MEDIA RELEASE

HUMAN RIGHTS UNDER THREAT IN SRI LANKA 
 THE WORLD MUST ACT NOW!

As the Sri Lankan military forces advance, the LTTE cadres are now confined within a narrow strip of land in the North East of the Island. However several tens of thousands of civilians are also caught in the cross fire within this same confined space. Those who have escaped into government controlled area are also kept against their wishes within camps. Independent media are not allowed to report about the conditions there.
Even outside the North East, the government’s drive for a military solution is causing a steady erosion of human rights and democratic freedoms in the country.

One of the major casualties of the conflict has been media freedom. Sri Lankan media are either co-opted to spread the regime’s good news or suppressed with threats and violence. Voicing alternative views and opinions is now very dangerous in Sri Lanka. Journalists without Borders has listed Sri Lanka as one of the most dangerous places for journalists in the world. 
Since 2006, 18 journalists have been killed in Sri Lanka, including the Editor of the Sunday Leader, Lasantha Wickrematunge, who was murdered in broad daylight on the streets of Colombo on January this year. 

Many journalists have been arrested; one of them, J S Tissaynayagam, has been in custody for over a year. Another leading Tamil journalist, the Editor of Murasoli, N Vidyatharan, was forcibly abducted by persons, who later turned out to be police officers. He is now facing charges of terrorism. Many senior journalists have fled from the island in fear of their lives. In January 2009, Sirasa, a popular television station was extensively damaged by armed men. 

Journalists and innocent civilians are not the only ones who are under threat in Sri Lanka today. In August 2006, 17 aid workers working for the French aid agency, Action against Hunger, were killed in an execution style operation in territory controlled by government forces in eastern Sri Lanka. To date, few have been arrested and even fewer have been convicted of any of the murders or abductions mentioned above.

Hundreds of people have disappeared across the country, especially many belonging to the minority Tamil community. Human rights activists have come under increasing threats, their homes attacked and their lives endangered. According to the Asian centre for Human Rights Sri Lanka is the foremost human rights violator in South Asia.

The Sri Lankan government describes its human rights violations including the assault on the free media as a necessary part of its “War against terror”. The Secretary of Defence, a brother of the country’s President, says that those who do not support the government’s war effort are terrorist sympathisers. According to him, there are no journalists in jail, only terrorists. 

The worsening human rights situation in Sri Lanka calls for immediate condemnation and intervention by the global community. Without external pressure, the situation is likely to deteriorate further with the violators of democratic freedoms acting with increasing impunity. 

Let not Sri Lanka become another Rwanda or Zimbabwe.

