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Introduction

Afundamental principle of democratic governance is that
policy making should be a function of the opinion of
the demos (Wleizen and Soroka: 2006)* But practice is never
perfect and the realities of democracies are far from what is
theoretically sound and ideal. The influence of public opinion
on government raises normative as well as empirical
questions about democracy. Theories on representative
democracy assume that people have only enough wisdom to
elect the correct leader; policy decisions thereafter rest solely
in the hands of the ‘chosen one.’” Some theoreticians take
this argument a step further by pointing out that the public is
largely ignorant of political issues and thereby unable to
deliberate and form discerning opinions on the same. Vincent
L Hutchings® takes these differing streams and brings them
together via the contention that while the public are not
routinely vigilant, they become alert and informed when their
interests come under threat.

So what then, is the place of a pollster? Is public opinion
polling the watchword of democracy? Or, as Robert
Weissberg* argues, are poll results too limited and lacking
in authority to be considered as guidelines for creating policy
and legislation? Is it a stimulator or a constrainer? Wleizen
and Soroka, allow for public polling results to be the stimulus
for policy formulation. Weissberg’s argument, on the other
hand, attacks polls as not having the second best choice; nor
do they allow for a tradeoff and comments. Further that polls
run the risk of testing issues amongst a public who suffer
from a lack of required knowledge. However, if one were to
analyze the issue through Hutchings’ argument, one can strike
a balance, where it is understood that even though polls may
not direct what policy can be introduced, they can certainly
provide strictures and fimits for pohcy change and
implementation.

The Sri Lankan case study provides ample fodder for such
theories. Polling on public policy is comparatively new to
Sri Lankan politics and has been much in demand largely
due to the high degree of ethnic polarization, and the re-
entry of the warring parties to a period of political negotiation.
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What this paper hopes to explore is the role of public opinion
in the peace process as both policy stimulus as well as policy
constrainer. The paper will lock at polling initiatives on the
peace process and their subsequent relevance on policy.
Through the use of polling results from twe continuous polls
on the peace process, the Peace Confidence Index and the
Knowledge Attitude and Practices Survey, the author hopes
to understand the nexus between polling and policy. The paper
will look at threc aspects of the process, namely, the
‘international community’, ‘political solution’ and
‘negotiations and will conclude by arguing that, while polling
is not the sole influential factor in policy making, it cannot

_be denied that it is one amongst some important variables

that shape public policies.
I. Sri Lanka’s Ethnic conflict

Sri Lanka's total population is about 19 million and it is home
to Sinhalese, Tamils, Muslims who belongs to four main
religious groups i.e. Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic and Christian.
Like most of the neighboring South Asian countries Sri Lanka
was also colonized. Since the late 1970s the power struggle
of the minority community in the context of ethnic
discrimination turned into viclence. During the last three
decades, Sri Lanka has suffered from bloody viclence despite
its uninterrupted record on democracy and its high standard
of social indicators compared with its neighbours.

Many efforts have been made to resolve the conflict, the most
successful of which was the now abrogated 2002 Ceasefire
Agreement signed between the United National Party
government led by Ranil Wickremasinghe and the LTTE.
The agreement was brokered by the Norwegian government
and monitored by the Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission (SLMM)
— a consortium of Scandinavian peace monitors. What the
CFA did introduce to the process, also, was the overwhelming
force of the international community—the USA, the EU,
Japan and Norway. India, however, continued to play a silent
but vigilant role. While the Norwegians managed to make
both parties agree to seek peace under a federal framework
in 2003, the commitment and gravity that both parties
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Il Polling und poblic policies
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affairs, Vidar Helgesen in his opening speech used the results
~of the PCI to emphasise his point by saying:

... But standing behind them are some formidable
forces for peace. Recent opinion polls indicate that
more than 80% of the population shares the parties’
desire to find a negotiated solution to the conflict...

- Public support for negotiations also rose since the
commencement of the same and this fact has been used by -

the Government media for its own credit. For example, the
Daily News® of October 21% 2002, gave front page coverage
to the PCI findings under the title of “Opinion Survey shows
- more people believe peacewill come”. The same newspaper
devoted its editorial of 6™ January 2003 to the PCI findings,
emphasizi'n_g that the polls showed broad support for the
government’s strategy of bringing peace though peaceful
means. In April 2003, the direct negotiation between the UNP
Government and the LTTE collapsed as the latter decided to
pull out from direct talks while extending its commitment to
the 2002 CFA. This triggered some sporadic violence initially
but later grew into a tit for tat killing spree. As CFA violations
increased, the public’s sentiment corresponded with the
morbidity of the times as their faith in negotiations and the
parties involved took a negative turn. The LTTE and the
Norwegian facilitators were the especial recipients of this
jaundiced view. ;

According to a poll conducted in the period immediately

preceding the April 2004 elections, the people stated that

they were most desirous of economic relief while sustaining

the CFA.' Further, the poll reported that while a majority of
the Sinhala community were disappointed with the incumbent

regime a majority of all minority ethnic communities still
favoured the UNP regime. A majority rated the economy as
a top priority while only one fifth gave the same ranking to
the recommencement of negotiations.

The election manifesio of the then opposition, United People
Freedom Alliance (UPFA) —the SLFP led coalition — and its
- election rhetoric confirmed the influence of the polls. More

importantly, policies of the UPFA government after the

electoral victory show the influence of public opinion in their
‘policies. For example, despite being severe critics of the 2002
' CFA during their election campaign, the UPFA regime did
. not abrogate the CFA until January 2008.

The polls show that support of the Tamil community remained
unchanged while the Sinhala community’s faith in
negotiations showed a gradual decline between 2004 and
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2006 in response to growing hostilities between the LTTE
and the security forces. When President Rajapakse assumed
power in December 2005, he did not do much to revive the
stalled peace talks except for two meetings held in Geneva
and Oslo in 2006. In November 2006, 57% of the Sinhala
community supported peace talks although this declined by
10 percentage points by February of2007. The polls showed
that limited military operations begun in February of ’06 were
well received by the Sinhala community. The February 2007
PCI showed that 48% of the Sinhala community was

confident in the President’s ability to wage a successful war.

While the President and his government must have a number
of reasons to go into battle, one can hardly dismiss the idea
that the public’s demonstration in favour of war in the face
of a debilitating economic situation may have spurred on the

decision to re-engage the LTTE on the battlefield. This -

conjecture is confirmed by a comment made by Dayan
Jayatilaka, an adviser 1o the president and the permanent

~ representative to the UN in Geneva."

We shall of course have to go North and then finally

~ into the Wanni heartland. Prabhakaran (the leader of
the LTTE) must surely be waiting the time we get -
caught in the classic manpower crunch: too few troops
to capture and hold terrain; overstretch which permits
him to concentrate his forces for a devastating
breakthrough at an unexpected point in space and time.
The way to avoid that would be to generate a surge in -
recruitment by tapping into the present patriotic mood:

‘the most recent Peace Confidence Index/Social -~ . -

indicators of the Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA)
registers a figure of 54% support among the Sinhalese
for a policy of ratcheting up the military response right
up to all-out war.

Political Solution
S ince 1994, every government has stressed the importance
of a political solution to end the country’s protracted
conflict. However, polls show that despite a consensus with
regard to the need for a peaceful solution, different ethnic
communities and social and political groups begin tc differ
when it comes to the nitty-gritty'? . Therefore every successive
regime has to face a grave challenge in formulating and
implementing a meaningful political solution for the
ethnically polarized community. On one hand Sinhala -
nationalists advocate power-sharing within a unitary state '

while Tamil nationalists lobby for the creation of two separate -

states. Due to this, both governmental and non-governmental

“institutions have found polling to be an excellent supplement.
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Since its inception, PCI the poll series has been funded by
various individual donors and of present it is being financed
by a coalition of donor agencies”. They believed that the
perceptions and attitudes toward peace negotiations revealed
by this poll is vital in the decision making of the donors in
order to influence the government and the LTTE. In 2003
and 2004, USAID funded a KAP survey on the peace process
through Academy for Educational Development (AED) an
American NGO. In Washington and in Colombo the survey
team engaged in briefing the survey resuits to the US Mission,
members of the Government and the Government Peace
Secretariat.

~ Polls not only help them to influence the government policies
directly or indirectly but also to review their own — the
international community — policies with regard to the
Sri Lanka’s peace process. The credibility of Norway started
diminishing in the backdrop of growing CFA viclations and
protracted hurting stalemate condition. Sinhalese did not
reject the idea of third party facilitation but refused to accept
Norway as an impartial and effective mediator. Therefore,
unlike the UNP which was in government from 2002 to
2004, the UPFA regime that formed a government in 2004,
and President Rajapakse distanced themselves from Norway
because of their policies on the ethnic conflict.

Polls showed that the Sinhalese increasingly extended their
preference to India, while Tamils continued to prefer Norway
as the best country to mediatc the peace negotiations®,
However, a substantial percentage of minority communities
extended their support to an Indian involvement. In this
context, some Sinhala nationalist political parties of the
_current government stated that they wanted a more active
role of India in Sri Lanka’s peace process. Capitalizing on
this Indian friendly public mood, President Rajapakse invited
India to play an active role in the Sri Lankan peace process
and expressed his desire to use the Indian power sharing
arrangement as a model for Sri Lanka. Further, a group of
parliamentarians from the APRC was sent to India to study
the Indian ‘panchayatra® ® in 2006. Not only that, in January
2008, President announced that his government wanted to
find a solution to the ethnic conflict though implementing
the 13™ amendment to the Constitution which his party had
criticized for decades. This amendment to the constitution
was introduced by the late President J.R, Jayawardene under
the influence of the Indian government. Meantime, since
2006, India too has expressed a desire to play an active role
in Sri Lanka again. They denounced the LTTE aim of a
separate state but emphasized that a solution to the ethnic
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conflict should preserve the dignity of the Tamil
community®.

Conclusion
Polling is by no means the traditionally accepted means
of information that politicians and governments have
used since time immemorial. Editorials, media commentary,
informants, constituency mail and the like have preceded
polling as the public’s thermomeler. Nevertheless, polling
provides an instant snapshot, if you will, of any political
climate. The casual effect of public opinion polling maps
out three distinct possibilities; that public opinion can
constrain policy, exert strong influence upon it or be entirely
ignored in a government’s policy making process. The Sri
Lankan context, as discussed above, exhibits the occurrence
of all three,

The present government’s policy toward the Ceasefire
Agreement is an excellent example for an instance where
public cpinion polling has functioned as a policy constraint.
Although there were many violations of the pact and endless
criticism of the peace process, polls did show that the people
still wanted the CFA to be sustained. Thereby, it took until
January 2008 for the government to find the correéct moment
to abrogate the CFA. Rajapakse’s approach to foreign policy
shows the direct and indirect influence of public opinion
polling. The government has neither embraced nor rejected
Norway. it has instead extended a warm welcome to India
and Indian models of governance and constitution making.
This shows a positive correlation with the current public
opinion trend.

It is from the UNP regime that we see an instance where
public opinion was completely dismissed. During the 2002
to 2004 period there was a growing sense of public
disappointment over the way the peace process and the
economy were handled. Wickremasinghe’s easy embrace of
the World Bank and the IMF in these matters was not well
received by the public, a fact that he ignored on the grounds
of public ignorance. Page and Shapiro contend that even in
the face of individual ignorance, aggregate preferences will
reflect real world trends. Thus Ranil Wickremasinghe lost
after only a two year stint.

Certainly, the role of public opinion polling in the Sri Lanka
peace process only provides a limited overview of the nexus
between polls and policies. However, it shows the substantial
contribution that polling can make in the intricate and
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