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CYCLES OF VIOLENCE IN SRI LANKA: A CRISIS 

OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

As economic chaos engulfs Sri 

Lanka, one thing remains a 

ÃÏÎÓÔÁÎÔȡ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÎÔÒÙȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ 

of impunity. 
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Introduction  
 

Following years of mismanagement by successive governments in Sri Lanka, the country has 

recently erupted in a wave of protests as the economy has totally collapsed. Food, fuel, and 

other basic necessities have become scarce and expensive, whilst the ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ political class has 

so far proved totally incapable of managing the crisis. As Sri Lankans took to the streets in 

increasing numbers in April and May 2022 ɀ particularly those in the predominantly Sinhala-

speaking south of the country ɀ ÔÈÅ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÅÖÅÎÔÕÁÌ ÒÅÃÏÕÒÓÅ ×ÁÓ ÔÏ ÃÁÌÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙȟ 

which has since arrived in force in Colombo. 

 Throughout the recent unrest, protestors have continually demanded accountability for 

politicians, particularly those of the ruling Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) and the 

Rajapaksa family, who they blame for mismanaging the economy. The Rajapaksas have been 

accused of corruption and nepotism, and there have been persistent calls for them not only to 

resign, but to face prosecution for these accusations. Despite this public desire for 

accountability, President Gotabaya Rajapaksa has remained in power, and most of the 

politicians who have stepped back have yet to face legal consequences for their supposed 

financial misdeeds.  

However, as some protestors have argued, the accountability crisis in Sri Lanka is not a recent 

phenomenon. Indeed, protestors in the predominantly Tamil-speaking North and East of the 

country have long battled against 3ÒÉ ,ÁÎËÁȭÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÉÍÐÕÎÉÔÙȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÈÁÓ ÓÈÉÅÌÄÅÄ ÐÒÏÍÉÎÅÎÔ 

political and military officials  from prosecution for crimes committed during the Sri Lankan civil 

war. Many of those same military and political leaders have also been implicated in other 

human rights abuses, such as the murder of journalists in the 2000s, as well as the abuses 

committed as part of the counter-insurgency operations during the JVP uprising of the late 

1980s. 

There is a long-running crisis of accountability in Sri Lanka, which has not only protected those 

responsible for human rights and economic abuses but has allowed them to remain in power 

and commit further abuses. For Sri Lankans, this has resulted not only in economic 

mismanagement, but in constant cycles of violence and conflict. 

 

This report contains information acquired by some of the #ÁÍÐÁÉÇÎȭÓ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒÓ ÉÎ 3ÒÉ ,ÁÎËÁ. 

These experienced human rights researchers, who remain anonymous for reasons of security, 

have conducted interviews with countless victims and their families, particularly in the North 

and East of the country. Interviewees were informed of, and consented to, the use of the 

information we have reproduced in this report. However, to protect their identities , sensitive 

information they provided in their testimonies has not been used, and each individual will be 

referred to simply as an ȬÁÎÏÎÙÍÏÕÓ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×ÅÅȭ ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈÏÕÔ. 

Our partners have processed many of these testimonies to find common themes and details in 

the many harrowing stories they have heard. However, this process is still a work in progress, 

and there are hundreds more testimonies which have not yet been processed. The information 

provided in this report represents only a fraction of the testimonies they have collated.  

The Sri Lanka Campaign would like to thank Risa Thevakumaran for her help in researching and 

writing this report.  
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Cycles of Violence in Sri Lanka 
 

Throughout its modern history, the island of Sri Lanka has been rocked by semi-regular cycles 

of violence. From anti-Tamil and anti-Muslim riots and pogroms to political uprisings and a full-

blown civil war , violence has been a regular fixture in the lives of Sri Lankans for generations. 

The roots of these cycles of violence, which include deficiencies in Sri Lankan legal and political 

institutions, a lack of accountability, and a culture of impunity, have still not been addressed by 

any Sri Lankan government. 4ÈÉÓ ÃÕÌÔÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÉÍÐÕÎÉÔÙ ÉÓ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÕÌÁÒÌÙ ÐÒÏÍÉÎÅÎÔ ÉÎ 3ÒÉ ,ÁÎËÁȭÓ 

military and in its political institutions, which are filled with alleged perpetrators of gross 

human rights violations. 

  

 
1 https://www.srilankacampaign.org/wp -content/uploads/2019/11/A -Decade-of-Impunity -Sri-Lanka-Campaign-
November-2019.pdf 

ȰHow is it possible to forget what happened ? They cannot just leave it 

like that. They cannot just tell us to look forwards. They must give us an 

answerȢȱ 

 
A Tamil woman from Northern Province, 2019.1 
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