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Overall assessment 

Saturday’s presidential electionsin Sri Lanka

Rajapaksa from the neo-conservative party

Peramuna (SLPP) emerge as the race’s winner.

a record turnout of 83,7 percent (“Sri Lanka 

closed with 52,2 percent of votes casted in favour

42,0 percent in favour of Sajith Premadasa,

early in the day and conceded in favour of his

 

As predicted1, ethno-religious divides influenced

the Sinhalese Buddhist majority backing

minority Muslim and Tamil communities

Premadasa. While observers reminiscent of 

past and sectarian tensions had expressed concerns

electoral violence, the polls unrolled in a rather

despite reports of a number of attacks in the

roadblocks and shooting against buses carrying

which did not result in casualties. By and large

forces were able to maintain law and order. 

 

 The overall positive conduct of the electoral

efficient administration by the Sri Lankan 

were saluted by the European Union’s 

Mission, which reported that “the fundamental

of the citizens of the country have largely

(“Statement by the spokesperson...”, 2019).

stability of the democratic institutions and atta

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

 
Quo vadis Sri Lanka?  
Post-election outlook 
 
 

Silvia Mayr and Siegfried O. Wolf 

Lanka saw Gotabaya 

party Sri Lanka Podujana 

winner. The polls registered 

 election...”, 2019) and 

favour of Rajapaksa and 

Premadasa, who admitted defeat 

his rival.  

influenced the scrutiny, with 

backing Rajapaksa and the 

s mostly siding with 

of the country’s violent 

concerns over possible 

rather peaceful fashion - 

the north-east, including 

carrying Muslim voters, 

large the country’s police 

electoral process and its 

 Election Commission 

 Election Observation 

fundamental freedoms and rights 

largely been respected” 

2019). “This confirms the 

attachment of the Sri     

Shadows of the civil war loom over presidential elections”. 



_______________________ 

SADF Comment N.158 

 

2 

Lankan people to their fundamental rights and freedoms after the brutal Easter Sunday terrorist 

attacks” (“Statement by the spokesperson...”, 2019), the European External Action Service (EEAS) 

added in a statement on Monday, in which it congratulated Rajapaksa on his victory and affirmed 

the European Union’s (EU) support for the scheduled reform agenda. Indeed, the new President has 

promised to pursue economic stability, the fight against corruption, a reformed education system 

and a formula for sustainable development.  

 

The challenges ahead 

A presidential democracy with a history of autocratic features, war-torn Sri Lanka faces a decisive 

moment as regards its future political trajectory. The previous government was characterised by the 

absence of political will regarding policy implementation and insufficient commitment to the 

electoral mandate. Apart from fulfilling its promises to reduce presidential powers, the former 

government showed a lack of interest in further political-administrative and constitutional reforms, 

especially regarding devolution of power within the political system in general and towards the 

provinces in particular. The constitutional crisis of October 2018, which saw the Parliament 

paralysed and the Prime Minister sacked, weakened the rule of the SLFP-UNP2 coalition – and 

recent evidence that the government failed to act on intelligence warnings concerning the 2019 

Easter terrorist attacks further discredited it in the public eye.  

 

Disillusioned with leaders that had promoted themselves as an alternative to the old autocratic 

methods, the electorate is now looking to Rajapaksa (who has earned a reputation as ‘strongman’ 

due to his role as Defence Secretary in the final years of the civil war) to turn things around. 

However, the new president is inheriting a number of difficult challenges. During the last mandate, 

the country’s economy suffered serious setbacks, with a growth that “slowed to a more than five-

year low of 1.6% in the quarter through June and a debt level hovering at 83% of gross domestic 

product” (Ondaatjie & Pollard, 2019). With regard to the issue of economic growth, the SLPP 

partyalready announced on Monday that it would consider both constitutional and legal reforms 

intended to rebuild the economy from the bottom up. However, it will be equally important to 

reduce public spending, raise revenues and “actively support the rupee to help curb debt 

repayments” (Ondaatjie & Pollard, 2019). 

                                                 
2Acronyms for the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) and the United National Party (UNP) 
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As part of these economic measures, Rajapaksa will also have to consider reducing the size of the 

state sector, which is in urgent need of political reform. Indeed, Sri Lanka’s overblown political-

administrative apparatus does not only account for sky-rocketing state expenditures, but makes 

good governance a difficult exercise. This finds its most visible expression in the extraordinary 

large size of the cabinet – comprising 28 ministries3 – and overstuffed public administration, which 

contribute to the dispersion of resources and hamper the allocation of political responsibility in the 

decision-making process. Furthermore, it undermines any effective policy communication, 

coordination and implementation and consequently the goal to establish the so called yahapalanaya 

(good governance) regime as already envisaged by the former government. 

 

Political outlook 

On the occasion of his swearing-in ceremony, President Rajapaksa declared his intention to “use 

[his] executive power” (Francis, 2019) to form a new government. However these plans may be 

challenged by current Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe, who leads Parliament. In fact, 

Rajapaksa faces legal barriers in appointing a government due to a constitutional amendment4 

adopted in 2015 (as part of President Sirisena’s electoral promises), which curtails the presidency’s 

powers. According to these measures, “the president can appoint or fire ministers only on the advice 

of the prime minister – whom the president has no power to remove – and can’t [sic] hold any 

ministry portfolios” (Francis, 2019). Moreover, it makes it impossible for Rajapaksa to dissolve 

Parliament until six months before the end of its mandate. This leaves the decision over the 

country’s immediate political future in the hands of the opposition.  

 

Parliament speaker Jayasuriya announced on Tuesday that “three options are being considered for 

the future functions of the Parliament” (“Sri Lanka may face...”, 2019). Wickremesinghe could (1) 

stay in power until the dissolution of Parliament in March 2020 and then pave the way for new 

elections (regular electoral shadow); (2) agree to dissolve it immediately upon support of a two-

third majority (snap elections at the earliest in February 2020); or resign and “allow the new 

President to form a caretaker Cabinet” (“Sri Lanka may face...”, 2019) which will take over until 

                                                 
3As a reference, Germany counts 14 ministries and France has 16.  
4 Known as the 19th amendment removing ‘executive presidency’. 
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the date of the anticipated election. What is certain is that Mahinda Rajapaksa5, Gotabaya’s older 

brother, has already been announced as the SLPP’s official candidate for the post of Prime Minister. 

 

A meeting of the party leaders will be convened this week to take a final decision. The “transition 

of power and a date for elections” will subsequently be discussed among the Prime Minister, 

Opposition Leader and party leaders. No matter the outcome, there is a strong likelihood that the 

SLPP will win the Parliamentary election, which is what President Rajapaksa needs so as to 

implement his policies. It is likely that one of his first steps will be to reconsider the 19th 

amendment and once again strengthen presidential powers at the expense of the Parliament and 

Prime Minister – a measure which might bring the country back to past autocratic tendencies. 

 

Ethno-religious divisions 

Ethnic outbidding once again played a role in these elections, but to a lesser degree than before. 

Nevertheless, there is no doubt that transitional justice, national reconciliation and protection of 

minorities will continue to be crucial issues to be addressed in order to ensure a peaceful future in 

Sri Lanka. It seems that the leading Sinhalese politicians are increasingly aware that besides 

appeasing the nationalist sections and Buddhist extremist forces, they need to win over the country's 

minorities- or at least their votes- in order to gain power. 

 

In this respect, Gotabaya has pledged to bring unity to the country, eliminate divisions and 

guarantee “all minorities’ right to practice religion and culture” (Ondaatjie & Pollard, 2019). 

However, even if his political intention is genuine, hisfocus on national security in reaction to the 

Easter Sunday attacks 6  risks fuelling anti-Muslim sentiments, especially among his Buddhist 

nationalist supporters. Moreover, he still faces opposition from minorities for his handling of the 

civil war, during which he allegedly oversaw “torture, rape, extrajudicial killings, abductions and 

disappearances of Tamil separatists, journalists and opponents” (Ellis-Petersen, 2019) carried out by 

his own mandated ‘death-squads’. Nonetheless, Rajapaksa has continuously dismissed these 

accusations, promised to free ‘heroes’ jailed for war crimes by the previous government and 

announced that he would repeal the commitments made by the current government to the UN 

Human Rights Council in 2015, regarding post-war accountability and reconciliation.  

                                                 
5 Mahinda served as Sri Lanka’s President from 2004 until 2015. Due to a new law preventing him from contesting 
presidential elections once again, he endorsed his brother as candidate but long promised a political comeback. 
6 For a more detailed analysis of the events, please refer to SADF Comment 138 and Comment 144. 
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Echoing the concerns of human rights groups in this regard, in its statement on Monday the EU 

called upon President Rajapaksa to “uphold Sri Lanka’s commitments to implement international 

conventions on fundamental rights and to continue efforts aimed at improving governance, human 

rights and reconciliation” (“Statement by the spokesperson...”, 2019). This will prove crucial also 

with regard to the continuation of the GSP+ (Generalised Scheme of Preferences) programme of the 

EU, which aims to boost development in a number of selected countries –  amongst which Sri 

Lanka – through favourable access conditions to the European market, in exchange for the 

ratification and implementation of 27 international conventions. 

 

Final considerations 

The country’s future ability to avoid tensions and achieve stability among Sri Lanka’s fractured 

communities will depend on the political will by the country’s leadership and the Sinhalese 

majority to ensure adequate representation of the country's minorities. The inclusion of federal 

elements in the political system and the implementation of new language regulations giving more 

space and opportunities for non-Sinhalese communities in state and society (especially in the 

educational system) will prove very relevant too.  

 

However, the elections also indicated a deeply entrenched, socio-economic friction within the 

country: between the extremely wealthy and politically powerful national elites, mainly 

concentrated in the urban areas, and the poor lower-income communities from rural regions. The 

latter are the most affected by “high interpersonal income inequalities” (Bertelsmann, 2018, p. 12) 

and their main function is often that of vote banks. As such, much of the provoked ethnic-religious 

tensions much be also seen as an attempt by some elements of the political leadership to distract the 

majority of the people from societal frictions on Sri Lanka. 

 

Moreover, the strengthening of the national security orientation might lead to an increased build-up 

of the defence establishment (Uyangoda, 2018). This is gaining momentum, since the military was 

able to gain substantial leverage within the civilian administration as well as major stakes in the 

country’s economy. These business activities by the armed forces are not only leading to economic 

distortions but might deepen the existing socio-economic frictions, especially in the former conflict 

areas in the North and East. Here it is interesting to note that a significant feature of Sri Lanka’s 

economy is the existence of hundreds of state-owned businesses (for example in the energy or 
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transportation sector, especially ports) having monopolistic control over many areas of the economy 

(Bertelsmann, 2018, p. 14). These monopolies, combined with an increased MILBUS (‘Military in 

Business’7 may become a challenge for free market development and equal economic opportunities, 

which will affect the country’s minorities and the citizenry as a whole. 

 

By referring to the above-mentioned potential trajectories, in order to avoid state capture and 

embedment of the patronage system – not only by the established, leading political families but also 

the military – there is a need to conduct a comprehensive security sector reform meant to limit 

military influence in civilian affairs. 
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