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Sri Lanka is very much in the news these
days as events unfold at the United Nations
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) in Geneva.
The focus is on the final phase of the war
between the Armed forces of Sri Lanka and
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam
(LTTE). The avowed objective is eliciting the
truth about what had exactly happened in
that critical period.

The spotlight is primarily on the Sri

Lankan government headed by President
Mahinda Rajapaksa being held accountable
over its alleged acts of commission and
omission. At the forefront of this widespread
campaign are members of the Global Tamil
Diaspora and their organisations. In a
remarkable transformation many tiger-backed
or pro-tiger Diaspora organisations‘have
turned into champions of human rights.

The defeat of the LTTE and destruction of its
hierarchy has been somewhat a blessing in
disguise for these outfits. The eclipse of the
LTTE in Sri Lanka has resulted in a situation
where Tamil Diaspora activists are taking to
human rights in a big way. They are able to
demand action and sanctions against the Sri
Lankan regime without any care or concern
because the LTTE is no more.

When independent international
investigations are called for lip service is
paid to the need to delve into the conduct of
“both parties”. In the absence of a tangible
LTTE leadership that can be targeted such
references are mere abstract notions rather
than concrete realities.

The phenomenon of Tamil Diaspora leaders,
representatives and activists being re-born
as Independent “avatars” seeking justice
and accountability is all the more galling
when the recent past is recalled. The role and
conduct of the LTTE and pro-LTTE elements
within the Tamil Diaspora has played an
extremely negative role in plunging the
community into disaster. Yet these persons
are now able to project themselves in a new
image without feeling pangs of guilt or
expressing any remorse for the past.

”? During the latter stages of the war when
the army advanced and tigers retreated, the
shrinkage of the LTTE sphere of control in
the island resulted in the reduction of the
Tigers’ revenue base also. Thus, the Tigers
who had at one time ridiculed the Diaspora
were compelled to rely more and more on
funds raised from it

These elements have learnt from previous
blunders and are now re-configuring
themselves in seemingly positive formations.
The Diaspora that was unable to prevent the
LTTE military defeat in Mullivaaikkal is now
trying to extract revenge by advocating
International action against Sri Lanka.

INSIGHT

The role of the Diaspora was most
despicable in the final phase of the war. Yet
the same elements in fresh garb have
assumed new roles. I have in the past written
extensively about the LTTE and pro-LTTE
activities within and outside Sri Lanka but it
would be pertinent to draw on those writings
to provide an insight into current develop-
ments.

” A former LTTE spokesperson told a
German journalist that the expatriates were
economic refugees. The LTTE “poet
laureate” Puthuvai. Rathinaduraiin a poem
called them dogs “

In 1989, I attended a conference organised
by the pro-Tiger publication Tamil Voice
International in London. Among the
participants were politicians, journalists and
bureaucrats from India such as P. Upendra,
S. Unnikrishnan, Aladi Aruna, N.V.N. Somu,

K. Veeramani, A.P. Venkateswaran and
Samantha Datta Ray.

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)
leader Velupillai Prabakaran sent a felicitatory
message to the conference. The delegates,
consisting mainly of members of the
worldwide Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora, were
shocked by a reference in that message.

Prabakaran described the Diaspora as
“tholaintha santhathi” or lost generation.
The Diaspora representatives were seething
with anger but were unable or unwilling to
challenge the Tiger supremo’s poor opinion
of them.

Despite members of the Diaspora playing an
important role in the affairs of the LTTE, that
organisation regarded those who had “left
the homeland” (pulam peyarnthor) generally
with contempt. The LTTE described them as
people who had deserted “Tamil Eelam™ at a
critical juncture. A former LTTE
spokesperson told a German journalist that
the expatriates were economic refugees. The
LTTE “Poet Laureate” Puthuvai.
Rathinadurai in a poem called them dogs.
That opinion began to change as more and
more Tamils left Sri Lanka as refugees to
swell the numbers of a global Diaspora. Even
as contributions to the LTTE decreased at
home, the funds from abroad increased.

The LTTE fund raising mechanism operated
abroad generally in five modes.

FUND RAISING

The first was the mode known as “SO” or
Standing Order. This is a method by which
committed supporters of the LTTE make
arrangements through their banks for a

monthly sum to be sent directly to the front
organisation of the LTTE in his or her
country. This is a comparatively small sum
but has regularity guaranteed. There is no
coercion in this because those who
contribute are genuine supporters who do so
willingly. The funds raised through this
method are used for the running of LTTE
branches/fronts in each country.

The second was the annual general
collection. This is a collection drive executed

on an on-going basis throughout the years.
In this, Tamils regardless of whether they are
active supporters or not are targeted.
Pledges are extracted for certain sums of
money to be paid in a few installments.
Force, intimidation and coercion were used
frequently in these collections to make
people pay up or increase the sums of
money promised. An easy way of frightening
Tamils was by threatening harm to family
members living in Sri Lanka. A large number
of people paid up willingly too.

Earlier tiger collectors used to work on a
voluntary basis but later the collectors were
paid a commission depending on the amount
they collected. This incentive resulted in a
massive increase in the fundraising. At the
same time enthusiastic collectors engaged in
violence and intimidation to increase the
amount collected as their own income
through commissions too increased
proportionately.

The money raised through these collections
was spent in three ways. A substantial
portion of it was sent to the LTTE
headquarters in the Wanni for maintenance
and upkeep of the movement. Another
portion was sent to procurement agents
abroad for arms and ammunition purchases.
A third and perhaps the largest portion was
used for investment and setting up
businesses abroad.

The third form of fund raising was the one
known as “Special collection”. This is
actually a kind of credit or loan arrangement
used exclusively to facilitate the acquisition
of arms. This concept was pioneered by
Selvarasah Pathmanathan alias KP decades
ago when he was in charge of the LTTE
overseas procurement or arms purchases.
What had happened then was that huge
amounts of money were required at short
notice to make arms purchases. KP who was
then in overall charge of overseas LTTE
administration and fund-raising hit upon the
idea of a special collection to raise funds at
short notice.

» That opinion began to change as more and
more Tamils left Sri Lanka as refugees to
swell the numbers of a global Diaspora. Even
as contributions to the LTTE decreased at
home, the funds from abroad increased “

SPECIAL COLLECTION

A special collection was one where trusted,
diehard supporters of the LTTE in each
country particularly those whose credit was
good with banks, would obtain loans in their
names and then transfer the money to the
local LTTE agent or front. In most instances

- they would use their line of credit or put up

their houses as collateral to raise loans. By
this method a huge amount of money would
be secured rapidly and utilised for arms
purchases. The interest due to the banks for
these loans would be given by the local
LTTE branch through the funds obtained
through Standing Orders. While the interest
was paid off regularly in this way the
principal was also paid off gradually through
the money raised by the general collection.
KP made sure that all the loans procured by
tiger supporters in their personal capacity for
a special collection was paid off in due
course without default. His successors too
followed suit. Thus the special collection
idea caught on among LTTE supporters and
exceedingly large amounts were raised and
paid off without mishap. A special collection
was usually undertaken once in eighteen
months.

Apart from these, there were two other broad
methods to generate funds. One was by

DIASPORA LTTE ACTIVISTS POSING
AS HUMAN RIGHTS CHAMPIONS

staging performances and shows and by
selling stuff like calendars, videos, DVD’s,
Audio CD’s, books, magazines, newspapers,
souvenirs etc. Money was also raised by
staging Black Tigers’ day and great heroes’
day celebrations too. On the one hand
people were charged large amounts for
admission while on the other people were
also asked to make donations to cover the
expenses.

Finally there were the investments in
commercial concerns. The LTTE justified its
entry into pure commercial pursuits by
stating that avenues of regular income
should be ensured to sustain the armed
struggle at all times. Since reliance on
contributions alone could prove unsteady in
the long run the tigers needed to set up
commercial enterprises on a wide-ranging
basis, it was argued.

During the latter stages of the war when the
army advanced and tigers retreated, the
shrinkage of the LTTE sphere of control in
the island resulted in the reduction of the
Tigers’ revenue base too. Thus, the Tigers
who had at one time ridiculed the Diaspora
were compelled to rely more and more on
funds raised from it.

ENDGAME

With the LTTE getting gradually boxed into a
tiny strip of coastal territory in the Assistant
Government Agent division of
Karaithuraipattu in the Mullaithivu district,
the endgame for the Tigers began. The fate
of Prabakaran itself became a big question
mark. Desperate, the LTTE turned to the
Diaspora. The wheel had turned full circle.
The LTTE claiming to liberate the Tamil
people now started looking to the “pulam
peyarnthor” to extricate itself from the

DES Jeyaral

morass it had sunk into.

It was felt that only high-level pressure
exerted by the international community could
compel Sri Lankan President Mahinda
Rajapaksa to call off the offensive and enter
into negotiations with the LTTE. The Tigers
gasping for breath, needed oxygen. For this
task, the LTTE hierarchy thought that the
Tamil Diaspora would be the trump card.
Sections of the Diaspora in Western
countries would mount pressure on their
respective governnients and make them
pressurise Colombo. The Tiger lobby in
Tamil Nadu was expected to do the same in
India.

An international campaign focusing on the
plight of Tamil civilians in Tiger-controlled
territory was to be orchestrated. Charges of
genocide were raised. The objective was to
use the civilians’ plight to pressure the
international community into fulfilling its
responsibility to protect civilians. The
Tigers who were known for grave political
miscalculations, were way off the mark in this
too.

While being sympathetic to the tragedy, the
international community had a different take
on its causes and possible remedy. The
unwritten consensus was that the LTTE was
primarily responsible for the Tamils’ plight.
The bulk of the Tamil people were being held
against their will by the Tigers. As such the
crisis amounted to a “hostage” situation.
The best option, therefore, was for the LTTE
to release the civilian hostages and discuss
terms of surrender.

(contineu next week.....)
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