PRESS RELEASE

PSG CONDEMNS ATTACKS ON GROUPS AND INDIVIDUALS COMMITTED TO THE PEACE PROCESS 

The Peace Support Group (PSG) condemns the recent attack on individuals and organisations working for a peaceful resolution of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka such as the National Peace Council and International humanitarian agencies such as OXFAM.  We oppose all such acts of violence and intimidation as constituting attacks on democratic values and principles.

We are particularly concerned by the nature of the attack on the OXFAM office because of the impact it may have on our continuing search for peace. This is the second attack on offices of international humanitarian agencies in Sri Lanka. A similar attack was carried out against the Norwegian Save the Children office in Colombo last June as Oslo’s special envoy, Erik Solheim, arrived in Sri Lanka as part of his attempt to broker peace.

The attack is yet another step to intimidate groups and individuals working in the conflict areas and engaged in rehabilitation and reconstruction work based on humanitarian principles. While there has been no identification of those responsible for the attack, those who gain from such actions are those who propagate inter-ethnic mistrust and hatred and who oppose any form of negotiated settlement of the ethnic conflict.

Protection of groups engaged in humanitarian work with the civilian population is a fundamental principle of the Geneva Convention. Both the government and the LTTE are committed to respect this.  It is the prime responsibility of the Sri Lankan Government to provide greater safety and security for aid related personnel from various countries working in Sri Lanka. Without the reasonable assurance of the safety of the day-to-day lives of these personnel, development or humanitarian assistance programmes cannot be successfully implemented or sustained. Under the statute of the new International Court,  attacks on humanitarian organisations during war time is a war crime and a crime against humanity. The government should therefore act with seriousness and determination to find and prosecute those who are responsible and to prevent further attacks in the future.

While recognising the importance of public debate, we condemn personalised attacks on groups and individuals committed to the peace process. In recent months the print media have carried articles targeting individuals and groups with hate speech. The purpose of these articles is to intimidate and frighten members of the peace community into inaction.  Hate literature and speech distorts debate, perpetuates conflict and in certain contexts may be incitement to violence and should have no place in a responsible media. 

We commend the government for its statement condemning the attack on OXFAM, and call upon the law enforcement agencies to take every step possible to apprehend those responsible for this attack and bring them to trial. We also urge the government to send a clear public message stating that it will not be dissuaded from its commitment to the peace process. 

We call upon the government to fulfil its democratic obligation of ensuring a climate in which varying shades of public opinion on the peace process can be expressed freely.
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