STATE OF DEMOCRACY IN SRI LANKA (SDSA)
A Brief Report
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Introduction

T he study on the “State of Democracy in Sri Lanka” is

a component of the larger study carried out in

Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka carried

out under the theme ‘The State of Democracy in Human
security in South Asia” in 2004-2005.

The analysis presented in this Report is based on a survey
carried out in late 2004 and early 2005.

The survey is only one component of the overall study which
in methodological terms followed four different ‘pathways.’
They were as follows:

(i) Cross Section Survey: the survey aimed at arriving at a
snapshot of the views and perceptions held by people in the
five countries on what democracy meant to them, their
confidence in various institutions of governance, levels of
political activity, views on the status of minorities, and on
personal safety, and the perceptions of material conditions
of their families and the country.

(i1) Democracy Dialogues: Dialogues sought to obtain
various positions and viewpoints of community, party, union
and social activists who are engaged in reforming or
radicalizing

democracy. Dialogues were held on issues of political
structures, political practices, social institutions, gender and
diversity.

(ii1) Case Studies: This allowed deep investigation into a
selected case, or a puzzle, relating the experience of
democracy. The purpose of case studies was to look at certain
facts that went against the democratic wisdom, or were
‘inconvenient’ from the established viewpoint.

(iv) Qualitative Assessments: This component of the study
sought to assess democracy in each country by a team of
scholars. The scholar-experts were asked to give assessments
of the experience of democracy in each country within a
detailed framework. They covered four themes: the promise
of democracy, institutional designs, working of democracy
and futures.
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Survey Methodology

T he survey was conducted among 4500 respondents

across the country excluding the districts of Mannar,
Kilinochchi and Mullaitivu. Interviews were conducted using
a semi-structured questionnaire and face-to-face interviews.
The sample was selected using a Stratified Random Sampling
technique giving equal opportunity for each man and woman
and all the age groups above 18 vears in the surveyed districts
to be selected to the sample. However, in the districts of
Jaffna, Trincomalee, Batticaloa and Vauniya, the survey was
only conducted in the government—controlled areas.
Limitations on access and inability to deploy the same
sampling method and more importantly to verify the quality
of the field research prevented the surveying of LTTE-
controlled areas'. However, in addition to the random sample,
a booster sample was used in the Northern and Eastern
provinces to make a detailed analysis among the Tamil
community in this region.

The sample was distributed among 75 of the 196 electorates
in the country. The number of constituencies per district was
decided based on the proportion of the population as well as
the socio-political diversity of each district. A total of 6
polling booths were chosen from the selected constituencies
using the Simple Random Sampling (SRS) technique. The
latest voters’ lists were used as the sampling frame to select
the respondents within a polling station. A total of 25 people
were selected from each polling booth, and field researchers
were advised to interview 15 of them. However, we
anticipated an average of 10-12 interviews from a polling
booth. Field researchers were instructed to stay in the field
as late as possible and visit a selected respondent three times
before ‘ignoring’ him/her from the respondent

list.

A total of 80 field researchers from both genders and all four
communities — Sinhala, Tamil, Muslim and Up-country
Tamil - were involved in the data collection. Fieldwork was
conducted during the period of September to October 2004.
Field researchers were sent to the field after a three-day
residential training programme on the questionnaire and field
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democracy. Quite interestingly, 69% of those who identificd
themselves as belonging to the minority also expressed the
same view.

What arc the negative attributes of democracy? When asked
about the most disliked attribute of democracy, 53.9% of Sri
Lankans identified it as the “increasc in corruption.” For a
significant minority of Sri Lankans, that is for 20.6%, the
most disliked characteristic of democracy was that *many
partics divide the people.” Political parties as a divisive and
therefore negative factor was also scen in the low public trust
recorded in political parties. Only 36.9% had some or a great
deal of trust in partics

Support for Democracy

This survey also elicited data on public support for
democracy. Sri Lanka, as other South Asian countries,
recorded an exceedingly high support for democracy. Nearly
everyone thought of democracy in positive terms. Those
who described democracy in “negative’ terms was just 1%
in Sri Lanka, among thosc who answered the open-ended
question, “What, if anything, democracy mean to you?” The
relevant figures for other South Asian countrics were 2, 7, 9
and 8, respectively, for Bangladesh, India, Nepal and
Pakistan. Similarly, support for rulers clecied by the people
was overwhelming. It was 98% in Sr1 Lanka, compared with
the average of 94% for South Asia. Very few appeared (o
doubt the suitability of democracy lor Sri Lanka. 92% of Sri
Lankans reported democracy as ‘very suitable’ (62%) and
‘suitable” 309%). The overall South Asian figure for the
suitability of democracy was 88%.
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In this survey, people’s preferences for different forms of
government were obtained. ‘Rule by the army” as well as
‘rule by the king’ too were included in the questionnaire, in
addition to seeking people’s ‘prelerence for elected leaders.”
Further, people were asked to indicate their agreement for
three different statements that would indicate the degrec of
support for democratic rule. The three statements were:
“Democracy is prelerable to any other kind of government,”
“in certain situations a dictatorial government is preferable
to a democratic one,” and “it does not matter to people like
me whether we have democratic or non-democratic
governance.”

Bascd on the response given for the above questions, we
developed a “Support for Democracy Index’ with three
catcgories, ‘strong democrats” ‘non-democrats’ and “weak
Democrats or ‘skeptics.” The “strong democrats”™ were those
who prefer democracy and strongly disagree or disagree with
army rule AND monarchy AND strongly agree or agree to
‘rule by ¢lected representatives.”

The ‘non-democrats” are those who prefer dictatorial rule or
who express that it docs not matter for them whether the
government is a democratic or a non- democratic one, while
strongly agreeing or agrecing to army rule or monarchy. They
also strongly disagree or disagree to the elected democralic
form of governance,

The *weak believers™ in democracy are those who do not fit
into any of the above—mentioned categorics. Among the
respondents there were also those who were in the calegory
of ‘not surefcan’t say.” They had no opinion on their
preference towards democratic or a non-democratic
governance,

The results of the Support for Democracy Index are quite
interesting, because they problematize the data on meanings
and essential attribulcs ol democracy. For example, according,
to this index, close to only one third, 36 %, of S Lankans
fall into ‘strong believers in democracy” while the majority,
50%, appears o be weak believers. There are 14% non-
democrats. This is a worrying result for those obscrvers who
would want o sce strong popular support for democracy in
Sri Lanka. One satisfying oulcome for Sri Lanka’s
democracy advocates 1s that in a South Asian comparison
the pereentage of Sri Lanka’s strong democrats cxceeds the
averape South Asian figure of 26%.
consolation to say that Sri Lanka’s 36% strong democrats 1s
numerically higher than the corresponding figures of 19,22,
and 10, respectively, for Bangladesh, Nepal and Pakistan.

It may be a greal

Digitized by NoolaRghbfF¥undation.

noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Todiavgends o inhest peree Ui ol stpang ey )

-1

Phe Tazl thet 1485 e Ss Langang pretrzd ravsdemaceatic
alrernatives ey he ccmpared o snarher eseie T23%at
“ri |..’|I'|i-::1|:|&33_||:: B T TR TR sl o e aslng I o |
wrbia g mol Ieres oo bo e shonl electons: Tivwever, Lhis
Bl en. e semmesyha -1'.“|'!'i!_'_l.l-:'l'J.'-: a1t s o possthle
nizatings. Cie suah maaring waitd he ‘o leadorwrhn hay
g agcnda thas dres not focns i winaing i next o eenne,
The et sl b sAising

Ii.'.-\.l |_|I|_,'-|'|J_l',||:'|| :'|-.'-.‘:i.~,:|'||'-5 g ~,'-" I i-_‘; =

almles wath zeeat s sl wennalsd
e ol win ::rl:_-; ez
plusliuns,”

Tt s e Lrmols that ®2% ol L —eanitry Temils ard
TiMhonttha Bihals somensine Az e

rlis narnre, =il AT w0 I’-'*" e sl ad et Beal
Tamil arnvsuriries e r-.g_u-:-: Thoe snrvey shows ¢ 870
gupprt amere Ao Tankens e obooded Tepdlers

atditsenees i g, 2ovle med wlbaner e

CreapeLl e

[l adea thiet all rogpus dectsioos aoval vz oovntre s -ould
he Luken I'n- sty Tather than polivcians wed ansportad iy
oot Lankans

el aller [he
Cerron Bhacticnsheld i 2004 Oseol the s linr oo eoms
ullthe eoeclion wae fud Tor s (sl e @ pacty comrisse
ol Buddhesscereewes ol ootos e perliament '.1.-|TI1 LI S0 ALs
Fmocmg mebkeenand, the cospendonts ars ashod boocsprees
theis gpresmentszagicoancnr willy festuieen hal “all
neajnr dosisinns abent The coantey shosse be caker by
rebizina leede s " Fingdioas e e that only 200 ol o
Lankan: azreed wihile 205 :u:-rc"-.__« d L dhsasrocmor.
Thie culvome wue metoroed al the heighe of"a polirical
cooipeior by mngs bowan rhz :_‘.HI'|I.'-| ONrAcY i ey,

Thiz sureey w3z cavdaenal within fve

Fooole alan apsar:
gocsnares, Snc example persun oyl supporied az 2lecied
cederoon'd £ an sppoet & siang Fader wha dees col noed

L 1 el W] | T L I TR TR

The fellowing tehle srovidss a comanment a8 peasieled]
by il faem anebsia, bearrempos 1o Guoliin wizl 1|.-~;
cormmhiTation: rans and wle e e cormsineaon: mein e
cazh aomrniny

with & r"-rlu”a' il

At supoerl o than une Leae o

Mo ESi2H sl ATTRILTTS OF Druocasy

Thes el proeiclesn e eat g rietie al w e e el Teasder

ot beade s ench 2l e canmn |||".- |_|"'|| vl Treeshevs sy
st Uial The Sinhala oo III-IIL..II|._;-' waned - elecied leander.
b s weeders Purisermoeee, the “Gachar soeores’ sugrest
Frar pecpls wrn aanpartad milcary sle suppeacmes the
e oz e, e Boetl:-Cusl
Torern) ooy icsniled srvwrond coililary eoders o
Chie e cotemury ol leaders ey necrnively comzlased wa
pleried lenlers, Forthe Morth-LazUlasm ] cammniily, smenss
eialers wers Lthe sume s mibilary eede semass they
urilerocratic

colis, s epsers s el O

Ag o e Ml sdmungniiy, iese whe cupouctsd soonsg
eaalers suppuried  reliziocs leacers ax vl Loy alsa dud
el i Lhews e e -,Iw.l"' [aierors . Hameoarer, mrs mows
strikine fnemg here s that the Muaslim eamnvirine Sid ot
A i pre e M E'-"'-“ A7 bearders as BT S TE
thover <hiess cxfhained Trom idealilving Le oree cocuns

3 RO e

e T
Subi«fae bon werh sne workizg ot da=tmerady

s srvey acughe to tind aor e deari 1o wdist people in
srilankaars satizsfied o ool it e working of Cerneeriey.
Tho veaperiidesls weie oo acked abeol o percepbon of
ke elements of a fuzstoral desmeracy suas a3 canal = glis,
lrescies aleaese b, tha oy metaes angs the goecorimee i, e

avidlaar e o lasic needs acd fiee aod Gl ceslione,

noolaham.org | aaPH#¥m.org



Public perception about the state of affairs in Sri Lanka
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Among all
satisfied with the way democracy works. Contrary o our
common-sense knowledge, the survey data suggest that
minority communities were satistied with the working of
democracy either equally or more than the majority.

ethnic communities, 56.5% reported that they were

Among the Sinhalese only 53.30% were ‘very satisficd’ and
‘somewhat satisfied’ with the working of democracy while
North-East Tamil, Up country Tamil and Mushim
communities record higher figures with 53. 90, 67. 80 and
69. 30, respectively. One way to interpret this [inding is to
suggest that the minorities were more supportive of
democracy in Sri l.anka. This is the general picture in South
Asia as well. For them, democracy is also an aspiration.
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The way in which different ethnic groups felt they enjoy
democratic rights has significant variation. Overall, 51.2%
of Sri Lankans said that they enjoy equal rights. However,
this opinion varied among different ethnic groups. While a
majority of the Sinhala community (53%) agreed enjoyed
equal rights, North-Fast Tamil (64.3%) and Upcountry Tamil
(69.8%) communities disagreed with it. The Muslim
community expressed a mixed fecling with 44% agreeing
and 50% disagreeing.

Agreement of each ethnic community on key elements
of funetional democracy

tgreement, of gzch athnic community an key elements of
furctional democracy
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Amaong all respondents, 60.1% believed that people are free
o speak their minds without any fear. From an ethnic
community perspective, a majority of Muslims (60.6%) and
Sinhalese (58.7%) believed that they are free to speak their
minds without fear, while the North-East Tamil {34.5%) and
Up—country Tamil (55.2%) communitics largely disagreed
with it.

Onc of the experiences of democracy that the Sri Lankan
people seemed to appreciate most was their ability to change
the governments they do not like. 80.9% of Sr1 Lankans
apreed with this dimension of democracy. This perception
can be seen across all the ethnic groups. However, the North-
East Tamil and Up country Tamil communities recorded a
glightly lower agreement with this than the Sinhala and
Muslim communitics.

It is interesting to note that 62.4% disagreed that most people
have basic necessities under democracy. This disagreement
15 approximately ten points higher among the Up country
Tamil community in comparison with other ethnic
communitics.
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Trust in Fnstitutions
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There are some surprises in the findings on the people’s trust
in public institutions. A quarter of Sr1 Lankans did not seem
to trust the central government. Political partics and
parliament recorded a very high [evel of public mistrust, with
figures of 63% and 56.2% . The police, with all the storics of
corruption and abuse of power,was trusted by 57%.

62.1% of Sri Lankans placed somc or a great deal of trust in
the central government. From an ethnic perspective, the Up-
country Tamil community (74.8%) placed the highest trusl
in the central government followed by the Muslim
community (70%), Sinhala community (64.4%), and the
North-East Tamil community (49.5%). When asked to what
extent they trust the provincial government, 56.1% expressed
that they have either some or a great deal of trust. From an
ethnic perspeclive, the Sinhala and Tamil communities placed
the lowest trust in the provineial government. The Up-country
and Muslim communities placed higher trust in the provincial
government.

Nith regard to trust in local government, 58.6% expressed
cither some or a greal deal of trust in it. It is interesting to
note that it is trusted largely by minority communitics— Up-
country Tamil 74.2%, Muslim 68.4%, and Tamil 61.6%.
The greater trust that the three minority communitics place
in provineial and local governments suggests the importance
they attributed to the devolution of power and local
government institutions.

65.8% of 5ri Lankans expressed somce or a great deal of trust
in the civil service. This is observable across all ethnie groups

46

(Up-country Tamil 78.1%, Muslim 70.4%, North-East Tamil
66.3%, Sinhala 63.6%). Interestingly, the majority
community (Sinhala 63.6%) had the lowest trust in the
country’s civil service.

=0/
10

The survey shows that only 5 of Sri Lankans placed
their trust in the police. It is somewhat surprising that the
Muslims (68.8%) and Up-country Tamils (58.7%) placed the
highest trust in the police while only 54% of Sinhalese did
so. The fact that only 51.1% of North-East Tamils trusted
the police may not be surprising in vicw of the context of
cthnic conflict in Sri Lanka.

The army has been identificd as the second most trusted
institution by Sri Lankans (77.4%). However, when looking
al cthnic perspectives, there is a stark difference between
the trust in the army among the majority Sinhala and minority
Muslim communities, as opposed to the minority Tamil
communities. Among the Sinhala community 86.6% place
trust in the army while among Muslims 1t 1s 72.6%. [n sharp
contrast, the trust in the army among Up-country Tamils was
37.6%, while among the Tamils in the North and East it was
only 35.1%.

Sri Lankans across all ethnic groups placed a higher degree
of trust in the courts, 79% of Sri Lankans stated either they
have some or a greal deal of trust in the courts. Despite this,
Sri Lankans placed low trust in the parliament. Overall,
43.8% expressed cither some or a great deal of trust in
Parliament. From an ethnic perspective Muslims (59.2%)
scemed to trust the parliament most, followed by North-East
Tamils (49.9%%), Sinhalese (41%) and Up-country Tamils
(41.1%).

According to the survey, political parties seem to be the least
trusted institution in Sri Lanka. Only 36.9% had somc or a
great deal of trust in partics. llowever, when compared 1o
other ethnic communitics, Muslim community (52%) seemed
to have slightly higher trust in political parties. 76.6% of S
Lankans placed some or a great deal of trust in the elections
commissioner. This could be a reflection of violence-lrce
election that was held a few months before the survey.

The findings on the trust in public institutions pont to an
mteresting paradox of democracy in Sri Lanka. People had
the least trust in representative institutions (political parties
and parliament) and greater rust in unrepresentative and
unelected institutions of governance {courts, the army,
elections commissioner and public service). Another puzzle
is the relatively low degree of trust that the majority Sinhala
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In this survey, 43.2% of Sri Lankans supported the idea of
federalism. This support was overwhelming among the
minority communities (North-East Tamil 81.6%, Up-country
Tamil 83.3%, Muslims 76.1%) while only 34.4% of the
Sinhala community supported it. On the contrary, only 26.2%
of Sri Lankans supported asymmetrical federalism. However,
the support for asymmetrical federalism was higher among
the minority communities,

Some Key Lessons

« There was widespread support for the idea of democracy,
but the people’s support for the institutional forms of
representative democracy was not deep.

« Ethnic minorities, more than the majority community,
continue to have confidence in democracy, despite the
negative experience with democracy among some minority
communities. The majority Sinhala community demonstrated
a lesser degree of satisfaction with the way democracy has
worked in Sri Lanka.

« Sri Lankans of all communities were majoroitarian
democrats in their understanding of democracy.

« A majority of Sri Lankans were weak believers in
democracy. Only about one-third were strong believers.

« The twin idea of freedom and equality, associated with basic
needs, were the three key themes through which Sri Lankans
appeared to understand, value and relate to democracy. This
combines both procedural and substantive dimensions of
democracy.

« Sri Lanka has an elaborate set of public institutions for
democratic governance. Yet, public attitudes toward them
constitute a on usual puzzle. Institutions of democratic
mediation and representation had a lesser degree of public
trust and legitimacy than the unrepresentative institutions of
governance. Similarly, among public institutions, those that
command lowest public confidence are those whose
functioning involves regular public interaction.

* Despite setbacks to the peace and negotiation processes,
there is substantial public support for a negotiated political
settlement to the ethnic conflict. S
of power-sharing had a crucial support base. However,
commitment to federalist state reform
ethnic minorities.

« Those who supported democracy were also supporters of a
negotiated political settlement to 1l e conflict.
Democrats were a solid support base for peace. B

State reforms in the direction

S was stronger among
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