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A Blueprint for a Peaceful Sri Lanka

Sri Lanka is at the cross-roads in its violent, turbulent and complex history. 
Decades of war, ethnic human rights violations, oppression and erosion of the 
Tamil identity have resulted in a deeply fractured and dysfunctional country. 

The end of a brutal and bloody civil conflict in May 2009, estimated to have 
claimed over 100,000 lives, has not brought the much desired peace. Instead, it has 
placed the lives of Tamils in a state of suspended existence. Many have no home 
or village to return to or are forbidden to return, and their livelihoods have been 
destroyed with little or no educational or employment prospects. According to 
the latest UNHCR estimates, over 500,000 Tamils remain “internally displaced”.

The opportunity for constructive action to reconcile a deeply divided population, 
revitalise  democracy and rebuild the country’s damaged infrastructure seems 
very limited. The rhetoric and actions of the recently re-elected President 
Mahinda Rajapaksa indicates both he and his government have thus far paid 
little attention to addressing the very sensitive and complex issues of Sri Lanka’s 
peace, reconciliation and reconstruction. 

The Australian Tamil Congress (ATC) has developed a blueprint to initiate 
dialogue and debate on Sri Lanka’s future. It is our aim to galvanise support from 
Sri Lankan Tamils, the Tamil Diaspora, representatives from the Australian 
Government, NGOs and the International Community to accomplished the 
short, medium and long term goals contained in this document.

 Advocating for the release of almost 100,000 Tamils still detained in military 
run camps and working towards meeting the immediate welfare needs of the 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) in the North and East of Sri Lanka will be 
the primary short term goal for the ATC. 

Additionally, the Australian Tamil Congress will campaign to ensure the 
International Community holds the Government of Sri Lanka to account, 
by conducting independent investigations through the offices of the United 
Nations or any other relevant authorities into the war crimes and breaches of 
international humanitarian law committed during the final phase of the war.
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The Australian Tamil Congress will also vigorously campaign to ensure that the 
International Community facilitates constructive dialogue aimed at achieving 
a durable political solution in Sri Lanka which enshrines democratic, legal, 
political and social rights for all Sri Lankans equally, regardless of their religion 
or ethnicity. 

This blueprint contains two parts – Part One: The Australian Tamil Congress 
Position Statement, which outlines short, medium and long term goals for 
peace, reconciliation and reconstruction in post-war Sri Lanka and Part Two: 
The Tamil Struggle for Equality - a brief historical analysis of the conflict in Sri 
Lanka with an  accompanying chronological timeline.

Part One

ATC’s Position Statement for Post-war Sri Lanka 
The Australian Tamil Congress (ATC) advocates for the human and democratic 
rights of Tamils, both in Sri Lanka and around the world. Given the dire situation 
of Tamils in Sri Lanka brought about by six decades of ethnic conflict, the ATC 
has identified several issues requiring action in the short, medium and long 
term. 

ATC believes that these objectives can only be achieved with active international 
participation and cooperation.

Short-term: ATC seeks a constructive, bipartisan and international approach 
to creating a political environment in Sri Lanka that will ensure justice, peace 
and equal rights for all its citizens. In particular we seek: 

1. Immediate resettlement of the Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) to their 
original homes;

2. A speedier return to normal living conditions for the resettled people by 
meeting their immediate welfare needs;

3. Removal of measures which impact on individual freedoms caused by the 
High Security Zones, and cessation of military intervention in the affairs of 
civil administration and law enforcement;
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4. Free access to both local and foreign media as well as International Non-
Governmental Organisations (INGOs) to all parts of the island;

5. Restoration of democracy in all aspects of life, including freedom of 
assembly, freedom of expression and freedom of the press;

6. Immediate termination of any further state-aided colonisation in the 
North and East of the island intended to alter the existing demographic 
composition;

7. Immediate cessation of the destruction of war cemeteries, historic 
monuments and signs depicting Tamil cultural heritage and history of their 
struggle;

8. Immediate disarmament and disbanding of Sri Lankan government backed  
paramilitaries;

9. Assurance that all combatants who surrendered to the Sri Lankan armed 
forces are treated in accordance with international law under the appropriate 
UN conventions and under UN supervision;

10. Release of all Tamils who remain detained without charge and provision of 
proper legal representation for those who have been charged;

11. An independent and impartial investigation into allegations of war crimes 
and crimes against humanity; and

12. The establishment of a national reconciliation process to secure sustainable 
peace in the island.

Medium-term: ATC calls for significant improvements to the democratic 
and administrative framework of Sri Lanka with a view to achieving the 
following objectives:

1. Full rehabilitation of the resettled people;

2. Restoration and further development of infrastructure in the North and 
East of the island, such as roads, telecommunication, electricity, transport, 
hospitals, schools, etc;
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3. Building of additional schools, vocational training institutes and universities;

4. Economic empowerment of Tamils and other communities of the North 
and East, and those living in the up-country;

5. Creation of a framework for the Tamil diaspora to transfer funds, knowledge 
and technology to Tamils in the North and East;

6. Permitting Tamil diaspora organisations to function as non-governmental 
organisations to assist in the rehabilitation and development of the North 
and East;

7. Creation of jobs through identifying and funding appropriate development 
projects;

8. Establishing a framework for foreign direct investments in the North and 
East of the island;

9. Establishing a transparent mechanism to monitor funds given to Sri Lanka 
from international organisations, governments and the diaspora;

10. Appointment of an independent commission to evaluate the compensation 
payable to people displaced by the war and who have suffered physical and 
psychological trauma and/or economic loss;

11. Ensuring that all necessary assistance is provided to Tamils wishing to 
return to their ancestral homes in Sri Lanka from countries where they have 
been given refuge;

12. Exploring the possibilities of establishing transitional power sharing 
arrangements for the North and East, with a view to managing the 
developmental needs of the Tamil homeland; and 

13. Implementation of a political solution that provides equal rights and 
opportunities to all citizens of Sri Lanka, with the committed engagement 
of major and minor political parties and supported by the International 
Community.
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Long-term: ATC is committed to the restoration of Tamil identity and an 
enduring, just solution to the Tamil Struggle, which would lead to long term 
peace and prosperity on the island. In particular, we seek:

1. A political solution to securing an enhanced level of autonomy for Tamils 
in Sri Lanka with due recognition of their right to self-determination;

2. Recognition of Tamils in Sri Lanka as a people of distinct nationality 
entitled to freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development; 
and 

3. Provision for direct negotiations with foreign countries for funding of 
development projects.

Part Two

The Tamil Struggle for Equality in Sri Lanka

A History of Injustice
Once known as a tea-exporting, cricket-loving paradise (Ceylon), Sri Lanka 
has gained international notoriety for more disturbing reasons. Sri Lanka 
consistently makes its way into the list of failed states, has been voted out 
of the UN Human Rights Council, and was positioned near the bottom of 
the press freedom index. It had also illegally detained more than 300,000  
people in internment camps, and has an atrocious human rights record with 
hundreds of enforced disappearances occurring each year for which no one 
has ever been brought to justice . While international condemnation and 
action against the Government of Sri Lanka has been restrained, progress 
has occurred on at least two fronts, with the UN recently calling for a full 
independent war crimes investigation and the European Union withdrawing 
trade concessions to Sri Lanka due to their appalling human rights record.  

Sri Lanka is a country reeling from the brutal effects of almost three decades of 
war and deeply entrenched ethnic hostilities. The ongoing human rights crisis 
is inextricably linked to the breakdown of democracy, good governance and the 
rule of law. 
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Tamils in Sri Lanka have suffered immensely under the rule of the successive 
Sinhalese majority Government of Sri Lanka. It is estimated that in the years 
leading up to 2002, more than 215,000 Tamils were killed during the civil conflict.
The UN Humanitarian Coordination Office estimates up to 20,000 civilians 
died in the last few months of the war (Former UN spokesperson in Sri Lanka, 
Gordon Weiss was recently quoted as saying the number is more like 40,000). 
More than a million Tamils have fled Sri Lanka, up to another 500,000 Tamils 
are internally displaced, and hundreds of millions of dollars worth of Tamil 
property has been destroyed. Unfortunately for many in the western world, the 
term “Tamil” is most often incorrectly associated with the words “refugee” and 
“terrorist”. In reality, the vast majority of Tamils are known as successful well-
integrated immigrants and excellent contributors in their adopted countries. 
The significant deterioration of the conditions in Sri Lanka and the extent of 
suffering and dispossession experienced by Tamils, within a relatively short 
period, astound many.

This document provides a brief insight into the ‘Tragedy of Tamils in Sri Lanka’. 
It is a misconception and common error among the general public, even among 
journalists and politicians outside Sri Lanka, to automatically associate the 
‘Tamil Problem’ with the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE or the Tamil 
Tigers). 

Another misconception is that Tamils only recently settled in Sri Lanka from 
India. This document will try to dispel these misconceptions through historical 
analysis, and recommends a course of action for the restoration of the Tamil 
identity and reconstruction of a devastated Sri Lanka. 

 1) UNHCR estimate in May 2009
 2) UN Working Group on Disappearances Annual Report 2008
 3) British Medical Journal June 2008

Sri Lankan State and Communities
Sri Lanka covers an area of around 25,000 square miles, almost the size of 
Ireland or Tasmania, and has a population of around 20 million. Sri Lanka’s 
population consists of two main ethnic groups, the Sinhalese majority who 
make up 74% of the population, and the Tamils. Both Sinhalese and Tamils trace 
their origins to India, although there is no consensus regarding the differences 
that may exist between these two communities on their ethnic origins. The 
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Tamil people represent both the Sri Lankan Tamils, whose ancestors have lived 
on the island for more than 2,500 years, and the Indian Tamils, who the British 
colonialists introduced to the ‘tea country’ of south-central Sri Lanka in the 19th 
century as tea and rubber plantation workers. The Sri Lankan Tamils account for 
around 12% of the population and the Indian Tamils around 5%. The rest of the 
population consists predominantly of Muslims (around 8%, who also mainly 
speak Tamil, resulting in a total Tamil-speaking population of around 25%) and 
supplemented by others such as Malays, Burghers and various minor groups. 
Traditionally Sinhalese embrace Buddhism as their religion whilst Tamils are 
mostly Hindus, though both groups also have a significant number of Christians 
amongst them.

Pre-colonial and Colonial History
Tamils and Sinhalese are both indigenous people of Sri Lanka who co-existed 
on the island for over 2,500 years. Early history records that they had their own 
monarchs and kingdoms and were conquered by the colonial powers separately 
in different periods of history. In 1799, Sir Hugh Cleghorn, the first British 
Colonial Secretary wrote to the British Government: “Two different Nations 
from a very ancient period have divided between them the possession of 
the island. First the Sinhalese, inhabiting the interior of the country in the 
South and Western parts, and secondly the Malabars (Tamils) who possess 
the Northern and Eastern Districts. These two Nations differ entirely in their 
religion, language and manners.”

History states that the first colonialists, the Portuguese, found separate Tamil 
and Sinhala kingdoms when they first set foot in 1505. However, it was left not to 
the second colonialists (Dutch) but to the third colonialists, the British, to bring 
the whole island under a single administration in 1833 on the recommendation 
of the Colebrooke Commission (for the very first time in their long history).

Post-independence Discrimination and Violence
From the time of independence (1948) two Sinhalese-dominated political 
parties controlled the Parliament of Sri Lanka, and with its entrenched Sinhalese 
majority, legislated to marginalise Tamils from the political and economic 
affairs of the state. Typical examples include the 1948 Act that disenfranchised 
one million Indian Tamils (though they had been living in Sri Lanka for 
generations), the 1956 Act of making Sinhala the only official language, and 
the 1972 Republican Constitution (enacted without Tamil participation) that 
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changed the name of the country from Ceylon to Sri Lanka (the Sinhala name of 
the island) and conferred official status to the majority Buddhist religion. In fact, 
both political parties deliberately whipped up Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalism, 
and competed with each other in marginalising the Tamils (this was done partly 
to achieve short-term electoral gains).

Additional hardships faced by the Tamils include ethnic-based standardisation 
schemes that restricted entry to Universities (e.g., Tamils, on instances, needed 
to score results up to 30% higher than the Sinhalese for entry into the same 
university course), reduced job prospects in state sectors, as well as state-
inspired colonisation schemes that changed the demography of the Tamil 
traditional homeland (e.g., Sinhalese population increased from around 17% in 
1946 to around 38% in 1981 in a key border district of Amparai, which was later 
re-named with a Sinhala name, Digamadulla). The consistent vision of all the 
Governments of Sri Lanka (GoSL) was to convert the island into a Sinhalese-
Buddhist state and progressively erode the Tamil identity from its traditional 
homeland (North-East part of the country). Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinism, and 
the unwillingness of the majority Sinhalese community to share power with 
Tamils and other minorities in an equitable manner, is the root cause of the Sri 
Lankan conflict.

Tamils consistently supported North-East-based regional political parties, and 
their vision for Sri Lanka always included preserving Tamil identity in their 
traditional homeland. Democratically elected Tamil politicians entered into 
numerous agreements with the Sinhalese-dominated governments (e.g., the 1957 
Bandaranaike-Chelvanayakam Pact and the 1965 Senanayake-Chelvanayakam 
Pact) with the objective of achieving a degree of self-rule and autonomy for the 
Tamil homeland. However, all these agreements were unilaterally abrogated 
by the Sinhalese Prime Ministers to pacify the extreme elements among the 
Sinhalese-Buddhists. In the context of these failures, all the main Tamil political 
parties united and resolved in their 1976 National Convention (of the Tamil 
United Liberation Front) to establish an independent state of Tamil Eelam 
in the traditional homeland of the Tamil-speaking people. This mandate was 
coined as the Vaddukkodai Resolution. The Tamil population overwhelmingly 
approved the Vaddukkodai Resolution (more than 82% voting in favour) in the 
1977 general election, which was treated by the Tamils as a referendum on their 
independence.
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The failure to achieve any fair democratic solution for the Tamil grievances 
through political negotiations, coupled with further ethnically motivated acts 
by the Government of Sri Lanka such as sanctioning riots against Tamils and 
discrimination in education and employment, created a fertile ground for the 
formation and growth of Tamil militancy.

Tamil militancy was dominated by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE), which became a formidable force following the 1983 state-orchestrated 
anti-Tamil pogrom in which more than 3,000 Tamils were killed. Most Tamils 
either supported or sympathised with their objectives but not all of their violent 
methods. The LTTE rapidly grew in strength through the 90’s. At its peak the 
LTTE managed a de-facto state, controlling approximately two-thirds of the 
land mass of the Tamil homeland. Despite the territorial control of the LTTE, the 
geopolitical and regional realities ensured this “homeland” was never officially 
recognised by the Sri Lankan government or other international entities. The 
LTTE was branded as a “terrorist” organisation and banned in several Western 
countries and in India.

There were several ceasefire agreements (CFA) and peace-talks which occurred 
between the LTTE and the Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL), some of which 
were facilitated with either Indian or other international involvement (e.g., 1985 
Thimpu Talks and 2002 Oslo Talks). These talks generally ended in failure due to a 
lack of commitment from both sides for a diplomatic and sustainable settlement. 
The most recent peace-talks were facilitated by Norway in partnership with the 
US, EU and Japan. The CFA arranged by Norway in February 2002 lasted for six 
years on paper although active military campaigns and air raids occurred during 
the later part of this period. 

Sri Lanka built a formidable military machine during the CFA period, increasing 
its armed forces personnel to more than 275,000 (almost exclusively Sinhalese) 
and spending billions of dollars on arms with direct assistance from a number 
of countries. After sensing a military victory, the GoSL unilaterally abrogated 
the CFA in January 2008, and their military operations were increased in scale, 
intensity and ruthlessness. Serious accusations of war crimes committed by both 
the GoSL and the LTTE surfaced after this time. The LTTE was defeated in May 
2009 and the whole of the Tamil homeland came under military occupation for 
the first time.
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The Way Forward
Tamils of Sri Lanka are in a very difficult stage in their history. Despite the 
unimaginable suffering and loss of lives and property, their political aspirations 
have been shattered. During the last 60 years, the total Tamil speaking population 
is estimated to have reduced from about 1/3 to 1/4 of the total population; more 
than 20% of the land originally belonging to Tamils has been taken away for 
Sinhala colonisation; and up to 30% of the Tamil land is presently under military 
occupation. Once known for prosperity, Tamil areas are now decades behind 
the rest of the country in terms of economic development, and the Tamils are 
now struggling even for basic necessities. Additionally, the victors of the war, 
rather than promoting reconciliation in a magnanimous manner, are further 
eroding Tamil identity in their homeland by expanding army camps and 
Sinhalese settlements; destroying war cemeteries, historic monuments and signs 
depicting Tamil cultural heritage and the history of their struggle; and also by 
building new Buddhist temples in traditional Tamil lands where traditionally no 
Buddhists reside.

As an oppressed nation, Tamils still face a serious threat to their identity, culture 
and homeland. In many ways their right to be Tamils is denied, young generation 
is forced to flee to other countries, and preserving and enjoying their inheritance 
has long been a battle. In essence, they are unable to freely pass their heritage 
onto their children. However, if there are any positives at all to draw out of this 
tragic situation, they are these:

•	 There exists a heightened international awareness of the appalling human 
rights record and ongoing systematic oppression of Tamils in Sri Lanka;

•	 The major Tamil political party (Tamil National Alliance or TNA) that 
championed the Tamil cause is, in effect, still functioning as the predominant 
Tamil political entity;

•	 The end of militancy has opened new avenues for international concern and 
involvement; and

•	 A powerful Tamil diaspora (more than one million) living predominantly 
in Western countries, is engaged and passionate about working towards 
restoring democratic, human and economic rights for Tamils in Sri Lanka.

The loss of war has not diminished the aspiration of the Tamils for nationhood 
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and self-rule. In fact it has reinforced their belief that – oppressed and denied 
of political freedom -they are a people with a clearly demarcated traditional 
homeland with the right to self-determination. While self-determination is 
the ultimate goal, Tamils will campaign for incremental gains to reclaiming 
normalcy, economic empowerment and political freedom in their homeland.
 
As a key stakeholder, the Tamil diaspora is resolved to using all its political, 
diplomatic and financial muscle to help  its Tamil brethren living in Sri Lanka. It 
is the expectation of the Tamil diaspora that the International Community (IC) 
will take tough measures including targeted sanctions and launch independent 
war crimes inquiries to bring the perpetrators to justice. These steps are 
necessary to convince the people and the rulers of Sri Lanka that they will be 
isolated from the world if they continue to choose the path of chauvinism, 
authoritarianism and state terrorism instead of the path of equality, democracy 
and justice. Any realistic political solution in Sri Lanka has to involve major 
constitutional and political reforms respecting the feelings of the Tamil speaking 
people. The intention of the Tamil diaspora is to work effectively in partnership 
with the IC to enhance the political, economic and democratic rights of the Sri 
Lankan Tamils in a pragmatic and forthright manner. It is in everyone’s interest 
to ensure that all people in Sri Lanka live in an environment of true democracy 
and freedom, affording equal opportunities for all to prosper.

Chronology of the Tamil Struggle for Equality and Freedom

European rule of the island of Ceylon lasted approximately 450 years (1505 to 
1948). Early history records that prior to the European rule, the Tamils and 
the Sinhalese occupied the island for more than 2000 years, mostly living in 
separate parts of the island and having their own monarchs and kingdoms. 
The early political and social history of both the Sinhalese and the Tamils were 
also highly influenced by the Tamil and other ruling dynasties of South India. 

The European Colonial Era and Unification of Ceylon
1505 - Arrival of Portuguese - they first occupied the low country Sinhalese areas 

in the south-west of the Island (A Tamil kingdom based in Jaffna and 
two Sinhalese kingdoms based in Kotte and Kandy were in existence at 
that time).
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1619 - Jaffna Tamil Kingdom fell to the Portuguese after 403 years of Tamil 
rule (more than a century after the arrival of the Portuguese).

1656 - Dutch captured areas which were under Portuguese control.

1799 - “Cleghorn Minute” (the first British Colonial Secretary) mentioned that 
from ancient times Sinhala and Tamil people have divided Ceylon and 
ruled the island between them.

1802 - Dutch possessions ceded to the British (“Treaty of Amiens”).

1815 - The Sinhalese Kandyan Kingdom in the central parts of the island was 
conquered by the British (Note: the surrender document was in Tamil, as 
the last few kings of Kandy were from South India).

1833 -The British unified the island based on the recommendations of “Cole 
Brook - Cameron Commission” (purely for administrative convenience). 
During this time, Tamil labourers from South India were brought to work 
in tea and rubber plantations.

1920-1923 - William Manning Reform abolished community representation 
and introduced territorial representation. However, community 
representation was reintroduced in a modified form following opposition 
from Tamils and other minorities.

1931 - “Donoughmore constitution” was adopted, and State Council was elected 
by universal suffrage (the first people to exercise universal suffrage in 
Asia).  Tamils boycotted the elections.

1936 - Leader of the Ceylon Tamil Congress (G.G. Ponnampalam) demanded 
50-50 representation of Sinhalese and all other minorities joined 
together; however, this was rejected.  Consequently an entirely a pan-
Sinhala Cabinet and Government was installed against the wishes of the 
Tamils.

1945 - Soulbury Commission accepted the (pan-Sinhala) Board of Ministers 
draft constitution with minor modifications, and this led to friction 
between the Sinhalese and the Tamil communities.
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Post-Independence Discrimination of Tamils and other Minorities
1948 - British granted independence under the “Soulbury Constitution” 

(Note: The general elections for the Parliament of Ceylon was held in 
1947).  The Parliament, with its entrenched Sinhalese majority, legislated 
to disenfranchise Tamils of (recent) Indian origin who have lived there 
for generations and have always exercised their franchise.  The Tamil 
people lost almost half of their representation in the Parliament.

1949 - Major colonisation schemes (Gal Oya Development) launched by the 
Prime Minister D.S. Senanayake (United National Party or UNP) in 
several districts of the Eastern Province, were later extended to the other 
parts of the Tamil homeland in the North.

1956 - The Sinhala Language was made the only official language by 
legislation, disadvantaging Tamil speaking people in dealing with the 
state administration and denying them equal access to education and 
employment.  Tamil leaders who staged a peaceful protest (Gandhian 
style Satyagraha) outside the Parliament were assaulted by Sinhalese 
mob.

1957 - Bandaranaike - Chelvanayakam Pact was signed between the Sinhalese 
Prime Minister S.W.R.D. Bandaranaike (Sri Lanka Freedom Party or 
SLFP) and the Tamil leader S.J.V. Chelvanayakam QC (Federal Party or 
FP) to meet the demands of the Tamil people for a degree of self-rule in 
their homeland.

1958 - The Pact was unilaterally abrogated by the Sinhalese Prime Minister to 
pacify the extreme elements among the Sinhalese Buddhists (Bandaranaike 
was assassinated by a Buddhist monk, for his pact with the Tamils, in 
1959). First large-scale anti-Tamil riots occurred, leaving more than 200 
people dead and many homes, businesses and other assets destroyed.

1961 - FP staged peaceful protests (Gandhian style Satyagraha) in the North-
East against the imposition of Sinhala language, and this was met with 
military and police violence.  Military occupation of the Tamil areas 
began.
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1965 - Senanayake - Chelvanayakam Pact was entered into with another 
Sinhalese Prime Minister Dudley Senanayake (UNP).  The second 
attempt by the FP to resolve the conflict peacefully led to the formation 
of a national government, but the pact was never implemented by the 
Sinhalese-dominated government.

1969 - The Privy Council in London directed the Supreme Court in Sri Lanka 
to review the constitutionality of the Official Language Act (Sinhala Only 
Act), since it violated Section 29(2) of the Soulbury Constitution.

1971 - The government responded by abolishing appeals to Privy Council.  
The Tamil people’s only avenue to seek justice through independent 
judiciary came to an end.

The state began forcefully removing Tamils from the historically 
Tamil areas in the North and East, and reinhabited them with Sinhalese 
peasants in its attempt at changing the demography of the Tamil areas.  
In many cases, even the names of towns’ were changed from traditional 
Tamil names to Sinhala names.

1972- The new Republican Constitution was adopted, and imposed on the 
Tamil people without their consent, under the Prime Ministership of 
Srimavo Bandaranaike (SLFP).

The only legal safeguard granting rights and protection to minorities, i.e., 
the entrenched, unalterable Section 29(2) of the Soulbury Constitution, 
was abolished.

The country’s name was changed from Ceylon to Sri Lanka (Sinhala 
name) and Buddhism was given ‘foremost place’ among the country’s 
religions, further alienating the Tamils and other minority communities.  
The Constitution, especially Article 9, was used above all by the Buddhist 
Sangha, to rationalise discriminatory practices, particularly in the fields 
of education and settlement.

1973 - Through a process of standardisation and district quota systems the 
government restricted entry of Tamil students to Universities (Tamils, 
on instances, had to score up to 30% more marks than Sinhalese to enrol 
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into certain courses).  Similar processes were adopted in state sector 
employment.

1974 - The Fourth International Conference on Tamil Studies held in Jaffna 
was sabotaged by the Sinhala-police. A brutal attack on the peaceful 
participants on the last day of the 8-day conference resulted in the deaths 
of seven people and several more injured.

1976 - All the main Tamil political parties united under the leadership of S.J.V. 
Chelvanayakam QC, and formed the ‘Tamil United Liberation Front’, 
and at their first national convention in Vaddukkodai (“Vaddukkodai 
Resolution”) declared:

“The Convention resolves that the restoration and reconstitution of 
the Free, Sovereign, Secular, Socialist state of Tamil Eelam based on 
the right of self-determination inherent to every nation has become 
inevitable in order to safeguard the very existence of the Tamil nation in 
this country.”

The tyranny of the Sinhalese state and its brutal repression of the Tamil 
people led to the formation of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) - a Tamil militant group under the leadership of Velupillai 
Prabhakaran. It is the LTTE - that spearheaded the armed struggle on 
behalf of the Tamil people.

1977 - Historical mandate of the Tamil people – The Tamil people treated 
the general elections as a referendum on independence, and gave a clear 
mandate (more than 82% Tamils voting in favour) to re-establish their 
sovereignty.

Because of the unified Tamil vote, the major Tamil political party (Tamils 
United Liberation Front or TULF) became the official opposition party in 
the Parliament to the dissatisfaction of many Sinhalese politicians.  Second 
large-scale Anti-Tamil riots occurred following the general election (J.R 
Jayewardene of the UNP became the Prime Minister), leaving more than 
300 Tamils dead.  Tamil owned properties were destroyed and over 40000 
people rendered homeless.
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1978 - The Westminster-style 1972 Constitution was replaced by the highly-
centralized power of an executive presidency (once again without Tamil 
participation), further eroding minority rights.

1979 - The draconian Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) came into effect.  
President J.R Jayewardene (UNP) declared war against Tamils and moved 
armed forces into the North, under the pretext of eradicating terrorism 
that resulted in severe oppression and killing of Tamils.

1981 - District Development Councils Act was passed in the Parliament.

Sri Lankan army moved into the Jaffna peninsula in large numbers. The 
Jaffna Public library, once seen as a cultural hub for Tamils, which 
held over 95000 volumes of irreplaceable Tamil literature, was burnt 
to the ground. The fact that Sinhalese policemen were held responsible 
for burning the library caused much hostility in the Tamil community.

Anti-Tamil mob violence took place in the Southern parts of the island, 
largely targeting the Tamil tea plantation workers.

1983 - Sri Lankan state and its armed forces carried out arbitrary arrests and 
detention without trial, torture and rape, violence against women, and 
summary executions of the Tamil people.  The era of mass exodus of 
Tamil refugees, both internally and internationally, began.

A major anti-Tamil pogrom (referred to as “Black July”) took place 
all over the country excluding the traditional Tamil areas of the North 
and East. More than 3000 Tamils died, and over 150000 became refugees, 
many fleeing to India and the West.  The rioters had managed to identify 
Tamil homes and properties using voter enrolment lists provided by  
overnment officials, and this had seriously implicated the government’s 
role in the riots.

There were accounts published in much of the Western media at the time 
of families being burnt alive together as they attempted to flee in their cars, 
of a mini-bus filled with people being torched as hundreds of onlookers 
watched on, of fathers being butchered and axed in front of their wives 
and children, and of youth being stripped naked in the streets and taunted 
by Sinhalese mobs and then being drenched in petrol and set alight.
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The perpetrators of the riots were not charged or held accountable.  Tamils 
who suffered during any of the pogroms have never been compensated.  
These horrific pogroms of July 1983 instigated many Tamils to join the 
LTTE.

The government passed the 6th amendment to the constitution banning 
the advocacy for the establishment of a separate state in Sri Lanka.

Tamil Militancy and Sri Lankan Military Offensives
1984 - Eelam War I erupted.  Tamil residents in Manal Aru (area linking the 

Northern and the Eastern provinces) were murdered and chased away, 
and the vacated areas were colonised with around 25000 ex-convict 
Sinhalese settlers.  “Security Zones” were set up stifling freedom and 
economic activities in the North-East.

1985 - First attempt at peace talks between the Government of Sri Lanka 
(GoSL) and the Tamil militants, known as the Thimpu talks, was 
mediated by India.  The Tamils presented four preliminary demands: (1) 
the Tamils to be recognized as a distinct nationality, (2) recognition and 
guarantee of the territorial integrity of the traditional homelands of the 
Ceylon Tamils, (3) right of self-determination of the Tamil nation, and 
(4) recognition of citizenship and fundamental rights of all Tamils who 
regard Ceylon as their home.  These demands were rejected by the GoSL.

1986 - For the first time the GoSL’s “scorched earth” policy led to shelling and 
aerial bombing of the Jaffna population centres.  Economic blockade of 
the Northern Province was imposed.

1987 - Conflict in the North drove 850000 people to starvation, and India 
intervened.  India and Sri Lanka signed the Indo-Lanka Peace Accord 
and Sri Lanka accepted India’s offer to send a peace-keeping force (IPKF) 
into the North-East of the country to oversee peace in the area.

Provincial Council Bills and the 13th Amendment to the 1978 
Constitution granting limited devolution of power to provinces was 
adopted, and the Northern and Eastern provinces were temporarily 
merged into a single administrative unit.
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1988 - War broke out between the IPKF and the LTTE.  IPKF with more than 
100000 personnel was found to have committed many atrocities including 
rape and murder of Tamils (over 8000 Tamil civilians were killed), and the 
LTTE put up a strong resistance.

1989 - Ceasefire and peace talks between President Premadasa (UNP) and 
the LTTE.

1990 - The IPKF departed from Sri Lanka (after loosing around 1250 personnel), 
and the North-East Provincial Council was dissolved.  Talks between the 
Government and the LTTE failed, and Eelam War II erupted.  GoSL 
declared economic embargo against the North-East of Sri Lanka.

1991 - The then Ex-Indian Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was killed in an 
explosion in Southern India.

1993 - The nationalistic Sri Lankan President Premadasa died of a bomb 
explosion in Colombo.

1994-1995 - Cease fire and four rounds of peace talks took place between 
President Chandrika Bandaranaike (SLFP) and the LTTE.  Peace 
talks failed and Eelam War III began.  Sri Lankan armed forces started 
indiscriminate aerial bombing and shelling of population centres resulting 
in large scale casualties.

July 1995 - After dropping leaflets asking civilians to move to places of 
worship for safety, the Sri Lankan Air Force bombed a church and school 
in Navaly in the Jaffna peninsula, killing 125 innocent Tamil civilians. The 
Sri Lankan government initially denied any knowledge of the bombing, 
and the Red Cross that helped evacuate many of the wounded protested 
this attack.

October 1995 - Historic Exodus - The entire Tamil population of 
over 400,000 evacuated the Jaffna peninsula in one night fleeing the 
advancing State Forces that for almost two weeks carried out aerial, 
naval and land operations (‘Riviresa 1’). They captured a ‘ghost city’ and 
the Defence Minister hoisted the Lion Flag in Jaffna, further humiliating 
the Tamil people. The government reacted angrily to the magnanimous 
appeal made by the UN Secretary General for aid to the displaced victims.
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1996 - GoSL put out a draft proposal to resolve the ethnic conflict, and due to 
severe  opposition from Buddhist clergy and sections of Sinhalese parties, 
it was further watered down, and later scrapped.

1997-1998 - Mass graves were found in the northern village of Chemmani.  
In a report published in 1997, Amnesty International found reliable 
evidence suggesting that bodies of as many as 600 people “disappeared” 
in the area may have been disposed of in lavatory pits, disused wells and 
shallow graves. A Sri Lankan soldier tried for rape and murder claimed 
hundreds of people who disappeared from the Jaffna peninsula after 
it was retaken by Government troops from the LTTE in 1995-1996 
were killed and buried in mass graves near the village (Internationally 
observed excavations in 1999 found 15 bodies, 2 of which were identified 
as men who had disappeared in 1996; however, further exhumations were 
scuttled due to lack of government support).

Major military operations (“Operation Victory Assured” lasting three 
years) were launched by the GoSL in the LTTE controlled area of Vanni.

USA designated LTTE as a foreign terrorist organisation.

2000 - Areas captured by the Sri Lankan army over three years were re-captured 
by the LTTE within a few weeks (“Operation Unceasing Waves”). 

In April 2000, the LTTE captured Elephant Pass, thought to be the largest 
and impregnable military complex in the Island. The battle of Elephant 
Pass is considered as the biggest military debacle in the history of the Sri 
Lankan military.

LTTE established a de-facto state covering almost two-thirds of the 
land mass of the Tamil homeland.

In December 2000, LTTE unilaterally declared a month-long ceasefire, 
effective Christmas Eve, but the GoSL rejected the ceasefire and declared 
that military offensives would continue.

2001 - The Air Force base adjacent to the Katunayake International Airport was 
attacked, and several military and passenger air crafts were destroyed, 
inflicting a major economic blow to Sri Lanka.
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In December 2001, the UNP won the general elections and Ranil 
Wickramasinghe became the Prime Minister of Sri Lanka. The LTTE 
again announced a unilateral ceasefire and anticipated the government to 
reciprocate with a view to entering peace talks.

Failure of Norwegian Mediated Peace Talks and the End of War
2002 - Ceasefire Agreement (CFA) was signed between the GoSL and the 

LTTE, with Norway as the chief facilitator (also involved were US, EU 
and Japan). In September, after a long delay, the ban on LTTE was lifted 
by the GoSL to enable them to take part in peace negotiations.

2003 - Six rounds of peace talks took place.  In the Oslo talks (2002), both 
parties agreed to “explore a political solution founded on the principle 
of internal self-determination in areas of historical habitation of the 
Tamil-speaking people, based on a federal structure within a united 
Sri Lanka”.  However, the talks were temporarily suspended due to 
differences over non-implementation of the agreements reached during 
the earlier sessions.  

Tokyo donors’ conference pledged US$4.5 billion for reconstruction and 
development, subject to satisfactory progress in the peace talks. 

In October 2003, the LTTE submitted its proposal for Interim Self-
Governing Authority (ISGA), i.e., a proposal for self-rule within Sri 
Lanka. But, President Kumaratunga rejected it out rightly claiming it was 
against the interest of national security. She took charge of the Defence 
Ministry, and later dismissed the government, paving the way for ultra-
nationalist Sinhala parties to enter Parliament at the ensuing general 
elections.

2004 - The Tamil National Alliance (TNA), which pledged its political 
support to the LTTE, won almost all 22 seats available for the North-
East Tamils during the Parliamentary elections.

The Tsunami struck Sri Lanka on Boxing Day, causing the death of 
nearly 35000 people and irreparable damage to the infrastructure.  The 
worst hit regions were the North-East coast (i.e., the Tamil areas) facing 
the Bengal Sea.  Distribution of tsunami relief to the Tamil-speaking 
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areas was slow due to bureaucratic inertia and the Sinhala-dominated 
government giving priorities to Sinhala-speaking areas.

2005 - After long delay, the Provisional Tsunami Operational Management 
Structure (P-TOMS) was established with representatives from GoSL, 
LTTE and the Muslim community to manage about US$4.5 billion worth 
of aid promised by donor countries for rebuilding the Tsunami affected 
Tamil areas.  Extremist Sinhala-Buddhist parties opposed P-TOMS, 
and blocked its implementation through court order.

Mahinda Rajapakse (SLFP) was elected President of Sri Lanka on a Sinhala 
Nationalistic platform, and extremist anti-Tamil elements were appointed 
to key positions in his government.  Undeclared Eelam War IV started.

2006 - The merged North-East province (enacted according to the 1987 
Indo-Lanka Accord) was de-merged through Supreme Court order for 
technical reasons, and the government seized the moment to divide 
the Tamil homeland permanently by establishing a separate Provincial 
Council for the East against the Tamil people’s will.

LTTE was added to the list of international terrorist organisations by the 
European Union (EU).

2006-2007 - Sri Lankan government was accused of being responsible for a 
myriad of murders of Tamil citizens:

Murder of 5 young Tamil students in Trincomalee; murder of 17 Tamil 
humanitarian workers of French NGO, Action Contre le Faim, in Muthur; 
and deliberate bombings of Tamil orphanages and refugee camps (67 
school girls died during an aerial bombing of the ‘Sencholai’ orphanage 
in Mulaitheevu). Five Tamil Parliamentarians and tens of independent 
journalists were also killed. Fighting between military and LTTE 
continued, further displacing tens of thousands of civilians. Abductions 
and murders of hundreds of Tamils continued with impunity. Human 
Rights organisations confirmed the collusion between the Sri Lankan 
army and the paramilitary organisations in the abductions and forced 
recruitment of Tamil child soldiers. Hundreds of Tamils were forcibly 
evicted out of the capital Colombo, by armed state security forces.
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2007 – In January- Sri Lankan military drove LTTE out of the Eastern Province, 
and the military offensive was then extended to the Northern Region of 
Vanni.

     October - Sri Lanka rejected calls for a UN human rights monitoring 
mission to the island, as the UN Human Rights Commissioner voiced 
concerns over the alleged widespread abuses.

2008 – In January, - GoSL unilaterally ended the CFA with the LTTE after 
six years, during which six rounds of peace talks were held facilitated 
by the Norwegian Government. Escalation of conflict was mainly due to 
the failure of the GoSL to implement agreements reached between both 
parties.

 
 Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission (international body monitoring adherence 

to the ceasefire) terminated its operational activities in Sri Lanka following 
the collapse of the ceasefire.

 September - GoSL ordered UN agencies and International Non-
Governmental Organisations (INGOs) to leave Tamil areas, and 
banned foreign aid into the region.  It announced its decision of an 
aggressive military attack on the Tamil region, and barred media reports 
from the war zones reaching the International Community.

2009 - The Sri Lankan government, despite calls from the unity International 
Community as well as many human rights groups, escalated its military 
campaign against the LTTE in the North.  The 30 year civil war came to 
a close with massive civilian casualties, with estimates suggesting up to 
40,000 Tamils died in January to May of 2009 alone (Gordon Weiss – an 
Australian national, and UN official spokesperson in Sri Lanka during 
the war disclosed these details after his retirement).  Large scale military 
attack with aerial bombardment and shelling resulted in increased civilian 
casualties and destruction of properties, and the war continued without 
any international scrutiny or media attention.

 January - Sri Lankan newspaper editor, Lasantha Wikrematunga was 
shot dead in the capital Colombo. He was highly critical of President 
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Mahinda Rajapakse and his government’s excesses and intimidation of 
the media, particularly, corruption and the ban on firsthand reporting 
from the war zones.

 
February - Sri Lanka warned Western diplomats, foreign journalists and 
aid groups that they would be “chased” out of the country if they appeared 
to favour the Tamil Tiger rebels.

At least 52 civilians were killed when a hospital was hit by cluster 
bombs.  The Sri Lankan Defence Secretary claimed that the hospital 
was a legitimate target as it was located outside the government’s 
designated no-fire zone.

Sri Lankan officials confirmed the existence of so called ‘welfare camps’ 
that would house up to 250,000 internally displaced Tamils.  The 
conditions were compared to ‘concentration camps’, where civilians were 
not permitted to leave the barbed wired compounds.

 February - May: Typical report from the conflict area stated “Thousands 
were forced into a tiny strip of land.  Men, women and children were hiding 
inside the bunkers without food and water.  Sri Lankan military was firing 
from tanks and multi barrel rocket launchers, in all directions.  While the 
wounded were crying out for water to wet their tongues, military tanks 
rolled over them.  Wounded and the sick who were hiding in the bunkers 
were buried alive.  Fighter aircrafts over the skies of Vanni dropped 
bombs on hospitals, schools and other public places. Phosphorous and 
cluster bombs were also dropped from the skies”.

 
Tamil Diaspora organised mass rallies and protests across the capitals of 
the world (more than 100,000 people participating in both London 
and Toronto rallies) requesting world powers to intervene and save the 
people from impending slaughter.  However, these and other pleas by 
certain concerned countries were ignored by the GoSL.
 
May - Confidential leaked UN satellite images appeared to show that the 
Sri Lankan Air Force bombed a government’s designated safe haven 
that housed up to 150,000 fleeing civilians taking refuge from the war.
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First independent testimony from the conflict area was presented by UK 
Channel 4 News.  Journalists illegally accessed a Vavuniya camp, where 
Tamil refugees had been detained. The world learned of the horrendous 
conditions with shortages of food and water, deplorable sanitation 
conditions, dead bodies left where they have fallen, women separated 
from their families, and sexual abuse.  The Sri Lankan government 
promptly deported these reporters from the country.
 
17 May - The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam silenced their guns for the 
last time (the last battle took place in Mullivaikal).

 
Many surrendering senior LTTE carders and their family members 
were allegedly killed by the Sri Lankan forces.

19 May - Sri Lanka declared a total military victory.

[Note: Sri Lanka built a formidable military machine during the ceasefire 
period (2002 – 2007), increasing its armed forces personnel to more than 
275,000 (almost exclusively Sinhalese) and spending billions of dollars on 
arms. These efforts tilted the military balance in favour of the Sri Lankan 
state, and the three decades long civil war came to an end in May 2009.  
During this period, more than 30,000 LTTE carders and more than 100,000 
Tamil civilians have died (some estimates suggesting total deaths of up to 
300,000), more than a million Tamils have left Sri Lanka, up to a million 
Tamils are internally displaced, and the Tamil homeland remains in 
economic ruins and under military occupation.  Around 30,000 Sri Lankan 
armed forces personnel also died during the war.]

 
Post-War Scenario
2009 - August - UK Channel 4 News presented shocking video footage showing  

Sri Lankan troops summarily executing Tamils (Note: the GoSL called 
the video a ‘fake’; however, the UN special rapporteur on extrajudicial, 
summary or arbitrary executions carried out extensive investigations and 
concluded on January 2010 that the video was authentic).

October - The U.S. Department of State’s Office of War Crimes released 
its investigation into the final stages of the conflict.  The report provided 
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a disturbing picture of deliberate and intentional nature of attacks 
against known civilian targets by the Sri Lankan armed forces within 
the GoSL designated “no-fire zones”.  The shocking killings of captives 
and combatants seeking to surrender were also highlighted.

December - The European Commission decided to suspend Sri Lanka’s 
preferential trade status (amounting to 150 million US dollars annually 
that helps Sri Lanka’s top exports -  garments), following a probe into the 
government’s human rights record.

2010 - January - Dublin war-crimes tribunal, conducted by Permanent 
peoples’ Tribunal (PPT) based in Milan, found that GoSL was “guilty of 
War-Crimes” and “guilty of Crimes against Humanity”.

The Tamil National question that was the root cause of the 30 year 
peaceful struggle followed by a 30 year armed resistance did not receive 
the attention of the two major Presidential candidates.  The January 2010 
Presidential election results clearly showed a polarised country, with 
a large majority of Sinhalese voting for the ultra-nationalist Mahinda 
Rajapakse, whereas the majority of Tamils and Muslims either abstained 
or voted against the Rajapakse regime that caused so much death and 
destruction during the previous four years.

February - Sarath Fonseka, the defeated Presidential candidate and 
former army chief, was arrested and being subjected to court-martial 
proceedings, which illustrates the continuation of repressive rule by the 
Rajapakse regime.

March - U.N. Secretary-General, Ban Ki-Moon, announced his decision to 
appoint a Group of Experts to dvise him on “setting the broad parameters 
and standards on the way ahead on establishing accountability in Sri 
Lanka” in relation to human rights abuses and alleged war crimes.

April – Parliamentary elections were held, and very low voter turn-out 
by the Tamils was due to fear, mistrust, and their lack of faith in the 
Sri Lankan form of ethnic-majoritarian democracy and its elections. 
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However, the Tamils who participated have overwhelmingly voted for the 
Tamil National Alliance (TNA), the party that has been championing 
for their legitimate political aspirations.

Jan-May - The Government is hastened to utilise the weakened condition 
of Tamils as “the conquered” for consolidating and furthering its 
diabolical intentions. Instead of going to the roots of the ethnic conflict 
and resolving it, the government forces are engaged in destroying the 
signs and monuments which are historical evidence of the Tamil ethnic 
and religious presence, heritage and culture. Even the cemeteries of 
militants killed in war and venerated by the still surviving parents, 
relatives and people are bull-dozed by the army.

May – UK Channel 4 News presented a video implicating the Sri 
Lankan Leadership with war crimes; in the interview a frontline soldier 
said “Yes, our commander ordered us to kill everyone. We killed everyone” 
and a senior Sri Lankan army commander said “I don’t think we wanted 
to keep any hardcore elements, so they were done away with. It is clear 
that such orders were received from the top”.

Human Rights Watch presented photographic evidence suggesting 
torture and killing of captured LTTE cadres by the Sri Lankan forces.

The International Crisis Group (ICG) has called on the International 
Community to support an inquiry into alleged war crimes in Sri 
Lanka. The report alleges (based on an eight-month investigation) that 
during the final months of the war “the security forces intentionally and 
repeatedly shelled civilians, hospitals and humanitarian operations”; 
“tens of thousands of Tamils were killed or wounded and hundreds of 
thousands were denied food and medical care”; and “senior government 
and military officials were aware of the massive civilian casualties, but 
failed to protect the civilian population as they were obliged to under 
the laws of war”.

ICG recommendations to countries such as Australia include “not to 
extradite LTTE suspects to Sri Lanka unless guarantees of humane 
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treatment and fair trials are in place”; “grant asylum or other protected 
status to witnesses and act to preserve evidence of war crimes”; “begin 
investigations into alleged war crimes or human rights abuses in cases 
where jurisdiction may exist, including where nationals or residents are 
allegedly involved”;  and “impose targeted sanctions, including travel 
restrictions, on Sri Lankan officials and members of their families, 
unless and until the government cooperates with international efforts to 
investigate alleged war crimes”.

Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International have also appealed 
for international investigation into the alleged war crimes committed 
in Sri Lanka, to coincide with the first year anniversary of the end of the 
military conflict.

[Sri Lanka is under significant pressure from the UN and certain Western countries 
to (1) cooperate with potential war crimes inquiries, (2) improve the democratic and 
human rights standards, and (3) to provide a political solution that would address 
genuine grievances of the Tamils. However, Sri Lanka has not taken any meaningful 
steps in promoting reconciliation; and have instead undertaken the path to further 
erode Tamil identity in the Tamil traditional homeland by expanding army camps 
and Sinhalese settlements; destroying war cemeteries, historic monuments and 
signs depicting Tamil cultural heritage and the history of their struggle; and also 
by building new Buddhist temples in traditional Tamil lands where no Buddhists 
reside. The outcomes of the Presidential and Parliamentary elections have instilled 
further fear in the minds of the Tamils and other minority communities, and it 
is expected that the Tamil struggle for equality and justice will continue, perhaps 
under more difficult conditions. The Tamil diaspora, which played a key part in 
internationalising the conflict, is gaining recognition as a key stakeholder in future 
conflict resolution and reconstruction in Sri Lanka].






