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T he talks held on October 28-29
in Geneva between the
government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE
embody some of the major difficulties
embedded in Sri Lanka’s much malig-
ned peace process.The delegations
from the government and the LTTE
went to Geneva amidst increasing
international pressure to desist from
war and resume political engagement.
The Norwegian facilitators could not
produce an agenda for the meeting
because the two sides had different
expectations from the Geneva talks. On
the first day of negotiations, leaders of
the two delegations made lengthy
opening statements, indicating that they
had come to Geneva committed to
engage in positional bargaining. They
were also expecting unilateral political
gains. They were not in Geneva for
problem-solving and conflict resolution
talks. When the talks ended
inconclusively, the international
facilitators pleaded with the two sides
not to act in haste, because of the real
risk of imminent war escalation. In fact,
the Geneva talks appeared to be a
conduct of war by other means.

‘War by other means’ is a phrase that
dramatically captures how Sri Lanka’s
peace process of 2002-2003 has
gradually degenerated into conflict and
violence. Sri Lanka’s relapse to war
should not surprise anyone, because the
2002-2003 negotiations failed to
produce a peace agreement, even
though there has been a cease-fire
agreement in force. But neither the
CFA nor the presence of international
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truce monitors has deterred the two
main parties and their hidden allies
from waging an undeclared war.

The current phase of Sri Lanka’s war
has a few crucial and defining
characteristics. First, neither the
government nor the LTTE has formally
withdrawn from the CFA. No side has
formally declared war either. Second,
the war is being conducted at low and
middle-intensity levels with occasional
outbursts of high intensity escalation.
Third, the war so far has taken a high
toll of civilian victims, yet both sides
seem to accept the civilian casualty
dimensions as a necessary component
in this particular phase of the war. And
finally, in the counter-state and counter-
insurgency war, that runs parallel to the
visible war, civilians are being
deliberately targeted. Everyday, there
are reports of Tamil civilians being
kidnapped, extra-judicially executed or
just assassinated. These reports
emanate from Jaffna, Batticaloa,
Trincomalee, Mannar, Vavuniya and of
course, Colombeo.

Looking back at events during the past
several weeks in Sri Lanka’s conflict,
one can see a process of build up to a
new phase of war escalation. The logic
of this escalation has been the
commitment of each side to gain
unilateral military advantage, whether
negotiations take place or not.

What is likely to happen to Sri Lanka’s
ethnic conflict, when its history has
been one of protraction, reproduction
and renewal? It may be the case that
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this conflict has passed the stage of
being ended through a negotiated
settlement. The way in which the
conflict has been reconstituted through
the failure of 2002-2003 peace process
and after, suggests that the dynamics
of conflict sharpening have effectively
replaced the possibilities for conflict
mitigation and compromise. The
conflict has reached the stage of a
‘scissors crisis’ in which the two main
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protagonists — the Sinhalese political class in the South and
the LTTE in the North — have crossed each other’s paths and
are now travelling in two separate directions.

The task ahead, from the perspective of conflict resolution,
is to ensure that the two paths intersect again. That will require
a long process of political transformation of the ethnic conflict
in Sri Lanka. Such a protracted process of conflict
transformation will invariably be interspersed with outbreaks
and escalation of war and violence. Only the external actors
presently engaged in Sri Lanka’s peace process appear to
have some capacity to manage this recurring crisis--by
preventing the state and the LTTE from returning to a decisive
phase of war.

Is there a possible way out from the dangerous stalemate in
Sri Lanka? There two events that seem to coincide in the
month of December. The first is the LTTE leader’s annual
Hero’s Day address on November 27 in which he is likely to

outline the LTTE’s future course of action. The second is the
submission of the constitution reform proposals prepared by
the Panel of Experts, appointed by the government. The panel
is likely to present two reports, one majority, the other
minority. The minority report will argue for minimalist state
reforms, from the perspective of Sinhalese nationalism. The
majority report might have the potential to propose a
framework of regional autonomy.

If the government of President Rajapakse can back a proposal
for extensive regional autonomy, it can provi’de the impetus
for the LTTE leaders to explore further political options,
perhaps by reviving the idea of an interim self-governing
authority, which the LTTE pursued, though without success,
in 2003. Even to activate a new political dialogue between
the government and the LTTE, the international community
will have to offer strong disincentives to parties with regard

to the war option. B

RAVIRAJ: ANOTHER ASSASSINATION

he killing of Nadaraja Raviraj, TNA parliamentarian,

marks another step in Sri Lanka’s march towards
barbarism amidst escalating war between the government
and the LTTE. The TNA has blamed some unidentified groups
for this killing. The killers have carried out their mission in a
crowded neighborhood in Colombo.

The killings of political opponents, if it is actually the case,
is a dangerous trend. Amidst local and international protests,
President Rajapakse has appointed a Commission to
investigate a series of unresolved killings, including those
of Raviraj and Kethesh Loganathan

Throughout the ethnic war, Sri Lanka has seen political
assassinations and the killing of civilians. After the LTTE’s
split and the emergence of the Karuna Group in the Eastern
province, a new internecine war has broken out between them,
dramatically increasing the violence against Tamil civilians.
Abductions and killings mostly of civilians loyal to either
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group have been a widely practiced mode of war between
them.

In 2006, there has been an alarming rise in these activities.
They have been taking place in the North and East as well as
in Colombo. In such a backdrop, a culture of impunity has
begun to corrode the foundations of not only the rule of law,
but also the every day conditions of law and order.

While the country is being dragged into another long period
of civil war, the leading political parties as well as most of
the media in Colombo do not seem to have learnt any lessons
from the corroding impact of civil war on the institutions
and processes of governance. Many of them want the war to
intensify. ‘Military victory first; democracy, the rule of law
and the protection of citizens later’ seems to be their formula
for success. This is exactly the way the LTTE, — which is
engaged in a counter-state war— too thinks. Jj
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KETHESH LOGANATHAN

Jayadeva Uyangoda

Kethesh Loganathan

T he on-going war has devoured many in Sri Lanka,

including Kethesh Loganathan, a prominent
intellectual activist. Deductive political logic suggests that
the LTTE assassinated Kethesh, on political grounds. The
LTTE saw him as a traitor, because, being a Tamil politico-
intellectual activist he has been working for the Sri Lankan
government for the past several months as a key functionary
of its Peace Secretariat. Sinhalese nationalists linked to the
government also saw him as a threat. The JVP newspaper
described him a few times as an ‘LTTE agent’ who had
infiltrated a key government entity. That is how extreme
Sinhalese nationalists continue to see politically active
Tamils, as ‘LTTE agents.’

The assassination of Kethesh once again demonstrates some
tragic dimensions of the politics in Sri Lanka’s Tamil society.
Its politics is dominated by extreme militarism. The LTTE
practices militarism in its most extreme form. So do the anti-
LTTE groups who are aligned with the Sri Lankan state. Sri
Lankan state and the Tamil polity have been dealing with
each other primarily by military means. If one were to be
politically active in Sri Lankan Tamil society, one has to be
in one of these mutually antagonistic camps. This is a tragic
dilemma for mainstream as well as dissident Tamil activists.

Kethesh began his political life as a founder member of the
Eelam People’s Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF) in
the early 1980s. Led by Padmanabha, the EPRLF was the
most Left-wing of all Tamil militant groups active in the
armed struggle. The EPRLF tried to combine class struggle
with the Tamil national struggle. Trained as an economist at
the Georgetown University, Kethesh was one of the key
theoretical figures in the EPRLF. He took part in Thimpu
talks in 1984. I had the personal privilege of facilitating
Kethesh’s book Sri Lanka, Lost Opportunities.: Past Attempts
at a Negotiated Settlement, which carries a participant’s
account of the failed Thimpu talks.

Biographies

ethesh’s biography, like the life stories of many of my

generation in Sri Lanka, has been closely intertwined
with the complex trajectories of Sri Lanka’s ethnic conflict.
When the Indo-Lanka agreement was signed in July 1987,
the EPRLF was in the forefront of accepting the Accord as
the basis for a political settlement to the ethnic conflict. When
the provincial councils were set up in Sri Lanka in 1988, the
EPRLF led a coalition of ex-Tamil militant groups elected
to run the new devolution administration. Kethesh did not
take up any political office in the new provincial
administration. But he continued as a key intellectual figure
in the EPRLF, advising the new Chief Minister. Eventually.
the EPRLF got into a great deal of trouble with the Sri Lankan
state in 1990 when President Premadasa’s regime established
a tactical alliance with the LTTE in their common agenda to
get rid of the Indian peace keeping forces. Backed by the
Indians, but hated by the Premadasa administration, the
EPRLF was pushed into a new war with the LTTE. Politically
and militarily cornered and faced with the prospect of being
decimated, the EPRLF leaders declared a UDI for Tamils
only to seek asylum in India.

Degeneration

ut Kethesh managed to stay back in Sri Lanka. He

saw along with us how the Tamil national struggle got
itself degenerated into war, war and war. Eventually, Kethesh
left the EPRLF and active politics. He wanted to resume his
professional life. He became a research consultant at
Colombo University’s Centre for Policy Research and
Analysis. Kethesh wrote The Lost Opportunities while at
CEPRA with immense passion and commitment. That book
still remains the most valuable source of information and
insights about Sri Lanka’s past attempts at a negotiated
settlement to the ethnic conflict.

For several years, Kethesh worked for Colombo’s Centre
for Policy Alternatives as its head of conflict and peace
research division. In his CPA years, Kethesh remained very
active in what we call Sri Lanka’s civil society politics,




focussing on human rights, conflict resolution and peace
building. He wrote newspaper columns under different pen
names, his most favourite being ‘Sathya’ or the ‘Holder of
the Truth.’

Dilemma

ctually, Kethesh began his Sathya column in 2002 in

a significant political context. The newly elected
United National Front government and the LTTE launched a
joint peace initiative in early 2002. Brokered by the
Norwegian government and supported by the global powers,
the government and the LTTE signed a ceasefire agreement
and began negotiations. There was an intense debate among
Sri Lanka’s civil society groups on the question of how to
deal with the new peace initiative. Kethesh initially welcomed
it, but soon became very critical of what he called the
‘appeasement’ of ‘fascist LTTE’ by the Norwegians, the
international community, the Sri Lankan government and the
‘peace lobby.’

Kethesh was not alone in this critical assessment of the 2002
peace process. In the sharply fragmented Sri Lankan Tamil
polity, many intellectual and political groups shared his
pessimism. The human rights group University Teachers of
Human Rights (JFFNA) chronicled in consummate detail in
their regular reports what they saw as the ‘Tiger appeasement”
and its consequences. It was also clear that sections of
Sinhalese political class and the English press in Colombo
made use of these sharp divisions in Tamil political society
to advance the Sinhalese supremacist agenda.

Kethesh Loganathan is not the first or last person to have
been slain by an assassin for political reasons arising from
Sri Lanka’s ethnic war.

When the war intensified in recent weeks, the political space
also opened up for assassins to hit those who in military
parlance are described as ‘soft targets.” And there are many
soft targets around, Tamil as well as Sinhalese. That also
signifies the kind of barbarism that an ethnic war can
repeatedly bring about to a society torn asunder by an
intractable conflict. JJj

ASSASSINATIONS AND COUNTER ASSASSINATIONS:
REFLECTIONS ON THE KILLING OF KETHESH LOGANATHAN

N. Shanmugaratnam

A s I stood looking at the bespectacled face of the slain

Kethesh lying in a coffin at Jayaratne funeral parlour,
I could not help wondering why he accepted a high-ranking
position at the government’s Peace Secretariat. What might
have motivated this fiercely independent Tamil nationalist
and an uncompromising advocate of human rights to join a
highly politicised agency of the government? Did he think
he could influence the government to move away from the
majoritarian unitarist mindset and towards a genuine power
sharing arrangement to solve the national question? Did he
think he could engage President Rajapakse in a reasoned
dialogue and convince him to abandon the JVP and JHU and
their supremacist, militarist line? I was not sure if I was asking
myself the right questions. But there was no question that
the killing of Kethesh, an unarmed, unprotected dissident
Tamil intellectual, must be condemned. After talking with
several friends and acquaintances of Kethesh in Colombo, 1
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found that I was not alone in wondering what might have led
to his decision to accept a political appointment. Nor am 1
alone in condemning his killing as a dastardly act.

However, one must go beyond condemning this particular
murder and call for an end to political assassinations and
massacres of innocent civilians in Lanka. Assassins had taken
the lives of several Tamil politicians and activists. Many
Jjournalists have paid the ultimate price for reporting the truth,
for knowing the identity of the perpetrators of extra judicial
killings, or for taking the ‘wrong’ side. Nimalarajan, Sinna
Bala, Nadesan, Rohana Kumara, Taraki (D.Sivaram), Relangi
Selvarajah, Sampath Lakmal ... . this is not the beginning or
the end of the list of the fallen journalists. Humanitarian
workers have been massacred, Christian priests who provided
shelter to the displaced have disappeared and it is feared that
they might have been killed. The state’s air force has been
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bombing several areas in the North-East in the name of
defending what the government calls sovereignty. But it has
left scores of innocent citizens of the same state dead and
many more displaced. Some statements from the Peace
Secretariat in the days of the Mawil Aaru conflict and after
made one wonder if they were emanating from a ‘war
secretariat’. How did Kethesh, the impassioned advocate of
engagement and peaccful means, see his role in such an
environment? | do not know the answer. Perhaps someone
does.

The Tamil community has borne the brunt of politically
motivated killings. It remains in the grip of a gun culturc
unleashed by rival partics. The gun was originally meant to
serve the struggle for the liberation of the Tamils. But soon
it took command of politics and has olten been used to settle
sectarian disputes by military means. I am not the first to say
this, nor is this the first time { say it. Tamils need to reinvent
the culture of intellectual pluralism and open political debate.
And that culture needs to be regenerated by us from within
our own socicty which I have no doubt is capable of absorbing
transformative ideas and values from other societies. This
must happen sooner than later to safeguard the justness of
the cause of the Tamil people, to sustain the struggle
politically, and to build a democratic society. It is widely
recognised that the armed struggle has restored to the Lankan
‘Tamils a great measure of dignity, while drawing the attention
of the world to their legitimate grievances. However,
internecine contlicts and the violent suppression of different
ideas and perspectives on the national question and its
resolution have done much harm to the Tamil cause and
struggle. In the eyes of his killers Kethesh was a “traitor’ but

the world at large saw him as an intellectual with a different
approach to the grievances of the Tamil people. Those who
regarded him as a traitor should have taken the trouble to
argue their case politically and show why his approach was
wrong. What is the point in having sc many Tamil and English
websites, newspapers and magazines, TV channels and radio
stations if we cannot use them for open exchange of views
and for debates to develop an enlightened political culture in
Tamil society?

My condemnation of the killing of Kethesh and my
opposition to the gun culture that plagues the Tamil
community cannot obviously be construed as an endorsement
of government policy or the ways in which the government’s
Pecace Secrctariat conducts its affairs. The government talks
of negotiations and peace without clearly stating its political
stand on the national question. What emerges clearly from
its practice is that it is pursuing a majoritarian supremacist
agenda in the name of the sovereignty and sanctity of the
unitary state. The problem with the state is that it is not just
a unitary state but a communalised, desecularised.
majoritarian unitary state. We cannot build a truly democratic
Lankan socicty without restructuring the state to make it
ethnically neutral (i.e. truly multiethnic) through an elaborate
arrangement for aulonomy and power sharing in a united
Lanka. This should be the agenda of a government that is
sincere and serious about achieving lasting peace in the
country and to all its peoples. No government so far has had
the political will to do this. The contlict cannot be transformed
as long as this failure continues. Individual Tamil intellectuals
like Kethesh could do very liitle to change this situation
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF AID, CONFLICT, AND
PEACE BUILDING IN SRI LANKA

Darini Rajasingham Senanayake

eace in Sri Lanka is increasingly an international legal

fiction — an assumption contrary to ground realities.
The ebb of peace in the palm-fringed, tourist-friendly island
is indexed in the return of ‘dirty war’, a rising body count,
trickle of refugees to South India, as well as suicide bombings
and barricades in the capital, Colombo. For the first time,
there have been coordinated attacks on international aid
agencies. As the head of the Scandinavian peace Monitoring
Mission noted recently, there is an ongoing low-scale, low-
intensity war.

Even though neither the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE), nor the Government has formally withdrawn from
the Ceasefire Agreement (CFA), the new war continues the
spiral of the (para) militarisation of civil society, with a “war
economy”” sustained by terror, taxation and international post-
conflict and post-tsunami reconstruction assistance. These
trends point to the possibility that the current conflict may
also achieve a self-sustaining momentum beyond ethnic
minority grievances as it has done in the past.

In this context, it is important to analyse the role of the
international community, which though a set of apparently
external observers, has become intrinsically embedded and
intertwined in Sri Lanka’s conflict and peace process over
the past decade. Given the extent of the international aid
industry and bureaucracy in the country, the return of war
despite the Norwegians' best efforts raises fundamental
questions about its relevance and impact on conflict
transformation. The Strategic Conflict Assessment for Sri
Lanka (SCA) commissioned by the World Bank, DIFID, the
Asia Foundation and other donors that focuses primarily on
the internal political dynamics of conflict in the island, falls
far short of an adequate, reflexive and transparent analysis
of the role of international aid actors and their impacts on
society, conflict and peace in the island.

A recent study of peace processes by John Darby published
by the US Institute for Peace has noted that of 38
internationally mediated peace efforts in the decade between
1989-1999, 31 had returned to conflict in the first few years.
International assistance in low-intensity armed conflicts and
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peace processes may either ameliorate or become part of a
renewed conflict cycle as a number of scholars working on
low intensity armed conflicts in Africa have noted. There
have been few systematic reviews of donor assistance and
its impact in Sri Lanka. As such, the attempt here is to develop
a structural analysis of the three principal actors in Sri Lanka
— the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL), LTTE and the
international community (none of them being homogenous)
— and their relationship, based on an analysis of political
economy of the international aid industry and bureaucracy.

The International War, Peace and Reconstruction
Industry

ot too far back, in 2003, Sri Lanka was projected in

international reconstruction and development
conference circles and media as a test case of ‘liberal peace
building and reconstruction’. After the Norwegian-brokered
Ceasefire Agreement in 2002, three different international
pledging conferences for Sri Lanka were held in Oslo,
Washington and Tokyo. The conferences gleaned the promise
of US$4.5 billion for post-conflict reconstruction. Four co-
chairs were appointed to Sri Lanka’s peace process—Norway,
Japan, EU and US. The World Bank, that had positioned itself
to lead the expanding international reconstruction industry
and bureaucracy in the island, was appointed custodian of
the North East Reconstruction Fund (NERF).

Given donor emphasis on the privatisation of development
assistance, international consultants, private companies, UN
Agencies and INGOs competed for lucrative reconstruction
contracts in Sri Lanka in the peace interregnum — from de-
mining, to road building, to peace education and advertising.
More recently, the December 2004 Asia Tsunami disaster
also drew a large number of volunteers and technical experts,
unfamiliar with local languages, institutional structure and
culture. Despite this, reconstruction has been painfully slow,
primarily due to the fact that the international aid industry
has snatched away local and regional ownership of the
recovery operation. This is in stark contrast to India and
Thailand, which refused most forms of international
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assistance after the Tsunami, but are far ahead in the task of
reconstruction.

Over the past half-century of war and natural disaster, Sri
Lanka’s politicians and policymakers have developed a
culture of ‘aid dependency’ largely due to the de-development
of the country’s policy making and planning institution during
a decade of structural adjustments (when the Ministry of
Plan Implementation was effectively shut down), even though
ground level facts point to the necessity of a different
approach — the country is no longer a least developed country,
has almost 90 percent literacy rate, and a number of under
and unemployed graduates, and exports technical skills
overseas. There are several questions this raises — why is
national expertise marginalised in reconstruction; do aid
pledges materialise; and how much of the assistance actually
reaches the country or the communities affected by war,
natural disaster and poverty?

Arguably much of the aid pledged and disbursed for peace
and reconstruction in the country is “phantom aid”, defined
by Action Aid as “aid that never materialises to poor
countries, but is instead diverted for other purposes within
the aid system.”

“Phantom Aid”

he international peace and development industry is

entrenched in most parts of the global South, and is
believed to be the fifth largest industry in the world. Conflict
situations present significant “opportunities” for growth to
international aid experts and bureaucracy, exported from the
Euro-American world to these regions. However, the utility
of this ever-growing donor assistance to conflict-affected
countries and communities is an open question. At odds with
local development priorities, the international aid bureaucracy
is seen to have its own self-sustaining logic that is
increasingly irrelevant to either the poverty or conflict on
the ground.

A recent report on aid effectiveness by Action Aid
International, titled “Real Aid: Making Aid More Effective”
estimated that 61 percent of all international donor assistance
is “Phantom Aid”. Phantom aid, as opposed to Real Aid,
includes funds that are: a) tied to goods and services from
the donor country, b) overpriced and ineffective technical
assistance (this is by far the largest category of phantom aid,
accounting for US$13.8 billion), c) spent on excess
administration, d) poorly coordinated and high transaction

costs, e) aid double counted as debt relief, f) aid not targeted
for poverty reduction, g) funds spent on immigration related
costs in donor countries, etc.

The Report further notes that, “eighty cents of every dollar
of American Aid is phantom aid, largely because it is so
heavily tied to the purchase of US goods and services, and
because it is so badly targeted at poor countries...Just 11
percent of French aid is real aid. France spends $2 billion of
its aid budget each year on Technical Assistance.... In real
terms, the Norwegians are nearly 40 times more generous
per person than the American, and 4 times more generous
than the average Briton”.

Phantom aid accounts for a good deal of poor country debt,
because southern governments service loans and aid that did
not materialise because it was consumed in the aid system.
The Report estimates that: “ In 2003 developing countries
transferred a net $210 billion to the rich world.. .Interest
payments alone continued to take $95 billion of developing
countries resources, aimost three times the value of what they
receive in grant payments”.

In May 2006, the Donor Co Chairs of the Sri Lanka peace
process estimated that of the 4.5 billion pledged to Sri Lanka,
“US$3,400 million had been provided based on Tokyo
pledges and Tsunami funds, and more than 20 percent of
that allocated to the north and east, including LTTE-
controlled areas”. No disclosure is made of how much of
this aid was in the form of loans. Phantom aid in disaster
situations, where the usual development project safeguards
are waived due to an emergency situation, may be as high as
80-85 percent of donor assistance. In the context, the fact
that Sri Lanka’s aid absorption rate remains at around 17 —
20 percent while donors continue to pledge ever larger sums
for development assistance is not mysterious.

The international peace and development bureaucracy in the
past decade in Sri Lanka has clearly gained its own self-
sustaining momentum. This has happened at a time when
aid may become increasingly irrelevant in a world where
“trade not aid” is seen as the way forward, particularly for
countries that are no longer in the least developed category.
The development bureaucracy requires and absorbs most of
the aid targeted for development, conflict resolution, and
poverty reduction.

Moreover, international humanitarian aid has become, as an
academic termed it, “a means without end”. It tends to lack
an exit strategy until the money runs out, is often mistargeted,
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distorts the local economy, and aggravates inequality, poverty
and the underlying structures of a conflict. In the long run, it
develops aid dependency and aggravates conflict. The
conflicting parties often blame each other for aid that never
materialised. International aid may increasingly morph into
the war dynamic over time in the conflict zones of the global
South even as it expands through processes of
bureaucratisation.

At the same time, it is important to note that that the
Norwegian mediators, who have often been held responsible
for peace and reconstruction policy failures that originate in
the World Bank and UN centric international development
bureaucracy, are but a miniscule part of the international
peace and reconstruction aid industry. Moreover, the
Norwegian Government that came to power in 2005 decided
not to partner with the Bank in cases where structural
adjustment was required as part of a peace and reconstruction
package.

A Legal Bureaucratic Peace

S ri Lanka’s peace process has been termed “a no war,
no peace” process. Arguably, the formalistic and
“legal-bureaucratic” approach of international peace building
and reconstruction largely accounts for this phenomenon.
Consider for instance, the resources, energy and experts spent
on legal drafts and re-drafts of an Interim Governing
Authority for the North and East (ISGA), the World Bank’s
North East Reconstruction Fund, (NERF), Post Tsunami
Operational Mechanism (P-TOMS), three international donor
pledging conferences, Multilateral Needs Assessments, the
hundreds of MoUs for large infrastructure reconstruction
projects in the past four years for Sri Lanka. The
internationalisation and bureaucratisation of the peace
process resulted in too much time spent on international
development agendas, conferences, and donor time frames,
that were often at odds with the needs and priorities of those
affected by the conflict.

This approach effectively eschews seeing track-one peace
building as a social process. It has stemmed from, among
other things, the large numbers of international players and
peace and reconstruction bureaucracy in the island, and the
attendant coordination burden. Of course, all three actors in
the conflict and peace dynamics in Sri Lanka — the LTTE,
(seduced by the legal fiction of ‘equality or parity of the
parties’), GoSL, and the international community bent on
implementing a “neoliberal” peace have contributed to the
legal bureaucratic approach to peace building.

Arguably, the time spent on legalese would have been better
spent in the creative implementation of actually existing
possibilities for power and resource sharing, enshrined in
the constitution under the 13" Amendment, and proper
targeting of aid to improving the livelihoods of communities
from whom fighters are recruited. There has also been a
tendency to overburden an already over-determined peace
process, by linking everything, including, natural disasters
like the Tsunami (aid) to power sharing. There appears to be
a need to de-link these issues and have a more balanced
approach to peace and development.

The peace building approach of dialogue in various
international capitals rather than analysis of substantive issues
and implementation at ground level seems to derive from
Euro-American analytic frameworks that privilege state-
centric theories of conflict resolution, developed out of Cold
War inter-State conflict mediation. The main conflicting states
or parties are brought to a table to dialogue. However,
intrastate conflicts where resource and ethno-religious
identity conflicts tend to be intertwined and are often the
outcome of post/colonial State building, require different
approaches from peace builders. They require engagement
with social realties within the country, and attention to internal
complexities at the local and sub-national levels. Where the
challenge of reconciliation is within countries and
communities, and between asymmetric parties (e.g. State
actors and non-state actors), peace building necessitates a
less legal-bureaucratic approach.

The emphasis on legal mechanisms and processes has also
obscured another picture closer to the ground — the reality of
the emergence and existence of a dirty war in northeast Sri
Lanka. The morphing of the peace process into war is evident
when we move away from formalistic frames and focus on
non-verbal speech acts, in other words, when we “read
between the said, the meant and the done”.

In this context, adding another layer of international
bureaucracy in the form of Bill Clinton or some other UN
Envoy to Sri Lanka will only deflect from focus on
substantive issues. Rather, a new peace process led by the
Norwegians would need to thin the international aid
bureaucracy and agencies, and focus on substantive issues,
including improving poverty reduction among conflict and
Tsunami affected communities. In short, an exit strategy
rather than extended time frames for aid is necessary for much
of the international aid industry in Sri Lanka. This would
enable a more locally owned and hence sustainable peace
process.
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The Economics of Peace

T hough fisheries is arguably Sri Lanka’s greatest natural
resource, given the unpolluted ocean and rich breeding
grounds that surround the country, international development
assistance over decades has not focused on need to target
and up-scale the fisheries sector for poverty alleviation and
conflict de-escalation in the north or south. Throughout the
peace process, the north and east coastal fisheries
communities continued a subsistence economy. Sri Lanka’s
two main donors, Japan and Norway have highly
industrialised fisheries sectors.

The most influential number of combatants in the LTTE hail
from impoverished coastal fisheries and rural agricultural
communities in the northeast. In fact, the LTTE sank a
Chinese fishing trawler perceived to be poaching on local
fishing grounds in 2003. It is crucial to develop the fisheries
sector and industry to enable viable livelihoods for poor
communities from which fighters are recruited to transform
the conflict. The impoverished north and east fisheries
communities and socially marginalised caste groups on the
coast have been most radicalised in the years of conflict, and
provide the foot soldiers. Tamil elites and Vellala or high
castes have tended to eschew the LTTE’s brand of
nationalism, and the LTTE in turn has fought to overthrow
the caste hierarchy in Tamil society.

However, the post-conflict and post-tsunami aid industry
experts have systematically overlooked the importance of
enabling sustainable livelihoods for such impoverished
communities. The Multilateral Needs Assessment for Tokyo
and the Tsunami Needs Assessment study, conducted by the
World Bank in collaboration with the Asian Development
Bank and Japan's official aid agency, pegged the loss borne
by the tourism industry at $ 300 million, versus only $90
million for the fishing industry, even though fisheries
communities were far more affected.

Vasuki Nesiah, a commentator, points to the ideological
assumptions embedded in an assessment methodology that
rates a hotel bed bringing in $200 a night as a greater loss
than a fisherman bringing in $50 a month have far-reaching
consequences. With reconstruction measures predicated on
this kind of accounting, we are on a trajectory that empowers
the tourism industry to be an even more dominant player
than it was in the past, and, concomitantly, one that dis-
empowers and further marginalises the coastal poor. Many
have noted the bias towards big business and tourism in the

needs assessments of the multilateral agencies and the GoSL
where the up-scaling of fisheries infrastructure is ignored.

The donor—people disconnect

or the first time since the conflict erupted 25 years

F ago, coordinated grenade attacks were carried out on
three international aid agencies in Sri Lanka recently. These
attacks were in the wake of widespread rumours of sexual
exploitation and harassment of local women by foreign staff
of INGOs in the Tsunami and conflict affected areas. Local
women were instructed not to work with international
agencies, which, it was claimed, were violating Tamil and
Muslim “culture”. There is a sense among common people
that the aid industry has not delivered, but rather consumed
and lives off the funds.

At the root of the critique of the aid industry is the fact and
perception of gross inequality between those who came to
help and the receivers of assistance, as well as the erosion of
basic humanitarian ethics and values evident in operational
style of INGOs. What people see are extravagant lifestyles,
lack of transparency, increased aid dependency with a
concomitant failure of donors to deliver on projects. The fact
remains that the majority of large international aid agencies
have not performed and even blocked local philanthropists
and the business community, which did much of the work in
the immediate aftermath of the Tsunami and have a far better
delivery rate. Exit strategies and deadlines for the large
agencies also seem to have become anachronistic.

The attacks on aid agencies must be contextualised in the
broader setting. Militants who lack access to information,
technical critique and evaluations respond to real and
perceived corruption in the aid industry with violence. Such
attacks are a matter of great concern to those who believe
that competent i nternational assistance is necessary for
conflict de-escalation and reconstruction. Critics however
fail to acknowledge and address the general disenchantment
with international aid and INGOs that has become widespread
in the country since the Tsunami, which in turn gives
legitimacy to such attacks.

The International Red Cross in Sri Lanka represents a case
study of the manner in which these agencies generate high
expectations but fail to deliver due to a host of reasons.
Having raised almost US$ 2 billion for post-Tsunami
reconstruction, 183 expatriate “volunteers”, each worth over
US§$120,000, but with little technical expertise, knowledge
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of society, politics or culture, local languages or institutional
structures came to Sri Lanka alone. Having pledged to
reconstruct 15,000 houses, it had built a mere 64 one year
after the tsunami. The International Federation of the Red
Cross and SLRCS is the largest pledged housing donor and
has set the bar very low. The blame for this is placed on the
GoSL’s buffer zone policy or the condition of the land.

The latest government estimates are that 21 percent of the
required housing after the Tsunami is complete. That means
that several hundred thousand Sri Lankans are still without
permanent homes, by government estimates. Some 33,000
families, or at least 150,000 people, remain in transitional
shelters. Others are living temporarily with relatives or
friends.

The Red Cross was given 67 plots of land out of which about
a third had problems. But several questions arise —why did it
not build homes on the remaining land? Should a relief
agency like Red Cross have taken up long-term housing
construction given the absence of expertise and experience
simply because it raised the funds? The Reconstruction and
Development Agency in Sri Lanka, unlike the Government
of Tamil Nadu in India, has failed to evaluate the INGOs
and ask under-performing INGOs to leave the country, so
that others may help.

it is increasingly apparent that privatisation of post-disaster
reconstruction, given information asymmetries and endemic
market imperfections in the sector, is a mistake. As long as
such a large, incompetent, and costly international
bureaucracy remains in the island, substantive and sustainable
peace building and development will be elusive. There is by
now an extensive literature on how international peace
building, humanitarian and reconstruction assistance may
contribute to sustain low-intensity wars in Africa and Asia
and other parts of the global south, because such aid
constitutes a large and complex industry and bureaucracy in
itself and for itself. Clearly there is a need for reform of the
international aid architecture and practices in the context of
what writer Naomi Klein has termed as disaster capitalism,
to enable accountability to beneficiaries and affected
communities.

Reconstruction Policy
T he Reconstruction and Development Agency (RADA)

in Sri Lanka has in turn failed to take a policy lead on
reconstruction , or to monitor and evaluate the various
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international agencies doing reconstruction and development
in Lanka. This is because RADA has not accessed the
necessary in-country development expertise. The
marginalization of local communities as well as national
experts in the Tsunami recovery operation is due to the over
centralized structure of the institution, politicization, and the
manner in which TAFREN (RADA’s predicessor) was
initially constituted and set up to ensure accountability to
international donors (rather than beneficiaries and disaster
affected communities) with a large role for international
experts and consultants.

TAFREN’S structure was designed, by the US consultancy
company — McKinsey and Co. that constituted TAFREN’s
organizational design in the aftermath of the Tsunami. That
a US consltancy company should draw up the institutional
design of the national reconstruction and development agency
would have been unthinkable in India. The bias towards
donor-accountability has resulted in the marginalization of
in-country development expertise in RADA, as well as, lack
of decentralization and accountability to local communities.
This effectively means that the agency tasked with the
country’s development has its post Tsunami and conflict
reconstruction policy as well as crucially its monitoring and
evaluation functions, run by international “experts”, who lack
basic knowledge of the island’s society, politics and
institutional culture, largely from the International Labour
Organization (ILO), that is “assisting” RADA in the
livelihood sector.

In the context, it is noteworthy that the Evaluation Report

produced by TAFREN/ RADA and various UN disaster
experts “with all stakeholders” one year after the Tsunami
reads like pure fiction and spin given ground realities, as
was noted by several eminent academics from Ampara and
other affected regions recently at a conference on Tsunami
Recovery. The fact is that failure to ensure accountability to
affected communities, actually deflects real accountability
to private individuals and companies overseas who gave
generously to donor agencies who advertised their
humanitarian brands with a range of Bollywood and football
stars, from Amitab Bachan to David Beckham during the
Tsunami disaster.

Local humanitarian Consortiums and NGOS have also
adopted the practice of organization/ brand advertising with
news letters and that advertise their humanitarianism. Gone
are the days of quiet humanitarianism, anonymous giving
and selfless care for others. It is noteworthy that in Tsunami
affected south India where an effective local government

-
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structure is firmly and clearly setting policy with in-country
expertise, and monitoring the recovery operation, the
international aid agencies are much more circumspect about
advertising themselves, their brand names and claiming the
credit. One does not see such advertising. There is a need
for an independent monitoring and evaluation body of the
Tsunami and conflict recovery operation.

Neo-liberal aid regime

ven as the Government and the LTTE are the principal

actors in the conflict, it would be naive to downplay
the role of the international community in the process in Sri
Lanka. The extent of international investment in Sri Lanka’s
“peace and reconstruction” has made official
acknowledgement of the return to war difficult. But the peace
process, in the best of times, enabled merely a repressive
tolerance. This was by no means only due to the inability of
the two main armed actors to engage on difficult issues —
principally the need to democratise the LTTE and GoSL,
and professionalise and humanise the military and enable
the devolution of power. The international peace builders
colluded with the main actors in deferring the core social,
political economic issues that structure the dynamics of the
conflict in order to promote a neo-liberal economic
reconstruction agenda that is integral to the (phantom) aid
industry.

In hindsight, this approach undermined the Norwegian-
brokered CFA. The promise of US$ 4.5 billion for
reconstruction came with a policy requirement of structural
adjustments (SAPs), and liberalisation favoured by the World
Bank. Very little of this reached the communities affected
by the disasters, and from which the majority of combatants
are recruited. A recent Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission Report
notes on the subject of child recruitment: “some underage
children freely volunteer to leave their families due to
economic reasons to join the LTTE”. Mis-targeted aid
translated into an economic bubble, a dramatic rise in the
cost of living, increased inequality and poverty in the
communities from which soldiers are recruited, and further
erosion of the welfare state. In a very short time, the
government that signed the peace agreement with the LTTE
was voted out of power—and the rest is history. The tide in
the affairs of men that may have led to fortune, even to peace
in Sri Lanka, had turned.

Since Sri Lanka is not considered a least developed country,
the county’s donor dependence is directly related to the armed
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conflict and the need for external mediation. International
development agencies have recently recognised the
profitability of working with rather than around social conflict
in the post 9/11 world, increasingly focusing on projects “for
democratization, governance and conflict resolution™ as the
Strategic Conflict Assessment notes. Sri Lanka’s strategic
location and the over capitalisation of its post-tsunami
reconstruction means that the country remains credit worthy
and an attractive place for the international lending
institutions and the aid industry despite stories of donor
fatigue.

Given the aid bureaucracy’s embeddedness in the political
economy of peace and conflict in Sri Lanka, it cannot be
seen as a neutral actor or set of actors. This fact has particular
relevance for much of the technical assistance and
development “knowledge” produced and sub-contracted by
development agencies. There is ample evidence that the
macro-policies of the Washington Consensus exacerbates
intra-group and inter-group inequality and poverty that fuels
(identity) conflicts in fragile states in the global south.

There is a fundamental problem with a peace and
reconstruction policy approach that claims to link “conflict-
sensitivity to development” without assessing the dominant
neo-liberal development paradigm and policy that tends to
generate inequality and conflict within and between countries.
The SCA does precisely this, though it hints at the need for
such a critique. Ironically, the international aid industry and
bureaucracy and technical experts may be a key impediment
to the production of knowledge frames that may lead to more
sustainable peace building in Sri Lanka and other conflict
affected parts of the global south.

Looking Ahead

or the sake of peace and development in Sri Lanka, it

is important that policy-makers and others draw
lessons from the past experience of intenational involvement.
What is needed immediately is an evaluation of the
performance of the various aid agencies in the country. This
could then form the basis for retaining only the efficient ones,
which have contributed to the task of post conflict and
tsunami reconstruction at the ground level. This would, in
turn, reduce the coordination burden, and help streamline
and effectively target development assistance. The Indian
Government’s approach to international aid and experts,
especially in the wake of the tsunami, is a good example in
this regard.
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It is also important to reduce phantom aid and debt burden,
and demand greater transparency, disclosure, and
accountability from the International Financial Institutions,
UN agencies, and various donor countries regarding aid
programs (loans or grants), extent of tied aid, and technical
assistance. INGOs should be required to disclose budgets,
qualifications of staff, and in-country spending on projects,
operation and transaction cost.

The connection between resource and identity conflicts is
often not adequately acknowledged in peace processes. A
new peace process will need to grasp the connection between
resource and identity conflicts, as well as the intra-group
dynamics of the inter-ethnic conflict. This requires deepened
social analysis that is not to be confused with the notion of
“social capital” that post/conflict advisors at the World Bank
promote. Peace mediators and international development
actors will need to be attentive to the discourse on inequality,
poverty and link track one discussions to deeper social
conflicts and intra-group inequalities.

The need for deeper analysis, however, should not to be
confused with or used as a legitimacy clause for extending
project delivery time- frames. Extended time-frames makes
for aid dependency among beneficiaries in aid receiving
countries, and even less accountability among aid agencies
who tend to delay on project delivery and extend costly
contracts. This was clearly evident with the tsunami recovery
operation. It is important to devise exit strategies for aid
agencies and to stick to the schedule.

Finally, it is to be hoped that the lessons from the peace
process in Sri Lanka may serve as a turning point for a
“structural adjustment” of the international peace and
development industry, and ensure accountability to
communities and countries affected by conflicts not just in
Sri Lanka. This requires getting beyond the toolkit approach
to post-conflict reconstruction with its predictably damaging
macro-economic policies of structural adjustments that undo
the work of peace mediators. These steps, coupled with local
ownership of the peace process, may provide the way out of
Sri Lanka’s present quagmire.

and the L'TTE should:

known places of refuge;

humanitarian agencies;

HRW on Civilian Protection

In a recent letter to the government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE, the New York-based Human Rights Watch appealed
to the two sides to institute concrete measures to protect civilians. The HRW appeal suggested that the government

Designate demilitarized zones as sanctuaries in conflict areas and pre-position humanitarian relief in
Improve humanitarian access to populations at risk, including by ending unnecessary restrictions on

Whenever possible, provide effective advance warning of military operations, both broadly — through
loudspeakers, radio announcements or leaflets — and directly through messages to community leaders;
Appoint local civilian liaison officers who are known and accessible to local communities and have
sufficient rank to ensure that community concerns are heeded; and,

Agree to the establishment of a United Nations human rights monitoring mission in Sri Lanka, as the extent
of abuses and ongoing impunity require an international presence to monitor abuses by all sides.
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JOURNEY TOWARDS BATTICALOA

Yolanda Foster

A ugust was a violent month for Sri Lanka which

experienced the worst fighting since the 2002 ceasefire
between the government and Tamil Tiger rebels. Heavy
fighting in Muthur District has created a humanitarian crisis.
Over the last month thousands of civilians were displaced as
they escape the latest round of fighting. People have been
displaced a from Echilampattu, Muthur from the District of
Trincomalee to Batticaloa District. Families are on the move
daily often leaving everything behind to undertake dangerous
Jjourneys to places of safety. It is hard to get a sense of what
is happening in the East sitting in ‘strangely normal’ Colombo
so I decided to visit Batticaloa District in the last week of
August.

The journey from Colombo to Batticaloa was in itself
interesting. The trip was relatively normal up to Polannaruwa
but as we stopped for lunch reminders of the conflict
interrupted the languorous afternoon. In a restaurant at
Kaduruwela a huge poster of Joe Abeywickrama dominates
the wall. The actor was the main star in Death on a Full
Moon Day, a film by Prasanna Vithanage. The film tells the
story of a young Sri Lankan soldier who is killed in conflict
with Tamil Tiger separatists. The plot revolves around a blind
father, Wannihami (played by Joe Abeywickrama) who awaits
news of his soldier son. One full moon poya day, the state
returns the casket of the dead son. The first romantic images
in the film soon harden into a powerful lament. The serenity
of the stupa, the wewa (tank) and a flowing river are displaced
by the harsh reality of wasted youth. Asking the restaurant
owner why the poster is on the wall he says he liked the way
Wannihami in the film refused to accept the everyday realities
of people in the North East of violence and loss.

These realities become clearer as we turn East from Habarana
and the scenery changes from lush green to drier scrub. We
say goodbye to the tourists enjoying an elephant safari and
enter a world dominated by Army camps and remote military
outposts. The comforts of Colombo become more and more
distant as different smells and colours suffuse our vehicle.
Posters advertising the bounty of Sri Lanka’s natural beauty
seem ironic as military convoys roar past. At an Army
checkpoint in Manampitiya we are asked to show our
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identification and the NGO workers in the van are asked for
their registration certificates. We are relatively lucky. Our
status as internationals spares us the intense checking that
Tamil civilians face. At Welikanda I see bus travellers looking
weary as they get down for yet another checking of their
identity cards. There are between 5 to 10 ten checkpoints on
the road to Batticaloa depending on the security situation
where civilians are checked. Ordinary travellers must get out
of vehicles and proceed to be frisked and checked often
queueing in the sun as aluminium shelters are not yet erected.
At Valaichenai burnt out houses stand as reminders of past
abuses. The houses were torched in the early 90s, empty
trophies of Army reprisals against civilians. It is civilians
who are suffering again today, caught between warring
factions who don’t seem to care about the human cost of the
current conflict.

As aresult of the escalation of hostilities, over 200,000 people
have been displaced from the North East since April 2006.
In Batticaloa District alone OCHA estimates 37,738 people
are now internally displaced (Figures estimates from OCHA,
22/08/06). As we drive past the Ceylon Pentecostal Mission
at Valaichenai we see evidence of families fleeing shelling
and airstrikes in Muthur. Makeshift tents outside the Church
are now the new home for families displaced from Vakarai.
In the East ‘we are all victims’ notes one resident. Years of
conflict have resulted in continuous displacement, loss of
property and fear of the warring factions. People in the East
have felt the iron fist of intimidation by the LTTE in the
form of tax extortion and the demand for young cadres. They
have also felt the shadow of suspicion from the Sri Lankan
Army which led to mass round ups in the early nineties. The
war changed its character in the early 90s as both sides
resorted to increasing brutality.

There was a time when Tamils may have had some sympathy
for the LTTE as it stood up for their historic rights. Tamils
wanted a share in politics in the South but discrimination
through language acts, education quotas and harassment
meant rebellion took a militant form. The trend of the LTTE
towards turning civilians in the East into instruments for their
cause means that their methods now vitiate the justice of
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their cause. Today Batticaloa town is under the custody of
the Armed Forces which means a predominantly Tamil
population is controlled by a Sinhalese Army. This isn’t a
simple story of goodies and baddies or occupiers and resisters
though. The East has been the backdrop for a number of
struggles over the years. This makes the political situation in
the East very complex and the climate of uncertainties makes
attributing blame for the current unease problematic.

Complex Politics

atticaloa district forms part of the former Eastern

Province. It has a population of 545,477 split into
Tamils (73%), Muslims (36%) and Burghers and Sinhalese
2%. The area is volatile as three factions; the LTTE; the Sri
Lankan Army and the Karuna faction vie for power.
Domination and intimidation are a fact of civilian life. Batti
town has been controlled by the Sri Lankan Army for several
years. Due to the heavy fighting in Muthur the armed forces
have been replaced by the STF, a paramilitary adjunct of the
Police, who now patrol the town,

Ordinary residents talk of a rise in uncertainty. There are
sporadic clashes between the Sri Lankan Army and the LTTE.
Road blocks to make way for security convoys interrupt daily
life. In addition people live under a shadow of fear. This is
linked to a wave of abductions and killings in the last month.
This human insecurity is nothing new. The city has witnessed
countless murders, rapes, as well as mass disappearances of
civilians in the early 90s. Despite documentation of
complaints by the Batticaloa Peace Committee, there has been
little investigation and no justice for affected families. A
Government Commission of Inquiry into the Involuntary
Removal and Disappearances of Civilians in the Eastern
Province acknowledges that during the late 1980s and early
1990s a total of 1,100 Tamil civilians were disappeared and
assumed killed by the Sri Lankan Army and Special Task
Force personnel, with most atrocities taking place in 1990.
No one has yet been indicted. Local residents note that the
current climate of fear reminds them of earlier more
horrifying periods when the smell of bodies being burnt to
getrid of evidence hung thick in the air. Today residents live
in a self-imposed curfew returning home by 6pm so that
streets lie deserted at night except for military patrols and
more eerie travellers which locals refer to as the ‘men in
white vans’.

Batticaloa is an important centre for Vinayagamoorthy
Muralitharan, better known as Karuna Amman, the former
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LTTE commander who challenged the Jaffna hegemony of
the LTTE and broke away in 2004. He currently operates his
own political & military group, the Tamileel Makkal
Viduthalai Pulikal, or People's Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (TMVP). A prominent TMVP sign welcoming people
to Batticaloa stands opposite an Army checking point on the
lagoon. It is important to note that the TMVP is not yet a
political party and has a military wing operating with the
support of the Sri Lankan Army to challenge the LTTE.

A local shopkeeper explains that people are used to the large
military presence and checking in town on the bridges across
the lagoon. Ordinary civilians have been subject to various
regimes over the years: the struggle for LTTE hegemony in
the 80s; the clampdown of the Indian Peacekeeping Forces
(IPKF) in the late 80s which locals refer to as the ‘Indian
people killing force’ and then gradual occupation by the Sri
Lankan Armed Forces. Civilians in Batticaloa District are
extremely vulnerable because of this backdrop of continuing
power struggles and relative isolation from the rest of the
island.

In the late 90s, civilian arrests and round ups were common.
Today people talk of uncertainty as the old struggle between
the LTTE and the Army has become more complex with the
rise of the Karuna faction and the politicisation of Muslims.
When Karuna broke away from the LTTE in April 2004 there
was initially a feeling of relief in the East. 4-6,000 youths
were released and the regime of tax extortion imposed by
the LTTE (5-8% of government salaries) was lifted. Some
of the ex-militants have positive stories but it seems many of
them have been clawed back either by the LTTE in uncleared
areas or into the Karuna military wing which operates under
the protection of the Army. Human rights groups in the
District blame both the LTTE and the Karuna group for child
abductions. Young men are a particular target and families
try to keep children indoors.

Rise in IDPs

oday an additional challenge is the large movement

of people displaced from Muthur district because of
heavy fighting. "contents" Sri Lankan air force planes
resuming aerial bombardment of Muttur region in
Trincomalee district on April 26", The attacks followed the
suicide bomber attack on Army Commander Lt. Gen Sarath
Fonseka in Colombo on April 25®, Retired army brigadier
Vipul Boteju, told AFP that President Mahinda Rajapakse
had little choice but to order limited air strikes after the suicide
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bombing at army headquarters in Colombo. “The government
had to retaliate, they had to do something. They selected
Trincomalee. They are showing we are not willing to simply
accept what the Tigers have done to us,” (D.B.S Jeyaraj, 26
April 2006). As aresult families fled their homes and sought
refuge in religious places to try to escape shelling.

Stories of Displacement

n the wake of a humanitarian crisis with thousands of

refugees on the move the government as well as
International NGOs are keen for the recently displaced to
stay with host families. Tn some ways reliance on local webs
of support and networking is good but host families will also
need support to cope with new financial burdens. Not all the
displaced are lucky enough to have a host family. Some are
still stranded on the road whilst others are in temporary ‘sites’.
I visited two sites for displaced families in Batticaloa town.
The Sinhala Maha Vidvalaya School is home now for 177
families. These sites are supported by various International
NGOs as the Government finds it hard to cope with the
humanitarian crisis, Over 37,000 families have moved into
the district due to recent fighting and this puts pressure on
local services to cope with the demands of shelter, food and
sanilation.

Talking to two women in the centre is heart rending. One 33
vear old woman describes her journey of displacement. She
said that the problems in Muttur started afier the April 25%
bomb blast. Everyday shelling and air strikes by the Army
made people very frightened. Some families in the town
began taking shelter at St. Anthony’s Church. For 3 months
her family went there everyday at 5pm hoping the Church
would offer sanctuary from shelling. One day a small boy, a
child of one of the women gathered round, was killed by a
shell as he stood near the Church door. Escalating clashes
between the LTTE and the Army was simply making it unsafe
tor civilians to stay. With the support of the ICRC a convoy
of families began to move southwards. Despite the white
flag of the ICRC convoy there were shell attacks and people
dispersed. some moving into LTTE held ‘uncleared’ areas.
Their journeys are ones of hardship. Most familics travelled
with just the clothes on their backs and perhaps a handbag.
They have no idea if their homes are safe or destroyed. The
long journey from Muthur to Vakarai on foot took three days.
They had little food and had to help the clderly on the way,
sheltering in bunkers when air strikes began.

Many displaced familics moved first to Verugal. As this area
is under LTTE control and the Government was not letting
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INGOs into uncleared areas families tried to move
southwards to Government controlled areas. The two women
1 spoke with said it was Christian Priests whom they met in
Verugal during Sunday mass who took pity on their plight
and tried to organize transport for them to Batticaloa. The
LTTE was not happy to let civilians move southwards as
they act to some extent as a human shield but finally families
managed to pay a bus driver to take them te Valaichenai.
Life is tough in the centre. This is the first experience of
displacement for the two women 1 talked to, one of whom
ironically, is a health co-ordinator for an NGO. Their strength
is taking solace in survival. The women said that during their
Jjourney a town they had just past through, Echilampattu, was
destroyed. War is not something abstract. “If we lose our
belongings we can earn them again”, they say. “If we lose
our lives what is everything for?”.

Figure 1 Families have smali partitioned areas in the school

International NGOs are stepping in to try to help families
meel basic needs but the crisis precipitated quickly so support
is slow. At the moment EHED, a local Catholic NGO, is
playing a co-ordinating role at the SMV School and is
supporting families to get food rations from the government

‘and co-ordinating the various needs. A pressing issue was

school for the children, bored at living in cramped conditions
in a basic school with few trees for shade. Local schools,
already overcrowded, have now offcred to take pupils. The
toilet facilities in the Centre are basic and families can not
cook yet for themselves so there is little to take their minds
off their new label, ‘the displaced’. '
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desperately needs the support ot an international human rights
monitoring mission.

Sri Lanka appears to be going through what I term a politics
of aphasia. Aphasia is a disorder of the nervous system,
characterised by partial or total loss of the ability to
communicate. A culture of violence has consolidated itself
through propaganda and the demonising by each side of the
other. This culture of violence is not confined to the two
warring parties. Bipartisan politics has been infected by
political thuggery. Media censorship is also key to a politics
of aphasia, since without reliable information, rumours and
silence open up the space for mythology and symbolism.

The people who suffer most during this period of aphasia
are those who arc forgotten like the ordinary familics I met
in Batticaloa town. It is hard to imagine the psychological
impact of living in a town under selt-imposcd curfew for
over a decade. Non-combatants in the district are citizens
and have the right to live free from [ear. These families have
names and hobbies and aspirations for their children. They
are not simply ‘beneficiarics’ or ‘the displaced’. They have
identities beyond the politicisation of their lives into ethnic
catcgories or stigmatized generic labels. People in Batticaloa
want to listen to local poets like Thimilai Thumilan or enjoy
village performances like Villupattu without worrying about
their children and staying out after dark. They struggle to
manage as the price of basic foods goes up due to lack of
transport and they need to have access to their paddy ficlds
many of which are in uncleared areas. :

The war cvent
n Sri Lanka we live in the middle of a 'war-event' which
I has become over time a kind ol twisted normality. The
‘war-event’ has become a normality to many Sri Lankans.
When | use the term normality, I am not attaching any
normative presuppositions to this noun. Normality in this
text refers to what is regular, common. The stench of violence
- the disgust and anger it ought to produce, has faded in
Colombo, faded to a whiff of unease in the humid afternoons.
The political space in Sri Lanka is a placc where people
expect violence to happen. Perhaps people in the capital are
fatigued by petty political bickering but they must remember
their lives are so much better than those in the East. It's time
to reject aphasia and reach out to those for whom war is not
abstract. War has too high a human cost and it will not bring
about a long term solution. A political solution which invites
all communities to sharc in the long conversations that need
to be had about a possible peace with justice is not only
necessary but urgent.

Figure 3 Children making their own games at the SMV
School, Batticaloa, 30/08/20046.
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REVITALIZING TRADE UNIONS :
GLOBAL SOCIAL MOVEMENT UNIONISM

Janaka Biyanwila

Introduction

he union movement in Sri Lanka is going through a

period of crisis as well as experimentation. The
dominant perception of unions is that they are captured by
political parties, powerless to organize new workers, and
mostly operating as “industrial wings” of political parties.
While this party subordination is a significant feature, there
are new tendencies emerging within labour movements across
the new global economy. This tendency is described as
community unionism or social movement unionism. The
main orientation of this new tendency is to regain union
identities as a social movement engaged in struggles for social
justice. Particularly in a context of neo-liberal globalization,
revitalizing unions is intricately linked with issues of
transnational worker solidarity or labour internationalism.
In extending social movement unionism to the global realm,
some local unions are increasingly becoming aware of a
global social movement unionism, depicted by the Southern
Initiative on Globalization and Trade Union Rights
(SIGTUR) network.

Union strategies

I n terms of union responses to neo-liberal globalization,
the two main tendencies can be described as business
unionism and movement unionism (figure. 1). Business
unionism is what is promoted by business and the World
Bank, think tanks and a range of NGOs. In this view, unions
are seen purely in economic terms as labour market actors
whose interests are to improve wages and conditions for their
members. Accordingly, the unions should co-operate with
the management to improve “productivity”, “efficiency”, and
“international competitiveness”. The two main manifestations
of business unionism are described as authoritarian and
strategic unionism (Lambert, 2002).

Authoritarian unionism is where unions are controlled by
the authority in power (theocracy. military dictatorship, fascist
party, etc.), with limited access to a system of industrial
relations. In contrast, strategic unionism focuses on the realm
of representative politics and systems of industrial relations.
This economistic approach to unions, focuses on providing

“services” for members, while avoiding alliances, agitation
and mobilization. Generally, these unions are the preferred
choice of employers as well as the state, where unions act as
‘managers of discontent’, socialising workers to become hard
working, self-responsible and docile.

In contrast, movement unionism locates unions as key actors
within the labour movement as class and civil society actors.
In acknowledging the specificity of capitalist class relations
shaping wage work, union interests extend beyond the
workplace and labour markets into addressing issues of
community and citizenship. Within movement unionism there
are also two tendencies. Political unionism, like strategic
unionism is based on representative politics. In Sri Lanka,
the CP, LSSP and JVP unions practice varying degrees of
political unionism. Meanwhile, the UNP union Jathika
Sevaka Sangamaya (JSS), the SLFP union Nidahas Sevaka
Sangamaya, and the CWC (Ceylon Workers Congress — the
dominant plantation union) practice a version of political
unionism that is mainly promoting business unionism.

The changes in party-union relationship are central for
understanding new possibilities for unions. The party-union
relationship entered a new set of relations with the decline
of classic Socialist or Communist labour parties, and the
disconnection of socialist alternatives from the labour
movement and social revolution (Hobsbawm, 1989). In
addition, the rise of new social movements (women, peace.
ecology, sexual identities, etc.) revealed the inability of
centralised parties to address a range of issues. Even working-
class parties such as the CP, LSSP and JVP are hollowed
out, lacking alternatives to market-driven politics.

Figure 1. Union responses
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An emerging new tendency within movement unionism
focuses on union strategies independent of political parties,
and geared towards long term alliances with other civil
society movements and on collective action. This tendency
is described as community unionism (Wills, 2001, Fine 2005)
or social movement unionism (Waterman, 1993; Moody,
1997, Seidman, 1994; Lambert, 2002). In this strategic
orientation, even party allied unions are manoeuvring to gain
some autonomy, which is often contested and negotiated.

Social movement unionism (SMU) is about gaining union
independence to activate autonomous, creative initiative and
collective agency of workers while building alliances with
external actors. These external relations include other unions,
and community groups, and NGOs. These actors are located
in different territorial scales (local, national, regional, and
global), strategic terrains (lobbying, awareness raising,
activism, etc) and issues (worker rights, womens’ rights,
ecology, peace, etc.). In resisting political party attempts to
negotiate, institutionalize, and change demands won by trade
unions, the SMU approach suggests party "strategies that
serve rather than lead and dominate" trade unions and the
labour movement (Waterman, 1993).

Unions and the labour force

T he capacity for unions to mobilize relates to their

specific context in the labour force. The level of
unionisation in Sri Lanka in 2000 was around 18% of the
employed labour force, or nearly one million workers, of the
5.6 million employed labour force (Labour Department,
2001). Between 1977 and 2000, the numbers of unionized
workers have fluctuated between 1.4 to 1 million workers.
In 2000, there were 1,636 unions encompassing around 1.4
million members (Labour Department, 2001).

The plantation workers are the largest segment of unionized
manual workers, with close to 450,000 unionized workers
in privatized tea plantations. The urban labour movement is
dominated by services sector workers, mostly in the public
sector. While representing a relatively small nucleus of
organised workers, the public sector workers are a core
segment of the labour movement, with a militant history.
Most militant unions are dispersed in the ports, bus, railways,
government administrative services,postal, telecommunica-
tion, banks, schools, and hospitals.

However, the fragmented character of the union movement
is a main constraint on union mobilization. According to
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Labour Ministry categories, the concentration of registered
trade unions in 2000 included: 140 in Education, 123 in the
health sector, 90 in railways, 61 in the plantations, 36 in
Mahaweli-related (agriculture) activity, 26 in Bank-related
areas, and 19 in the ports (Labour Department, 2000). While
there are numerous unions, in each sector and within each
occupation, often only a handful of unions are active.

Authoritarian labour markets

n Sri Lanka, as in most South Asian countries, the

liberalization policies (or market-driven politics) are
re-configuring dominant political unionism strategies towards
business unionism. This is based on reinforcing authoritarian
labour markets or coercive labour regimes aimed at making
a productive and docile labour force. Authoritarian labour
markets are essentially those that restrict collective bargaining
rights and freedom of association, while legitimizing coercive
managerial authority.

A key moment in this shift towards authoritarian labour
markets is the repression of the union movement during the
1980 July strike. The mobilisation of the UNP union. the
JSS, then known as Thugs Inc, characterised how unions were
manipulated for narrow party interests. The authoritarian
labour markets were also reinforced by the state engaged in
an ethnic conflict since 1983 and counter-state violence of
the 1989-90 ‘terror period’. Moreover, the regular
enforcement of Essential Services Act, and the extension of
“free trade zone™ status to the whole country, continues to
undermine unions while empowering employers.

Unions are restricted not only by the decisions and non-
decisions of the state, but also by the conditions of
unemployment, declining real wages and sustained levels of
poverty. While the official unemployment rate has declined
from around 14% in 1990 to around 8.3% of the labour force
(7.7 million) in 2003, issues of underemployment and
unemployment in rural areas, of educated youth and women
are serious enduring issues.

The growing casualised (migrant workers, home workers,
etc) and feminised labour force also reveals the inadequacies
of dominant union strategies. For unions spatially fixed on
formal workplaces, the casualised informal sector workers
who are difficult to organise is a key challenge. Meanwhile
women wage-workers continue to be neglected by enduring
male-biased unions. Even in unions where women are a
majority of members, such as tea plantation workers, nurses,
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and teachers, the union leaders and officials are mostly men.
This masculine culture of trade unions also evades substantive
alliances with the women’s movement. However, the male
bias in unions is maintained by similar tendencies in other
interconnected institutions such as the private sector, state
(labour department, courts, labour tribunals, police, hospital,
schools, etc), and community (religious worker welfare
institutions, NGOs, etc.). Given these internal and external
constraints, how can unions develop SMU strategies?

Social Movement Unionism in action
T he SMU theorising relates to the rise of militant labour
movements with similar strategies, yet in different
contexts of the global capitalist economy. This labour
militancy emerged in “semi-peripheral” or “late
industrialising” economies of South Africa and Brazil in the
1970s, and Philippines and South Korea in the 1980s
(Webster, 1988; Moody, 1997: 200; Seidman, 1994).
However, the development of SMU strategies is not confined
to semi-industrialised authoritarian countries. In the North,
the Canadian Auto Workers Union, in the late 1980s (Moody,
1997:200), Justice for Janitors (Johnston, 1999) and
Solidarity and Workplace Project (Fine, 2005) in the U.S.
have adopted similar strategies (Waterman, 1993). The ‘social
movement’ character of these unions relates to their
“inclusiveness” that connected the workplace with demands
around collective consumption (public goods and services).

The union strategies in South Africa and Brazil in the 1980s
characterized an SMU orientation for their “unusually
inclusive character” that strengthened “the discourse of class
within popular organisations” (Seidman, 1994: 40). Despite
differences in histories and ethnic politics, the two labour
movements depicted similar patterns, scales, forms, and
discourses of mobilization. These similarities involved three
main strategic and organizational elements. First, there is an
eruption of strike activity mobilized by workers with a strong
shop-floor organization. Second, a rapid escalation of
demands from workplace to broader community and national
issues that linked shop-floor organizations with national
federations. This escalation of demands also positioned the
labour movement, directly challenging the state. Finally,
strong structured alliances between labour movements and
the community groups, mutually reinforced each other. In
emphasizing the movement dimension of unions, the labour-
community alliances elaborated new relations between the
“working class, the state and dominant classes” (ibid.).
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The emergence of union-community relations, in both South
Africa and Brazil, were conditioned by a specific context of
“peripheralisation” of worker communities (Seidman, 1994).
The steady outward push of the poor and working class
residents, to the geographic and social edges of the city, meant
a daily commute to work with minimal state social provision.
This provoked struggles around public services (collective
consumption) such as public transport, housing, and
municipal governance issues, which reinforced union-
community alliances in both South Africa and Brazil (Ibid.
:227-252). These struggles around public goods and services,
or anti-privatization struggles, are emerging as a new terrain
of struggle capable of building alliances across a range of
actors.

These union-community relations have also emerged within
Sri Lankan labour movement. For example, the nurers’
(Public Services United Nurses Union) struggles in 1985
drew on a range of actors, including women’s NGOs. The
FTZ workers have mostly linked with NGOs in their
struggles. The unions most likely to forge these alliances are
generally party-independent trade unions, with relatively
progressive leaders such as the CMU (private sector clerical
workers), the CBEU (banks), the UPTO (post and telecom)
and FTZWU (free trade zone workers). However, these
union-community alliances are mostly instrumental,
contingent and transient. Deepening these alliances into
structured, long term alliances is a key aim of SMU. In
addition, extending these alliances into the trans-national
realm, of labour internationalism, described as Global Social
Movement Unionism.

Labour Internationalism

L abour internationalism entered a new phase in the early
1990s under a new global economy. The new global
economy is characterized by: the increased scale and power
of global financial markets; the extended role of Transnational
Corporations (TNCs) in the production and marketing of
goods and services; and new transnational regulatory
structures (e.g. WTO and numerous bi/multi lateral trade
agreements) (Leys, 2001: 13-14). In other words, the unions
are now dealing with globally mobile capital and an
internationalised state. This draws attention to the limitations
of a purely nation-state oriented union strategies, that have
also nurtured existing forms international union alliances of
labour internationalism.

Labour internationalism was founded in the second half of
the twentieth century and coincided with the invention of
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nation-state traditions (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). In the
context of a growing North-South divide and competitive
regional alignments, an effective union revitalisation relates
to the possibility of, and necessity for, a Global Social
Movement Unionism (GSMU) strategy (Moody, 1997:275).
Accordingly, a GSMU orientation is grounded in recognising
the interdependence of labour internationalism with other
internationalisms, such as feminist, environmental, and
human rights. This emphasis on many internationalisms,
leads to recognising the limits of ‘old’ labour internationalism.

The ‘old’ labour internationalism is maintained by the ICFTU
(International Confederation of Free Trade Unions), the
WFTU (World Federation of Trade Unions) and the GUFs
(Global Union Federations which are industry based
international unions such as the ITF — International Transport
Federation). Among these the ICFTU and GUFs are the main
international unions and they primarily focused on systems
of industrial relations, engaged in promoting union rights.
However, their (eurocentric) discourse of ‘social partnerships’
and ‘social contract’ end up reinforcing authoritarian state
strategies in the South.

In contrast, the emerging “new” labour internationalism
coincides with new social movements and Third Worldism.
These perspectives are critical of eurocentric, bureaucratic,
and male-biased tendencies of ‘old” internationalism (Munck,
1988). Unlike the ‘old’ internationalism that was based on
‘unity in diversity’ the ‘new’ internationalism emphasises
‘diversity in unity’. This allows for recognizing ‘many’
internationalisms that are interdependent with labour.

In turn, the new labour internationalism expresses a complex
solidarity. This complexity relates to negotiating a range of
hierarchical relations of power that extend across multiple
sites, relationships, orientations, strategies, and alliances
(Waterman, 1998:72-73). As a result, the new labour
internationalism is initiated by workers in the global South,
involving African, Asian and Latino workers (Lambert and
Webster, 2003). In turn, these new initiatives reveal the
inadequacies of ‘old’ labour internationalism in the South
socialised by independence struggles, and based on party
subordinated, nation-state strategies. So are there concrete
initiatives that characterize GSMU strategies?

The SIGTUR

T he SIGTUR (Southern Initiative on Globalisation and
Trade Union Rights) is an international union network
resembling a new labour internationalism (GSMU). The

“South” is articulated as a counter-hegemonic value
orientation. It emphasise the subordinated (marginalized)
status of the South in the global economic power hierarchy;
the history and experience of colonialism; coercive labour
regimes; disillusionment with post-colonial development
states; and differences in national histories and organizational
cultures (Lambert and Webster, 2003).

The SIGTUR emerged from the struggles of the South
African union COSATU (Confederation of South African
Trade Unions). COSATU’s struggles in the 1980’s against
the authoritarian apartheid state encouraged new strategies
of building worker solidarity. With the aim of developing a
new trade union internationalism, COSATU committed itself
to an initiative bringing together independent unions from
Asia, Australia and Southern Africa. SIGTUR’s orientation
is based on encouraging open, democratic internal structures,
engaging in contentious action outside of the establish system
and building alliances with other struggles, movements and
NGOs. Focused on mobilization and campaign orientation,
these strategies express new ways of organizing.

New modes of organizing and mobilization

he SIGTUR is aimed at transforming bureaucratic,

hierarchical, centralized, modes of organization that
restrict debate, dialogue and participation. Led by a
generation of committed activists, SIGTUR promotes
democratic and network organizations that encourage
decentralized open debate. The aim is to promote new forms
of worker solidarity within unions and among unions and
other social movements, networks and organizations. There
is also a focus on “structured linkages” between strong and
weak unions. These linkages relate to coordinating
orgnisational strategies through collective decision making
and community-building events.

The SIGTUR’s focus on independent democratic unions is
formally articulated in the 1999 “Principles for Participation”
statement. This is built around the ILO conventions 87
(Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to
Organise Convention) and 98 (Right to Organise and
Collective Bargaining Convention). In broadening the scope
of unionism, these core principles are for developing clear
organising strategies to move into the new areas.

Since its origin in 1992, SIGTUR has held six international
conferences between 1992 and 2005. These conferences
include a range of unions, labour non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), global union federations (GUFs),
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labour academics and activists. The SIGTUR conferences
are often linked with events of local activism. At the 2005
SIGTUR conference in Thailand, the activism included two
protests: one in front of the Australian embassy against new
labour reforms and the other at a chicken processing factory
where locked-out women workers were agitating.

At the third conference in Calcutta in 1997, hosted by the
CITU, there were 260 delegates. More than 20,000 workers
participated in the Calcutta opening events. At the fifth
SIGTUR conference (2001), in Seoul, South Korea, there
were 150 delegates from 15 countries including South Africa,
South Korea, Brazil, Australia, India, Indonesia, Philippines,
Thailand, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Zimbabwe and
Hong Kong. At this conference, SIGTUR delegates
participated in an anti-war rally condemning the war on
Afghanistan and the Joen Tae Il labour activists
commemoration rally (somewhat similar to a May Day rally).
The conference also initiated solidarity action to release jailed
union leaders and activists in Korea and Malaysia.

The 2005 SIGTUR conference was attended by three
unionists from Sri Lanka. They were Anton Marcus (FTZWU
- Free Trade Zone Workers Union); O.A. Ramiah (tea
plantations workers) and Saman Rathnapriya (nurses’ union).
As an activist within the SIGTUR from its inception, Anton
Marcus has leveraged the SIGTUR network to engage in a
range of campaigns. For example, at the 2001 SIGTUR
conference in Korea, Anton actively campaigned around the
coercive labour practices of Korean companies in the Sri
Lankan FTZs. In effect, the Free Trade Zone Workers Union
remains the only union experimenting with SMU strategies.
Emerging from worker struggles in the FTZs in the early
1980’s, this new union began as a partnership between a
women’s NGO (the Women’s Centre) and a union. By
participating in the SIGTUR network, the FTZWU has gained
resources, opportunities and incentives to internationalise the
struggles o