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name. Recently, the government prevented UN Secretary General 
Kofi Annan from visiting LTTE-controlled regions during his tour 
of tsunami affected areas in Sri Lanka. Not long after the disaster, 
local relief and rehabilitation is already in the process of being 
politicised. In this situation, what are the prospects for moving 
from joint relief operations at the local level to a revitalised peace 
process? 

Sri Lanka's recent peace process (2001-2004) offers some valuable 
lessons in regard to this question. Most significantly, the peace 
process was characterised by an unusual sequencing of priorities, 
addressing immediate humanitarian needs in the war-torn areas 
before discussing political issues of power sharing and conflict 
resolution. Thus, the chosen approach came close to what is now 
prescribed as a way forward from disaster relief to peace in the 
aftermath of the tsunami disaster. 

While the LTTE and the government agreed on basic development 
policy and the role of international actors, the question of 
development administration turned out to be highly contentious, 
as it impinged upon the balance of power between the protagonists 
and the future arrangements for power sharing. The LTTE saw an 
interim administration with a fair degree of autonomy and a 
guaranteed position for the LTTE as an absolute necessity to ensure 
the fulfilment of both short-tern development needs and long-term 
demands for internal self-determination. The Sinhalese opposition 
(including the President) feared that the interim administration 
would constitute a first step towards secession and hence saw it as 
a threat to the sovereignty of the unitary Sri Lankan state. The then 

government found itself severely constrained by constitutional as 
well as political factors to satisfy the LTTE's demand. A recurrent 
pattern has been that attempts to create workable peace 
arrangements with the LTTE have been challenged by the political 
opposition in the South, as majoritarian Sinhala nationalism has 

been used to mobilise popular support against any step towards 
power sharing or regional autonomy. The government, holding only 
a small majority in parliament and facing a strong opposition to 
the peace process, was trying to find an interim arrangement within 
the limits of the unitary constitution. In the LTTE's view, such an 
arrangement would inevitably reduce them to ajunior partner with 
little or no formal power. An interim authority proposed by LTTE 
was, however, seen by the Sinhalese opposition as a first step 
towards secession and hence as a threat to the sovereign unitary 
state. While showing that addressing immediate humanitarian needs 
may provide meeting points for the protagonists, this recent peace 
process also demonstrated that this approach politicises 
development administration and inevitably leads to the conflictual 
core question of constitutional and institutional reforms for power 
sharing and conflict resolution. 

The current humanitarian disaster may provide new meeting points 
and modes of collaboration between the protagonists, but the 
lessons from the peace process show that there is a need to be 
realistic about the prospect of going from relief and rehabilitation 
to lasting peace in Sri Lanka. As before the tsunami, the critical 
question is whether the Sri Lankan political elite will be able to 
overcome their fragmentation and constructively engage with the 
challenges of a multi-ethnic society. 
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