private partners they 
have developed, published (and later, updated) an Economic Development Strategy for the 
District and been successful in securing high level commitment to its implementation.  The 
consultation has ranged from discussion with local businesses through to a seminar and launch in 
Colombo with key, national, Government ministers and officials.  In 2008, HDCC’s Chief 
Executive was requested to Chair the local ‘Ruhunu Economic Development Agency’. 
 
Within the Economic Development 
Strategy there has been a strong focus 
upon the development of a deep sea port 
in the District.  The port is at the centre 
of the new Hambantota Development 
Zone which, with financial investment 
from both China and Sri Lanka, will 
include a container port, a bunkering 
system, and other facilities.  It is 
expected to cost about US$1bn and 
construction on the first phase of the 
project began in late 2007 and is due to 
be completed in three years.  The entire  
project is scheduled to be completed by 2022.  The port project is expected to propel Hambantota 
into a major transshipment hub. Hambantota's infrastructure will help service hundreds of ships 
that ply the waters to the south of Sri Lanka.�
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A major element of the Economic Development Strategy is securing the maximum local benefit in 
terms of employment and local businesses supply chains from the port and other developments 
that also include a new administrative complex, botanical gardens and potential new airport.  The 
work has drawn support from the World Bank and Asia Foundation. 

 
Tourism development          
 

Cathy Broderick  in Manchester and Prasanna Gunawardena  in Hambantota have worked 
together on a number of strategic and practical developments to support the development of local 
tourism infrastructure.  The work has included: 
 
·  the development of a new tourism strategy for the 

District involving local tourism businesses, government 
and tourism development agencies; 

·  supporting the work of a business-led, Tourism 
Development Group; 

·  the development and launch in 2008 of a new tourism 
brand, ‘Sri Lanka’s Deep South’ with extensive media 
coverage in the press and TV; 

·  production of new tourism materials and a visitor 
website (www.deepsouth.lk); 

·  presence at international tourism expos, including at 
the World Trade Market; 

·  with support from Mercy Corps, the opening of a Visitor 
Information Centre in September 2008, depicting the 
attractions in the region and information on sea life; 

·  involvement in local events, such as at the Kataragama 
Festival, to promote Deep South attractions; 

·  a training exchange in Manchester for ten Hambantota 
hoteliers in 2006; the establishment of a Hospitality 
Association and development of tourism-relevant 
qualifications and standards; 

·  delivery of a Responsible Tourism Workshop was 
delivered in May 2008 involving former AITO Executive 
Manager. 

 
 
Careers Service Centre          
 

Suddammika Wickramanayake  
(pictured, far right) in Hambantota 
and Jackie Lloyd  in Manchester 
are, with input from other colleagues, 
working together to expand the 
range of services offered by the 
Centre, implement staff development 
activity, introduce new systems and 
develop a long-term plan for the 
Centre to achieve financial viability. 

 
 
The Careers Service Centre is working closely with vocational training providers to link their 
programmes and trainees to employers as well as delivering its own courses in areas such as 
jobsearch and IT. 
 
In addition to the development work, with finance and support from Manchester by 2010 the 
Careers Service Centre is expected to have secured 500 vacancies and 144 new employers and 
placed 324 Hambantota residents into work. 
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HDCC’s human resource systems and staff development  programmes   
 

Tim Westbrook  (a Voluntary Services Overseas volunteer) in Hambantota and Jennifer Webb  
in Manchester are working together to address two linked issues associated with staff 
development, recruitment, retention: First, the Hambantota District is relatively undeveloped and 
economically poor, and this presents the difficulty of competing with Colombo-based 
organisations and the Sri Lankan public sector in recruitment and retention of skilled employees.  
Second, HDCC has a need to further develop a highly committed and generally young middle-
management team for the purposes of organisational succession and development. 
Drawing on ‘Investors in People’ and ‘Matrix’ good practice Tim and Jennifer have: 
·  introduced new staff appraisal, review and development arrangements, including the 

conducting of in-depth career development interviews; 
·  reviewed employment terms and conditions; 
·  recruited for a new General Manager (to have responsibility 

for Human Resources) for HDCC; 
·  implemented English language lessons for HDCC staff; 
·  arranged for a programme of management development to 

commence in 2009; 
·  financed, with the British Open University an MBA 

programme for HDCC’s Partnership Development Executive, 
Krishanthi Weerasinghe (pictured);  

·  complemented, taught programmes with Manchester-sourced staff development and 
exchange programmes. 

 
Such approaches mean that for the first time HDCC can attract and retain personnel using the 
long-term Agreement with, and resources of, Manchester.  The Agreement represents a promise 
of career development for key management staff within HDCC.  Recruitment and development of 
such key individuals will significantly enhance the capability of HDCC to manage its operations 
more efficiently and in its efforts to move towards running a sustainable organisation.  

 
HDCC’s IT resource, systems and infrastructure       
 

Fazlim Batcha  in Hambantota and Michael Pyne  in Manchester are working together to support 
HDCC to effectively use IT in its operation, improve local businesses use of IT and support HDCC 
to provide IT services and support to third parties.  Their work has included: 
 
·  Fazlim (pictured, second from left) 

undertaking an exchange visit to 
Manchester in 2006 to establish the nature 
of and approach to IT service delivery in 
GMCC; a second exchange programme is 
planned for 2009 which will be combined 
with accredited Microsoft training; 

·  the investment by Manchester of £15,000 
of new hardware, software and licenses 
for HDCC and associated development for 
HDCC’s IT staff to support implementation 
and re-builds; 

·  the redesign of the HDCC Website 
(www.hdcc.lk) and the development and  
launch of the ‘Best Entrepreneur Award’ and ‘Hambantota Navodaya 2008 Trade Exhibition’ 
official web sites; 

·  development and delivery of IT training for jobseekers using the Careers Resource Centre; 
·  initiation of a project with PricewaterhouseCoopers and the support of the World Bank to 

provide open source business software application packages to SMEs in Hambantota and 
other districts in Sri Lanka. 
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HDCC’s membership and membership services       
 

Mark Hayes  in Manchester has worked with HDCC’s Membership Services Team  to grow 
membership to increase financial viability and the HDCC’s business mandate; to develop 
membership services that both further increase membership and support the economic 
diversification of the District. 
 
Despite difficulties in securing the services of a Manager for HDCC’s Membership Services Team 
membership has increased to over 300 direct members and the forecast remains to achieve the 
target of 400 members with a rate of attrition of less than four per cent.  At the end of 2008 HDCC 
was pleased to identify a new Manager for Membership Services; he is expected to join from 
HSBC in June 2009. 
 
HDCC's members are drawn from a wide variety of Hambantota District businesses. Direct 
Members have their head office and the main part of their business in Hambantota District. 
Sustaining members have substantial business interests in Hambantota District while their head 
offices might be elsewhere. Sustaining members include large companies such as Banks, 
Garment Factories and Hotels. Sector and geographical associations, like the Bus Owners 
Association, are also an active part of our Chamber as Association Members.  

 
HDCC’s organisational and financial management capa city and systems   
 

Azmi Thassim , Krishanthi Weerasinghe  and Tim Westbrook  in Hambantota have worked with 
Richard Guy , Sharon Plunkett  and Drew Thomas  in Manchester to draw together all of the 
development support from Manchester into a coherent framework and develop HDCC’s 
organisational capacity, in particular: succession planning; development of processes for review 
and assessment of activity; cost-benefit analysis; financial procedures; and control of overhead 
costs.  Work includes: 
·  supporting HDCC’s representations to the Royal Norwegian Embassy for main sponsor 

support to 2010; 
·  help to develop regional chambers, focusing initially on the Southern chambers; 
·  an exchange visit which saw Richard Guy spend ten days with HDCC in 2008 supporting a 

review of approaches to budgeting and planning; 
·  review and development of all HDCC job descriptions; 
·  recruitment to, and salary support for,, a number of key positions including a Senior Manager 

for the Careers Resource Centre with experience from commerce and GTZ, a German INGO 
and a new General Manager, with the new appointee expected to start in April 2009; 

·  a review of organisational decision making with recommendations on including levels of 
financial authorisation, clear areas of responsibility for staff and terms of reference for 
HDCC’s various member committees. 

·  from March 2009 two, key new arrangements partnerships will be implemented with Paul 
Thomas mentoring Krishanthi Weerasinghe in her development of relationships with key 
partners and Sharon Plunkett mentoring Jagath Chintaka, HDCC’s Accountant, as he both 
completes his Chartered Accountancy training and develops and implements new financial 
procedures and controls. 

 
Major achievements and applicability       
 

This has been and continues to be a major development project for the two partners.  The main 
achievements, as detailed above have been: 
·  HDCC playing a lead role in the economic re-development of the Hambantota District. 
·  Major investment in new developments and economic infrastructure, combined with 

strategies to maximize benefit from this for local business and people. 
·  The strengthening of capacity and expertise in HDCC that in turn has secured a stronger and 

more influential future. 
·  A strong and developing, long-term partnership between two Chambers with wide-ranging 

direct and indirect benefits. 
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“Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce and its partners have 
significantly enhanced the capability of Hambantota District Chamber of 
Commerce to help its members as well as the wider Hambantota 
District.” 
 

Azmi Thassim, Director General, HDCC 

 
 
The project provides an internationally acknowledged partnership model for other Chambers of 
Commerce to work together to support Chamber development, member development and 
economic development.  We would be delighted to share further, with colleagues beyond the 
United Kingdom and Sri Lanka, our experiences and approaches to this highly successful 
collaboration. 

 
Justification as a World Chambers finalist      
  

This networking project of Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce and Hambantota District 
Chamber of Commerce presents two main justifications for presentation to the 6th World 
Chambers Congress. 
 
First, the project provides a story from which Chambers, world-wide, can take pride and 
inspiration, as well as consider their own approaches to international networking. 
 
Second, our project has been based on personal commitment and long-term relationship building 
between individuals in the two Chambers, drawn together from a major, natural disaster to 
support the long-term development of a locality, member businesses and each others’ Chambers. 
 
We commend our networking project to you and other world chambers. 
 
Drew Thomas 
Greater Manchester Chamber of Commerce 
 

 
 

 Azmi Thassim 
Hambantota District Chamber of Commerce 
 

 
 


