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Meeting to discuss the situation in 
Sri Lanka

Hosted by Laura Moffatt MP

1st June 2009  -  7-9 PM

Jubilee Room, House of Commons, London
Introductions and welcome.
Laura opened the evening with a brief overview of the current situation in Sri Lanka and the government response to date. 

The fact that an effigy of David Milband was recently burnt by pro government supporters in Sri Lanka is perhaps one of the clearest indicators of the line the British Government has taken and its impact.

To date, the protesting by the UK Tamil population has been excellent in bringing the issue to the top of the agenda but it is important to move forward now and the purpose of this meeting is very much to discuss ways of doing that.

Laura told the meeting that Des Brown – appointed by the Prime Ministeras the UK special envoy to Sri Lanka was hoping to make the meeting but time would be tight as he was travelling back to London at present.

Shared experiences - an opportunity to hear from everyone about their experiences. 

Various people gave powerful testimony of their own personal experiences.
The courage of those giving such testimony when they have lost so much and are so distressed was absolutely recognised by all those at the meeting. 

Without naming those individuals in this document, what follows is a summary their collective experience.

Experiences from 1958 and 1973 were related by several speakers who recalled the terrible violence and indiscriminate massacres which took place then and resulted in many seeking refuge in other countries including the UK.

Many people who left Sri Lanka years ago as a result of the troubles are now too afraid to return in spite of their very real fears for the safety of relatives in the north.

In 2002 a peace accord was signed but appears to have made little real difference to the experience of Tamils in northern Sri Lanka. Troubles have persisted with many injured and killed, others fleeing in fear to countries like the UK and many in hiding in Sri Lanka itself.
People reported having lost nearly all family members in the recent violence for one woman that was 17 relatives. 

Surviving relatives were often in camps or hospitals, with no one to look out for them and a language barrier that makes communication difficult.

Some surviving children are also in hospitals and camps having just lost large numbers of family members and witnessed appalling violence they are now alone and frightened.

The displacement camps are overcrowded, short of food, water and medicines. Relatives who have made contact have reported they are not free to come and go but are captive there. The words ‘concentration camps’ were used by more than one speaker.

Most of those managing the camps do not speak Tamil. Contact is extremely difficult but where it has occurred it generally only brings worrying evidence of corruption and hardship in the camps.

People in the camps are begging relatives to send money from the UK to help them.

There are also more sinister concerns that there appears to be a real shortage of young men in the camps and no one knows where they have gone. Some reports seem to indicate that as many as 22,000 have been taken from the camps and there are real concerns about where so many people have gone. That is why people are so desperate to have proper independent monitoring of the camps.

There are also many rumours about bodies being cleared in the north before anyone is allowed in. Reports of women being raped are also commonplace as is the use of many banned weapons.

With new reports of people dying coming in every day, the desperate and urgent need to get effective aid into the area was repeated again and again as was the call for independent monitoring of the situation by the international community.

There was a general feeling that this was a genocide and real concern for the future survival of the Tamil people.

Siobhain McDonnagh MP was also at the meeting along with Sen Kandiah from Tamils for Labour.

Sen Kandiah spoke first and was keen to address peoples concerns that the Government doesn’t know what is happening. Sen has been instrumental in making sure they do and set out a few of the things that he had so far been involved with;

· Work is underway to have the Tamils ‘de’ prescribed as a terrorist organisation.

· Tamils for Labour have met with Gordon Brown who in turn has appointed Des Brown as his special envoy.

· They have also met with David Miliband and Lord Malloch-Brown who were shown an extremely hard hitting video about the current situation.

· David Miliband had then gone to the USA to press the case with President Obama.

· Overall Sen felt that Tamils had had excellent access right at the top of Government.
All of this has led to the UK taking the international lead in trying to persuade the UN to access the camps.

The UK Government is in regular, frequent and close contact with the Sri Lankan Government but they often choose to ignore advice.
The UK Government need to, and will continue to keep the pressure on but he felt it would not be helpful to withdraw diplomatic relations right now because that would sever the only link we have but this needs to be kept under serious review. Sen said the UK government is the most unpopular foreign government amongst pro Sri Lankan Government supporters; an effigy of David Miliband had even been burnt in the street so we must be doing something right.
It would also be helpful for MPs to encourage pressure to be put on the Indian Government.

Sen continued; it was clear that the campaigning by so many Tamils here at Westminster had working in putting the issue at the top of the Governments agenda.

It is now time to consider other organised action. Sen asked those present to consider organising a boycott (no law breaking) companies like Marks and Spencer were mentioned.

Tamils need to be professional and work with the Government and media to make sure that the Sri Lankan Government do not escape judgement for this war crime.
Siobhain McDonaugh MP is the Labour for Mitcham, a member of the All Party Tamil Group and an active campaigner on this subject.
Siobhain said she first got involved after listening to the testimony of a constituent. Since then she has been in regular and frequent contact with the Prime Minister, the Foreign Secretary, advisors, Civil Servants – anyone who can help raise the issue further up the agenda.
However, the UK is one voice in a big world. The Sri Lankan Government has been courted by China, Iran, etc….

Siobhain agreed that Tamils in the UK now need to get organised just like the anti-apartheid movement had done.
Pickets and boycotts should be organised against businesses that support Sri Lanka.

Both Laura and Siobhain are always ready to help where they can.

Laura Moffatt MP thanked Siobhain and Sen and said; standing with a placard had been effective but was no longer enough. Even the combined support of the UK and US is not enough therefore campaigners need to target their energies on more focussed activities.

Moving on – what do we all want to see for the future? 
Suggestions and ideas.

The idea of an organised campaign of boycotts and pickets was generally thought to be the way forward.
It was also suggested that a propaganda campaign be started to raise the issue of people going to Sri Lanka on holiday – this is a major source of foreign capital for the Sri Lankan Government and should be targeted, particularly as we have Gatwick in our area.

We need to see aid now but in the longer term we also have to see people re-settled in their homelands.

There is already some evidence that places are simply being re-named in the north and people are naturally concerned about the implications of that.

The Prime Minister’s Special Envoy to Sri Lanka - Rt Hon Des Brown MP – arrived as the meeting closed but was able briefly to listen to the concerns of members of the meeting and will receive a copy of this report.

Foreign Secretary – what should go in a letter to David Miliband MP
At the end of the meeting there was discussion around the main points that should go into a letter to the Foreign Secretary.

What follow is the full text of the letter Laura sent to the Prime Foreign Secretary, David Miliband;

Rt Hon David Miliband MP

Foreign Secretary

Foreign and Commonwealth Office

King Charles Street
London
SW1A 2AH

Dear David

I recently held a meeting with a group of Tamil people from my constituency in order to listen to some of the very deeply held concerns they have in respect of both the historic and recent violence in Sri Lanka.

Enclosed with this letter is a report of that meeting very helpful which will give you a flavour of the very responsible attitude of this group.

Both they and I are aware of the significant efforts the UK Government and your team in particular have made in bringing pressure to bear. Nevertheless towards the end of the meeting we agreed on some key issues that they would like me to raise with you directly;

· All violence must cease.

· The absolute priority must be to get independent monitors into the north of Sri Lanka in order to see first hand and understand what is going on in the camps. You will see in the report and I know understand the very pressing concerns held by many on this issue.

· The whereabouts of the many young men who are reported to be missing from the camps needs to be established and independently verified.

· The Sri Lankan Government must allow both medical and food aid to go into the camps in the north as a matter of urgency.

· The matter of a loan from the IMF must be kept off the agenda because there is not only a lack of confidence but real fear about what the government would use such money for.

Whilst I am aware that much is going on both I and my constituents would be grateful for your views on progress regarding the above issues.

Yours truly,
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Laura Moffatt

Member of Parliament for Crawley
�
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