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1.Executive Summary

Legal and policy reforms: Sri Lanka’s proposed Protection of the State from Terrorism Act
(PSTA) 2026, intended to replace the controversial PTA, has drawn criticism from civil society
groups who argue it largely mirrors the old law instead of reforming it. While the government
says the draft includes safeguards—such as judicial oversight, legal access, and forensic
checks—critics call for stronger human rights protections and public consultation. In
November 2025, a nationwide state of emergency was declared following Cyclone Ditwah, but
concerns were raised that the resulting regulations are overly broad and may threaten civil
liberties like freedom of speech and movement. The government is also considering
constitutional reforms to shift toward a parliamentary system with a non-executive president,
subject to public approval via referendum. Legal reforms are underway to strengthen
protections against domestic violence and improve child protection laws. Additionally, Sri
Lanka plans to implement ILO Convention C190 to combat workplace harassment and
improve safety, especially for women. Finally, the Bar Association of Sri Lanka criticized a
local mayor for interfering with a lawyer’s duties during an inquiry, stressing the importance of
protecting legal professionals’ independence.

Police Brutality and misconduct: The Supreme Court has ruled that officers from the
Thalathuoya Police Station violated the fundamental rights of a lorry driver by assaulting and
torturing him after his arrest in April 2019. The incident was reportedly linked to his refusal to
continue participating in illegal sand transportation for a police officer. Public outrage has
intensified as a video circulated in social media showing the Officer-in-Charge of the
Kuliyapitiya Police Crime Division assaulting a man with a stick inside a house. The officer
was subsequently transferred pending investigation, a response widely criticized as an
administrative measure rather than meaningful accountability. In a related development, the
Kuliyapitiya Senior Superintendent of Police has suspended an Inspector, the OIC of the
Narammala Crime Division, and a Sub-Inspector for allegedly concealing details of robberies
that took place in Narammala town on November 30. Separately, a Sergeant attached to the
Colombo Crimes Division has been suspended for maintaining inappropriate contact with a
suspect detained under the Prevention of Terrorism Act in connection with the February 2025
murder of an organized crime figure.

Prisoner rights: In December 2025, a clash at Boossa High Security Prison left a
Superintendent injured. The incident was reportedly linked to the forced relocation of inmates
to another section of the prison after CCTV cameras ceased functioning. Separately, media
reports revealed an alleged plot to assassinate a death row inmate during his transfer from
Boossa High Security Prison to a low-security facility. Prisoners’ rights advocates have urged
the government to intervene, warning that such incidents could escalate into unrest. They
cautioned that similar tensions in the past have led to prison riots and, in some cases, deadly
prison massacres in Sri Lanka.

Accountability: In a letter addressed to the President, Prime Minister, and Speaker of
Parliament, the Bar Association of Sri Lanka (BASL) has requested that appointments of civil
society representatives to the Constitutional Council be made in consultation with civil society
and professional organizations, including the BASL.



Meanwhile, British MP Uma Kumaran has called on the UK Foreign Secretary to expand
sanctions against Sri Lankan individuals allegedly implicated in war crimes during the civil
conflict, citing a lack of accountability and insufficient political will within the current Sri Lankan
government to address past atrocities. Responding to sanctions imposed by the UK
government on three retired Sri Lankan military commanders and a former LTTE commander,
the Sri Lankan Ministry of Foreign Affairs in March 2025 stated that such unilateral measures
do not support, but rather complicate, the country’s ongoing national reconciliation process.

Freedom of expression: Sri Lanka’s Deputy Minister of Public Security has directed police
to use emergency regulations to investigate and arrest those accused of spreading defamatory
content on social media about the President and government ministers, despite earlier
assurances that such powers would be limited to disaster management. He cited “malicious
attacks,” particularly by Sri Lankans abroad, and warned that allegedly false or distorted
content could lead to action under the Public Security Act and emergency laws. The Human
Rights Commission of Sri Lanka raised concerns over inconsistencies with constitutional rights
and international standards, while media groups also criticized the move.

Two journalists were called in for questioning over allegedly false reporting. The Editor of
Aruna was summoned by the CID over a 19 November 2025 article, with the Editors Guild
noting the absence of a complainant and the bypassing of standard correction mechanisms.
Separately, journalist Tharindu Jayawardena was summoned by Gampola Police following a
complaint linked to his reporting on alleged corruption and environmental damage at the
Ambuluwawa Biodiversity Complex.

Police requested the Telecommunication regulatory commission to act against Hiru Media
Network over ‘false’ news reporting. Authorities claimed the findings justified regulatory action,
while Hiru TV denied the allegations, accusing police of withholding information and
undermining the public’s right to know.

Disappeared persons protests: Families of the forcibly disappeared marked International
Human Rights Day on December 10 with protests and press events across the North and
East, including Vavuniya, Ampara, and Batticaloa, calling for truth, justice, and international
accountability, and urging global pressure on the Sri Lankan government. The Association of
Relatives of Enforced Disappeared Persons submitted a letter to the UN Human Rights
Council seeking Sri Lanka’s referral to the International Criminal Court over alleged war
crimes, crimes against humanity, and genocide, particularly during the final phase of the civil
war in 2009.

On the same day, the Jaffna Magistrate’s Court ordered former President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa to file an affidavit by 6 February 2026 explaining alleged threats to his life after
failing to appear in a case on the disappearance of two activists in 2011.

Land Rights: Tensions have escalated in Thaiyiddy, Kankesanthurai in Jaffna over protests
against the alleged construction of the Tissa Viharaya Buddhist temple, with demonstrators
demanding the return of lands to original Tamil owners. A Mallakam Magistrate’s Court order
barred 29 individuals, including parliamentarians, from protesting, while five protesters
arrested on 21 December 2025 were later released on bail.



Residents continue a decades-long effort to reclaim a Hindu cremation site inaccessible since
the 1990 military displacement and its designation as a High Security Zone. Appeals stress its
cultural and religious importance, and a visiting MP has pledged to raise the issue with

authorities.

In a separate case, the Northern Naval Commander stated that Navy-held civilian lands
would be released through formal procedures, but no timeline has been provided



2.Legal and policy reforms

Proposed Protection of the State from Terrorism Act (PSTA)

The Sri Lankan Government’s proposed Protection of the State from Terrorism Act (PSTA) of
2026, intended to replace the long-criticised Prevention of Terrorism Act (PTA), has sparked
widespread controversy. Civil society organisations, journalists, and legal experts have
expressed concern that the draft legislation, released for public consultation on 21 December
2025, threatens democracy, fundamental rights, and freedom of expression. The Sri Lanka
Working Journalists’ Association (SLWJA) warned that the Bill prioritises state power over
constitutional freedoms and could criminalise peaceful protest, allow prolonged detention
without charge, and expand arrest powers to the armed forces and Coast Guard, effectively
militarising law enforcement (Doloswala, 2025). The Coalition for Social Media Declaration
(CSMD) highlighted that broad definitions of “confidential information” and provisions
criminalising failure to report could endanger journalists, lawyers, doctors, and social media
users, while enabling intrusive surveillance and decryption powers (Tamilwin, 2025; The
Island, 2025).

The Government, represented by Justice Minister Harshana Nanayakkara, emphasised that
the draft is consultative, aims to repeal the PTA, and incorporates procedural safeguards such
as judicial approval for detention extensions, regular magistrate review, mandatory forensic
examinations, and access to legal counsel (Shaheid, 2025). Drafting Committee Chairman
Rienzie Arsecularatne noted that the Bill seeks to balance national security with citizen
freedoms and remains open to revision based on public feedback. While the Bill introduces a
consolidated definition of terrorism and explicitly excludes advocacy, protest, dissent, or
industrial action from being classified as terrorism, critics argue the definition remains
overbroad and susceptible to misuse (Shaheid, 2025; The Morning, 2025).

Other prominent voices, including President’s Counsel M.A. Sumanthiran and former Justice
Minister Wijeyadasa Rajapaksa, have opposed the Bill, noting that it exceeds previous anti-
terrorism amendments and risks undermining constitutional rights (Tamilwin, 2025). The
National Peace Council (NPC) and the Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA) similarly
emphasised that broad powers for detention, military involvement in arrests, proscription of
organisations, and digital surveillance replicate the PTA’s logic rather than mark a clear break
from it, urging meaningful public consultation and adherence to international human rights
standards (Shaheid, 2025; The Island, 2025).

While the Government presents the PSTA as a modernised framework to address
contemporary terrorism, including cyber and transnational threats, critics highlight that the
manner of its release—during the holiday season and parliamentary recess—combined with
Sri Lanka’s history of opaque governance, raises concerns about transparency and intent (The
Morning, 2025). The consultation period remains open until 28 February 2026, with
stakeholders encouraged to submit feedback to ensure that any new legislation safeguards
citizens’ rights while addressing legitimate national security concerns.



Concerns over Emergency Regulations during Cyclone Ditwah
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Cyclone Ditwah“i:é“the country’s deadliest disaster sine the 2004 tsunami, with floodwaters affecting
nearly 20% of the nation’s land area and impacting approximately 2.3 million people. Courtesy: UNDP

On 28 November 2025, President Anura Kumara Dissanayake declared a nationwide State of
Public Emergency under Section 2 of the Public Security Ordinance (Chapter 40), as amended
by Act No. 8 of 1959, Law No. 6 of 1978, and Act No. 28 of 1988, citing the humanitarian crisis
caused by Cyclone Ditwah. The proclamation, gazetted in Extraordinary Gazette No. 2464/30,
stated that the provisions of Part Il of the Ordinance would come into effect throughout Sri
Lanka to safeguard public security, maintain public order, and ensure the provision of essential
services (The Daily FT). Following this, Mr. B.K. Prabath Chandrakeerthi, a Special Grade
Officer of the Sri Lanka Administrative Service, was appointed Commissioner-General of
Essential Services, with the authority to delegate duties to deputies or assistants. Additionally,
a Commissioner of Civil Security and advisory committees at divisional levels were
empowered to coordinate civil security and essential service delivery. The regulations allow
the requisition of private property and vehicles, mobilisation of human resources, and broad
powers of search, seizure, arrest, and detention without warrant, while providing legal
protection for actions taken in good faith under the emergency framework (Daily FT).

The extension of the state of emergency was formally notified on 29 December 2025, and the
Ministry of Defence confirmed that Parliament would consider approval on 6 January 2026, in
line with constitutional provisions that require parliamentary endorsement of any extension
within one week of proclamation (Daily FT).

Civil society and human rights bodies have raised concerns regarding the emergency
regulations. The Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA) noted that while the cyclone has caused
significant devastation, the emergency regulations appear overbroad and risk undermining
civil liberties, including freedom of speech, movement, and assembly. CPA emphasised that
existing laws, particularly the Disaster Management Act No. 13 of 2005, provide a
comprehensive framework for disaster relief, mitigation, and recovery, and argued that the
extraordinary powers under the emergency should be used only when ordinary laws are
insufficient, strictly necessary, proportional, and time-limited (CPA, 28 November 2025).



Similarly, the Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) observed that several
provisions in the Emergency (Miscellaneous Provisions and Powers) Regulations, No. 1 of
2025, appeared incompatible with the Constitution of Sri Lanka and international human rights
norms. The Commission expressed concern over the requisitioning of residential premises
without guaranteed alternative housing, inclusion of sections 365 and 365A of the Penal Code,
imposition of the death penalty, removal of safeguards against torture, and restrictions on
freedom of expression criminalising dissemination of “rumours” likely to cause public alarm.
HRCSL issued detailed recommendations, including the repeal of certain regulations,
amendment of sentencing provisions, ensuring notification of arrests, and comprehensive
reform of the template for emergency regulations to align with fundamental rights standards
(HRCSL, Press Notice No: HRC/P/i/[E/05/12/25).

The Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) has urged the public that anyone who
believes their Fundamental Rights (FRs) are being interfered with during the ongoing state of
emergency can lodge a complaint with the Commission’s regional offices or head office.
Speaking to The Daily Morning, HRCSL Member and Commissioner, attorney Nimal G.
Punchihewa, emphasized that the Supreme Court has repeatedly affirmed that Emergency
Regulations (ERs) cannot override the FRs guaranteed under the Constitution. He stressed
that the HRCSL is duty-bound under the HRCSL Act, No. 21 of 1996, to investigate any such
complaint, noting, “Even when ERs are in effect, anyone can inform us if they feel that their
FRs are being violated. It is our responsibility to inquire into it.” Punchihewa further highlighted
that certain provisions in the recently issued ERs appear inconsistent with Constitutional
protections, and the HRCSL has submitted its observations to President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake. He added that while Emergency law should allow the State to act efficiently in
specific situations, it cannot exceed Constitutional limits, and some sections of the current
Regulations resemble measures used during times of armed conflict, which are unsuitable for
an Emergency declared due to a natural disaster. President Dissanayake declared a state of
emergency on 28 November 2025 through Gazette 2464/30 to ensure public security, uphold
public order, and maintain essential supplies and services following cyclone Ditwah, floods,
and landslides (Buddhika Samaraweera).

Constitutional and governance reforms

In parallel, constitutional and governance reforms are underway. Prime Minister Harini
Amarasuriya stated in Parliament that the Executive Presidency cannot be abolished without
introducing a new Constitution, and that studies are ongoing to establish a parliamentary
system with a President without executive powers, followed by public consultation and a
referendum for approval (The Island, The Morning).

Provincial Council elections

Efforts are also being taken to hold Provincial Council elections, delayed due to the
delimitation process required under the Provincial Councils Elections (Amendment) Act No.
17 of 2017. The government is reviewing whether elections should proceed after delimitation
or via amendments to the Act, with provisions allocated in the 2026 Budget to conduct
elections once the process is completed (The Island, The Morning).



Amendments proposed to the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act and child protection
frameworks

The Women and Child Affairs Ministry is amending the Prevention of Domestic Violence Act,
No. 34 of 2005, broadening the definition and scope of domestic abuse, and reviewing the
National Child Protection Authority Act, No. 50 of 1998, to strengthen child protection
frameworks and close legislative gaps (The Daily Morning).

Sri Lanka to ratify C190 ILO convention on Violence and Harassment

The Cabinet approved implementation of the International Labour Organization Convention
C190, aimed at eradicating violence and harassment in workplaces, particularly in informal
and private sectors, to ensure safe working conditions and promote greater participation of
women in the workforce (The Morning).

Concerns over professional independence of lawyers

Finally, concerns over professional independence have been raised. The Bar Association of
Sri Lanka (BASL) condemned Kaduwela Mayor Ranjan Jayalal Perera for allegedly
obstructing an attorney representing an Animal Welfare Association during a municipal inquiry.
Audio evidence reportedly shows the Mayor claiming to act as an “Unofficial Magistrate,” which
the BASL rejected as erroneous and a serious breach of professional conduct, emphasising
the need to protect the independence and duties of legal practitioners (The Island).
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3.Police Brutality and misconduct

Sri Lanka is once again confronted with the deep-rooted crisis of police brutality and impunity,
exposed through recent court rulings and disturbing visual evidence. The Supreme Court has
ruled that police officers from the Thalathuoya Police Station violated the fundamental rights
of a lorry driver by subjecting him to assault and torture following his arrest in April 2019, an
incident linked to his refusal to continue participating in illegal sand transportation for a police
officer (Tamilwin; Buddhika Samaraweera). The Court strongly condemned the continued
brutality of the police, noting that repeated judicial warnings have gone unheeded, and
declared that the absolute constitutional protection against cruel, inhuman, and degrading
treatment under Article 11, as well as the right to equality before the law under Article 12(1),
had been breached. It stressed that regardless of the circumstances of an arrest, every citizen
is entitled to dignity and lawful treatment.

\
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A scene from the circulated video showing a Police Officer assaulting a man with a stick inside a
house. Courtesy: Hiru News

This judgment comes amid official acknowledgment by the Public Security Ministry of a serious
decline in police discipline, with dozens of officers suspended for misconduct, including
assaults and deaths in custody. Public outrage has further intensified following the circulation
of a video showing the Officer-in-Charge of the Kuliyapitiya Police Crime Division assaulting
a man with a stick inside a house, after which the officer was merely transferred pending
investigation, a response widely criticized as an administrative shield rather than justice (Sri
Lanka Police Press Release; Upendra Serasinghe).

Civil society and independent media have warned that such transfers reinforce a dangerous
double standard in which ordinary citizens remanded for violence, while police officers enjoy
institutional protection, undermining equality before the law and transforming the police from
protectors into sources of fear (Vikalpa). Together, these incidents reflect a systemic moral
and institutional breakdown within Sri Lanka’s law enforcement apparatus, sustained by
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political protection and a culture of impunity, and raise grave concerns about the expansion of
police powers under proposed laws such as the Protection of the State from Terrorism Act,
which would place greater discretionary authority in the hands of officers who have repeatedly
violated constitutional rights.

Security personnel misconduct

The Kuliyapitiya SSP has suspended an Inspector, OIC of the Narammala Crime Division, and
a Sub-Inspector for allegedly suppressing details of robberies in Narammala town on 30
November. Seven shops were reportedly broken into, but only the theft of goods worth Rs. 2.7
million from a mobile phone shop on Kurunegala Road was recorded. (Gayan Kumara
Weerasinghe) Separately, a Colombo Crimes Division Sergeant was interdicted for
maintaining inappropriate contact with suspect Nanda Kumar Thakshee, held under a 90-day
detention order in connection with the February 2025 murder of organised crime figure
Ganemulla Sanjeewa. CCTV footage revealed the officer communicating with Thakshee using
gestures and sharing a broken biscuit while she was in Cell Number Three. Thakshee, along
with six other suspects including Ishara Sewwandi, had been arrested in Nepal before being
brought back to Sri Lanka. The suspension followed an investigation by Deputy Inspector
General Nishantha Zoysa and SSP Indika Lokuhetti, who observed the officer's conduct on
CCTV. Further details showed Kehelbaddara Padme had attempted to obtain Thakshee’s
biographical data and prepare fake passports for Sewwandi to travel to Europe via Nepal.
(Hemantha Randunu)
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4.Prisoner rights

On 7 December 2025, a clash at Boossa High
Security Prison left a Superintendent injured, an

incident attributed by the Committee for Protecting the “In the last five years (from
Rights of Prisoners to a dysfunctional CCTV system 2020 to 2025), the Human
and the forced relocation of inmates (Dharmapriya). Rights Commission of Sri
Committee President, attorney Senaka Perera, Lanka recorded 49 custodial
explained that high-profile criminals housed in Section deaths and 30 encounter

‘A" were moved to Sections ‘B’ and ‘C’ after the deaths.”

cameras stopped functioning, which triggered the

altercation. Perera also raised broader concerns The Morning, May 2025

about prisoner treatment, alleging that basic needs

are neglected, outside food restrictions are enforced

arbitrarily, and meal times are deliberately delayed. Drawing parallels with past tragedies, he
cited the 2012 Welikada Prison riots (27 deaths) and the 2020 Mahara Prison riot (11 deaths),
warning that similar unrest could escalate. The Committee has urged the government to
intervene to prevent further unrest. Attempts to contact the Prisons Department spokesperson
were unsuccessful (Dharmapriya).

Separately, sources reported a sophisticated plot to assassinate Gampola Vidanage
Samantha Kumara, alias Wele Suda, a death row inmate at Boossa High Security Prison
(Divaina). The plan allegedly involves transferring him to a low-security prison and killing him
either during the transfer or at the new location. Despite prior CID investigations and a
recorded statement warning of threats, authorities are reportedly proceeding under the pretext
of ensuring his safety. The plot is claimed to be orchestrated by organized crime leaders,
including one abroad and another imprisoned locally, with previous attempts involving
cyanide-laced food and RPG attacks (Divaina).
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5.Accountability

Civil society Appointments to the Constitutional Council

The Bar Association of Sri Lanka (BASL) has requested that appointments of civil society
members to the Constitutional Council be made in consultation with civil society and
professional organizations, including the BASL. In a letter dated 22 December 2025,
addressed to President Dissanayake, PM Dr. Harini Amarasuriya, Speaker Dr. Jagath
Wickramaratne, and Opposition Leader Sajith Premadasa, the BASL highlighted the
impending expiry of tenure for the three current civil society representatives—Dr. Prathap
Ramanujam, Dr. (Mrs.) Dilkushi Anula Wijesundere, and Prof. (Mrs.) Dinesha Samararatne—
in January 2026. The BASL emphasized the central role of the Constitutional Council in
safeguarding the independence of commissions and ensuring integrity in appointments to
High Offices, and urged that new representatives be individuals of exemplary integrity, widely
accepted in society, and capable of contributing meaningfully to Council deliberations. The
organization also stressed that these appointments should be made after obtaining
observations from civil society and professional bodies, as stakeholders in the governance
framework of the Republic (The Island).

British MP urges expanded UK sanctions on Sri Lankan military leaders over war
crimes

British MP Uma Kumaran, representing Stratford and Bow, called on the UK Foreign Secretary
to expand sanctions on Sri Lankan individuals implicated in war crimes during the conflict. At
a Foreign Affairs Committee meeting on 16 December, Kumaran highlighted the lack of
accountability and political will from the current Sri Lankan government to address mass
atrocities, referencing a UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights investigation
that found reasonable grounds to believe that Sri Lankan forces committed war crimes and
crimes against humanity, including torture, sexual violence, and forced disappearances,
particularly during the final stages of the war. “It's been 15 years since the war’s end, and
there hasn’t been a special court or any criminal investigations into those war crimes, crimes
against humanity, or genocide,” she said (Tamil Guardian, The Island).

UK Foreign Secretary Yvette Cooper acknowledged the “deep long-standing” and “legitimate
concerns” of the Tamil community and emphasized the need for sustained action to improve
human rights in Sri Lanka. She confirmed that the UK had imposed sanctions earlier in 2025
on four individuals linked to serious human rights violations, including Shavendra Silva, former
Head of the Sri Lankan Armed Forces; Wasantha Karannagoda, former Navy Commander;
Jagath Jayasuriya, former Commander of the Sri Lankan Army; and Vinayagamoorthy
Muralitharan, also known as Karuna Amman, leader of a government-affiliated paramilitary
group. These sanctions, which included travel bans and asset freezes, targeted individuals
linked to extrajudicial killings, torture, and sexual violence, and were intended to challenge
impunity for past abuses. Kumaran welcomed the UK government’s commitment to sustained
action and called for an expansion of the sanctions package (Tamil Guardian, The Island).

Retired Army General Shavendra Silva, who led the 58th Division, has been allegedly linked
to enforced disappearances and the killing of Tamil civilians. Former Navy Commander
Wasantha Karannagoda has been accused of involvement in the abduction for ransom, as
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well as the alleged torture and killing of 11 individuals by naval intelligence officers between
2008 and 2009. Former Army Chief and retired General Jagath Jayasuriya oversaw Joseph
Camp, a military detention facility where detainees were reportedly subjected to torture, sexual
violence, and enforced disappearances. Meanwhile, Vinayagamoorthy Muralitharan, also
known as Colonel Karuna and a former LTTE commander, has been accused of recruiting
child soldiers and carrying out summary executions. In response to these sanctions, the Sri
Lankan Ministry of Foreign Affairs said “such unilateral actions by countries do not assist but
serve to complicate the national reconciliation process underway in Sri Lanka” (Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Foreign Employment and Tourism, 26 March 2025)
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6.Freedom of expression

Emergency regulations

Sri Lanka’s Deputy Minister of Public Security, Sunil Watagala, has directed police to invoke
emergency regulations to pursue and arrest individuals accused of spreading defamatory
statements on social media targeting President Anura Kumara Dissanayake and certain
government ministers, despite the President’s repeated assurances that emergency powers
would be applied strictly for disaster management (Ada Derana; Tamil Guardian). During a
meeting with police officers and Officers-in-Charge (OICs), Watagala claimed that “extremely
malicious attacks” were being circulated online, particularly by Sri Lankans residing abroad,
and warned that continued publication of allegedly false or distorted content could trigger legal
action under Section 5 of the Public Security Act and Emergency Regulations (ERs) issued
by Gazette 2464/31 on 28 November 2025 (Buddhika Samaraweera). He stated, “Practically,
no one is allowed to spread false information, distort facts, or conduct any propaganda that
undermines this situation via online platforms or using Al technology. Anyone who does so
could face imprisonment of more than five years, and for certain offenses, up to ten years”
(Ada Derana; Tamil Guardian).

Watagala framed the online criticism as a threat to national stability, alleging that a group with
“distorted intentions and a warped mindset” was attempting to manipulate public opinion and
destabilize society. He instructed police to treat individuals posting allegedly defamatory
material “not merely as suspects but as offenders,” effectively bypassing the presumption of
innocence under ordinary law (Newswire; WSWS). Specific clauses in the ERs—Clauses 20,
21, and 22—-criminalize the communication, publication, or dissemination of statements
deemed false or likely to cause public alarm, including content produced using artificial
intelligence. Watagala revealed that at least 20 complaints had been filed with the Criminal
Investigation Department (CID) and a special unit had identified 57 instances of misleading or
malicious online content (Buddhika Samaraweera).

These statements stand in stark contrast to assurances made by President Dissanayake, who
emphasized in Parliament that emergency regulations would not be used to suppress freedom
of expression or legitimate criticism. He clarified that existing laws are sufficient to address
defamatory statements and that ERs would only be applied against acts that disturb public
order, create fear among affected communities, or hinder disaster relief operations (Daily
Mirror; Sandasen Marasinghe).

The Human Rights Commission of Sri Lanka (HRCSL) raised concerns that several provisions
of the ERs are inconsistent with constitutional fundamental rights and international human
rights standards, including broad powers restricting free expression, requisitioning property,
and provisions related to police confessions and the death penalty (The Morning). Journalist
associations, such as the Sri Lanka Working Journalists’ Association (SLWJA) and the
International Federation of Journalists (IFJ), condemned Watagala’s statements as attempts
to intimidate media workers and social media users during a national crisis (IFJ). Internet
Media Action (IMA) described the directive as a “serious threat to the freedom of expression”
and called for its withdrawal (Newswire). Political activists, including the Frontline Socialist
Party (FSP) in Vavuniya, filed complaints with the HRCSL over arbitrary arrests and police
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intimidation, noting that the government’s actions violate basic human rights and suppress
political freedom (Tamilwin).

The backdrop to these measures is Sri Lanka’s ongoing recovery from Cyclone Ditwah, which
struck the country on 28 November 2025, killing at least 474 people, leaving 356 missing, and
affecting over 1.1 million residents (IFJ). The disaster revealed systemic failures in disaster
preparedness and government infrastructure, intensifying public anger over the state’s slow
and unequal response (WSWS). The government has introduced a comprehensive relief
package, including financial compensation for destroyed homes, lost livelihoods, agricultural
losses, grants for businesses and students, and support for resettlement (Sandasen
Marasinghe). President Dissanayake highlighted public solidarity during the crisis, praising the
donation of 20,000 units of blood and acknowledging the efforts of police, military, and public
servants in rescue operations (Sandasen Marasinghe).

Analysts warn that using emergency regulations to target critics risks undermining democracy
and may encourage self-censorship among social media users and journalists. HRCSL and
civil society organizations emphasize that emergency powers must remain strictly limited to
disaster management needs and cannot infringe on constitutional rights (The Morning;
Buddhika Samaraweera). Watagala’'s directive reflects a broader pattern in Sri Lankan
governance where emergency powers have historically been used to suppress dissent,
including critics in the Tamil North-East and abroad. Civil liberties advocates fear that if broadly
implemented, such measures could stifle public debate and limit accountability during a critical
period of national recovery (WSWS; IFJ).

Freedom of press

The Editors’ Guild of Sri Lanka (TEGOSL) expressed serious concern over multiple incidents
that threaten freedom of expression. One such case involved the summoning of the Editor of
Aruna newspaper by the Criminal Investigation Department (CID) over a news item published
on 19 November 2025, deemed “false.” TEGOSL noted that the summons failed to identify
the complainant and disregarded internationally recognized mechanisms for correcting
alleged errors, such as complaints to the Press Complaints Commission or direct
correspondence with the editor. Additionally, Deputy Minister of Public Security and
Parliamentary Affairs Sunil Watagala instructed police to take action against individuals
“‘defaming” the President under Emergency Regulations, contradicting the President’s own
assurances that such regulations would only apply to disaster management, signaling a
chilling effect on media freedom (The Island, TEGOSL).

Senior journalist Tharindu Jayawardena has faced similar intimidation. Following his
investigative reporting on alleged fraud, corruption, and environmental damage at the
Ambuluwawa Biodiversity Complex, he was summoned by the Gampola Police. The summons
initially did not specify the complainant or the alleged false information. Jayawardena later
learned that the complaint was filed by MF Bhakir, claiming to be the manager of the State
institution. Highlighting that criminal defamation was abolished in Sri Lanka in 2002, he
emphasized that the police lacked authority to investigate the matter. Jayawardena also noted
previous threats from parties involved in the scandal and requested that the case be closed
without coercive measures (Tamilwin, Jimuth Indusara).
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In a separate incident, the Sri Lanka Police requested the Telecommunications Regulatory
Commission (TRCSL) to take action against Hiru Media Network, accusing it of broadcasting
unverified reports concerning a cannabis raid in Embilipitiya, which allegedly included an
assault on a police officer. Police Spokesperson ASP F.U. Wutler claimed the investigation
uncovered facts warranting regulatory intervention (Newswire, Kalpa Maduranga). Hiru TV
denied the allegations, asserting that the police withheld evidence until the story was reported
and argued that the complaint undermined the public’s right to information (Hiru News).

The Sri Lanka Professional Journalists Association condemned the government’s actions,
describing them as blatant attempts at media suppression and warning against the
establishment of a police-state approach to journalism (Sri Lanka Brief). The Federation of
Media Employees Trade Unions (FMETU) also criticized the interference, stressing that
accountability for inaccurate reporting should occur through professional standards and
independent oversight, not coercion. FMETU called for the immediate establishment of an
Independent Media Council to uphold media freedom while maintaining accountability (Kalpa
Maduranga).

The Broadcasters’ Guild of Sri Lanka expressed strong protest over the TRCSL complaint
against Hiru Media, emphasizing that police interference infringed on the public’s
constitutional right to information under Article 14(1)(a) and posed a serious threat to press
freedom (Hiru News). The Sri Lanka Working Journalists’ Association (SLWJA) highlighted
that both Jayawardena’s police summons and the TRCSL complaint represented unlawful
repression, emphasizing that recognized mechanisms exist to address inaccuracies without
intimidating journalists (Sunday Times).

While Media Minister Nalinda Jayatissa defended the police action, citing concerns over the
spread of false claims, public commentary on social media largely questioned why false claims
were allowed to circulate unchallenged (Newswire). International attention has also been
drawn to these incidents, with SAARC Journalists’ Union President Raju Lama condemning
the government’s actions as a “dictatorial trend” and calling for the cessation of police
intimidation against independent media (Tamilwin).

Collectively, these incidents suggest a troubling pattern under the National People’s Power
(NPP) government, where investigative journalism exposing corruption, environmental
hazards, and misuse of state institutions is increasingly met with coercion, regulatory threats,
and ministerial directives. If inaccurate reporting has occurred, there exist recognised
professional standards, regulatory procedures, and legal mechanisms to address such
matters. Instead, the Government appears to be using the Police to target journalists and
media organisations that refuse to submit to political pressure. TEGOSL and journalist
associations emphasize that media freedom is essential for democratic accountability,
particularly during crises, and that attempts to suppress reporting undermine public trust,
governance, and transparency (Gagani Weerakoon, TEGOSL).
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7.Disappeared persons protests

Relatives of those forcibly disappeared in Sri Lanka marked International Human Rights Day
on December 10 with protests, press conferences, and public appeals across the North and
Eastern Provinces, reiterating their long-standing demand for truth, justice, and international
accountability. In Vavuniya, mothers of the disappeared protested in front of the old bus stand
holding photographs and banners asking, “Where are our relatives on this Human Rights
Day?”, while also calling for the release of political prisoners, opposing Buddhistisation in the
North and East, and urging the international community to pressure the Sri Lankan
government to act (tamilwin). Similar awareness protests were held in Thirukovil and
Thambiluvil in the Ampara District, organised by the Ampara District Relatives of the Forcibly
Disappeared Association, where speakers including Kalaivani, Ranjana Devi, Sunithra Devi,
and human rights activist Damodaram Pradeepan said successive governments continue to
deny justice, threaten journalists and activists, and facilitate land grabs under the guise of
archaeology and the erection of Buddha statues (tamilwin). In Batticaloa, the District Relatives
of the Forcibly Disappeared Association told a press conference that families have been
seeking justice for over 17 years, accusing the current government of racial bias and of
refusing to allow investigations into the military, thereby necessitating an international justice
mechanism (tamilwin). On the same day, the Association of Relatives of Enforced
Disappeared Persons in the North and Eastern Provinces submitted a letter to the UN Human
Rights Council stating that their 16-year struggle continues without answers, highlighting the
Mullivaikkal genocide of May 2009 and reiterating calls for Sri Lanka to be referred to the
International Criminal Court for genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes (tamilwin).
Coinciding with Human Rights Day, the Jaffna Magistrate’s Court ordered former President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa to submit an affidavit by 6 February 2026 detailing alleged threats to his
life after he failed to appear in court in the case of the enforced disappearance of activists
Lalith Kumar Weeraraju and Kugan Muruganandan, who were abducted on 10 December
2011 while organising Human Rights Day events in Jaffna (The Island). The Tamil Guardian
reported that Rajapaksa, who was Defence Secretary during the final phase of the war, has
repeatedly avoided testifying in disappearance cases, with lawyers citing security concerns,
despite sustained advocacy by families and international pressure. Meanwhile, on 30
December 2025, relatives of the disappeared again protested in Vavuniya, condemning the
arrest of pro-democracy activists in Tahiti and opposing the construction of new Buddhist
temples in the North and East, alleging continued oppression, land encroachment at sites such
as Kurundur Hill, Vedukkunari Hill, Tayiti, and Vavuniya Kallumala, and vowing to continue
their struggle for justice while carrying photographs of their disappeared relatives (tamilwin).
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8.Land Rights

Tensions have intensified in Thaiyiddy (Tayiti), Kankesanthurai, Jaffna, following renewed
protests against the allegedly illegal construction of the Tissa Raja Maha Vihara, with
demonstrators demanding the return of privately owned and public lands to their original Tamil
owners. Protests organised by the Tamil National People’s Front in collaboration with affected
residents and local Pradeshiya Sabha representatives were held on 21, 29 December 2025
and again on the 3—4 January 2026 full moon days, during which police removed protest tents
and enforced a court order barring 29 named individuals, including parliamentarians, from
participating (Tamilwin; The Morning; Daily Morning).
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Police arresting the protesters gathered outside the Tissa Raja Maha Vihara. Courtesy: Tamil Guardian

Despite organisers insisting the protests were peaceful and based on unanimous resolutions
passed by the Valikamam North Pradeshiya Sabha, police accused protesters of blocking
roads and attempting to enter temple premises, leading to clashes and the arrest of five
individuals, including Hindu priest Velan Swamigal, Valikamam East Pradeshiya Sabha
Chairman and Opposition Leader Thiagaraja Nirosh, and three Pradeshiya Sabha members—
two of whom represent the Samagi Jana Balawegaya (Tamilwin; Tamil Guardian). The
detainees were produced before the Acting Magistrate of the Mallakam Magistrate’s Court and
released on bail of Rs. 100,000 each, with the case adjourned to 26 January 2026, while ITAK
MP S. S. Sritharan and others intervened with police during the arrests (Tamilwin; Daily
Morning). Speaking after his release, Nirosh accused the Sri Lankan state of using police
power to advance a Sinhala-Buddhist chauvinist agenda, citing the non-implementation of
previous court rulings on land encroachments such as Kurundurmalai, while those protesting
non-violently for land rights were arrested (Tamilwin; Tamil Guardian).
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https://www.tamilguardian.com/content/five-tamils-released-bail-following-arrest-peaceful-protest-against-buddhist-temple

Civil society voices echoed these concerns, with Rev. Fr. M. Satthivel of the National
Organisation for the Release of Political Prisoners condemning the arrests as evidence that
the law functions as a tool of oppression, particularly criticising the state-backed promotion of
the monk attached to the Thaiyiddy Vihara and reported plans to install an additional Buddha
statue on disputed land on 3 January 2026 under military and police protection (Tamilwin).

Notably, dissenting views emerged from within the Buddhist clergy: Chief incumbent of
Nagadeepa Raja Maha Viharaya Venerable Navadagala Paduma Thero stated that the land
belongs to the people of Kankesanthurai and that the original Tissa Vihara lies elsewhere,
urged the government to return the land to the public and avoid politicisation of the issue
(Tamilwin). In response, the Buddhasasana, Religious and Cultural Affairs Ministry said it is
working with the Lands Ministry to establish ownership of the disputed land, alleging that
organised groups were attempting to inflame ethnic tensions, and confirmed that ownership—
claimed by at least 18 displaced residents since the war—has yet to be legally recognised
(Daily Morning). Meanwhile, Thaiyiddy Tissa Vihara incumbent Venerable Jin Thottai
Nandarama Thero stated that no new construction or special religious activities would take
place until investigations conclude, denied authorising any special procession or statue
installation, and confirmed that all temple and land-related documents have been submitted
to a government-appointed committee, adding that he would accept a ruling declaring the
construction illegal if so determined (Tamilwin).

Residents of Kankesanthurai continue their decades-long struggle to reclaim their Hindu
cremation ground, inaccessible since around 1990 when the Sri Lankan military forcibly
displaced the community and designated the area a “High Security Zone.” Although
resettlement occurred nearly twenty-five years later, the cremation ground, surrounding plots,
and access road remain under the control of the Sri Lanka Ports Authority. Local Tamils have
repeatedly appealed to state authorities for access, citing the site’s deep religious and cultural
significance. Many elderly residents have expressed distress that their final wish—to be
cremated on ancestral land—may never be fulfilled. Following a formal request submitted to
Valikamam North Pradeshiya Sabha member Seetha Sivasubramaniam, MP S.
Siripavanandarajah visited the site and assured residents he would engage with authorities to
restore it for public use. Separately, Northern Naval Area Commander Rear Admiral B.
Liyanagamage informed the Jaffna District Secretary that lands held by the Navy will be
released through “proper and orderly procedures,” though no timeline was given. The
discussion, held at Kankesanthurai Naval Office, also covered illegal fishing, maritime
smuggling, coastal clean-up, and transport through the Kurikattuwan jetty. While such
assurances have been repeatedly made over the years, large areas of civilian land across the
Tamil homeland remain under military control, reinforcing fears that militarisation remains
entrenched. (Tamil Guardian)
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