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3May 2021  

H uman civilization is often challenged. During each of these 
challenges, the extent of humanity and its potentiality is 
tested. Countries which have come together to overcome the 

challenges gradually developed while the nations that were divided 
for various narrow political aspirations in the face of the challenges 
degenerated.

This month marks the 12th anniversary of the liberation of Sri 
Lanka from the scourge of terrorism that has lasted nearly three decades. 
We bow our heads while paying gratitude to all those who have sincerely 
contributed to this victory. As Winston Churchill, former Britain's Prime 
Minister, once said, "We sleep soundly in our beds because rough men 
stand ready in the night to visit violence on those who would do us harm.” 

So let us not forget to thank those individuals for their 
unconditional sacrifice and commitment in securing safety for all. If not 
for them, even today, we will have child soldiers whose childhoods were 
snatched away to spread terrorism. If not for them, even today, we will 
still have brainwashed men and women willing to wear suicide jackets. If 
not for them, our unarmed men, women and children will be killed on the 
streets every day, and devotees who come to the shrines to seek solace 
will be chased and shot at. If not for them, our beloved motherland is 
nothing but a wasteland. Twelve years after the end of that tragic past, 
many countries in the world, including Sri Lanka, are suffering from a 
global pandemic on epic proportions. We are experimenting with various 
strategies to overcome the current challenge. While we can overcome 
these challenges it is important to understand the responsibility and duty 
of the individual and to fulfill that responsibility correctly. It cannot be 
done by the state or the government alone. The key is to work together.

Self-discipline is the basic tool that is important for overcoming 
challenges. It can only be mastered through self-awareness. It cannot 
be done by any order or influence made by anyone or any authority. The 
important thing is to work to give meaning to one's life according to one's 
own conscience. As the excerpts of the book, The Buddha’s Brain: The 
Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love and Wisdom, featured in this 
issue states, "nurturing your own development isn’t selfish. It’s actually a 
great gift to other people." The authors of this book, using the scientific 
facts of modern neuroscience to explain how the interconnections 
between the nerves in the brain decide the function of mind and vise-
versa first discussed in sermons of Gautama Buddha 2500 years ago. 
Buddha is a state that cannot be understood by an ordinary person. The 
Dhamma sermonettes of Gautama Buddha explain the importance of 
self-realization that can be gained by making a person accountable and 
responsible for his actions. Self-realization lead path to self-awareness. 
Self-awareness lead path to self-discipline. This understanding is 

important in order to make life in this world meaningful. 
This fact can be pointed out as a basic fact that should be 

understood individually by a citizen living in any state. In a state, the 
seeds that germinate in the fulfillment of national responsibilities are 
the citizens who have mastered self-discipline. In a society where the 
majority of such citizens live, not only they but also the people to be born 
are lucky. As a national responsibility, there is a fundamental thing that 
must be done by every citizen. That is to give meaning to one's life. This 
can be done by carefully examining what they have done and evaluating 
it independently.

Unfortunately, Sri Lanka, like many other countries, has a bleak 
picture when looking at the behavior of many people who use the media 
and social media for communication. Many people waste a significant 
amount of time in their lives making narrow criticisms and insulting 
another person. They spend valuable time of their lives on hearsay. This 
trend is creating a great deal of social confusion. Some hypocritical 
states that use human rights and other fundamental freedoms as tools to 
expand their political power are abusing their technologies and engulfing 
the entire human civilization. They call it freedom. But that is just a 
delusion. They have confused the minds of ordinary people in theirs and 
other countries for profit. We think it is important to recall here a basic 
point made by the famous philosopher Aldous Leonard Huxley. “Today 
the art of mind-control is in the process of becoming a science. The 
practitioners of this science know what they are doing and why”, he said. 

Bottom-line is that if one can't control his/her mind, someone 
else certainly will.  A good example of this is the way many people in this 
country use tools including social media. The best yardstick by which 
to measure the progress of the people living in a state is the quality of 
the messages that those people share. It is important to look back at 
the path we have taken as a country twelve years after the end of the 
war which controlled minds and decided every moment of the people 
for nearly three decades. History always teaches us important lessons.  
Unfortunately, many are either reluctant to or ignorance to learn what 
history has taught us. 

 We as citizens need to examine whether our responsibilities to 
the state have been properly fulfilled in the past. Then they have to work 
on making the necessary attitudinal changes to master the self-discipline 
needed to properly fulfill our responsibilities. An attitudinally advanced 
society more accurately identifies national interests and does not exploit 
them for various narrow political purposes. Our motherland thrives when 
the number of messages shared throughout society by people who have 
mastered the art of self-discipline increases and those messages are 
given due value. That is the basis of true nationalism.  



The following excerpts are from remarks 
made by the President Gotabaya Rajapaksa 
at the 15th Governing Council meeting 
of the Non-aligned and Other Developing 
Countries for Science and Technology

S cience and technology-based 
planning is what was used to 
build and transform the world. 
Indeed, technology provides 

answers to many of the challenges 
that are taking place in this dynamic 
world. Current COVID-19 pandemic and 
the development of different types of 
vaccines in record time with adequate 
clinical trials is a living example to show 
the important role that could be played by 
science and technology in human life.

It is well known that we face 
major challenges in introducing new 
technologies due to high capital 
investment. Similarly, there is heavy 
competition developing countries have 
to face. As a result, our own inventions 
do not progress much. My government, 
therefore, has established a separate 
Ministry for Technology under my purview 
to introduce new technologies in all 
feasible sectors enabling us to increase 
our market share in the global economy.

Exchanging technologies, 
through a centre of this nature would 
be a strategic approach to minimize 
our capital investment in introducing 
new technologies.  Sri Lanka has 
currently embarked on introducing a 
scientific approach and technological 
advancements in major economic sectors 
such as Information and Communication 
Technology, agriculture, plantations, and 
fisheries. We are more than happy to 
collaborate with other member countries 
in sharing our best practices in these 
sectors.

Nevertheless, if a country to become 
a technology-based economy, it is 
important that local and indigenous 
technologies are integrated with high-

end technologies. Sri Lanka has a proud 
history of indigenous and traditional 
technologies that are environmentally 
friendly. This would further elevate the 
level of cooperation between member 
countries specially in introducing and 
developing new industrial start-ups in 
several fields including herbal and food 
technology so as to address issues in 
pandemic situations.

The entire world is now moving 
towards developing strategies and plans 
to overcome the adverse impacts caused 
by COVID-19. Sri Lanka is no exception. 
Fortunately, Sri Lanka has a strong health 
system to handle pandemics and we 
also observe that the recent pandemic 
has presented a greater opportunity for 
the Science, Technology and Innovation 
(STI) sector, especially to showcase the 
abilities of researchers, scientists and 
inventors in meeting the immediate needs of 
the health sector.

Digitizing 
Democracy

A country to become 
a technology-
based economy, it 
is important that 
local and indigenous 
technologies are 
integrated with high-
end technologies.
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Sri Lanka’s advancement towards sustainable development has been noteworthy, especially 
since the end of the three-decade long conflict. In order for the development to reach all strata 
of the society, government institutions need to take all inclusive and pragmatic approaches with 
sufficient freedom to exercise their due authorities. 

The strength of government institutions is showcased in their ability to serve all segments of 
the society representing any area without any discrimination. It is this capability that President 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa seeks to reinforce, when facilitating the interaction between government 
institutions and the rural public, during the programme ‘Gama Samaga Pilisandara (Dialogue 
with the Village)’.

Strong 
Institutions for 
Sustainable 
Development
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About Yombuwel Tenna

Y ombuwel Tenna is situated 
in the Walapane Divisional 
Secretariat, in the district of 
Nuwara Eliya. This village is 

a landmark in the history of the Kandyan 
era as the location where Adigar 
Monarawila Keppetipola left the British 
troops to re-join the Sinhalese Army 
during the Kandyan rebellion. Following 
this, Yombuwel Tenna had been a major 
support ground for the Sinhalese forces 
during the Uva-Wellassa rebellion.

Today, Yombuwel Tenna is a 
relatively isolated village with no major 
road access, housing only 139 families. 
Farming, which is their primary livelihood 

needs much assistance. Schools and 
hospitals in and around the village need 
infrastructure facilities. Youth need the 
vocational training assistance to move 
towards other types of employment than 
farming.

Yombuwel Tenna needs to be 
uplifted to its former glory.

Pulse of the People 

Opening the discussion His 
Excellency stated that the aim of these 
dialogues with the villages is to eventually 
achieve the complete eradication of 
poverty. This is a goal that can certainly 
be achieved, if we plan and work smart. 

The need for the public service to take 
pragmatic approaches to solve problems 
in the grassroots level was emphasized 
by His Excellency. The strength of public 
institutions depends on their ability to 
strike a balance between requirements 
of the existing rules and regulations, 
and demands of the public. Cultural 
nuances that have withstood the test of 
time for thousands of years cannot be 
overlooked as well, when delivering public 
services. This is where the difference 
between deforestation and cleaning the 
premises of a forest monastery needs 
to be distinctly understood when taking 
punitive action. 

Chief incumbent of the village 
temple raised the concern of children 

Yombuwel Tenna
“Laws are enacted to facilitate serving the public 
– not to intimidate them.”
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getting addicted to smoking and the 
use of liquor, especially due to the cold 
weather of the area. The Thero requested 
that a sports ground be provided to the 
area so that the youth have a means of 
recreation, which will take them off the 
unhealthy habits. In response, Governor 
of the Central Province pledged that this 
will be provided.

A concern was also raised about 
the Pinus, Cyperus and Eucalyptus 
plantations in the area which drain all 

the ground water, creating a scarcity 
of drinking as well as irrigation water. 
Responding to this, the Conservator 
General of Forest stated that Pinus 
plantations are being converted to those 
with indigenous plants, while exploring 
the possibility of retaining  Eucalyptus 
plantations for commercial purposes. 
The President noted the need for 
protecting the aquifers in the hill country 
and instructed that such commercial 
plantations at critical locations of high 

elevation be replaced by indigenous plant 
varieties as soon as possible.

Responding to the grievances 
of the locals that ranged from the lack 
of facilities in hospitals to insufficient 
teaching staff in schools, relevant 
authorities promised that Tibbatugoda, 
which is in close proximity to Yombuwel 
Tenna will get a hospital with full 
facilities, which can provide medical 
services to Yombuwel Tenna as well. 
A protective wall will be constructed  
around the Galagamuwatta Secondary 
School. It will be provided with drinking 
water and teaching staff as well. The 
road access to Yombuwel Tenna will 
be improved by the rehabilitation of a 
number of roads and the construction of 
15 bridges.

The President also informed that 
the number of exiting police stations will 
be revisited to be increased in number, 
making the area of each police station, 
smaller than at present'. This will enhance 
their service as well as the strength. 

During the extensive discussion 
centering the need to provide these 
villagers with access to modern facilities,  
it was decided to develop the nearby 
townships of Walapane and Pudalu Oya 
in their full scope’..  
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About Derangala
 

D erangala has a total 
population of 1980 with 
a mix of both Sinhalese 
and Tamils. It is situated 

in the Pitabeddara Divisional Secretariat 
in the Matara District. Derangala is a 
scenic area with beautiful landscapes, 

frequently patched by tea plantations. 
It houses a considerable number of 
Sinhalese families who had resided 
in Jaffna until the 1980s, and had left 
the area as a result of the conflict.
Agriculture is the main livelihood here 
while tea and cinnamon cultivations are 
equally important. Over a 175 acres of 
paddy lands are not cultivated at present 
due to the lack of irrigation water. The 

villagers accuse the bureaucracy for 
not facilitating agriculture and complain 
that they have to travel long distances 
to obtain services of the Divisional 
Secretariat, Pradesheeya Sabha,  
the nearest police station and the 
hospital.

Derangala needs to be connected 
with the major service providing 
institutions at all levels.

Derangala, Pitabeddara
“Achieving self-sufficiency is critical for 
the country’s long term sustenance.”
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Pulse of the people

Opening the discussion, His 
Excellency observed that government 
Institutions sometimes tend to 
operate in isolation. Even to resolve 
a problem that several institutions 
take a stake in common, operations 
are carried out without coordination 
among the key stakeholders’. ‘This 
has caused the public to move from 
pillar to post, between institutions, 
to get a specific task done. The 
President emphasized that this 
practice needs to change in order 
to provide a better service delivery 
to the public. During the discussion, 
His Excellency revealed that plans are 
underway to increase the percentage 
of the contribution of renewal energy 
to the national grid up to 70% by 2030. 
This will greatly reduce the fossil fuel 
usage, and in turn, will significantly 
reduce the carbon footprint of the 
country. 

Recalling an issue that 
kept surfacing during all previous 
programmes, His Excellency 
stated that no legal or regulatory 
allowance had been made to promote 
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deforestation. However, it is only fair 
that lands that had been traditionally 
cultivated for generations and have 
recently been demarcated as forest or 
wildlife reserves be given back to their 
rightful owners for farming.

Villagers of Derangala 
raised the issue of a large extent 
of paddy lands being acquired by 
the government several years ago, 
to construct a prison. Since the 
acquisition had taken place, neither 
the prison nor the paddy cultivation 
had taken place. 

 In response, His Excellency 
observed that food security of the 
country is of foremost importance 
to ensure national security. The 
policy of the government is to build a 
green economy based on agriculture. 
Achieving self-sufficiency is critical 
for our long term sustenance. He 
instructed that paddy lands that 
had been acquired for the prison 
premises be released immediately 
and farmers be allowed to continue 
with cultivating.  

Villagers also had numerous 
grievances in relation to lands, 
ranging from delays in surveying 
to the unavailability of title deeds. 
The President instructed all related 
institutions including the Land 
Commissioner General’s Department 
and the Survey Department to conduct 
a field survey together to solve all land 
-related issues in Derangala and the 
surrounding areas without delay.

A few children of the local 
school Derangala Vidyalaya as well 
as a few nearby schools requested 
that their schools be provided with 
sufficient facilities and teaching staff. 
In response, those were promised to 
give sports grounds, an auditorium, 
teachers for agricultural science and 
technology subjects within the next 
few weeks.

The end of the event was 
marked by a donation of computers 
by SLT Mobitel to the Seelarathana 
Vidyalaya of Derangala and a 
Television, for the use of the Derangala 
Junior School. 
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About Bogaswewa

B ogaswewa is a small village 
located in the Northern 
Province, close to the border 
between the Northern and the 

North Central provinces. It houses 2,934 
families with a good mix of Sinhalese and 
Tamils. 

As the name denotes, Bogaswewa 
has a number of small tanks that date 
back over a thousand years. These, 
however, have not been rehabilitated 
recently, causing difficulties for agriculture 
and other related livelihoods of the people. 
Road access to this village is poor due to 
the lack of maintenance. Archaeological 

remnants are found in abundance in and 
around Bogaswewa, which need to be 
properly documented and preserved.

Bogaswewa suffers from a severe 
scarcity of water and an inadequate 
administrative support from the 
government institutions in the area, which 
are also heavily understaffed.

Pulse of the People

Opening the discussion, The 
President recalled that a large majority 
of the country’s population still live in 
rural areas. The government’s policy 
of giving subsidies for agriculture, and 

establishing a minimum guaranteed price 
for paddy aim at improving the harvest 
of rural farmers, eventually enhancing 
the standard of life in the rural areas. 
The government strives to empower the 
local farmer and the local entrepreneur. 
All government institutions have to align 
their activities to achieve this objective. 
This becomes a special requirement when 
utilizing the limited resources, such as 
lands. Public institutions in agriculture 
are responsible for educating farmers 
about new technologies to obtain a high 
yield from small plots of cultivating lands. 
Assisting them to make the maximum 
use of the available limited resources 
is one way of promoting sustainable 

Bogaswewa
“Public servants are duty-bound to serve anywhere in the country 
– especially rural areas.”
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development. 
During the discussion it was 

revealed that Public institutions 
in this area suffer from a severe 
shortage of staff. The reasons were 
revealed as the unwillingness of 
recruits to serve in these remote 
areas with low facilities. In response, 
His Excellency observed that it is the 
duty of all public servants to be able 
to serve anywhere in the country as 
required. He instructed the senior 
officials present to educate their 
employees of this requirement and 
get the necessary staff transferred to 
offices in these remote areas without 
delay.

A number of concerns 
were raised regarding the lack 
of irrigation water in this area. 
Bogaswewa has a large number 
of ancient tanks and canals. 
However, the lack of rehabilitation 
has caused a scarcity of irrigation 
water, resulting in a considerable 
number of familities leaving the 
area. Although 13 tanks have been 
earmarked for rehabilitation under 
the “Wari Saubhagya (Prosperity 
through Irrigation)” programme, 
many more need reconstruction 
and rehabilitation. A pragmatic 
solution needed to be given to the 
complex land and irrigation issues 
prevailing in this area, involving 
several government institutions. The 
President directed the Secretary to 
the Ministry of Irrigation to conduct 
a comprehensive study on the 
enhancement of capacities of tanks 
in the area and to submit a report 
within a fortnight in order to take 
further action.

The discussion concluded 
with the distribution of title deeds 
to a few representatives as a token, 
from the pool of eligible persons as a 
token, and the donation of computers, 
laptops, a television as well as a few 
other equipment to all schools in and 
around Bogaswewa.

by Jeevanthie Senanayake 
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The thinking pattern of our people needs to change, General 
Kamal Gunaratne Secretary, Ministry Of Defence said in 
an interview with Nilantha Ilangamuwa, editor in Chief of 
Lanka Courier.  General Kamal Gunaratne (Retd), having a 
distinguished military career of over 35 years and holding 
many key appointments in all areas of Defence and Civil - 
Military Coordination, assumed duties as the Secretary of 
Defence in November 2019. 

Being a decorated soldier, he was the Master General 
Ordinance at Army Headquarters from 2015 to 2016. General 
(Retd) Gunaratne, who was the General Officer Commanding 
of the 53 Division from April 2008 to July 2009, commanded 
his troops during the Humanitarian Operation of the final 
phase of the Eelam War IV, which completely annihilated the 

30-years of terrorism by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) on May 19. He also served as the Commander, Security 
Forces Headquarters (SF HQ) Wanni.

General Gunaratne (Retd) had served as the Deputy 
Ambassador in Brazil from 2012 to 2015.

After retiring from active military service in 2016, he held top 
posts in the private sector and has authored books based on 
his 35-year experience in the military.

A past student of Dharmapala Vidyalaya, Pannipitiya and 
Ananda College, Colombo, General (Retd) Gunaratne joined 
the Sri Lanka Army as an Officer Cadet in August, 1981.

Excerpts from the interview; 

Reengineering 
National Security 
An Exclusive Interview with General Kamal Gunaratne (Retd) WWV 
RWP RSP USP ndc psc MPhil , Secretary, Ministry Of Defence
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 In your book you have spoken at length about the 
war and the root causes. Do you think we as nation 
have learned a lesson out of this conflict?

 I think this government, being a responsible 
one, has learned with past experience the root causes for this 
problem, how terrorism started, developed and the evolution 
of LTTE to become another standing army, a dedicated navy 
and simple Air force. It was a huge strength which other 
international terrorist organizations did not posses. We have 
done lots of studies on strategic, operational and tactical 
level of the instances we have gone wrong. Because when 
something is taking root you need to nip it in the bud, because 
if you don’t, it is going to take roots and will make it extremely 
difficult to tackle it. This arose due to various political moves 
orchestrated by politicians with various agendas. Following the 
independence the Tamil sought a 50/50 majority in parliament, 
when Mr Bandaranaike came into power he wanted to declare 
Sinhala as a national language which by default deprived the 
rights of many other ethnic groups. So this can be described 
as a root cause, because since time immemorial Sinhalese 
and Tamil had been coexisting together, but it changed. One 
lesson we learnt is the need for a proper intelligence network. 
Even if you have the biggest standing army in the region 
unless you have an experienced, educated and interconnected 
intelligence system which is integrated with every other 
intelligence agency you are not going to be successful. 
Even when we were young officers, we used to laugh at the 
intelligence agency because they were 
wrong. After a period of time, we realized 
the need for a proper system. During the 
last phase of the Eelam War 4, led by 
the then President Mahinda Rajapaksa 
and the then Secretary of Defense 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa we realized the 
need for this and an overhaul happened. 
Intelligence began to work together, 
they shared knowledge and experience. 
Unfortunately all of this was destroyed 
by the Yahapalana government this was 
one of the major contributory factor for 
this victory. 

Secondly we recognized the 
need for a sizeable force to handle the 
operation. The moment the enemy started something, the 
intelligence should be able to know it beforehand. A process 
then takes shape where information is collected, irrelevant 
information is skimmed and intelligence is disseminated. 

Thirdly when intelligence is provided, there should be 
skilled individuals. The army has various regiments. The army 
should be very well organized to meet any situation predicated 
by the intelligence. That is why when the Yahapalana 
government was all out to downsize the forces particularly 

the army, we objected. Because we should wait and see. 
At the end of the war we apprehended more than 6000 and 
another 6000 surrendered. They were taken into custody 
and put through a comprehensive rehabilitation process. No 
cadres should take up arms again. This was handled by the 
army, except for one incident of Gopi, not a single incident of 
terrorism by these individuals. Even today the international 
Tamil Diaspora is trying hard to revive the organization but our 
intelligence worked harder. 

 As you pointed out there was a well coordinated 
approach yet there seems to be an endless spate 
of allegations which keeps coming up. What is your 
response to those?

 All these allegations propped up after 19 May 
2009 when we ended the war. If you study the allegations 
that have been leveled against the then President, Defense 
Secretary, the army commander and even myself, anyone 
in their right mind will realize there is no credibility to these 
allegations. If you study the report by the HRC commissioner’s 
office, it’s a bundle of rubbish. Just because they want to pin us 
to the wall they come out with allegation but by doing so, they 
lose their credibility. Even the other member states realize that 
it’s fabricated. The best example is that not a single incident 
of terrorism has been reported since the end of the war, then 
why the fuss? In those days, there were so many casualties 
reported from attacks daily, people in the North and East hid 

their children in fear of their LTTE, no exchange of fire, no flying 
ambulance. Have a look at the road network in the Northern 
Province. We had never seen it and every home was given the 
electricity supply but no one speaks of it. 

When donor agencies came to meet me back 
when I was the Vanni commander, they always mentioned 
malnutrition, so I challenged them and told them that if they 
ever found a malnourished child, I will resign and go home. 
That was the level the government maintained. 

Even if you have the biggest standing army in the 
region unless you have an experienced, educated 
and interconnected intelligence system which is 
integrated with every other intelligence agency 
you are not going to be successful
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When there is a war between two standing army, the 
LTTE had a standing army of its own, there will be casualties 
from both sides and in addition to that there will be casualties 
from the civilians. But we being a responsible and respectable 
government force, we always said civilian casualty zero 
tolerance. But we cannot maintain the zero level because it 
was obvious. We managed it with minimum casualties but all 
of that has been conveniently forgotten. 

The government will have 
to convince with facts that they 
have wrong assumptions, which 
they are coming to question us 
with preconceived notions fed to 
them by segments of the society 
with vested interest of the Tamil 
Diaspora. Sri Lankan diplomatic 
missions in foreign countries 
should take the message across 
the world.

 Do we have a strategy 
on a diplomatic level to 
address this?

 Some diplomatic 
missions have taken the initiative 
to restore the confidence but I 
can’t say the same for all. Everyone 
should take this mission seriously 
including the media.

 When it comes to this 
kind of national issues, 
we have seen disunity 
among the society, even 
among politicians, how 
do we then convince the 
general public to come 
together?

 The only solution 
rests with leaders, even opposition 
politicians, they have to act 
responsibly. Because with wrong 
utterances, the damage will be 
high. After or during the Wadukodai 
resolution the seeds of hatred were 
sowed. It was fuelled by the Sinhala 
only act. These are the tricks and 
gimmicks of politicians who play 
for the gallery. Now consider what 
the northern politicians say, they 

never speak of development but of the shortcomings. They 
want to keep their people in poverty. They don’t want children 
in those areas to become educated. That should not happen, 
we should reserve love for children irrespective of their 
ethnicity, cast or creed. If you take the southern politician, any 
move to keep the people safe and happy by ensuring national 
security, they always criticize, they are trying to find something 
wrong. In the European countries, if the previous government 
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had done something good, the next government continues it 
but it’s not the same in South Asian countries.

 You speak at length about patriotism and you’ve 
written about it too. How does that fit in to this 
context?

 When Mr. Mahinda Rajapaksa was the then 
President of this country, he said first comes the country, 
second comes the country and third comes the country. 
That is an example of patriotism where nothing else takes 
precedence. You are gifted to be born here, you get free 
education from Grade 1, you get free health care at any time, 
and you get everything. How many countries in this world 
offer this? This much of social security is given to you and 
your loved ones. This is a beautiful country and the hospitality 
of our people is known the world over. Our motherland was 
protected by our ancestors who sacrificed their lives for 
freedom. More than 29000 soldiers were killed and more than 
3000 were reported missing in action. Patriotism means the 
love towards the motherland and its future generation. 

 You complete 1 year and 5 months in your 
capacity, please take me through some of your 
achievements so far?

 One of the biggest challenges, which our 

President wanted to undertake, was to crush the underworld 
and drug menace. When I took over the Defense ministry, the 
police and TRC were under me. I have control over prisons, 
we started long journey, an uphill task but we were successful 
in the amount of drugs we seized. We had to take more 
measures to control the underworld kingpins and that is why I 
came out with the idea of a maximum security prison which is 
now in Boosa. The most notorious criminals are kept there and 
they are not even allowed to make calls. That kind of control 
has been established. We identified the drug dealers chain of 
commands and their proxies. 

 What are the challenges you faced?

 controlling the kingpins, the amount of money 
they have amassed. Because when a lot of money is offered, 
there are many within the societies who are willing to do 
anything for it. Our main focus of attention was drawn to 
users, most of them are youth who went astray. Just because 
they were arrested with a packet of drugs their life is destroyed 
when they are put behind bars for several months, the prison 
system here is unforgiving because it is notorious. So when a 
user is arrested we want him or her to be produced before a 
magistrate and then sent to rehabilitation.

 Today is 21st April, we are aware of what happened 
in the country two years ago.  There are so many 
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conflicting reports of what happened. How do you 
see it?

 If you are a leader in different capacities, you 
have to behave like one. There are two types of leaders. 
People who are born with leadership qualities and then there 
are others who are hereditary. Regardless of where you fall 
into one you have to behave, talk, and think like a leader. Just 
because you get some wrong information, if you are a leader 
you must not amplify it. The leaders today should look at their 
roles seriously, they should think of the people, who elected 
them there. When they begin to think that way, they act more 
responsibly. 

This whole episode I consider it as a negligence of 
duty due to ignorance. After serving in the army for 35 years 
and four days I was out and in the corporate sector and came 
back as the defense secretary. The moment I receive a single 
piece of information I can smell something. I am an infantry 
soldier, I see, I hear, I smell and I feel. I see the danger 100s 
of kilometers away; I don’t wait until the danger comes to 
hug me. In the forces we have something called preemption, 
we have something called shaping the battle field. I am not 
talking of battle fields with columns of tanks or artillery. But in 
any battle field you have to shape the battle in a way that the 
enemy will play into your hands. As commander of the army, 
navy or air force, it is the same for the defense secretary or 
minister. 

97 warnings had come but one had been taken 
seriously. Someone sent a letter, another person has passed 
it on and then washed their hands. If there is even a slightest 
danger to the national security you have to be careful. Every 
life is lying in your hands.

 What are your challenges in strengthening national 
security in a post Easter attack scenario?

 There are two main challenges, the first being 
the extremism and the other is separatism. If you look at 
separatism, in 19 May 2009 we eradicated the LTTE terrorism 
with great sacrifices and people returned their normalcy. 
But things changed, after a period of time, people started 
abusing the privilege, they started to sling mud at us and 
have conveniently forgotten the sacrifices made by the 
forces. We maintained the same standard with regard to 
intelligence but with Yahapalana government, the extremists 
got the upper hand. We finished terrorism but not separatism 
because there are still Tamil leaders with various motives and 
interested parties of Tamil Diaspora are still trying to get the 
machinery going again. When it came to extremism it was a 
result of negligence. We are dealing with extremism and we 
have taken many measures including last week where we 
proscribed 11 extremis organization. It is not a discrimination 
against an ethnicity or religion, anyone who spread extremism 

will need to be dealt it. I remember when my regiment took 
down Prabahakaran I was asked by foreign journalists and I 
told them that I salute my gallant soldiers who pursued the 
nation’s to the desired end. The desired end is a formulation of 
the aspiration of the entire population.

 Do you think it’s time to reengineer how we think of 
national security?

 The thinking pattern of our people needs to 
change. They need to be more patriotic. Some have no 
patriotism, they have received free education, free health but 
curse the nation. By cursing the motherland they become a 
curse unto themselves. 

 Can you tell me about the importance of regional 
cooperation for national security?

 When you look at neighbours, internationally, 
they have different agenda. They have enemies amongst 
themselves, so in order to ensure their national security, they 
might flex the muscle towards us as well. When it comes 
to intelligence sharing we have a good network with other 
countries but I don’t know if the same kind of understanding 
is there in every aspect. We have to be very careful when 
addressing the neighbors and thoughtful when addressing 
the international community and must not get emotional or  
angry. 

 We live in a data driven society, and the traditional 
tools are not enough. How do you look at emerging 
trends?

 With the technological advances, we have to look 
at it and see if we are on the correct or wrong path. If you take 
social media, it a result of a technologically advanced systems 
and we have to touch our hearts and see if we are using it 
for the betterment or stir anger and hatred. Unfortunately it is 
mostly used for the latter. I don’t think we are on the correct 
path. Every citizen has the responsibility to act in a way that 
does not hurt others.

 Lastly, your advice to the younger generation?

 To put the country first. Every child regardless 
of the society, cast, gender that they are born into, have a 
responsibility and ability to love this country and help take it 
forward. The Jewish community is a prime example of this, it 
is their game of survival. They are surrounded by enemies, but 
because they are united, they are where they are today. 
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Story of a man who 
transformed his life to 
shelter and educate 
hundreds of kids 
affected during armed 
conflict and social-
disparity in Sri Lanka

An Exclusive Interview 
with Selvarasa 
Pathmanathan,  
Social Activist and 
Founder of North-
East Rehabilitation 
and Development 
Organization

When one time the world’s 
most wanted man is given 
the chance to speak, what 
does he say? When he is given 
the chance to walk freely, 
where does he go? When he 
is given time and freedom, 
what does he do? His name 
is Selvarasa Pathmanathan, 
but most people refer to him 
as a terrorist. Known as KP, he 
was a driving force behind the 
most ruthless terrorist outfit 
in the world, the LTTE. Where 
is KP today and what is he 
doing, during the last decade 
since the brutal conflict ended 
in 2009.

Nilantha Ilangamuwa, Editor 
in Chief of Lanka Courier 
visited Kilinochchi and sat 
with a man, who today 
weighs his words more than 
he ever did. His life depends 
on his works and words more 
than ever before. He is a case 
study to search true meaning 
of reconciliation. He has 
shown that reconciliation is 
not merely a game playing 
with rhetoric while lauding 
at international forums to 
gain personal desires but 
commitments toward helping 
society to uplift the livelihood 
of ordinary men and women.

Excerpts from the interview;

  Tell me about 
Sencholai?

  Thank you 
for visiting me and for your 
organization to give us some 
publicity. I have to thank the 
President for giving me this 
opportunity to start Sencholai. 
While I was in custody in 
Colombo, I requested the 
President, who was at the 
time the Defense Secretary; 
I told him I wanted to do 

something useful for the rest 
of my life, particularly to the 
children and elders. He gave 
me permission and allowed 
me to visit Kilinochchi and 
to select a place and start 
a children’s home. It was 
in 2010. We started Anbu 
children’s home in Mullaitivu 
then Bharathi children’s home 
in the same area. These lands 
were previously occupied 
by the army and when we 
requested these lands they 
handed it back to us. Over 
100 girls, who were affected 
by the war were enrolled and 
we are successfully running 
the school. Most of them are 
without parents, others with 
single parents. They live a 
very difficult life in the post 
conflict. We wanted to support 
them through their education. 
At the beginning in Anbu we 
had 30, within six months we 
had over 100 children. And 
then we started Bharathi. 
There are over 100 girls there. 
Very successfully we are 
running this orphanage. This 
one we opened in 2013. 

When I was arrested I 
thought that they were going 
to deport me. When I landed 
here, I thought to myself that 
my life was over. When I heard 
of the Defense Secretary 

who is the President today, I 
conjured up the image that he 
was a very serious, stern and 
tough person. When I landed 
here I thought they would take 
me to the cemetery. I said bye 
to my family in my heart and 
thought to myself, that this life 
had ended. Maybe in the next 
life I could meet them again. 

They took me to the 
Defense Secretary’s house. 
When I entered I noticed in 
the entrance, a statue of 
the Buddha. When I saw the 
light I got a feeling that I was 
safe. I was feeling very low at 
the time but when I saw this 
light, I felt a little energized. 
I sat down with the Defense 
Secretary and he came and 
shook hands with me. When 
he sat down and began to 
talk, I was thinking to myself, 
what is going on. This cannot 
be happening to me. This is 
the opposite of what should 
be happening to me. He was 
seated so freely and talking 
casually contrary to the 
picture people painted and 
propagated of him. I got the 
belief that I am safe. Within 
a  minute, I went from hell 
to heaven. It is because of 
this experience I know what 
it is like. We discussed both 
the past and the future. He 

Bliss of 
Togetherness

Transformed Life of 
Selvarasa Pathmanathan 

alias KP
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gave many chances for the 
LTTE to come to a peaceful 
solution but they didn't accept 
he told me. He asked me to 
forget the past and told me 
that they were not the kind 
of people who would take 
revenge. He told me I could 
live comfortably without any 
worries. We spoke for two 
hour that day. 

From time to time he 

spoke to me and we also met. 
Within two to three days he let 
me speak to my family. I think 
it was the next day. My wife 
and daughter were worried 
but when i called them they 
were happy and he told me 
that my family could visit me 
anytime. Within one or two 
months my family arrived. I 
spoke the truth. The war had 
ended and we had to work for 

the betterment of the society 
and the country. A friend of 
mine told me that I was the 
only one from the LTTE to win 
over him. The politicians here 
have a different image of him. 
If i have a chance, I’d like to 
write about these stories. 

Sencholai - when we 
took this land they had already 
named it Sencholai and 
we kept the name.  Neither 

the president nor the other 
officials said anything. This 
is not for military purposes. 
There are 140 girls and 40 
boys. 

 After going through 
all that you went 
through, how do you 
introduce yourself?

 I am a social 
worker, I am going to devote 
the rest of my life for the sake 
of society and children. My 
life should end with these 
children. 

 Why did you choose 
to help children?

 Elders have 
completed their life but these 
children are like flower buds. 
If they go to the wrong side, 
the wrong hand, their life will 
be over. But if you give them 
a good life and make them 
independent they can live a 
better life. Even after the end 
of the war, society is messed 
up. The children are not safe, 
there’s poverty, the girls' lives 
are leading an unsafe life 
devoid of parents to care for 
them. We are looking after 
300 girls and they are happy. 
During the last government, 
I couldn't do much but now 
I wish to continue the good 
work. 

 What in your view is 
the biggest mistake 
you made?

 I believed the 
politicians' lies and I missed 
the life I could have lived. 
When I was a student I was 
studious but upon hearing 
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these speeches by various 
politicians I went over to the 
other side. 

 Tell me about your 
parents?

 We lived a very 
difficult life but they wanted 
to send me a good school as 
well as university. I did my 
Bcom at Jaffna university. But 
at the end of the second year, 
I was hunted by the Military.  I 
didn't enjoy my life as much at 
university because I became 
involved in politics. 

 When was your first 
visit to Colombo?

 1970s by train. 
Life was different here. People 
were happy and lived by their 
culture.  

 Tell us about your 
teachers growing up?

 I remember each 
of my teachers and both my 
principals. This college made 
me different. They were the 
real teachers. It was never 
difficult to learn from them, 
they even came home and 
taught us. 

 Why did society 
deteriorate from 
what you saw when 
you were schooling?

 Certain countries 
prospered and others were 
far behind. It was all about 
the management. Some 
welcomed the changes and 
here we took those changes in 
a different way. They spoiled 

our country. 

 You mentioned that 
you were emotionally 
influenced by the 
politicians at your 
time. Tell us more.

 Yes there were 
several politicians who gave 
emotional speeches and 

we were students at the 
time. They not only mislead 
me, they mislead the entire 
younger generation. 

 You are a case study 
of reconciliation, how 
do you view it? 

 Reconciliation 
is not an easy task. Many 

people do not follow it. Every 
day when the situation or 
occurrence comes to mind, 
I compare and analyze it 
myself. So even from 2009 
until now I am with security 
personnel but sometimes I 
feel something but I analyze 
myself and find that they are 
right. There’s no need for me 
get nervous or worried. I make 
mistakes but this is a chance 
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they gave me so I accept it. I 
can't go back. I have to keep 
my dignity and also prevent 
others from going back. 

 Tell us why you chose 
to teach political 
science and history?

 Every person 
ought to know their history. 
Children now grow up with 
little or no proper knowledge 
of the country’s history. They 
need to know how so many 
visionaries built this country 
from the time it gained its 
independence, only if they 
know can they help build the 
country in the same way.  

 Do you think the 
current education 
system fails to teach 
this?

 It’s all there in 
the syllabus but the lack of 
teachers. At certain times 
teachers need to teach 
particular subjects in-depth 
but failed to do so. We have 
struggled all these years 
because the politicians ruled 
the game but if children 
are taught what is political 
science, they can decide what 
is right and wrong. If they 
know the country’s law, they 
won't go against the law. But 
if they are not familiar with 
the law, they will break the 
law. When we were younger 
we broke the law because we 
felt if the leaders were doing 
it, we could do it too. children 
should acclimatize with the 
law of the land. 

 You mentioned 
you were reading 

up on biographies. 
What titles do you 
recommend?

 Our country’s 
history, how the kings at 
the time sacrificed, how 
they kept the peace. They 
never compromised the 
sovereignty of the country for 
the sake of anything. You see 
where Japan is today, when 
the children learn of their 
country’s history, they are 
very proud of it. We also don't 
have movies about the lives 

these kings led and wars they 
fought. We need to bring this 
to the younger generation. 

 When you take your 
life, you have two 
eras, one is your 
involvement with 
violence and the 
other one is right 
after that. You are 

the best person to 
understand what 
reconciliation means 
and how we should 
reconcile with each 
other. 

 humanity is, who 
a human is, then you realize 
that the Sinhalese, Tamil, 
Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist, 
it is only a symbol, a mark of 
religion. We have to respect 
your religion as much as 
we respect others. If you 
understand it you will find that 
there’s no difference among 
people regardless of their 
faith. Moreover if children 
went to mixed schools, they 
know they co-exist. Even if we 
have a bitter experience in the 
past, we need to forget it and 
move on. What is the point 
of these differences, what 
makes one superior than the 
other, nothing. If we had to go 
to France we would end up 
speaking French, so why don't 
we speak both languages 
here. It's the politicians here 
who urged the villagers not 
to learn Sinhala, but their 
children are taught both 
languages in Colombo.

 If a kid comes up to 
you and says they 
had a dream and 
want to achieve it. 
What would you say 
to them?

 I will try my best 
to see that they are able to 
achieve that dream.  I would 
advise them not to look at 
the differences of each other, 
to respect the elders and 
to be ambitious. Nowadays 
everyone talks about Geneva, 
but they don't realize how 
much a Sinhalese mother 

weeps for her child. They don't 
realize how many had died. It 
happened on both sides, that 
is what a war is. 

 Now that you are in 
your 60s, how do you 
see violence, do you 
realize that it is not 
a means to achieve 
anything?

 Most certainly. 
The only way we can achieve 
is through negotiations. This 
violence can help win a war 
or two, but how many lives 
and generations are lost in 
between. 

 Since you are well 
aware of this issue 
regarding Sri Lanka 
at the HRC in Geneva, 
what do you see as 
being misleading 
messages regarding 
Sri Lanka?

 This will not 
damage our motherland. 
This is a tool being used by 
politicians to show these 
people that they are working 
on their behalf.  They know 
very well, that both parties 
had made mistakes.  It's been 
10-11 years since the end of 
the war, what's the point of 
talking about the end of the 
war. 

 You mentioned that 
you were reading 
about Nelson 
Mandela and Lee 
Kuan Yew. What 
makes them your 
favorite leaders?

 How they 
created their countries. Lee 

When I heard 
of the Defense 
Secretary who 
is the President 
today, I conjured 
up the image that 
he was a very 
serious, stern and 
tough person. 
When I landed 
here I thought 
they would take 
to the cemetery.
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Kuan Yew is Singapore’s 
architect and the same for 
Nelson Mandela for South 
Africa. I always dream about 
our President in the same 
manner. I find him to be 
visionary and the seriousness 
of his aspirations. 

 You mentioned you 
had both Sinhala 
and Muslim students 
here. Tell us about 
how you teach them 
here together?

 Children 
are children, they are not 
taught nor do they see the 
differences among each 
other. When they come out 
to play, their differences 
disappear. 

 You also mentioned 
that you've read a lot 
about the Dalai Lama 
and Buddhism, tell 
us more. What do 
you find fascinating?

 I learned about 
how when you cause harm, 
you have to also pay the price 
for it.  I always weigh my 
words and never like to hurt 
anyone by any means even 
through words. But it took me 
over 20 years to learn this. It 
will not come to you in one 
day. 

 What is your dream?

 I want to see 
a peaceful, economically 
developed country where 
these children have a life 
they dream of. I’d like to see 
our people go to Buddhist 
temples and vice versa. No 

more mafia, killings and 
trucks. 

 What is your 
responsibility to 
achieve this?

 My generation 
felt it the most because when 
we were growing up there 
was no war. 

 How do you see the 
war?

 A game played 
by a few politicians. Even 
Prabhakharan, they mislead 
the youths. When we were 
young, we were radicalized. 

 I’d like to know your 
view about Islamic 
extremism as we had 
a bad experience two 
years ago. How do 
you see it?

 We need 
to look at this seriously. 
Because believers of Islam 
are calm and devout people. 
But someone people from 
somewhere imported 
terrorism. It is a mistake of 
the past government. If our 
President had been there at 
that time, it would not have 
taken place. 

 What is your 
message to the 
critics of this 
government?

 To be patient. 
Because for over a year 
the President had been 
trying to contain the 
COVID-19 pandemic. But 
he is also engaged with 

Tamil politicians. But I am 
confident that he will deliver 
on his promise. What I find 
amusing are the speeches 
by local Tamil politicians. We 
call some of them ‘puthisali 
madayan’ which means an 
intelligent fool. They want to 
keep people under their feet 
only then can they control 
these people. 

 What is the 
alternative?

 It should come 
naturally, a better, healthier 
political climate. 

 Tell me about Tamil 
Diaspora? Do those 
living abroad play 
a responsible role 
or manipulate the 
locals here?

 There are few 
who are still manipulating but 
most of them know the truth. 
In a few years those who are 
manipulating will give up. 

 What do you see as 
being the role of the 
Tamil intellectuals? 

 They should 
accept the truth and the 
reality, then only can they 
play a role as an intellectual. 
If they are bent on their views 
of a separate state, it's in the 
past and there’s no need to 
talk of it. 

 When you pray, what 
do you pray for?

 A happy and 
peaceful life for all. 

 Who are your 
remarkable 
students?

 This girl who 
is the manager here, and 
another girl at the Jaffna and 
Batticaloa universities, they 
are remarkable individuals. 
They are all special to me. I 
want to start a school and I 
want thousands of students 
to come here and study. 

 What is your 
advice to someone 
who believes that 
violence is a way 
to achieve their 
objective?

 When you speak 
to a child you advise them 
not to put their finger into 
the electrical socket or fire, 
Sometimes these people will 
touch and return back because 
of their experience. With our 
experience, our country faced 
very heavy losses, damages, 
loss of lives, but at the end of 
the day nothing was achieved. 
So violence never achieved 
anything. We can't go forward 
with violence. I lost more 
than half my life to violence. 
In 2010, I realized my life had 
gone by. There’s no point in 
crying over it. Even my mother, 
sister and daughter lost their 
lives when they travelled by 
boat to India, I never saw 
them again. It’s my feeling 
of loss. All of this happened 
because politicians messed 
up. We have now learned from 
the past. We need to forget 
about the past and whatever 
happened in the past. It is 
our country and we should 
live happily and support each 
other. Everyone suffered 
losses, not just one ethnicity. 
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E ssentially there are two 
kinds of people we meet. 
One of them zaps the energy 
out of us within minutes of 

meeting them, leaving us feeling weary 
or low. The other exudes a warmth that's 
unmistakeable, radiates a sense of hope 
and belonging that’s uplifting. They come 
across as being approachable, caring 

and empathetic to the core. Some call it a 
vibe, some call it charisma. Whatever you 
call it, Dinu has it and it's contagious.

Lanka Courier, must however 
make a disclaimer. It is very likely that 
even after spending a few hours speaking 
with Dinu, you may not recall every word 
she said but you will never forget how 
important she makes you feel. Which 

is not a trait that's easy to come by in a 
profession where one’s sole responsibility 
to treat complete strangers. 

A front line warrior as social 
media likes to call her, Dr. Dinu Guruge, 
has spent her weeks and months living 
on a meal a day so she can save on a 
PPE Kit, doing hundreds of rounds of PCR 
tests and attending to people throughout 

WHERE 
CHARISMA MEETS 
COURAGE
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by Rukshana Rizwie

Colombo in need of care in times of crisis. 
On most of her days, the only contact 
she has with her baby is the sight of him 
sleeping. 

But such is the sacrifice she 
intentionally undertakes. She is also 
by default the first associate of every 
COVID-19 positive patient, a bitter truth 
that she does not waste much time 
pondering over. 

A past pupil of both Museaus 
College and Devi Balika Vidyalaya, Dinu 
grew up in a home where the use of 
words like no, hard or can’t were not 
permissible. Her parents lament to her 
that she has had it easy so she has to 
try. “As a principal, I would never say no 
to something without trying or finding 
out,” she says as a matter-of-fact. “If it 
really matters we will always find a way 
to make it work.” 

Although Dinu’s mother is a 
medical practitioner, Dinu did not qualify 
to study medicine in Sri Lanka. A setback 
she considers a blessing in disguise. 
She ended up trading her life here for 
bone chilling winters, a foreign language, 
unpalatable food and friends from all over 
the world. Dinu spent her years studying 
Medicine in Russian and travelling while 
at the People’s Friendship University 
where she went on a scholarship. 

Initially she interned at 
Hambantota, where she dealt in pediatrics 
and surgery. “I liked pediatrics because I 
found it to be one of the most challenging 
fields, oftentimes children are brought to 
us crying and then we need to diagnose 
the child and to also soothe the parent.” 

Coincidently her husband was 
also studying medicine, at the same time, 
in Russia at a different university, but 
they would only meet at Kaluwanchikudy 
in Batticaloa. Both of them were 
assigned to the emergency unit and 
worked for several years before returning 
to Colombo. 

“Even though it was a small 
hospital, there were so many admissions 
per day, it was unbelievable,” she said. 
“At the same time, wherever I went, 
patients from all over found their way 
to me. They called me a John, a medical 
slang for someone who attracts patients. 

Oftentimes the nurses would ask me to 
retreat to my room, because a flood of 
patients would suddenly be at my door.”

At the time of meeting her, Dr. 
Dinu Guruge, the deputy chief medical 
officer and regional epidemiologist for 
the Ministry of Health was planning for 
the second inoculation for COVID-19 for 
healthcare workers which was to take 
place the following day. “I cannot afford 
to have this phone off,” she says. “Even 
when I am home I’d receive calls about 
women who are pregnant but having 
COVID or COVID related deaths. I attend 
to every call because I realize that while I 
have access, many don't. And particularly 
in times of uncertainty we need to be 
doing all we can to reassure them. It's 
beyond contagion, it's a humanitarian 
mission.

At just 36 years of age, Dinu 
has had to go through a crash course 
in public health having to deal with a 
pandemic at her doorstep. But she takes 
joy in the work she does and although 
she gets herself tested every two weeks, 
she believes in this cause to her core.

It is easy to see that her warmth 
comes off as being rooted in something 
deeper than an upbringing or motive. 
It comes from her own contentment 
with life and real empathy and curiosity 
about the concerns of other people who 
seek her out.  A way of living, where 
every interaction is thought of as being 
worthwhile and valuable. 

Dr. Dinu Guruge
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 It is said that diplomatic relations 
between Sri Lanka and Turkey 
extend to the Ottoman Empire. 
Can you briefly explain this 
fascinating history?

 The rumor says that the first 
contact between the Turks and the people 
of the Island goes back to the 11th century, 
when Prince Cemaleddin (Jamaldden) from 
Konya came and settled in the Island in 
1016. However, the diplomatic/consular 

Starting from this issue of Lanka 
Courier endeavours to interview and 
solicit the ideas of diplomats and 
ambassadors serving in Sri Lanka for 
our new feature, Diplomacy in Focus. 
For this issue, we sat down with 

Demet Şekercioğlu
Ambassador of Republic of Turkey 
to Sri Lanka. in this interview she 
has detailed historical diplomatic 
relationship between two countries 
and current social and economic 
situation in both nations.  

Excerpts of the Interview; 

Sri Lanka Turkey 
Relationship
Detailing Warm 
Friendship
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relations between the Ottoman Empire 
and the then Ceylon are established in 
the second half of 19th century. In 1864, 
Mr. Hassan Lebbe Marikar is appointed 
as the Honorary Consul of the Ottoman 
Empire in Colombo. What is less known 
to the public is that the Ottoman Empire 
appoints also Mr. Sultan Bawa Jaman as 
its Honorary Consul in Galle in the same 
year. Beginning from that date, exchanges 
between the Ottomans and the Muslims 
of the then Ceylon will intensify. 

In 1901, Honorary Consul Abdul 
Majeed actively takes part in the Silver 
Jubilee Celebrations of the accession 
of Sultan Abdulhamid II to the throne 
of the Ottoman Empire. To mark the 
occasion Consul Abdul Majeed lays the 
foundation stone of the new building of Al 
Madrasathul Khairiyyathul Islamiah which 
is the first Muslim boys’ school founded 
in 1883 in Colombo. Later, the school’s 
name will be changed as Hameediah 
School, in honor of Sultan Abdulhamid II. 
Among the legacies of Sultan Abdulhamid 
in Ceylon are the wearing of the fez cap 
and the display of the “star and crescent”, 
which were the symbols of the Ottoman 
Empire. A street in the Hulftsdrop area 
in Colombo is named after the Ottoman 
Sultan as Abdulhamid Street.

Honorary Consul Mr. Abdul 

Majeed is succeeded by Sir Mohamed 
Macan Markar Efendi, who serves as 
the last Honorary Consul of the Empire 
in Ceylon from 1903 to 1915. He is 
initially the Honorary Vice Consul for 
the Ottoman Empire in Galle and later 
the Honorary Consul in Colombo. As 
the Turkish Consul in Ceylon, Mohamed 
Macan Markar visited Istanbul in 1909. 
Inspired from the Ottoman architecture, 
he will get a residence built at the heart 
of Colombo, he will nameit after Istanbul 
“Villa Stamboul”. The Street on which Villa 
Stamboul is located is called Stamboul 

Place even today. 
Following the independence of 

Ceylon on 4 February 1948, the Embassy 
of the Republic of Turkey in New Delhi 
wasaccredited to Sri Lanka. From 1977 
to 2000, Mr. Hema (Lofty) Wijeratne was 
the Honorary Consul General for the 
Republic of Turkey in Sri Lanka. In 2000, 
his daughter Mrs. BharathiWijeratne 
succeeded him to the position until she 
was appointed as the first Ambassador 
of Sri Lanka to the Republic of Turkey in 
2012.

 You have served as a career 
diplomat in number of 
countries. How do you feel 
about being able to serve as 
the Turkish Ambassador to Sri 
Lanka? 

 I had the opportunity to 
serve in Rabat (Morocco), Lyon (France) 
and Brussels (Belgium) in the first years 
of my career, later I was appointed as 
Deputy Head of Mission to our Embassies 
in Kuwait and Islamabad (Pakistan). 
Before my ambassadorship, I served as 
Deputy Director General (DDG) for South 
Asia at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
Ankara.   

Turkey is a 
secular state, 
where there is a 
clear separation 
between religion 
and state affairs.
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I considered myself privileged 
for being appointed as Ambassador to 
Sri Lankafor two main reasons. First, I 
was in charge of a number of countries 
including Sri Lanka as DDG for South 
Asia. I had the opportunity to visit 
Colombo back in May 2019, for the first 
political consultations held between 
our Deputy Minister, H.E. Ambassador 
SedatÖnal and the then Foreign Secretary 
of Sri Lanka, H.E. Ambassador Ravinatha 
Aryasinha. Therefore,I had already an 
acquaintancewith the Turkish-Sri Lankan 
relations, which is always an advantage 
when one takes up a new mission.

Second, Sri Lanka is a very 
hospitable country with which we have a 
positive agenda. Both our people share 
common values, such as respect for 
human rights, freedom of speech and 
the rule of law. Sri Lanka just like Turkey 
is located at a strategic geography and 
is a mosaic of various religious,ethnic 
and cultural communities. Therefore, 
both countries also share similar 
challenges and struggles, which enabled 
us to develop mutual understanding and 
cooperation on issues of vital importance 
for our countries. 

 Turkey has been a great 
support to uplift the lives of 
the people of Sri Lanka. Can 
you briefly describe your 
projects for human and physical 
development implemented in Sri 
Lanka?

 Allow me first to correct 
a misunderstanding or misperception 
about Turkey’s humanitarian support to 
Sri Lankan people. From time to time, 
some allegations are voiced in local 
newspapers claiming that Turkey is 
funding/supporting some NGOs, groups 
or schools. I would like to once again 
underlinethe fact that Turkey does not 
directly transfer money to any party in Sri 
Lanka. We only work either with the Sri 
Lankan government or with NGOs, which 
are legally registered/recognized by the 
Sri Lankan state.

I also would like to remind here 

that the Republic of Turkey is a secular 
state, where there is a clear separation 
between religion and state affairs. The 
foundations of a modern legal system 
were laid in the early years of the 
Republic. Although the majority of the 
population is Muslim, Sharia law is not 
applied in Turkey. We also have a unified 
education system where the medium of 
teaching is Turkish. Turkey is a member 
of NATO, European Council, G20, as well 
as a candidate state to the European 
Union. 

Particularly since the tsunami in 
2004, Turkey has provided humanitarian 
aid, as well as development and capacity 
building assistance to Sri Lanka. In 
the past, we built 450 houses for the 
tsunami victims of 2004 in Matara; after 
the end of the civil war, we funded the 
construction of 100 houses in “Sri Lanka-
Turkey Friendship Village” for the IDPs in 
Mannar; later we constructed a school, 
a playground and a hospital in the same 
village. Providing fishermen with fishing 
boats and other necessary equipment; 
renovating/building water tanks and 
water pumps, maintaining irrigation 
dams to support farmers; donation of 
3D printers and laptops to universities, 
journalists; organising some training 
programs are among other activities 
carried outin the past through official 
Turkish aid agencies TIKA and the Turkish 
Red Crescent in a transparent manner.

Recently, we have donated twelve 
benchtop centrifuges, ten ventilators 
and other personal protection equipment 
to fulfil the requirements of the Sri 
Lankan health authorities in the fight 
against Covid-19. They were directly and 
respectively handed over to Honourable 
Minister of Health and to Honourable 
Foreign Secretary. Currently, we are 
working on distribution of dry food 
parcels for the most vulnerable people 
during the holy month of Ramadan. 

We will continue our efforts, 
within our capacities, together with our 
Sri Lankan counterparts to see a more 
developed and stronger Sri Lanka in her 
region in the future. 

 Like Sri Lanka, Turkey is 
a country threatened by 
separatist terrorists. What is the 
current policy of the incumbent 
President of Turkey to ensure 
national security and the safety 
of the public?

 As you rightly mentioned, 
Turkey and Sri Lanka have been both 
subject to separatist terrorism. It is also 
striking to see the similarities between 
the two terrorist organizations, namely 
PKK and LTTE which target not only the 
territorial integrity but also the social 
fabric of our countries. PKK just as the 
LTTE began organizing in mid-seventies, 
it perpetrated its first terrorist attack in 
1984. Abdullah Ocalan, the leader of the 
PKK, traveled to Syria in 1979 to receive 
military training, where he enjoyed safe 
haven until 1998.  He was captured 
in 1999 by the Turkish Intelligence, in 
Nairobi (Kenya) where he was offered 
protection by the Greek Embassy. He is 
currently serving a life sentence in Turkey.

The PKK which has so far 
claimed over 40,000 lives is also involved 
in organized crimes such as extortion, 
arms smuggling, human and drug 
trafficking, to fund its terrorist activities. 
It also uses many of the means and tools 
elaborated by the LTTE, like abduction 
of children, use of child soldiersand 
female suicide bombers etc. Its objective 

Diplomatic relations 
between the 
Ottoman Empire and 
the then Ceylon are 
established in the 
second half of 19th 
century.
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is to suppress the diversity of Turkey, 
prevent its citizens of Kurdish origin to 
integrate in the social, political, economic 
and cultural life of the State. As such, it 
mainly targets infrastructures, facilities, 
schools, teachers, health personnel in the 
southeast of Turkey, causing more harm 
to our citizens of Kurdish origin, although 
it is claiming that it fights for their rights. 

The PKK is not only present in 
Turkey; it has also offshoots and affiliates 
in our neighborhood, Iran, Iraq and 
Syria under various names. PYD/YPG 
which is operating in Syria shares the 
same leadership cadres, organizational 
structure, strategies and tactics, military 
structure, propaganda tools, financial 
resources and training camps as the 
PKK. The PKK is listed as a terrorist 
organization by various countries, 
including the members of the EU, the 
United States, Canada and Australia. 
However, PKK offshoot and affiliates 
largely exploit the democratic rights and 
freedoms in the West. 

On the other hand, the PKK is not 
the only terrorist organization Turkey is 
fighting against. It will be recalled that on 
15 July 2016, the Fetullah Gulen Terrorist 
Organization (FETO) tried to depose the 
democratically elected government of 
Turkey. This terrorist organization is at 
the same time a criminal and intelligence 
syndicate with global aspirations. While 
operating under the guise of a peaceful 
charitable organization and education 
movement, FETO aims at infiltrating into 
the state apparatus. Therefore, FETO 
poses a threat to the countries where it 
operates. 

The presence of DEASH in our 
neighborhood also poses a serious threat 
to our national security. So far, more 
than 300 Turkish nationals lost their lives 
and 1,300 were wounded as a result of 
DEASH terrorist attacks. More than 1,100 
DEASH affiliated terrorists, among whom 
more than half are foreigners, have been 
sentenced. Turkey is an active member of 
the Global Coalition against DEASH since 
its formation. It is co-chairing the Working 
Group on Foreign Terrorist Fighters. I 
deem it important to remind here that 
Turkey is actually the only NATO member 

that puts its troops on the ground to fight 
DEASH. 

The developments achieved 
in our defense industry programs over 
the last years have played an important 
role in the success of our fight against 
terrorism. Today, Turkey is much less 
dependent on foreign procurements. We 
also continue to engage with our allies 
and partners to promote regional and 
international cooperation in putting an 
end to sinister and destructive activities 
of these terrorist organizations. 

 Border tensions between Greece 
and Turkey are not new. What 
are the prevailing challenges in 
the area?

 The Lausanne Treaty signed 
by both Turkey and Greece in 1923, 
among others, recognizes the boundaries 
of the newly established modern Turkey. 
It establishes a delicate balance between 
Turkey and Greece by harmonizing the 
vital interests of both countries including 
those in the Aegean. The basic thinking 
of the Treaty is to grant to coastal states 
(Turkey and Greece) limited areas of 
maritime jurisdiction and leave the 
remaining parts of the Aegean to the 
common benefit of both Turkey and 
Greece. 

Thus, the Aegean is the common 
sea between Turkey and Greece. However, 

Greece regards the entire Aegean as 
Greek Sea. Therefore, while Turkey fully 
respects the provisions of the Treaty, 
since 1930’s, Greece has been tilting to 
unilaterally extend its jurisdiction in the 
Aegean, and more recently in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, in total disregard of 
Turkey's rights and interests as one of the 
coastal states. 

Many points of discord, which 
exist between Turkey and Greece have the 
same root cause and are interconnected. 
Various disputes like the delimitation of 
the Aegean continental shelf,  air space 
related problems, militarization of Eastern 
Aegean Islands contrary to the provisions 
of the international agreements, as well 
as territorial waters breadth arise from 
the uncompromising attitude of our Greek 
neighbour. Let me clarify the situation for 
you by elaborating on a few points.

Greece extended its territorial 
waters from three miles to six miles in 
1936 (Turkey followed the suit in 1964). 
Under the present six miles limit, Greek 
territorial sea comprises approximately 
43.5 percent of the Aegean Sea, while 
Turkey’s territorial sea is only 7.5 percent. 
The remaining 49 percent is high seas. 
If the breadth of its territorial waters 
were extended to 12 miles as claimed 
by the Greek side, Greece would acquire 
approximatively 71.5 percent of the 
Aegean Sea, while Turkey's share would 
increase to 8.8 percent. The Aegean high 
seas would diminish to 19.7 percent. Let 
me show you on the map what would 
be the consequences of such a move. If 
Greece extended its territorial waters to 
12 miles, not only Turkey, but also third 
countries would clearly be denied the 
freedom of high seas in the Aegean. 

Likewise, according to the 
maximalist position of Greece, all Greek 
islands in the Aegean and the Eastern 
Mediterranean automatically generate 
continental shelf and exclusive economic 
zones (CS/EEZ). Thus, Greece claims that 
a 10 km2 island (Kastellorizo), lying 2 
km away from the Turkish mainland and 
580 km away from the Greek mainland 
is supposed to create an area of  40.000 
km2 CS/EEZ. 

To sum up, you can clearly see on 

Unfortunately 
there were several, 
misperceptions 
about Turkey’s 
humanitarian support 
to Sri Lankan people 
to be corrected 
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the mapthe CS/EEZ, Greece is accepting 
to concede to Turkey, which has the 
longest coast in the Aegean and Eastern 
Mediterranean. 

I leave to the discretion of the 
reader to decide on the equitability and 
fairness of the intransigent attitude 
adopted by Greece. While Turkey is 
always advocating dialogue without 
any pre-condition to solve the existing 
bilateral issues with Greece, we have 
unfortunately once again witnessed 
their irreconcilable attitude during the 
joint press conference organized on 
the occasion of the official visit of the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Greece to 
Turkey on 15 April 2021.   

 
 Turkey is the top shelter of 

humanitarian assistance 
to refugees coming from 
neighbouring countries. But, 
some Western countries 
criticize Turkey for not 

respecting democratic values 
and principles. May I have your 
response?

 Turkey is home for 
around four million displaced people 
from different nationalities. More than 
3.6 million of them are Syrians under 
temporary protection. We practically 
assume the responsibility of nine million 
Syrians, including those in Syria. We 
provide all kind of basic services to these 
people. We have spent more than 40 
billion US Dollars for the well-being of 
Syrians and we continue our efforts to 
improve their living conditions. 

There are more than one million 
school-age Syrian children in Turkey, over 
750,000 of whom are currently attending 
school. The number of Syrian youth 
receiving university education in Turkish 
universities is around 37,000. Health-care 
is another sector where we continue our 
efforts. Until today, more than two million 
surgeries were conducted on Syrians. The 

number of Syrians receiving in-patient 
treatment exceeded 2.5 million. You can 
assess the size of the burden.

Despite all efforts of Turkey, 
millions of displaced people in the 
Northern Syria are still in despair 
due to the prevailing situation in 
Syria. Unfortunately, EU has turned a 
blind eye to our calls and appeals for 
equitable burden and responsibility-
sharing. While Turkey has fulfilled her 
obligations stemming from 18 March 
2016 Statement, and illegal crossings 
to Europe were reduced by 92% since 
2015; the EU has yet failed to meet its 
commitments emanating from the same 
Statement. Refugee crisis is essentially 
an issue concerning Europe; no country 
can shoulder this burden alone. 

In line with the related human 
rights instruments and 1951 Geneva 
Convention, every state has the obligation 
to receive asylum applications and offer 
international protection to those who 
are eligible. However, we see that Greece 
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continues to push back and ill-treat 
asylum-seekers reaching its border. In 
the last four years, more than 80,000 
migrants and asylum-seekers were 
pushed back to Turkey by Greece. It is 
also regrettable to see that the European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency, Frontex 
is deliberately helping Greek authorities to 
push migrant boats back, hence putting 
the safety of migrants at risk.

Certain circles unjustly accuse 
Turkey for backsliding on fundamental 
freedoms and erosion of the rule of law 
without taking into account the unique 
challenges Turkey continues to face. 
As I explained earlier, Turkey does not 
only shoulder the burden of four million 
asylum-seekers inside Turkey, and five 
million Syrians in Northern Syria, but is 
also under a considerable security threat 
emanating from its neighbour. Turkey 
pursues a simultaneous fight against 
multiple terrorist organizations operating 
within its territory and along its borders. 
Our fight against terrorism protects 
not only the basic human rights and 
dignity of our citizens and those of the 
millions of displaced people, but also the 
borders of the EU, where hostility against 
refugees, xenophobia, hate speech and 
Islamophobia are on the rise.

 Diplomatic relations between Sri 
Lanka and Turkey are improving 
day by day. In 2019, Turkey's 
trade volume with Sri Lanka 
was around $180 million. Tell us 
about future plans?

 Although the Turkish-Sri 
Lankan relations have a deep history 
dating back to the 19th century, the visit 
of His Excellency President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan as the then Prime Minister 
of Turkey on 10 February 2005, in the 
context of his tour to the countries 
affected by the 2004 tsunami marks 
a threshold in our bilateral relations. 
Turkey lent a helping hand to Sri Lanka’s 
efforts to overcome challenges caused 
by the tsunami. The warming relations 
were followed by high-level visits and 
the opening of the Embassy of Sri 

Lanka in Ankara and our Embassy here 
in Colombo, respectively in 2012 and 
in 2013. Since then, our relations have 
been steadily developing in a cordial 
atmosphere. My mission in Colombo is 
to further deepen and strengthen both 
the government-to-government and 
people-to-people ties for the mutual 
benefit of our people. We have a number 
of mechanisms and tools we can use to 
this end.

One of the most important tools 
is the Turkey-Sri Lanka Joint Economic 
Commission (JEC) which was established 
back in 1988. We revived this mechanism 
through the meeting held on 11-12 
November 2016 in Ankara. The second 
meeting, which was scheduled to take 
place in Colombo at the end of May 2019, 
has been postponed due to the tragic 
Sunday Easter Attacks and later due 
to the pandemic, which took the World 
hostage last year. We are now hoping to 
hold it, at the earliest appropriate time, to 
review the whole range of our economic 
and trade relations and to discuss the 
ways and means to overcome the impact 
of the pandemic together.  

After the opening of our 
Embassies, Turkey-Sri Lanka bilateral 
trade figures have progressively 
increased up to 229 million USD in 2018. 
During this JEC of 2016, a goal of 500 
million USD was set to be achieved by 
2020. Unfortunately, the unexpected 

developments of those last years did not 
allow us to reach this goal. Yet, there are 
positive developments that enable us to 
be optimistic.  

Turkey became top tea importer 
of Sri Lanka in 2017, and except in 2018, 
she continues to occupy the first rank. 
Turkey’s flag carrier, Turkish Airlines 
(THY) has been operating passenger 
and cargo flights between Istanbul and 
Colombo since 2013. The flight frequency 
was seven times per week before the 
pandemic. Although passenger flights 
were suspended for a short while, 
continuing its cargo flights, THY has 
undertaken an undeniable task to deliver 
Sri Lankan goods to the world market. 
THY’s passenger fights are currently 
operating five times per week, and 
offering an immense service to the revival 
of the Sri Lankan tourism sector, as well 
as to the development of people-to-
people relations between Turkey and Sri 
Lanka. 

The Turkey-Sri Lanka Business 
Council of the Foreign Economic 
Relations Board of Turkey has been 
organising regular online webinars to 
bring together the business communities 
from Turkey and Sri Lanka during the 
pandemic. Its members are also very 
keen to visiting Sri Lanka, to discover the 
business opportunities on the site, as 
soon as the conditions permit. I am glad 
to observe that despite the pandemic, 
some Turkish business people were 
willing to invest in various sectors in Sri 
Lanka. Direct capital investments from 
Turkey to Sri Lanka are estimated to be 
around 3 million US Dollars. Considering 
the potential of both countries, there is 
ample room to increase this figure. Of 
course, Sri Lanka should do its share of 
the work to realize this by easing doing 
business climate in the country.  

Last but not least, the 
establishment of the Sri Lankan-
Turkish Inter-parliamentary Friendship 
Association within the Sri Lankan 
Parliament last March, is also a step 
forward to enhance relations between the 
representatives of our people, which will 
certainly contribute to the existing cordial 
relations.   

Turkey is home 
for around 
four million 
displaced people 
from different 
nationalities.
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M ore than two thousand 
years ago, a young man 
named Siddhartha—not yet 
enlightened, not yet called 

the Buddha—spent many years training 
his mind and thus his brain. On the night 
of his awakening, he looked deep inside 
his mind (which reflected and revealed 
the underlying activities of his brain) and 
saw there both the causes of suffering 
and the path to freedom from suffering. 
Then, for forty years, he wandered 
northern India, teaching all who would 
listen how to:
• Cool the fires of greed and hatred to 

live with integrity
• Steady and concentrate the mind to 

see through its confusions
• Develop liberating insight

In short, he taught virtue, 
mindfulness (also called concentration), 
and wisdom. These are the three pillars 
of Buddhist practice, as well as the 
wellsprings of everyday well-being, 
psychological growth, and spiritual 
realization.

Virtue  simply involves regulating 
your actions, words, and thoughts to 
create benefits rather than harms for 
yourself and others. In your brain, virtue 
draws on top-down direction from 
the  prefrontal cortex  (PFC);“prefrontal” 

means the most forward parts of the 
brain, just behind and above the forehead, 
and your “cortex” is the outer layer of 
the brain (its Latin root means “bark”). 
Virtue also relies on bottom-up calming 
from the  parasympathetic  nervous 
system and positive emotions from 
the limbic system. 

Mindfulness involves the skillful use 
of attention to both your inner and outer 
worlds. Since your brain learns mainly 
from what you attend to, mindfulness 
is the doorway to taking in good 
experiences and making them a part of 
yourself. 

Wisdom  is applied common sense, 
which you acquire in two steps. First, 
you come to understand what hurts 
and what helps—in other words, the 
causes of suffering and the path to its 
end. Then, based on this understanding, 
you let go of those things that hurt and 
strengthen those that help. As a result, 
over time you’ll feel more connected with 
everything, more serene about how all 
things change and end, and more able to 
meet pleasure and pain without grasping 
after the one and struggling with the 
other. 

Virtue, mindfulness, and wisdom 
are supported by the three fundamental 
functions of the brain: regulation, learning, 
and selection. Your brain regulates itself—
and other bodily systems—through a 
combination of excitatory and inhibitory 
activity: green lights and red lights. It 
learns through forming new circuits and 
strengthening or weakening existing 
ones. And it selects whatever experience 
has taught it to value; for example, even 
an earthworm can be trained to pick a 
particular path to avoid an electric shock.

These three functions—regulation, 
learning, and selection—operate at all 
levels of the nervous system, from the 

intricate molecular dance at the tip of a 
synapse to the whole-brain integration of 
control, competence, and discernment. 
All three functions are involved in any 
important mental activity.

Nonetheless, each pillar of practice 
corresponds quite closely to one of the 
three fundamental neural functions. 
Virtue relies heavily on regulation, both 
to excite positive inclinations and to 
inhibit negative ones. Mindfulness leads 
to new learning—since attention shapes 
neural circuits—and draws upon past 
learning to develop a steadier and more 
concentrated awareness. Wisdom is a 
matter of making choices, such as letting 
go of lesser pleasures for the sake of 
greater ones. Consequently, developing 
virtue, mindfulness, and wisdom in your 
mind depends on improving regulation, 
learning, and selection in your brain. 

When you set out on the path of 
awakening, you begin wherever you 
are. Then—with time, effort, and skillful 
means—virtue, mindfulness, and wisdom 
gradually strengthen and you feel 
happier and more loving. Some traditions 
describe this process as an uncovering of 
the true nature that was always present; 
others frame it as a transformation of 
your mind and body. Of course, these two 
aspects of the path of awakening support 
each other.

works and changes—how it gets 
emotionally hijacked or settles into calm 
virtue; how it creates distractibility or 
fosters mindful attention; how it makes 
harmful choices or wise ones—you can 
take more control of your brain, and 
therefore your mind. This will make 
your development of greater well-being, 
lovingness, and insight easier and 
more fruitful, and help you go as far as 
you possibly can on your own path of 
awakening.

Excerpts from Buddha’s Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love, 
and Wisdom written by Rick Hanson with neurologist Richard Mendius.

Virtue, Mindfulness, 
and Wisdom
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C ommemorated 
by Buddhists 
all over the 
world, Vesak has 

special significance in Sri 
Lanka, which boasts the 
longest continuous history of 
Theravada Buddhism of any 
Buddhist nation. Celebrated 
on the day of the full moon 
in May, Vesak is a tribute to 
the important events of Lord 
Buddha's lifetime - firstly his 
birth as Prince Siddhartha, 
secondly his supreme 
enlightenment as the 
Buddha and thirdly 
his passing into a 
state of Nirvana, 
which took place over 
2,500 years ago.

If you step 
into a temple during 
Vesak and be ready 
to be overwhelmed 
by the large number of 
devotees that flock to each 
temple to observe various 
religious activities. Regardless 
of the crowd thronging the 
temples, a unique calmness 
prevails in the premises where 
the soft murmur of voices 
reciting pali stanzas only add 
to the spiritual bearing.

A significant part 
of Vesak involves visiting 
a temple to offer flowers, 
incense and light – in the 
form of a clay lamp. These 

are symbolic acts that are 
conducted by devotees to pay 
respect to Lord Buddha and 
his teachings. Reciting the 
relevant pali stanzas devotees 
observe the impermanence of 

life when offering flowers. The 
fragrant scent of the incense 
sticks signifies the singular 
virtues of Lord Buddha 
whilst the light of the clay 
lamp represents the insight 

that dispels the darkness of 
unawareness. This year, the 
festival is to be celebrated on 
May 26th. 

Observing sil

Many Buddhists 
commence Vesak by 
observing sil – more precisely 
ata sil (eight precepts) – at a 
temple where a chief priest 
chants the eight precepts 
early in the morning to 

devotees. Dressed 
decorously in white, 
devotees observe sil 
and perform religious 
activities throughout 
the day. By observing 
the eight precepts one 
determines to foster 
good conduct and 
develop self-discipline; 

thus refraining from engaging 
in any misdemeanors as 
described in the precepts. 
Further, during this day many 
Buddhists avoid consuming 
meat and alcohol and 
selling these items are also 
prohibited. 

Lanterns

Lighting lanterns is 
a practice adored by both 
young and old alike. At home, 

A Rite Of 
Illumination

Vesak
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preparation of these  
lanterns begins at least a 
week before Vesak, bringing 
families and sometimes even 
friends together. Made in 
different shapes – bucket, 
lotus, stupa and many 
other creative shapes, the 
lanterns made in the relief 
of an octagon is the most 
famous. Generally made with 
bamboo sticks and tissue 
paper of various shades, 
lantern-making has changed 
with time as some use plastic 
stripes and other materials as 
well. Roadside boutiques sell 
bare frames and completed 
structures too. Once the 
frame is fixed, coloured tissue 
paper is pasted and to light 
it up, a candle or a bulb can 
be fixed inside the frame. As 
a mark of paying homage to 
the Lord Buddha, people also 
light oil lamps which is the 

more conventional method of 
illumination during Vesak. 

The lighting of 
lanterns as well as the myriad 
of tiny oil lamps that are lit at 
temples and homes, signify 
the ‘aloka pooja' or offering 
of light that is a symbol of 
the dispelling of darkness or 
ignorance through the light of 
wisdom.

Pandals

Another unique 
feature of Vesak in Sri Lanka 
is the pandals - massive 
structures that depict panels 
of pictures that tell a story 
from either the life of the Lord 
Buddha, his previous births 
(also known as the pansiya 
panas jathakaya), or from the 
history of Buddhism. In the 
centre of the pandal, there is 

always a statue of the Lord 
Buddha. Thousands of tiny 
coloured bulbs illuminate the 
pictures, often blending in 
with the pictures themselves. 
The story is related to the 
masses over a megaphone.

These large 
formations are works of art 
that take months to complete, 
and involve the skills of 
various experts such as 
artists, painters, electricians 
and construction workers. 

It is the experience 
of a lifetime - to bask in the 
glow of a lantern, to listen to 
a tale of yore and admire the 
artwork of a pandal, to eat a 
warm meal from a dan sala 
and sip a cold drink under the 
stars, to mingle with other Sri 
Lankans as they throng the 
streets - to do all this, is to 
know the heart of Vesak in Sri 
Lanka.

Many Buddhists 
commence 
Vesak by 
observing sil – 
more precisely 
ata sil (eight 
precepts) – at a 
temple where 
a chief priest 
chants the eight 
precepts early 
in the morning 
to devotees.
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T he cacophonous sound 
of the city’s traffic is 
punctuated by the soothing 
call to prayer. Although the 

prayer calls on Muslims to congregate 
at the mosque for the five daily prayers   
from dawn to dusk, many a times a 
non-Muslim can be seen, hands clasped, 
eye shut and lips mouthing a prayer 
in silent fervor to God. Many a times, 
I’ve wondered what they say but never 
dared to ask. The Dewatagaha Mosque 
or Town Hall mosque as it is fondly 
called is a space for reflection, faith and 
spirituality, regardless of your religion. 

Its mysterious allure continues 
to attract individuals from all walks of 
life throughout the day. I stood beside 
the lady, who seemed to be in her mid 
40s, pleading to God in Sinhalese. She 
sighs after every sentence only to open 
her eyes and close them again. I watch 
as she ties a piece of green to a giant oil 
lamp next to the shrine. I believed she 
was making a wish. 

It is not uncommon to find 
Tamils or even Sinhalese frequent the 
mosque. One non-muslim who was told 
his hand would have to be amputated 
owing to a medical condition, came 
to the mosque and made a vow that if 
the hand healed without amputation, 
he would donate a gold replica to the 
mosque. It did and the gold replica of 
a hand lies among gifts donated by 
devotees.

In front of the oil lamp is the 
shrine of the sacred saint, draped 

in colourful green cloth, donated by 
worshippers or devotees, in the ornately-
crafted dome in the oldest part of the 
mosque. Historians say the grave was 
discovered in 1802 but it is believed 
the saint, who arrived from Arabia on a 
spiritual mission, was buried there more 
than 200-300 years before that.

The gravesite, according to 
folklore, was discovered by a female 
oil seller (different versions of this tale 
speak of a Sinhalese woman and a 
Tamil woman), when she tripped on 

a root of a cashew tree while walking 
through the cinnamon forest, smashing 
her clay pot. 

The clay pot served as her only 
means of livelihood and she was so 
exhausted from weeping wondering 
what she was going to feed her family 
that evening, she had fallen asleep. 

She had woken to voices 
from nearby, although she saw no 
one around.  Moments later she was 
bewildered to see an old man with a 
long grey beard in a flowing green garb 
beside a Dewata Gaha (which means a 
tree near a passage).

"Fetch a pot", he had instructed 
her and when she returned with a new 
pot the stranger pressed the earth 
with his foot and oil gushed out. The 
woman in wonderment collected the oil 
and went away profusely thanking the 
stranger, according to Muslim scholars. 
In 1847, a visiting foreign spiritual 
preacher had identified the grave as that 
of Sheikh Usman, also called Holiness 
Seyyidina Sheikh Usman Ibn Abdur 
Rahman as - Siddiq Voliullah. 

The dome was built in 1885 
while a resting place for pilgrims was 
built in 1905 adjoining the mosque by 
a Tamil gem trader fulfilling a vow after 
he found his stolen jewellery and gems. 
Legend has it that the Town Hall, which 
lies alongside the mosque, had been 
built by the British in the shape of the 
Dewatagaha dome.

The architecture of the building, 
reportedly dates back to 1885, with 

Grounded 
in history and 
healing

Religion is often 
viewed as a personal 
relationship 
between the 
individual and 
the all powerful. 
The number of 
devotees and the 
diversity of their 
faiths personify this 
powerful yet silent 
relationship.
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Moghul influences, as described in 
articles by M. B. Mohamed Ghouse, a 
Muslim scholar. The main entrance with 
parapet walls on either side facing the 
main highway opens into the passage to 
the shrine room. 

The pigeon tower is a square 
like structure, 36 feet tall said to have 
500pigeon holes to shelter dozens of 
numerous pigeons. Worshipers are often 
seen feeding the birds.

The Dewatagaha mosque has 

played a vital role in the spirituality of 
Sri Lanka. Dozens of religious leaders 
visiting the mosque from abroad have 
blessed Sri Lanka over the years. 
Political leaders and other dignitaries 
have all sought the blessings of this 
saint. The tri-forces often visit the 
mosque on red-letter days to seek the 
blessings from the All mighty. 

However the mosque does not 
discriminate. It does not matter who you 
are, because when you are pouring oil 

to the pot or tying the green cloth, what 
matters is your prayer and praise to the 
All mighty. 

Religion is often viewed as 
a personal relationship between the 
individual and the all powerful. The 
number of devotees and the diversity of 
their faiths personify this powerful yet 
silent relationship. 

by Rukshana Rizwie
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T he pandemic has had a major 
impact on our diplomatic 
environment. Some trends 
have been accelerated and 

new equations have appeared. The 
bipolar order that prevailed during the 
Cold War gave way to a unipolar system 
following the fall of the Berlin Wall and 
the collapse of the USSR. A further 
transition is underway as this unipolar 
world order moves to a multipolar 
world order. This rearrangement, 
or rebalancing, is driven in part by  
a change in the determinants of  
power.

The rise of China has also placed 
us in a central role at the geopolitical 
stage. It is our largest neighbor and one 
with which we share more than just a 
border and proximity. We are at the core 
of a greater Asian and Indo-Pacific space 
that is witnessing dynamic change.

This churning is taking place 
within an international system of 
unprecedented complexity. We live 
in a world that has two prominent 
characteristics. The first is that we are 
globalized. We live in an international 
community linked together at multiple 
levels by multiple arrangements. 
Economies are interlinked. Technology 
obeys no borders. Our education and 
our entertainment are drawn from 
global content pools. Our families live 
across the world.

The second striking 
characteristic is the rate of change. We 
live in a world of e-commerce, streaming 
media, social media, energy transition, 
biotech and gene editing technologies, 
autonomous vehicles, and advanced 
materials. Innovations and changes 
are constantly being introduced into 
our lives and into our consciousness.  
Many of them were just ideas a decade 
ago.

The determinants of 
comprehensive national power are 
changing rapidly and include not 
just territory and human and natural 
resources, but also technology, 
connectivity and a country’s economic 
and business prowess.

India itself is changing rapidly. 
We have quickly grown in economic, 
political and military strength. We 
are a country with global interests. 
We have one of the largest and most 
able diasporas. Our economy, and our 
material well-being, is linked to global 
value chains and supply chains. We are 
a services powerhouse with a distinct 
international presence. We see the 
world as an interlinked economy.

India also has well established 
interests and positions in global 
governance regimes in climate, 
technology, health and other global 
commons. It is important to remember 
that the globalized world carries with it 

its risks and unpredictability. The rate 
of change brings a significant degree 
of uncertainty to our world. The current 
pandemic underlines some of these 
risks. We live in an age of the Black 
Swan. It is a time of disruptions, of the 
unexpected.

The nature of threats has 
changed. Conventional war has been 
supplemented by rising security threats 
from terrorism, climate change and 
biological and other non-traditional 
threats. New technologies have created 
not just new industries but new political 
currents. Non-traditional threats and 
new technologies have combined to 
form a whole new spectrum of sub-
conventional security challenges.

We also live in a world where 
interdependence has been weaponized. 
This is a highly complex, multi-layered 
and multi-dimensional operating 
environment. It defies geometry and 
does not allow us to think in terms of 
binaries. Sometimes it also does not 
permit an easy distinction between the 
global and the local.

Indian diplomatic strategy is 
adjusting to these changes and this 
complex and uncertain environment. 
This requires agility and flexibility. It 
requires the ability to think and act 
innovatively and to adapt not just 
in terms of operations but at the 
conceptual level. 

Following excerpts adapted from the keynote address by Harsh V 
Shringla, Foreign Secretary of India,  at the Inaugural Session of the 
International Relations Conference 2021 organised by Symbiosis 
School of International studies

Responsibilities 
of Indian 
Diplomacy
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Following excerpts adapted from 
the speech by Cui Tiankai, Chinese 
diplomat and currently the Chinese 
Ambassador to the United States at 
the “Xinjiang Is a Wonderful Land” 
online meeting

S peaking of Xinjiang, we 
Chinese often say "Xinjiang is a 
wonderful land". But for a very 
long time, this wonderful land 

suffered from separatism, extremism 
and violent terrorism. Between 1990 
and 2016, thousands of violent terrorist 
attacks happened there, causing huge 
losses of innocent lives and wealth. To 
address the problem and its breeding 
ground, the Chinese government has 
adopted correct and effective policies in 
Xinjiang, and stability has since returned. 
In the past several years, over 1200 
people from more than 100 countries 
have visited Xinjiang. Many social media 
influencers are seen on the streets 
doing interviews. I myself have visited 
Xinjiang more than once. We have seen 
a real Xinjiang, which is totally different 
from what some Western politicians and 
media portrayed.

But to our dismay, truth has not 
stopped rumors. In the United States 
and other Western countries, lies about 
Xinjiang still hold sway. Systemic 
slandering and unilateral sanctions 
against China are rife. But lies cannot 
stand the scrutiny of facts. The so-called 
"genocide" is just a downright lie. In the 
past 40 years, the Uighurs' population 

in Xinjiang has grown by over 10 times 
— does that look like genocide? "Forced 
labor" is another groundless talk. Workers 
in Xinjiang choose their jobs, including 
those in the high-income industry of 
cotton picking, on their own volition. 
They sign labor contracts as a free and 
equal party, their rights and interests 
are well protected, and they enjoy full 
remuneration. If making a decent living 
is "forced labor", then should they only 
deserve "forced poverty" and "forced 
unemployment"?

Given such undeniable facts, 
why are some Western organizations 
and individuals, disguised as academic 
institutions and scholars, still making 
all noises and blatantly fabricating 
lies? Why do some forces in America 
use Xinjiang to launch massive smear 
campaigns against China? The truth 
is, they want to bring about a collapse 
and split-up of China from the inside. 
Feigning concerns about Xinjiang's 
human rights, they are thinking about 
using Xinjiang to contain China. Their 
typical ploy is to first presume guilt, and 
then to find and even forge matching 
evidence. They don't care about truth 
whatsoever; they only mind their political 

schemes. Some people claim that this is 
out of their belief in "values". For them, I 
hope that President Franklin Roosevelt's 
Four Freedoms still ring in their ears, 
because isn't it hypocritical that if they 
truly believe in the freedom of speech, 
why wouldn't they allow other people to 
tell the truth when they are telling lies? 
If they truly believe in the freedom of 
belief, why can't they resist the urge to 
launch crusades against other religions 
and civilizations? If they truly believe in 
the freedom from want, why would they 
undercut other peoples' efforts to get 
rid of poverty and pursue development? 
If they truly believe in the freedom from 
fear, why would they embolden terrorists 
to hurt the people?

For these ill-intentioned people, 
I wish to reaffirm: Xinjiang affairs are 
China's internal affairs. Xinjiang-related 
issues are about anti-terrorism, de-
radicalization and anti-separatism in 
nature. China will not acquiesce to any 
external attempt to destabilize Xinjiang, 
or even to split up China and obstruct 
the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. 
The 1.4 billion Chinese people of various 
ethnic groups will not allow this to ever 
happen.

Xinjiang
a wonderful land
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