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The increasingly acrimonious
political scene in Colombo sometimes
borders on the farcical: the furore that
erupted last week over the contents of
President Chandrika Kumaratunga's
handbag is a case in point. The central
point of contention - as reported in Sri
Lanka's press - will no doubt be a
source of acute embarrassment for
Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe
as he prepares to meet US President
George Bush this week. 

But then the Premier has only him-
self to blame. As we and other voices
have pointed out since the United
National Front (UNF) came to power
last December, Kumaratunga's per-
sonal political ambitions and her
sweeping executive powers pose the
most serious threat to the UNF gov-
ernment's stability - and thus to the
chances of peacefully resolving the
island's protracted ethnic conflict
through dialogue with the Liberation
Tigers. 

When the UNF launched itself into
the Norwegian peace process at the
start of the year, Kumaratunga's histri-
onics quickly earned her the ire of the
international community - so much so
that at one stage, senior ministers
insisted she was now reduced to 'a cer-
emonial' President. They couldn't have
been more wrong. But then they
couldn't have anticipated the Mr.
Wickremesinghe getting cold feet
whilst taking Kumaratunga on.

A few weeks ago, the UNF cabinet
felt it had gathered sufficient evidence
and parliamentary support to chal-
lenge the President with impeachment
on the basis of corruption. Even the
dithering Premier seemed to have
decided to commit his hand. Yet when
the President last Thursday called him
to a private meeting and suggested
reconciliation anew, Mr. Wickremes-
inghe gratefully leapt at the chance -
no doubt horrifying a key section of
the UNF and its supporters which has
been spearheading the campaign to
remove Kumaratunga. 

But Wickremesinghe's gullibility
was laid bare within hours of the two
leaders' tête-à-tête: the President
decided to make an issue out of Co-
mmerce Minister Ravi Karunana-

yake's accusation last Wednesday that
she had brought a handbag fitted with
a camera and microphones to record
cabinet meetings. Whether the accusa-
tion is true or not is now irrelevant. It
drove Kumaratunga to fury and blew
Mr. Wickremesinghe's renewed hopes
for cohabitation out of the water.

The President's vow to her party
last month that she would soon restore
her main opposition coalition to power
no longer appears an idle boast. As the
UNF is uncomfortably aware, Mr.
Wickremesinghe has squandered sev-
eral months in pursuit of amicable
coexistence with Kumaratunga. As of
December, the President will be able to
dissolve Parliament and hold for fresh
elections. Her assurances that she will
not abuse her powers thus are laugh-
able, given the tumultuous past 18
months. 

But from a Tamil perspective, the
Sword of Damocles hanging over the
UNF will also sheer through the
Norwegian peace initiative when it
falls. Oslo's team is reportedly step-
ping up its activities behind the scenes.
But whether events in Colombo will
render its efforts futile remains to be
seen.

The past few weeks have under-
lined two key points, however. Firstly,
the UNF government, despite its
sweeping popular mandate, remains
hostage to Kumaratunga's whim - pri-
marily on account of its own less than
confident leadership. Secondly, with
the acrimony at the heart of the Sinhala
establishment readily erupting over
absurdly trivial matters, substantial
issues like the ethnic conflict and the
peace process are unlikely to elicit in
Colombo the mature and broadminded
outlook they deserve. 

Whilst direct talks between the
LTTE and the government continue to
be delayed by the Sri Lankan military's
stubborn resistance to implementing
its obligations under the permanent
ceasefire accord, it remains to be seen
whether the UNF will be able to
remain engaged in the Norwegian ini-
tiative through to a stable peace - a
point underscored by the caution over
Sri Lanka being exercised by interna-
tional lending bodies.

Trivial Pursuit

Delayed Action

Kumaratunga takes aim at the UNF - and peace

Sudan’s protagonists take a risk for peace
The announcement last week that

the government of Sudan and the
Sudanese People's Liberation
Movement are to sign a comprehen-
sive peace deal next month will come
as welcome relief to millions of peo-
ple in the shattered country - and an
pleasant surprise to external
observers. An estimated two million
people have died in Sudan's war -
another of the world's bitter 'internal'
conflicts. The breakthrough in negoti-
ations last week results from the
Sudan government's apparent new
readiness to consider the non-Muslim
people in the south as distinct commu-
nity - and to allow the legal, political
and ideological room for mutually
acceptable solutions to emerge.

"We have agreed on a structure
which resolves the basic question of
state versus religion and self-determi-
nation (for the south)," the govern-
ment's chief negotiator told reporters.
In effect, Sudan is acknowledging it
cannot impose the religion of the
numerical majority on its minorities.
It even acknowledges the possibility
that its governance of the southern
peoples may not be as benevolent as it
likes to think. Whilst it is dangerously
simplistic to draw parallels between
wars in different parts of the world -
something possible only by the exclu-

sion of crucial facts - it is clear that the
issue of state versus religion - or the
lack thereof - is an important aspect of
Sri Lanka's protracted ethnic conflict
also. Just as Sudan's Islamic govern-
ment has been attempting to force
sharia law down the throats of its
Christian citizens, Sri Lanka's Sinhala
establishment is determined to subju-
gate non-Buddhist (read non Sinhala)
peoples on the island to its rule - some-
thing Colombo's liberal supporters
choose to ignore.

Admittedly  there is a deep distrust
between the two sides in Sudan and
past deals have been violated.
However, with the government effec-
tively prepared to allow the southern
peoples' the right to choose if it can
govern them, the prospects for peace
seem brighter this time. The six inter-
vening years before the issue of self
determination is  taken up will enable
the normalisation of life for millions of
suffering peoples first.. The peace deal
enshrines bold steps, particularly given
the brutality and scale of the conflict in
Sudan. But the fact that this agreement
has been reached should raise opti-
mism elsewhere that protracted,
bloody - even vicious - conflicts can be
resolved through dialogue - provided
there is a will for peace on both sides,
of course.

Pioneer Squad
A cricket team's tour is a community success

The successful tour of Britain this
month by a cricket team from Jaffna is
as significant as it is novel.
Undoubtedly, the trip is only possible
because of the ongoing Norwegian
peace process and permanent cease-
fire in Sri Lanka. But the team's visit
has been initiated and conducted by
Tamil expatriates taking advantage of
the prevailing conditions to assist fel-
low Tamils in the north and east. That
sports teams from the north and east
have hitherto not been able visit expa-
triate Tamil communities in the West
is indicative of the dismal ethnic
dynamics in Sri Lanka.

Despite the near-fanatical enthusi-
asm cricket invokes in Tamil young-
sters, decades of state and private dis-

crimination and underfunding - along
with conditions of war - have denied
the best talent of the north and east
professional success in the sport. The
Jaffna team has given a good account
of itself against British teams. Next
weekend it is to make a guest appear-
ance at one of the largest community
cricket tournaments in Britain - where
the tourists will undoubtedly recognise
the flags and colours of many of the
other teams - those representing past
pupil associations of schools in the
north and east.

The visiting team's presence should
be a source of pride for Tamils every-
where - irrespective of the damage
they may inflict on the dignity of expa-
triate teams this weekend.
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Getting peace efforts back on track
The extent of the implementation of the
ceasefire agreement in early August
will dictate the pace of the Norwegian
peace process, writes DBS Jeyaraj for
The Sunday Leader.
THE ides of July, unlike that
of March bearing death to
Julius Caesar proved some-
what auspicious to the belea-
guered peace process in Sri
Lanka. The long awaited dir-
ect meeting between Norwe-
gian Deputy Foreign Mini-
ster Vidar Helgessen and
Anton Balasingham took
place amid pleasant circum-
stances on Monday, July 15,
in London.

No significant breakthr-
ough was achieved in the ta-
lks but most doubts concern-
ing the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam's (LTTE) per-
spective on the on-going
peace process were clarified.
It was made refreshingly
clear to the facilitators that
contrary to adverse reports
in sections of the media, the
Tigers were very much inter-
ested and involved in the
pursuit for peace. The three
hour meeting from 10.00 am
to 1.00 p.m. was described
as "constructive and cordial"
by knowledgeable sources.

The Norwegian delega-
tion was headed by Vidar
Helgesen and consisted of
Erik Solheim, the special ad-
viser to the Norwegian For-
eign Ministry and Lisa Gold,
an executive officer attached
to the ministry. The LTTE
was represented by its politi-
cal strategist and chief nego-
tiator Anton Balasingham
while his spouse Adele Anne
functioned as usual, in a sec-
retarial capacity.

The fact that the meeting
took place, was by itself, po-
sitively significant in the ba-
ckdrop of media speculation
that Balasingham was avoid-
ing meeting Helgessen in
London and that the Tigers
were having second thoughts
about continuing to partici-
pate in the peace process. 

Three channels
utilised 

Apparently the impres-
sion that Balasingham was
playing truant was incorrect
according to informed Tamil
circles. Although two sched-
uled meetings between Hel-
gessen and Balasingham did
not materialise in London as
scheduled, there was no del-
iberate reasons for the non-
events, said these sources. 

On the first occasion Ba-
lasingham had gone to Swit-
zerland and was expected to
return to London on a specif-
ic date. He was however held
up in "Helvetia" because of a
series of meetings with UN
and other diplomatic offi-
cials. These were sudden
and were not scheduled ear-
lier. Due to a communication
gap Helgessen had arrived in
London as planned earlier.
The misunderstanding was
subsequently cleared. The
Norwegians were fully aw-
are of Balasingham's Swiss
trip because they were instr-
umental in arranging it and
devising the preliminary
agenda. 

The second occasion was
when Helgessen met Prime
Minister Ranil Wickremes-
inghe in London. The Norw-
egian had wanted to meet
Balasingham also to follow
up. But unfortunately, Balas-
ingham was unavailable as
he was severely indisposed
due to a serious ailment
caused by an urinary infec-
tion. The Tiger ideologue
suffering from a number of
health problems was not in a
proper physical state for
such a meeting. This was
explained clearly to Oslo.

Moreover, it was Balasi-
ngham's delicate state of he-
alth that delayed the long
awaited meeting with Helge-
ssen said the sources. Infor-
med Tamil sources also poi-
nted out that despite the face
to face meeting between Ba-

lasingham and Helgessen
being delayed, interaction
between the facilitators and
the LTTE had continued and
was continuing without any
breakdown. Three channels
are being utilised. 

Suitable 
opportunity 

Firstly, there is constant
communication between the
LTTE political secretariat in
Kilinochchi and the Royal
Norwegian Embassy in Col-
ombo. Secondly, the Oslo
led monitoring mission was
interacting with Tiger repre-
sentatives at centralised and
peripheral levels. Thirdly,
Balasingham in London was
also frequently in touch with
Norwegian officials in Oslo
via telephone, fascimile, ele-
ctronic-mail and special
courier. The delay in meet-
ing Helgessen, directly did
not mean that all communi-
cation had ceased, pointed
out the sources. 

The July 15, confabula-
tions provided a suitable
opportunity for both parties
to clear the air over doubts
and misgivings. It has been
openly acknowledged that
Balasingham is the driving
force behind the Tiger offen-
sive for peace. As such the
conclave enabled the Norw-
egians to obtain a first hand
revelation of the LTTE min-
dset. The talks hinged arou-
nd a number of issues per-
taining to the Tiger view-
point on the current politico-
military situation in Sri
Lanka and the LTTE's posi-
tion on forthcoming talks in
Thailand. The Tiger  posi-
tion was disclosed in detail
by Anton Balasingham . 

The primary issue clari-
fied and amplified was the
Tiger position on the cease-
fire agreement or (CFA).
The Sunday Leader reliably
learns that Balasingham had
categorically stated to Nor-
way that while not being
averse to talks in Thailand as
early as possible, the LTTE
was firmly of the view that
substantial progress on grou-
nd had to be achieved in
implementing the full provi-
sions of the ceasefire agree-
ment. 

The CFA that came into
force from February 23 this
year, consists of several cla-
uses relating to the easing of
burdens on Tamil civilians,
de-escalating hostilities and
ushering in a climate of nor-
malcy to the north-east. Ba-
lasingham noted that while
some clauses have been imp-
lemented, substantial prog-
ress was needed on a number
of others, particularly those
concerning the withdrawal
of the armed forces from
places of worship, schools
and public buildings. In
addition, Balasingham cha-
rged that the armed forces
were acquiring fresh lands
and buildings to set up new
camps and also declaring
vast areas in the north-east
as high security zones. Iron-
ically enough, after the CFA
came into force. 

The CFA envisaged the
de-escalation process to be
conducted in a staggered
manner. Certain provisions
had to be implemented with-
in 30, 60, 90, 120, 150 and
160 days of the CFA coming
into force. It was however,
regretted that the deadlines
had been adhered to only in
the breach on several obliga-
tions. It remained to be seen
whether the government will
expedite matters even at this
late stage and ensure full
implementation of CFA pro-
visions.

The LTTE will therefore,
bide its time and make a full
assessment of the ground sit-
uation after August 2 - the

final deadline for armed
forces to vacate public build-
ings in terms of the CFA.
(February 23rd- 160 days) 

Essential
pre-requisite 

The Tigers will decide
thereafter, on the extent to
which CFA provisions have
been fulfilled and whether
sufficient normalcy has been
achieved on ground to
progress on to the next phase
of the peace process, namely
the Thailand talks. If the
LTTE is satisfied about the
assessment, it would then
indicate a definite date for
the talks to commence in
Thailand where upon the
Colombo government will
de-proscribe the Tigers at
least 10 days before the
scheduled date of talks.

On the other hand the
LTTE made it known unam-
biguously and unequivocally
that it would be constrained
to defer the date of talks in
Thailand, if it opines that the
CFA has not been satisfacto-
rily implemented and that a
conducive climate for talks
has not been created. It was
agreed that Anton Balasing-
ham would personally unde-
rtake a trip to the Norwegian
capital of Oslo to convey
first hand to the Norwegians,
the details of the LTTE ass-
essment and also engage in
follow up discussions regar-
ding relevant and related
issues with the facilitators.
The trip was likely to be in
mid -August. 

Two points emphasised
by Balasingham in explain-
ing the LTTE stance on this
matter was that the ushering
in of normalcy in the Tamil
areas was an essential pre-
requisite for further talks as
far as the Tigers were con-
cerned. The Tamil people
had suffered immensely as a
result of oppressive policies
practised by successive gov-
ernments under the pretext
of waging war with the Tig-
ers. The Tiger request to de-
escalate the conflict and cre-
ate a conducive atmosphere
for talks were aimed at rem-
edying the situation. 

It was morally and prac-
tically impossible for the
LTTE to enter into direct ta-
lks with Colombo before this
oppressive apparatus was di-
smantled to a reasonable ex-
tent. Unless and until the su-
ffocating Tamil people brea-
thed the air of normalcy ag-
ain, it would not be possible
to enter into direct talks. The
second point was that the
imposition of various dead-
lines to be implemented by
the armed forces had been
incorporated in the CFA aft-
er discussions conducted in-
directly through the good
offices of Norway.

As such, both Colombo
and Oslo were duty-bound to
honour them. If there were
bona fides - logistical diffi-
culties, as opposed to mala
fides - obstructionist tactics
by sections of the armed for-
ces in implementing the pro-
visions, the LTTE was pre-
pared to wait for a reason-
able period. But the Tigers
should not be pressurised
into the preliminary round of
talks before the provisions
were implemented.

The LTTE was not insist-
ing that all provisions should
be implemented totally befo-
re Thailand talks commence.
But it expected a reasonable
amount of progress in ach-
ieving normalcy before that.
At present, the performance
was woefully inadequate sa-
id Balasingham. 

Tentative date 
When the Norwegians

inquired whether the LTTE
would provide a tentative
date for Thailand talks to
commence, the Tiger inter-
locutor replied that it was
not possible at this stage as
the CFA implementation
progress had to be assessed
first. Balasingham also requ-

ested the Norwegian facilita-
tors to provide precise and
accurate details of what the
Ranil Wickremesinghe gov-
ernment proposed to discuss
at the Thailand talks. 

Refreshing Norwegian
memories, he pointed out
that while the agreement arr-
ived at talks prior to the CFA
coming into force, envisaged
the preliminary round of ta-
lks to centre around the set-
ting up of an interim admin-
istrative council for the no-
rth-east recent media reports
quoting cabinet ministers,
suggested that the governm-
ent was having different id-
eas like discussing core iss-
ues and constitutional refor-
ms. Certain observations
made by Wickremesinghe
also suggested that the gov-
ernment was now adopting
the 'Kumaratunga - Kadirga-
mar' line on, would be nego-
tiations. Citing past experi-
ence, Balasingham enlight-
ened Helgessen that the
"KK" approach was not hel-
pful for promoting peace and
had only resulted in aborting
the peace process earlier. 

The 'KK'
approach 

The LTTE had mooted a
structured approach on a
staggered basis for the peace
process. Each stage was
predicated on the other and
required smooth implemen-
tation of each for the next
one. The UNP had agreed to
this and Norway had accept-
ed it. In terms of this proce-
dure, the preliminary round
of talks had to focus on ways
and means of setting up an
interim administration under
LTTE aegis for the north-
east. There would be Muslim
and Sinhala participation.

Now, the government
influenced presumably by
the "KK" like was contem-
plating "other" issues also.
The situation was therefore,
vague and the Tigers were
puzzled about the intentions
of Colombo at Thailand.
Therefore, the LTTE would
require clear details of the
Thailand talks agenda before
finalising dates said Balas-
ingham. The LTTE also rev-
ealed its concerns about the
current politico-military sit-
uation in Sri Lanka, while
reiterating that the LTTE
considered southern politics
as an "internal matter of Sri
Lanka" 

Balasingham stated that
the sharp and serious ten-
sions between President Ku-
maratunga and the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Ra-
nil Wickremesinghe, were
reaching a point of open co-
nfrontation that could plun-
ge the country into deep cri-
sis and chaos thereby, threat-
ening its political stability. If
and when such a situation
occurs, the ongoing peace
process could be affected
immensely, it was said. Bal-
asingham observed that the
outcome of this political str-
uggle could affect the future
of the peace process and that
it may be imprudent at this
juncture perhaps to acceler-
ate the pace of the peace
process in that context. 

Balasingham also lam-
ented that sections of the
armed forces were wilfully
sabotaging the ceasefire and
engaging in provocative tac-
tics aimed at undermining
the peace process. Misjud-
ging the LTTE's past track
record, sections of the armed
forces instigated by power-
ful people were indulging in
these moves to anger the
Tigers and force them to
break the ceasefire and opt
out of the peace process.
This was a false hope as the
LTTE and its leader Velu-
pillai Pirapaharan were firm-
ly committed to the search
for peace and were not going
to be stampeded into hasty
decisions.

Nevertheless, this con-
stant harassment and provo-
cation was imposing tremen-
dous strains on the peace

process. A major contributo-
ry factor to this state of
affairs was the cohabitation-
al conflict between Kumar-
atunga and Wickremesinghe,
and also the influence exert-
ed by the executive president
over the armed forces, said
the LTTE leader. 

Minor irritants 
The performance of the

Norway led ceasefire moni-
toring mission was also dis-
cussed. Balasingham con-
veyed on behalf of Pira-
paharan, wholesome praise
and appreciation of the
SLMM's role so far, despite
minor irritants. It was agreed
that the structure, scope and
functions of the monitoring
mission needed to be en-
hanced, to ensure the suc-
cess of the ceasefire. Recent
problems involving the
SLMM and LTTE were also
delved into and misunder-
standings cleared up. 

The controversial inci-
dent concerning the navy,
the LTTE and the ceasefire
monitors off the waters of
Iranaitheevu was one such
instance. After explaining
the LTTE's position and fail-
ure on the part of Tiger cad-
res to communicate clearly
to the monitors, Balasing-
ham also conveyed to
Norway the historical back-
ground of Tiger sensitivity in
such types of incidents.

He drew attention to the
October 1987 incident of the
Sri Lanka Navy (SLN)'s
seizure of the Tiger boat
"Kadalpura" and unautho-
rised capture of senior lead-
ers like Kumarappa and
Pulendran. This, led to that
ceasefire collapsing. The
SLN was continuing in that
fashion now also, charged
Balasingham and detailed
several such provocative acts
by the navy. The LTTE how-
ever regretted the inconve-
nience caused to the SLMM.
The LTTE statement expre-
ssing public apology over
the incident on July 16, was
a result of the previous days
meeting, it is understood. 

Another issue discussed
was the logistics of trans-
porting Balasingham, the
chief negotiator and the
LTTE negotiating team, to
and from the northern main-
land of the Wanni to
Thailand, for talks. It was
decided that more thought
would be given to this prob-
lem when the date for
Thailand talks loomed clos-
er. Incidently, the Thailand
talks will neither be in
Bangkok or Phukhet but at a
sea side resort, about 200
miles away from the
"Siamese" capital. 

Disappointment
expressed 

Balasingham also expre-
ssed disappointment at the
"hostile and negative" app-
roach adopted by certain
opposition parties, organisa-
tions, sections of the Bud-
dhist clergy and some media
circles towards the peace
process. There was much
deliberate mud slinging at
the LTTE and doubts were
being sown in the minds of
ordinary Sinhala people. The
LTTE however would con-
tinue to participate in the
peace process and co-oper-
ate with the government in
all its endeavours, on a reci-
procal basis, assured Balasi-
ngham. 

Vidar Helgessen who is
personally overseeing the
facilitatory effort in Sri Lan-
ka said that he was elated
and encouraged by the
LTTE's attitude and approa-
ch towards the peace proce-
ss. Due note of the LTTE's
position would be taken and
its queries answered after
consultations with Colombo,
he said. A Norwegian team
is likely to visit Colombo in
August for further discus-
sions in this regard with the
Ranil Wickremesinghe gov-
ernment.


