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IDPs in their huts in a refugee camp located on the outskirts of the town of Vavuniya in northern Sri Lanka. 200,000 people are being held after fleeing the closing battles of the island nation's war against Tamil Tiger separatists. –Reuters Photo 

Last week, it was heartening to find Colombo largely the cosmopolitan city it had been before being caught up in a swirl of violence. However, beneath the euphoria created by last month’s victory over the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, concern regarding the new tasks Sri Lanka faces is growing. 
Colombo’s celebratory mood has to be seen to be believed. Organisations and individuals, foreigners and locals, compete with each other in devising ways of showering praise on the country’s president and military leaders. Thanksgiving parties and the distribution of awards are daily affairs. President Mahinda Rajapaksa is being described as a king comparable in stature to the legendary monarchs who had unified and consolidated the island state centuries ago. One enthusiastic supporter proposed that he should be allowed another term in office without the formality of re-election. A move has already been made to elevate the army chief to a higher command. 

Nobody should be surprised at this high-pitched jubilation at the end of a 25-year-long civil war that claimed thousands of lives, rendered hundreds of thousands homeless, caused colossal losses to the economy and condemned a whole generation to the devastating effects of living in fear and uncertainty. Police check-posts are still there at several key points in Colombo. Not only vehicles but pedestrians (especially foreigners and haggard-looking Tamils) too are questioned about their identity, and Sri Lankans going abroad are grilled at immigration counters. But these are considered minor irritants that cannot spoil the festive mood. 

What is surprising, however, is the view expressed in various quarters that the Sri Lankan government does not particularly welcome suggestions to resolve the problems that led to the Tamil insurgency and initiate a process of reconciliation with the Tamil community. It is reported to be especially sensitive to calls for the proper care and rehabilitation of the 300,000 or so internally displaced persons. 

The plight of these IDPs is by all accounts extremely grim. It is alleged that they cannot move out of the camps where living conditions are poor and facilities inadequate. There are many cases of families being split up and living in different camps. Aid-givers are said to be facing difficulties in extending help to the most vulnerable categories. The government’s anxiety to guard against violence by any LTTE remnants or the latter’s bid to conceal themselves in IDP camps is understandable but the response to this problem is said to be quite exaggerated. 

At the same time, public opinion at home and abroad has stepped up its campaign for inquiries into excesses committed by any side during the protracted conflict, especially in the final phase that closed with the killing of LTTE chief Prabhakaran. Only the other day, Amnesty International called on the Sri Lankan government to use the opportunity created by the end of military operations against the LTTE to provide accountability for serious violations and abuses committed by both sides during the last months of fighting. As an immediate priority, AI has called for the establishment of an independent international commission to investigate allegations of serious violations and abuses of international human rights and humanitarian law by both sides in the recent military operations. 

Several Sri Lankan groups committed to democracy, the rule of law and human rights have spoken out and held demonstrations in favour of accountability, checks on militarism and respect for human rights. This is encouraging evidence that the trauma of war and its brutalising effects have failed to suppress the forces of sanity in Sri Lankan society. 

A notable example of such forces of sanity is the University Teachers for Human Rights, 

Jaffna (the territory once under LTTE control). It recently released a detailed report on the last phase of the civil war in which it described the hazards faced by the civilians in the small area where the LTTE high command was holed up, the exemplary individual conduct of Sri Lankan soldiers and what it considered avoidable loss of life and human suffering. In this report the teachers listed a series of measures, long-term as well as urgent, for the Sri Lankan government to take to avoid being swept off the path of democracy, reconciliation and peaceful coexistence. 

These teachers are on record for having ‘experienced and challenged the negative aspects of narrow Tamil nationalism, which permitted the rise of LTTE and its ability to paralyse the community through internal terror and created an illusion of strength among the Tamil community founded on transient military success. In the absence of broader humanity, it failed miserably in uniting the people.’ They are prominent among the groups that have protested against the deportation of Canadian parliamentarian, Bob Rae (who had landed at Colombo airport armed with a visa issued by the Sri Lankan High Commission in Ottawa). They said the deportation reflected an ‘unhealthy xenophobia despite the end of the war’ and it ‘bodes ill for the minorities and the democratic rights of the Sinhalese.’ 

The teachers represent many civil society groups when they say ‘the priority now is a transitional process bringing together different segments of society to focus on resettlement of the IDPs, broader humanitarian concerns and normalisation.’ Among the longer-term issues they have given priority to accountability on all issues pertaining to the war, demilitarisation of the northeast, return of lands acquired for security purposes, reopening of schools and public institutions, repeal of the emergency and the anti-terrorism law, and serious attention to the issue of impunity. All friends of Sri Lanka wish the dialogue between its government and civil society to proceed constructively and in a climate of mutual goodwill. 

All these are matters of interest for Pakistan (and other Saarc members) for two reasons. Firstly, Pakistan’s friendship with Sri Lanka has deepened as a result of its widely acknowledged contribution to the latter’s war effort. Now Pakistan has a moral duty to extend to Sri Lanka whatever help it can to meet its post-conflict challenges, particularly in relation to the proper treatment and rehabilitation of the IDPs. 

Pakistan’s donation of six vehicles to Sri Lanka’s IDP project was reported quite prominently in the media despite the fact that it was much smaller than donations from other countries. But more important than making its own donation to the IDPs’ relief and rehabilitation will be Pakistan’s role in mobilising broader international support to Sri Lanka, including help in dealing with problems of impunity and human rights violations. We owe this much to the country that sent its cricketers here when the whole cricketing world had declared us pariahs and then quickly got over its shock at our failure to ensure these players’ security. 

Secondly, there are quite a few things Pakistan can learn from the consequences of fighting a bloody insurgency, facing apart from the IDP problem which is a much larger issue in Pakistan. The task of post-conflict rehabilitation and reconciliation in the tribal areas will put Pakistan to test and it needs to learn from wherever it can about how to carry out humanitarian tasks and what actions to avoid.

