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Message from Director-General IDN-InDepth News
Welcome, readers of this booklet. "Sri
Lanka Indian Ocean's Strategic Island".
This is a compilation of articles by Sri
Lankan writers, disseminated through
IDN. These are an authentic resource for
journalists and others interested. These are
a departure from the biased views reflected
in the Western media.
Western media perspectives override the
country's rich cultural heritage and the first
known Buddhist writings of Sri Lanka, the
Pāli Canon, dated back to the Fourth
Buddhist council in 29 BC. The island state's profound history spans
3,000 years, with evidence of prehistoric human settlements at least
125,000 years ago.
Geographic location and deep harbours made it of great strategic
importance from the time of the ancient Silk Road through to the modern
Maritime Silk Road. Its location as a major trading hub made it known to
both the East (Asia) as well as the European continent. The country's
trade in luxury goods and spices attracted traders of many nations,
creating Sri Lanka's diverse population.
Palitha Kohona accentuates and analyses all this in his articles and
Kalinga Seneviratne uncovers how Sri Lanka appears to have become the
target of Western media's "undeclared war" and how the Western media
has "invented the crisis in Sri Lanka".
This booklet warns how sensational journalism hides reality, and lays
bare the multi-layered dimensions of a country which continues to offer
some of the best diplomats of the world capable of breaking the knots and
paving the road to multilateralism leading to international peace and
security.
Ramesh Jaura
Director-General, IDN-InDepthNews, flagship agency of Non-profit
International Press Syndicate (INPS)
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Introduction
In the past 3 decades Sri Lanka has been a largely misunderstood and
misreported country in the international media. Sometimes the AngloAmerican global media, and lately Al-Jazeera, have tended to give undue
prominence to anti-Sinhalese and anti-Buddhist spokespersons in their
reporting.
This publication is a selection of articles moved by IDN In-Depth News
the flagship of the International Press Syndicate in the past few years
written by Sri Lankan experts who understand the country well.
As you read the articles you may note that many of these articles
challenge the narrative of the western media and bring a refreshingly
different perspective to news reporting on Sri Lanka.
These articles should also give readers an understanding of the
complexity of reporting on a country, that has a rich history and cultural
heritage that has been protected for over 2000 years from many foreign
threats. Ignorance of such history could easily mislead a foreign reporter
in understanding the nuances of community and religious life in the
island nation.
Such ignorance and misunderstandings could also make foreign reporters
easy prey to various people in the country (and in the Sri Lankan
diaspora), who want to use the western media to spread their own agenda
and propaganda.
We hope that this publication would be a useful educational resource for
journalists and other communicators, as well as students of Asian and
Cultural Studies that gives an Asian (specifically Sri Lankan) perspective
on the issues addressed.
For the past 5 years Lotus Communication Network has collaborated with
IDN-INDepth News in jointly disseminating Lotus News Features to
international audiences. This is the first of a planned series of educational
resources to provide a much needed Asian perspective to news reporting.
Dr Kalinga Seneviratne
Director, Lotus Communication Network
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European Disregard For Human Rights - Sri Lanka’s Heroic
Freedom Struggles of 1818 and 1848
Palitha Kohona

Colombo (IDN), December 2018: We
look back on a heroic struggle that our
ancestors waged 200 years ago against
the mightiest empire that the world had
known up to that time, to regain their
freedom and that of a nation that had
remained unbowed for over 2300
years.
Unfortunately, it was a heroic but
unequal struggle with a much more
powerful and vengeful colonial power,
which had also through unscrupulous
Kandyan people in to factions suspicious
bonds that bound the nation together.

‘Dalada Maligawa’ Temple of the Tooth
Relic in Kandy (Photo credit: CC BY 2.0)

manipulation succeeded in splitting the
of each other and diluted the centuries old

Having gained access to the mountain fastness of the Kandyan Kingdom, it had also
cleverly positioned itself and the boundless resources of its vast empire to snuff out
any effort to regain our freedom, which we had lost two years earlier. There may have
been some hope of success at certain points of the uprising but the odds were
weighted too unequally and the desperate struggle of our ancestors ended with failure.
In the words of Tibetan, Mahinda Thero, “The Independent Crown Which Was Ours
for Two Thousand Years, Was Now No Longer Ours”. Britain, which had through
devious strategies taken over the control of the Kandyan Kingdom, and as it
demonstrated time and again in different parts of the world, perfidiously breached the
solemn commitments that it undertook by treaty, causing the sparks that inflamed the
Kandyan highlands and proceeded to entrench itself in Lanka for 133 years before
leaving following the Second World War.
In 2016, the Government of Sri Lanka pardoned posthumously, those who rose up to
regain the independence of the country two hundred years ago and who had been
branded as traitors to the British crown. 101 names appear on that incomplete honour
role. In reality, 778 rebel leaders were either executed, imprisoned or banished from
the country, branded as traitors to the British crown.
Their lands were confiscated and the owners were debarred from returning to their
ancestral lands in perpetuity. The villagers who had worked on those lands suffered
summary evictions. The land was later given to those who chose to serve the colonial
master or to British plantation companies. Many in this audience will breathe a sad
sigh at this thought.
Human Rights Forgotten
During the uprising, thousands were slaughtered by the British forces, houses and
crops were burned, women raped, children orphaned and most of the Kandyan
countryside devastated. Britain was to repeat this ignominious performance many
times in other parts of the world before it belatedly discovered human rights.
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The people rose up again in 1848 against the colonial power. But on that occasion, an
occupier who, by this time, was much more solidly entrenched in the country quelled
the uprising much more rapidly. Though smaller uprisings occurred in 1820, 1823,
and 1824, none of them seriously threatened the British control of the highlands.
We need to take a step back and examine the circumstances that led to the great
Kandyan uprising of 1817/1818 to attempt to separate myth from reality, truth from
convenient propaganda, including cheap political sloganeering and to understand why
the Kandyan masses, led by their chiefs, rose up against the British in 1817 and later
in 1848 and why the British were successful in suppressing them.
Fall of the Kandyan Kingdom
First, a comment on the fall of the Kandyan Kingdom. Despite the many assertions
made to explain the fall of the Kandyan Kingdom to the British in 1815, there are a
number of incontrovertible facts that tend to get blurred in the search for catchy
slogans and easy analyses.
It is a fact that Kandy valiantly withstood the efforts of two contemporary world
powers to conquer it for over two centuries and paid a massive price in men,
resources and social coherence. By the early 19th century, it was an utterly exhausted
kingdom, a fruit ready to be plucked by a strong empire.
The Kandyan aristocracy, which tends to be conveniently criticized mainly for
political correctness, provided the leadership to the people against the foreign
invaders on all those occasions, without exception. They led the village militias in
building defences, armed them, provided the leadership and protected the King and
religion. On occasion, it was the Kandyan leaders who ventured to the foreign
dominated lowlands to harry the occupiers and even to negotiate with them.
While the Kingdom of Kotte in the western coastal lowlands, and Jaffna in the north
of Lanka fell under the domination of the Portuguese during the 16th century, and the
populations were quickly subjugated, in particular through proselytization, Kandy
emerged as the bastion of Sinhala independence. There was not much resistance in the
lowlands to the foreign occupiers once the Kotte and Sitawaka Kingdoms were
subjugated.
The Kandyan Kingdom, commonly referred as the “Sinhale”, since the first attempt of
the Portuguese to control it in 1591, valiantly resisted repeated attempts of the
Portuguese, the Dutch and initially the British, to conquer it, at great cost to itself and
even greater cost to the invaders.
The Treaty of Tordesillas
The Europeans were, all in their day, the super powers of the world. It is important to
note that in a supreme act of arrogance, the Portuguese and the Spanish had even
divided up the newly discovered lands of the world to which their ships had sailed
under the Treaty of Tordesillas, (June 7, 1494), which had the blessings of the
Spanish-born Pope Alexander VI.
Portuguese ambitions in Sri Lanka were comprehensively thwarted by a Kandyan
prince in 1591. The Portuguese, who were well established in the Kotte Kingdom by
this time, invaded Kandy to enthrone their protégé, Dom Philip, an heir of the
dispossessed ruler of Kandy, Karaliayadde Bandara. They were accompanied by a
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Sinhala nobleman, Konnappu Bandara, who had spent much of his childhood and
youth in Goa under Portuguese protection and acquired western skills.
Dom Philip was installed as king but died under suspicious circumstances, and
Konnappu Bandara enthroned himself with the assistance of the chiefs, and taking the
regal name of Vimala Dharma Surya. He also reverted to the traditional faith of the
people, Buddhism. Many commentators believe that had he not done so, Buddhism
would probably have disappeared from Lanka due to relentless Christian missionary
activity. The demise of Sitawake Kingdom after the death of Rajasinha I, left Kandy
the only independent Sinhala kingdom.
A prolonged period of warfare with the Portuguese, lasting over 70 years, ensued with
the Portuguese persisting in their efforts to conquer Kandy and the Kandyans routing
the invader repeatedly.
The kings, the chiefs and the people of the Kandyan kingdom were forced to defend
their highland home time and time again for the next 215 years. A task which they
accomplished with incredible success despite not having a standing army, being a
small population and possessing relatively of meager resources. They used the
mountainous terrain of their kingdom to maximum advantage, perfected military
tactics that were unfamiliar to the European invaders and even copied and mastered
the weapons that the Europeans had introduced. Their audacious endurance and
commitment surprised the invaders.
In 1841, Lieutenant De Butts noted that the "physiognomy of the mountaineers is
influenced by the bold scenery amid which they reside, and which is supposed to
impart somewhat of hardiesse to their manners and aspect." This physiognomic
difference was said to map on to a divergence in character, evident in the "servility"
and "effeminate" nature of the lowlanders, which contrasted with the elevated
manliness of the highlanders.
European Invasions and Advent of Poverty
But the incessant warfare and Portuguese depredations decimated the population,
especially the male population, damaged the system of agriculture and disrupted the
social fabric.
As contemporary writings suggest, poverty and deprivation were common in the
Kandyan kingdom but this did not prevent the average villager from picking up his
arms and bravely rushing forward at the behest of their king and chiefs to confront the
European invaders time and time again.
On occasion, Kandyan victories over the Portuguese were nothing but spectacular.
The surprising thing is not that the Kandayans held out but that they managed to hold
out for over two hundred years. One could attribute this in large measure to a fierce
sense of national pride and loyalty to the King, their land and their chiefs.
Another period of fending off the Dutch who had succeeded the Portuguese ensued.
Although, the Dutch who were more interested in trade rather than territorial
acquisitions and religious conversions, were lesser marauders than the Portuguese.

7

Arrival of British
The British ousted the Dutch
from Lanka. They had recently
defeated Napoleon’s navy in
the Battle of the Nile and were
beginning to control vast areas
of India. Supremely confident
of their own superiority, they
sought to ensure that the entire
Island of Ceylon was firmly
under their control mainly for
Drawing of Kandyan Kingdom. (Photo: Island Daily, Sri
strategic reasons. The existence
Lanka)
of a small independent
kingdom in the middle of the
country was causing them additional expenses and could be exploited by a competing
power at some point. It was an irritant that had to be erased.
Before long, they began to do what their European predecessors had been doing
unsuccessfully for 200 years. Governor North even suggested the creation of a
protectorate with a British regiment stationed in Kandy, but this proposal was
rejected.
The first major British invasion of Kandy suffered the same fate as those of the
Portuguese and the Dutch. The King commanded the loyalty of the chiefs, the people
and the monks and the invaders were just massacred at Le Wella (Bloody Beach) but
the world’s only superpower at the time did not take this defeat lying down.
Despite the success against the first British invasion, there is little doubt that the
Kandyan Kingdom was in a state of acute fatigue and the inevitable challenge to its
independence from the British Empire would be impossible to resist.
Britain’s agents astutely examined the reasons for Kandy’s success in the past and
worked towards methodically neutralising them. Their strategy was successful and the
result was that the second invasion in 1815 was an easy success and Kandy, the last
holdout of the Sinhala people, fell without much resistance.
Divide and Rule
First, the British set about demonising the King and splitting the King from the chiefs,
the people and the monks, the three traditional pillars on which power of the King
rested. The King himself was probably an unwitting accessory to this devious plan
and undertook actions that lost the confidence of the chiefs and the people. It has been
suggested that he became an addict to alcohol. He attempted to take in to custody
First Adigar Ehelepola, failing that, he executed 47 chiefs from Sabaragamuwa and
put to death Ehelepola’s entire family in gruesome ways.
This was an incident that the British exploited to the hilt and publicized to maximum
effect. The gruesome deaths shocked the Kandyan aristocracy, whose loyalty could no
longer be taken for granted and the people now revolted openly, only to be suppressed
cruelly.
John D'Oyly Esqr, (later Sir John D’Oyly), a dedicated genius on his majesty’s civil
service to some, but a supremely devious manipulator to others, had inveigled himself
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in to the confidence of a number of senior Kandyan chiefs. He correctly advised
Governor Brownrigg that Kandy's nobles were ready to cooperate with any British
attempt at dislodging their despised King, Sri Vikrama Rajasinghe.
D’Oyly appeared to possess the key to the conquest that had so far eluded previous
European invaders – a profound insight into the soul of the Kandyans, possibly
facilitated by his fluency in Sinhala. Circumstance after circumstance ensured that the
cherished freedom of the Sinhala people would be snuffed out by the global super
power, Britain.
The King’s troops, providing the excuse, crossed the British-Kandyan border seeking
Ehelepola, and attacked the British garrison at Sitawaka - of itself enough provocation
for Brownrigg to dispatch a force to Kandy. The situation was aggravated by the
return of a group of Muslim traders, British subjects, mutilated on the orders of Sri
Vikrama Rajasingha at Hanguranketha.
With the King having antagonized the Kandyan chieftains, the monks disenchanted
with the monarch, the people loathing their royal lord and the citizen militia not being
ready to man the passes as usual, the background for the capture of the kingdom and
the King was well orchestrated.
D’Oyley had arranged for the chiefs to not oppose the invading British forces, who,
after all, were only purporting to replace a detested King. The British, advancing in a
number of columns, met scant resistance and entered Kandy on the 10th of February
1815, accompanied by John d'Oyly.
A jubilant Brownrigg informed the Admiralty: “Let by the invitation of the chiefs and
welcomed by the acclamations of the people, the forces of His Britannic Majesty,
have entered the Kandyan territory and penetrated to the capital. Divine Providence
has blessed their efforts with uniform success and complete victory. The ruler of the
interior provinces has fallen into their hands and the government remains at the
disposal of His Majesty's Representative”.
Later Sri Vikrama Rajasinghe was captured. The deposed King was exiled with his
harem, to Vellore Fort in India, where he died 17 years later. His son, and potential
heir, died childless in 1842.
Signing of Kandyan Convention
The British proceeded to sign the, the much discussed, Kandyan Convention, with
the chiefs. In the absence of the King, the chiefs had to be party to the Convention as
they now represented the remaining power base in the Kandyan Kingdom. Had they
not been party to the Convention, the Kingdom could have been vested with the
British crown with not even the pretence of the safeguards incorporated in the
Convention.
The Convention was agreed to in March 1815 after negotiations between John d'Oyly
and the nobles of Kandy. The essential points of the agreement were:
1. 'Sri Wickrema Rajasinha', the ‘Malabari’ king, would forfeit all claims to the
throne of Kandy.
2. The dominion is vested in the sovereign of the British Empire, to be exercised
through colonial governors, except in the case of the Adikarams, Disavas,
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Mohottalas, Korales, Vidanes and other subordinate officers reserving the
rights, privileges and powers within their respective ranks.
3. The religion of the Buddha was declared inviolable and its rights were to be
maintained and protected.
4. All civil and criminal justice over the Kandyan territory was to be
administered according to the established norms and customs of the country,
the government reserving to itself the rights of interposition when and where
necessary.
The King having fallen in to British hands and the British troops well established in
strategic locations, one wonders why there was even a need for the Convention.
There is no doubt that the British required the guarantee of the Convention to reassure
the Chiefs whom they believed could disturb
their relatively easy acquisition. The Chiefs for
their part extracted much more safeguards from
the British than would have been possible in the
event of an outright military defeat. It is to their
credit that they managed to negotiate such an
outcome with the undoubted super power of the
world that could have imposed its will on the
occupied kingdom.
The Convention is also unique in many ways. It
represents the voluntary transferal of authority
in Kandy to George III of Britain, and indeed
later events showed that the Kandyan nobility
did hope that they were simply replacing one
malleable master (the Nayakkar) with another
from far away (George III).
The British intentions and the Kandyan
Buddhist Pilgrims at Dalada
aspirations were not the same and Britain did
(Photo:
Kalinga
not reveal its hand until after the kingdom was Maligawa
Seneviratne)
well under their control. Indeed, Ehelepola
appears to have hoped that the new master would not be the British at all, but himself,
a Sinhala with a genuine claim to the throne.
The Chiefs and the Buddhist hierarchy were adamant that the Kandyan Convention
afforded exceptional protection to Buddhism, one of the key pillars of the Sinhala
people. (But less than fifty years later the British had constructed a church within the
sacred precinct of the Temple of the Tooth Relic).
Curiously, George III, the defender of the faith (Christian) committed himself to
protect the religion of the Buddha. Later in 1815 the heads of the Buddhist
monasteries at Malwatte and Asgiriya both met Governor Brownrigg and extracted
guarantees that Buddhism would not be compromised. This included a ban on
proselytizing and mission schools.
The Convention also committed the British to protect norms and customs of the
country, thereby ensuring the continuance of the customs and practices of the people.
These were more the clauses of a treaty between equals than a victor’s conditions
imposed on a vanquished.
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Holding The British At Bay – Not Easy
As to whether Kandy could have managed to hold the British at bay for much longer
or extract much more from the British in the negotiations at that point in history is
highly debatable. My view is that for a leadership which was not much familiar with
the momentous events shaping the future of the world and Britain emerging the
undisputed super power of the world, the chiefs did remarkably well.
They knew what they wanted and had it reflected in the Convention while accepting
the need for ridding the country of the detested Nayakkar king, who in their
perception had become a tyrant, and replacing him with another foreigner from a
distant land.
The British who concluded similar agreements elsewhere (Waitangi in New Zealand,
in Bechanaland, etc), very quickly and perfidiously breached their solemn
commitments. The breach of the Waitangi Treaty of 1840 was to result in the Maori
Wars in 1845 which lasted till 1870. The results were roughly the same as those that
followed the Kandyan uprising.
Thousands of Maoris were killed and dispossessed and over 16,000 square kilometres
of their land confiscated. The story in the Southern African highlands was not too
dissimilar and the struggle to recover the lands illegally possessed by the colonialists
continues. The more recent gory history of the Kenyan highlands is no different and a
sad indictment of the British.
Dissatisfaction with the British began to simmer almost immediately. The chiefs who
signed the Convention in their enthusiasm to rid themselves of the Nayakkar King,
and some to advance their own personal interests, began to entertain doubts about the
wisdom of what they had done.
As records of their actual feelings are not available, it is difficult to gauge what they
were actually going through. Perhaps self-doubt would have crept into their thinking.
The proud history of resistance so easily sacrificed may have begun to torture their
souls.
The British very quickly began to display their disregard for the Convention and the
people’s expectations and this irked the leaders and the people even more. The people
were used to being ruled by a king who moved with them at various social, cultural
and religious occasions.
Hence, resentment grew as they felt that they were being neglected and unwanted in
the course of day-to-day administration and governance by the strangers from distant
Europe. But the troops of the Empire were now well established at strategic locations
of the Kandyan Kingdom and the dissension that D’Oyly so carefully nurtured among
the chiefs festered.
The aristocracy and the Buddhist priests were accustomed to receiving respect from
persons who interacted with them. However, since the British rule, even a common
British soldier would pass by a Kandyan chief paying hardly any attention as he
would to anybody else. The disrespect demonstrated by the British annoyed the
chiefs.
The people of Uwa were the first to raise the flag of defiance. It was a spontaneous
uprising but the pent up emotions quickly fuelled a widespread conflagration. The
chiefs provided the leadership.
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The Rebellion Spreads
The first act of rebellion occurred in June 1816 when Madugalle Uda Gabada Nilame,
secretly proposed to the chief priest the possible removal of the Sacred Tooth Relic
from Kandy, thus removing one of the key symbols of power from British control.
Madugalle Nilame was dismissed from office and summarily dispatched to Colombo
and then to Jaffna without being given the opportunity to even bid farewell to his
family. His 'walauwa' 1 was publicly torched on the governor’s orders, and his other
possessions were confiscated and sold. Adding insult to injury, the sale proceeds went
toward the establishment of a pension fund for British officers!
The immediate spark that set off the uprising was the appointment of a Moor, Haji
Marikkar, as Travala Madige Muhandiram of Wellassa, being rewarded for his
services to the British, thereby undermining the authority of Millewa Dissawa of
Uwa.
Malabaris were prohibited from entering the Kandyan provinces without obtaining
prior permission, but when a pretender to the throne, Wilbawe, emerged, Sylvester
Wilson, the Government Agent of Badulla, immediately sent the recently elevated
Haji Mohandiram with a detachment to investigate. Haji Mohandiram was captured
by Bootawe Rate Rala at Wellassa and, on Wilbawe’s orders, put to death.
Sylvester Wilson then proceeded from Badulla on 16 October 1817 to investigate
with an armed escort of twenty-four Malay and Javanese soldiers under the command
of Lieutenant Newman met with a similar fate.
CrushingA Rebellion
The British Resident in Kandy John D’Oyly, dispatched Monarawila Keppetipola, the
Dissawe of Uva, who was in Kandy, to Badulla with instructions to crush the rebels.
But he went up to Alupotha and, following discussions, joined the rebels and was
immediately recognized as its leader. His presence inflamed the rebellion.
Keppitipola, displaying a dash of misplaced chivalry in the face of an insidious foe,
returned all the arms and ammunition of the British.
As news spread of Kappetipola’s defection, Wariyapola Sumangala Thero of Asgiriya
fled to Hanguranketa with the relic casket from the Sacred Temple of the Tooth,
which resulted in the rebellion taking a more vigorous turn. There was a belief among
the Sinhalese that whoever claimed the right to rule Sri Lanka must control the Tooth
Relic. Now the Sacred Relic was with the rebels.
Reflecting the deep-seated feelings of the people and the chiefs, the rebellion began
spilling rapidly into other dissawes.
But, unfortunately for the uprising, the chiefs, Molligoda, Ekneligoda,
Mahawalatenne and Dolosvala did not lend their support. Perhaps, a critical factor in
its eventual failure. Eknaligoda had already benefitted from the British crown for his
role in capturing the King.

1

Walauwa is the name given to a feudal/colonial manor house in Sri Lanka of a native headmen.
It is also reference to the feudal social systems that existed during the colonial era.
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The spreading rebellion alarmed Brownrigg. He informed Earl Bathurst in London,
that British prestige was at stake and that, if Britain lost, it would have far-reaching
consequences for the Empire in India.
Accordingly, he requested the British Governor of Madras for reinforcements, which
the Madras Government dispatched in the form of two battalions, one of European
infantry and the other Sepoys of the Madras Native Infantry. The resources that could
be drawn by the Empire to crush the rebellion were limitless. The tactics they
employed were brutal, relentless and totally indiscriminate. The British Empire
demonstrated that it would not tolerate rebellion.
Governor Brownrigg declared Marshall Law and issued a Proclamation on January 1,
1818 that seventeen leaders engaged in promoting rebellion and war against His
Majesty’s Forces, were "Rebels, Outlaws and Enemies to the British." Their lands and
properties were confiscated by the Crown. The peasant farmers of these lands suffered
as well.
A Campaign Of Unprecedented Ferocity And Brutality
The British forces then launched a campaign of unprecedented ferocity and brutality,
employing all the power and technology at their disposal and proceeded to crush the
uprising.
The word scorched earth policy was invented in more recent times but the British,
who would later preach human rights to the world, proceeded to implement this
military approach without remorse. Burning, including rice crops, pillaging,
destroying houses, fruit trees and domestic animals, devastating villages and killing
and raping, they decimated the countryside.
Lieutenant J. MaClaine of the 73rd Regiment was in the habit of hanging captured
prisoners whilst he took breakfast. For him, justice followed when the Kandyans shot
him in an ambush. Lieutenant Colonel Hook used to hang anyone whom he suspected
of being a rebel or a collaborator and anyone who appeared to be an adult male.
Lieutenants Colonel Hook and Hardy concentrated their military activities in
Wallapane and Badulla. Lieutenant Colonel Kelly and Major Macdonald engaged the
rebels in Uva/Wellassa.
First Adigar Molligoda, for reasons that need to be discussed elsewhere, assisted the
British and was handsomely rewarded by them.
In April 1818, Native Lieutenant Annan of the Ceylon Rifle Regiment (CRR) and
twenty-nine of his men having penetrated into the rebel dominated countryside
trapped Kohukumbure Rate Rala, (the 11th on the governor’s Wanted List) by
pretending to desert to the rebels. By September 1818, Ellepola Adikaram surrendered
to the British. Ellepola, the Dissawa of Viyaluwa, was beheaded at Bogambara on
October 27,1818.
September 1818 saw the British gaining the upper hand whilst the rebel leaders
showed signs of wavering. Governor. Brownrigg sensing an opportunity, promised
leniency to the rebels and their leaders if they surrendered before the deadline of
September 20, 1818.
The rice fields had been left fallow for several seasons and the villages had been
devastated. There was widespread hardship amongst the villagers who had fled to the
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jungles and hills. One by one, the rebel chiefs and their men began surrendering with
their weapons to take advantage of the amnesty offered by the governor.
With the rebellion collapsing, the valiant Keppetipola fled to Anuradhapura but was
captured together with Pilama Talawa II on October 28,1818 by Lieutenent O’Neil
assisted by Native Lieutenent Cader-Boyet of the CRR. Madugalle escaped. However,
five days later, on November 02, 2018, Ensign Shootbraid captured Madugalle in the
jungles of Elahera.
On the same day, the Sacred Tooth Relic fell into the hands of Shootbraid. "Its
recovery had a manifest effect on all classes and its having fallen into British hands
again by accident, demonstrated to the superstitious people of this country that it was
the destiny of the British Nation to govern the Kandyan Kingdom," wrote Governor
Brownrigg to Earl Bathurst, in a triumphant dispatch.
Ehelepola Maha Nilame whose role in the uprising has received various
interpretations over the years, but who was in British custody, was banished with
several other chiefs to Mauritius by Brownrigg. It transpired later that Ehelepola was
secretly providing guidance to the rebels.
Both Keppetipola and Madugalle were tried and sentenced to death. They were
executed in Bogambara thus snuffing out the last flames of resistance of the Great
Uprising. Keppetipola faced death in a manner that would inspire the nation for
centuries to come.
Failure Of An Uprising
Many reasons can be given for the failure of the uprising. First and foremost were the
immense power and enormous resources of the rising British Empire at the time. A
small nation, and its chiefs, though demonstrating exceptional valour and purpose,
had little chance of defeating Britain which was also basking in the glow of having
recently defeated Napoleon and the French empire and was exuding supreme
confidence.
The Kandyans did fight hard and Governor Brownrigg appears to have even
entertained the possibility of losing the Kandyan territory for a while. The powerful
and well-organized forces of the empire were more than a match for the ill organized
and un coordinated, poorly equipped and provisioned Kandyan militia.
The Kandyan forces were not trained and disciplined like the British military. Even
the King did not have a large standing army and always relied on the local militia and
the loyalty of the chiefs. Though fiercely committed to regaining their independence,
they were at best a village militia and not led by ruthless Europeans determined to
kill, rape and devastate in order to re-establish their authority.
The uprising had individuals who inspired and set the imagination of the nation
aflame but on the whole they could not match the disciplined forces of the British
Empire and their ferocity.
The rebels were also not well coordinated. Sparks of rebellions glowed in separate
parts of the Kandyan territory but eventually faded as there was no coordinated push.
The lack of formal communication channels and the inability to move against the
British in a coordinated manner severely disadvantaged the rebels.
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In the past, especially during the times of Vimala Dharmasuriya and Rajasingha II,
the king coordinated attacks against the invading Portuguese and the Dutch and
deployed his forces in a strategic manner. The absence of a central authority was
severely felt during the uprising.
The ferocious and persistent scorched earth policy of the British was a major factor in
sapping the morale of the freedom fighters. As the uprising lasted, a severe shortage
of food and manpower became an issue for the rebels. The British may have
slaughtered over 10,000, perhaps many more, in Uwa Wellassa alone, including
young boys. The region became devastated and was to remain so to this day due to the
depredations of the British forces.
Dispossession Of Land And Second Uprising
Added to this, was the dispossession caused by the confiscation of land. While the
rebel chiefs had their extensive land holdings confiscated, the villagers who also rose
up in rebellion, suffered when the land was taken over by the Crown. They were now
forced to eke out a living on the fringes of the large holdings which had provided
them with their livelihood in the past. The British crown acquired and subsequently
allocated these lands to European plantation companies. This would set the stage for
the second uprising, the Matale uprising, 30 years later.

Paddy Land in Sri Lanka (Photo: Kalinga
Seneviratne)

A major factor in the failure of the
Uwa-Wellassa uprising was the
total uninvolvement in the uprising
of a few chiefs occupying territory
along key access routes to the
Kandyan Kingdom. The absence of
support from the Tun Korele and
Hathara Korele were significant.
Not only did they not rise up, but
in
some
instances
actively
supported the British for which
they were handsomely rewarded.

There was no uprising in the coastal
lowlands either. An insurrection in
the coastal low lands would have contributed effectively to weakening the British
effort to regain control of the highlands. But the people there had been subjugated
both physically and psychologically for over two hundred years.
A serious consequence of the crushing of the 1817/1818 uprising was the deliberate
effort of the British to change the boundaries of the Kandyan Kingdon so that it would
not rise up as one unit again. Following the Colebrook-Cameron Recommendations of
1833, considerable parts of the east of the kingdom were hived off and annexed to the
newly created administrative unit of the Eastern Province.
Let us not forget that Ehelepola Disawe was also the Dissawe of Batticaloa.
Previously, Etipola Dissawa had constructed a fort at Trincomallee. King Senerath
had earlier destroyed the forts that the Portuguese had built in Batticaloe and
Tricomallee when abandoned after their conquest by the Dutch clearly demonstrating
who the overlord of these areas was. Similarly large segments of the north of the
kingdom were annexed to a new province, subsequently called the Northern Province.
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The Matale Uprising
The next significant challenge to the British crown occurred in 1848, commonly
known as the Matale uprising led by Gongale Goda Banda and Puran Appu.
In addition to the land confiscated after the Uwa-Wellassa uprising, under the Waste
Lands Ordinance 1840, the British, expropriated all land to which no proper title
could be demonstrated. Its chief architect was George Turnour, a British civil servant,
scholar and a historian. He is also known for his translation of the Mahavamsa, which
was published in 1837. The peasantry suffered immensely as the local forms of land
title were not recognized by the British authorities. Their lands were occupied and
cleared by British planters for planting coffee, a crop which was already flourishing in
the highlands. In parallel, thousands of elephants were slaughtered to make the newly
cleared highlands safe for the planters.
The dispossessed, but proud Kandyan peasantry, whom the colonial occupants had
hoped to employ on the plantations as labourers, refused to oblige. They just refused
to become wage-workers on the land that was theirs to use in the past and in the
nightmarish conditions that prevailed on the new plantations.
Tamil Coolies Threat To Kandyan Peasantry
The British therefore began to recruit from their vast pool of labour in India, for the
new plantations in Ceylon creating a lasting problem. An infamous system of contract
labour (indentured labour) was established, and hundreds of thousands
of Tamil 'coolies' were brought from southern India into Sri Lanka for the coffee
estates creating another threat for the Kandyan peasants. These Tamils labourers died
in tens of thousands both on the journey itself as well as on the terrible conditions
prevailing in the plantations.
At the same time, the government, strapped for funds, decided to abolish the export
duty on coffee and reduce the export duty on cinnamon leaving a deficit of £40,000
Sterling which was to be met by direct taxes on the people. The new Governor, 35year-old Lord Torrington, a cousin of Prime Minister Lord Russell, who was
dispatched to Colombo by Queen Victoria to carry out these economic reforms,
imposed on July 1, 1848, license fees on guns, dogs, carts, shops and labour was
made compulsory on plantation roads, unless a special tax was paid.
Common People Lead Rebellion
These taxes in addition to imposing a heavy burden on the Kandyan peasants, also
disregarded their traditions. A mass movement against the oppressive taxes
developed. The masses were, however, without the leadership of their King or their
chiefs (either crushed after the Uwa-Wellassa uprising or collaborating with the
colonial power). The leadership of the disenchanted people in the Kandyan provinces
passed for the first time into the hands of the common people.
On July 26, 1848, the leaders and their supporters gathered at the
historic Dambulla Vihara and at 11.30 a.m., Gongalegoda Banda, from a family that
had migrated from the coast, was consecrated by the head monk of Dambulla, Ven.
Giranegama Thera.
As had always been the case, the Buddhist clergy was at the forefront of encouraging
resistance to the foreign occupier and the protection of the Buddhist religion was the
inspiration to raise the banner of rebellion. On the same day Dines, his brother, was
16

declared the sub-king and Dingirala as the uncrowned king of the Sat Korale. Puran
Appu was appointed prime minister and the sword bearer to Gongalegoda Banda and
attended his consecration ceremony with 4000 others.
After his proclamation as king, Gongale Goda Banda, with his followers, left
Dambulla via Matale to capture Kandy from the British. They attacked government
buildings including the Matale Kachcheri and destroyed some of the tax records.
Simultaneously, Dingirirala instigated attacks in Kurunegala, where eight people were
shot dead by the British. Governor Torrington immediately declared Martial Law on
July 29, 1848 in Kandy and on July 31 in Kurunegala.
Puran Appu was taken prisoner by the British troops and was executed on August 8.
Gongalegoda Banda and his elder brother Dines escaped and went into hiding
in Elkaduwa, near Matale. On September 21, he was arrested by Malay soldiers —
although he offered resistance before his arrest – and was brought from Matale to
Kandy where he was kept a prisoner.
Gongalegoda Banda was charged with high treason for claiming to be King of Kandy
and waging war against the British. He declared that he was guilty of all the charges.
The Supreme Court condemned him to be hanged on January 1, 1849. Subsequently,
a proclamation was issued to amend the death sentence to flogging 100 times and
deportation to Malacca.
Thus ended the second uprising in the Kandyan territory which lasted barely two
months. The Matale uprising could not have lasted. It lacked the support of the bulk
of the highland populace which had been thoroughly crushed only thirty years
previously, was not properly organized, lacked any significant weaponry and seemed
to have had little leadership from the remaining chiefs.
The Kandyan peasantry which was already dire straits following the failure of the
1817-1818 uprising and the dispossession suffered afterwards, especially following
the enactment of the Waste Lands Ordinance, were really not prepared for another
mammoth struggle.
* Dr Palitha Kohona is Sri Lanka’s former Permanent Representative to the United
Nations in New York. This is the text of the author’s keynote address delivered at Sri
Lanka's University of Peradeniya, Kandy, on 26 November 2018. It was transmitted
by IND-INPS in 4 parts in December 2018.

Tooth Relic Taken in Procession at the annual Kandy
Esala Perahera (Photo: Kalinga Seneviratne)
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Sri Lanka’s Strategic Location Incites US-China Rivalry
Kalinga Seneviratne

Singapore 28 June 2019. (IDN): U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo cancelled a
scheduled visit to Sri Lanka on June 27 as part of his 'Indo-Pacific' tour citing
“unavoidable scheduling conflicts”, according to the United States Embassy in
Colombo. But they might more precisely have said, the visit was dropped “due to
unavoidable opposition to U.S. moves” in Sri Lanka.

Sri Lanka Navy's SLNS Samudura and USNS Fall River (T-EPF-4) at the Hambanthota Port in 2017.
Under the Hambantota “debt swap” deal the Chinese were given 15,000 acres around the harbour on
99-year old lease. (Photo Source: Wikimedia Commons.)

In recent years, Sri Lanka has been wooed both by China and the U.S. due to its
location in the Indian Ocean that carries some 70 percent of global maritime trade.
After recent bomb blasts in the island, Sri Lankans are increasingly getting worried
that the U.S.-China rivalry would engulf their island, which will not be to its benefit.

Nationalist politicians have pointed out that what Pompeo had planned to sign during
his visit would have dwarfed the much touted “debt trap” deal with China where
thousands of hectares of land were given to a Chinese government linked firm to
develop an industrial park adjoining a Chinese built harbour in Hambantota on a 99year lease.
The Sri Lankan government’s bid to sign a defense related deal with the U.S. has
exploded into controversy and is facing pushback from nationalist forces, who suspect
a U.S. plot to permanently station troops on Sri Lankan soil under the pretext of
fighting terrorism following the Easter Sunday bomb blasts. Pompeo's visit to Sri
Lanka, it is believed, was planned to sign a Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA)
between the two countries that has been negotiated in secret without the knowledge of
parliament.
On May 23, opposition lawmaker Bimal Ratnayake read from what he claimed was a
leaked copy of a letter the U.S. embassy had sent to the government on a proposed
SOFA, stating that Washington had asked Sri Lanka to allow passport-free access to
American soldiers and contractors to the country.
According to the letter, the U.S. also asked for its military personnel to be responsible
only to U.S. laws while in Sri Lanka, that U.S. warships and military aircraft be
allowed to enter and leave the country without inspections, and that no military
personnel be subject to customs checks when doing so.
“When such a letter is received, any government that has a backbone, should call the
ambassador, question her and send her home,” Ratnayake told parliament.
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Sri Lankan Army Commander Mahesh Senanayake said later that he would not agree
to sign the SOFA, telling local media it would be like “committing suicide after
leaving all my property to someone else”.
According to the U.S. Congressional Research Service, Washington has agreements
with more than 100 countries that could be considered SOFAs.
“I find it difficult to understand why Sri Lanka needs a SOFA with anyone,” Dr
Palitha Kohona, Sri Lanka’s former foreign secretary and permanent representative to
the United Nations told IDN.
“We have maintained good relations with all countries in the past, even during very
difficult times. Sri Lanka has done well without SOFAs or other defense
arrangements of this nature,” he added.
At a time when Sri Lankans are worried about a new terrorism threat, he points out
that it was China that helped Sri Lanka to defeat the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam) threat with military and economic assistance. “It would be unwise and
patently ungrateful to the extreme to drift in to an anti-China configuration,” added Dr
Kohona.
When the U.S. stopped military assistance to Sri Lanka in 2008 raising human rights
concerns in the war against the LTTE, China stepped in providing large quantities of
arms such as Jian-7 fighter jets, antiaircraft guns, JY-11 3D air surveillance radars and
other sophisticated weapons that played a central role in the Sri Lankan military’s
crushing of the LTTE in May 2009.
When the West tried to censure Sri Lanka at the UN and perhaps use it to stop the
military campaign against the LTTE in 2008-2009, it was China (along with Russia)
that ensured no such resolution would arrive at the UN Security Council.
Ever since the Easter Sunday bombings shocked the nation, variety of people from
Buddhist, Catholic and Muslim communities have raised concern that terrorism is
being used as a pretext for the U.S. to use Sri Lankan soil for its geopolitical battle
with China with the possibility of a permanent U.S. base there under the U.S.'s 'IndoPacific' strategy.
Responding to concerns expressed in parliament by opposition lawmakers regarding
the secret nature of the negotiations with the U.S., government’s chief whip Laksman
Kiriella told parliament late May that SOFA is “not a defense agreement, this is only
a service agreement, signed by 100 other countries”.
In a statement given to the media, U.S. Ambassador Alaina Teplitz said that the
agreement under discussion relates to several matters with regards to military training
and co-operation and is not inimical to the sovereignty of Sri Lanka in any way. She
even visited the two leading Buddhist prelates of Asgiriya and Malwatta late May to
convey this assurance.
Another issue attracting the ire of nationalists in the island is a grant from the
Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), an independent American foreign aid
agency separate from the larger U.S. Agency for International Development.
Just four days after the Easter Sunday bombings, the MCC approved a US$480
million for a five-year project aimed at reducing poverty through economic growth in
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Sri Lanka. A major component of this project is a land reform program, in which
government-owned land could be valued and sold to foreign entities.
Under existing laws, non-citizens must have a local partner to buy land in Sri Lanka.
But according to critics, new laws being drafted under MCC tutelage include moves
to remove this hurdle, as well as a proposed “land bank” to bring publicly owned land
under a single hub, thereby making it easier to privatise.
“Government cannot even lease public land to foreigners when national security
issues are involved,” points out Prof Prathiba Mahanamahewa, law professor and
former Human Rights Commissioner of Sri Lanka. “This involves the government
and public trust principles that cannot be violated. (Thus) any agreement (that may be
signed in secrecy) people can ask for it to be made public under the Right to
Information laws.”
With 80 percent of Sri Lanka’s land
under public ownership and most
rural farmers getting government
land grants to farm, land rights
activists are worried that it would
result in mass dispossession of
farmers. If they are allowed to sell,
they could sell the land to overcome
short-term debt woes. Since the
colonial era Land Development
Ordinance of 1935 that sought to
return land to peasant farmers, a total
of over 1.5 million hectares of
government owned land have been
granted to farmers.

Rural Farmer with his tractor (Photo: Kalinga
Seneviratne)

Opposition lawmaker Wimal Weerawansa, leader of the National Freedom Front in a
letter to President Sirisena made public via his Facebook page, has warned of the
grave danger facing Sri Lanka’s sovereignty from these schemes. He claims that
under the MCC scheme, the four land investment zones that would be established
across the country, will allow U.S. and other foreign companies to lay their hands on
over 3 million acres of public land. Under the Hambantota “debt swap” deal the
Chinese were given only 15,000 acres around the harbour on 99-year lease.
Communications Director of MCC, Leigh Stapleton, in an emailed response to IDN
said that the U.S. and the Sri Lankan governments have been working on this compact
for two years. “The United States will not own, control, or in any way administer land
in Sri Lanka under the MCC compact. The Government of Sri Lanka will retain
oversight and control of land and roads undergoing improvement as part of the MCC
compact,” she added. “The land projects will help enhance tenure security and
tradability of land for smallholders, women, and firms”.
Professor Mahanamahewa in an interview with IDN argues that the deal with China
on Hambantota is not a threat to national security like the proposed MCC and SOFA
agreements. “For China, Hambantota is part of their one belt one road silk route
project covering 60 countries and promoting trade and tourism,” he notes. “This is the
larger modus operandi of China to benefit the region at large.”
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After Sri Lanka defeated the LTTE, the government was closely aligned with China,
and the U.S. with help from its European allies orchestrated a campaign against Sri
Lanka at the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) claiming the Sri Lankan army
committed war crimes quoting unsubstantiated claims of 40,000 deaths in the finals
days of the battle to eliminate the LTTE. Thus, for the growing nationalist movement
in Sri Lanka the SOFA deal smacks of hypocrisy designed to co-opt Sri Lankan
armed forces to fight geopolitical battles with China using the island as a base.
“Not so long ago, USA was the co-sponsor together with a few western nations of a
resolution against Sri Lankan troops for alleged violation of human rights, and
international humanitarian law,” notes Lawyer and Buddhist activist Senaka
Weeraratne.
“Isn’t it paradoxical that the very same country that had accused and humiliated our
troops and blackened the image of our security forces before the UNHRC and
demonized our military officers accusing them of fabricated war crimes, now wants to
secure joint military ties with the very same armed force?” he asks sarcastically.
* Dr Kalinga Seneviratne is a Sri Lankan born journalist, radio broadcaster,
television producer, media analysts and international communications scholar based
in Singapore and Australia.

Source: News.lk
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China and Sri Lanka: A History That Stretches Back To Midst Of
Time
Palitha Kohona

Sydney (IDN) Sept 2018: Sitting in the
middle of the Indian Ocean at the southern
tip of India and the meeting point of the
monsoon winds, and swirling ocean
currents, Sri Lanka occupies an enviable
strategic geographical position.
A blessing that, with judicious handling
and long term vision, can be leveraged to
contribute to its aspirations to achieve
prosperity but, mismanaged, a curse that
has and will attract the unwelcome
attentions of global and regional powers
seeking to use the island's incomparable
location to their benefit, especially to
dominate the Indian Ocean.
Throughout history, Sri Lanka has captivated the interest of a multitude of sailors,
traders, holy men, adventurers, empire builders and invaders. The Chinese were well
represented among them through the centuries and from the time of the Han Dynasty
used Sri Lanka as a lucrative central link and emporium in their trading ventures
along the southern Silk Route. At times, we elegantly parried and benefited hugely
from the attention that our location gave us, especially in trade. At other times we
faltered.
Responding to and prudently managing these advances and ensuring that the national
interest is safeguarded, including territorial integrity and sovereignty, should remain a
priority. While we protect our interests, our geographical location confers on us a
solemn responsibility to ensure that the interests of the other users of the sea route to
the south of Sri Lanka are also safeguarded.
Having overcome a terrible terrorist threat, nine years ago, Lanka is again confronting
one of those seminal challenges in its history.
Today an additional factor must impact on Sri Lanka's deliberations. Sri Lanka
possesses a 200 mile exclusive economic zone and, possibly, a vast area of sea bed to
which it has lodged a claim with the United Nations since 2009. The wealth of this
area, both in the water column and trapped in the sea bed, with careful management,
could make Sri Lanka a highly prosperous nation. The biodiversity in the water
column which is now the subject of a UN sponsored initiative could also become
another attraction to Sri Lanka's suitors.
Challenges Confronting Sri Lanka and the Region
The Indian Ocean region is experiencing a much anticipated luxury. Almost every one
of the economies of the region is expanding at a rate that generates hope in the future
of the countries of Indian Ocean rim, and especially for its poor and marginalised.

22

The promise of prosperity so enthusiastically proclaimed at independence from
colonial rule, many decades ago, may at last becoming a reality. India is powering
ahead with a rapidly expanding economy and now leads China.
But the region continues to be confronted by an inexcusably massive burden of
poverty, literacy and technology deficits, malnutrition, disease and deprivation. South
Asia has the dubious distinction of being home to the largest concentration of the poor
in the world. Inadequate policy frameworks, corruption, military rivalries and internal
conflicts, among others, drain resources which could be devoted to economic
advancement. Some internal conflicts are encouraged from the outside.
The countries of South Asia have been taking faltering steps to collaborate with each
other on economic matters, but ever so tentatively and in fits and starts, having slowly
recognised that there is much to be gained through cooperation than through rivalry.
The initial warmth generated by the election of Imran Khan as Prime Minister of
Pakistan augurs well for the future. There is still considerable progress that could be
achieved through cooperative efforts. However, in the past, good intentions and
idealistic talk have not been matched by adequate constructive action.
The South Asia region, is still to secure international acceptability, as a unity. Its
leaders need to be more imaginative and ambitious in their desire to develop
together. A common desire to advance with each other is still sadly lacking, despite a
long history of shared cultures, religions and people movements.
Belt and Road Initiative
Against this background, Chinese President Xi Jinping's One Belt One Road (OBOR)
initiative, also known as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), unveiled in 2013, has
provided the countries of the wider region with a new challenge as well as a unique
opportunity to fast track their economies along the path to development. An
investment bonanza is being made available under the BRI, especially for the
countries along the ancient Maritime Silk Road.
Coupled with the investment-driven BRI, China has also subtly begun to underline its
cultural and religious links in the wider region. A soft power caress of the region!
According to Ian Johnson, author of The Souls of China, President Xi Jinping has
embraced religious faith as part of his "Chinese Dream" and the "Belt and Road
Initiative". The nominally atheist Chinese Communist Party has now recognised that
religion in Chinese history was a powerful tool in domestic governance and
international diplomacy. For Xi's "rejuvenation" of the Chinese nation and national
culture after the "Century of Humiliation", this mix of faith and politics constitutes a
"re-imagining of the political-religious state that once ruled China".
When Xi Jinping's father, Xi Zhongxun, was head of the party's religious work
beginning in 1980, China's Central Committee issued the famous Document 19
warning party members against banning religious pursuits because it would isolate the
Chinese people. Ever since, China has been restoring places of worship destroyed in
the Cultural Revolution.
Thus, the BRI and the softened global outreach of China provides an opportunity that
can be exploited by those seeking mutual benefit. Judiciously managed and
sensitively implemented, the BRI could revive the glory days of the ancient Silk
Route. President Xi Jinping was quoted in the state news agency Xinhua saying, "The
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Belt and Road Initiative is an economic cooperation initiative, not a geopolitical or a
military alliance. It is an open and inclusive process, and not about creating exclusive
circles or a China club."
Sri Lanka At The Hub of Silk Route
Sri Lanka, sitting at the hub of the ancient Silk Route, has embraced this concept at
the highest levels. From the President and the Prime Minister downwards, and
numerous ministers, the BRI has been enthusiastically welcomed by the Sri Lankan
leadership. Hardly a week passes without a Sri Lankan delegation visiting China.
It has been said that China's BRI investment ambitions, focused on cooperative
infrastructure and connectivity enhancement, has the potential to make a greater
impact than the post-Second World War U.S. Marshall Plan.
The Marshall Plan provided financial assistance to the war-devastated economic
giants of Europe and was a major factor in their quick recovery. But the funds
available under the BRI make the Marshall Plan pale into insignificance. The
Marshall Plan provided over 140 billion dollars at 2017 dollar values to help Western
European economies recover. The BRI intends to make available a stunning 4-8
trillion dollars.
While the Marshall Plan achieved much, BRI funds are expected to achieve
substantially much more by creating a vast region of shared prosperity stretching from
Africa to East Asia, and the clear beneficiaries would be a large number of developing
countries.
Historical, Religious and Trading Relations
A peek into history would be appropriate at this point. Historically, traders, holy men
and casual visitors recognised Sri Lanka's potential, both as a desirable destination to
visit, a spiritual magnet and a trading hub.
The country attracted waves of traders, businesses and holy monks seeking the
sublime teachings of the Buddha over the centuries, from as far afield as ancient
Rome on the one side and Khan Balik on the other, not to mention rapacious invaders.
Ibn Battuta, the Moor from Tangiers, who visited the island in the 14th century, was
not wrong by much when he observed that this was the most beautiful island on earth
and was only 40 leagues from paradise. That paradise, must be preserved despite the
race to modernise and achieve a higher level of sustainable prosperity for the people
of the country as they seek to climb up the development ladder.
Sri Lanka, like other countries of South Asia, had developed important relations,
religious, trading and social, with the Middle Kingdom from early days, and the
writings of scholars, soldiers, monks, travellers and traders suggest a strong Chinese
interest in Lanka from times immemorial.
The earliest records indicate that the interchanges along the Silk Road, especially
along the sea route, had begun to flourish from the time of the Han Dynasty, from 207
BC, and continued for centuries afterwards.
It was not only trade that boomed along the Silk Road, but also cultural and religious
exchanges bringing lasting changes to countries and societies. Technologies, food
habits, agricultural practices and even diseases, like the plague, crossed borders along
the Road.
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Dozens of wrecks of Chinese sailing vessels lie off the coast of Sri Lanka suggesting
a thriving sea-borne trade. If dozens sank in bad weather, hundreds of Chinese
vessels, if not thousands, are likely to have called at our ports. It was then the natural
point for sailing vessels wafting before the North Eastern Monsoon winds to stop for
rest, food, water and trade.
While foreign ships came to our shores by the hundreds, Lankan sailors also appear to
have sailed to foreign ports and left an imprint. A Chinese mandarin, Li Chao,
reported that among the many foreign ships that arrived at An-nan and Kuang-chou,
the ships from the Lion Kingdom were the largest with stairways for loading and
unloading which were several tens of feet in height.
A plaque in the Hong Kong Maritime Museum asserts that the Creole of Macao, a
Chinese port frequented by foreign sailors for centuries, has Sinhala influences. The
regular presence of Chinese in the Indian Ocean for trade is borne out by historical
accounts left by many, including the Chinese monk Fa Xian (5th century), Marco
Polo, (13th century) Ibn Battuta (14th century), ending with the adventures of
Admiral Zheng He in the early 15th century.
Those visitors who came, especially from China, not only left detailed observations
which have been used to corroborate Sri Lanka's own historical records in the
Mahawansa and Chulawansa, but also bits and pieces of their own cultures, enriching
that of Sri Lanka.
Chinese traders and Shaolin monks probably introduced Chinese martial arts. A term
in Sinhala for the indigenous martial arts is Cheena-Adi. This is too much of a
linguistic coincidence.
Appeal of Buddhism
The main focus of the Chinese also appears to be the shared religion – Buddhism. In
addition to the traditional Confucianism and Taoism, the Chinese had begun to
consider Buddhism to be part of their national religious tradition and emperors,
commoners and monks sought closer relations with countries to the West to enrich
their spirituality.
Sri Lanka had the reputation, even then, for safeguarding the pristine doctrine,
especially after Buddhism fell into decline in India. Lanka was the first country to
commit the Buddhist canon to writing. It happened in Alu Viharaya, in Matale, in 29
BC. Previously, the canon had been
preserved as an oral tradition.
Chinese writings of the period suggest
considerable knowledge of the island,
including its politics and the religion,
among Chinese scholars. Four embassies
were sent from Lanka to the Chinese
imperial court in the fifth century.
Chinese records indicate that these
embassies were sent during the reigns of
King Buddhadasa, the builder of public
hospitals in the early 4th century, his son
Upatissa 1 and
Mahanama (412-434

Alu Viharaya where Buddhist cannon
‘Tripitaka’ was written (Photo: Kalinga
Seneviratne)
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AD).
The Lankan king, probably Mahanama, sent an embassy with a valuable Buddha
statue and a replica of the Temple of the Tooth Relic to the court of Emperor
Xiaowu. The Chinese account "The Biography of Bhikkunis" written in the sixth
century details a visit by eight Sinhala nuns to Nanjing in 426 to inaugurate the order
of nuns in China.
The copious writings of fifth century scholar monk Fa Xian from China who spent a
number of years at the Abhayagiriya Monastery, in the ancient capital, Anuradhapura,
after a long sojourn in northern India, tell a tale of bygone prosperity and complex
international diplomatic and trading relations. Fa Xian details the splendid pageant in
honour of the Tooth Relic of the Buddha, which takes place to this day, but now in
our last royal capital, Kandy. Fa Xian carried a ship-load of religious texts from
Lanka to China. This also suggests that Sri Lanka, at the time, possessed a significant
literature. The ship was large enough to accommodate 200 passengers. Ships that big
were not constructed in the West almost until the 20th century.
Sri Lankan Monks Visit To China
Chinese records indicate that in 456 AD, five eminent Sinhala monks called on the
Emperor and one of them was an eminent sculptor. Undoubtedly, art and architectural
exchanges followed interchanges involving the common religion. Two Buddhist texts,
Karanamudra Sutta and Vimukthimagga were translated from Sinhala to Chinese in
489 AD and 505 AD. n the 8th century, another monk, Amogha Vajra, a pupil of
Vajrabodhi, travelled to Lanka and translated Karanda Mudra Sutta to Chinese. King
Aggabodhi sent him as an envoy to the court of the Emperor in 746 AD.
The Arab geographer Edrisi details the extent of Lanka's international trade during the
time of u the Great who also sent a royal princess to the court of the Emperor. The
trade between China and Lanka flourished during this period and Chinese vessels
brought silk, porcelain, aloes, sandalwood, and so on to our ports. Traders from
Western lands exchanged their products for the Chinese goods in Lankan ports which
had become international emporia. Lankan exports included gems, spices, filigree
gold, pearls, ivory, spices, textiles, etc. and are likely to have been carried in vessels
built in the country.
The great Kublai Khan dispatched an envoy in 1282
AD to Lanka requesting the alms bowl of the
Buddha venerated by the Sinhala people but the
Lankan king refused this request. The lions at
Yapauwa are very much Chinese influenced. There
is no doubt that Chinese sculptors and architects
plied their trade in Lanka. The troves of Chinese
coins and porcelain being recovered from various
parts of the country suggest a thriving trade.

Stone-carved statue of King
Parakramabhahu
in
Pollonnaruwa (Photo: Kalinga
Seneviratne)

Admiral Zheng He's repeated visits and his
involvement in the replacement of the Lankan king
with Parakramabahu VI, who was later ousted by
Parakramabahu VII in the early part of the 15th
century, are well recorded. Descendants of the
Sinhala prince taken to China have been traced in
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Quanzhou. One Mrs Xushi claims to be a 19th generation descendent of the prince.
Parakramabahu VII sent six missions to the Ming court. Cheng He left a pillar
inscription in the port of Galle in 1409 AD, marking his second visit. Today it can be
seen in the Galle museum.
Chinese writings do not agree on the purpose of Cheng He's interventions in Sri
Lanka. He was a Muslim eunuch. Some writings suggest that he sought to ensure the
adherence by the King to the correct teachings of the Buddha while other writings
suggest that he sought to take back the Tooth Relic to China. Cheng He on a
subsequent visit made an offering at the shrine of God Upulvan in Dondra. This
magnificent shrine was later destroyed by the Portuguese.
Recent History
More recently, particularly during the time of the domination of Asia by Western
powers, and during China's "Century of Humiliation", many Chinese, tormented by
incessant internal conflicts and starvation, migrated to other countries in search of a
better life. Some came to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and settled down to become the Sri
Lankan Chinese community.
Many Chinese intermingled with the local community and for most purposes they
identify themselves as Sri Lankans. Some continue to speak their native dialect. The
well known Darwin restaurant, Hanuman, owned by Jimmy Shu, a Sri Lankan of
Chinese origin, recently received the award for the best restaurant in the Northern
Territory.
In 1950, independent Ceylon became the 13th country to recognise the People's
Republic of China and, since then, has unconditionally endorsed the One China
Policy. Subsequently, in 1952, with post-Korean War rubber prices crashing, Ceylon
breached a Western embargo and concluded the Rubber-Rice Pact with China to swap
rubber (which was listed as a strategic material) for rice.
China agreed to import 50,000 tons of rubber in exchange for 270,000 tons of rice.
The rubber was purchased by China paying five dollars per ton above the market
price. The Chinese have never forgotten Sri Lanka’s risky diplomatic and commercial
gesture.
Prime Minister Zhou En Lai visited
Sri Lanka in 1957 and established
the framework for a lasting solid
relationship
which
flourished
particularly during the stewardship
of Prime Minister Mrs Sirimao
Bandaranayaka who visited China in
1972. The Bandaranayaka Memorial
Conference Centre stands proudly as
a symbol of the bonds developed
during this period. It is still the
largest conference facility in Colombo
(and Colombo is crying for a bigger
conference facility now).
It is said that Chairman Deng
Xiaoping sent a delegation to Sri

Bandaranaike
Memorial
International
Conference Hall, built between 1970 and 1973,
was a gift from the People’s Republic of China
in memory of Solomon Ridgeway Dias
Bandaranaike who was Prime Minister from
1956 to 1959. (Source: CC BY-SA 2.0)
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Lanka to study the Greater Colombo Economic Commission before setting up the
spectacularly successful Shenzhen Special Economic Zone.
During Sri Lanka's conflict with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), China
provided weapons and other assistance unconditionally while most Western countries
progressively distanced themselves from Sri Lanka and withheld weapons and
funding as a means of exerting political pressure on the government. Australia was an
exception to this development.
China's warm support contributed in no small measure to the eventual defeat of the
LTTE and the elimination of the terrorist threat. China also provided unqualified
support to Sri Lanka at international fora, including the United Nations. As the
Permanent Representative to the United Nations, I was a beneficiary of the Chinese
diplomatic umbrella.
Subsequently, as the country sought desperately to recover and reconstruct and
Western assistance continued to be frugal or heavily laden with conditionality, an
economically resurgent China contributed magnificently to Sri Lanka's recovery
efforts. In the absence of a willingness on the part of the traditional partners to come
to the development party, Sri Lanka naturally turned to China.
BRI and Sri Lanka's Aspirations
While traders from distant lands sought mutual prosperity, invaders sought and
succeeded in grabbing Sri Lanka’s wealth and stunting the development of the people.
The BRI initiative can be compared to the multitude of traders who visited Sri Lanka
in the past and gave us the opportunity to prosper.
In Sri Lanka, assistance provided by China has had a distinct impact on the
development process. The sums provided have been estimated at eight billion dollars
and China is the country's main provider of development funds now. About 10
percent of Sri Lanka's debt is owed to China and most of the borrowings have been at
less than prevailing commercial rates. The Kandy/Kurunegala Highway, the Northern
Expressway and the extension of the Southern Highway from Matara to Kataragama
are examples.
In addition, external connectivity has been improved through China’s support for
construction of Hambantota Port (which The Economist suggested would become the
leading port in South Asia), Colombo South Harbour and Mattala International
Airport. The rapidly emerging Colombo Port City is being built mainly with Chinese
investments and others have been invited to join. Colombo Port City has the potential
to become another Dubai. The Norochcholai power plant, built by the Chinese, is now
a major contributor to the national power grid.
The Lotus Tower in Colombo, which is the tallest telecoms tower in South Asia and is
expected to be declared open soon, was again built with Chinese funds. It will be a
significant boost to our communication capabilities. The 350-metre-high tower draws
inspiration from the Buddhist Lotus Sutra, and provides an incentive for China to
formulate a sustainable and peaceful “soft power” strategy that would appeal globally.
* The articles is based on a talk on 'China and Sri Lanka: A History that Stretches
Back into the Mists of Time – Trade, Religion and Diplomacy' given in Sydney on
August 26, 2018.
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Sri Lanka Apparent Target of Undeclared War
Kalinga Seneviratne

SINGAPORE, 15 September 2018 (IDN): In June this year, announcing U.S.
withdrawal from the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC), Ambassador Niki Haley
said, "We take this step because our commitment does not allow us to remain a part of
a hypocritical and self-serving organisation that makes a mockery of human rights."
U.S. is leaving because the council
members voted to probe Israeli killing
of scores of protestors in the Gaza
Strip. However, its labeling of the
UNHRC as "hypocritical" and
"making a mockery of human rights"
would ring a bell in many Asian and
African countries.
Many in Sri Lanka are already The UN Human Rights Council meeting room in
suggesting it should do the same – for Geneva. (Photo Credit: ohchr.org)
the same reasons U.S. labeled it to be.
Perhaps Myanmar would also be obliged to do the same after the recent ‘Darussman
Report’ which their government described as making "allegations without sufficient
and concrete body of evidence".
With the U.S. out of the council deliberations, robbing the Europeans of a vocal ally,
will the current sessions (September 10-28) of UNHRC taking place in Geneva under
a new Chilean head, Michelle Bachelet, be able to steer the UN body away from the
hypocritical western neo-liberal bias on human rights?
In August 2016, Philippines President Rodrigo Duterte threatened to pull Philippines
out of the UNHRC and called its chief an "idiot" for questioning "targeted killings" in
his war against drug peddlers. Duterte questioned UNHRC's reluctance to address the
killing of black men by the police in the U.S.
"Why are you Americans killing the black people there, shooting them down when
they are already on the ground?" he asked during a media conference. "Answer that
question, because even if it's just one or two or three, it is still human rights
violations." He also noted the UN body's inability to stop war carnage in Iraq, Yemen
and Syria
Duterte has called upon Asian and African countries to form a new human rights body
to bring sanity and balance to the international human rights agenda.
Many African and Asian countries have repeatedly questioned the western bias of
both the UNHRC and the ICC (International Criminal Court) which targets their
countries accusing them of war crimes, while ignoring western atrocities in places like
Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria. The witch-hunt against Sri Lanka since it eradicated
terrorism from the country in 2009 and the current replication of it in Myanmar raises
the question whether the UNHRC is a "servant of the West"?
As Sri Lanka's former permanent representative to the UN, Dr Palitha Kohona noted
in a recent commentary for IDN: "The Council was established by the UNGA (UN
General Assembly) to assist countries to improve their human rights standards. Not to
drag them over the coals in a targeted manner for alleged violations of global human
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rights standards. Certainly, political victimisation was not one of the objectives of
establishing the HRC. The Council has been overly politicised and it has been
severely criticised for its selective application of global standards mainly to nonEuropean countries."
Kohona further criticized the "extreme selectivity" of UNHRC resolutions, and he
argued that the "avoidance of the rich and the powerful in its criticisms, has made
these resolutions all but meaningless". The big powers studiously avoid criticising
each other, he added. He noted that many members of the UNHRC could not
understand why Sri Lanka spent so much time, energy and resources fighting the
adoption of resolutions in the past when the outcome seemed to be obvious.
He also questioned the willingness with which Sri Lanka cosponsored the resolution
in 2015 with such objectionable provisions. "Many provisions of the 2015 resolution
30/1 (which Sri Lanka co-sponsored under pressure from the West) have gone way
beyond the mandate of the Council, "argued Kohona.
The UNHRC's role in Sri Lanka in recent years, where they have paid scant respect to
people's sovereignty from foreign interference, while accusing the Sri Lankan armed
forces of violating people's rights, is a classic example of the hypocritical nature of
the international human rights agenda today.
In an address to a national awakening forum ‘Vyathmaga’ recently, Sri Lanka's
former ambassador to the UNHRC in Geneva, Tamara Kunanayagam argued that the
island's strategic location in the Indian Ocean has attracted a two-pronged western
attack – one using the UNHRC and the UN itself, and the other promoting a neoliberal agenda by funding local NGOs to do the work for them.
"There is an undeclared, covert war against Sri Lanka taking place," she warned. "It is
conducted by a Holy Alliance between Yahapalana (current Sri Lanka government),
the U.S. Administration, the corporate world, including and especially finance, and
their neoliberal think tanks. The result will be more deadly than the almost 30-year
war against LTTE terror and separatism. If we fail to resist now, we will lose total
control over our territory and our natural wealth and resources. Our national identity
and culture will be dismantled."
The 1986 UN Declaration of the ‘Right to Development’ 2 called for a development
strategy based on social justice and equality, where the people are the central subjects
not objects of development. But, Kunanayagam pointed out in a workshop conducted
at the forum that the U.S. and its European allies are using resolution 30/1 passed at
the UNHRC to directly interfere in Sri Lanka’s domestic affairs and dictate their
domestic and foreign policies.
"In Geneva, the pretext is war crimes, in Sri Lanka, bad governance and corruption,"
she noted, adding that the resolution is used for western intervention in Sri Lanka.
Western aid agencies, think tanks and corporations shape, draft and help implement
policies, opening "new frontiers" for U.S. hegemony.

2

See https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/righttodevelopment.aspx
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Kunanayagam named a number of
so-called "independent" think tanks
in Sri Lanka – such as the Institute
of Policy Studies and Advocata –
which are helping to draft
government policies to privatize
public assets, that are totally
dependent on western funding.
The
Millennium
Challenge
Corporation which claims to be
"independent", but is a U.S.
government body chaired by the US Secretary of State, has a Project Unit physically
located inside the Prime Minister's Office within its strategic Policy Development
Unit and is involved in drafting the Prime Minister's eight-year economic
development plan 'Vision 2025', claims Kunanayagam.
Minneriya Tank and idle land. to be sold to
foreigners? (Photo: Kalinga Seneviratne)

Interestingly, as Kunanayagam points out, these think tanks are declaring state land
as "dead capital" and have recommended a Land Asset Sales Programme "to dispose
of surplus or underutilised land," which must, it insisted, be run by "an independent
body free of political influence to minimise corruption."
In such a scheme, Megapolis and Western Development Minister Champika
Ranawaka made the announcement in August 2017 to offer state land on 99 year lease
to investors willing to spend at least Rs.1.92 billion per acre. The government has
taken a decision to remove at least half of some 50,000 slums within the Colombo
City limits by year 2020, so these lands will be available for investors.
Thai Buddhist social critic Sulak Sivaraksa often talks about the "structural violence'
of the global economic system and describes it as the biggest violator of human rights
that has made migrants labour a 21st century slave trade; grabbing land from the poor
a necessary economic development priority; grabbing of people's water resources by a
corporation necessary to provide "clean water" to people; or IMF policies that drive
farmers to suicide as acceptable farm reforms to make agriculture "profitable".
Unfortunately, such human rights violations are not on the agenda of the UNHRC. It
should be in the forefront not just making some passing references in some document
hidden inside their website.
With Myanmar needing foreign investments to uplift the living standards of its
people, it is no coincidence that the West is using the UNHRC and a minority group
to mount a replication of the witch-hunt against Sri Lanka. In Sri Lanka it was the
Tamil minority, in Myanmar it is the Rohingyas.
So far, Aung San Suu Kyi has stood firm and her government has questioned the
credibility and neutrality of the council's so-called "independent" fact finding report
that – as they did against Sri Lanka – based its conclusions on interviews with
dissidents living outside the country, who obviously have an axe to grind against their
own country.
In her 43rd Singapore lecture given in August 2018, Suu Kyi argued that it is
economic development that is spread equally among the country’s poor that will
create harmony and peace in the country. It is a similar policy, that the government of
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President Mahinda Rajapakse implemented in Sri Lanka following the crushing of the
LTTE terrorists in 2009, with financial assistance mainly from China.
When it was starting to show results, the West intervened via UNHRC and other
human rights organisations to paint the government as corrupt and sabotage the whole
project, by the successful regime change in 2015.
The installation and supporting of the Augusto Pinochet regime in Chile in the 1970s
was one of the first pilot projects of the neo-liberalists that is now being experimented
in Sri Lanka.
As a victim of the brutal human rights violations under that regime, Bachelet – the
new head of UNHRC – one hopes would have better wisdom than her predecessors,
to steer the council away from the neo-liberal agendas and more towards addressing
the human rights issues that are embedded in the "structural violence" of the global
economic system.

Ceremonial Parade in Colombo (Photo: news.lk)
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The ‘Crisis’ in Sri Lanka invented by the Western Media
Palitha Kohona

COLOMBO. 06 November 2018 (IDN): The change of Government in Sri Lanka,
following the unceremonious sacking of Prime Minister Ranil Wickremasingha by
President Maithripala Sirisena, has given rise to a crescendo of alarmist commentary
in the Western media, which is slowly seeping in to the non-Western media as well.
One after the other, the Western media outlets have taken a critical approach to the
change and have begun to characterize the replacement of the Prime Minister as a
"Crisis".
Suave, comfortable in a European life style, fluent in the only European language he
knows, English, neo liberal in thinking, and from an elite background, the former
Prime Minister is fondly addressed as "Ranil" by the European diplomats and the
dominant Western media representatives.
He moves in Western circles with ease and is the darling of the mainly Western
funded NGOs. Ranil enjoys an easy relationship with the Occident, having cultivated
individuals and institutions there over the years.

Sri Lankan Prime Minister Ranil Wickremasingha
(left) with his Indian counterpart Narendra Modi
who participated in the International Vesak Day
celebrations in Colombo in May 2017. (Photo
Credit: Daily News & Analysis)

The sacking of Ranil was
unexpected, caught the Western
diplomats by surprise and they
reacted with undiplomatic shock. It
disrupted a securely established
network
of
relations
and
convenient
expectations.
The
discomfiture in this group was
palpable. Certain heads will roll
and promotion prospects of others
will suffer in some diplomatic
establishments of the West.

Being caught so totally unprepared is
a reflection of the effectiveness with which Ranil and his cohorts managed the
Western diplomatic community and Western media representatives along with the
active concurrence of the mainly Western funded NGO community and resident
American and European nationals.
They simply swallowed the government line, living in a make believe world that did
not reflect real world of Sri Lankan politics, and were blissfully unaware of the
gathering storm of popular resentment. Others appear to have just hidden their heads
in the sand and fervently hoped that the suggestions of a brewing storm was just a bad
dream.
In a strange use of terminology, the Western media has chosen to characterise Ranil's
sacking as demonstrating a "lack of respect for democratic institutions" such as the
Parliament despite the reams of legal justification provided by experts and the
explosion of popular support that followed for the action. It is probably a forlorn hope
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to expect them to tag the sacking by a fond color like the "Orange Revolution –
Ukraine" or a season "Arab Spring". Both of which enjoyed Western sponsorship,
now quietly forgotten due to the mayhem that followed.
The irony is that the same commentators never expressed their derision in such strong
terms when local government elections kept being postponed sine die, when a
parliamentary report on the scandalous Central Bank bond scam by Ranil's close
friend Arjuna Mahendran was sidelined by a prorogation of parliament, or when Ranil
engaged in unruly and unparliamentary behaviour in Parliament when confronted
with this issue.
The agonised concern of the West would have sounded more convincing had there
been a more even handed approach and the commentary of Western diplomats would
have found more sympathetic listeners. There are lessons for both sides here.
But more importantly, consistent with established diplomatic practice, it would have
been more appropriate if the Western diplomatic community and the UN
representative had been more circumspect and even handed in expressing their
support for democracy rather than instinctively rushing to endorse only Ranil as the
guardian of democracy. In this instance, the measured tones of the Indian and
Australian response suggests a greater appreciation of the real situation.
A diplomat needs to read the tea leaves of domestic politics more cleverly. There was
little room for speculation or for error in the case of Sri Lanka unless it was selfinduced.
The vast majority of the population of Sri Lanka was clearly hoping for a change in
the leadership of the country. When the party owing allegiance to Mahinda Rajapaksa
won over 239 of the 340 local government bodies contested in February the message
was stark. The huge and adoring crowds that flocked to listen to Mahinda conveyed
an obvious message.
In September, a peoples' march 'Janabalayaa Kolambata,' organized by the youth wing
of Mahinda Rajapaksa’s SLPP brought over 300,000 people from across the
country to Colombo, demanding an immediate dissolution of the government.
A similar crowd gathered in pouring rain when the President and his new Prime
Minister addressed them in front of the Parliament on November 5. University
students, industrial unions, farmers, even university professors and doctors had been
mounting protest action against government economic policies.
The strikes affecting various parts of the economy were to a considerable extent a
reflection of the disaffection felt by the people. The voices of the disgruntled had
reached a crescendo but appears to have by passed the Western diplomatic
community.
The heads of the highly influential Buddhist establishment, including the prelates in
Kandy, and the minority Catholic establishment had forcefully reflected the popular
sentiment. Sadly, either the West chose to ignore the clear signs on the ground or
simply misread the signs.
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Within an hour of the announcement of the sacking of Ranil, Sri Lankan media
broadcast images of people lighting celebratory fire crackers across the country
including in the Tamil-dominated Jaffna which is still trying to recover from the
devastation of the terrorist conflict.
Consistent with the traditional form of celebrating victory, many businesses provided
milk rice to passersby along main roads. Leaders of business had already begun to
express their dissatisfaction with Ranil's lack of firm leadership, the absence of
direction in economic policies, the implementation of policies without much
consultation with the key stake holders, the erratic policy implementation, the lack of
confidence in the business community, etc. The signs were obvious, only if one
wished to take note.
The President articulated many of these sentiments a few days after the sacking. He
highlighted Ranil's inability to connect with the common people and his disrespect for
those outside a small circle of the Colombo-based elite, and his disregard for the
country's sovereignty and his tendency to favour foreign business over locals.
Ranil's lack of enthusiasm to bring the Central Bank scammers to justice had annoyed
the President who was elected on a platform of introducing good governance. He
obviously felt aggrieved by Ranil's supercilious attitude towards him as President.
The President said: "Mr Ranil Wickremesinghe's political conduct was unbecoming
of civilized politics and belittled the victory achieved risking my life in 2015. I
believe that Mr Wickremesinghe and his group of closest friends, who belonged to a
privileged class and did not understand the pulse of the people conducted themselves
as if shaping the future of the country was a fun game they played."
The President was more scathing and critical in his comments at the address
on November 5 when he said: "Corruption and fraud spread widely in the country."
PM Wickremasinghe, was increasingly seen as a puppet of the West, particularly the
U.S., supporting their geo-political agenda in Asia. Sri Lanka has a history of
rebellious politics and being perceived as pro West is not necessarily a guarantee of
popular support.
The West also has been trumpeting the dangers posed by Rajapaksa, allegedly an ally
of China. He has also been described as authoritarian and power hungry. This may
have gone down well with certain sections of the Indian establishment but not
necessarily with the vast majority of Sri Lankans who entertain historical sympathies
for China.
While it is true that Rajapaksa obtained significant loans from China to fund
development projects, to characterise him as pro-China is a convenient excuse for not
understanding him well or simply succumbing to assessments provided by Ranil and
the NGO community.
During his presidency, Rajapaksa turned to China for funding assistance only after
being snubbed by India and international funding agencies. The EU had withdrawn
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the GSP Plus facility from Sri
Lanka and the U.S. had pulled the
Millennium Challenge Account.
After ending the terrorist inspired
conflict Rajapaksa was in a hurry
to develop the country and China
was willing to help. It is important
to remember that while Rajapaksa
borrowed from China to fund
development projects, (ONLY 8%
of Sri Lanka’s external debt is
owed to China) that also after
Mahinda Rajapakse sworn-in as Prime Minister
lengthy negotiations, it was Ranil
(Photo: News.lk)
who injudiciously gave the port of
Hambanthota on a 99 year lease to Chinese companies.
Rajapaksa could hardly be described as anti-West when his choice for advanced
studies for two of his sons was England (and not China) and three of his brothers have
homes in the U.S. He visited the U.S. almost every year when he was President.
The narrative purveyed in the Western media characterises the situation in Sri Lanka
as a "crisis". This reflects the views of mainly Western funded NGOS and of Ranil.
"The current constitutional crisis is unprecedented in that Sri Lanka has never had the
legality and legitimacy of its government called into question in this way. We regret
and deplore the course of action that has resulted in this unnecessary crisis and
democratic backsliding," the Centre for Policy Alternatives, a Western funded local
NGO said in a statement.
But those who make this assessment have not challenged the sacking before the courts
which incidentally consist predominantly of judges appointed in the last three years,
during Ranil’s tenure as Prime Minister. Now the Speaker of the Parliament, perhaps
egged on by Ranil’s party and encouraged by the stance taken by the West, has
refused to recognize the new Prime Minister.
The U.S., the UK and some other European countries have publicly articulated
concerns about Russian and even Chinese interference in their domestic electoral
processes, but the behaviour of their own missions in Colombo has not contributed to
enhancing their reputations with the majority of the people. The contradiction looms
large to all observers.
Again this might be a case of misreading the mood of the majority or simply
dismissing the wishes of the majority despite all their purported commitment to
championing democracy. Western ambassadors have met publicly with the ousted
PM, Ranil, NGOs and opposition groups and issued statements from their capitals
calling for the "Immediate convening" of parliament and "restoration" of democracy.
Many in Sri Lanka have queried the propriety of such blatant interposition in the
domestic political processes.
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During a meeting with the President on October 30, the EU Ambassador Tung-Lai
Margue warned that if democratic norms and constitutional provisions are not
observed in handling the on-going political crisis in Sri Lanka, the EU may consider
withdrawing the trade concessions the island nation enjoys under the General System
of Preferences Plus (GSP Plus).
A similar threat by Japan and the U.S. has been reported in the pro-Western media.
One notes an unfortunate return to the days when the West insensitively threatened
and pulled out financial concessions from the previous Rajapaksa administration
forcing it to reluctantly move further towards China.
There were also statements demanding that Sri Lanka abide by the Resolutions
adopted by the UN Human Rights Council on Sri Lanka, especially the much derided
Res 30/1, despite almost the entire country having objected to its provisions and some
even suggesting that the then Foreign Minister, Mangala Samaraweera, who
cosponsored it despite the overt opposition of the Ambassador in Geneva, be hauled
before the courts for treason. One is confused by the approach of the U.S. which has
recently, on the basis of national interest, denounced even solemnly concluded
treaties.
Sirisena has quietly told the Western envoys that they appeared to be "unaware of the
pulse of the people". The President has advised the envoys to understand the common
man's thinking, and that the people are with him. He has also told the envoys that it is
best to leave the governance of Sri Lanka to Sri Lankans and that the government and
the people of Sri Lanka know best what is good for them.
* The government of Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapakse resigned in December 2018
after 56 days in power, when the Supreme Court ruled that President’s sacking of
Ranil Wickremasinghe and dissolution of parliament was unconstitutional.

Common People of Sri Lanka – Fishing Folks of the Western Coast
(Photo: Kalinga Seneviratne)
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Sri Lanka Easter Sunday Attacks Possibly More Than A Religious
Conflict
Kalinga Seneviratne

SINGAPORE. 25 April 2019 (IDN): “I gave leadership to the government that
defeated the terrorists that no one thought could ever be defeated. From the moment
this government came into power in January 2015, they have been persecuting the
members of the armed forces and the intelligence services that ended that war,” said
former President and Current Opposition Leader Mahinda Rajapakse in an emotional
10 minute address to parliament on April 23.
With his voice almost cracking up with emotion, the war-winning president said that
“the armed forces personnel who carried out their duties on behalf of the nation were
harassed and hunted down by this government”. He slammed the government for
listening to foreign (western) powers and undermining national security.
“The government should at least now realise that you cannot run this country
according to the dictates coming from foreign countries. We have to solve our own
problems. Because the government was engaged in relentlessly persecuting its own
armed forces, we became an easy target for terrorists,” pointed out Rajapakse, adding
that “no other country in the world has persecuted and weakened their own armed
forces and intelligence services in this manner”.
While social media is blocked
by the government, his
comments have triggered a
debate in much of the
mainstream media about how
the government led by
President Maitripala Sirisena
and Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe has been
inept at protecting the
security of the country,
The Kingsbury Hotel in Colombo, which was among
because they have allowed
three Colombo hotels hit by suicide bombers on Easter
western governments, NGOs
Sunday. (Photo Credit: CC BY-SA 4.0)
funded by them and UN
organisations like the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) to dictate national
security policies to them.
In September 2015, the government virtually surrendered the policy making process
to the UNHRC when it co-sponsored a resolution calling upon the government to
account for alleged war crimes and missing persons during the final push to eliminate
one of the deadliest terrorist groups in the world at the time, Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam (LTTE).
This has led to pressure on the government to set up war crimes courts with foreign
judges, set up a missing persons investigation centre and imprisonment of former
intelligence officers and army personnel, many of whom are seen by most Sri
Lankans as war heroes, who brought peace to the country. At the time of the Easter
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Sunday attack, the government was on the verge of repealing the ‘Prevention of
Terrorism Act’ under the dictates of the West and UNHRC.
“If that had happened what position would we be at today?” asked Rajapakse.
In a video interview given by leading Constitutional Lawyer Manohara de Silva on
April 23 that was widely circulated via email, he also slammed the government for
giving the responsibility for the country’s security to the international community. He
blamed the 2015 UNHRC resolution for the current situation where the country’s
security guard was lowered.
He pointed out that the new anti-terror law that was presented to parliament recently,
makes it impossible to pursue or charge anyone for terrorism activity if that person is
a foreign national – even though he may have been a Sri Lankan national before.
“If the country he lives now don’t agree, we can’t charge him,” he notes. “So this law
is going to be subservient to the West (because most of those who support terrorism in
Sri Lanka have obtained asylum in Western countries, especially LTTE
sympathisers)”. He accuses the government of trying to please the West rather than
protecting “our citizens”.
Silva pointed out in the interview
that about 40 intelligence officers
who helped to end terrorism in Sri
Lanka are now behind bars. “They
are still held on remand when there
is no sound evidence against
them,” he notes. “If so they should
be charged by now.”
This has led to a situation, argues
Silva, that intelligence officers are
afraid to investigate terrorism threats
today because they are worried that
they would be framed like those in jail. “We cannot operate our intelligence services
this way. This is why we have to depend on Indian intelligence,” he argues.
Sri Lanka army tanks during the final push against
LTTE in May 2009 (Photo: News,lk)

Silva also points out that 54 bills have been passed against “our army” under pressure
from UNHRC and the missing persons act passed does not allow the police to the
investigations, but delegates it to the ‘Office of Missing Persons’ that is stacked with
anti-national NGO types, one of whom is Dr Nilmalka Fernando, a well-known antiBuddhist western-funded NGO activist.
In a statement released to the media today on April 25, Sri Lanka’s major Buddhist
chapter, Asgiriya chapter, called upon the government to give an immediate pardon to
all imprisoned intelligence officials and draft them back into the country’s national
security framework. “Religious extremism spread in the country because experienced
intelligence officials have been imprisoned for various reasons. They did an immense
service to defeat terrorism. We need to consider our national security and they should
be pardoned and released immediately,” the statement said.
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Another Sri Lankan lawyer, Dharshan Weerasekare, author of ‘UN’s Relentless
Pursuit of Sri Lanka’ in a commentary published in Lankaweb has called into
question the timing and reason for the Easter Sunday attack.
“What is crucial is that the bombings not be permitted to become a pretext for the
Government to join the U.S.’s ‘War on Terror.’ For the past four years, the U.S. and
India (the U.S.’s new ally in Asia) have been busy trying to gain maximum indirect
control over Sri Lanka in order to prevent the Chinese from establishing a presence in
this country,” he argues.“They would have succeeded had it not been for the collapse
of the ‘National Government’ and the subsequent collapse of the drive to enact a new
Constitution”.
With both presidential and parliamentary elections due in Sri Lanka within the next
12 months, the nationalist alliance led by Rajapakse is strongly tipped to win both
elections. Survival of the staunchly pro-Western Wickremasingle is crucial for the
West to control Sri Lanka’s destiny.
In March 2018 when a no-confidence motion against the PM was gathering
momentum a riot broke out between Muslims and Buddhists in Central Sri Lanka.
Timely action by local community leaders of both communities prevented it
becoming a major nationwide conflict.
Then when Sirisena sacked Wickremasinghe and appointed Rajapakse as PM in
November 2018, Western ambassadors in Colombo openly interfered in the domestic
political process to get Wickremasinghe reinstalled. Now come the terror attacks that
have the potential to create chaos in the country so that Sri Lanka could be called a
‘failed state’, ripe for the West’s new-colonialism via the R2P (Right to Protect)
framework.
“Sri Lanka which sits at a strategically vital spot in the Indian Ocean is crucial for
both the Americans as well as the Chinese, the former in order to further entrench
their control over this region, the latter to break out of the ‘encirclement’“ notes
Weerasekare, pointing out that a new government that would take power after
elections next year could be heavily pro-nationalist as well as pro-Chinese.
“In short, all the hopes that the Americans/Indians had in January 2015 are now in
ruins, and the ‘gains’ they made in the last four years are very much in danger of
being reversed.”
Sri Lanka’s oldest leftist party Lanka Sama Samaji Party (LSSP), while issuing a
condolence message to victims of the bombing, said there was something more
sinister than what meets the eye. “This whole attack has similarities with events
abroad that have been attributed to the CIA of the USA,” the statement argued.
The statement added: “It is known that the CIA and USA think tanks are operating
here with the support of the Government. With the blue print for a police state, the
diabolical Counter Terrorist Act (CTA) available, to ensure that the UNF (governing
alliance) can stay in power, without holding elections, the path to becoming a neocolony of the USA can go ahead without interruption."
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Thus, what happened on Easter Sunday, may not be merely a jihadist attack on
Christians and Western tourists to take revenge on the New Zealand Christchurch
massacre in March 2019. This could well be part of the dirty geo-political wars being
fought around the world by major powers with young brainwashed religious zealots
as fodder.

Army providing special protection to school children after Easter Sunday Terror attacks (Photo:
News.lk)
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An Aborted University and Squandered Opportunity in Sri Lanka
Ameer Ali

A modern Muslim university is an absolute need of our time, and it will be a sound
first step to reform even the madrasas eventually.The aborted university project in
Punanai, a small hamlet in Sri Lanka’s Batticaloa district was a golden opportunity
squandered by abuse of political power, subservience to Wahhabism and hunger for
profit.

Polonnaruwa Road near Punani, a small hamlet in Sri Lanka’s Batticaloa district. (Photo Credit:
CC BY-SA 3.0)

PERTH, 19 July 2019 (IDN): About three years ago when passing through Punanai
along the arterial road between Habarana and Batticaloa in Sri Lanka, I noticed a few
brick structures appearing in a parched land amid thick shrubs and woody trees. It was
almost a desolate spot where I could not see any people living close by.
On inquiring from friends, I understood that it was a Saudi-funded huge madrasa built
by one Muslim parliamentarian and minister from the Batticaloa District. My
immediate reaction was to question firstly, the need for such a madrasa and that too in
a remote place like Punanai where there is no Muslim catchment population.
And secondly, the implications of Saudi funding for a madrasa in Sri Lanka especially
at a time when Wahhabism, the Saudi Arabian ultraconservative ideology, was falling
under the spotlight of international critics who were trying to link that ideology with
Islamist extremism.
I warned my friends that the project would face immense difficulties on completion at
least from nationalist Buddhists. That is exactly what is happening now.
Later on, when reading through an opinion piece by Kelum Bandara in Daily
Mirror (18 January 2018), it dawned that it was going to be a “fully fledged state-ofthe art university approved by the University Grants Commission (UGC)”.
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Well, if Sri Lanka could have private hospitals and private schools why not private
universities?
However, after witnessing the controversy over the South Asian Institute of
Technology and Medicine (SAITM) 3, critical questions once again arose particularly
in relation to the difference that this university was going to make to the fifteen
existing ones managed by UGC, the control over its management, and how profitable
was it going to be to avoid becoming a white elephant.
From information collected from print media and television interviews, it appears that
this university is going to be one controlled by members of the founder’s family,
funded almost totally by Arab sources, while offering some advanced scientific and
technical courses within an Islamic ambience.
The financial viability of this institution would obviously depend on fees charged
from students, size of enrolment and cost of quality academic staff and
administration. The figure Rs. 150,000 (USD 800) per semester per student as
mentioned in the article referred to would obviously shut out majority of local
students but would attract plenty of foreigners.
However, that attraction would depend on the quality of teaching staff and standard
and novelty of courses offered, both of which should be internationally competitive.
On the contrary, if foreign demand falls and if fees were to reduce to cater to local
demand quality of education offered would have to be compromised, which
ultimately would jeopardise the financial viability of the project.
One is not sure whether any marketing projections were carried out before venturing
blindly into the area of higher studies. Running a private school is different from
running a quality private university.
The other issue is about the sources of funding. Whether through interest free loans or
outright donations, all funds would certainly have some strings attached to them.
What do these lenders and donors expect in return?
This is where suspicion arises regarding the ultimate objective of this university. Even
if all funds are channelled legally and through proper agencies in the country, the fact
that the lion share of it is coming from Saudi Arabia leaves room for suspecting that
the university would ultimately function as an intellectual centre for spreading
Wahhabi ideology.
To make the situation worse, the architecture of buildings and the appearance of the
front yard planted with date palms add an Arab flavour.
This project is another instance where a Muslim leader has been blinded by his
political clout and personal avarice to ignore ground realities. A university funded by
Arab money with at least one faculty or department to teach Islamic sharia and
cultural studies, which would be staffed by Arab scholars at least partially, would
certainly be viewed by others as a conduit for religious propaganda.

3

http://saitm.edu.lk/
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The
founder
obviously has bitten
more than what he
could chew.
Not
much
consultancy
with academics and
Muslim intellectuals
seems to have gone
into the academic
planning
of
this
university.
Historically, Muslim
leaders in Sri Lanka
had
built
and
successfully managed
educational
A new Mosque built in the eastern provinces of Sri Lanka (Photo:
institutions
without
Kalinga Seneviratne)
provoking envy and
suspicion from others. One could pick two instances where Muslim leaders in the past
had built institutions of quality and prestige without inviting criticism from other
communities.
One was the establishment of Colombo Zahira College and the other was Naleemiya
Institute. The first was started at a time when there was a cultural awakening in the
country where every community was trying to open educational institutions within its
own religious and cultural ethos.
Thus, when Muslims understood the national context and embarked on the Zahira
project they received not the anger but blessing from other community leaders. Zahira
went on to produce hundreds of Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim scholars, many of
whom of poor economic background that went on to serve the country with patriotism
and dedication while remembering with pride their debt to Zahira.
The second, Naleemiya Institute, although of a different genre and catering entirely to
the needs of Muslims, was the brain child of one patriotic local Muslim
philanthropist, popularly known as Naleem Hajiar, whose generosity extended even to
the government of the country, at a time when the nation as a whole was in dire straits
to finance its imports.
There was no foreign donation or loan involved in that project, and there was no
grumbling from any community when it was opened. Instead, the advice of
Naleemiya’s founder was eagerly sought by the then socialist finance minister Dr. N.
M. Perera, who ultimately became an admirer of the entrepreneurial spirit and
patriotism of that founder.
Naleem Hajiar, a businessman when entered the field of education knew his
limitations, but was never reluctant to entertain with enthusiasm advice from
prominent educationists of that time like A. M. A. Azeez and Badi-ui-din Mahmud.
These were two instances where Muslim leaders worked within the national ethos
while serving their own community. More importantly, both Zahira and Naleemiya,
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unlike the aborted Punanai University, were not institutions intended to make private
profit. In a sense, those two icons bear silent testimony to the quality of leadership
which Muslims were able to produce in the past.
The question now is what should be done with this aborted project? Its founder argues
that the university cannot be taken over by the government legally. With reasonable
compensation the government should be able to acquire it and utilise the facilities and
preferably for educational purposes.
Why not turn into an international institute of research and postgraduate studies in
agricultural and veterinary sciences? The land is part of the Mahaveli Development
Scheme 4 and the area is suitable for agriculture and cattle farming. Hence, a research
centre in that field will be apt. It can be an entirely independent institution or part of
another existing university.
Having said that, there is still a need for an ‘Islamic’ university of a different type.
Why not this aborted project be converted to such an institution in Sri Lanka? There
had been a spurt of Islamic universities operating in various parts of the Muslim
world.
These universities are products of a petro-dollar era. Even though they are called
Islamic there is hardly any difference between them and other non-Islamic
universities particularly in respect of curricula taught and courses offered, except may
be in the coverage of Arabic and Islamic studies. Even in those studies they are
unable break the hold of Islamic orthodoxy.
Yet, not one of them so far had been able to attain a place within the top one hundred
universities in the world. Why therefore an ‘Islamic’ university and that too in Sri
Lanka?
I want to refer to the thoughts of a Muslim internationalist, activist, thinker and
intellectual, Eqbal Ahmad (1933/4-1999), whose proposed Khaldun University,
named after Abdul-Rahman Ibn Khaldun, a fourteenth century historian and
sociologist, and a secular and scientific figure, received international support from
Muslim intellectuals who even wanted to work for this secular institution pro bono.
After showing some initial enthusiasm and support by the Government of Pakistan
under Benazir Bhuto, she and the forces of business and religious conservatism jointly
sabotaged that project. I concur with his view that, “the Muslim people, or for that
matter any people in the world, will not make a passage from a pre-industrial
traditional culture and economy to a modern culture and economy without finding a
linkage within finding forms and relationships that are congruent between modernity
and inherited traditions … “
My argument is, we will not be able to fight fundamentalism until we produce a
modern progressive secular educated class of people who know the traditions and take
the best of it 5.

4

5

See http://mahaweli.gov.lk/master%20plan.html

Eqbal Ahmad, Confronting Empire, Interviews with David Barsamian, Cambridge, Massachusetts:
South End Press, 2000, p.22.
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A modern Muslim university to realise this vision of Eqbal somewhere in the world is
an absolute need of our time. It will be a sound first step to reform even the madrasas
eventually.
However, given the prevailing climate of ultra-conservative Wahhabi hold on
educational institutions, the very forces that sabotaged Khaldun University in Pakistan
would do the same in any Muslim country.
That is why had the politician and minister of the aborted Punanai project taken the
bold step to establish from the outset a secular university based on Islamic rational
tradition, he would have at least garnered support from intellectuals around the world
to counter the criticisms that he is facing now.
Sri Lanka could have pioneered this venture and contributed immensely to restart a
tradition lost by Muslims centuries ago. Such a university would have won a unique
status and earned an unparalleled prestige to this country in the Muslim world.
Unfortunately, the entire Muslim political leadership in Sri Lanka lacks that
progressive vision. The aborted university project was a golden opportunity
squandered by abuse of political power, subservience to Wahhabism and hunger for
profit.
* Dr. Ameer Ali, is a lecturer in economics at the School of Business and
Governance, Murdoch University, Western Australia.

A Historic Mosque in Central Colombo (Photo: Kalinga Seneviratne)
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Rajapaksa’s Election Win in Sri Lanka Exposes Bankruptcy of
‘Velvet Revolutions’
Kalinga Seneviratne

Gotabaya Rajapakse (in red shirt) greeted by his adoring supporters in the majority Sinhala
community (Photo:News.lk)

SINGAPORE. 28 November 2019 (IDN): International news reports about former
Defence Secretary Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s rise to power in Sri Lanka project him as a
human rights violator who detests democracy. But, there is an untold story behind his
path to the country’s presidency that would have lessons for Asian countries in
particular, who are in the crossfire of the geo-political battle for supremacy between
the world’s two super powers U.S. and China in what is now called the ‘Indo-Pacific’.
In September the Yale-NUS college in Singapore cancelled 6 a week long course on
training young people to express dissent and organize resistance after the Singapore

6 Note that Yale-NUS College responded to this as follows : We would like to clarify that the
“Dialogue and Dissent in Singapore” project, part of Yale-NUS College’s Learning Across Boundaries
programme, was neither meant to train young people to express dissent and organise resistance nor
did the Singapore government interfere in the programme. Yale-NUS College made an internal
decision to cancel the “Dialogue and Dissent in Singapore” project on intellectual and pedagogical
grounds, as it did not meet our academic standards. The project was meant to be an examination or
study of protest that would expose students to the wide range of perspectives in Singapore,
something essential for an academic consideration of the topic. However, the project in question did
not adequately cover the range of perspectives required for a proper academic examination of the
political, social and ethical issues that surround dissent. The entire episode had nothing to do with
efforts to promote any form of protest or revolution. Yale University’s independent report also
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government expressed concern about it encouraging insurgencies. However, in Sri
Lanka such training has been done by western funded NGOs (non-governmental
organizations) for some years.
In January 2015, Maitripala Sirisena won the presidency defeating Gotabaya’s elder
brother Mahinda Rajapaksa on the back of a classic ‘velvet revolution’. The campaign
to oust the Rajapaksa regime, which was seen to be tilting too much towards China,
was spearheaded by pro-democracy and human rights campaigners trained mainly by
western NGOs. They were able to paint the Rajapaksa regime as corrupt and
undemocratic who repress freedom of speech.
The campaign was able to sway the votes of many of the youth voting for the first
time, and also the minority groups such as Tamils and Muslims, along with urban
Buddhist liberals.
“The civil society grouping played a significant role in the high profile 2014 project
to defeat the Rajapaksas. It was an American funded operation,” noted Island
newspaper’s editor Shamindra Ferdinando in a commentary last week. “The result (of
November 16 election) clearly proved that the grouping was only some people’s civil
society and its backing didn’t make any difference or even worked to the
disadvantage of (government candidate) Sajith Premadasa because of the general
perceived feeling in the south that they were only motivated by outside interests and
funding.”
The NGO campaign of 2014 was based on heralding a new era called ‘yahapalanaya’
(good governance) of democracy, freedom of speech and accountability. This all
sounded good liberal principles coming from the West. But, today the word
‘yahapalanaya’ has become a joke in Sri Lanka.
The yahapalanaya government came to power with the promise of creating such a
liberal utopia within 100 days. When the new government took over, many of the
western-funded NGO operatives were given positions in government agencies, some
of which were established as part of the a UN campaign for the government to
account for alleged war crimes.
Instead, during this time they breached their own principles by first, Sirisena
appointing a Prime Minister – the pro-Western Ranil Wickremasinghe – who
commanded the support of only 45 MPs in a 225 member parliament. Rajapaksa’s
MPs shocked by the election verdict were intimidated into silence. Sirisena even
appointed the head of the Tamil National Alliance (TNA) - a pro-LTTE (Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam) political party - as the leader of the opposition. He had only
14 MPs in parliament while the Rajapaksa’s party had over 100 MPs.

concluded that the College’s decision to cancel the project “was made internally and without
government interference in the academic independence of the College. - Yale-NUS College Public
Affairs
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The biggest blow to the credibility of the ‘yahapalana’ revolution came in February
2015, about 50 days into 100-day program when the newly appointed Central Bank
Governor Arjuna Mahendran, a Sri Lankan born Singapore citizen and an old school
friend of Wickremasinghe, was involved in a multi-million dollar bond scam that
benefited his son-in-law. Rajapaksa allies were quick to pounce on this, and with
Mahendran fleeing to Singapore months later and the government’s unwillingness to
bring him to book, has haunted the government ever since and was a major reason for
the revival of the Rajapaksa fortunes.
However, a major issue that has riled the Sinhala Buddhist majority was the
government’s surrender to western human rights lobbies and the UN Human Rights
Council (UNHRC) in particular.
In September 2015, Foreign Minister Mangala Samaraweera even went to the extent
of signing a co-sponsorship (with the U.S.) of a resolution at UNHRC calling for the
Sri Lankan government to account for alleged war crimes, when one of the most
feared terror groups, the LTTE was finally crushed in May 2009.
For most Sinhalese, this smacks of pure hypocrisy on the part of the UNHRC when
the U.S. and NATO have been involved in far worse war crimes in their war against
terrorism, and no such accountability is asked from them. There have been calls by
Sinhala nationalists for Samaraweera to be charged for treason (Sirisena has said
repeatedly that he was not aware of him signing the resolution) and these could
intensify in coming months.
Under this resolution there have been charges laid against army personnel with some
jailed. Most Sinhalese see them as war heroes (Ranaviru) and Gotabaya indicated
during his election campaign that most of them will be released when he assumes the
presidency. He also told a press conference during the campaign that his government
would not recognize the UNHRC resolution.
With President Rajapaksa vising India this week, it will be crucial for him to get
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s support for India to withdraw its sponsorship of this
resolution.
In the past 12 months there have been much debate and controversy in the country
over two deals Wickremasinghe was suspected to be negotiating behind the back of
Sirisena with the U.S.
On May 25 this year, opposition lawmaker Bimal Ratnayake reading from a leaked
copy of a letter the U.S. embassy has sent to the government on a proposed Status of
Forces Agreement (SOFA), stated that it has asked Sri Lanka to allow free access to
American soldiers, military officers and their contractors to the country without even
a passport and they be held responsible only to the U.S. laws.
The leaked letter further points out that while in Sri Lanka, U.S. warships and military
aircrafts be allowed to enter and leave the country without any inspections, and also
no American military personnel be subjected to customs checks while entering or
leaving the country.
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Ever since the Easter Sunday bombings shocked the nation this year, there has been
heightened concern that terrorism is being used as a pretext for the U.S. to use Sri
Lankan soil for them to fight a geo-political war with China, especially because of the
island’s strategic location in the Indian Ocean.
Wickremasinghe repeatedly told parliament and Sri Lankan media that with U.S. help
they could fight Islamic terrorism. But, Rajapaksa supporters argues that the
government’s subservience to UNHRC resolution had weakened the armed forces and
the intelligence apparatus that Gotabaya has built up as Defense Secretary, and made
the attack possible. His election campaign was focused on strengthening these to give
protection to the community.
However, during the yahapalanaya government democratic rights, media freedom and
freedom of the judiciary have been strengthened with the 19th amendment to the
constitution. Sirisena in his farewell address to the nation immediately after the polls
closed on November 16 said: “During my tenure, full democracy and freedom were
restored in the country. I believe I could ensure full media freedom and democracy to
an extent never enjoyed by the people before.”
It is hoped that President Rajapaksa will not tamper with these freedoms, but ensure
these freedoms will lead to economic empowerment. He has indicated repeatedly that
his economic model would be similar to that Singapore took where individual human
rights will take lower priority to economic development that would benefit the
community as a whole. He will also follow a more Asia-focused foreign and
economic policy.
Switching to English, President Rajapaksa said in his inauguration speech that his
government will practice a neutral foreign policy and will try to steer away from geopolitical power games. "We request all nations to respect the unitary nature and
sovereignty of the country, when maintaining relations with us" he urged.
Rajapaksas are known to be close to China, but, Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi was the first to congratulate Gotabaya. He tweeted a congratulation message
even before the Election Commission officially announced the results on Saturday
and was quick to extend an invitation for the newly elected President to visit Delhi.
President Rajapaksa in a Tweet to Modi pointed out that “our two nations are bound
by history and common heritage”.
There are two areas that the Rajapaksa regime could work closely with India. One is
on confronting the Islamic terror threat and the other is on Modi’s “IndicBuddhist’
civilizational movement to stamp the Asian identity of the 21st century. Rajapaksa’s
Buddhist nationalism will fit very well into that. While at the same time, Sri Lanka
would also have close economic relations with China especially in developing the belt
and road initiative with Hambantota harbor as a lynchpin.
Chinese leader Xi Jingping in his congratulatory message said he looked forward to
“docking our development visions and deepen our practical cooperation within the
framework of the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’, to start a new chapter of China-Sri Lanka
Strategic Cooperative Partnership”.
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Such cooperation will offer exciting possibilities for closer cooperation between
Asian nations in building the trade and economic relations across the region in the
21st century to ensure it is Asia’s century. But, don’t expect the western media to
cover these from such a positive perspective.
* Kalinga Seneviratne is the author of book titled ‘Myth of Free Media and Fake
News in the Post-Truth Era’ published by SAGE in January2020.

Kelaniya Raja Maha Vihara temple. The white stupa initially introduced by Sri Lankan
architects to Southeast Asia is part of the ‘Indic-Buddhist’ identity of Asia. (Photo: Kalinga
Seneviratne)
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Did Sri Lanka’s Presidential Election Bring Back a Polarising
Wartime Figure?
Palitha Kohona

The Economist (London) 7 proclaimed recently that Gotabaya Rajapaksa, the man
who, as secretary of defense, presided over this horrifying episode (the final phase of
Sri Lanka’s terrorist inspired internal conflict), has just been elected president of Sri
Lanka. To Sinhalese Buddhists, about 70% of the population, he is a hero. After all,
the militia he destroyed was appallingly cruel and bloodthirsty and had tormented
Tamils as much as, if not more than, other Sri Lankans.

Sri Lanka's new President Gotabaya Rajapaksa speaks during his first address to the nation in
Anuradhapura, in the North Central Province, on 18 November 2019 (Source: A. Hapuarachchi |
Xinhua).

COLOMBO. 12 December 2019 (IDN): It never ceases to amaze how 'liberal' the
liberal and free press gets when describing events that it has not witnessed and
individuals of whom it does not approve for reasons that cannot be explained readily
or logically. This approach is not limited to one country or one person.
On November 16, Sri Lanka's electors (almost 84% of them exercised their franchise
freely, according to all observers. A turnout which is difficult to obtain in the
"mature" democracies) democratically elected Gotabhaya Rajapaksa as president
confounding many foreign analysts. His lead was almost 12 percentage points. His
victory was greeted with widespread and raucous jubilation across the country, with
fire crackers being lit and free milk rice being distributed.
But, disappointingly, no Western media outlet highlighted this clear victory of
President Gotabhaya Rajapaksa or his forward looking policy platform for which the
majority voted. The jubilation with which his election was received was somehow
7 https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/11/21/sri-lankas-new-president-has-a-worryingpast
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missed in most of the reporting. Instead a narrative based on allegations and
conjecture continues to be spewed out, conveniently backed by negative western
NGOs.
Almost all media outlets in the West continue to brand Rajapaksa as the "Strong man,
the alleged war criminal and human rights violator." The minorities apparently live in
fear of the incoming administration.
The Economist, which is reputed for its “trustworthy” reporting of facts for over a
century, referring to the end of the terrorist inspired conflict in May 2009, proclaimed
grandly that "the army surrounded 100,000 civilians on a tiny sliver of beach, barely
three square kilometers in size. Mixed in among them were a small number of
separatist guerrillas, the remnants of a once-formidable force that had been battling
for an independent state for the country’s Tamil minority for 26 years. The insurgents
had no compunction about using innocent villagers as human shields. The army
claimed to have more scruples: it had designated the area a ‘no-fire zone’, where
civilians could safely gather. Nonetheless, it continued to shell the beach mercilessly.
The UN warned that a humanitarian disaster was unfolding and urged the government
to declare a ceasefire, to no avail. In the end, resistance crumbled and the army took
control. But the beach was left piled with bodies, with more floating in the adjacent
lagoon. The number of civilians who died in the final phase of the war, the
UN concluded years later after a long investigation, was probably in the “tens of
thousands”.
Obviously, facts were not allowed to interfere with this grand and heart wrenching
narrative. The so called spit of land, to which the LTTE had forced the civilians to
flee, was about 26 square kilometers in extent. The LTTE had forced the civilians to
flee to this area to be used as a human shield. Obviously, it had been planned with
devilish cunning that this civilian shield would force the government forces to slow
down their advance or, better still, goaded the international community to intervene.
The bonus was that dead civilians would later provide the convenient grounds for
alleging that war crimes had been committed, quite ignoring that the civilians had
been forced in to that situation by the LTTE itself. The number of civilians who were
later to cross the lagoon and escape to the government side was around 297,000 - not
100,000. It was not a handful of fighters who held the “eight mile stretch of land” but
over 12,000, who later surrendered to the security forces.
To this day, no one has located, despite desperate efforts of international agencies, the
graves of the tens of thousands of bodies that were apparently piled up on the beach
or floating in the lagoon. No burial pits have been found and the burials would have
required a large force of grave diggers who were not available as most able bodied
Tamils were manning the LTTE defenses, either voluntarily or under coercion.
The Reuters correspondent, Bryson from the U.S., who was embedded with the 58th
Division, apparently missed the thousands of dead bodies as his reports did not
mention them. But he did notice the dozens of injured soldiers who had stopped
LTTE bullets as they were using only hand held weapons. The Al Jazeera TV crew
which filmed the exodus of civilians from the beach, recorded footage of soldiers
dropping their guns to help civilians to cross the lagoon but no dead bodies. Surely
53

fact does not tally with the tale of woe described by the Economist. A vast armory of
heavy and light weapons were recovered by the security forces,
Rt. Hon. the Lord Naseby’s revelations in the House of Lords on February 5, 2019,
based on the reports of the UK Military Attaché in Colombo, Antony Gash, are
available in the public domain. Gash had recorded in a dispatch dated February 16,
2009 concerning 400 IDPs being transferred from the fighting area to Trincomalee,
"The operation was efficient and effective, but most importantly was carried out with
compassion, respect and concern. I am entirely certain that this was genuine — my
presence was not planned and was based on a sudden opportunity".
Lord Naseby goes on to
say, "There are many more
references
in
the
dispatches to the fact that
it was never a policy of the
Sri Lankan Government to
kill civilians."
He adds, "I have one other
reference that I think is
useful. It comes from the
University Teachers for
Lord Naseby greeted by Mahinda Rajapakse during a
Human Rights, which is
visit to Sri Lanka (Photo: Colombo Page)
essentially
a
Tamil
organization. It says: "From
what has happened we cannot say that the purpose of bombing or shelling by the
government forces was to kill civilians … ground troops took care not to harm
civilians".
He quotes another passage, "Soldiers who entered the No Fire Zone on 19th April
2009 and again on the 9th and 15th May acted with considerable credit when they
reached … civilians. They took risks to protect civilians and helped … the elderly
who could not walk. Those who escaped have readily acknowledged this".
Lord Naseby estimated that the maximum number of civilians killed was probably
around 6000. Not tens of thousands as proclaimed by the Economist.
There has been no military conflict in history where no civilians have suffered. This
number killed in the last days of the Sri Lankan conflict may have included
combatants fighting in civvies. The figure quoted by Lord Naseby broadly confirms
the internal figure compiled by the UN office in Colombo and the census figure
compiled later. But what is important is Lord Naseby’s conclusion that civilians were
not the target of the military operation.
Oh shucks. Why let published facts get in the way of a heart wrenching story if it
serves to vilify someone who has been slated to be tarred.
Over 55% of the Tamils of Sri Lanka and the overwhelming preponderance of
Muslims live in and among the majority Sinhala population. Surprisingly, no one
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seems to have noticed anyone in these communities living in fear as claimed by the
Economist or making any effort, with bag and baggage, to move to the safety of the
North or the East.
Of course, some in these communities, remembering the disturbances in Kandy
during the last regime and the those in Aluthgama during the previous regime, may
express reservations that please the ears of foreign journalists to juice up their stories.
But by and large, the children of the minority communities go to school every day as
before, their businesses continue to flourish and their temples and mosques remain
crowded.

Sarath Fonseka the politician (Photo: Facebook.com/sarath
fonseka)

General Sarath Fonseka (now Field Marshal) who commanded the army during the
final phase of the conflict and contested the country’s presidency in 2010, in spite of
being routed in the South, comfortably won all the Tamil-speaking majority electoral
districts in the North and the East. Obviously, the electorate did not consider him, the
commander of the Army, to be a killer of Tamil civilians.
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World Powers Come To Woo Sri Lanka
Kalinga Seneviratne

Photo (left to right): Collage of pictures (from public domains) of U.S. Principal Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs Alice Wells, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi visiting Sri Lanka in January 2020. Credit:
IDN-INPS

COLOMBO, 23 January 2020 (IDN): Two months after President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa assumed office on November 18, 2019, the Indian ocean island republic of
Sri Lanka has had the unique distinction of hosting top diplomats of three world
powers – the United States, China and Russia. One of the president’s first significant
announcements was that Sri Lanka would follow a staunchly non-aligned independent
foreign policy.
January 14 was a busy day for President Gotabaya Rajapaksa, his brother Prime
Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa and Foreign Minister Dinesh Gunawardena when they
had a series of meetings with three foreign dignitaries: the U.S. Principal Deputy
Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs Alice Wells, Russian
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi.
“Sri Lanka is in the reckoning for the world powers because of its strategic
positioning, more than anything else,” noted Daily Mirror’s Kelum Bandara. “A
power game plays out in the Indian Ocean region for strategic hegemony, and the
respective countries engage Sri Lanka to prevent it from being slipped into the ambit
of one player against the interests of the other.”
Historically, Sri Lanka has played an important role in maritime commerce and
cultural flows between East and West. Today, the Indian Ocean is a major artery of
global trade. Sri Lanka is only 12 nautical miles off the world’s busiest shipping lines
that carry 72 percent of the global energy supplies, 50 percent of containers and 35
percent of bulk cargos.
A major issue leading up to the November 16, 2019 presidential elections was a $470
million Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) grant and a Status of Forces
Agreement (SOFA) with the U.S. the former Prime Minister Ranil Wickremasinghe
was rumoured to have signed. Both were seen by Rajapaksa’s nationalist supporters
as infringing on the country’s sovereignty and placing Sri Lanka firmly on the IndoPacific bandwagon led by Washington.
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Many claimed that Sri Lanka would end up like Afghanistan with the world powers
fighting their wars for geo-political supremacy on Sri Lankan soil. After his election,
President Rajapaksa appointed a high-level committee to review these agreements,
which have however yet to be signed.
During her meetings with the new leadership and a subsequent press briefing given at
the airport before departure, Wells was at pains not to focus on controversial issues.
She said she had delivered a letter from President Donald Trump, underscoring the
U.S. commitment to deepen what she termed ‘constructive partnership’ with Sri
Lanka that will be beneficial to both countries.
“We were able to discuss the dimensions of the Indo-Pacific region with emphasis on
increasing trade and investment as well as enhancing governance that allows for
increase in investment,” she told journalists, noting that aspects of maritime security
featured prominently during her talks. Referring to the allocation of $39 million in
2018 for coastal radar surveillance, she said it would be the launching pad for
cooperation with Sri Lanka in this sphere.
Russia’s Foreign Minister Lavrov is regarded as a good friend of Sri Lanka having
started his diplomatic career at the Soviet Embassy in Colombo in 1972 and is known
to be able to speak fluent Sinhalese. According to a Sri Lankan Foreign Affairs media
statement, the two foreign ministers discussed a number of areas of cooperation
including technical and vocational education, tourism, investments, security and
defence.
During the Soviet era, which came to an end after the dissolution of the Union of
Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1991, thousands of Sri Lankans received higher
education funded by Soviet government scholarships. Such cooperation is expected to
be enlarged.
In 2019, over 86,000 Russian tourists arrived in Sri Lanka. Discussions with Lavrov
included increasing the tourist flow as well as expansion of trade between the two
countries to reach the target of $700 million set during previous President Maithripala
Sirisena’s visit to Moscow in 2017. Also defence cooperation is to be expanded under
the bilateral Military Cooperation Agreement that was signed in September 2018 in
Moscow.
“I expressed Sri Lanka’s gratitude for the generous Russian Government assistance,
extended over the last six decades, to educate generations of Sri Lankan students in
the areas of medicine, engineering and other technical fields,” noted Sri Lanka’s
Foreign Minister Gunawardena in a statement.
“President Rajapaksa is also keen to upgrade the quality of Sri Lanka’s vocational and
technical training programmes. Therefore, we agreed to explore new educational
opportunities at the Russian universities and technical schools for advanced science
and technical education for Sri Lankan students,” the Foreign Minister added.
China’s top diplomat Wang speaking to the media after the meetings with Sri Lankan
leaders gave a categorical undertaking that China would not allow any country to
interfere with the internal affairs of Sri Lanka.
China’s relationship with Sri Lanka is a long and fruitful one for the island nation. Sri
Lanka was one of the earliest countries to recognize the Peoples Republic of China in
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1952 and signed a rubber-rice barter trade agreement in the 1950s which was very
beneficial to both countries.
In the 1970s, China sent workers to build the Bandaranaike Memorial International
Conference Hall (BMICH) as a gift to Sri Lanka. During the closing stages of the 30year civil war with Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), Chinese military and
diplomatic assistance was crucial in ending the conflict.

Sri Lanka’s military during independence day parade in Colombo (Photo: News.lk)

Unlike in neighbouring India, most Sinhalese, especially the current government’s
Sinhalese nationalist supporters, look at China favourably. Wang wasted no time in
giving assurance to them that China will stand by Sri Lanka as it has done before.
Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa is believed to have given Wang a list of projects
in which he would like to have Chinese financial assistance.
However, according to political observers, both Sri Lanka and China would have to
tread carefully on how these investments are done. Most Sri Lankans are not happy
with the Hambantota Port deal and the 99-year lease agreement may have to be
renegotiated.
The Rajapaksa regime, while honouring the commercial aspects of the agreement,
would have to change the leasing aspects as these are not popular with its nationalist
supporters. In return, China would also have to show goodwill in such renegotiations.
India, which has also been wooing the new government from the day President
Rajapaksa was elected, was soon off the mark sending National Security Advisor Ajit
Doval for talks with President Rajapaksa on January 18, to follow up on what was
agreed between the two sides during his visit to India a week after assuming power.
The Indian government has pledged $50 million assistance to purchase equipment as
part of bilateral cooperation on counterterrorism and also extended a $450 million
Line of Credit as development assistance.

58

President Gotabaya Rajapakse with Indian External Affairs Minister V.K Singh in New Delhi on
November 28 2019. ( Photo Credit: V.K Krishnan, The Hindu)

The diplomatic crunch for Sri Lanka and its international suitors will come in March
when the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) takes up the review of the 2015
resolution calling for accountability for alleged war crimes at the end of the civil war
in 2009.
Though the previous regime co-sponsored the resolution with the Western members
of the Council, President Rajapaksa has said that he will not recognize the resolution
and would like to pull out of it. China and Russia are expected to back Sri Lanka. As
U.S. is no longer a member of UNHRC, it remains to be seen how their European
proxies and India behave at the sessions. “Sri Lankans are eagerly waiting to see who
their real friends are,” said a political observer.
Writing in Ceylon Today, former member of parliament and presidential candidate,
Prof Rajiva Wijesinha, noted that after the acrimonious relationship the previous
Rajapaksa regime had with the West from the end of the war in 2009 and until they
were voted out in 2015, the new government under President Sirisena tried to repair
that relationship the wrong way.
After 2015 the government policy was “saying the same as our opponents” and
hoping that it would cajole the opponents into “treating us as a different country
(friend),” Prof Wijesinha argues. He added: “That has led to a disaster. I can only
hope that (President) Gotabaya has learned that lesson.”

59

Sri Lanka Challenges UN Human Rights Council’s Impartiality
Kalinga Seneviratne

SINGAPORE, 04 March 2020 (IDN): Sri Lanka's Minister of Foreign Relations,
Dinesh Gunawardena, has officially withdrawn from the co-sponsorship of the UN
Human Rights Council(UNHRC) Resolution on "Promoting reconciliation,
accountability, and human rights in Sri Lanka". His predecessor, Mangala
Samaraweera, had co-sponsored it along with the U.S. and a number of European
member countries, in October 2015.
Most Sri Lankans perceive the UNHRC as a 'big bully' who acts on behalf of major
western nations to steer small nations to serving the geo-political interests of the
West. The human rights body in their view is a hypocritical organisation, which
accuses small nations like Sri Lanka and Myanmar of war crimes but ignores much
bigger war crimes perpetuated by the U.S. and its NATO allies.
Gunawardena in his address to the
UNHRC's 43rd Session on February
26 said that the resolution signed by
Samaraweera was against the wishes
of the people of Sri Lanka, and that his
government
is
committed
to
addressing
these
wishes.
The
prosperity of Sri Lanka is the Sri
Lankan government's priority to be
achieved through security and
development, and in the best interests
of Sri Lankans.
Sri
Lanka
Foreign
Minister
Dinesh
Gunawardena addressing the UN Human Rights
Council on 26 February. Source: Colombo
Telegraph.

Foreign Minister Gunawardena laid
out a plethora of reasons as to why the
Sri Lankan government had decided to
withdraw from the co-sponsorship of
the Resolution. He said that the Resolution infringed upon the sovereignty of the
people of Sri Lanka as well as violated the basic structure of Sri Lanka's Constitution.
"The previous Government had violated all democratic principles of governance as it
declared support for the Resolution even before the draft text was presented, sought
no Cabinet approval to bind the country to deliver on the dictates of an international
body, had no reference to the Parliament processes, undertakings, and repercussions
of such co-sponsorship, and included provisions which were undeliverable due to its
inherent illegality, being in violation of the Constitution the supreme law of the
country," the Foreign Minister told the UNHRC.
Gunawardena added that the first Resolution 30/1 of October 2015 8 , and the
subsequent Resolution 34/1 of March 2017, have "eroded Sri Lankans' trust in the
international system and the credibility of Sri Lanka as a whole in the eyes of the
international community".

8

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/812282?ln=en
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He added: "This irresponsible action also damaged long nurtured regional
relationships and Non-Aligned as well as South Asian solidarity. The deliberate
polarization it sought to cause through trade-offs that resulted in Sri Lanka’s foreign
policy being reduced to a ‘zero-sum game’, made my country a ‘pawn’ on the chess
board of global politics, and unnecessarily drew Sri Lanka away from its traditional
neutrality."
Furthermore, It weakened national security which had allowed the 2019 Easter
Sunday bombings by alleged Islamic terrorists to take place in Colombo. It is widely
believed in Sri Lanka that pressure from UNHRC through these resolutions helped to
undermine the military and intelligence services, that have been demoralized.
At the time of the bombing, under intense pressure from Geneva, the Sri Lankan
government was drafting a watered-down new anti-terror law, that was to replace the
three decades old Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) which the UNHRC resolutions
asked Sri Lanka to dismantle.
In an interview with a popular current affairs program on Maharaja TV at the
weekend, Sri Lanka's former permanent representative to the UN in New York,
Ambassador Dr Palitha Kohona, pointed out that the very countries that were asking
for the PTA to be scrapped had much more draconian anti-terror laws to stem 'Islamic
terrorism'.
In response to Sri Lanka's withdrawal from the sponsorship of the resolution,
UNHRC chief Michelle Bachelet said that domestic processes have consistently failed
to deliver accountability in the past and she regretted the approach the new
government (of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa) has taken (to focus on a home-grown
remedy).
Commentaries in the local media in Colombo have widely welcomed the
government’s move, except for a few Tamil politicians and western-funded NGO
spokespeople, who want Sri Lanka to be taken up by the UN Security Council. That
will be a no-go with China and Russia firmly backing the Rajapaksa government.
Malinda Seneviratne, writing in the Sunday Observer asked Bachelet to account for
dubious reports they have been presenting for the past decade accusing Sri Lanka of
war crimes at the end of the 30-year war with the terror group LTTE (Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam). Reports have been framed by their own outcome preferences,
he claims.
"None of these 'reports' are substantiated. The "sources at best are unreliable”, argues
Seneviratne. "We've had a lot of that in the past and that's what went into the
substance of the infamous Darusman Report (a report on Sri Lanka war crimes
commissioned by former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon), based on which the
UNHRC needled Sri Lanka at every turn. Eventually, the movers and shakers,
principally the USA — which called the UNHRC 'a cesspool of bias" — (when they
moved to investigate Israeli war crimes), got a pliant government to co-sponsor an
anti-Sri Lanka resolution (30/1) in 2015."
A figure of 40,000 missing persons has been quoted regularly by UN sources and the
western media to accuse the Sri Lankan army of war crimes when they crushed the
LTTE in 2009.
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Dr Kohona pointed out in the TV interview that this figure has never been
substantiated nor any names produced to support the claim. He said this figure
includes the thousands who went missing during the Marxist JVP insurrection in the
late 1980s (which were mostly Sinhalese) and those who left by boat to claim asylum
in countries like Australia. Because they did not go through immigration procedures,
they would be listed as missing. "Those who accuse Sri Lanka of war crimes have to
come clean with facts (names) and figures," said Dr Kohona.
Meanwhile, on March 2, Sri Lanka has rejected a 'Special Rapporteur on freedom of
religion or belief' tabled at the UNHRC by UN Rapporteur Ahmed Shaheed,
following his visit to Sri Lanka in August 2019.
Sri Lanka's Ambassador to the UN in Geneva, Dayani Mendis said that claims in the
report about Sri Lanka's security forces colluding with mobs who attacked Muslims
(following the Easter Sunday attacks) and not try to prevent such attacks, was
inaccurate. She also criticized the report for inaccurately suggesting that there was
inaction by authorities to stem such violence, and that criminal investigations into the
Easter Sunday attacks by Muslim youth, were portrayed as violation of religious
freedom and belief.
"Easter Sunday attacks reminded us that we are fighting a common adversary in
terrorism, radicalization and extremism, which is a global threat," Ambassador
Mendis pointed out. "In this context, we consider it unfortunate that the SR’s (Special
Rapporteur's) report has, to a large extent, sought to judge the space for freedom of
religion or belief in Sri Lanka through the few months that followed the Easter
Sunday attacks," she said.
"It is also regrettable that the report has sought to portray instances where criminal
investigations have been conducted to prevent acts of terrorism in accordance with the
law, as an endeavour to violate the freedom of religion or belief," Mendis added.
She criticized the report for its failure to adequately discuss the drivers and root
causes of radicalization of youth from one particular religious community (i.e.
Muslims) and a lack of inputs from a broader spectrum of Sri Lankan society (i.e.
Sinhalese).
"In describing attacks against and desecration of places of worship, the report has
failed to refer to incidents of attacks on and vandalizing of Buddhist places of worship
and instances of obstruction of Buddhist devotees in certain areas of the country,"
Ambassador Mendis pointed out.
"Any discourse that can yield something positive cannot happen in an environment
where outsiders demand that Sri Lankans inhabit their version of Sri Lanka's reality. It
has to happen the other way about. We create room for our story, with all its
complexities, contradictions, trauma, despair and hope. That's something that was
ruled out by the Yahapalanists (previous government) and Resolution 30/1," notes
Malinda Seneviratne.
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Moulding Muslim Culture in Sri Lanka Echoes Chinese Uighur
Experiment
Ameer Ali

PERTH, 10 July 2019 (IDN): The July 7 ‘Rally of the Un-Enlightened’, that fizzled
out without the expected turnout of 10,000 Buddhist monks, was the most emphatic
demonstration yet by the majority Sinhala Buddhists that they would not allow hatred
and bigotry to hijack the millennial legacy of peaceful coexistence of different
religions and cultures in Sri Lanka.
The downsizing of that event brought a sigh of relief for hundreds of thousands of
Muslims in and around Kandy, who feared for the worse, after enduring repeated
violence in the hands of an inebriated mob, brainwashed by an Islamophobia
manufactured by the organizers of this rally.
It is no exaggeration to say that since that horrible Easter carnage in April 2019, the
entire Muslim community has been unjustifiably asked to account for the lunacy of a
few, a phenomenon not confined to Sri Lanka only.
However, the hidden agenda of the far-right and extremist groups like Bodu Bala
Sena (BBS), Mahoson Balakaya, Sinha Le and so on, in respect of the Muslim
community needs be understood in light of what was announced in that rally by BBS
secretary, Gnanasara.
From the beginning, and at least since the Alutgama riots of 2015, BBS and its
obstreperous secretary, were vociferous in demanding expulsion of all Muslims to
Saudi Arabia or any other Arab country, by reinventing a 19th century argument
advanced by Anagarika Dharmapala & Co. in a different context, that Muslims were
“aliens” in Sri Lanka.
The fact that this community, like the
Sinhalese and Tamils before, were also
foreigners but arrived last and that they
were indigenised over one thousand years
ago did not matter in BBS’ twisted history.
Its ultimate goal is to make this island one
hundred percent Sinhala Buddhist.
It was this aspiration that was once again
reinforced in Kandy, when Gnanasara
announced that ‘”every home must have
an owner and Sinhalese are the owners of
Sri Lanka”. When saying that he quite
naively expected the Tamils also to accept
their status as tenants and live until they
too would be ejected one day.

The Jami Ul Alfar mosque in pettah area,
one of the oldest mosques in Colombo.
(Photo credit: CC BY-SA 3.0)

Perhaps, after realising the impossibility of wholesale expulsion of any community
for that matter, especially in the current context of a globally integrated nation state
system, BBS now believes that a solution to the so called ‘Muslim Problem’ should
be found within the country.
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There are three models in recent history which it could adopt, when given the power,
to make its dream come true. The most extreme of the three was Hitler’s “final
solution” to the Jewish problem. His Gas Chambers and organised pogroms killed
millions of Jews and provoked the infamous Holocaust. “Never again”, vowed those
who escaped the Holocaust and never will the world tolerate such monstrosity to take
place anywhere.
Even though one thoughtless monk wished that Gothabaya Rajapakse should play the
role of a Hitler to clean the country out of its mess, it is doubtful whether that priest
was thinking of a final solution to a Muslim problem.
The second model, although of equal horror but on a lesser scale, was that executed
by the regime in Myanmar, which allowed the soldiers and a vengeful mob kill and
rape thousands of Rohingya Muslims, burn their houses and crops, and forced
hundreds of thousands cross over to Bangladesh.
One of their monks, U Wirathu aka Win Khaing Oo, who the Economsit described as
the “Face of Terror”, and who blessed that cleansing in the name of Buddhism, also
visited Sri Lanka and was accorded a red carpet welcome by the then president,
Rajapakse. If that horror were to be repeated in this country, there is no land border
for Muslims to cross but only the Indian Ocean to drown.
BBS and its partner groups like Mahoson Balakaya and Sinha Le may welcome that.
But they have to face the wrath of the majority Sinhala Buddhists of this country
whose spirit of tolerance is unparalleled in the annals of Asian history.
The third model is the softest and is the one that lurks behind Gnanasara’s
“moulding” of Muslim culture. This model is the one that is currently being
experimented by the Chinese government to produce a new generation of Uyghurs
who would forget their ethnicity and religion, Islam, to become completely merged
with the culture and values of main stream Chinese.
According to several but reliable accounts, Uyghurs are now locked up in a huge
concentration camp and are undergoing an intensive
cultural cleansing.
Of course, no government in Sri Lanka would dare to
adopt this experiment, and that is why Gnanasara
wants a mandate from President Sirisena, who
released this man from prison, to undertake this
moulding.
Is he and his fellow monks of the same ilk going to
turn their temples into correction centres where the
ulama could be forced to attend lessons and training?
Or, are they aspiring to invade mosques and madrasas
to brainwash its attendants with their de-Islamization
program?

President Sirisena (Photo:
News.lk)

Gnanasara is trumpeting that he wants to eradicate Islamic fundamentalism in this
country. He also confuses religious fundamentalism with Wahhabism and extremism.
These three are not mechanically connected. A religious fundamentalist can remain
non-Wahhabi and moderate.
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Similarly an extremist need not be a religious fundamentalist nor a Wahhabi. In any
case how can any of these be eradicated without the cooperation of Muslims?
One can understand this type of half-baked and nationally destructive ideas of BBS
and other such elements in our society. But, what one cannot understand is the
determined silence of a Presidency, government and parliamentary opposition to
counter this madness.

Tranquility of Sri Lanka – Lake near Dambulla.
(Photo: Kalinga Seneviratne)

The Sinhala Buddhist majority has
shown its utter disgust by not
answering BBS call to rally in
Kandy. Where is the voice of
sanity from national leaders?
Either, they do not want to give
importance to the utterings of a
few
miscreants,
which
is
understandable but not at the
expense of the damage they are
causing to the country’s economy
and societal harmony, or, they are
hypocritically awaiting to reap
electoral benefits from politicised
Buddhism in the forthcoming
elections.

That said, there is no question that the Muslim community and its religious and
educational institutions need be reformed. That reformation has to be undertaken by
Muslims themselves under an enlightened leadership that understands the current
dilemma. No outsider has any mandate to dictate and force reforms upon a
community. The All Ceylon Jaiyyathul Ulama (ACJU) and Muslim politicians who
are in bed with them have been too lackadaisical or obstinately obstructive in
initiating and implementing reforms.
Their joint stand against reforming the Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act for
example, illustrates best their obscurantism. To start with, ACJU must include within
its hierarchy qualified men and women from other fields. The religious class has
arrogated for too long the name ulama exclusively to itself.
That name, which is simply the plural of alim, meaning a learned person, applies even
to secularly educated intellectuals. It is time such intellectuals from both genders are
admitted into ACJU? Once ACJU itself is reformed that body can become a
progressive force to stimulate changes.
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One Year On, Easter Bombings In Sri Lanka Continues To Puzzle
Kalinga Seneviratne

This article is the 39th in a series of joint
productions of Lotus News Features and IDNInDepthNews, the flagship of the International
Press Syndicate.
SYDNEY, 26 April 2020. (IDN) – A 22-year-old Sri Lankan law graduate became the
first Islamic suicide terrorist a year ago in the predominantly Buddhist Sri Lanka. He
detonated an explosive-filled rucksack amid a crowd of Easter Sunday worshipers at a
Catholic Church in the seaside town of Negombo, close to the country's international
airport.
The explosion on April 21, 2019, at 8.25 am (local time) killed more than 50 people
and wounded scores more. Within the next hour, multiple coordinated suicide attacks
ripped through churches and tourist hotels, that killed over 250 people and injured
another 500.
According to knowledgeable sources, suicide bombers came mainly from a wealthy
Muslim spice-trader family, and they belong to a little-known homegrown Islamist
group, National Thawheed Jamath (NJJ).
Dr Rohan Gooneratne, the well-known Singapore-based Sri Lankan terrorism expert,
argued in a recent BBC program on the topic that these attacks confirmed that the
ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) has branched into Asia and it is expanding,
radicalising Muslim youth across the region. The ISIS in Syria reportedly trained at
least two of the suicide bombers.
Indian intelligence had provided prior warning of such an attack to the then Sri
Lankan government led by President Sirisena and Prime Minister Wickremasinghe.
Still, they did not take it seriously, puzzling most Sri Lankans and prompting many
conspiracy theories.
Some members of the then opposition suspected a US plan to create mayhem in the
country to pave the way for US "peacekeeping" forces to be sent to the island.
Reportedly, at the time of the attack, Wickremasinghe was secretly negotiating with
the US a SOFA (Status of Forces Agreement), which would allow American forces
establish a base in Sri Lanka under the pretext of securing Indian Ocean trade routes
from possible terrorist attacks.
Three weeks after the bombing, there were attacks on Muslim businesses by so-called
'Buddhist extremists' – who are usually thugs (sometimes wearing yellow robes) –
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paid to create conflicts. Politicians from all sides are said to be involved in these
activities. However, concerted appeals by leading Buddhist monks and Cardinal
Malcolm Ranjith averted such attacks. Many of them openly argued that foreign
agents want Sri Lanka to become a "failed state" to send in their armies. Most Sri
Lankans understood such a threat to their sovereignty.
Though less than 10 per cent of the population, the Muslim community is mostly a
wealthy community that has done well in business – thanks to the patronage of
Sinhala Buddhists. But, after the attacks, there has been a concerted campaign to
boycott Muslim companies and develop Sinhalese business ventures.
Dr Ranga Jayasuriya, a senior research fellow at the Institute of National Security Sri
Lanka, refers to warnings ignored by the then government in a column published by
the Daily Mirror. Marking the first anniversary of the Easter bombing, he noted:
"These were the looming evidence of a much larger plot by Islamic extremism.
However, the local intelligence and security apparatus were reluctant to follow up,
proactively.
"That reluctance should not be interpreted as sabotage. It was a result of years of
politicisation of intelligence. Yahapalana (Sirisena government) which heavily relied
on minority parties, was not keen to upset the apple cart. It also distrusted the
intelligence agencies and their top brass for being wilful accessories of the previous
Rajapaksa regime."
Before the bombing, there were other
indications of a looming Islamic terror
threat in Sri Lanka. In December 2018,
such as the vandalisation of several
Buddha statues in north-central Sri
Lanka. A tip-off by a local Muslim led
to the police raiding a Muslim property
where they found 100 kg of explosives
buried in a coconut grove.
In March 2019, an intruder shot at the
37-year old Razak Taslim, while he was
asleep at home, and paralysed him. He
had tipped off the police. After the
bombing, a crying Taslim told his wife "I did warn them".
Damaged Buddha statues in Mawanella in
north-central Sri Lanka (Photo source: Ceylon
Today)

Within 24 hours of the bombings, security forces were able to catch over 50 suspects
with detonators, explosives, swords and even military uniforms hidden in their
properties – some in mosques. They found vehicles registered in the name of the
suicide bombers' wealthy family members. And some investigations linked them to an
influential Muslim member of Cabinet (who was also in the Cabinet of the previous
regime of Mahinda Rajapaksa).
When pressure mounted in the country for him to be sacked, all nine Muslim
ministers and deputy ministers resigned. This political stunt further infuriated the nonMuslim majority in the country. They were suspected of siding with the terrorists
instead of contributing to their arrests.
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The Sirisena-Wickremasinghe government was voted into power in January 2015 on
the back of an "Arab Spring" style foreign-funded NGO campaign accusing the proChina Rajapaksa government of human rights violations and corruption.
In September 2015, the new government even co-sponsored a resolution – along with
the US and EU – at the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) in Geneva to set up a
special court, probably comprising foreign judges, to try Sri Lankan armed forces
personnel for war crimes. This infuriated much of the Sinhala Buddhist majority that
sees their armed forces as heroes for liberating the country from the 30-year terror
reign of Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).
After co-sponsoring the resolution and obeying to UNHRC dictates, the government
went about dismantling the security apparatus that was put in place by the Rajapaksa
regime under the then Defence Secretary Gotabaya Rajapaksa. At the time of the
Easter Sunday bombing, many of those intelligence officers were behind bars under
war crimes charges.
Large sections of the people in Sri Lanka believe it is these actions that made the
country an unprotected target for Islamic terror groups that want to expand in Asia. Dr
Gooneratne made this point very clear in the recent BBC program.
"The appeasing policy adopted and the attitude that the minorities ruled, and the
majority are insignificant did not help matters for it encouraged all sorts of
destabilising objectives to descend and commence their agendas across Sri Lanka,"
argues social critic Shenali Waduge. "They did so knowing the leaders and their
stooges were looking the other way and officials were also indirectly told to do the
same. The crimes of omissions that took place from 2015 are testimony."
It is such sentiments that were triggered by the Easter Sunday bombings that
propelled Gotabaya Rajapaksa to
the presidency in the November
2019 election with the Sinhalese
voters giving him a thumping
majority. His primary campaign
theme was national security and
strengthening the country's defence
capabilities – especially in
intelligence gathering.
Speaking on the anniversary of the
President Gotabaya Rajapakse visiting the Temple
bombing, police media spokesman of the Tooth in Kandy after his election victory.
Jaliya
Senaratne
said
that (Photo: News.lk)
government had added three more
squads to investigation teams and arrested 197 suspects recently. Among them are a
brother of the former powerful Cabinet minister and a Muslim lawyer.
New Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa said in a statement marking the anniversary
that Sri Lanka is no stranger to suicide bombings having experienced it for 30 years.
But this one was different because the government of the day had precise intelligence
provided (by India) and did not act. "This attack could easily have been prevented,"
he said.
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Cardinal Malcolm has recently expressed unhappiness at the slow progress of the
investigations. Before the advent of the COVID-19 crisis, he was reported to have
threatened to bring his followers to the street in protest.
Meanwhile, according to reports
across the country, moderate Muslims
are trying to build bridges with
Buddhists during the current health
crisis. Near the area where Buddhist
statues were vandalised in 2018, a
small Muslim community is now
caring for the monks in a temple near
their village giving them food.
According to the National Peace
Council’s Jehan Perera, wealthy
Muslim businesses are supporting
those who are suffering most as a consequence of the curfew. They have joined
humanitarian relief efforts with almost all mosques around the country, distributing
provisions and dry rations to needy families in their areas without differences of race
or religion.
Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith
(Source: Colombogazette)

"This indicates that the Muslim community is economically empowered to offer such
assistance and also that they are making a special effort to reach out to the larger
community," he notes.
Yet, there have been some Muslim political leaders who have claimed discrimination
and victimisation, especially after the Rajapaksa's came back to power. In essence,
one such issue is the Sri Lankan population's opposition to the public display of the
"Arab Dress" of some Muslim women. Wearing it was banned in the immediate
aftermath of the bombing.
"While the liberal literati fret about restrictions on Burka, the growth of popularity of
this signature dress of Salafi Jihad is a measure of domestic Islamic radicalisation,"
argues Dr Jayasuriya. "Traditional Sri Lankan Islam was displaced. Imported
Wahabbism and Salafism replaced it."
In the past couple of decades, affluent sections of the Muslim community have
contributed to an increase in the number of Muslim international schools. These tend
to segregate Muslim children from the rest of the population, which is another cause
of concern for the broader community.
"Many observers have raised concerns over unregulated Islamic Madrassas, which in
most countries became breeding grounds of radicalisation. However, in Sri Lanka, a
bigger concern should be Muslim International schools, which exercise an extreme
notion of gender segregation, promote Burka and Niqab as a dress code and teach an
excessively religious curriculum," argues Dr Jayasuriya.
"Those are pivotal drivers of radicalisation. Ideological radicalisation and nonviolent
extremism are a precursor to its violent manifestation."

69

About The Authors
Dr Palitha Kohona was the Secretary, Ministry
of Foreign Affairs of Sri Lanka from 2006 to
2009. Ambassador Kohona was the Permanent
Representative of Sri Lanka to the United
Nations in New York from 2009 to 2015.
During this period he was elected as the Chair
of the UNGA Sixth Committee (Legal) in 2013.
He was the Co Chair of the UN Working Group
on Biological Diversity Beyond National
Jurisdiction, and Chair of the UN Committee on
Israeli Practices in the Occupied Arab
Territories. He has led official level delegations
to a range of countries on bilateral and
multilateral matters. He was also the SecretaryGeneral of the Government Peace Secretariat (2006) during which time he
participated in two rounds of peace negotiations with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE) in Geneva and led the delegation to a round organised in Oslo. Prior to
that he was the Chief of the United Nations Treaty Section in New York from 1995 to
2006. At the UN he was responsible for introducing major managerial innovations
and was awarded the UN 21 PIN for superior performance and efficiency. He
managed the computerisation of the UN treaty database which contains over one
million pages of information and which now receives over 1.5 million hits per month
from around the world.
Dr Kalinga Seneviratne, is a journalist, media
analyst and a communications lecturer. He has been a
prolific feature writer for news agencies and
publications, especially in Asia, for the past 30 years.
During this time, he has reported from over 30
countries across the globe. He has also taught at
tertiary level in Australia, Thailand, India, Central
Asia and Singapore. Currently Kalinga is developing
a project with a number of Asian communication
scholars in 'mindful communication for sustainable
development', introducing Asian philosophical
concepts to journalism and communication training
and practice. The recently published book 'Myth of
Free Media and Fake News in the Post-Truth Era' is
an attempt in this direction. The book reflects his
experience in trying to get authentic Asian voices into the international and regional
media. He is also the editor of a number of other publication including ‘Mindful
Communication for Sustainable Development: Perspectives from Asia’ (SAGE,
2018).

70

About The Authors
Dr Ameer Ali is a Sri Lankan born Australian citizen
and an economist attached to Murdoch University,
Western
Australia.
Author
of
“Economic
Development of Brunei Darussalam from 1906 to
Present”, Murdoch University, 2002 and dozens of
research articles on Sri Lankan Muslim minority.
Currently a regular columnist for Colombo Telegraph
and Daily Financial Times.

About IDN In-Depth News / INPS
The International Press Syndicate is a global news group first established in Canada
and Germany in March 2009 as Globalom Media Information, Communication and
Publishing Agency, with IDN-InDepthNews as its flagship agency. The Group, some
of the members of which also use the acronym INPS, accomplishes its editorial
mission through a global network of dedicated professional journalists.
In April 2016, INPS had also been registered in Singapore as INPS Southeast Asia
and Tokyo as International Press Syndicate Japan. They constitute the global
International Press Syndicate Group together with Bureaus for sub-Saharan Africa in
Johannesburg, the Middle East and North Africa in Cairo, South Asia in New Delhi
and Chennai, Iran and the Arab States of the Gulf in Tehran, Australia, New Zealand
and South Pacific in Sydney, Latin America in Quito, the European Union in
Brussels, France (OECD and UNESCO) in Paris and the United Nations in New
York.
We are living in a world of Information overload, which makes it difficult to gain an
insight into issues that matter and impact our lives. The INPS’s IDN-InDepth News,
online since 2009, and its other issue-focused websites offer news and analysis that go
beyond breaking the news.
Genuine and fair global governance built on the bedrock of social justice and global
citizenship, a culture of peace facilitating a nuclear weapons-free world, and SouthSouth, North-South and triangular cooperation in the interest of ensuring human
rights and civil liberties are the lynchpins of the news and analysis we provide. We
also focus on sustainability within and beyond the framework of the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals and pay significant attention to cross-cultural communication
reflected in trends in the arts and culture.
The global INPS Group provides news and analysis reflecting the concerns of the
marginalised sections of societies in rich, middle and low-income countries with a
view to making information more democratic and participatory.

71

