SRI LANKA AFTER ELECTIONS: CONTINUIN G
UNCERTAINTY

Jayadeva Uyangoda

S = Lanka's parfigmentary election, held on April 02, has

producsd i indecisive oute ome, with no party, or alliance
W sarties. being able to obtain & working majorily in the 225-
member legislature. While the UnitedNational Party (LUUNP) has
O Whe election to the newly formed United People's Freedom
AiSance (UPFA), the latter's tally is 105 seats, still nine seais short
* S number requirsd to form and run a government. The UPFA
% Seaded by Prosident Chandrika Kumaratunga, whase second term
of office will come 10 an end in 2005, Indications are that Prasident
Semaratunga will run a minority govarnment, until some re-
signment of forces is engincercd anew, As il is quite evident now,
e sxpangion of the ruling coalition is difficult, due to sharp
Sifferences thar exist between the voalition members and the smaller
shmic partics that arc in the oppusition and from whom the new
sSainon partners have 1o ke soupl,

S Lanka's is an essentially fractured polity. The composition of
e parhument, worked out en basis of proportional Tepresentation,
sramatically reflects all the mujor frapmentations. While the LIPEA
#al 1ts allies have received 106 seats, UNE. the secand largest
sembination of partics, has 82. The third largest party in the new
paciament is the Tamil National Alliance (TNA) with 22 seats,
INA was openly backed by the LITE, and its 22 seats reprisent o
“ear mujority In the Northern and Eastern provinces. Meanwhile,
= & surprising developmen, a newly lauched entity of Buddhist
monks. Jathika Hela Urumaya (JHLD), has bagoed 09 seqr in the
parfiament. The plantation-based Ceylan Workers Congress
sontesied under the UNP and claims eight seats for its members.
“he Sri Lunka Muslim Congress (SLMC), meanwhile, has five
MPs from the Bastem Province. The Upcoontry People's Front,
wiich also has close political links with tha 1] 1E, has one member
= the new parliament. Thus, the opposition tally s |19 seats; as
Spposed to the ruling UPFA's 106. When the new Speaker to
pertament was elected on April 22, this particular distribution of
s i parligment helped the opposition to elect its candidate to
S fugh position, This simple parliamentary arithmetic indicates
S staie of acute uncertainty that the new government of President
Susmarstunga will have o grapple with in the coming months.

Backdrop

5= Circumstances under which the A pril parliamentary

slections were called, within just two years of the six-year
pEriamestary term of the previous UNP covemment, intimately
M= w0 some peculiarities of Sri Lankan politics, In 2002 and
2003, Sn Lanka had 4 divided government, the executive being

headed by President Kumaratunga and the legislature by Prime
Minister Wickramasinghe, the two leaders representing the two
main rival political parties. For stability of governance, this required
anarrangement of cohabitation between the President and the Prime
Minister, or more accurately the executive and legislative branches
of the govemment. Whils such enkabltation never came into
existence, Prime Minister Wickramasinghe, with the assistance of
the Norwegian government, launchied his ambitious peace initiative
with the LTTE in early 2002. Even though the real puwers of
defense were in the hands of a hostile President, he signed a cease-
fire agreement with the Tamil rebels. Wickramasinghe alsc brought
n the US, EU countrics and Japan 1o support the peace as well as
BCONCINIE recovery processes. President Kumaratungaand her prty
resented these developments. In the absence of a cohabitative spiril
between the two rival centers of power, President Kumaratmga,
on the premise that Sri Lanka’s national sscurity had come under
serious threat from the LTTL, took over in October fast yearsome
of the key ministrics of the Wickramasinghe cabinet. This included
the all important Ministry of Defense. Altempts 1o resolve the new
political erisis failed and Kumaratunz, unilateral Iy employing her
constitutional powers, dissolved the parliament in February this
year, although Wickramasinghe's UNP and the allies had o
comfortable majority in parliament to siay on for four more Vears
in their term of office,

Politically quite significant is the reason why the UNP lost the
election in just two years in power. On surface, the UNP'S record
of achicvements has been quile impressive, Its peace progess has
been the most successful fur twenty years, with an internationall v
monitored cease-fire ugreement in force for aver two Weurs,
Wickramasinghe bad mobilized wide international support for his
peace bid. The donor community had pledeed massive financial
assistence for Sri Lanka's economic recovery attempts that were
linked to the peace process. With the assistance of the World Bank
and the IMF, the government had managed to restore most of the
macro-cconoumic undamentals. That included the reduction of the
budget deficit through cutting down on public expenditure and the
reduction of the inllation as well as interest rates. The annual
economic growth rate head reached 5% of the GDP in 2002, which
was below zero in the year 2000, In the eves of the donor
community, Sri Lanka under the UNP regime was well in her w iy
1o rapid economic recovery. Yer, in the experience of the rural
masses. particularly the peasantry, there were rio econamic benchts
that they could share. I'he peace dividend had not reached the poor
and low income groups, As some pre-election polls indicated, the
vast majority of the people trusted the ability of the Wickramasin che

”””.




administration to continue the peace process, Yet, a still larger share
of the populace did not beligve in the UNP's commitment to
relieving them of the heavy economic burdens, Wickramusinghe's
poliey synthesis of the peace process with a right-wing cconomic
reform agenda proved itself to be clectorally disastrous:

Multiple Centers

e most dramatic feature af the political equilibrium

emerged ourof this election |s1he emerpence of thres new
political forces as powerful centers of power in the loyislature.
They are Janatha Yimukihi Peramuna (JVP-People's Liberation
Froot), Tamil National Alliance backed by the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam, and the Sinhalese nationalist JHU with nine Buddhist
menks us ity MPs, The JVP is-a member ol the UPFA-coalition and
has 41 seats under s direct control. More than-a dozen Sri Lanka
Freedom: Party (SLEP) members In the UPFA - the SLEP ig the
main constituent party of the new alllance — are closely allied to
the JVP. This achievement is the real political coming of aze for
the JVP which had in 1971 and 1987-88 launched two insurzencies
lo-gain comtrel of state power Urowgh revolutionary means, Now
the JVP, with its Lefi<nationalist poliey agenda is in the real
mainstream, controlling the directions of the new govermnment.

The TNA contested the parliamentary election as the LTTE's
political front and i1 won 22 seats in the Northemn and Fastern
provindes. Ina way, the LTTE is present in Sri Lanka’s new
partiament through its proxy, the TNA. The stratezic goal that the
LETLE sought to achieve at this election is to re-establish the claim,
tbroush eléctorml means, that they were the ‘sole representative’ of
the Sri Lankan Tamil people. This ‘sole representative’ status is
crucial for the LTTE in their negotiations with the Sri Lankan state
inorder o secure the exclusive control ofthe Nortbern and Eastern
provinees in the event ofanegoliated interim settlement. Although
the LTTE militarily dominates the Sri Lankan Tamil polity, theis
sole representative claim is sharply contested by other Tamil Eraups
as well us many Sinhalese politicul parties as well as human rights
groups. The recent split between the movement's Vanni leadership
and the Fastern command also provided the contest for the LTTE
lo aagressively prove thelr *sole representative” elaim at the election,
Independent election monitors have reported serious violations of
the election law by LTTE cadres during the election campaign
preventing their rival Tamil parties [rom campaigning. Amids:
uecusations of vielence, intimidation and vete riggme, the LTTLE
has ensurcd nearly 95% of Tamil votes in the North and East in
favor of the TNA,

The nine Duddhist monks of the JHU have added novelty © 5n
Lanka's parlinmentary politics, with partial salTronization of the
bepislative chamber, The JUHU is a peculiar political formation in
the serise that it s led by lay politicians while its partinmentary
candidates are all Buddhist monks. It indeed benefited from Sei
Lanka's systetn of propeitional representation that, unlike the first-
pust-the post system, favors sinall parties, Under the PR system,
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any party that obtains & minimum of 3% of votes inagiven electoral
district, qualify for seats at the expense of major parties: The JHL,
coummitled to a strong program of Sinhalese nationalism, fielded
260 candidates who all were Buddhist menks. The JHU monks,
campaigning with the promise of establishing s Dharma Rajyava
(a Buddhist Righteous State) in Sri Lanka, drew their support
muinty from the urban, middle-¢lass voters, disenchanted with the
mainstream Sinhalesz political parties who they see as making
compromises with ethnic and religious minorities; The voting
pattern also indicates thar the many middle class UNP votsrs, who
were dpposed 1o the LINP's peace bid with the LTTE. have also
shified thelr levalties to the JML which presented tothe slectorate
A militant version of Sinhalese nationalism, interspersed with the
sentiments of majoritarian insecurity among the Sinhalese and a
message of moral regenecalion.

Survival and Stability

A gamnst this backdrop. stability of the new government will
require: immediate changes in the combinations und
permutations of the numbers in parliament. For the Immediate
survival of the UPFA as the new governing entity, it is absolutely
necessary for President Kumaratunga w expand the ruling coalition,
The options the President has are both limited and full of pitfalls.
Actually, the way in 'whiclshe will broaden the coalition will also
re-shape the policies and dirvctions of the new government. As
Kumaratunga is now leaming. making coalition régimey in &
fractured polity is o (hankless job, particularly when the smaller
entities representing uncompromising agendas have a crucial
leverage. The JHU monks initially offered outside support 1 the
UPFA on a set ol lough conditions. Among them were the de-merger
of the Northem und Eastern provinces as two separate politico-
administrative entitivs. abandoning of regional nutonomy with &
commitment to preserving the unitary state of Sri Lanka and
ntroducing legislation to ban the so-called unethical Christian
conversion. The demand for the North-East de-merger is desioned
to counter the Tamil nationalist ¢laim that a unified region
encompassing these two provinees—the so-called "traditional Tamil
homeland” —should cunstitute the unit of Tamil aulgnemy. Ifthe
President is keen 1o resuma ndgotistions with the LTTE, sceapting
the JIL's conditions to-expand the coulition will ba palitieully
hazardous.

Kumaratunga’s attempt ko persuade the CWC and SLMO (o join
the UPFA Government has not vet been suceessful either, although
even for regime survival, the best oplion that the UPFA leaders
have is to expand the sthiie bases of their coalition. Other than
epsuring a majority, such a move will alse give a multi-sihnic
character to the UPFA that was forged lute kst year as an essentially
Sinhalese-nationulist ¢oalition of forces that were weary of the
UNP-LTTE peace bid. However, Sinhalese nationalist groups, who
have n sirong presence in the UPFA ranks, are not in favor of
ncluding ither the CWC or the SLMC in their government, Their
resentrnent is also fuelled by the popular Belief among the Sinhalese
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S S TN sl S§MT are highly Eomrupt entitivs that theive and
sussee S Sacking hapless Sinhalese parties in search aof
patimmestaes msiorities. Such sentiments of political purism are
S mech 2 part of the JVP's political ideslogy. Thas, if
Sasssswesss bring in' (o the UPFA faold the ©WE and the SLMC,
= Sesmerase Bid 1o sove the new rezime, she will have the added
o macifving hier Sinhilese nationalist conslituencies thal are
gt 2=3inst the ethnic minorily pattios,

Challenges
0 ther than ensuring survival and stability, the new UPFA
rezime faces two other crucial and immediate challenges.
e first Is the resumption of negotiations with the LTTE. The
wiser B working towatds economic recovery.

Seedent Kumaratunga is kKeen to restime talks with the LTTE as
soon a5 possible. There are #lso indications that the UPFA's
sproach to dealing with the LTTE is substantially différent from
#at of the UNF. In place of Ranil Wickramasinghe's strategy of
mvelving the USA and the Western donor countriesin the process.
Semaratungs is under pressure from the JVP th offer direct and
gr=ster role for India. However, re-defining thetole af the external
&iors in the negotiation process enkails many complexities. The
LTTE isalso keen about early negotiations, yet will not be in favor
ol sadelinine the Norwegian facilitators in g short notice. They will
albso resist that any role for [ndia in the pueace process without
sormmlizing their relatons with India, In India, the LTTE remains
& banned organization and the palitical parties as well as the pilicials
Shere are guite weary of the LTTE;

Mezawhile, the LTTE isinsistingihat the new phase oftulks should
cenisr on their proposal for an interim admmistration in the
Noribern and Eastermn prowinces. The LTTE also arpoes that the
22lk should resume on the principle of continuity of the agenda as
well as the conditions thatexisled during the previous UNT regime.
he "continuity of conditions” entails the continuity althe siralesie
Swlance that existed berween the LTTE and the Sri Lankan state.
he continuity T azendameans that the disenssiongn the LTTE S
proposals for an Tnterim Self-Governing Authority (ISGA ) shauld
Lske priority pver other issues,

When thie UNP-LTTE talks reached a stalemate [ast year, the main
= inthe deends was the proposal for an interim administrativee
SmmEnpement to the North and East: The LTTE'S ISGA proposals
were submilted on Dolober | 1ast yvear. Then, aseries of drimatic
political evants invelving President Kumsratungy dand the UINP
sowemmment over ook the sienilieance of the 15GA proposuls,
Segotiations did not resume either, The dissolution o parlizment,
Seeh perlinmentary elections on April (12, and the electoral defest
of @he ruling UNF interfered with that process. During Lhe
s immeniary election campaign, Kemarntings™s LPVA depounied
e LETE s [SGA proposals as a hlueprint for separation. The
CPEAS position during the election on the question of negatiations
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wilh the LTTE was (o eontinue with talks and the peace process,
but [fom a position of streagth and under *fuir conditions,” These
are positions that President Komarstengs cow fAnds difficult o
sustain. ‘Making her previous hard bine positions flexible,
Kumnrilungs has now agreed fo the LTTE': Insislence that the
ISGA propasals should be the core of the new agenda. However,
Kumarilungs has also proposed o the LTTE through Morwepdan
faciliators that there should be parallel talks on a political seitlement
lo the ¢thnie conflict But, the LTTE has not agreed to thic
suggestion and that may further delay the resumption of mlks.

In the economic recovery agenda, addressing Sri Lanka's acute
agrarian crisis aleng with rapid cconpmic growth will pose 2
formidable challenge to the now regime. The UTFA's economic
development strategy, as offered to the eléclomic during the election
campatgn is basicolly shaped by the JWF's ideology of esonomic
nationalisim, soctal welfare and public sector-led ceonomic
development. This stood in sharp contrast with the UNP’s right-
wing econmmic program that emphasized the rapid down-sizing of
the public sector, sale of public sector assols Lo big private
conglomerates and pushing the compstitive miarket forces every
are of economie life, The fact that & the elections former Prime
Minister Wickranasinghe's UNP was routed in most of the rural
districts demonstrated the gravity of the agrarian crisis s well as
the expoctations of the vast masses of the peasantry over the new
regime. Thiscalls for a radically alvered version of the Washington
conscnsus for Sef Lanka, marking o decisive shift from the way in
which the UNP handled the economy and social sectors, The UPFA
is ot least ideologically comumitted tu such a change Bul the
question is how plausible such a policy shill in e contexl of 4
fast-globalising Sr

Lankan cconamy,

Constitutional Reform
M eamwhile, the new povernment has embarked on an initintive
of constitutional reform. The course of action 1t proposes 1s
to smmmon: a constituent assembly and pass @ new constitution
throwgh & simple majority 1o that assembly, The centerpiece of
that constitutional change will be the abolition of the presidential
system and refijirming to o prime ministerial govermment. The new
constitutional framework will also alter tha existing electoral

systiem. This constitutional reform exercise has already penerated

muech conlroversy, because ofthe peculiar method which the UPFA
suvernmoent 5 adopling to circomvent the leedl sbstacles 1o
copstitutional amendments. The UIPFA 15 a minority govemment
without even asimple majority in parliament. In the absence of a
two-thirds parliamentary support, there is absolutely no way for
the new government to alter the constitulion in & legal way
Therefore, the UPFA has resorted to the method of ‘legal
revalution.' At the April parliumentary slection, the UPFA sough
a "‘mandate” from the people o change the existing constitulion
through the mechanism of a constituent assembly. However, the
Alliance pbtained only about 43% of the total votes cast and 105
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parliamentary scats, short of even a simple majority in both voles
and s&ais.

To overcome these legal obstacles, the UPFA povernment has
decided to call for a Constituent Assembly, consisting of all
members of the present parliament. A draft constitution, passed by
the simple majarity in the Constituenl Assembly will then be
presenicd to people at a referendum, fn this ‘revolutionary” method
of constitutional reform, parliament will be totally by-passed. This
Initiative is certain to decpen Sri Lanka's existing political crisis.
The oppasition UNP is certain to stay away from the Constituent
Assemibly, The Tamiland Muslim minority parties are not in {2vor
of abolishing the existing presidential svsiem of government or
the proportional representation system. In their reckoning, these
two changes will be detrimental to minority interests. Critics point
eul that an extra-constitutional, non-inelusivist and unilateralist

constitutional raform process, as envisaged by the present UPFA
regime, will have little or no chance of success, Even if it succeeds,
the new constitution may not eajoy much political legitimacy, In
fact. constinutional reform in & deeply divided society like Sri Lanka
should be an exercise in bringing the fFractured polity together in g
spirit of peace, reconciliation and consensys.

In any case, 8n T.anka needs g fresh beginning to address a1l jts
major challenges: The verdict of the electorate is forall the political
forces 1o work in consensus, and not through unilateral agendae
and strategies: The silver lining of the election outcome Is that S
Lanka now has a parliament which has sssured representation o
all major political entities n Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim sacieties,
Mo shade of opimion could now complain of being excloded from
parlinment, However, inclusivity in governanee is hard 1o come
by a5 vet
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