A PROMISE OF PEACE

Hadhika Coomaraswamy

W hile the rest of the world seemis 1o be marching (o war,

Sri Lanka, wearied by a miliary stalemate afier |18
years of war, 15 watking slowly, haltingly and surprizingly
toveard peace.

It is'a peace wemipered, however, by the remermnbrance of the
64,00 people who have been killed, The yearlona cease
lire belween the government and the rebels, the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam. has not generated a spirit of
celehration.

Mistrust between the Taml minority and the Smhalesc
manorily remains strong, and the campaien by the Tigers to
consalichie theéir control of the areas they dominate s making
gveryons uneasy. honetheless, there s some renson for
optimism. Both sides seem to have realized that a military

vietory 15 neither possible nor desirable — wt least for the

mianehl

Thz Tigets failed m theit campaign 1o expel government
forces from the north in 1997 and 1998, Besides, they realize
that even ifthey hadsuceeeded, the intemational commumnily
wiuld have refused to recaognize them ps 1 sepurate state
because of their appulling history of suicide bombings and
assassinations, Peaee gives the Tigers an opportunity to gain
[ limmaey,

The povernment. 100, seems Lo recoonize that war won 1
work, Itis clear that without a peaca a Sinhalese: domindted
army will alwaoys face resistarce in the Tigers sronghold.
the nosth and east; that the Tigers and their symputhizers
will always be able ta disrupt the rest af Sri Lanka: and that
the death toll of an all-out war will niot be intermationally

acceptahle. For these reazons the government of Ranil
Witkremesinghe seems committed o peace through
negetiations.

In addition, the cease-fire has had tangible benefits. The
economie growth rate for the last guarter exceeded 5 percent,
up from g | pereent decline a vear ago, With the help ol
internationil reconstiucion money, people who led war are
reburmnng 1o their hones, land 15 being cleared of mines, and
COITIMEITE I8 feviving.

The Tigers, meanwhile, have declared that they are willing
o explore a federalist model as an alwmative o a separatz
state — an impartant shift n their thinkingAnd because of
the work of Norwegian mediators, negotitors on both sides
seem commilled w resolving conflicts in the peace process
through committees and expert graups rather than by the
piecemieal efforts of earlier negotiations.

o Sn Lanka is wo thrive, the international community needs
to continue 10 press for respect for human nghts and o make
sure that tunds for recomstruction are not squandered. The
Tigers will have to adapt. lzaming 1o respect the rishiy of
their own peopie and embracing = demoeratic ethos.

And Sn Lankens have to start smazining thomselves
differenmtly, to-accept the plurality of their heritage and the
multiethnic nature of their socisty. Judoing from 1he
outpourings by both Sinhalese and the Tamils in the national
newspapers and journals since the peace process besan,
however, that will be u lung time in the making. .

From the Now York Tinses, veproduced in International Herald
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