PRESS RELEASE

Call for Ceasefire and Immediate Negotiations on Political Solution

Yet another New Year has dawned - but  Peace  remains elusive. The protracted, bloody conflict continues unabated, taking its toll on lives, destroying humane values and impeding democracy , development and social progress. This intolerable situation cannot and must not be allowed to continue.

Hence, we, the "Peace Support Group" (PSG) comprising academics, professionals and social activists  issue this appeal to the Sri Lankan Government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). We appeal to the parties to the conflict to go beyond public posturing and acrimonious rhetoric, not to mention  a destructive war, and, instead, engage each other in a serious and sincere dialogue on finding ways and means of  arriving at a just and a durable peace through a negotiated settlement. We do not expect either party to trust the other side, but with the benefit of an international facilitator we can only hope that a process is initiated that will result in the building of mutual confidence and commitment. 

It is in this context that we welcome the unilateral declaration of a month-long ceasefire by the LTTE. We also recognize the caution exercised by the Government in reciprocating, given the poor track record of the LTTE in abrogating ceasefire agreements in the past.  However, we do not accept that this is sufficient reason for the Government’s reluctance to seize the opportunity offered by the LTTE. De-escalation leading to ceasefire is an indispensable component of any meaningful process that aims at a negotiated settlement and the resolution of the causes that has led to the present protracted and bloody armed conflict.  Suffice it to say,  history is not pre-determined, but is made, and we may well be witnessing the makings of a historical peace . 

Whilst the rhetorical nature of the many statements from the Government and the LTTE reflect the deep distrust and mutual suspicions that are presently weighing heavily over objective considerations and wider interests, a careful reading of stated negotiating positions by the LTTE and the Government reveal a higher degree of congruence than divergence.

In particular,  both sides appear to have accepted the broad "framework", articulated by the Norwegian facilitator as representing the consensus of the "international community". The framework basically indicates that any future negotiations can only be premised on the unity and integrity of  Sri Lanka , while recognizing the need to address and accommodate "substantially" the "Tamil aspirations". We are of the opinion that  the above framework reflects the broad opinion of a substantial cross-section of Sri Lankan polity and civil society straddling the ethnic divide. It also recognizes the need for  co-existence  and equality between the distinct ethnic and national identities that populate our troubled island which is vital for a just and a durable solution to the Ethnic Question. 

ACCORDINGLY, 

· We call on the Government and the LTTE to immediately commence talks with international facilitation and to take all necessary steps to create a climate for a negotiated and peaceful resolution of the ethnic conflict. 

· We  call on the Government to reciprocate the declaration of ceasefire by the LTTE,   and to lift all restrictions on the supply of food, medicine and other essentials, as well as on economic activities in the North-East. We also call on the Government to take immediate steps to stop the alarming increase in extra-judicial killings by the security forces, the most recent being the Mirusivil killings, as a means to gaining the confidence of the Tamil people. 

· We call on the LTTE to extend its ceasefire to include all acts of hostilities against civilians and non-military targets. We also call on the LTTE to introduce into the negotiation process its proposals for constitutional and political reforms that would meet Tamil aspirations within a unified Sri Lanka. 

MEANWHILE, 

We urge civil society, engaged in the spheres of human rights and peace activism on both sides of the ethnic divide, to formulate a broad framework for the safeguarding of human rights and humanitarian norms to be incorporated into the peace process and as a guideline for the parties to the conflict to adhere to.  

We, the undersigned members of the Peace Support Group(PSG) extend our fullest cooperation to the on-going peace initiatives, facilitated by Norway and supported by the international community,  and pledge to do our utmost to ensure that the peace process is internalised and taken forward so that the Peoples of Sri Lanka can live in Peace with dignity and equality. 
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