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The Peace Support Group (PSG) enthusiastically welcomes the forthcoming talks in Thailand between the GoSL and the LTTE and assisted by the government of Norway. The commencement of the talks reinforces the widespread belief that there has to be a negotiated settlement of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka and the firm conviction that there is no military solution to it.  After twenty years of civil war, it is very clear that military victory is unattainable for either side and that successive military campaigns have caused enormous human suffering. The recognition that there is no military solution to the current ethnic conflict is the founding assumption of any negotiated peace process.

The Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) and the Role and Mandate of the Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission (SLMM)


The PSG recognises that the signing of the CFA in February 2002 and the setting up of the SLMM represented a major step forward and was a necessary prelude to the commencement of peace talks. In spite of violations of the CFA, and allegations of violations, the ceasefire has held, lives have been saved and the process of reconstruction has begun. The present ceasefire has allowed for the longest respite from armed hostilities that our island has seen since 1983. 

The CFA however, remains essentially an agreement between the GoSL and the LTTE and does not address civilian concerns. This was particularly borne out in the incidents in Valaichchenai in June 2002. In Valaichchenai and some other parts of the Eastern Province, a clash between Muslim and Tamil civilians could not be controlled for several days. SLMM members felt  constrained from intervening directly to reduce tensions. In addition, in cases of extortion, abduction and other abuse of civilians reported from the North and East the SLMM has been unable to make an effective intervention. 

The lacunae with regard to law enforcement in the North and East and the inability of the SLMM to act in certain instances, has eroded confidence in the ceasefire agreement.  Therefore, one of the first items on the agenda of the peace talks should be the development of more appropriate modalities to deal with civilian concerns during this initial period. If not the civilian population of the north and east will remain unprotected from criminal acts and human rights violations. These abuses cannot be tolerated and furthermore, will undermine popular support for the peace process.

Return to Normalcy


The peace talks in Thailand must ensure a speedy return to normalcy in the areas of the North and the East that have experienced the devastation of war during the last few decades. Ironically, the removal of the army camps from public places in accordance with the CFA and their relocation, have resulted in increased visibility and intrusiveness in the daily lives of ordinary citizens in the Jaffna peninsula in particular. 

The re-settlement of internally displaced persons (IDPs) to their places of origin, expediting the de-mining of the north and east, the right to engage in fishing without impediment or harassment, and the free movement of people throughout the island are essential components of a return to normalcy and should receive immediate attention during the initial round of peace talks. 

The commitment of the GoSL and the LTTE to a successful peace process must also entail a commitment by them to de-mining and renunciation of landmines as a weapon of war. Immediate steps need to be initiated to undertake stockpile destruction in a co-ordinated and parallel manner in GoSL and LTTE held areas as a mutual demonstration of commitment in this regard.
Ensure human rights guarantees and the rule of law

While the PSG realizes that the ultimate framework for the protection of human rights can only emerge out of substantive political deliberations, we need to ensure the protection of human rights during this initial period. In other contexts such as El Salvador, this has taken place within the framework of a Human Rights Agreement between the parties, based on international standards and monitored by an international monitoring mechanism. We urge the negotiators in Thailand to consider adopting a memorandum of understanding on human rights.

Furthermore the entirety of any arrangements or agreements between the two parties needs to be concerned with human rights and contain internationally recognized safeguards for their protection.  

One of the most urgent measures that requires the attention of the peace talks is the repeal of the Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA). It must be recognised that the PTA allows for prolonged custody and therefore the possibility of torture. It makes a wide range of offences punishable, permits confessions made to Police officers, often under duress, admissible as evidence in Courts of law and allows low-ranking Police and military personnel to detain anyone, confiscate any property and search any premises on mere suspicion. International and national human rights organizations and jurists have repeatedly called the PTA a draconian piece of legislation that requires repeal. We therefore urge the negotiators to place the repeal of the PTA on their agenda as a matter of priority. In addition, those detained under the PTA should be either charged under the ordinary law of the land or released forthwith. 

Of equal concern is the question of child conscription by the LTTE. Parents have been asked to ‘give’ children to the movement and children have also been recruited from schools and LTTE run orphanages. The recruitment of children is not only inhuman but goes against internationally accepted standards including the Convention on the Rights of the Child. In this context we urge the LTTE to ensure that the recruitment of children ceases and that children held by them be released forthwith.  The LTTE must also hand over control of orphanages and children’s homes in their possession to appropriate secular and religious organizations.  

We also urge the government to invite Olara Otunu, the United Nations Special Representative on Children and Armed Conflict, to revisit the country and call on the LTTE to facilitate his visit to areas under their control.  

Both the GoSL and the LTTE must recognize that they have a positive obligation to guarantee the rights of people living in the conflict-affected areas. These include economic and social rights such as the right to education, the right to health and the right to an adequate standard of living and civil and political rights, such as the right to dissent and the right to freedom of expression and opinion.

Human rights in any society can only be protected if there is strict adherence to the rule of law.  In this context, the LTTE must make a firm commitment to prevent its cadres from committing acts of extortion and abduction. Dismantling arbitrary and extra legal structures of “taxation” must be a part of this process. The GoSL must also ensure that its security forces act within the rule of law and that all those who have committed human rights violations such as torture and rapes in custody, be prosecuted.

The Interim Arrangement 


The PSG understands that pending a final negotiated political solution, an Interim Administration will be set up in the North and East. In this context we urge that the following minimum principles be adopted:
1. The Principle of Representation: the Interim Administration should reflect the ethnic and political diversity of the north and east;

2. The Principle of Democracy: the elective principles should be restored as soon as it is possible;

3. The Principle of Human Rights: mechanisms for the protection of human rights including the rights of local minorities and effective monitoring of these safe guards should be an integral part of any such arrangement.

4. The Principles of Financial Autonomy and Accountability: the Interim Administration must be adequately resourced and its access to resources ensured in any agreement.  At the same time it must be required to institute mechanisms and procedures for accountability in this regard.  

An Agreement Based on Power-Sharing and Autonomy for the North and East of Sri Lanka


Any agreement resulting from the negotiated process should be based on the concepts of power-sharing and autonomy. The response of successive governments to Tamil aspirations has historically been within the framework of administrative decentralization or at best an apologetic attempt to devolve power. Power sharing and regional representation at the centre have almost been completely ignored.

Increasingly, there is international acknowledgement that the devolution of power is not a privilege but a right of a territorially placed people. The Tamil political leadership considers the Tamils living in the North and the East as a nation having the right to self-determination.  Successive Sri Lankan governments continue to regard the Tamils living in the North and East as a minority without substantial rights under international law. However, recent developments, even with regard to the rights of minorities, have pushed for schemes of regional autonomy. The United Nations Declaration on The Rights of Minorities states clearly that minorities should be given effective participation in governance.  This includes power-sharing arrangements at the Centre, the right to autonomy of a territorial minority and accountability, transparency and other democratic principles. Therefore, whether one believes that the Tamils are a nation, people or minority, it is clear that they have a right to substantial autonomy with effective participation in the governance of the region and country.

All Tamil political parties from the TULF to the LTTE are united in the belief that the Thimpu principles that recognise Tamil nationality and a traditional Tamil homeland should form the basis of a final settlement to the ethnic conflict. Whilst the Thimpu Principles may pose problems for some sections of the political mainstream in the south of Sri Lanka because of the ambiguity of many of the terms and concepts contained therein, the recognition of the Tamil community as a people with a distinct language, culture, tradition and identity who have for centuries lived in historically identifiable areas must underpin the negotiating process and a final political settlement.  
Any such settlement should also recognise the distinct identity of the Muslim community living in the North and East and also protect the rights of all minorities in the region. The primary cause of Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict has been majoritarianism. Majoritarianism in a region of the country is, therefore, equally unacceptable.  

In light of the above, we believe that a political solution should provide both for self rule and shared rule. A final solution could include features of federalism, assymmetrical federalism or confederation depending on the details of the actual negotiations between the parties and the interests of the peoples of the country. A political solution must include necessary safeguards in the North and East for a democratic process, free and fair elections and the right to dissent.  In addition, special measures should be taken to guarantee the fundamental rights of local minorities living all over Sri Lanka, in particular to protect them from discrimination and displacement. 

Programmes for Rehabilitation, Reconstruction and Reconciliation


Sri Lanka is a war torn society.  The devastation and destruction caused by the war calls for large scale programmes for relief, rehabilitation and reconstruction.  While programmes for relief and rehabilitation exist at the moment, they are grossly inadequate and are implemented with little consultation with the affected communities. Further, major reconstruction and developmental activities are yet to commence.  It is therefore a matter of urgent necessity to devise a comprehensive and participatory strategy for relief, rehabilitation and reconstruction in the North and East.  We are aware that there has been a process of consultation with regard to relief, rehabilitation and reconciliation between the government, donors, UN agencies and NGOs, culminating in the 3 ‘R” framework.  It is vital that its further evolution and implementation must heed the voice of the people of the North and East, the internally displaced, war widows, ex combatants and the war disabled. 

In addition, there must be comprehensive plan to deal with the problems of war-related trauma as a matter of high priority.  These are important matters.  They cannot wait for the conflict to end.  Reconstruction of the country does not only involve material reconstruction, there must be a process of reconciliation and healing as well.
Never Again!


Tens of thousands of people have died during this war. We have never collectively mourned these deaths or remembered those who have died. We mourn selectively and in isolation. A sense of community comes primarily from suffering together as a People, irrespective of ethnicity, nationality, religion or gender. It is important to remember the dead because of the sanctity of life as an end in itself. It is also important to remember the dead so that we never forget the past and the terrible consequences of violence. This remembrance should be part of our search for healing and reconciliation. It is this remembrance that will put pressure on those who negotiate the end of this conflict to negotiate in good faith and with good intentions. 

Let not another opportunity for peace be lost.
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