Peace Support Group (PSG)
AN OPEN LETTER TO ALL POLITICAL PARTIES

AN AGENDA FOR PEACE (GENERAL ELECTIONS 2001)
The December 2001 general elections will be a decisive moment for Sri Lanka. The winners of the elections will have to decide if, how and when peace will finally come to a war ravaged country. 

The Agenda for Peace proposed by the Peace Support Group is premised on the belief that there is no military solution to the present conflict. This is based on the empirical reality that countless military campaigns by both sides have ravaged the country and not resulted in any side achieving decisive victory. 
The war that has ravaged Sri Lanka for over two decades has taken many lives, devastated the economy and destroyed our quality of life. Only a cessation of hostilities with an effective monitoring mechanism can create an atmosphere that will sustain peace talks.

The embargo to the North East, that has severely restricted the flow of food, drugs and other essential items to the Vanni, continues to have devastating humanitarian consequences. The dignity of the people of the North and East must be restored and their quality of life improved. This requires a lifting of the embargo on the free flow of essential items and the restrictions on travel. 

War creates a climate of impunity and gives legitimacy to many acts one will never tolerate in peace time. Cases of torture and  disappearances by the security forces are very common and perpetrators are rarely punished. In recent months there have been many reports of children being forcibly recruited to join the LTTE.  The recruitment and deployment of children in combat is not only inhuman but a crime of war going against internationally accepted standards including the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

The children of Sri Lanka are its future.  Peace and respect for human rights are essential to halt the brutalization of the next generation. 

The present stalemate makes it clear that any solution to the ethnic conflict will have to be based on negotiations between the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE.  All political parties should welcome the good offices and facilitation process offered by the Norwegian government.  Any agreement resulting from the negotiated process should be based on the concept of power-sharing. 
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 protect the distinct identity of the Muslim community living in the North and East.  

It is important to remember that international documents clearly state that no scheme of autonomy can allow regional governments to take away the fundamental rights of people living in the region.  In the Sri Lankan context, this would mean the strengthening of the Fundamental Rights chapter of the Constitution, The Human Rights Commission and the setting up of regional institutions for the protection of human rights. 

Any government that is seriously interested in resolving the ethnic conflict must demonstrate the political will and commitment to implementing the official language policy that guarantees the language rights of Tamil speaking persons.  In addition, since the 1980s, Sri Lankan Tamil recruitment into the public services has barely been above 1%.  This is totally unacceptable and it compounds the feeling of discrimination and alienation experienced by Tamil speaking people.  
Any final settlement must reflect the pluralistic nature of Sri Lankan society and give a multi-ethnic character to the Sri Lankan state.

The devastation and destruction caused by the war calls for large scale programmes for relief rehabilitation and reconstruction.  Whatever programmes that exist at the moment are grossly inadequate and are implemented with little consultation with the affected communities.  In addition, there must be comprehensive plan to deal with the problems of war-related trauma as a matter of high priority.  

In our search for national healing and reconciliation, we as a society have never collectively remembered those who have died.  We mourn selectively and in isolation from another. A sense of community comes primarily from suffering together, being victims as a group. Such a climate that privileges symbols of peace, ideas of peace and a longing for peace will put pressure on those who negotiate an end of this conflict to negotiate in good faith and with good intentions.
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