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DIFFICULT TIMES

S ri Lanka is once again gomg throug))

a difflcult time. There is uncer@inty
#s lo-whe Is in churge of governance, The
President and the Prime Minister, the two
highest affice holders in the system of
governance, have been at loggerheads with
each other forseveral manths on this questian
of'who is in charme They continue (o engage
in bickering and back stage manipulation
eant [ ong-upmanship. [1is quite clear that
a President and a Prime Minister, who have
successiully defied the pressure coming from
ANy suurees Lo work in consensus to advance
the processes of peace, condlict irans formation
and economic development, have laken Sri
Lanka’s political process hostage.

The unresaelved canflict between the President
and the Prime Mindster is also affecting the
poHCe process ina negalive manmer. Whan the
LTTE presented its proposals for an interim
administration, the stalled negotiations could
have been resumed in drder 1o find a common
ground en o shorl and mediom t2m process
of post-contlicr development in the North-
East. On Movember 03, just three days after
these proposals were unveiled, the power
struggle between the President and the Prime
Minster broke open. The President's mowe
to sack the Wickremesinghe administration
did ot suceeed. Yot, her taking over ol thres
key ministries of the LINF regime, including
the dafense portfalio, remaing the main
stumbling block In the way ta the
normalization of relations between the twi
sides. Since them, ail the energies of the
Soulhermn political society are beinz wasted
on the [ruitless exercise of finding for them a
framework of gohabialion.

There are three fondamentally negative
consequanees of this protracied disputs
between the two rival power centers in
Colemba. Firsthy, it has stalled the negotiation
process. The Norwegians suspended theirrole
ol Gacilitators and went home, on (he argument
that alter November 03 there was noclariny
ds to who was really in charge in Colombe,
I'he Prime Minister refused to lead the peace

process on the argumeni that he was no longer
in control of the detense apparatus while the
President wanled him to continue with the
peace process, It appears that the stalemate
in the peace front, which began in April lasi
year when the LTTE withdrew from
negatintions, iz ooing o continue for some
time. In the meanwhile, Sri Lanka is eertainly
losing the momentum in the peace process.
Someday, later rather than socher, the Prime
Mimister and the President might find a way
out from (heir dispute anly to find that the
initiative for peacewith the LTTE has slipped
past them,

The szeoml neeative outocome of this
stalemate is the loss of momentum lor
economic recovery. After its disasirous crisis
in-1999-2001, the Sl Loanksn cconomy
showed signs of recovery in 2002, primarily
in the context of the cease-lire agreement
between the governiment and the LTTE and
the internatiomally facililaied peage
negotiations. With the initis! prooress in pesce
mlks. theé internaticral community pledged
sigmificant economic assistance 1o S Lanks
for reconstruction and development. But, that
assistance is linked to the progress in peace
talks. The year 2003 went wasted with Tiile
advance in Sri Lanka’s economic recovery
program. The Sri Lankan econiomy may not
collapse; yet without political stability in
Colomba ar stabilization ol the peace process,
it will certainly not take off for rapid growth.
In fact, thic period constitutes another Jast
opporiunily for cconomic recovery and
gecelerated growth in el Lanka

The third dimension is the decay i the
instilplions of overnange. While the
cxcoutive and the legislature are in conflict,
the two leaders and their camp followers lave
alzo boen workme to undermine the suthorty
of institutions occupied by each viher, In this
process, pube confidence in the political
lzadership has also siprificantly eroded,
When \he essentially politizal question ofwha
was i charge of detence responsibilities was
brought before the judiciary, the judges also

(28]

gave (he impression that the judiciary-was mot
above palitics. And indeed, all the three main
mstitulions of governance— the exeeutive, the
legislatire and the judiciary — have suffered
an cnormous deficil in public legitimacy.
afthough their incumbents might ol be aware
of it

This unresolvied erisis of govérnance has also
craatad space for mew forces of destruction
and destabilization to emerge in Sri Lankzn
society, The newly emerged anti-Chrstian
movement, led by extreme Sinhalese-
Buddhist political groups, is using vinlence
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s==nst the Christian minority, During the past two
S Seen over one hundred incidents of attacks on and
of Cheistian and catholic places of worship. During the
%, pe=ticulsrly after Becember, there his beena marked
I. e See atiscks particularly im Homagama and Kalotam, Yel
= and the law enforcenient machinery have so far been
i meSecmive and apathelic o these insidents of anti-minority
e e pemetrators appear 1o act with courage ane impunity,
R e s 2 vinlence on-ethnic identity lines-have shown signs
Wl e cxmome groups in Sinhalese society have now moved into

_ .,n-ﬁ:'%.f-ﬂ.'ﬁ;"‘-

governmental apathy towards preventive action, has the potential to
push Sri Lanka inte yet ancther phase of bloodshed,

These, Indeed, are difficult times. They are particularly diffieult becatse
Sri Lanka i8 in & period of transition from a protracted civil war,
Managing this transition is @ challenge from which the political
leadership cannotescape. i requires an innoval ive vision as wall asa
meneram of chanpe grounded on the idea that the 5ri Lankan policy
needs [0 be re-built, If the political leadership fhils in this task. the
impetus for peace and rapid economic development 15 cuite Tikely (o

e sslizious viblence. This, coupled with the political énd | be¢ weakened in the midst of the re-emergence of Torces for

disintegration from within the Sinhalesc polity. n

ANTI-CONVERSION LAW SHOULD NOT BE PURSUED
danger of encouraging lawless elements

The adoplion of legislation o rogulute a change of religlous beliel or faith 15 not, o the view of the Civil Rights Movemem {CRM), 2
Sessare the government should take in response to the issues that have recently beun raised regarding "unsthical conversions®.

11 s neither precticable nor desimable 1o ey Lo legistatively defins conversions by "unethical' means, while protecting the constitutional
“e5t 1o manifest one's religton or beliel. Such @ law must necessarly beimprecisely defined. The right to shandon (he religion pre s bom
st s the Aight 1o adopt ureligion of ane’s choice lias ahways been revognized inour society. Penple change their religions fora mulliplicity
of rEasons, sometimes very peraonaly in'the sphore of thought and heliel the law cannet delve into people’s minds, Leislative definition
csmnot hope to-dzal with the diversity of situstions in which conversions may take place. Conversion .

e i tHimes be eomparatively sudden, in other instances itmay be aprocess. that takes place over a considerable |ongth ol time. 1t oy be
seompled by u wide varicly of motivations, and by o combination of them, Conversions In cerain contexts have long been known o, dnd
weazed with tolerance by, sogiely. Oné example isa change of religion nn marriage, which can e doe 10 varlous factors, Anather is where
& religion change coineidies with ensagement in slectsral polities. 13 e lew now wprete o and pagsibly cominalize such actions too?

Another factor i5 thal persons subject o the alleged "unethical” conversions are frequertly from dmongst the maore dissdvantaged
groups in society. [s the law to hor them Trom sbtaining solace where they can find 1) In fiet in some countnes people disadvantaged by a
cruel easte system have converted to maee religlons - including t Buddbism - to pain sceeplanse nlo @ community whers their busic
Semim wiorth and dignity is sccepted. Are we to say that they are-unfairly induced to-abandon their eeligion of birfth?

Ond has only 1o contzmplate the diversity af situslions thet arise 1o highlfight the complexity of the subject and the tmpeacticability of
Se intervention.

Attempts 10 make people change their views oo vircus subjects are part of the normal interaction of membeis of society. Suppon for
Sis pulitical pary or that, the open cconomy versus prolectionist measuees, the eonswnption of aleohal as against teetotalism, -and mmy
wther Issues arc constantly canvassed wilh pussion and even aggression. At elestion tme in particelar, tremendons offors are minde o
miluence people W adoptcerluin vicws, with vorying degrees of suceess. This s o manifestation of the fraedom of expression and freadom
of belief. People ore lree t campaipn for various causes, though this may often serve g3 an irrliant to those commitied Lo other lovalties,
Persans wha try to convinee othérs that their particular brand of faith i |he truc religion must be accordad the same freedom and tolerance
by sociely. 'Ihe fact that the ripht 1o manilest anas religion con be subjeel |6 restrictions as nvay be preseribed by law in the inferegs of
pebilic order, or forthe porpoese of securing due recognition and raspéet for the rights or frecdoms of others, should not lead 1o hesty lows
St can harm the peaceful existence ofreligions in the country,

Thero isalso the rzal danger that for the povernment tonow make" unethival” conversion wn offonee will b seen as uppeascment of, and
smcouragentent to, the lewless elements which have been engaged in-deplorablescts of violence and intimidation against Christians ami
pleces of Christianworship n recent limes. [ might result in not beas; but mere, attacksusing the excuse that the offenders arc only
e ening to prevent setivity
ot the stale has now deemed unlawful It could appear 1o legitimize (hetawless acts already perperrated The Jikely result ofan "anti-
comversion” law will be arbitrary avvests and proseculions, snd (he harassment afbelisvers of minaritye relipions.

I 1= prefersble that groups insociey; iF they have domplaints of thisnature against the practices of other groups, showld szek o tackle
such issues omongst themselvies, with the assistanee of civic-minded. citivens, rathér thon seeking the intervention of the faw, Harmeny
sizeved i this
manmer s move Hhely o be lusting, whersas courl proveedings produss serimony, bilterness und u sense ol pemsecation, In this regard CRM
St that o serions etfort is being made Lo set up aninter-rebigious body thatcen take meaningful sieps to address the guestion ol conversions:
T8RS = o responsible approach owurds delusing tensions; lensions which in our already fragile and frapmentsd society would only be
euscarbated by the passage of hasty and {ll-considered laves. Suriyn Wickremasinghe

Secretary
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