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Sri Lanka- Shadows of the civil war loom
over presidential elections

Silvia Mayr

Introduction

Still recovering from a deep political crisis in late 2018 and
shattered by the terrorist attacks of Easter 2019, Sri Lanka is now
preparing to hold presidential elections on 16 November 2019,
which many hope will bring an upswing to the country. “A
stuttering economy, national security, corruption allegations and a
polarized ethnic and religious environment” (Gunasingham, 2019,
October 21) are among the main topics that the new Head of State
will be asked to address. There will be only one round of voting to
decide the country’s new leader, but voters will be able to rank
their candidate preferences. If no candidate obtains more than 50%
of votes, the winner among the top two will be determined by
“tallying the preferences of voters who backed all the other
candidates” (Aneez & Sirilal, 2019, October 7). Out of Sri Lanka’s
total population of 21,5 million, about 16 million inhabitants will

be eligible to vote.

Pre-election scenario

Among the record number of 35 candidates who presented their
nomination®- nearly twice as many as during the last poll of 2015-
the race seems to be contended between two main opponents:
Gotabaya Rajapaksa, former Defence Minister, and Sajith
Premadasa, current Housing Minister. According to most analysts,
Rajapaksa is considered the frontrunner. He is the official
candidate of the neo-conservative party Sri Lanka Podujana

Peramuna (SLPP), a breakaway from current President Maithripala

! SADF has dedicated two pieces, Comment 138 and Comment 144, to the analysis of these events.
? The other presidential nominees include “two Buddhist monks, four people from the country's minority Muslim community and
two from the Tamil community” (2019, October 7).




Sirisena’s Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP). As demonstrated by its victory in the local government
elections of February 2018, where it came in well ahead of other (far more established) parties, in
the past years the SLPP has gained considerable consensus among the Sinhalese population®. The
success of the SLPP is enhanced by Gotabaya’s reputation as the man who defeated the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eleam (LTTE) in 2009 during his time as Chief of Defence under his brother
Mahinda’s presidency.

Indeed, the two brothers have been credited with putting an end “to the 26-year-long civil war
between the Sinhalese Buddhist majority and minority Tamil groups” (Shah & Aneez, 2019, August
11) fighting for an independent state. While they have been praised as heroes among the Buddhist
population, the international community has denounced their actions as war crimes and UN reports
describe the final military offensive against the Tamil Tiger rebels, which caused the death of
thousands of civilians, as a grave breach of international law. Moreover, in the final years of the
war, thousands of people “from aid workers and Tamil civilians to the Rajapaksa family’s political
opponents” (Chellaney, 2019, October 17) reportedly suffered torture and enforced disappearance.
In spite of the horrors that were inflicted under his command as Chief of Defence during his
brother’s presidency, Gotabaya still enjoys the highest esteem among Sri Lanka’s Buddhist majority
for this hard-line stance against the Tamil Tigers - and while he currently faces trial for human
rights violations in two different lawsuits in the state of California, an election as the country’s

president would grant him immunity from all charges.

His popularity as presidential candidate has further risen after recent proof of the current
government’s inability to prevent the Easter terrorist attacks despite “repeated intelligence warnings
from India” (Aneez & Sirilal, 2019, October 7). Taking advantage of these findings, Gotabaya has
based his presidency campaign on the issue of national security to boost his prospects and further

promised that, in the event of his election, he would order a new investigation into the bombings,

which killed 253 and injured several hundreds. All of this has reinforced his image of a “strongman
candidate who will be able to guarantee security in a country that has a history of violent conflict”

(Kyler, 2019, October 22).

*In 2016 the party was relaunched with its current name by Basil Rajapaksa, one of Gotabaya’s brothers,with the aim of turning it
into the country’s main opposition party against the UNP-SLFP unity government.
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Apart from a strict security agenda, Gotabaya’s political programme emphasises economic stability,
the fight against corruption, a reformed education system and sustainable development. On Friday

25 October 2019, he launched his election manifesto titled "The Ten Principles of Inclusive

Governance", in which he pledges to eliminate divisions and ensure an equal application of law in

the country. On foreign policy issues, Rajapaksa intends to restore relations with China, in line with

his brother Mahinda’s agenda during his presidency. This decision is bound to attract criticism due
to the controversial nature of past Chinese investments in Sri Lanka - the last of which was the

Hambantota Port Development Project, whose elevated construction costs and rising interest rates

forced the country to cede the port to China all together entering a 99-year lease agreement in an
attempt to make up for its ‘debt trap’. However, the consequences of this line of policy would
extend far beyond the island’s shores, as the nation holds a strategic position close to many of the
world’s busiest maritime trading routes. In fact, “Sri Lanka could play a pivotal role in the struggle
for maritime primacy between China and [the main] Indo-Pacific democratic powers (India, the

United States, Japan, and Australia)” (Chellaney, 2019, October 17).

Gotabaya’s main opponent, Sajith Premadasa, serves as Housing Minister in the current
government and as deputy leader of the United National Party (UNP). Known for being the son of
former President Ranasinghe Premadasa, who was killed by a Tamil Tiger suicide bomber in May
1993, his social engagement and prestigious political pedigree have allowed him to gain consensus
from the Tamil and Muslim minorities, who represent a quarter of the electorate’. He has also
gained popularity among rural poor by vowing to eradicate poverty and improve housing under his
“slogan ‘shelter for all at 2025 (Aneez & Sirilal, 2019, October 7). In his capacity as Cabinet
Minister for housing, construction and cultural affairs, he has spearheaded development
programmes in “125 villages in various parts of the country to ameliorate the conditions of the
poor” (Rasooldeen, 2019, October 2). With a political programme strongly focused on social issues

and his promise to protect the sovereignty of the people, he stands in contrast with his opponent

Rajapaksa’s ‘iron fist’ strategy. However, Premadasa’s drawn-out and publicly disputed struggle
against current Prime Minister Wickremesinghe for UNP presidential candidacy may have damaged

the image of his party to Gotabaya’s advantage.

4 Out of Sri Lanka’s 21,5 million inhabitants, 70 percent are Sinhala Buddhists, almost 10 percent are Muslim, and 12 percent are
Hindus, mostly of Tamil ethnicity.
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Much like his coalition partner Wickremesinghe, President Maithripala Sirisena will also not
participate in the election, marking the first time in Sri Lankan history that “neither a sitting
president or prime minister nor leader of the opposition will contest the election for the highest
office in the country” (Gunasingham, 2019, October 21). Sirisena was deemed ineligible for
nomination after missing the deadline for a mandatory deposit; however, it is likely that he never
had the intention of seeking re-election. His term in office has been characterised by economic
setbacks, exacerbation of ethnic conflict and a chaotic governance, most blatantly demonstrated by
the inability to effectively act on intelligence information concerning the Easter attacks. After

initiating a government crisis in 2018, the chances that his political career will recover are dim.

Under these circumstances, he has “pledged his party’s support, and significant voter base, for
Rajapaksa’s candidacy, perhaps in the hope of gaining an influential position in the next

government” (Gunasingham, 2019, October 21).

Final considerations

Rajapaksa’s nationalist narrative and security approach have echoed the campaign efforts of other
South Asian leaders such as Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Bangladeshi Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina and resonated with the majority Sinhalese Buddhist community. At the same time,
his past actions as Defence Minister have cost him the votes of the Tamil minority, and his
excessive fixation on national security threats, which is already fuelling the Islamophobic

sentiments prompted by the Easter attacks, has discouraged part of the Muslim electorate.

Although he has tried to breach the divide by pledging to ‘unite all communities under his
presidency’, his narrative still revolves around the message that “the island is home to Sinhala
Theravada Buddhism and that minorities are only tolerated if they accept Sinhala hegemony”
(Gunasingham, 2019, October 21). As other attempts to impose a “mono-ethnic identity on a multi-
ethnic country” (Chellaney, 2019, October 17) have shown, Gotabaya’s Buddhist-supremacist and
security-focused approach will hardly ease the sectarian tensions in the country. Ignoring the ethnic
and religious fault lines that are still very much present in the Sri Lanka, despite the conclusion of

the civil war, will not be a sustainable solution in the long run.

Ultimately, given the little support he can expect from minorities, his chances of winning will be

measured on his capacity to carry a significant proportion of the Sinhalese vote. While it is unlikely
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that his ongoing lawsuits or any other emerging scandals would significantly damage Gotabaya’s
image among the Sinhalese Buddhist majority, it might still be that “a consistent and forceful
critique of Rajapaksa’s authoritarian and corrupt ways could resonate with a portion of the
electorate” (Dibbert, 2019, October 1) - also based on the fear that he might revive his brother’s

legacy of nepotism, corruption and authoritarianism.

Premadasa, on the other hand, is backed by a number of “major minority parties - such as the Sri
Lanka Muslim Congress and the Sri Lanka Makkal Congress, headed by Ministers Rauf Hakeem
and Rishath Bathiudeen” (Rasooldeen, 2019, October 2) and is likely to win over Tamil majority
areas in the north and east of the country, where Gotabaya is unpopular. Moreover, his focus on
social issues and his reputation as a “grassroots politician [...] may resonate with the rural masses
among the majority Sinhala Buddhists” (Gunasingham, 2019, October 21) and thereby give him the
chance to outnumber Gotabaya. Nevertheless, Premadasa’s party’s poor performance during the
current term has cast serious doubt over the UNP’s ability to effectively rule the country and may
cost him dearly during the polls. While the final outcome is hard to predict, both candidates will
have a hard time winning alone. Building alliances both with “other contenders and [with smaller]
nationalist and communal parties” (Gunasingham, 2019, October 21) will be essential in

determining the winner.

As part of the civil war’s legacy, over the past decade Sri Lanka has experienced varying levels of
electoral violence, mixed with vote rigging and intimidation- especially towards the Muslim and
Tamil minorities- threatening the democratic process. The 2015 presidential election showed a clear
improvement in this regard, with no major incidents recorded on 10 February, the day of the polls.
Amidst the resurfacing nationalist sentiments and the increase of sectarian tensions, observers hope

that political violence and malpractice will not overshadow the upcoming elections either.
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