
PRESS RELEASE

PSG Urges Timely Implementation of Ceasefire Agreement and Early

Commencement of Direct Negotiations

We, the undersigned members of the Peace Support Group (PSG), are deeply concerned over increasing apprehensions that the peace process is beginning to run out of steam. This situation has arisen despite the fact that civilians on both sides of the ethnic divide have secured tangible benefits arising out of the Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) as indicated in UNHCR reports of the voluntary return of approximately 100,000 Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) and as manifest in the unprecedented flow of civilian traffic across the divide, as well as the gradual erasure of existential and psychological trauma associated with war. There is no denying, however, that a pall of uncertainty hangs over the peace process. 

This is largely due to recurring differences in perceptions between the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) as regards the interpretation as well as the implemention of the existing CFA. In particular, the problems relating to the CFA include contradictory reports as regards the mandatory withdrawal of the security forces from public buildings, schools and places of worship, instances of abductions and extortion by the LTTE, including child conscription, instances of threats and intimidation by both the LTTE and the security forces as a response to dissent, as well as other violations of International Human Rights norms.

In addition, the peace process has been beset with problems pertaining to the commencement of direct talks between the GoSL and the LTTE on matters relating to interim arrangements and a just and an equitable political settlement to the Ethnic Question. Issues relating to the proposed direct negotiations in Thailand, include the timing of the de-proscription of the LTTE and the announcement of the dates for commencement of direct negotiations, the agenda for the peace talks, the specific role of  Norway , the contours and powers of the proposed LTTE-led Interim Administration for the North-East, as well as the substantive issues that have a bearing on a comprehensive and a permanent political settlement to the ethnic conflict.

There are also increasing fears amongst sections of the Sinhala and Tamil peoples that the two parties may well be preparing for war, while talking peace. Although these apprehensions have always been there whenever ceasefires and peace-talks took place in the past, the recent agreements on military cooperation between Colombo on the one hand, and Washington, New Delhi and Beijing on the other, have created some suspicion amongst sections of the Tamil people as regards their timing. Likewise, the increasing recruitment, training and mobility of the LTTE cadres, backed by aggressive mass mobilizations by the LTTE in the North-East is causing apprehensions amongst sections of the Sinhala People that the LTTE is also preparing for war and is engaged in acts of provocation.

These fears, maybe unjustifiable, need to be allayed. This can only be done by the speedy implementation of the CFA, observance of International Human Rights norms and the early commencement of direct negotiations on interim arrangements and substantive issues by the LTTE and the Government of Sri Lanka. The longer the delay the greater are the chances of these growing fears and apprehensions becoming a self-fulfilling prophesy. 

In this context, the recent visits to Kilinochchi by the members of the Peace Secretariat for direct face to face talks with the LTTE leadership to iron out some of these differences is timely and to be welcomed. We urge more frequent direct contacts between the GoSL and the LTTE in the run-up to the commencement of formal negotiations in Thailand.  We also welcome the perseverance of the Government of Norway and its team led by the Deputy Foreign Minister Helgessen in keeping the peace process on track.  Above all, we are happy that the guns have remained silent since the signing of the CFA and hope that they will remain so in the future as well. We recognize that that the road to peace is not going to be smooth, as nearly two decades of war and the accumulated distrust between and within communities it has generated cannot be eliminated within a few weeks. 
Mending war-torn societies takes time. While we recognize the need to move forward cautiously, stagnation of the peace process should be avoided at all costs. It is not our intention to be alarmist, but to flag an early warning so that appropriate measures may be taken to ensure that the peace process stays on track and does not get derailed. 
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