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FAREWELL DEAR FRIEND

great writer is, so o speak, a second
government in his country. And for that
reason, no regime has ever loved great
writers, only minor ones.” Alexander Sol
henitsyn Russian writer

Not even in the wildest of my dreams
did T ever think that 1 have to write the
above so soonthis time after the despica.
ble and gruesome murder of Lasantha
Wickrematunge, having written it after
the demise of another friend and former
colleague at The Island Alit Sama
nayake on November 25, 2006

Many of those who knew Lasantha ear
lier and now would be a bit surprised
when I say that we were at the Island in
the ‘805, I met Lasantha after | joined The
Island in ‘85 from the Sun newspapers
there was D.B.S.Jeyaraj, Qadri Ismail and

others as well
Lasantha makes his presence mostly
felt on Saturdays and then Editor Gamini
Weerakoon had no problem in getting the
Sunday Island lead. Lassie boy I too called
him even long after he lelt the Island.
D.B.S. Jeyaral’s column was over by 11am
on Saturday Lasantha comes around $am
makes a call to his contact, not to anyone
else but o a Minister then in the JR cabi-
net and gets the story a lead of course.
That was his way of doing things. Sto-
rles, reports, exposures on various sub
Jects ranging from bribery and corruption
to whatever you may name was his forte.
Many did not know that at the 1988 Pres-
idential elections Lasantha covered late
Mirs. Srimavo Bandaranaike's campaign,
(Incidentally, when Lasantha married

| disapprove of what you say, but |
will defend to death your right to say
it. 1 detest what you write but |
would give my life to make it possible
foryou to continue to write.,

Raine, the then President J R Jayewar
dene and Sirima Bandaranaike were the
attesting witnesses) I covered late Presi-
dent Ranasinghe Premadasa’s. campaign.
Though we covered the campalgns of the
rival candidates when we meet after a hec-
tic schedule of meetings in office we dis-
cuss about the pros and cons of the candi
dates,

Saturdays at The Island with just a
handful of us was fun once the copies

were handed over for the provincial edi
tion. Lasantha comes out with some fun-
ny stories enjoyed by us some which can:
not be told. His jokes at the expense of
others were many.” He was a man, take
him for all in all I shall not look upon
like again”. Shakespeare.

After he became the Editor of The Sun
day Leader, all those who read his articles
would agree with what Voltaire said,” |

prove of what you say, but T will de-
fend to death your right to say it. I detest
what you write but [ would give my Iife fo
make it possible for you o continue to
write.”

To me, fair friend, you never can be old
He is no more but his writings will re
main for ever. Farewell friend God Ble
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The nearly 30-year-old North South ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka has now been transformed by the present Rajapaksa Government into a full scale war upon convincing the majority that there is no solution apart from war.

This conviction was built up through the years by racist elements among the Sinhala majority. The conviction was confirmed from time to time by incidents in which the LTTE targeted and massacred ordinary people of the South.  ‘Tiger terrorism must be eradicated’ was the war call adopted and supported by the majority. 

The main Opposition failed to challenge this cry for war due to the two-faced action plan they had adopted. Their duplicity was exemplified by the fact that while criticising government action, once a month, they also assisted the government to extend emergency regulations thereby suppressing the democratic rights of all people of Sri Lanka.
The war became an obsession to the majority in the South. Soon all information that either discouraged armed conflict or looked at alternatives was completely banned by a government through media suppression. This objective was sought to be achieved by destroying media units, attacking media personnel and even killing them; actions that received the acquiescence of the people. 

Concealed by the beating of war drums, corruption, malpractice and irregularity have spread widely among the relatives and friends of the government to an extent that today every government department operates above the law. In these circumstances, people resort to privately resolving their problems in whatever manner they could. The victim is isolated. People learn to live in a world of isolation, selfishness, suspicion, doubt and fear; the common good or betterment of the society as a whole, is forgotten. They are unable to even realise that the same plight may befall them tomorrow.

In the meantime, those who stand up and speak out against the collapsing social structure, corruption, irregularity, loss of freedom, respect and professionalism are being categorized and persecuted as unpatriotic and as enemies of the state. 
· The house of a prominent human rights lawyer in the forefront against corruption was attacked with grenades in September 2008. The intentions of the attackers were to silence him. Yet, he was not silenced. 

· Thereafter the studios of a popular media station were targeted causing extensive damage and loss. The well-planned attack was carried out on January 8, 2009, in the dead of night. Yet the media unit could not be silenced either.
· Two days after that incident, a prominent journalist—who had been revealing the truth about the massive corruption and irregularities carried out under the guise of war, supported with facts, figures, names and addresses, was waylaid while travelling to work, and shot and killed in cold blood. The killing took place within a high security zone in broad daylight. Yet the Newspaper which he edited could not be stopped. 

· His funeral was attended by students, teachers, media personnel, lawyers, HR activists, and ordinary people. They not only attended, but took an active part in loudly voicing their opposition to the crime committed. 

These incidents reveal an important factor: There are many people still left in Sri Lanka—who are willing to courageously raise their voices against injustice; those who are not spineless, fainthearted and ready to flee in the face of oppression. 
If anyone were to say it is impossible to go forward in the face human rights violations by the police, prisons, armed forces and other parts of the state machinery; if they reject seeking remedy for victims’ grievances or seek refuge in foreign lands in fear, we believe that the motives of such people warrant certain scrutiny. Here, we are talking to the representatives of the marginalised sections of society; for people who continue to be marginalised and victimised.

There is a continuous need to search for space; and seek ways of practically utilising that available space. We need to seek out obstacles—not to run away from them but to learn to challenge them; manoeuvre around and to overcome them. Therefore it is our conviction that all activists—be they espousing social, economic, political, human rights—must understand the current obstacles they face; they then need to challenge them wholeheartedly, with a view to overcoming the obstacles.   

We do not deny that security is most important. However we emphasise that security does not mean running away or hiding. In the present context there is more than enough space for us come forward and continue our work with the ordinary people. who could not come together because they had different views and personal factors are today forced to come together. It is also recognised that cooperation between people of diverse social strata has now become essential.
In this environment, we do not deny that it may be a problem to enter the country with a holiday visa’s and take part in our activities. Thus, it may be necessary to continue our work into the future without direct foreign participation; but with the participation of their representative already in the country.

National Coordinator & Team
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Lasantha Wickramatunga, Editor, Sunday Leader was waylaid while travelling to work and shot dead. In his editorial published posthumously he writes: “When finally I am killed, it will be the government that kills me”. 











