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Introduction 

The Sri Lanka Campaign for Peace and Justice (SLC) is a non-partisan, non-profit organisation 
dedicated to advocating for genuine respect for human rights in post-war Sri Lanka. Similarly, The 
International Working Group on Sri Lanka (IWG) is a non-profit organisation that functions as a 
networked organisation bringing together the expertise of a broad-based membership from Sri 
Lanka and internationally to work towards the common goal of a just and sustainable peace. This 
NGO shadow report examines the protracted 26-year armed conflict’s disproportionate impact 
on women, the persistent lack of accountability and the failure to effectively implement new 
reforms. We evaluate the state’s compliance with the Convention, addressing both longstanding 
and emerging issues. 

The Government of Sri Lanka ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1981, submitting its first periodic report to the 
CEDAW Committee in 1986 and its ninth in April 2022 (CEDAW/C/LKA/9). Despite past 
recommendations from the CEDAW Committee to address sexual and gender-based violence 
(SGBV) in law and in practice, SGBV remains widespread in Sri Lanka. Acts of SGBV were 
common throughout the civil war which ended in 2009 as both a strategic military tactic and 
tolerated practice against Tamils and any individual suspected of dissent. Despite 15 years 
having passed since the war’s conclusion, SGBV – particularly rape, sexual harassment, 
domestic violence, and cyber violence – remains pervasive. 

Sri Lanka’s Constitution prohibits discrimination based on sex, and the domestic legal 
framework identifies women’s rights and recourse mechanisms for rights violations. In June 
2024, the country enacted the landmark Women’s Empowerment Act, which aims to uphold 
women’s constitutional rights, protect against discrimination, ensure economic empowerment, 
and modernise outdated legislation.  

The Act introduced provisions to: 

● Establish a National Commission on Women, an independent body tasked with 
overseeing the implementation of laws and policies related to women’s rights.  

● Develop mechanisms to ensure compliance with CEDAW. 
● Create accountability systems to monitor and evaluate gender equality initiatives across 

sectors. 

While the National Commission on Women has been successfully established, progress on 
implementing accountability systems has been limited. Consequently there is an ongoing need 
for adequate resource allocation and enforcement to enhance the Commission’s capacity in 
fulfilling its mandate. 

This Act aligns with the Ministry of Women, Child Affairs, and Social Empowerment’s launch of 
its inaugural National Action Plan (NAP) for 2023–2027, supported by the Government of Japan 
and UN Women. However, concerns persist regarding the risk of these measures being 
aspirational rather than actionable. Victims-survivors of SGBV continue to face social, cultural, 
and economic barriers that hinder reporting and access to justice. 



 
 

 
SGBV in Sri Lanka is deeply rooted in entrenched patriarchal norms and harmful gender 
stereotypes, which perpetuate the subordination of women and marginalised groups. Sri Lanka’s 
drop from 110th to 115th in the 2023 Global Gender Gap Index underscores persistent disparities 
across economic opportunities, education, health, and political representation. Key factors 
exacerbating SGBV include the general impunity for human rights abuses, unequal power 
dynamics, an ongoing economic crisis, an inadequate justice system, cultural insensitivity, and 
widespread mistrust in the government. 
 
1. Legal Status of the Convention 

The 1978 Constitution of Sri Lanka enshrines the principle of equality, asserting that all citizens 
are entitled to equal treatment under the law and equal protection by the law. Specifically, Article 
12 states: 

● Article 12(1): All individuals are equal before the law and are entitled to its equal 
protection. 

● Article 12(2): Discrimination against any citizen based on race, religion, language, caste, 
sex, political opinion, place of birth, or similar grounds is prohibited. 

● Article 12(4): The Constitution allows for temporary special measures through 
legislation, subordinate laws, or executive actions to advance the status of women. 

Despite these constitutional guarantees, various legal provisions continue to discriminate 
against women. For instance, laws and statutes pertaining to customary, personal, and family 
matters often disadvantage women, such as the Land Development Ordinance, the Vagrants 
Ordinance, and the Brothels Ordinance which all impose inequitable restrictions on women’s 
rights. Additionally, sections 365, 365A, and 399 of the Penal Code have been criticised for 
discriminating against LGBTQ+ individuals. 

As stated in the CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/8, para 101, the Constitution’s Article 16 further complicates 
matters by prohibiting judicial review of any past laws written and unwritten, even when they 
conflict with fundamental rights for all citizens in Sri Lanka. Moreover, the Constitution does not 
make provisions to address violations of fundamental rights by private entities, which 
underscores significant gaps in the legal framework. The Committee recommended the State 
repeals Article 16 to introduce judicial review of all laws but this has not been followed.  

Recommendations to the State: 

While the passage of the Women’s Empowerment Act represents progress, there are notable 
areas open for improvement: 

● Implementation challenges: The Act’s success hinges on adequate funding, staffing, 
and political will to empower the National Commission on Women to work effectively. So 

 
1 CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/8 Concluding observations on the 8th periodic report of Sri Lanka : Committee on the Elimination of 
Discrimination against Women  https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1286137?ln=en&v=pdf 

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1286137?ln=en&v=pdf


 
 

far these resources have not been adequate to ensure the overall agenda of the Act is 
met. 

● Scope of the Act: While the Act addresses structural issues, it lacks explicit provisions 
to address entrenched discriminatory practices in personal and customary laws, such as 
women’s land rights. 

● Private and public sector accountability: The absence of mechanisms to hold all 
actors accountable for violations of women’s rights is a significant shortcoming. 

● Integration with existing frameworks: Coordination with prior initiatives, such as the 
Multi-Sectoral National Action Plan 2023-2027 to Address SGBV, must be strengthened 
to avoid duplication and ensure a holistic approach. 

The Women’s Empowerment Act offers a promising avenue for systemic change, provided it is 
backed by robust implementation and complemented by reforms addressing remaining gaps in 
the legal framework. 

2. Discriminatory Laws 
 
The Committee draws attention to the links between articles 1 and 2 of the CEDAW Convention 
and targets 5.1 of the Sustainable Development Goals to end all forms of discrimination against 
all women and girls. Limited progress has been made in aligning customary and family laws with 
constitutional equality standards under Article 12 and Sri Lanka’s obligations under CEDAW. Key 
issues remain unaddressed and a number of proposed reforms remain unimplemented, 
perpetuating gender inequality and discrimination. 

2.1 Definition of Rape and Marital Exemption 

Section 363 of the Penal Code narrowly defines rape as peno-vaginal penetration, excluding 
conflict-related SGBV, as well as acts against gender non-conforming individuals and men. 
Section 363 (d), as amended in 1995, provides a martial exemption for rape. The protection 
provided to victims under the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act of 2005 does not explicitly 
include marital rape, resulting in legal ambiguity. Efforts to reform this have been made, notably 
by former Minister of Women’s Affairs, Thalatha Athukorala. However, the proposed law in 2018, 
which aimed to expand the definition of rape and eliminate the marital exemption, has yet to be 
passed. Controversially proposed amendments that were previously made included lowering the 
age of consent from 16 to 14, raising significant concerns about child protection and exploitation. 

2.2 Criminalisation of Abortion 

Strict abortion laws can exacerbate the suffering of SGBV victims-survivors by forcing them to 
carry unwanted pregnancies or seek unsafe abortions.  

2.3 The Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act (MMDA) 

The Muslim Marriage and Divorce Act (MMDA) of 1951 contains provisions permitting child 
marriage, forced marriage, and unequal divorce terms, disproportionately affecting Muslim 
women and girls. Similar issues exist in Kandyan law, which discriminates against Sinhala 



 
 

women in divorce and inheritance, and Tesawalamai law, which limits property rights for Tamil 
women in Jaffna. These laws undermine women’s access to justice and perpetuate inequality in 
marriage, divorce, maintenance, inheritance, and property rights. 

Efforts to reform the MMDA have faced resistance, with female activists accused of undermining 
their communities, as well as facing harassment and rising Islamophobia. Proposals were made 
by the Ministry of Justice in 2021 to set the minimum marriage age at 18 for both brides and 
grooms, introduce consent requirements, revise qualifications for Quazi appointments and 
abolish polygamous marriages for Muslim men. However, the new JVP/NPP coalition government 
under Aruna Kumara Dissanayake, announced in November 2024 that no amendments would be 
made without religious leaders’ approval, and the changes have not been implemented. The 
government has abdicated their responsibility by placing the onus on the Muslim community to 
determine the scope of MMDA reforms, predominantly through male interlocutors. 

2.4 Unequal Land Rights 

The Committee recommended in CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/8, para 13 that the state repeal 
discriminatory provisions of the 1935 Land Development Ordinance in relation to succession, 
inheritance and joint ownership. Amendments were made in 2021 to repeal discriminatory 
provisions related to succession, and joint ownership. However, Schedule III has still not been 
amended, which means women are still restricted from inheriting land. Only 16% of all privately-
owned land in Sri Lanka belongs to women.2 Despite repeated advocacy efforts and inclusion in 
national action plans, enforcing change remains stalled. 

Resistance to reforming personal and customary laws is often justified by appeals to cultural and 
religious traditions. However, many of these laws originate from colonial-era policies, 
undermining claims of their intrinsic cultural significance. Comprehensive legal reforms and 
clear outlines of how they will be implemented are essential to ensure equality under the law and 
uphold Sri Lanka’s commitments to gender justice. The government must act decisively to 
address these entrenched issues, removing barriers to justice and creating an environment that 
protects and empowers all women and girls. 

Recommendations to the State: 

● Implement the proposed reforms of the MMDA that were approved in 2021 by the Ministry 
of Justice. 

● Strengthen the Equality and Non-Discrimination Clauses in the Constitution to ensure 
comprehensive protections for women’s civil, political, and socio-economic rights. 

● Repeal or amend all discriminatory customary and personal laws, including Kandyan and 
Tesawalamai laws, that infringe on women’s rights to equality and justice. 

● Amend the discriminatory provisions of the LDO, particularly Schedule III, to ensure 
women have equal inheritance and property rights. 

 
2 The Gender Hub. (2024). Sri Lanka Country Briefing (pp. 1–4). Gender Justice & Security Hub, The London School of 
Economics and Political Science. https://thegenderhub.com/wp- content/uploads/2024/03/Country-Brief-Sri-Lanka.pdf 
 



 
 

● Support the efforts of women’s rights activists and organisations advocating for legal 
equality, providing protection against backlash or harassment. 

● Fully decriminalise abortion and enhance maternal and child healthcare services by 
identifying and addressing gaps in service infrastructure. 

3. Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) 
 
SGBV was commonly used by Sri Lankan security forces during the war and after the final stages 
of the war as a means of torture, intimidation, and intelligence gathering on the Liberation Tigers 
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) network. Reports by Human Rights Watch3 and the All Survivors Project4 
detail the deliberate use of sexual violence by security forces against Tamil men and women, as 
well as Sinhalese and Muslim detainees in detention centres suspected of affiliation with or 
sympathising with the LTTE. A study by Freedom from Torture found that among 148 individuals 
previously detained, 96 per cent of women and 66 per cent of men interviewed had been 
subjected to sexual torture.5 

Following the end of the war, female Tamil civilians held in government-controlled internal 
displacement camps in the North were subjected to degrading screening procedures, including 
forced nudity and humiliation by male soldiers. Multiple detainees reported that photos and 
videos were taken of them, and some were physically or sexually assaulted. In some instances, 
sexual favours were demanded in exchange for access to essential resources such as food 
rations, toilet facilities, or early release.6 

Reports by the United Nations Secretary-General on violence committed by both security 
forces and the LTTE noted that crimes of sexual violence were “greatly under-reported” due 
to “cultural sensitivities and associated stigma.”7  

The use of sexual violence by security forces continues 15 years after the end of the war. The 
Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA) is still used for arbitrary detention and sexual torture, 
particularly against Tamils and Muslims8 . 

As a campaigning organisation that advocates for accountability and transitional justice in Sri 
Lanka, we would like to highlight that successive Sri Lankan governments have consistently 
failed to investigate or prosecute instances of SGBV perpetrated by both the State and the LTTE 

 
3 Human Rights Watch. (2013). “We Will Teach You a Lesson”: Sexual Violence against Tamils by Sri Lankan Security Forces 
(pp. 1–50). https://www.hrw.org/report/2013/02/26/we-will-teach-you-lesson/sexual-violence-against-tamils-sri-lankan-security-
forces 
4 All Survivors Project. (2020). Submission to the UN Human Rights Committee on Sri Lanka, 128th Session, 2 -27 March 
2020(pp. 1–6). https://allsurvivorsproject.org/submission-to-the-un- human-rights-committee-on-sri-lanka-128th-session-2-27-
march-2020/  
5 Freedom from Torture. (2015). Tainted peace: Torture in Sri Lanka since May 2009. Report, 
August. https://www.freedomfromtorture.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/sl_report_a4_-_final-f-b-web.pdf 
6 Davies, Sara E., and Jacqui True. (2024). Hidden Wars: Gendered Political Violence in Asia’s Civil Conflicts, 111–138. Oxford 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190064167.003.0006. 
7 United Nations Security Council (2004). The Rule of Law and Transitional Justice in Conflict and Post-Conflict Societies: 
Report of the Secretary-General (S/2004/616). https://www.securitycouncilreport.org/atf/cf/%7B65BFCF9B-6D27-4E9C-8CD3-
CF6E4FF96FF9%7D/PCS%20S%202004%20616.pdf. 
8 Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka. (2020). The National Study of Prisons. https://www.hrcsl.lk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/Prison-Report-Final-2.pdf 

https://www.hrw.org/report/2013/02/26/we-will-teach-you-lesson/sexual-violence-against-tamils-sri-lankan-security-forces
https://www.hrw.org/report/2013/02/26/we-will-teach-you-lesson/sexual-violence-against-tamils-sri-lankan-security-forces
https://www.freedomfromtorture.org/sites/default/files/2019-04/sl_report_a4_-_final-f-b-web.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190064167.003.0006


 
 

during and following the civil war. We recognise the importance of gender transformative justice, 
which has emerged as a pathway to take transitional justice outcomes further, with the inclusion 
of women’s needs and their active participation in accessing justice and coordinating peace-
building efforts.9 In CEDAW/C/LKA/CO/8, para 17, the Committee highlights the need to involve 
women at all stages of post-conflict reconstruction, in line with resolution 1325 (2000). The 
Committee recommends all transitional justice mechanisms have more than 50% 
representation by women. This has not yet been achieved. Women’s participation levels remain 
low and the new government has not proposed plans to prioritise accountability processes.10 

Recommendations to the State: 
 

● Conduct comprehensive, impartial and transparent investigations into allegations of 
SGBV committed by security forces and prosecute perpetrators. 

● Establish and improve specialised units within law enforcement and the judiciary to 
address war-related SGBV, ensuring independence and accountability. 

● Repeal the PTA to align with international human rights standards, ensuring that it cannot 
be used for arbitrary detention or as a pretext for acts of sexual violence. 

● Implement gender transformative justice measures, increasing the representation of 
women in formal and informal transitional justice processes as well as political 
participation. 
 

4. Harmful Gender Norms 

Sri Lanka’s intergenerational cycle of violence is deeply rooted in visible and problematic gender 
norms, roles, and stereotypes. Tamil women, for instance, are constrained by cultural 
conventions such as addaccam (modesty and silence) and odduccam (poise and restraint), 
which dictate their behaviour. They are often considered impure during menstruation or if they 
engage in premarital or extramarital sex. Similarly, the Buddhist Sinhala concept of lajja-
baya (fear and shame) links guilt to certain sexual acts and fear of social ridicule, further 
controlling women’s sexuality. In contrast, men face far fewer restrictions on their sexual 
behaviour. 

Across Sri Lanka, women are expected to be caregivers and child bearers, embodying nurturing 
behaviours, while men are seen as breadwinners exerting control over women’s autonomy. A 
study by CARE International across four districts found that most participants agreed childcare 
is the mother’s responsibility and over two thirds agreed “a woman cannot refuse to have sex 
with her husband” 75% of women reported women “ask to be raped by the way they dress and 
behave”. This study also equated men’s roles with violence, with most participants agreeing “it 
is manly to defend the honour of your family even by violent means”.7 

The education system has perpetuated rather than challenged these harmful gender norms. 
Qualitative interviews with school teachers revealed that many believe “having sex is wrong (for 

 
9 UN Women. 2015. Preventing Conflict, Transforming Justice, Securing the Peace: A Global Study on the Implementation of 
the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325. http://wps.unwomen.org/pdf/en/GlobalStudy_EN_Web.pdf. 
10 NPP (2024) A Thriving Nation- A Beautiful Life https://www.akd.lk  

http://wps.unwomen.org/pdf/en/GlobalStudy_EN_Web.pdf
https://www.akd.lk/


 
 

students)” and are too shy or unwilling to encourage the use of contraception.11 In addition, the 
banning of the textbook Hathe Ape Potha, which provided information on safe sex practices and 
contraception, reflects broader societal discomfort with sex education. Its replacement 
textbooks normalise victim-blaming and suggest that unwanted pregnancies occur because 
women and girls act on feelings rather than rational thought.12 Social sanctions further entrench 
these harmful norms, with single women, widows, female ex-combatants, and childless women 
facing heightened risks of social ostracism, often being regarded as bad omens for auspicious 
events.13  

Recommendations to the State: 

● Engage religious and community leaders in advocating for shifts in societal attitudes 
towards women’s autonomy and equality. 

● Reintroduce comprehensive education on equality, sexual and reproductive health, 
ensuring alignment with international standards. This includes developing and 
distributing textbooks for schools that challenge harmful stereotypes and include 
discussions on women’s rights. 

● Train teachers to address topics related to gender and sexuality without bias, equipping 
them to promote critical thinking and empathy among students. 

● Foster male engagement in gender equality with educational workshops and campaigns 
targeting men and boys to address harmful associations of masculinity. 

5. Structural Violence 

The State report (CEDAW/C/LKA/Q/9) identifies several vulnerable groups: female-headed 
households, war widows, former female combatants, internally displaced women, and single 
women. These groups continue to face widespread sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), 
discrimination, and harassment both within their communities and at the hands of security 
forces. 

5.1 Militarisation 

Despite the end of the civil war and calls for peace, the military presence in Sri Lanka has 
continued to expand. This ongoing militarisation disproportionately affects women, particularly 
in the Northern and Eastern provinces, where many already face restricted access to property 
due to the lack of uniform land rights and entrenched cultural norms. 

 
11 Jayasooriya, L. B., & Mathangasinghe, Y. (2019)  What do adolescents and teachers think about sexual education in Sri 
Lanka? 2nd International Symposium on Social Sciences & Humanities (ISSSH), by National Centre for Advanced Studies in 
Humanities and Social Sciences.  
12 Saroor, S. A., Chak, S., Choijil, S., Giri, R., Lohia, P., & Moradi, M. (2022). Women Break the Silence Gender-Based Torture 
in Asia (pp. 14–138). World Organisation Against Torture (OMCT). https://www.omct.org/site-resources/legacy/Gender-based-
Torture-in-Asia.pdf 
 
13 Jayathilaka, A., Medagama, T., & Panadare, U. (2021). Symbolizing Gender Roles: Application of Symbolic Interactionism in 
Sri Lankan Context. SSRN Electronic Journal. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3933896 
 



 
 

Women who are unable to provide proof of their husbands’ deaths during the war are frequently 
denied access to their land, which curtails opportunities for agricultural participation. In 
addition, women living near military bases or employed in military-owned businesses experience 
high levels of sexual harassment, violence, and invasive security checks. 

Impunity remains a significant concern, as victims-survivors are often reluctant to report abuses 
when the perpetrators are members of the security forces. This environment fosters systemic 
discrimination and fear, further entrenching the vulnerabilities of these women. 

5.2 Economic Crisis 

Following the end of the war, the Sri Lankan government implemented resettlement, livelihood 
restoration, and infrastructure investment programmes with the assistance of multilateral and 
bilateral donors. While the country initially experienced an economic boom, with GDP growth 
reaching 7.6% between 2010 and 2012, recovery in the Northern provinces lagged behind.14 By 
2022, Sri Lanka faced a catastrophic economic collapse. 

The national bankruptcy—resulting from high foreign debt, excessive military spending, 
economic mismanagement and widespread corruption—has exacerbated social issues, 
including increased domestic violence, alcoholism, and exploitation.15 

The economic crisis disproportionately affects Sri Lankan girls by causing many to drop out of 
school and resort to early marriage, despite cultural values prioritising education. Women’s 
labour force participation has remained below 35% for over three decades, hindered by gender 
role expectations and legal constraints, such as the Shops and Offices Employees Act, which 
prohibits women working flexible hours.16 Most employed women are engaged in the informal 
sector (60%) and have limited access to social protection mechanisms; a situation aggravated 
by COVID-19.17 Economic dependence on male partners often limits the options available to 
women experiencing abuse. 

5.3 Exploitation and Trafficking 

Women employed in the garment industry often face exploitative working conditions, including 
inadequate housing, social isolation, and sexual harassment both at work and in their living 
environments. 

 
14 OPEC Fund. (2014). Accelerating economic growth in post-conflict Sri Lanka. OPEC Fund for International Development. 
The Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries. https://opecfund.org/news/accelerating-economic-growth-in-post-
conflict-sri-lanka  
15 Darj, E., Wijewardena, K., Lindmark, G., & Axemo, P. (2017). “Even though a man takes the major role, he has no right to 
abuse”: future male leaders’ views on gender-based violence in Sri Lanka. Global Health Action, 10(1), 1348692. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/16549716.2017.1348692 
16 International Labour Organisation. (2016). Factors Affecting Women’s Labour Force Participation in Sri Lanka (pp. 7–109). 
International Labour Office. https://www.ilo.org/sites/default/files/wcmsp5/groups/public/@asia/@ro-bangkok/@ilo- 
colombo/documents/publication/wcms_551675.pdf  
17 DCS. (2021). Quarterly Report: Sri Lanka Labour Force Survey 2021 (pp. 1–19). Colombo: Department of Census and 
Statistics (DCS) Sri Lanka. http://www.statistics.gov.lk/LabourForce/StaticalInformation/QuarterlyReports/2ndQ%20uar ter2021  



 
 

A report by the US Department of State (2024)18 also highlighted the high prevalence of trafficking 
of women and girls from rural to urban areas for domestic labour or commercial sex work, 
frequently resulting in sexual, physical, and psychological abuse. Under the Vagrants 
Ordinance and Brothels Ordinance, sex workers are disproportionately targeted for arrest, with 
clients rarely facing legal consequences. Transgender sex workers are particularly vulnerable to 
police violence and exploitation. 

Sri Lankan women trafficked abroad, especially to the Middle East, face significant challenges, 
including restricted access to sexual and reproductive health services and language barriers that 
prevent them from reporting abuse. Children left behind in Sri Lanka are also at an elevated risk 
of domestic violence and neglect. 

5.4 Barriers in the Justice System 

Despite the identification of vulnerable groups, the availability of state data on SGBV lacks 
disaggregation on specific vulnerable groups of women, which limits the ability to develop 
targeted interventions. Fear and intimidation, the absence of Tamil-speaking police officers at 
reporting desks, the militarisation of the Northern and Eastern provinces, and a pervasive culture 
of impunity all deter women from lodging formal complaints about SGBV. Among the complaints 
that are formally registered, many cases remain unresolved, either at the investigative or 
prosecutorial stage, with a consistently low rate of convictions. Cases often drag on for extended 
periods of more than a decade, involving numerous hearings, which not only fail to provide justice 
to victims but also increase the likelihood of intimidation and re-victimisation. 

The Vishvamadu Case 

The Vishvamudu case clearly illustrates  the dysfunctions and gender biases within the judicial 
system and how  military supremacy is prioritised at the expense of marginalised individuals. 

In 2010, Aaravi (pseudonym), a 28-year-old Tamil woman, was gang-raped by soldiers stationed 
at Vishvamadu army camp after she returned home from a refugee camp with her children. When 
she reported the crime to the army camp, she was told to bathe first and was offered money to 
drop her case. Her statement was recorded in Sinhala at the police station, not in her native 
Tamil. Aaravi was then examined by a Judicial Medical Officer, who managed four districts by 
himself in the north due to a lack of staff and resources. This resulted in delays and hindered the 
collection of evidence. 

Aaravi was offered no protection or anonymity despite laws in place to protect victims. Clear 
intimidation tactics were used, such as the presence of a hundred soldiers at the identification 
parade. Eventually, through her continued resilience and pursuit of her case, the accused were 
finally sentenced in 2015 to 20-years imprisonment. In 2019, the perpetrators were acquitted on 
appeal but Aaravi was not informed of this, which meant she was unable to exercise her right to 

 
18 US Department of State. (2024). Trafficking in Persons Report: Sri Lanka. United States Department of State, Tier 2. 
https://www.state.gov/reports/2024-trafficking-in-persons-report/sri-lanka/  
 



 
 

be present. Throughout this 9-year period, Aaravi faced harassment from the perpetrators’ family 
members and the security forces. Eventually, she was forced to seek refugee status overseas 
with her family.19 

Although the Sri Lankan government has established the new National Action Plan to address 
these concerns, it has significant gaps. It fails to adequately focus on enhancing access to justice 
for marginalised and vulnerable women and does not include effective measures to address the 
pending cases in addition to new SGBV reports that are being made.Additionally, the plan and 
new Act lack provisions for long-term medical, psycho-social, recovery, and rehabilitative 
support for survivors of violence.  

Recommendations to the State: 

● Expedite pending SGBV cases: Establish a specialised team within the Attorney 
General’s Department to prioritise and expedite the investigation and prosecution of 
SGBV cases. 

● Increase women’s representation in policing: Expand women’s desks at police 
stations, particularly in Tamil-speaking areas, ensuring Tamil-speaking women officers 
and translators are always available during interviews, house visits, and evidence 
collection. 

● Zero tolerance for abuse by officials: Implement strict guidelines and disciplinary 
measures to combat sexual harassment or exploitation by government employees. End 
the practice of transferring abusive employees and investigate, prosecute, and punish 
offenders. 

● Protect survivors and vulnerable groups: Offer short-term and long-term medical, 
psycho-social, recovery, and rehabilitative support for survivors of SGBV. Ensure the 
Assistance to and Protection of Victims to Crime and Witnesses Act  is fully enforced. 
Remove surveillance of rehabilitated ex-female combatants and help them access 
sustainable livelihoods. 

● Reduce military presence: Demilitarise the Northern and Eastern provinces by 
removing troops and military camps, ending military involvement in civilian governance 
and economic activities. 

● Land and housing rights: Amend the Land Development Ordinance to ensure women 
and girls have equal rights to inherit and own land. 

● Livelihood support: Provide viable, sustainable livelihood opportunities in the North and 
East, ensuring they do not contribute to indebtedness. Periodically assess these 
programs for effectiveness and inclusivity. 

● Social security access: Guarantee universal social security coverage, particularly for 
women heads of households, ex-combatants, the disabled, and other marginalised 
groups. 

● Reparations: Implement specialised reparation programmes, including shelters with 
medical care for disabled ex-combatants who are dependent or living alone. 

 
19 Gender, Justice and Security Hub. 2022. Conjunctures of Silence: Aphonias in the Prosecution of Conflict Related Sexual 
Violence in Sri Lanka—The Vishvamadu Case, 4–24. Gender Justice and Security Hub, The London School of Economics and 
Political Science. https://thegenderhub.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Conjunctures-of-Silence.pdf. 

https://thegenderhub.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Conjunctures-of-Silence.pdf


 
 

● Inclusive national policy: Develop a rights-based and inclusive national policy for 
women heads of households that reflects their diverse conditions and challenges. 
Ensure meaningful participation of these women in policymaking and establish an 
accountable monitoring mechanism for implementation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


