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Policy Approaches for Development: 
Reasons for Despair, Reasons for Hope. 
Lessons from Sudan and Sri Lanka 

By Neil Buhne 
 
Development in Crisis 

Development is in crisis. What was considered a common good now seems to 
be a dirty word for those who earlier believed in, made and implemented 
development policy; at least judged by the dramatic reduction in both financial 
and political support for “development” over the last months.1 That is wrong: 
development is as hopeful a word as almost any. Watching a child develop new 
skills and emotions is one of the greatest joys a parent can have, and many more 
parents can have that experience thanks to widespread worldwide improvements 
in education and health. International development assistance,2 is basically a 
story of partnerships helping people turn hard times; often despair, into hope and 
having more capabilities to improve their lives. That is the reality, with the most 
widely accepted measure of human well-being, the Human Development Index 
(HDI) increasing over the last 35 years by almost 25%.2 

 
1 OECD Press Release 9 April 2026: “International aid from member countries and associates of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) fell in 2025 by 23.1% in real 
terms compared to 2024, the largest annual drop in the history of official development assistance (ODA) according to preliminary data collected by the OECD.” 
2 Though development assistance has sometimes fallen short and focused too much on the needs of the donors rather than on the people who are intended to 
benefit from it. 
3 In 1990, the average global HDI was .608, while in 2023 it increased to .756. 

 
KEY MESSAGES: 

 
1. Development is in crisis — as seen 

by the dramatic reduction in both 
financial and political support for it 
over the last months. This is despite 
development demonstrably 
improving peoples’ lives worldwide. 
But that progress recently stopped o 
slowed, and “development” has 
come to be associated with 
desperation rather than hope, by 
both policy makers and the billions 
of people who it is intended to 
benefit. 

2. There are several drivers for this 
growing despair, including: reverses 
in development, especially since 
COVID; the growing number of 
active conflicts; the accelerating 
pace of climate change; a loss of 
peoples’ agency, as power and 
wealth are increasingly 
concentrated; the breakdown of the 
international rules-based order; and 
large cuts in relatively modest 
funding for development 
cooperation and humanitarian 
assistance. 

3. The experiences of people in Sudan 
and Sri Lanka since 1984 show both 
reasons for hope and despair. Both 
countries went through deep cycles 
of hope and despair caused by 
internal and external factors. Yet 
today there is hope in Sri Lanka and 
desperation in Sudan because of the 
impact that internal and external 
policies have had on development. 

https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220714181518211
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20220714181518211
https://peoplesdispatch.org/2025/07/09/ethnic-cleansing-awaits-north-darfurs-besieged-starving-population-in-war-torn-sudan/
https://peoplesdispatch.org/2025/07/09/ethnic-cleansing-awaits-north-darfurs-besieged-starving-population-in-war-torn-sudan/
https://peoplesdispatch.org/2025/07/09/ethnic-cleansing-awaits-north-darfurs-besieged-starving-population-in-war-torn-sudan/
https://peoplesdispatch.org/2025/07/09/ethnic-cleansing-awaits-north-darfurs-besieged-starving-population-in-war-torn-sudan/
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But that progress stopped or slowed in the last years in many places and 
“development” has come to be associated with despair by both policy makers 
and the billions of people who it is intended to benefit. Similarly, “Humanitarian” 
may be an even more positive word. Humanitarian assistance is about getting 
people through deep despair to begin to hope. But events over the last years 
whether in Sudan, Gaza, Myanmar, Yemen, or Ukraine have not moved those 
affected by war beyond despair. 

 
The Commitment to Development: 1984 vs. 2026 

 
When I first joined the UN in 1984, going to Sri Lanka, there was hope for 
development, through economic reforms, foreign investment, tourism and education 
and health systems, even if the cloud of the first months of the civil war hung over 
that hope. When I arrived in Sudan in early 1985, I was attached to what would now 
be called an OCHA office and I came face to face quickly with the despair of tens of 
thousands of displaced people just outside of Khartoum. But related to that was an 
international campaign of solidarity through “Band-Aid” and “We are the World” that 
gave hope to people in Sudan, that they were not alone, others cared, and they 
would get the assistance they needed not only to survive the famine, but to have 
better lives after. 

 
So, while as a 25-year-old in 1985, I saw people who were in deep despair in both 
Sri Lanka and Sudan, there were many reasons for both the “donors” and 
“recipients” to be hopeful, that development assistance would eventually bring 
development and peace to Sri Lanka, and that humanitarian assistance to the 
people in Sudan would help them survive the famine and end their despair. 

 

 
Between 1985 and 2023 international commitment to 
development assistance grew with international targets 
agreed on and the amount spent on development 
cooperation increasing from US$ 42.3 billion in 1960 to US 
229 billion in 2023. Similarly, the commitment to 
humanitarian assistance grew from USD 6.07 billion in 
2000 to USD 26.8 billion in 2023. 3 

 
Today as a 66-year-old when looking at development 
cooperation and humanitarian assistance I see a loss of 
faith among governments, academia, civil society and 
many former colleagues that international development 
and humanitarian assistance can transform despair into 
hope. This is reflected in many ways but most quantifiably 
in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) reporting “that official development 
assistance, or ODA, from Development Assistance 
Committee members; the group of the historically largest 
providers of aid; fell to $174.3 billion in 2025. This marked 

a 23.1% decline in real terms with respect to 2024 and was 
the largest annual contraction ever recorded, bringing aid 
back to where it stood in 2015 when the 2030 Agenda was 
adopted. An additional decline of close to 7% 
is projected for 2026”.5 While the actions of the 
Government of the United States in closing down USAID 
and withdrawing from dozens of UN organizations is the 
most visible example of this6, almost all donors, according 
to the OECD, the largest being the UK, France, Germany 
and Japan, have substantially reduced their funding for 
development cooperation and humanitarian assistance. 

 
What is driving this growing despair and loss of faith in 
ODA, and are there still reasons to be hopeful about 
development? This short piece will look at some of the 
broad reasons for the current situation, and then by 
focusing on two countries that have gone through periods 
of deep despair and hope, it will examine the drivers of 
despair, the reasons for hope, and the implications for 
development policy. 

 
 

 
 

4 These are in 2024 constant prices and from the OECD 
5 Fahad Hamad Hassan Al- Sulaiti, Director General Qatar Fund for Development, From Relief to Recovery: Rethinking Development 
Finance.https://devex.shorthandstories.com/from-relief-to-recovery/ 
6 United Nations, UN News, UN’s responsibility to deliver will not waver after US announces withdrawal from dozens of international organizations by Vibhu 
Mishra, 8 January 2026 

 
KEY MESSAGES, CONT. 

 
4. In Sudan, years of military 

government and destructive 
outside involvement mean the 
situation for people is desperate; 
even if the strength of peoples’ 
communities provide some 
resilience and hope. Sudan’s recent 
history shows the wrong type of 
policies, both domestic and 
international, can multiply despair 

5. In Sri Lanka, the main reason for 
hope is the strong foundation of 
human development it has had, 
combined with continued (if 
sometimes imperfect) elections and 
relatively limited outside 
“interference”. Sri Lanka shows that 
even if it takes a longe time, it is 
possible for development to catalyze 
and multiply hope after a deep 
desperation. 

https://devex.shorthandstories.com/from-relief-to-recovery/
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    The Drivers of Despair 
 

A first driver for despair comes from the reverses in 
development that began with the COVID pandemic and 
have persisted since with increasing trade tensions, a 
worsening debt crisis, the rise of jobless industrialization 
and growing inequalities. While this is not universal, it is 
widespread among countries and within countries, 
including those that were “traditionally” both “providers” of 
development assistance and those who were recipients. 
For example, in the United States the share of pre-tax 
national income of the top 1% of the population has rapidly 
grown from just 10% in 1977 to 20.7% in 2022. For China 
the share of the bottom 50% has fallen from 24.7% in 1977 
to 13.9% in 2018, and the share of the top 10% grew for 
the same period from 28% to 42.5%. There are similar 
trends in places as diverse as Japan, India and Nigeria.7 

 
Secondly the number of active conflicts (such as in Sudan, 
Myanmar, Ukraine, Yemen, Gaza and Iran) as well as the 
number of countries home to at least one conflict, has risen 
to the highest number in more than 20 years. The most 
significant surge is in “Least Industrialized Countries”: The 
number of active conflicts in LICs increased over the past 
15 years, from around 22 in 2010 to more than 70 in 2021. 
Since 2020, LICs host almost 60% of all active conflicts. 8 

 
A third driver of despair is the accelerating pace of climate 
change and the increasing impacts on more people and 
places, whether through droughts, floods, heat 
emergencies, or abnormally cold weather. 

 
A fourth is a feeling among many people that they have 
less ability to affect these changes, as power and wealth 
are increasingly concentrated and as algorithm accelerated 
divisions within society make concerted actions to change 

this more difficult.9 
 

A fifth driver is the breakdown of the international rules-
based order, in terms of: 

• the increased barriers poorer countries face in 
accessing markets through trade, 

• increasing levels of debt and a reduction in their 
ability to manage it, 

• an undermining of the international system to 
promote and protect human rights. 

 
In most cases the drivers co-exist and reinforce each other, 
often with exponential effects, as experiences in Sudan 
and Sri Lanka will show. 
Finally, and especially among people working in 
development cooperation and humanitarian assistance, the 
large cuts in relatively modest funding for development 
cooperation and humanitarian assistance at a time when 
there are dramatic increases in the (already large) amounts 
spent on defense, is deeply discouraging and often drives 
despair, among those whose job is to overcome it, and as 
they often lose their jobs.10 

 
That is the current situation. But development is not just 
about today, it is about moving from the past to a better 
future. Sri Lanka and Sudan are two countries I first 
worked and lived in during the mid-80s. Both have gone 
through similar cycles of hope and despair driven by most 
of, if not all, of the factors described above, and by some 
others which are specific to them. There are lessons to be 
drawn from the paths they followed on what are the drivers 
of despair and hope, of how hope can fall into despair, and 
most importantly, on what policies and approaches can 
help hope to overcome despair

 
Sri Lanka and Sudan: The Cycles of Hope and Despair 

 
The most hopeful moment of my career was in Khartoum 
Sudan in April 1985. I arrived in Sudan in early February 
1985, having been transferred from my first UN job in deep 
green but troubled Sri Lanka. I arrived in a dusty 
overwhelmingly grey Khartoum where it had not rained for 
5 years. Tens of thousands of people displaced by drought 
and famine were arriving in the deserts outside the city in 
Omdurman. Khartoum was still festooned with banners 

 
7 These statistics are from the World Inequality Database, www.wid.world. 
8 Oslo Peace Research Institute of Oslo, Conflict trends: A global 
overview, 1946–2025. 
9 https://www.brookings.edu/wp- 
content/uploads/2019/04/democracies-divided_introduction-1.pdf. 

celebrating Sudan - USA friendship, and welcoming vice-
president George H.W. Bush. The Sudanese President, 
Gaafar Numeiri had over the last months downplayed the 
growing famine and its effects on people. From February to 
April the economy, society and the basic welfare of people 
spiraled downwards from the combined effects of drought, 
the linked famine and the cumulative effects of weak and 
often bad or malicious, governance. People were 

 
10 Global military spending reached approximately $2.7 trillion in 2024, 
marking a 9% increase from the previous year. This is the highest growth 
rate since the Cold War. If trends continue, military spending could 
escalate to between $4.7 trillion and 
$6.6 (or 9.20 trillion by 2035. 

http://www.wid.world/
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/democracies-divided_introduction-1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/democracies-divided_introduction-1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/democracies-divided_introduction-1.pdf
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protesting, (including in front of the UNDP office where 
some were shot and killed) and were in despair at the 
unravelling of the economy, the hundreds of thousands 
displaced by drought, the growing civil war in southern 
Sudan, and their apparent inability to improve things. So, 
when in April the military overthrew the President, 
hundreds of thousands of Sudanese came into the streets 
of Khartoum, and I found myself in the middle of them, 
young and old, brown and black, Muslim and Christian, 
women and men, all celebrating that they had brought 
change. The leader/dictator, who was responsible for so 
many of their troubles was gone. For the first time in many 
years, they had hope for the future. Surrounded by so 
many united joyous people I felt and shared their hope. 

 
It was a hope that first proved justified as an interim 
administration took forward reforms, international 
cooperation rapidly accelerated and an impressive election 
led to a young reform minded Prime Minister with wide 
support and legitimacy to end the civil war. Hope was 
multiplying. 

 
But hope dissipated in the next year as negotiations 
collapsed to end the conflict in southern Sudan, economic 
problems mounted, and the massive assistance in 1985 
ended up undermining rather than building the resilience of 
people in western Sudan and exacerbated ethnic tensions. 
Four years after the explosion of hope on the streets of 
Khartoum, a military coup brought a religiously 
conservative and repressive government to power, 
crushing the hopes of most. 

 
When there was a negotiated division of Sudan in 2005; 
with the creation of South Sudan and increased revenues 
from the oil industry and foreign investment from the Gulf 
states; some hope returned. Parts of Khartoum began to 
resemble a small Kuwait or Dubai. 

 
But these periods of hope were quickly undermined by the 
growing conflict in western Sudan which killed thousands 
to start with, and strengthened an ethnic Arab militia drawn 
from nomadic people in northwest Sudan, called the 
Janjaweed to whom the UN and others attribute a 
continuing genocide of the “African” people of Darfur. The 
Janjaweed through deals with the military, became the 
Government supported “Rapid Support Forces”. When 
three years ago they fell out with the military during the 
negotiations to return to civilian rule, the current brutal civil 
war started, tearing Sudan apart. Despite a long UN/OAU 
effort to stop the war in Darfur and bring peace, during a 
few weeks I spent in Sudan in 2015, I saw all this unravel. 
This and much else has led to the UN saying there are 
“over 33 million people (of a population of 49 million) in 
need of assistance due to ongoing conflict, severe food 
insecurity, and widespread disease outbreaks. At least 

150,000 are dead, 19mn face severe food shortages and 
12mn have been forced to flee their homes. Millions of 
children are not in school, hundreds of thousands have no 
birth certificate, while untold thousands of women and girls 
have been raped”. Forty-one years after the hope I saw 
from the 1985 revolution, Sudanese are in despair over the 
present and the future. 

 
Between 1984 and 2009, people in Sri Lanka went through 
similar cycles of despair and hope as Sudan did; perhaps 
even more extreme. There was despair from thousands of 
people being killed largely based on ethnicity, hundreds of 
thousands displaced multiple times, bombs exploding in 
crowded public places, a Prime Minister assassinated and 
a near assassination of a President. There were moments 
of hope such as when an outside Peacekeeping Force 
from the Indian Government came in to stop the fighting; 
though it ended up having the opposite effect; and more 
than ten years later when an internationally mediated 
ceasefire between the government and the Tamil Tigers 
came into place in 2001. Unlike Sudan, and despite these 
terrible events, credible if not fully representative elections 
did take place bringing several changes of government and 
raising people’s hopes. But these hopes unraveled 
repeatedly and for many reasons, leading to even deeper 
despair, as the country returned to war, numerous times, 
and with long and terrible consequences. 

 
When I returned to Sri Lanka in early 2007 it was disturbing 
to see the effects on people from the return to war in 2006, 
and from my conversations with members of the political 
and business elites it was frightening that so many felt it 
was now time to give “war a chance”. 

 
So, by March 2008 the war was at full pace, and the 
biggest conflict in the world at that time was taking place in 
this small country of twenty million. The pace of fighting 
accelerated through the rest of the year, so that by January 
2009 the LTTE were pushed back into a small area in the 
northeast. During these ten months the LTTE had not 
allowed any of the people living in areas under its control to 
cross over into government held areas, meaning more than 
300,000 children, men and women were trapped in an area 
the size of New York City’s central park, most having been 
displaced multiple times and living in flimsy tents and 
shelters, with limited and diminishing access to food and 
water and safety. As fighting accelerated there, children, 
men and women were caught between Government 
soldiers with heavy artillery on one side, the ocean on the 
other side and among them LTTE cadres drawing fire from 
Government forces. Supposedly safe places, such as 
hospitals were targeted. This led to the death of 
thousands.11 From January to the end of the war in mid-
May the UN, the USA, Norway, India, the UK and French 
foreign ministers and others, made several attempts to 

 
 

11 See the report of the SG’s advisory panel on accountability in Sri Lanka for more details 
including a discussion of how many people died estimates vary from 5,000 to 70,000. 
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help people and to stop the fighting. In the very last days of 
the war an attempt by some of the LTTE to surrender 
culminated in them being killed or injured. At the end of 
the war on 18 May, there were almost 300,000 internally 
displaced people in camps where they received 
humanitarian assistance, but in which they were effectively 
confined. 

 
Despite this terrible situation, and statements and initial 
findings by the UN and ICRC of serious violations of 
international humanitarian and human rights law, just eight 
days after the end of the war, the UN Human Rights 
Council passed a resolution that was portrayed in Sri 
Lanka and by the Government as a second “victory”.12 
This added to the mood of triumphalism in the country at 
that time. But it also added to feelings of despair among 
the hundreds of thousands directly affected by the fighting 
and for those of us who had tried and failed to give them 
the assistance and protection they deserved. Twenty 
months later the most complete and credible review done 
of that period was released: the report of UN Secretary-
General’s Panel of Experts on Accountability. It confirmed 
what many feared, that up to tens of thousands of people 
were killed during the last years of the war, and that the 
multiple allegations of the Government and LTTE 
breaching international humanitarian and human rights law 
were credible and should be investigated. 

 
While fighting was over and good progress was eventually 

made on the displaced returning to their home areas, 
fundamental issues of missing people and accountability 
were not resolved. Then ten years after the end of the war, 
hundreds were killed in bombings of churches and luxury 
hotels on Easter Day 2019 for which members of the then 
Government are now under investigation. Sri Lankans 
were in despair again as ethnic tensions increased, fanned 
by a tense political environment. 

 
But by mid-2026 the deep despair from 2019, has been 
replaced with fragile hope for the future. As the Economist 
Magazine wrote “an inexperienced government—has 
weathered the storm and proved itself a surprisingly 
responsible handler of the country’s debts. But the 
economic and environmental blows have left their marks. 
Sri Lanka’s recovery remains fragile.”13 Massive and 
prolonged demonstrations in 2022, begun by Gen-Z 
protesters and triggered by an economic crisis, soon 
brought together people from all classes and ethnic 
groups. This eventually led to the election of a new 
president and after that a new government made of people 
from outside the established parties/elites that had 
governed Sri Lanka from independence. Today Sri Lanka 
faces huge challenges in dealing with the wounds from its 
past, with global economic turbulence to which it is 
particularly vulnerable, and the effects of climate change 
which are undermining traditional agricultural livelihoods. 
But it is doing this with more hope, more support and more 
friends than it has had for at least 40 years. 

 
 

Common drivers of hope and despair 
 

There can be many explanations for why Sudan and Sri 
Lanka went through such deep cycles of hope and despair 
and for why in Sudan despair is sadly the norm, and for Sri 
Lanka there is fresh hope. Drawing on experience in both 
and in many other places and situations, common drivers 
of despair and of hope can be identified, from which some 
lessons can be drawn for national and international policy. 

 
Sri Lanka and Sudan forty years ago were very different 
countries in terms of size, history and climate. But they 
shared a history of: 

 
• uneven development and often reversed 

development, accompanied by growing income 
and ethnic inequities shaped by colonial systems 
that took wealth out. 

• decades long conflict cycles that peaked, 

diminished, increased again and persisted. 
• climate change and naturally induced disasters 

that caused displacements, and increased 
tensions among communities and ethnic groups. 

• estrangements between elites at the center and 
people on the fringes of society, both 
geographically and economically. 

• involvement of other countries in national conflicts 
because of those countries’ strategic interests and 
different domestic groups exploiting these interests 
for their own benefit rather than the wider national 
interest. 

• International institutions and structures that at 
times mitigated some of the worst impacts on 
people from all the above but did not have the 
capability and/or will, to end deep divisions and 
conflict. 

 

  
12 The resolution “commends the measures taken by the 
Government of Sri Lanka to address the urgent needs of the internally 
displaced persons; welcomes the continued commitment of Sri Lanka to 
the promotion and protection of all human rights”. 

13 “Led by a Marxist, battered by a storm, Sri Lanka is doing 
better,” The Economist, 10 February 2026. 
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Why Hope? Why Despair? Sri Lanka and Sudan. 
 

 

In early 2026, after more than 60 years of history of more 
despair than hope, why is there now hope for better lives 
for people in Sri Lanka, and why is despair prevalent and 
growing in Sudan? Some answers may be: 

 
1. The foundations of human development have long 

been stronger in Sri Lanka than in Sudan. For 
example, the latest Human Development Index for 
Sri Lanka is .766 based on a life expectancy of 77 
and 13.1 expected years of schooling and a Gross 
National Income/capita of US$12,616 (2023) while 
for Sudan its HDI is .511, based on expected years 
of schooling were 8.6, life expectancy of 66 and 
GNI/capita of US$ 2,810. 

2. Similarly, the foundations of society, in terms of 
health of civil society, the frequency and legitimacy 
of elections, and the strength of community and 
social “capital” have been stronger in Sri Lanka 
than in Sudan. Civil society in Sri Lanka is deeply 
embedded in the country’s cultural and social 
traditions and while having gone through long 
periods in which it was limited and even 
suppressed, it has proved resilient. Sri Lanka had 
17 parliamentary elections, and most if not all, 
were regarded as largely free and fair. While 
Sudan has a history of strong civil society 
organizations, these were suppressed and/or 
eradicated for most of its history. Since 1956 
Sudan had only had four elections that could be 
characterized as largely free and fair. Both Sudan 
and Sri Lanka have traditions of strong community 
organizations which have provided key support to 
people throughout both countries in difficult times. 

3. The most obvious contrast in both countries’ 
troubled histories over more than 40 years, is the 
role of their respective militaries. While the military 
played an important role in Sri Lanka over these 
years during the civil war, it was always under 
elected (if at times imperfect) civilian control. 
Sudan has been led for most of its history by two 
generals who seized power in 1968 and 1989 
respectively, with less than five years of civilian 
rule between 1968 and today. 

4. Outside countries have been deeply involved in 
conflicts in both countries over these 40 years. In 
Sri Lanka in the late 1980s/early 1990s India had a 
“Peacekeeping Force” that ended up accentuating 
the conflicts, and in the last years of the civil war 
from 2007 to 2010, intelligence from India and 
several western countries was key to the Sri 
Lankan navy breaking LTTE supply lines. Financial 
support and investment from China, bolstered the 
Government when it was most stretched. 

However, this level of involvement while 
substantial and important is dwarfed by the 
involvement of other countries in the 30-year 
period that led to Sudan splitting into Sudan and 
South Sudan, then in the brutal fighting in Darfur, 
and the continuing wider Sudan civil war. The 
United Nations identifies support from other 
countries such as the UAE and Russia as 
bolstering the Rapid Support Forces and the 
Sudanese military/government is assisted by a few 
countries, notably Egypt, Turkey and Saudi Arabia. 
This support exacerbates and prolongs the conflict. 
The results from this outside “interference” are a 
key element of why so many Sudanese have lost 
hope. 

5. International institutions, especially the UN have 
had more important roles in Sri Lanka and of 
Sudan than in most other countries over the last 40 
years. International humanitarian assistance 
coordinated through the UN helped Sudan avoid 
widespread famine in 1985 but ended up 
accentuating tensions both in Darfur and South 
Sudan. Subsequent assistance mitigated some of 
the humanitarian costs of the war between Sudan 
and what become South Sudan but did not 
mitigate the conflict. Huge efforts were made 
through the first part of the 21st century to stop the 
genocide of “African” tribes in Darfur, by the UN 
together with the OAU. Sadly, efforts ultimately 
failed, and the deep problems ordinary Sudanese 
face today have not been prevented by the UN 
system, and in fact may have been 
“unintentionally” exacerbated by them. In Sri Lanka 
there was also deep involvement of the UN 
through both development and humanitarian 
assistance from 1983 to 2001 with the Sri Lanka 
government formally or de-facto expelling a 
number of the top UN officials in the country if they 
felt they were too deeply involved with what they 
saw as “political issues”.14 The 2001 ceasefire 
agreement did give the UN some role on political 
issues and a clearer mandate on human rights. 
While the Sri Lanka government still pushed back 
very hard on the UN and international partners in 
the last stages of the civil war, a window was open 
after the war for a greater role for external parties, 
led by the UN, in post-conflict recovery, working 
closely with Sri Lanka civil society; and for deeper 
engagement on human right issues. Despite some 
reverses, continued engagement in Sri Lanka, did 
eventually contribute to some of the changes made 
by Sri Lankans that led to a diminishment of 
despair and an increase in hope. 

 
 

14 This was not the case. The UN officials were doing their job and drawing attention to humanitarian access and/or human rights issues. 
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Development and hope 

 

While the situation in Sudan today is deeply desperate in 
very many ways, it is important to not overlook that there 
are also reasons for hope. Over more than forty years, 
including when I first served there, Sudanese in the face of 
weak or absent government support and often conflict, 
responded by “following a long tradition of mutual aid and 
communal mobilization”, including currently “Emergency 
Response Rooms (ERRs); decentralized mutual aid 
networks operating across the country and run by 
thousands of volunteers”. These build on less formal 
groupings such as networks of families, friends, and 
strangers sheltering the displaced in their homes, 
neighborhood soup kitchens, and farmers’ cooperatives 
and unions.15 

 
If, as largely happened in Sri Lanka during the last years 
and “outsiders” do not interfere in a national conflict, hope 
would have a better chance of returning to Sudanese, with 
support from the large and generally supportive diaspora. 

 
In Sri Lanka there are good reasons to be hopeful. The 
experience of the last years has shown how diverse groups 
can come together to bring about change, how new 
leaders who were “outsiders”, can bring about responsible 
reform and begin to improve people’s lives. But there 
remain considerable risks from the economy, from the 
effects of climate change and from the legacy of a long 
conflict, whose impact is only starting to be dealt with. 
Much of the Sri Lanka diaspora has enabled those

changes, but as is often the case in diaspora, the ongoing 
anger and hurt of many, can amplify conflicts in the country 
that have started to be resolved. 

 
But if friends of Sri Lanka continue to support the changes, 
there is a real chance, hope will beget more hope and Sri 
Lanka can be one of the best examples of how to come 
back from conflict, how to rebuild confidence, and provide 
people a chance for a better, peaceful future. 

 
Development assistance/cooperation has been and can 
continue to be hopeful. But it is not a substitute for what 
people and countries do on their own; however, it can help 
countries overcome barriers to change. As the experience 
of Sudan shows there are many ways that hope can be 
transformed into despair and the wrong type of outside 
involvement can multiply despair. But as the experience of 
Sri Lanka shows; even if it takes a longer time, it is 
possible for development to catalyze and multiply hope. 

 
With the right conditions development can continue to 
create better lives for more people and more hope. While 
the drivers of despair are currently strong, there is more 
capacity than ever to reverse these, and bring about 
hopeful change. The challenge is how to apply this 
capacity. The comparative experiences of Sudan and Sri 
Lanka show how it can go wrong, but also that it can, 
eventually, go right. 
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15 These quotations are from an article by Mo Ibrahim on 13 April 2026 in 
the Financial Times “What happens in Sudan will not stay in Sudan.” 
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