FROM RELIEF AND REHABILITATION TO PEACE IN
SRI LANKA?
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T e twoworst-pifecied arcas in 1he tunami disaster — S0

Lanka and the Indonesian island of Sumatra — have both
heen sulfering from intra-state armed conflicts. [nthe aftermath of
the disaster, several political actors and commentilors have pointed
out that the present humenitanan crisis may actually constilute an
opportunity Tor confliet transformation, as the scale and urgency
of humanitarizn needs may bring the protagonists logether in join
efforts for relicfand rehabilitetion, The assumiption is that practical
colluboration in emergency sssislance will vield communication
and trust and lead 1o 2 political process of conflict resolution. LN
Secretary General Kof] Annan expressed this view ab a UN news
eenference on December 3 1, stating thar: “We hope that this offers
an opportunity both In Aceh and in Sri Lanka and that the
protagonists are now working togather 1o bring support to thoss in
need. [ hope that collaboration is not going to end with the crisis
and that they will be ableto build on that and use this new dynaniic
io resolve thair own cifferences.”

Early réports on joint local disaster relicf in 80 Lanka's war-torn
northeast provinee lend seme support to this hypathesis, 1t is also
noteworthy (hat the govermment of 51l Lanka has invited the LTTE
to'i joint eoordingting disaster relic task foree, that the lzader of
the Liberation ligers of Tamil Eelam (LT'TE) has sxtended his
condolences Yo our Muslimrand Sinhaless brethren in the southern
coastil hreas™, and that many Sinhalese individuals, businessesand
organisalions have provided relief to the Tamil arzas. However,
the current politicisation of aid and the stalled peace process alse
demonstrate that there are major political obstuales (o 2oing from
addressing humanitarian needs 1o conflict resolution in Sr1 Lanks,

Several newspapers, including the Washington Post and the New
York Times, Have reported that the Libertion Tigers of Tamil Eekam
(LTTE) and the Smhalese-dominated Government of Sri Lonka
Anye l[ound constructive ways (o work logether al the local level to
deliver much needed relief io tsunumi-affected arcas. Within the
territory they centrol, the Tigers have sol up 4 joinl task fores
comprising répresentatives of the government, nternalional aid
agencies and civil society groups to oversee the flow of internitinnal
aid and coordinate relief progrommes, Journalists. sid workers mid
individual retief donors have pointed to the effectivencss of the
LTTE ond the Famil Rebubilitation Organisation to deliver
humanitarian asslslance on a mass scale under extremely harsh
conditions and with limited material resourees. The question now
is whar this loeal collaboration between LTTE, micrnational aid
organisations and local povernment representatives meard for the
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prospect ofa negotiated peace seltlement o1 the national level, This
guestion needs 1o be conlextualized with reference to the palitico-
pidlizary realities and LTTE s demands for sell-detarrminstion in
northeast Sei Lanka.

The undeniable reality of northesst 51 Lanka 15 thar toete are two
siryctures of state power, which were locked in arpied conflict for
almasr 20 vaars prio 1o the eeasefive sureement of February 20002
LTTE runs a de facto stte, with military; administrative, palicing,
judizial and revenue-raising stmictures. Furthermore, (he power ol
this rebel state s not confined to the LTTE-controlled areas bat
permeates society and state institutions throughout the nertheast.
While local state institutions have'bedn seriously wenkenzsd during
the past two decades of protracled warfare, the Tigers hgve
svstematically developed their own pobitical structures and
increased thetr ability to informally contral the local state
bureaucracy, LTTE have et up political offices in most pares of
the provimea; browght maost local NGCOs undar their coprdination,
and have developed a tax collection system thal funclions
troughout the northeast

The aforementioned local collaboration in tsunami disaster reliel
must be understood in this context. i is not &n equal parmership
between the srotagonists of the conlliel bul an LTTE-led progess,
emérging [rom the wreas they control bot alwo extending into
goviernmenl terrtory. Rathay than being a manifestation of national
uniky 1 a ime afcrisis, it i 2 continuation of LTTE s state-building
under their own leadership in the Tamil areas of Sei Lanka. [LTTE'S
zbilily to mobilise aid from the Tamil dizspora and international
zid organisations and to deliver relief and rehabilitation in an
efficient and accountable manner reinforces their legitimacy among
the Tamil population as well 4s in the intecnationz commumity:
While the tsunami might have weakened LTTE militarily, their
efficiency in intermational resource mobilisation and local reliel
udministration is likely to sirengthen-and transform LTTE as a
politicaf moverment.

The LTTE énd the government dre both kard 4 work delivering
loeal emengeney relielwhile also werking on their politicsl standing
in the iternational community and thereby the domestic balance
of power, The LITE has eriticized the government far ignoring the
humanitarian needs in the northeast and the Sri Lankan Army for
creating obstacies for the relief efforts ofthe Tamil Rehalilication
Oroanisation in aoveinment-contralled areas. The governmeit
denies these a3 false accugations and instead charges the LTTE of
hijacking aovernment provisions znd distributing themy in their own
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e Recenthy the government prevenied UN Secretary General
B s froms visiting 11 E-controlled regions during is tour
s affect=d yress in Sri Lankn. Not Iun-b alter the disasier,
W e end rehnbiitation s Wlready In the proceds of being
Sme=—= I this slluation, whit are the prospects fur mitving
S St relief operations at the locul level to a revitulised peace
"

IR SSs recent pelce process (2001 -2004) offers some valuable
Emee = rezard 10 this question. Mot slenificantly, the peace
eSS was characterised by an unusunl sequencing of priovitics,
Sssene immediale humanitarian needs o the war-tom arens
Wk Sscussing politicul issues Of power sharlng and comflicy
s Thus, the vhosen approach camz close to what is now
mested as i way forward Trom disaster relief to pence in the
tem—th of thi |simam | disastar

SR e LTTE und the overnment agreed on bagic development
oy
sssisment administration turned out to be highly eontentious,
S smpmged upon the balance of power batwedn the protaganists
S Tuture rrangements forpower sharing, The LTTE saw an
m— administralion with's [ dearss of aulenomy and a
S povition Torthe /1 83 4o abealuce necessity tensre
e Siiment of hoth shori-term development néeds and long-term
e for internal self-determination. Thz Sinhalese opposition
Meieding the President) feared that the interim administration
WEE constitule a st step owards seeession and henge saw itas
SSRRE To the soversignty of the unitary Sri Lankan stile. The then

a0 the rele of International actors, the guestion of

government found itself severely constrained by constitutionnl as
witll a3 politica] factors to satisfy the L1'VES demand, A recurren
paltern has been that attempts to create workable peace
arrengemants With the L1 E have been challenged by the political
opposition in the South, a5 majoriterien Sinhala vatonalism has
been used to mobilise popular supsort against any step towards
power sharing or retional autonamy; The government., helding oy
4 small majority in parliament and facing a strons oppesition Lo
the peace process, was rving to find an interim arangement within
the limits of the tnltary consotation, I the LTTES view. such an
armangement would inevitably reduce them toa junior partner with
littlz or no formal power, An interim avthority proposed by LTTE
was, hipwever, seon by the Sinhalese epposition as a firs: siep
tewards sacession and hence as a threat to the sovereign unitary
state Wehile showing thar addressing imymedinte humantarim needs
nay provide meermg paints lor the protzgonises, this recent peace
process alsn demonsirated that this appreach politicises
development administration and inevitably leads to the conflictual
core question of constitulional and istitutional reforms for power
sharing and canilict resolution.

The current humanitarian dispster may provide new meetng points
and modes of collabomtion between the protagenists, but the
léssons from the peace process show that there is o need to be
realistic about the prospest of zoing from relief and rehabilitation
o lasting peace in S Lanka. As before the sunami, the critical
question is whether the 8ri Lunkan pelitical elite will be ahle to
uvercome their fraguentution and constructively engage with the
challenges of & multi-ethnic society. .
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