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1. Description of the problem: 

Primarily, the internal displacement in Sri Lanka has its roots in conflict related violence 
and its impact on people’s life. During the civil war that has been ongoing for 25 years 
civilians has been attacked and were forced to leave their homes. Especially minorities 
like the Tamil and Muslims in the north and east of Sri Lanka had no choice but to leave 
their homes. Human rights were violated by cutting of the water supply and thousands 
of civilians , including women and children, were forced to walk for several days without 
food and water.  

Due to the Sri Lankan presidential elections in January 2010, large numbers of Internally 
Displaced People were able to return to their districts of origin. Still there are severe 
difficulties that hinder them rebuilding their livelihoods. Peoples original homes are still 
damaged and there are still areas that do not fulfill UN security standards. Currently 
there are more than 400 000 people who remain displaced and might not have been 
able to vote in the elections of 2010.  

The situation in camps for displaced person remains poorly. They are overcrowded and 
offer low hygiene standards and insufficient water supply. Freedom of movement is 
limited due to required passports for leaving the camps for a period up to two weeks.  

 

2. Definition of key terms: 

Internally Displaced People (IDP): People that are forced to leave their homes but 
remain within a countries border. In contrast to refugees there is no legal definition for 
Internally Displaced People. However, a UN report, Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement uses the definition: "Internally displaced persons are persons or groups of 
persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of 
habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed 
conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-
made disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border.” 
There are estimated 24.5 million IDPs worldwide, wherefrom between 70 and 80% are 
women and children. 

Civil War: Civil war is a war between groups within a single nation. The main aim of the 
combatants is achieving independence for a region or changing government policies. 

Ceasefire: Ceasefire is the temporary peace agreement between opponents in order to 
discuss peace terms. 



Sri Lankan Tamil People: The Tamil are an ethnic group of native Sri Lankans who 
primarily speak Tamil. They constitute a majority in the north and east of Sri Lanka 
while remaining a minority in the rest of the country. There are estimated 3,000,000 
Tamil people worldwide wherefrom about 1,800,000 live in Sri Lanka. Since the 
beginning of the civil war in 1983, more than 800,000 Tamils have been displaced 
within Sri Lanka and many left the country.  

Sinhalese People: The Sinhalese People are with 73% of the Sri Lankan population the 
countries largest ethnic group. The Majority of the Sinhalese reside in the south, central 
and western part of Sri Lanka. 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE/Tamil Tigers): The Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) are a separatist organization in Sri Lanka. It was founded in 1976 
with the aim to create an independent Tamil State in the north and east of Sri Lanka. 
This intention led to a civil war that lasted twenty-six years and has cost more than 
seventy thousand lives. The Tamil Tigers are blamed for pioneering the suicide bomb 
jacket and more than two hundred suicide attacks during its war against the Sri Lankan 
government. 

 

3. Background/ general information:  

From 1984 to 2009 a civil war, caused by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam to build 
an independent state, took place on the islands of Sri Lanka. This conflict lasted for 25 
years and left thousands of people dead and displaced no matter if they were Tamils or 
Sinhalese. There were three attempts of peace talks and two ceasefires but all of them 
failed as well as peace negotiations by the Indian army and its peacekeeping forces. Due 
to a breakdown of illegal arms smuggling the conflict was finally settled when the Tamil 
Tigers were cornered in the north of the country.  

The United Nations High Commissioners for Refugees (UNHCR) stated that by now there 
are about half a million internally displaced people of Tamil origin. The Tamil Tigers 
were accused of displacing civilians, recruiting child soldiers, preventing civilian flight 
fro the conflict zone and using civilians as human shields against the Sri Lankan military 
forces. 

 

4. Timeline of key events: 

Date   Description of Events 
 
1985   First attempt at peace talks between government and LTTE fails. 
1987   Government forces push LTTE back into northern city of Jaffna. 

Government signs accords creating new councils for Tamil areas in 
north and east and reaches agreement with India on deployment of 
Indian peace-keeping force. 

1988   Left-wing and nationalist Sinhalese JVP begins campaign against Indo-
Sri Lankan agreement. 

1990   Indian troops leave after getting bogged down in fighting in north. 
Violence between Sri Lankan army and separatists escalates. "Second 
Eelam War" begins. Thousands of Muslims are expelled from northern 



areas by the LTTE. 
1991   LTTE implicated in assassination of Indian premier Rajiv Gandhi in 

southern India. 
1993   President Premadasa killed in LTTE bomb attack. 
1994   President Kumaratunga comes to power pledging to end war. Peace 

talks opened with LTTE. 
1995   "Third Eelam War" begins when rebels sink naval craft. 
1995-2001 War rages across north and east. Tigers bomb Sri Lanka's holiest 

Buddhist site. President Kumaratunga is wounded in a bomb attack. 
Suicide attack on the international airport destroys half the Sri Lankan 
Airlines fleet. 

2002 February Government and Tamil Tiger rebels sign a Norwegian-mediated 
ceasefire. De- commissioning of weapons begins; the road linking the 
Jaffna peninsula with the rest of Sri Lanka reopens after 12 years; 
passenger flights to Jaffna resume. Government lifts ban on Tamil 
Tigers. Rebels drop demand for separate state. 

2003   Tigers pull out of talks. Ceasefire holds. 
2003 May  Country's worst-ever floods leave more than 200 people dead and drive 

some 4,000 people from their homes. 
2004 March Renegade Tamil Tiger commander, known as Karuna, leads split in 

rebel movement and goes underground with his supporters. Tiger 
offensive regains control of the east. 

2004 July  Suicide bomb blast in Colombo - the first such incident since 2001. 
2004 December More than 30,000 people are killed when massive waves, generated by 

a powerful undersea earthquake off the coast of Indonesia, devastate 
coastal communities. 

2005 June  Row over deal reached with Tamil Tiger rebels to share nearly $3bn in 
tsunami aid among Sinhalas, Tamils and Muslims. 

2005 August State of emergency after foreign minister is killed by a suspected Tiger 
assassin. 

2005 November Mahinda Rajapaksa, prime minister at the time, wins presidential 
elections. Most Tamils in areas controlled by the Tamil Tigers do not 
vote. 

2006 April  Attacks begin to escalate again. A suicide bomber attacks the main 
military compound in Colombo, killing at least eight people. The 
military launch air strikes on Tamil Tiger targets. 

2006 May  Tamil Tiger rebels attack a naval convoy near Jaffna. 
2006 August Tamil Tiger rebels and government forces resume fighting in the north-

east in worst clashes since 2002 ceasefire. Government steadily drives 
Tamil Tigers out of eastern strongholds over following year. 

2006 October Peace talks fail in Geneva. 
2007 June  Police force hundreds of Tamils out of the capital, citing security 

concerns. A court orders an end to the expulsions. 
2008 January Government pulls out of 2002 ceasefire agreement. 
2008 March International panel, invited by the government to monitor 

investigations into alleged human rights abuses, announces that it is 
leaving the country. Panel member Sir Nigel Rodley says the authorities 
were hindering its work. Government rejects the criticism. 

2008 July  Sri Lankan military says it has captured the important Tamil Tiger naval 
base of Vidattaltivu in the north. 



2008 October Suicide bombing blamed by government on Tamil Tigers kills 27 people, 
including a former general, in the town of Anuradhpura. 

2008 December Sri Lankan troops and Tamil rebels claim to have inflicted heavy 
casualties on each other in fierce fighting in the north. 

2009 January Government troops capture the northern town of Kilinochchi, held for 
ten years by the Tamil Tigers as their administrative headquarters. 
President Mahinda Rajapakse calls it an unparalleled victory and urges 
the rebels to surrender. 

2009 February International concern over the humanitarian situation of thousands of 
civilians trapped in the battle zone prompts calls for a temporary cease-
fire. This is rejected by the government, which says it is on the verge of 
destroying the Tamil Tigers, but it offers an amnesty to rebels if they 
surrender. Tamil Tiger planes conduct suicide raids against Colombo. 

2009 March Former rebel leader Karuna is sworn in as minister of national 
integration and reconciliation. United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Navi Pillay accuses both sides of war crimes. The 
government rejects conditions attached to an IMF emergency loan 
worth $1.9 billion, denies US pressure causing delay to agreement. 

2009 May  Government declares Tamil Tigers defeated after army forces overrun 
last patch of rebel-held territory in the northeast. Military says rebel 
leader Velupillai Prabhakaran was killed in the fighting. Tamil Tiger 
statement says the group will lay down its arms. 

2009 August New Tamil Tiger leader Selvarasa Pathmanathan detained by Sri 
Lankan authorities. First post-war local elections in north. Governing 
coalition wins in Jaffna but in Vavuniya voters back candidates who 
supported Tamil Tigers. 

2009 October Government says that early presidential and parliamentary elections 
will be held by April 2010. 

2009 November Opposition parties form alliance to fight elections. The new alliance 
includes Muslim and Tamil parties and is led by former prime minister 
Ranil Wickremesinghe. 

 
(news.bbc.co.uk) 

 

5. Relevant treaties, UN resolutions and actions taken  

Since multiple UN member nations called for action to protect the human rights of 
displaced people in Sri Lanka, the UN is actively involved in the process of the 
enforcement of human rights in Sri Lanka by demanding the Sri Lankan Government and 
the Tamil Tigers to commit all necessary resources and efforts to protect the IDP’s and 
prevent a crisis. The Security Council issued a response to protect measure and 
demanded Sri Lanka to take certain measures. Resolutions concerning the unregulated 
access to detained civilians and IDPs and the investigation into war crimes were put 
forth. Unfortunately, the only resolution that passed was the one by the Sri Lankan 
government that declared a victory in the civil war.  UN access to displaced people with 
intend to giving humanitarian aid was denied by the Sri Lankan government. Finally Non 
Governmental Organizations urged the UN to protect the human rights of displaced 
people within Sri Lanka. At the same time the People’s Union for Civil Liberties, a civil 
rights organization in India that was founded in 1976, gave advice to intervene with UN 



military forces and urged the Security Council to investigate war crimes trough The 
International Criminal Court (ICC) that was established to punish the perpetrators of 
crimes concerning the international community. In addition, the director of the Human 
Rights Watch, one of the most known organizations working to defend and protect 
human rights, suggested the International Monetary Fund (IMF), an international 
organization that oversees the global financial system and offers loans, mainly to poor 
countries, and Japan, as the largest donor of Sri Lanka, to deny requests for money. 

 

6. Useful sources and links 

Timeline: Sri Lanka" BBC NEWS http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/1166237.stm 

Human Rights Watch http://www.hrw.org/en/about 
 
http://www.responsibilitytoprotect.org/index.php/crises/crisis-in-sri-lanka 

http://www.internal-displacement.org/countries/srilanka 

http://www.unhcr.org/4ac227029.html 

http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2009/05/06/urgent-need-un-action-sri-lanka 

“Tamil people” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sri_Lankan_Tamil_people 

“Civil War” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_war 

“Internally Displaced People” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internally_displaced_person 
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