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Protect Freedom of Expression and Vulnerable groups in dealing with the Pandemic 

 

We, the undersigned organizations, trade unions, networks and individuals from across Sri 

Lanka express serious concern about the escalating pandemic and continuing rights violations 

and deterioration of the rule of law, while appreciating the efforts of the health sector and many 

others who have been risking their lives trying to prevent the spread of the virus and care for 

those affected.  

 

We regret the lack of clear prioritization and disorganized process to conduct vaccinations, the 

reduction of the number of PCR tests conducted that may artificially reduce the number of 

reported COVID-19 positive cases, and reports that healthcare workers have not been receiving 

adequate support. We are also concerned about the lack of action to vaccinate and conduct PCR 

tests for the most vulnerable groups in society. These should include prisoners in overcrowded 

spaces with minimum facilities and workers in garment factories, some of whom have been 

compelled to work despite being unwell, pregnancies and lack of health precautions at the 

workplace. We also note that food and essential items have not been adequately provided to 

those who are compelled to quarantine themselves in small and crowded homes, hostels and 

those who have lost their incomes due to quarantine and lockdowns. We are also shocked to 

hear of the discriminatory application of quarantine regulations, especially in relation to arrests.  

 

The last few weeks, during the worst month in terms of COVID-19 positive cases and deaths 

in Sri Lanka, was also a time when we witnessed wide spread repression of freedom of 

expression and dissent. Earlier this week, the police announced a special team has been 

deployed to take action against those who create, forward and share false information, and we 

are very concerned that this is an attempt to crackdown on freedom of expression and dissent. 

The Secretary to the Ministry of Health issued a circular threatening to take action against 

health staff who speak to the media. The President is reported to have said that health personnel 

must share information and suggestions with him rather than sharing them with the public 

through media. Dr. Chamila Sanjaya, a medical doctor, is facing imminent disciplinary inquiry 

at the Ministry of Health, which he fears is due to his articles and interviews given to the media. 

Mr. Chamila Jayasinghe, a senior government official was arrested in relation to a Facebook 

post about environmental destruction. A youth was arrested in Colombo for urging motorists 

to honk their vehicle horns in protest after being stranded due to an unannounced road block to 

facilitate VVIP travel. A journalist from the hill country and his family members faced 

intimidation in relation to a memorial event that was held earlier this year.  

 

In the highly militarized Mullaitheevu district, Army personnel at a roadside checkpoint 

attempted to stop a journalist from travelling for his professional duties, despite confirmation 

from the Officer in Charge of the local police station that journalists are allowed to travel. A 

new memorial plaque to remember the war dead disappeared overnight amidst heavy military 

presence before it could be erected in the Mullivaikkal village in the Mullaitheevu district. An 

existing memorial at the same place was damaged the same night. Tamil politicians, religious 

clergy, activists and community leaders from the North and East faced intimidation and were 



the subject of court orders preventing them from participating in memorialisation activities as 

they attempted to conduct memorials for war dead adhering to health guidelines. A Tamil 

journalist has been in detention for more than six months, allegedly for a Facebook post 

expressing opinions about commemorating dead LTTE cadres.  

 

Ahnaf Jazeem, a 26 year old Muslim poet from the Northern town of Chilawathurai, remains 

imprisoned for more than a year without charges, without being produced before a Magistrate 

to review legality of his detention. He has been denied meaningful and regular access to his 

lawyers and has not had adequate opportunities to be visited or call his family members. He 

has not been provided adequate food and health care and has been subjected to discriminatory, 

cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment. His family and lawyers suspect these are reprisals 

against their efforts to secure his release and part of police attempts to compel him to make a 

self-incriminating statement. Media reports have alleged that his arrest is an attempt to 

incriminate Muslim Attorney-at-Law Hejaaz Hizbullah, an outspoken minority rights activist 

and human rights lawyer who has been in detention for more than a year. Hejaaz has been 

indicted after about eleven months in detention, but his lawyers have not not informed about 

the details of the charges beyond media reports. Several children and two teachers have filed 

fundamental rights cases saying they were intimidated to making statements to implicate 

Hejaaz, and media reports indicate the indictment against him maybe based on the testimony 

of one child. Last year, the Colombo Fort Magistrate cancelled a flawed identity parade 

orchestrated by the police and also ordered an investigation into how confidential testimonies 

given to him (the Magistrate) were leaked to the media. Both Ahnaf and Hejaaz are well known 

critics of Islamic extremism, and had strongly condemned the Easter bombings. We are also 

concerned about the approximately 285 Muslims who have been in detention after the Easter 

attacks without being formally charged. We call for justice for the Easter bombings, including 

those masterminded it and those who aided and abetted, but it must be through a process that 

respects the rule of law, the right to fair trial and the rights of suspects and the accused.  

 

In conclusion, we remind the government that vulnerable populations such as prisoners, factory 

workers and daily wage earners must be accorded due priority in terms of vaccines, PCR tests 

and health measures as well as humanitarian support. The rights to health and food  must be 

treated as entitlements of peoples, which the government is duty bound to respect and protect, 

not privileges bestowed upon the public by those that govern  at their whim and fancy. During 

a time of national emergency such as this, the public must be able to receive maximum 

information about the pandemic, including through print, electronic and web media. There must 

be no reprisals against medical personnel, government officials, journalists, online 

commentators, environmentalists and others who share alternative information and opinions, 

question, criticize and challenge the government. A rights-based approach to deal with the 

pandemic is essential and any restrictions on rights must be prescribed by law, proportionate 

to the need, time bound and as per the Constitution and not discriminate against any person or 

communities. 

 

Endorsed by 54 groups and 72 individuals mentioned below: 

  

1. Aim for Youth Environment Service  



2. Afriel Youth Network  

3. All Ceylon Commercial & Industrial Workers Union 

4. Alliance for Minorities 

5. Centre for Environmental and Nature Studies (CENS) 

6. Ceylon Estates Staffs’Union (SESU) 

7. Centre for Human Rights and Development (CHRD) 

8. Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA) 

9. Centre for Society and Religion (CSR) 

10. Ceylon Estates Staffs Union (SESU) 

11. Ceylon Mercantile Industrial & General Workers Union (CMU) 

12. Ceylon Teachers Union  

13. Civil Society Resource Centre  

14. Committee for Protecting Rights of Prisoners (CPRP) 

15. Community Welfare and Development Fund (CWDF) 

16. Dabindu Collective Sri Lanka  

17. Families of the Disappeared (FoD) 

18. Federation of Media Employees Trade Union  

19. Human Rights Office, Kandy  

20. IMADR Asia Committee  

21. Institute of Social Development, Katugastota 

22. International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES) 

23. Kithusara Group 

24. Law and Society Trust (LST) 

25. Mentally Handicapped Children and Families Educational Project (MENCAFEP) 

26. Mothers and Daughters of Lanka 

27. Muslim Council of Sri Lanka 

28. Muslim Media Forum  

29. Muslim Women’s Research and Action Forum  

30. National Fisheries Solidarity Movement (NAFSO) 

31. National Peace Council  

32. People’s Alliance for Right to Land (PARL) 

33. RED Organization  

34. Right to Life Human Rights Centre  

35. Rights Now Collective for Democracy  

36. Sri Lanka Young Journalists Association (YJA) 

37. Sri Lanka Young Lawyers Association (SLYLA) 

38. Sri Lanka Working Journalists Association (SLWJA) 

39. Stand Up Movement – Sri Lanka 

40. United General Employees Union  

41. Voice for Rights  

42. Volunteer Initiative for Election Watch (VIEW) 

43. Women’s Action Network (WAN) 

44. Women’s Political Academy – Sri Lanka 

45. Youth for Democracy  

46. Youth Federation (Jaffna)  



47. Youth for Solution  

48. ස ෞඛ්ය වෘත්තීයසේදීන්සේ විද්වත්ත  ංගමය (Association for Health Professionals)  

49. එක් ත්ත කම්කරු  ම්සම්ලනය (United Federation of Labour)  

50. ශ්රී ලංකා සෙලිසකාම් සියලුස ්වක  ංගමය (Sri Lanka Telecom Workers Association) 
51. ප්රකාශනසේ නිදහ  පිළිබඳ එකමුතුව (Collective for Freedom of Expression)  

52.  නිමිභාණ්ඩ ඇඟලුම් හා සරදිපිළි ස ්වක  ංගමය (Garmet and Clothing Workers 

Association)  

53. ප්සරාසෙක්් ස ්වක  ංගමය (Protect Workers Association) 

54. ශ්රී ලංකා තැපැල් හා විදුලි සංදේශ දස්වා සංගමය (Sri Lanka Post and 

Telecommunication Workers Association)  

 

Individuals  

1. Ambika Satkunanathan 

2. Angelica Chandrasekaran 

3. Anitha Varia 

4. Arjuna Ranawana  

5. Ashila Dandeniya  

6. C. Ranitha Gnanarajah AAL 

7. Chamika Janakantha, Freelance Journalist  

8. Chandra Devanarayana 

9. Chandana Keerthi Bandara, Journalist  

10. Christopher M. Stubbs  

11. Dharmasiri Lankapeli 

12. Dr. Nihal Ranjan  

13. Dr. Nilanga Samarasinghe 

14. Dr. P. Saravanamuttu 

15. Dr. Rohini Hensman, Writer and Researcher  

16. Dr. Sakuntala Kadirgama 

17. Godfrey Yogarajah, General Secretary, NCEASL 

18. Gnanasiri Koththigoda, Former journalist, BBC 

19. Indunil Usgodaarachchi, Journalist  

20. Ishara Danasekara 

21. Ishanka Singhearachchai, Trade Union activist, free lance writer  

22. Janakie Seneviratne 

23. Joanne Senn  

24. K Sanjeewa, Journalist  

25. K. J. Britto Fernando  

26. Kshama Ranawana 

27. Lakshman Gunasekara - President – Sri Lanka Chapter, South Asian Free Media 

Association (SAFMA) 

28. Lanka Bandaranayake 

29. M. G. Mohamed Shammas, Attorney-at-Law 

30. M. H. Mohamed Hisham  

31. Mario Gomez 

32. Marisa De Silva  

33. Nadie Kammallaweera 

34. P. Muthulingam 



35. Prabodha Rathnayake, Attorney-at-Law 

36. Pro.Jayantha Seneviratne 

37. Philip Setunga 

38. Prabu Deepan 

39. Priyadarshani Ariyarathna, Municipal Councilor  

40. Ranga Bandaranayake, TV journalist, TV Drama Director  

41. Reka Nilukshi Herath, Journalist  

42. Rev. Dr. Jayasiri Peiris 

43. Rev. Fr. F. J. G. Croos (Nehru) 

44. Rev. Fr. Nandana Manatunga 

45. Rev. Fr. Oswald B. Firth, OMI 

46. Rev. Fr. Reid Shelton Fernando  

47. Rev. Fr. Sherad Jayawardane 

48. Rev. Fr. Terence Fernando  

49. Rev. Andrew Devadason, Incumbent, St. Paul’s Church Milagiriya 

50. Rev. M. Sathivale  

51. Rev. S. D. P. Selvan  

52. Rev. Sr. Noel Christine Fernando  

53. Rani Perera  

54. Rosemary Fernando  

55. Ruki Fernando  

56. Ruwan Laknath Jayakody 

57. Rushdhie Habeeb, Attorney-at-Law 

58. S. Wijeratne, Journalist  

59. S. C. C. Elankovan  

60. Sampath Samarakoon 

61. Sanath Balasooriya 

62. Sandun Thudugala 

63. Sandya Ekneligoda  

64. Sathivale Balakrishnan  

65. Shalika Wimalasena, Journalist  

66. Shammugam Thawaseelan, Journalist  

67. Sisira Yapa – Journalist  

68. Sunanda Deshapriya  

69. Tharindu Jayawardena, Journalist  

70. Tharindu Uduwaradedera, Journalist  

71. Upali Colombage 

72. Ven. Samuel J. Ponniah (Archdeacon of Jaffna, Anglican Church) 

 

 

 


