JOINT STATEMENT FOR PARIS AID GROUP MEETING

In light of the forthcoming Sri Lanka’s Donor Consortium Meeting (i.e. “Paris aid group”), on December 18-19, 2000, we, the undersigned members of civil society in Sri Lanka committed to peace and witness to the struggle faced by the people due to the war, wish to make our assessment of the current situation known and taken into consideration.. 

Though both the LTTE and the Government have been sending mixed signals to each other and to the international community concerning a possible peace process, the broad contours of the negotiating positions enumerated by the LTTE and the Government recently lend themselves to some optimism.  However, it is imperative that the parties to the conflict go beyond public posturing, and take concrete unilateral and reciprocal measures to address the suffering of the people affected by the war. 

We list below some of our concerns, which require immediate attention. They also have a bearing on development aid and humanitarian assistance under conditions of war and the transition to peace:

I. Human Rights & Humanitarian Consequences of War

A. Conduct of War

Both sides continue to commit grave abuses of humanitarian law. We are appalled by the brutality on both sides, as evidenced by the frequent killing of combatants, foregoing the option of taking of prisoners of war, and the ill treatment and torture of those whose lives are spared. The use of human shields and the placing of military targets close to civilian buildings, such as hospitals and schools, is also a common practice. The widespread use of landmines has, in addition to killing and maiming of non-combatant civilians, imposed severe restrictions on carrying out basic economic activities.

B. Humanitarian Assistance

The humanitarian situation of people living in war-affected areas is extremely vulnerable to changes in the politico-military strategies of both parties to the conflict. It is generally accepted that humanitarian assistance, which is a fundamental responsibility of the State and an undeniable right of the People, should not be used as a weapon. Yet, In practice, civilians continue to suffer from lack of basic amenities, such as food, medicine and fuel, and access to health services and shelter. Nearly one million internally displaced people continue to suffer daily. 

C. PTA and Emergency Regulations

While it is not uncommon for a State to adopt more stringent security measures during a crisis, these are designed to be temporary restrictions. In Sri Lanka, the PTA and emergency regulations have been enforced throughout the island for most of the last two decades. They have not only undermined and threatened individual human rights, but have affected the whole political, cultural and social outlook on human rights. In other words, they have become the norm rather than the exception. They have granted broad powers to security personnel to arrest and detain suspects, restrict freedom of association, and authorised media censorship. These powers are far in excess of those permitted under international treaties and exceed even those applied during the worst excesses of the apartheid era in South Africa.

D. Restriction of Movement of Civilians

Both, the Government and the LTTE, have restricted the free movement of civilians. Due to these restrictions, civilians are often unable to reach work sites to earn a living, attend schools, or seek medical care. Special passes and permits demean and disrupt civilian life. Control over the population and their movement is used as a military strategy by both sides. People travelling from the North, be it in government or LTTE controlled areas, need to leave a family member behind, as guarantee that they will return. In times of military offensives where movement is even more restricted, both parties to the conflict have failed to guarantee safe areas for the people fleeing the combat zones.

E. Culture of Violence and Impunity

The use of violence by both the state, armed groups and criminal elements of civil society is increasing. Torture, detention without trial, suicide bombs, mines, intimidation, and censorship, are fast becoming a norm in Sri Lanka. 

In addition the law enforcement machinery has consistently failed to fulfill its role and often sided with the perpetrators or constituted the perpetrator. This was clearly demonstrated in the recent parliamentary elections and in the Bindunuwewa massacre. Those guilty of corruption, fraud and violence go unpunished if they have political connections. Impunity has lead to a repetition of such events as well as greater acceptance of the use of violence. 

2.  Economic Impact of War

A. Intensification of the War and Increase in Military expenditure

We are presently witnessing a phenomenal increase in military expenditure. Defence outlays in the past year rose by more than 50%, while an estimated 25% of all government expenditure goes to funding the war effort. This diverts scarce resources away from development and the provision of basic services for the people. Despite an intensified peace initiative and a glimmer of hope that we may be on the threshold of de-escalation of armed hostilities and the commencement of peace talks, military expenditures tend to develop their inner dynamics and are self-perpetuating.  

 B. The Cost of Living

The effects of the war continue to impact on the cost of living for ALL Sri Lankans. While the National Security Levy stands at 6.5%, the widening budgetary deficit arising from military expenditure has had a debilitating impact on the cost of living through ad hoc increases in the price of essentials, such as food and fuel, not to mention utility payments (power, water etc). Although the increase in the price of oil internationally is often cited as the cause, the fact remains that the Government is not in a position to extend a safety net through subsides and transfer payments due to the imposition of a “war economy” that gives primacy to waging war. The ordinary citizens of Sri Lanka are struggling to meet these extra costs to pay for the war.

In view of the above, we urge the Government, the LTTE, the Security Forces, opposition parties and the International Community to do everything possible to remedy these problems. 

We, in particular, call on the Government and the LTTE to abide by international human rights and humanitarian norms by:

· Providing adequate supplies of food and medicines for the nearly 1 million internally displaced people in line with human rights and humanitarian law.

· Conducting the war in line with the Geneva conventions and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights to which Sri Lanka is a signatory. 

· The Government ratifying Protocol II of the Geneva Convention relating to obligations of combatants in internal conflict and the LTTE reciprocating with similar statement.

· Ending the economic embargo, in particular of food and medicines, to the North and East.

· Repealing the Prevention of Terrorism Act and amending the Emergency Regulations in line with international human rights standards.

· Instituting full and impartial investigation of the Bindunuwewa massacre and meting out appropriate punishment to the perpetrators.

· Investigating and punishing those guilty of election violence.

· Withdrawing their war related taxes.

· Permitting humanitarian assistance to be carried out without hindrance.

· Ceasing their intimidation of the population, including that by political parties, and by groups within civil society.

· Honouring and safeguarding the freedom of speech and expression, including carrying out impartial investigations into the killing of journalists and meting out punishment to the perpetrators.

· Ending all censorship of the media

· Taking steps to end the restrictions on the movement of civilians

We also call on the parties to the conflict to seize the opportunity provided by international facilitation to negotiate in good faith and commitment towards reaching a just and a durable solution to the conflict.

And, we call on the international community to fully support the peace process in Sri Lanka and to use their good offices to ensure that human rights and humanitarian standards are integral to the peace process and a negotiated settlement.
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