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AHARDLINER'S VICTORY

The Tamils and the new
President of Sri Lanka

The Tamil community’s
hopes for reconciliation
and justice seem distant
asthe newpresident hasa
history of opposing Tamil
political aspirations

PAUL NEWMAN

tis well known that Anura Kumara
ID'&a.rmyﬂke. the new president of

Sri Lanka, is a staunch leftist na-
tonalist. He subscribes to the Sinha-
la-majoritarianideology of ‘one nation,
onelanguage, one culture, leaving the
minarity Tamilstocontinue struggling
for their living space and basic rights to
preserve their cultural id entities.

During his election campaign, while
speaking inJaffna, thehistorical cultural
capital of the Tamils, Dissanayalemade
itveryclear that he was neither thereto
seek Tamilvotes nor propose federalism
or offer a political solution but to pre-
serve the identity of Sri Lanka on every
inch of its soil and urged the Tamils to
join the mainsiream Sinhala nation, His
callforall Tamils to learm the Smhalalan-
guagereiterates aremforcement of the
Sinhala Only Actof 1956, which wasone
of the main triggers of the unresolved
ethnic problem in Sri Lanka.

Dissanayake represents the Janata
Vimukt Peramuna (JVP). a Sinhala
chauvinist Buddhist party that was
against the India proposed Indo-5ri
Lankan accord of 1987, which offered
a minimal solution to the Tamils issue
through the 13th Amendment to the Sri
Lankan Constitution. Theamendment,
passed in 1987, established Provincial
Councils, unified the Tamil-dominart-
ed North and Eastern Provincesasone
unit, and recognised Tamil asan official
language and Tamils as a nation along
with recognising English as a link lan-
guage, The amendment also granted
police power to the provinces, where in
police could be appointed and admin-
istered at the provincial level. Even to
this day, over 98% of policein Sri Lanka
are Sinhalese, and the military remains
almostexclusively Sinhala.

The JVP had publicly burnt the 13th
Amendment. After the withdrawal
of the Indian Peace Keeping Force in
1990, the 13th Amendment faded in
relevance. India continues to call for
its reimplementation, and moderate
Tamil leaders of Sri Lanka have sup

ported the Indian stand urging SriLan-
ka toimplement the 13th Amendment
asthefirststep towardsnotjustseeking
a political solution but also reconcilia-
tion berween the Tamils and Sinhalese.
Former President Mahinda Rajapakse,
who ended the brutal war, had repeat-
edly assured India that he would go a
stepfurtherand implement “13+of the
amendment, which would bring about
more federalism in the country.”
Dissanayake’s party has consistently
opposed any devolution of power tothe
Tamils or a federal structure. The JVP
hasalsobeen supporting the militarisa-
tionof the Tamil areas and opposing any
form of internanonal mvestigations of

the brutal massacreof the Tamils during
thelaststagesofthe Sri Lankan civil war.
The UN recognises the killing of at least
40,000 Tamil civilians, and civil society
isstill seeking accountability for missing
146,679 civilians during May 2008,

The new President has often stat-
ed that he will not support the UN
accountability mechanism, which
seeks to prasecute military personnel
involved in war crimes and crimes
against humanity committed again-t
the Tamils. While the international
community, especially the Wzt has
been firm in calling for the scting up
of an independent mechanism o seek
truth and thensearch forreconciiation
as perinternationa! stavdards, e Sni
Lankanleadershave: sneaiadly stalled
anvsuch effors.

For more than 15 years, Sri Lankan
leaders have songht time from the UN
and never impleinented any of the ac-
countahifitys ceking mechanisms. The
president’s pasty has mocked UN reso-
lut:ons passed against Sri Lanka since
201! The hopes of the Tamils to seek
Justice for the atrocities committed

against them hinge on the implemen-
tation of these resolutions.

Despite s close ties with China, Dis-
sanayake's first official visit will be to
India, which has provided significant
economic support to Sri Lanka, The
Tamils of the North and East have al-
ways looked up to India to bring about
a political solution, which has eluded
theisland nation. The mostaffected by
the hardcore stand of the successive
Sinhala leaders since 1983 are the Ta-
mil refugees living in the 108 refugee
camps of Tamil Nadu. Yet again, they
would be disappointed that they have
a hardlimer as their president. Their
dreams ol waiting to return home after
four decades have to be shelved fornow.

Land grabbing and the colonisation
of land belonging to Tamils have been
rampant in Tamil-deminated areas of
SriLanka. The previousregimesof Ma-
hinda Rajapaksagave five acresaofland
to Sinhalese walling to settle in the Ta-
milareasof the north, and Dissanavake,
then a minister, was a vocal supporter
of this scheme. Fear has once again
gripped the North and East following
the new president s statement that one
party or one man cannot resolve this
ethnicissue,

The Tamils hope that the new Presi-
dent will rise above his hardline stance
and treat them with dignity, respect-
ing their rights and working tovwurds
rendering justice and accouvatablity
as outlined by the UN for all tha: they
have suffered for decades. India, 1o,
will hope the same as the unresalved
Tamil issue of Sri Lagka rerorins a bit-
termemaory for boih Tami!s and India.

History has givena chauee 1o Dissan-
ayake, the son of in ordinary govern-
mentworker from o rural area without
arypalitical bckground so essentialin
Sri Lankan prlitics, to rise to the high-
es! nosition i the country. He could use
this opportunity to dowhat none of his
prudecessors have done and prove that
power can be used for the right purpos-
25, as he has mentioned all along when
speaking about the corruption and
nepotism of the Rajapaksa family. By
initiating a dialogue with the Tamils, he
could not only win over the Tamils but
also improve relations with India, the
international community, and the UN.
Indoing so, he could bring inarefresh-
ing changetotheisland nation thathas
been in deep turmoil since 1981
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