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Bomb attack in central Colombo

A large bomb exploded on April 21 in Colombo's main bus station killing approximately 110 people and injuring close to 300 others. The explosion occurred at about 5.00 pm when the area was densely crowded with people travelling home from work.

No Tamil group claimed responsibility for the attack but the state-owned Rupavahini television network reported that the Eelam Revolutionary Organization of Students (EROS) had carried out the explosion However the government-controlled radio station stated that the EROS and the LTTE had together organized the bombing. [See below for continuing LTTE attacks during 1987 on other Tamil separatist groups with the exception of EROS]. The April 25 issue of the Independent stated that Mr K. Padmanabha, the secretary general of the Eelam People's Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF), had admitted to possessing ‘documentary proof’ of the involvement of EROS in the Colombo bombing.

Although Colombo and the neighbouring district of Gampha were placed under curfew after the bomb attack and armed police congregated in Tamil areas of the city, a number of Tamils were nonetheless attacked by Sinhalese gangs. On April 24 Mr Premadasa (the Prime Minister), speaking in a debate on the routine monthly extension of the state of emergency (imposed in May 1983—see32630 A), effectively called off efforts to bring about a negotiated settlement to the Tamil problem, declaring that a ‘political solution’ (as called for by the Indian government) would be considered only when the government could ‘protect and preserve the country’.

In the aftermath of the Colombo bombing the Sri Lankan Air Force launched retaliatory attacks on April 22–27 over the Jaffna peninsula, bombing and strafing a number of selected targets.

The government claimed that at least 80 Tamil rebels were killed in the air attacks. However, the LTTE accused the Air Force of deliberately bombing a number of civilian targets, many with napalm bombs, causing a large number of civilian casualties. On the first day of the air strikes (April 22) rebel forces killed 14 soldiers and four police officers stationed at the port of Kankesanturai, on the northern coast of the Jaffna peninsula. Tamil guerrillas claimed the lives of 42 members of the security forces in four incidents from April 24–26.

Major Army offensive on Jaffna peninsula in ‘Operation Liberation’
On May 26 the Sri Lankan armed forces launched a large-scale offensive (‘Operation Liberation’) against LTTE positions in the north-east of the Jaffna peninsula [see page 34878 for a largely unsuccessful offensive launched by the security forces throughout the Jaffna peninsula in May 1986].

Operation Liberation had two distinct phases. In the first phase, from May 26 to June 1, a successful assault took place on some 50 sq km of the Vadamarachi area of the Jaffna peninsula—the peninsula's north-eastern coastal strip, largely separated from the rest of the peninsula by a stretch of water—which had long been a principal stronghold of the LTTE. In the second phase, from June 1 to June 10, the security forces consolidated their hold on the Vadamarachi strip and pushed in a westerly direction along the coast, capturing further strategic towns and bases. On June 10 Mr Athulathmudali declared that Operation Liberation had been completed and that the security forces would begin the process of consolidating their positions. The following day Tamil guerrillas attacked an Army convoy on the Jaffna peninsula and a bus in Trincomalee district.

The government claimed that 2,677 Tamils had been detained during Operation Liberation (of whom at least 1,540 were subsequently released) and that 101 ‘terrorists’, 47 soldiers and 28 members of the security forces had been killed. These figures were disputed by Indian and Tamil sources who claimed that approximately 500 civilians, 300 soldiers and 200 LTTE fighters had been killed, many as a result of ‘carpet bombing’ carried out by the Air Force. [See below for Indian relief supplies to Jaffna during this period].

While the LTTE had announced on May 21 that the armed forces had launched a full-scale offensive on the Jaffna peninsula, government statements made after the start of Operation Liberation revealed that the Army had carried out a series of preliminary probing attacks and feints in different areas of the peninsula in order to confuse the LTTE.

Early on May 26 a total curfew was declared throughout the peninsula and leaflets were dropped in the north-east warning people to take shelter in certain Hindu temples and government buildings. Two hours later the Air Force and the Navy began bombing targeted areas in the Vadamarachi area in support of the 8,000 troops in armoured columns who had moved out of the nine Army camps situated on the peninsula. Operating with extreme caution (much of the area having been mined and booby-trapped) government forces moved towards Velvettithurai (also known as VVT, a major LTTE-held coastal town) which they captured on May 29. Moving further east the Army captured Point Pedro on May 31-June 1, effectively isolating the Vadamarachi area and ending the first phase of Operation Liberation. The government announced that it would restore a local administration to replace militant rule in the captured areas. The military admitted on May 31 that 17 Tamil civilian bodies had been discovered in a Hindu temple classified as a safe shelter. On June 6–7 the Army captured the area around Atcheveli, thereby virtually linking up Palaly (then under government control) with Vadamarachi. Troops also swept in a westerly direction towards the port of Kankesanturai, from where a large number of Tamils fled to Vavuniya in the Northern province.

The Agence France-Presse (AFP) news agency reported on June 23 that members of the Special Task Force had the previous day killed the most powerful LTTE guerrilla leader in the Eastern province, known as ‘Regan’. According to government sources ‘Regan’ had led an LTTE attack in Amparai district on June 2 in which 29 Buddhist priests and four civilians were killed.

According to a report from the Sri Lankan national news agency Lankapuvath, ‘separatist terrorists’ on June 30 killed 12 Army engineers while they were building a road near Kokkilai, on the eastern coast of the Northern province.

On July 4 the STF killed five LTTE guerrillas in an attack on an LTTE ‘base camp’ situated 20 km south-west of Batticaloa. According to ‘local reports’ quoted in the Indian press (and denied by the Sri Lankan government) the same STF unit went on to kill 17 civilians in the same area.

The LTTE attacked an Army post at Neliadi in the Vadamarachi area on July 5–6, killing some 17 soldiers and wounding over 20 others. A statement issued by the LTTE from its Madras base said that three rebels had been killed in the attack and that the town and surrounding villages had been ‘liberated’. On July 7 the LTTE launched other attacks on Army positions in the Vadamarachi area and other parts of the Jaffna peninsula.

Indian delivery of relief supplies to Jaffna peninsula
The Indian government came under increasing domestic pressure in late May 1987, and particularly from the state government of Tamil Nadu (where the population was overwhelmingly Tamil), to intervene on behalf of Sri Lankan Tamils on the Jaffna peninsula.

After the beginning of Operation Liberation, as during previous Sri Lankan security force assaults on Tamil positions, Mr Gandhi appealed for the Sri Lankan government to exercise restraint and to work towards a negotiated settlement of the problem. On June 1 Mr Dixit delivered a message on behalf of the Indian government to Mr A. C. S. Hameed, the Sri Lankan Minister of Foreign Affairs, outlining Indian proposals to send on June 3 a flotilla of unarmed vessels (under the auspices of the Indian Red Cross) across the Palk Strait to deliver relief supplies to Tamil civilians on the Jaffna peninsula.

The Indian government contended that the fuel embargo placed on the peninsula in January [see page WARNING : convertartid() 'f35314n01lka34879' is not a valid article reference ; see above for partial lifting of the embargo on March 17], in addition to the heavy fighting throughout the area, had resulted in the civilian population suffering considerable hardship and even starvation.

In its reply to the Indian proposals the Sri Lankan government denied that civilians on the Jaffna peninsula needed outside assistance, but nonetheless undertook to consider the Indian offer. On June 2 the Sri Lankan Cabinet and Parliament met separately in emergency session. A statement issued after the sessions reiterated the Sri Lankan government's willingness to discuss the proposed operation but strongly objected to ‘unilateral action’ on the part of the Indian government which would be considered a violation of Sri Lanka's ‘independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity’.

At 2.00 pm on June 3 the Indian flotilla of 19 fishing boats, led by Mr K. K. Maitra, a Foreign Ministry official, and carrying Indian Red Cross officials and a large number of journalists, set sail from the Tamil Nadu port of Rameswaram laden with food, kerosene and medicine. When intercepted at 5.00 pm by patrol boats of the Sri Lankan Navy the flotilla anchored, in Indian territorial waters, off Kachchativu island (itself situated in Palk Bay, part of Sri Lankan territorial waters). After four hours of radio discussion between Mr Maitra and the commander of the Sri Lankan naval patrol, the flotilla returned to Rameswaram without having entered Sri Lankan waters.

The political affairs committee of the Indian Cabinet, headed by Mr Gandhi, met on receiving news of the flotilla's return to India and formulated a plan to air-drop relief supplies to the Jaffna peninsula. On June 4, five Antonov 32 transport aircraft escorted by four Mirage 2000 fighters flew from Bangalore (the capital of Karnataka) and dropped by parachute over 22 tonnes of supplies on to the Jaffna peninsula; the aircraft stayed in Sri Lankan airspace for eight minutes. Sri Lankan officials claimed that India had given only 35 minutes’ notice of the operation, whereas the Indian government stated that it had contacted Sri Lankan officials three hours before the start of the mission.

The Sri Lankan government immediately dispatched a formal complaint to the Indian government complaining of the latter's ‘naked violation’ of Sri Lankan territory. In the days following the air-drop a number of India's South Asian neighbours, principally Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh, issued statements in support of Sri Lanka and condemning the Indian action. Some reports stated that Pakistan and China had offered Sri Lanka relief assistance prior to the air-drop.

Talks held in Sri Lanka on June 15 between Mr Hameed and Mr Dixit resulted in an agreement being signed allowing unarmed and unescorted Indian vessels to deliver relief supplies to Sri Lankan officials at the port of Kankesanturai, on the Jaffna peninsula. Shipments were made on June 24, and on July 3, 8 and 18, and the Statesman of Calcutta of July 25 reported that only two more relief shipments would be sent to the Jaffna peninsula.

Internal separatist fighting - New militant Tamil organization
The Voice of Tamil Eelam Radio (the radio station of the Communist Party of Tamil Eelam) reported on Jan. 18, 1987, that LTTE guerrillas had on Jan. 11 killed Mr Vijayabalan, known as ‘Mengis’, a member of the central high command of the People's Liberation Organization of Tamil Eelam (PLOTE) and the group's Jaffna district organizer. (The PLOTE had in late October 1986 ceased military operations after a series of assaults by LTTE guerrillas on PLOTE forces in the Northern province—see page 34877.)

According to the state-run media centre, fighting between members of the LTTE and the EPRLF around Mandur (some 30 km south of Batticaloa in eastern province) on Feb. 16–17 resulted in 57 deaths.

The Press Trust of India (PTI) reported on March 28 that the Eelam National Liberation Front (ENLF—an umbrella group formed in April 1985 involving the LTTE, EROS, TELO and EPRLF— had been ‘virtually wound up’ and that its Madras office had been closed down. (The LTTE had reportedly left the ENLF in mid-1986—see page 34877.)

According to this report efforts were under way, mainly at the behest of the EPRLF, to form a new coalition of Tamil militants with a common ideology, without the LTTE.

PTI reported that EPRLF and PLOTE ‘splinter groups’ had on May 17 formed the Eelam National Democratic Liberation Front (ENDLF). At a press conference held in Madras on May 17 a spokesman for this new Front said that it would work towards building a base for forming an ‘Eelam People's National Democratic Republic’ and a ‘Tamil National Army’.

The LTTE commander for the Jaffna region and the organization's overall second-in-command, Mr Sadasivam Krishnakuman (known as Maj. Kittu), was seriously injured on March 30 in an ambush by a rival separatist group. One report stated that Maj. Kittu had lost a leg in the attack and had been transported to India for treatment. Following the assassination attempt on Maj. Kittu the LTTE embarked on a ‘mass reprisal’ operation against TELO, PLOTE and EPRLF forces, which according to the government had resulted in the death of 98 Tamil guerrillas by April 4.

Re-emergence of JVP as a dissident force within Sinhala community
Numerous reports in 1987 indicated an increase in the activities of the banned leftist Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (People's Liberation Front—JVP). The JVP had led a left-wing rising against the government of Mrs Sirimavo Bandaranaike in March-May 1971 [see 24605 A], but had regained formal recognition as a political party in 1982 [see page 32076 ] only to be proscribed on July 30, 1983, along with two other left wing parties [see 32630 A].

Supporters of the JVP were predominantly young, southern-based and Sinhalese and although the movement was not avowedly anti-Tamil, press reports indicated that many of its new members held anti-Tamil views. During 1986 the JVP had been linked to (i) the bursting of a dam in Trincomalee district in April [see page 34362, where it is also noted that sabotage was ruled out by British experts] and (ii) an explosion in central Colombo in May in which 11 people were killed [see page 34877-8; where it is erroneously implied that the JVP was at that time still a legal political party]. The Colombo-based Sunday Observer of April 19 reported that 37 recently discharged Sri Lankan soldiers had been linked to the JVP.

In a speech to MPs of the ruling United National Party (UNP) on May 5 President Jayawardene, the party's leader, warned that the JVP was preparing to launch an insurrection similar to its 1971 rebellion [see 24605 A]. His remarks followed the killing by police of two people, one a university student, on May 1 outside a Buddhist temple in Colombo. While the government claimed that provocative action by JVP in that area had given rise to the shootings, the opposition claimed that they were a direct result of the government's (widely defied) decision to ban May Day meetings.

The Far Eastern Economic Review of May 28 reported that six of Sri Lanka's nine universities had recently been closed, partly in response to the death of the student on May 1, but also in response to a general increase in JVP agitation on the campuses. Lankapuvath reported on May 19 that 140 suspected JVP members had been arrested over the past month. In late May 18 trade unions with alleged JVP affiliations were proscribed.

The government blamed the JVP for two incidents on June 7: (i) a raid on the Kotalawela military training academy near Colombo, in which arms were stolen and a soldier killed; and (ii) a raid on Katunayaka Air Force base (some 30 km north of Colombo) in which three attackers were killed and 10 captured.

Sri Lanka Moslem Congress
The Sri Lanka Moslem Congress, founded as a regional Eastern province party in 1980 and led by Mr M. Ashraff, declared itself a national political party at its congress held in December 1986.

New Ministry of Civil security - Resignation of Cabinet Minister

In January 1987 powers invested in the Prime Minister as Minister of Civil Administration were transferred to a new Ministry of Civil security, still under the control of President Jayawardene.

The Guardian of July 4 reported that Mr M. Vincent Perera had on July 2 resigned as Minister of Parliamentary Affairs and Sports. As of late July Mr Perera had not been replaced.

UN Human Rights Commission resolution - Human rights report - Halting of Norwegian aid to Sri Lanka
The United Nations Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) on March 12, 1987, meeting in Geneva, unanimously adopted for the first time a resolution relating to Sri Lanka, calling on all parties and groups there to respect the rules of humanitarian law.

A report published on June 22 by Amnesty International, the London-based human rights organization, alleged that 247 Tamils, the majority of whom were young males from the Eastern province, had been abducted in recent months by members of the STF. [See page WARNING : convertartid() 'f35314n01lka34879' is not a valid article reference for previous Amnesty International report published in September 1986].

The report also claimed that the Sri Lankan security forces had ‘routinely resorted to torture during interrogations’. On June 23 Lankapuvath radio claimed that Amnesty International's allegations were ‘unfounded, unverifiable, one-sided and untestable’.

New Delhi radio reported on June 11 that the Norwegian government had decided to stop all aid to Sri Lanka in protest at ‘human rights violations’. The report stated that Norway would, however, increase its support to Sri Lanka's non-government organizations.

Entry into UK of group of Tamil refugees
A group of 64 Sri Lankan Tamils arrived in the UK (from Malaysia via Bangladesh) on Feb. 13, 1987, and immediately requested political asylum. Of the 64, who were in possession of false passports and other forged documents for which they had paid a Malaysian ‘agent’ an estimated total of US$ 120,000, six had relatives in the UK and were therefore given temporary admission; the remaining 58, who were described by the Home Office as ‘illegal immigrants’ who had applied for asylum in ‘bad faith, were ordered to be deported.

The 58 Tamils were forcibly placed aboard a Bangladeshi airliner on Feb. 17, after 12 of them had stripped down to their underwear and lain on the departure lounge floor in protest at their imminent deportation. Before the airliner's take-off, however, a High Court judge granted an emergency application for a stay of execution of the Tamils’ deportation order (as applied for by the British Refugee Council and the UK Immigrants Advisory Service, UKIAS) pending a review of the case; the Tamils were therefore taken from the airliner and into the custody of UK immigration officials. Mr David Waddington, then a Minister of State at the UK Home Office, told the UK House of Commons on Feb. 18 that the Tamils’ claim to asylum was ‘manifestly bogus’. However, the Tamils insisted, and were for the most part supported in their claims by the UKIAS, that they faced persecution or death in the event of their return to Sri Lanka.

The Tamils’ case was heard on Feb. 23 by three High Court judges sitting in the Divisional Court. The next day the judges granted a judicial review of the Tamils’ deportation, having found that the UK Home Office might have been guilty of procedural impropriety in not immediately referring the case to the UKIAS.

On March 2 the Home Office announced that it would refer the Tamils’ case to the UKIAS, effectively setting aside their earlier decision to deport them. The refugee unit of the UKIAS stated that as of July 21 all but one of the 58 Tamils had been given bail and were awaiting the decision of the Home Office as to whether they could be allowed political asylum.

Visit by UK Minister of State - The question of UK and US mercenaries in Sri Lanka
Mr Waddington paid a four-day visit to Sri Lanka on April 12–15 officially in order to review visa processing at the British high commission in Colombo. It was considered, however, that the main reasons for the visit were in connexion with the 58 Tamils currently seeking asylum in the UK and with allegations that British mercenaries were engaged in counterinsurgency training in Sri Lanka. On April 16 Mr Waddington confirmed that some 20 former British servicemen (whom he denied were mercenaries) were engaged in such activities.

The Sri Lankan government had hired the ex-servicemen in 1985 from Keeny Meeny Services (KMS, a Jersey-based company headed by Maj. David Walker); the same company had allegedly been involved in operations by the US-backed anti-government ‘contra’ rebels in Nicaragua, and had been under public scrutiny as a result of the ‘Iran-contra affair’ in the USA [see 35182 A].

Mr A. P. Venkateswaran, the then Indian Foreign Secretary [35071 A for his resignation on Jan. 20], met with officials of the US State Department in Washington on Jan. 6 and conveyed the Indian government's concern over the reported presence of US mercenaries in Sri Lanka.

Visit by Prime Minister to Pakistan Relations with Venezuela
Mr Premadasa paid an official visit to Pakistan on March 25–29, 1987. A spokesman for the Pakistan Foreign Office on March 26 confirmed that Sri Lankan armed forces personnel were being trained in Pakistan.

Colombo radio reported on April 9, 1987, that Sri Lanka and Venezuela had established diplomatic relations at ambassadorial level.—(The Hindu, Madras - The Statesman, Calcutta - India Weekly Times - Guardian - Independent - Financial Times - International Herald Tribune - Far Eastern Economic Review - BBC Summary of World Broadcasts - Refugee Unit, UK Immigrants Advisory Service - Sri Lanka High Commission, London)
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