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Introduction

A working group from the European Parliament’s Delegation for relations with the countries of South Asia and SAARC visited Sri Lanka and the Maldives 21-29 March 2005.

The group was led by Mrs. Neena Gill (PES, UK), Chairperson of the Delegation. It included Mr. Jan MULDER (ALDE, NL), Mr. Jo LEINEN (PES, D), Mr. Thomas MANN (EPP-ED, D), Mrs. Jean LAMBERT (Greens,UK), Mr. Eoin RYAN (UEN, IRL) and Mr. Ivo BELET (EPP-ED, B).

This visit had been planned in the annual programme of the delegation for 2005. 

Its original purpose was to hold a regular inter-parliamentary meeting with the Parliament of Sri Lanka and to follow the political, constitutional and human rights developments in the Maldives after the 13 August 2004 incidents and the subsequent EP resolution of 17 September 2004. 

However, the tsunami on 26 December changed the significance of the visit and shifted the attention to the consequences of the disaster and the implementation of EU public and private, humanitarian and reconstruction aid.

SRI LANKA

Field visits

The delegation visited several tsunami-affected villages and refugee camps in the districts of Galle and Trincomalee, to observe the implementation of assistance projects funded by the European Union. These included Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim communities. 
In these camps (still made of tents) the delegation appreciated that basic relief operations have been carried out in such a way as to provide the most basic humanitarian relief in an efficient way, maintaining an overall acceptable level of public health. The various international NGOs involved have been co-ordinating effectively among themselves and with the government authorities. Local and community-based organisations are involved.

The MEPs noted that wherever they had the possibility to involve themselves in actions aimed at improving their living conditions or getting again their livelihood, when they the affected persons showed lots of energy and were optimistic despite their sufferings. Good examples for this were young people taking responsibilities in education and public health in the camps, or fishermen repairing their boats with the assistance of staff from the Ministry of Fisheries.

The MEPs were however surprised to notice that despite the size of the problem and the amount of funds available, little of the subsequent necessary reconstruction work has been started. 

This appears to be due mostly to the absence of a clear perspective on land ownership or clearance, especially given the new circumstances created by the obligation to re-locate outside of the immediate coastal area. 

The MEPs felt that faster decisions on the field could be easier with a co-ordinated central or provincial planning from the government for the reconstruction. 

The delegation also felt that the information on the needs and actions could be channelled to easily contactable contact points so as to ensure that NGO aid was directed to those areas that need it most, avoid duplications and delays in the use of available funds.

Besides reconstruction itself, action from local or central authorities to provide the affected people with the necessary means to get their livelihood by themselves, out of dependency on food aid, and keeping them busy rather than waiting in camps is a must. 

The MEPs had the feeling that more attention was required to make sure all children were able to attend school in a proper way, including the necessary transport means.  

The delegation noticed that the generosity shown by the public after the tsunami may have the negative side-effect of over-shadowing the plight of the persons affected by the war, who have been enduring similar sufferings and harsh living conditions for several years already. 

It feels that the European parliament should commit itself to make the European public aware that there are more people in the country requiring similar kind of help, so as to avoid creating imbalances and tensions, and contribute to better life conditions and longer-term perspectives for all. 

The delegation also had extensive discussions with a number of field operations managers from various NGOs and UN agencies operating in all provinces with tsunami-affected as well as with war-affected refugees. These professionals all confirmed that they had been able to carry out their relief operations in LTTE-controlled areas as well as in government-controlled areas without encountering any obstacle from either side. 

The delegation clearly understood the need for a Joint Mechanism to ensure equitable allocation of funds for reconstruction to all districts and communities according to the real needs and both avoid diversion and provide a confidence-building measure.  

Logistical problems and the lack of communications infrastructure appeared to be a major difficulty, particularly in the North and the East (both in government-controlled areas and LTTE-controlled areas), where the absence of UN flights is a major hindrance. None of our interlocutors was able to understand the reasons why the government has not allowed such humanitarian flights, forcing the NGOs and agencies to use the expensive and less flexible commercial or even military flights.

Parliament

As mentioned, the original purpose of the visit, a regular inter-parliamentary meeting with the Parliament of Sri Lanka, was not timely in the circumstances, and is to take place later this year, most likely in November.

The delegation came however to the Parliament for a courtesy call on Hon. Gitanjana Gunawardana, MP, Deputy Speaker, and met Hon. Mrs Ferial Ashraff, MP, Minister of Housing & Construction, Hon. Vijitha Herath, MP, Minister of Cultural Affairs & National Heritage, and representatives of all political parties, mostly concentrating on the management of reconstruction plans. 

A particularly controversial issue was the land ownership questions that arose from the recently enacted decision to forbid reconstruction – even of temporary shelters – within 100 metres from the sea, and required as a consequence to find a large quantity of available surfaces. The opposition was critical of this measure, pointing out the lack of prior scientific assessment and the arbitrary, over-the-board definition of the limit.

Other aspects of the discussions included the current institutional debate. The delegation appreciated  that the government was working on the constitutional reform agenda. The MEPs felt however that it was necessary to keep due focus on the tsunami consequences as a key priority item in order to maintain the confidence of the partners as well as those affected.

Other political meetings

The delegation met with the Ambassador of Norway, who detailed the activities of Norwegian diplomacy as a facilitator (but not a mediator) in the peace process, its efforts towards the setup of a joint mechanism for the distribution of aid in the LTTE-controlled areas, and the role of the Nordic monitoring mission.

The Ambassador pleaded for a “Track II” approach involving civil society organisations and independent personalities from both sides, in  which the EU could play an active role, to complement the more than less stalled progress of the direct negotiations between political actors.

The delegation also had a separate meeting with Hon. Mr. Ranil Wickremesinghe, Leader of the Opposition, and Hon. Mr. Milinda Moragoda, essentially centred on the peace process and the perspectives for restarting the dialogue with the LTTE. Mr Wickremesinghe strongly supported in particular the idea of a “Track II”. 

MALDIVES

The delegation visited the Maldives 25-29 March 2005. This was the first time ever the European Parliament came to the atoll archipelago country.

The delegation had contacts at a very high level, including President Gayoom  and with several members of the government, including the acting Minister for Foreign Affairs, the Attorney General (who exposed to the delegation the “reform agenda for democracy”), the Minister for Planning and National Development and the Minister for Trade.

The delegation also met with the Human Rights Commission, visited the Rehabilitation Centre on Maafushi Island and met with Mohamed Zaki, Ahmad Didi and Fathimath Nisreen, the persons sentenced because of their activity in the Sandhaanu newsletter.

Tsunami consequences

The media have tended to minimise the impact of the tsunami on the Maldives, as there have been relatively fewer casualties in the Maldives than in other countries hit in the region. However, the damage to the infrastructures and the economy in the main areas of tourism and fisheries is proportionally higher. 

Donors should not overlook the needs of the country. Our counterparts stressed the fact that unlike Indonesia and Sri Lanka, there is a financing gap for the reconstruction tasks to be carried.

Just a few days before the tsunami, the Maldives had been withdrawn from the list of least developed countries. This should be reviewed as a matter of urgency. While tourism has been recovering, fisheries need support in terms of easing tariffs on tuna imports in the EU, currently at 25%. The Minister for Trade expressed the Maldives' openness to a fisheries agreement with the EU, provided it would rely on the ecologically sound practice of pole and line rather than nets. 

A visit to the Centre for Disaster Management in Male’ impressed the delegation with the quality of the planning and the good co-ordination of the different ministries among themselves and with international donors.

The delegation visited the severely tsunami-affected island of Haafushi and went to Maamigili to meet the people displaced from the island of Madifushi, which had been made uninhabitable by the tsunami and totally evacuated.

The delegation noted that the affected persons showed lots of energy and were optimistic despite their sufferings. 

It appreciated that relief operations had been carried out in such a way as to provide not only the most basic humanitarian relief in an efficient way, but also to quickly establish decent temporary shelters. 

The delegation was extremely impressed to observe that building of new permanent houses was already taking place in a very efficient manner, involving the people concerned both in the construction work itself and in the design of their future homes. 

The reconstruction works go along the accelaration of planning and implementation of a major "safe islands" project combining both basic and technical infrastructure and concentration of habitat already in the making before the tsunami both as a prevention measure and disaster management programme (linked to tropical storms or change of sea level as a consequence of global warming) and as a country planning strategy.

Political life and constitutional reform

In the Parliament, the delegation attended the proceedings of the Special People’s Majlis (Constituent Assembly).  They called on the Speaker of the People’s Majlis, the Speaker of the Special People’s Majlis and had a number of meetings on several occasions with Members of the Parliament.

They discussed extensively with parliamentarians from all political tendencies issues such as the reform agenda and the conditions for it to be successful, the situation of Human Rights in the country and the functioning of the judicial system, the post-tsunami international assistance, in particular from the European Union (EU), and the trade relations of Maldives with the EU.

Regarding the reform agenda, the delegation expressed its support both for the principles and the objectives of this programme aimed at establishing multi-party democracy, media freedom, independent judiciary, and all other fundamental elements of a modern democratic, human rights conscious, state governed by the rule of law – an objective that requires fundamental changes from an archaic legal and political system and from decades of personal power of the President. 

While fully confirming the content of the resolution passed in the European Parliament on 16 September 2004 based on the then prevailing situation, the delegation had the feeling that the intentions of the President and the politicians involved in the process were genuine

The delegation felt however that the success of the reform process depended heavily on the ability of the government to prove its commitment to implementing the principles of the reform agenda even before the new constitutional framework is in place, and on the Special Majlis’ efforts to proceed as quickly as the society expects it to.

At the end of the constitutional debate, it is critical that the Special Majlis delivers a text compliant with international standards and in line with the public’s expectations. Otherwise, the frustration both inside and outside the country would be as high as the current hopes are.

There is an urgent need for a marked improvement of the press and media scene to allow the expression of a plurality of opinions, in particular in the audiovisual media, a faster and more liberal consideration of requests for creating new media, in particular newspapers, encouragement rather than control of civil society organisations and openness in the judicial proceedings so as to better protect the rights of the individual in criminal law cases both before and after judgment. 

All these are policy actions that can and should be implemented even before the new constitution. An amnesty of the persons imprisoned for what amounts to exercise of their expression rights, such as the journalists of the e-mail publication "Sandhaanu" whom the delegation has met, is part of these urgent prerequisites.  

If such positive moves are delayed, the international community would find it difficult to continue trusting the government’s intentions. They are needed at the beginning, not at the end of the reform agenda, and deadlines should be announced.

Such positive moves would also help create a climate of trust between the various parts of the political spectrum so as to ensure that the Maldives enter multi-party democracy in a climate of healthy political competition rather than of mutual distrust and confrontation.

Contacts with the Human Rights Commission comforted the impression that a space exists for healthy independent criticism. But the HRC should not be the only place where this appears to be possible. 

The Delegation also shared their experience on constitutional matters and on a number of aspects of parliamentary work, in particular on the steering organs of the Parliament, the political groups, Committee proceedings and organisation of speaking time, in view of improving the efficiency of the parliamentary work and its appreciation by the citizens. 
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