Well, Sri Lanka has been voting today to elect its next President. The voting ended at 4.00 pm (16h) this evening. The counting has started and results per district will start being announced later in the night … with the final aggregate result complete hopefully sometime tomorrow (Friday) morning. I am home early and have found a little time to sit down and write something to be sent to my friends.

For 2-3 decades Sri Lankan elections have been marred by pre and post-election violence with curfews for 2-3 days etc but during the last few years we have been experiencing great progress in that regard. While people have been sensing increasing powerlessness about having a say in the direction of the country apart from voting at an election (with victors fooling the people all the time not fulfilling much of the promises made … with the people bearing the costs and paying the price of the follies of the politicians) most people have also realized that there is no sense in fighting with or killing each other. The law and order situation in that regard has improved. So in spite of the mess we have been getting into as a country there have been some positive aspects too. 

What the crucial issues are for this election will be presented differently by different people depending on their views and interests. Comments below are my views. Those who know me will know what the foundations are for my views. I am not affiliated to any political party. I remain somewhat left of center, independent and (in spite of weakness of my own) hopefully with a deep concern for the very ordinary people of Sri Lanka whom I see as exploited irrespective of race, religion etc. and for whom I try to devote myself particularly through my work at the university and through other involvements. People of any ethnic group (i.e. whether they be Tamils or Sinhala or Moslems or other) do not fall into that exploited category if they have money and access to power. I hope that is an answer to people abroad who misunderstand things (given the one-sided propaganda they have been bombarded with over the years) when a Sri Lankan makes a critical comment about the LTTE. I have personally been close today to a few polling stations around Colombo in areas with strong Tamil populations (where they continue to live peacefully with the Sinhalese) and it was so wonderful to see them voting peacefully … but the LTTE (justifying their action by saying that they have no confidence in the Sinhala candidates) have used threats, violence and killing to prevent people in the North and the East from voting. (If anyone wishes I can e-mail a copy of the recent Information Bulletin No.39 of 1st Nov  2005 of the University Teachers for Human Rights (Jaffna) which gives some idea. A WWW search with “Anandasangaree” i.e. name of the Leader of the Tamil United Liberation Front will show what a Tamil leader says about the international community not knowing what the LTTE really is!) My honest view is that Western powers (having favoured the LTTE in the past) can & have an obligation now to be honest in applying what they do regarding terrorism in their own lands …and tell the LTTE … “stop the killings & child recruitment  (etc)  and get into the democratic mainstream and work  seriously for a negotiated settlement with democracy, justice for all and respect for their rights”.

Particularly for those abroad the interpretation of events will depend much I suppose on the occasional news item or article. My view is that many from Europe and America have not even heard that in the last 30 years there have been 3 major rebellions in Sri Lanka. Often people know only about the northern rebellion which is going on but not about the two southern ones which foreign powers (overtly in the case of 1971 and covertly in the case of 1988-1990 when thousands and thousands were killed and burnt on the roadside on tyres ) helped totally crush. Even in articles today in foreign papers there is a magical figure of 60,000 persons killed reported as from the northern rebellion. Not even the authors/reporters seem to know from where the figure comes – and they tell that to the world! What I am trying to say is that even the international media have their ‘ignorances’ and biases and even the reporting about this election would be affected by such.

There have been 13 candidates for Election but  it is a straight fight between two (let me call them Ranil the rightist one& Mahinda the somewhat national socialist type)… linked to the two main parties dominating since Independence. (4 candidates withdrew from the contest yesterday encouraging their voters to vote for Mahinda). I will try to briefly explain the current situation (in very summary form and limiting myself only to some aspects … with all the shortcoming such summary presentation will be subject to!). In the international reports this would have been called an election where “Peace” and the “Economy” are crucial. That is certainly true. But what is implied? Much of  western media reports and the pro-right even here have been trying to show that the rightist candidate is the one to bring “Peace” & move the “Economy” forward. But  “Peace” is a cover for a different  “neo-liberal agenda” and the lobby has been very powerful. They have tried to project “Mahinda = War”. Who will succeed? 

	Ranil Wickramasinghe, 

United National Party (UNP)
	Mahinda Rajapakse

Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP)

	Nephew of J R Jayawardena whom power had eluded since Independence but won in 1977 and introduced a new Constitution (which he said was better than that in the US and France etc.!) and an Executive Presidency (which he said gave him all power except that to change the sex of a person!) and used all that power because the President cannot be brought before a Court of Law … and introduced what is called the ‘Open Economy’ (But it is different from the reality in the developed world & I call it a ‘License Economy’ where the government tells business: “Do any damn thing and we will support you”.) This party too has contributed to the Tamil problem and to violence as party activists were directly involved e.g. in the disruption of an election in Jaffna, the burning of the Jaffna Library and the 1983 violence
	The Party founded by SWRD Bandaranaike (Oxfordian) the father of current President Chandrika. He broke off from the UNP to form the SLFP and initiated the first major shift in Sri Lankan politics with a nationalist (Sinhala-Buddhist) slant in 1956. His sudden switch over to ‘Sinhala’ alienated some of the Tamils. My personal view is that it was the case of the pendulum swinging to an extreme as he was reacting against the ‘colonial’ English and was moving towards the recognition of Tamil as a national language but he was assassinated before that. His wife Sirimavo was called upon to lead the party and became the first woman Prime Minister in the world. The party has been responsible for many people-oriented reform projects of the socialist type. 

	Ranil is responsible for the Cease-Fire that is currently in operation. This has been a positive step. True there is no open war as such. But killings of security personnel (e.g. over 60 intelligence officers) and of alleged informants has continued. Recently two school principals who did not send school children to a function organized by the LTTE were killed. What is clear is that all other shades of Tamil opinion are being eliminated through murder. There are killings and multi-killings more or less on a daily basis. Norwegians who brokered the ceasefire (didn’t they play a role in Yugoslavia?) and are supposed to monitor it have not been able to do anything about these. (Norwegians are now more  interested in oil exploration in Sri Lankan waters!)
	Mahinda stand for what he calls an “honourable peace”. He wants the killings to stop and wants the Peace Process to be an inclusive affair involving all stakeholders including other Tamil groups and not just the LTTE. As part of a 23-party alliance he has teamed up also with the JVP which was responsible for the two southern rebellions but which is part of the democratic mainstream and has the support of the oppressed village folk. Strangely the UNP campaigning has not been one of attacking the policies of Mahinda but of speaking about the JVP’s past and raising a fear psychosis among the (esp. the middle class of) southern electorate. The UNP would like to destroy the JVP and forge an alliance with the rightist elements of the SLFP (including the current President Chandrika)

	What is my view? At the UN Gen Assembly Ranil as Prime Minister justified the US invasion of Iraq. He says publicly that he gets advise from George Bush. There are good reasons to conclude that he was responsible for torturing and killing youth during the 2nd southern rebellion. Stories suggest he was sipping whisky and was watching the torture process. He is for the urban upper classes and for big business.  He has been a keen follower of the World Bank and of the IMF. He can be dictatorial in the wrong direction. A lot of funding and support has been coming from the West for the election campaign. The latest reports indicate that the American and Norwegian Ambassadors went to the North to get the LTTE to permit the people to vote (assuming support for Ranil on LTTE instructions!)  I think that the UNP has a “philia for the LTTE” and a “phobia of the JVP”!
	What is my view? He is not perfect but will be the lesser of the two evils. He and his allies are not for war and will search for peace. But he will not recognize the LTTE as the sole representative of the Tamil people and wants an inclusive process. What the LTTE does can be documented in thousands and thousands of pages. The EU observers who were here for the 2004 elections showed how the election in the north and the east was not free and large scale malpractices were involved. On 9th November the Supreme Court issued an order on the Elections Commissioner to take specified steps to ensure a free and fair poll in those areas. The LTTE responded on the 10th forbidding people in their areas to vote! As for the economy he will be for a stress on a people and village oriented development without just dancing to the tune of the World Bank and the IMF.


