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Address by Hon H M G S Palihakkara 

Governor of the Northern Province and Former Foreign Secretary 

 

Hon H M G S Palihakkara is currently the Governor of the Northern Province who 

retired as Foreign Secretary of Sri Lanka after 37 years of civil and diplomatic 

service. His last diplomatic assignment abroad was as Sri Lanka’s Ambassador and 

Permanent Representative to United Nations in New York 2008 - 2009. He served as a 

Commissioner on the Presidential Commission on Reconciliation and Lessons Learnt 

(LLRC).  He was the Chairman of United Nations Secretary General’s Advisory 

Board on Disarmament Matters, at United Nations HQ, New York. in 2012. In 

February 2015 President of Sri Lanka appointed him the Governor of the Northern 

Province.  

Previously, Hon Palihakkara served as The Sri Lanka Ambassador and Permanent 

Representative to The United Nations in Geneva and the Leader of Sri Lanka 

Delegation to the UN Human Rights Commission and the Conference on 

Disarmament, which was the only UN multilateral negotiating body on international 

arms control and security matters. He also served as Ambassador to Thailand, 

Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam and Permanent Representative to Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), and Bangkok. 

 

It is a great pleasure to be here today at this inauguration of the 5th biennial conference of 
the Sri Lanka Evaluation Association.  It is good to see that a quality professional 
organization like the Sri Lanka Evaluation Association is at hand to provide much needed 
technical back-stopping to the process of nation building and sustainable development in 
our country. 

 

That monitoring and evaluation are the key to success in any endeavour is of course an 
obvious thing to say.  It is also in the nature of things that we sometimes overlook the 
obvious, out of ignorance or expedience. 

 

The task of monitoring and evaluation transcends governance, law enforcement, socio-
economic work, humanitarian work, development work and in fact almost all facets of 
human activity.  Without monitoring, one takes decisions blindly; Without evaluation one 
does not learn lessons or lessons become hypothetical.  I am not an expert in the 
technicalities and the science of evaluation.  You are the best experts in that.  In fact I can 
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see an impressive array of the best available knowledge and experience assembled here in 
this conference.  What I do know is that for people like us who are involved in policy making 
processes, the evaluator and the monitor are a virtual existential need.  Without them the 
modern policy maker will have to follow the philosophy of the proverbial three monkeys 
who saw no evil, heard no evil and spoke no evil.  Whether this was Biblical wisdom or one 
that was propounded by Confucious would be an interesting debate but let us leave that for 
another forum and another time.  But the reality is that monitors and evaluators are 
indispensable implements in the modern policy personnels’ tool kit because he or she does 
not have the luxury of being blind to reality that those proverbial creatures enjoyed.  The 
professional evaluator will tell you the truth after assessing all aspects of the issue at hand.  
The sycophant will tell you some truths, some half truths and many untruths.  The policy 
makers must not and cannot afford to make the grave mistake of conflating yes-men with 
the evaluator.  The former tends to prefer the happy news channel whereas the 
professional evaluator will offer both happy news and bad news which are vital ingredients 
of sound policy decisions.  Seeing no evil, hearing no evil or speaking no evil will not do in 
good governance and in the sound policy making in a globalising world where knowledge, 
technology, connectivity and competitiveness are the drivers of success.  I am therefore glad 
that you have chosen ‘Responsive Evaluation’ as your theme.  It encapsulates a live dynamic 
running throughout the processes of policy making and policy implementation. 

 

All this signifies that the M&E professionals are the eyes and ears of the decision makers 
and program implementers.  As a decision maker, I see that there is a great untapped 
potential within you to positively influence the nation building process.  You have a direct 
responsibility to enable collaborative and multi-stakeholder governance.  At the same time, 
we as policy makers must also give this M&E profession the necessary wherewithal to get 
their point across with more confidence.  Obviously, while the decision makers are 
inundated with day today issues, the VOPE bodies and Evaluation Professionals should be 
enabled and empowered to make their presence impactful, so that their "recommendations 
and lessons learnt" are heard and understood in the right perspective. 

 

A significant root cause of most failures or under achivements is the lack of attention to 
feedback by the policy personnel, the governing bodies and program implementers.  
Sometimes, the feedback lingo is not easily understood by the stakeholders, so the 
evaluation reports get shelved for posterity or statistics.  To address this issue VOPEs must 
develop a simplified methodology to communicate with the public sector to ensure the 
better usage of prescriptive analytics of their evaluations.  By the same token, even when 
the evaluation is in the right perspective and recommendations are painstakingly analyzed 
with timelines for course corrections, it can still fall on deaf ears with little or no follow-up 
action.  So generating a culture of using proper monitoring systems and evaluation sensitive 
decisions are critical for any country to progress.  Time is ripe for such a culture to evolve 
within the governing agencies.  They simply cannot ignore it anymore.  The collective and 
mutual benefits far outweigh any parochial or political resistance to such a culture change. 

 

The 'lack' of professional evaluation derived from objective and sustained monitoring can 
harm any project, be it economic, social, humanitarian, or even political or diplomatic.  
While it is probably easier to quantify such adverse effects in the realm of socio-economic 
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activity, it may not be so easily achievable in the field of political or diplomatic activity.  A 
case in point in this regard was the unsuccessful Cease-Fire Agreement (CFA) between the 
then Government and the LTTE in the early part of this decade.  Without objective and 
independent verification of compliance and evaluation of the implementation deficits, the 
CFA turned out to be a confidence depleting exercise rather than a confidence building one. 
Instead of listening to independent evaluators, the Parties to the Cease-Fire preferred to 
listen to their own adversarial voices, defeating the very purpose of the many rounds of 
negotiations held till 2006. 

 

I hope that the VOPEs, or in the Sri Lankan context, SLEvA will continue to ensure that the 
message of the prerogative responsibility of an independent evaluator is communicated to 
the individual M&E professionals so that they are adequately equipped to undertake their 
‘responsive’ work – a duty that often entails complex social sensitivities.  This is necessary in 
order to ensure attention to and utility of their recommendations.  Of course, it goes 
without saying that evaluations should also be carried out unbiased and that they should 
benefit all stakeholders.  Bias can be easily detected by the policy makers and the 
embedded prejudice significantly devalues evaluation. 

 

Policy people do not have the luxury of black and white choices. This is due to competing 
interests that are at play. More often than not, the end policy product will be a compromise. 
Evaluators should factor this in before they push for a contentious course of action. 
Advocacy of such a course will become necessary at times.  Also, inclusivity in context 
analysis should be given much wider berth to faciliatate sustainable solutions. We all know 
one cannot solve social issues in isolation. 

 

In the final analysis, we all are answerable to our constituencies and our clients whom we 
serve.  We need to assist the evaluation profession with more access to us, the policy 
makers, and to governing bodies.  With proper advocacy, you can and must approach us 
since you are our nervous system.  How many of us have burnt fingers being insensitive to 
the pulse of the people?  In this regard I feel that VOPE potentials are grossly under-
estimated and under-used.  It is time to capitalize on that potential and revitalise your 
advocacy.  The 'policy people' are probably not hearing from you enough to bring a 
compelling case forward.  All stakeholders will gain from it.  You are in a unique position in 
this value chain or this interactive inter-dependent relationship among all stakeholders.  
Because, unlike anyone, you have equal access to all stakeholders in this systemic picture.  
Remember, you are the nervous system for all stakeholders.  You can network all over.  No 
other roleplayer has that enviable advantage.  Talk to the policy planners with the entire 
matrix of benefits, in the language the specific stakeholder understands.  Things will begin 
to evolve for the better, especially with your timely theme of "Responsive Evaluation" which 
has more implications for us, the policy makers and the governing institutions. 

 

Another point to be made here is that Policy Makers and Governing Bodies must consult 
with you from the outset of a public program.  The civil society has done well on this score 
but the Public Sector is yet to catch up.  Leaders often react to emotions, glamour, glory and 
even statistics, more than contextual or baseline studies facilitating inclusive decision 
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making.  This is not sustainable.  It had been proven time and again, that in order for 
sustainable win win solutions, sensitivities must be taken into account.  So  evaluation 
should not be an ex-post-facto affair. Your presence must be ensured throughout the 
process.  You must insist that you are in the forefront to help policy and governance as well 
as programs and projects. I hope that National Evaluation Policy, being developed will 
capture this idea. 

 

I see a very comprehensive coverage of the theme - Responsive Evaluation - from the 
detailed programme of your two day session. It may be a coincidence, but one worth noting 
that your meeting is being held at a critical juncture for Sri Lanka in political, socio-economic 
and even diplomatic terms.  Following two successive elections, the policy proclamations 
made and the manifest wish of the electorate, clearly indicate that the country is poised for 
a new beginning - the beginning of a process where institutions will be strengthened, public 
accountability procedures will be augmented, transparency and the rule of law will be 
upheld.  The constitutional governance instead of political governance will hopefully be the 
guiding principle henceforth.  It is also said that the rule of law instead of rule of men will 
prevail.  Proclamations are also made that the government will occupy a small space, 
individual creativity will be given a larger space, and accessibility and public information will 
be the key aspects of the new governance culture.  It is therefore not rocket science that if 
all these things were to happen, not only a robust monitoring and evaluation culture should 
prevail in the country, but also an equally strong human resource base and an institutional 
framework should be at our disposal.  I hope that the Sri Lanka Evaluation Assocaition and 
related professional organisations will constitute the bedrock of this HR and institutional 
framework.  Judging by the substance of your sessions and the array of knowledge and 
experience you have assembled here I have no doubt that SLEVA has taken up the challenge 
enthusiastically.  I hope the policy makers will respond  in equal measure. 

 

Wish you all success in your session. 




