
Shanmugarasa Kanudurai and his wife  Sarojini stand near their temporary house in 
Poomalaranthaan village in May 2015 as they build a new permanent house. “We have 

come here from Thambanikulam village now MAG has cleared the land. In the future 
we hope to raise some cows and grow vegetables. It will all change here.”

Between 2010 and 2013, the Government 
of Canada  supported MAG operations in 
Puthukkudiyruppu and other locations in Sri 
Lanka with CAD$ 1.5 million.  This helped MAG 
remove over 6000 dangerous items and release 
98.2 km² of land to productive use, which helped 
over 88,000 internally displaced people to return 
home.

On land cleared by MAG, the following projects 
were implemented between 2010 and 2013: 

• 648 houses built

• 143 wells dug to provide returnees with 
fresh water 

• 13,945 metres of road built, which is used 
regularly by over 4,000 people

• 1 school, 1 health centre and 5 places of 
worship built.

• 22 small businesses opened on land cleared 
by MAG

• 2 new government buildings constructed. 

Puthukkudiyruppu sees the long term development 
benefits of mine action

The Government of Canada is supporting MAG 
once again in 2015. Under this agreement MAG 
and the Government of Canada aim to release 
another 1 km² though survey and clearance. 
This will  help  3200 men, women and children 
in Thambanaikkkulam and Poomalaranthaan 
villages who will be abe to resettle to their former 
homes and use the land for agricultural and other 
activities.

MAG’s professional photographer, Sean Sutton, 
travelled to Sri Lanka in 2011, 2012 and 2015 and 
he visited Puthukkudiyruppu on every occasion. 
This is the story of Puthukkudiyruppu’s transition 
to peace in Sean’s own words and images. All this 
was made possible with the generous support of 
the Government of Canada and other donors. 

Thank you. 

All photographs in this brief are the copyright of Sean Sutton for MAG.



I first travelled to Puthukkudiyruppu (commonly known 
as PTK) in north-east Sri Lanka in January 2011. 
The area was eerily quiet with no sign of life other 
than the odd wild dog and occasional group of stray 
cows grazing in the long grass overgrown, uncared 
for, having fended for themselves for over a year. 
Rows of abandoned bicycles, scooters, cars and 
trucks punctuated the roadside, covered in dust and 
fragmentation splatter. The remains of the buildings 
also bore testament to the vicious fighting that took 
place. Collapsed and sometimes burnt, shell holes 
and machine gun raked masonry. Close by there was 
a boundary wall of what looked like a schoolyard. 
Sprayed on the wall in red paint next to the remains of 
a large gate, were the letters ‘SHA 01 MAG’. ‘SHA’ an 
acronym for ‘Suspected Hazardous Area’, ‘MAG’ for 
Mines Advisory Group’.

PTK was one of the most important strongholds of 
the Tamil Tigers during the war, and this area was 
the scene of some of the final battles in 2009 and 
saw months of very heavy fighting. More than 11,700 
families, most of whom had already suffered terribly 
after 30 years of war, were displaced by the fighting 
from PTK alone.

The people displaced by the conflict, housed in 
internally displaced peoples camps further south in the 
country, were not able to return until the area had been 
cleared of the explosive detritus of war. 

MAG was the first NGO to work in the area and 
its community liaison teams deployed in 2010 and 
surveyed nearly 300 km2. Amongst the destruction 
they found deserted Tamil Tiger camps, consisting 
of ‘nuisance’ minefields (the odd mine or group of 

Clockwise from the top:  MAG deminers in PTK, 2011; 
people living in temporary shelters in PTK, 2011; a Catholic 

church damaged beyond repair, PTK, 2012.
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landmines, rather than the typical organised rows of 
landmines) and thousands of items of abandoned 
and unexploded ordnance such as shells, rockets and 
mortars. Of the 300 km2 checked by the community 
liaison teams, nearly 25 km2 was identified as being 
hazardous. The government and NGOs were able to 
start resettling some of the displaced people but due to 
dangerous areas the return was very restricted.

I travelled back to the area a year later in early 2012 
and the situation was dramatically different. Demining 
teams were working relentlessly to clear the deadly 
remnants of war. Thousands of people had returned, 
some schools had opened and reconstruction of 
the roads had begun. Many people were living in 
temporary shelters next to the rubble of their former 
homes. Piles of bricks were being delivered and trees 
were being felled to build new houses. Some were 
living in the shattered shells of buildings with tarpaulins 
as cover from the elements. 

Many areas were still out of bounds as the demining 
teams pressed on with their life-saving task. The teams 
were finding and destroying hundreds of mines and 
unexploded munitions every week. Using armoured 
excavators and remote controlled flail machines to 
clear the dense bush and rake the ground, searching 
for the hidden dangers. When mines were found 
they were dealt with by hand. Brave men and women 
carefully unscrewing the sensitive boosters from the 
explosive-filled mine bodies.

I visited the school I had been to the year before, 

still adorned with the MAG spray paint. A colleague 
informed me that MAG deminers had found five 
landmines close to one of the school buildings. Scores 
of unexploded mortar bombs and projectiles were 
also discovered and destroyed. Now it was the scene 
of play and learning. The kids were aged from about 
five to fifteen and they were all children with learning 
disabilities. They were happy and they were safe.

In another area the teams had just finished using a 
remote-controlled machine to check an area next to 
a large bomb-damaged church. The Catholic church 
built in 1745 was clearly very beautiful once but was 
now probably beyond repair. The team checked inside 
amongst the rubble for explosives. Another team were 
clearing around the building of a large school next 
door, wooden ammunition cases marked ‘82mm HE’ 
(meaning ‘high explosive’) littered the ground.

In May 2015, I revisited. Now all the dangerous areas 
have been cleared in Puthukkudiyruppu, everyone 
has returned home. It was hard to recognise some of 
the places I had been to previously. A new wide main 
road had been built. Busy shops and a restaurant 
brimming with people drinking sweet chai and eating 
string hoppers, sambal and dahl, framed the main 
junction. This had been the epicentre of fighting in 
2009. Policemen and women stopped the traffic to 
help neatly uniformed schoolchildren cross the road on 
a bright yellow-striped zebra crossing. The road busy 
with tuk tuks, buses and bicycles. Life had returned 
and it was amazing to see the change.

Canadian supported deminers in Poomalaranthaan, 2015. 



I returned to many of the sights I had photographed 
before. On a Sunday morning I went to the18th century 
church where I had photographed the teams at work in 
2012. The remains of the old church had been taken 
down and an impressive new one was being built. 
Hundreds of people were attending mass, worshiping 
in the open and in surrounding makeshift buildings. 

The school next door was refurbished and brightly 
painted, the sports fields cleared of rubble, were 
luscious and green. No sign of ammunition crates or 
fragmentation marks on the walls. Instead of silence 
there was the buzz of excited youngster’s voices. 
There were some new school buildings too, full of kids 
attending their lessons. Now 25 teachers teach 450 
children from grade 1 to grade 11 here. This is one of 
seven schools MAG cleared in Puthukkudiyruppu. 

 “We are free now,” School teacher Mr P. Balashanker 
said, “The school has been open for two years and it 
is getting better all the time. The students come from a 
poor background. Most of the children have lost one or 
both parents so a good school and education means 
everything to them.”

MAG mine action teams and mechanical teams 
cleared more than 5 Km2 over four years. They found 
and destroyed 7,965 anti-personnel mines, 19 anti-
tank mines, 3,112 unexploded munitions (including 
rockets, shells and mortars), 153 abandoned explosive 
items and 8,093 items of rifle and machine gun 
ammunition. 

Finally I returned to the school up the road for 
children with special needs. There were many more 
pupils there now and some of them recognised me 
from before. With happy smiles and bright, twinkling 
eyes, two of the kids took me by the hand to show 
me around. Here too people had been very busy. All 
the buildings had been repaired and freshly painted. 
A group of girls was playing a game that involved 
chasing each other as others danced hand in hand in 
a circle. I realised that this was the exact spot the MAG 
teams found a row of mines in 2012. 

The head teacher, Ms. Sathitha said it all for me: “We 
will always remember you – we are so grateful. We 
couldn’t be here without you and these children would 
not have had a life.” •

Police help children to safely cross the road on their way to 
school, PTK 2015,

A school in PTK in 2015. 

Mary Theresa Alocius overseas the building of her new 
house on land cleared by MAG, PTK 2015.

A new Catholic church is being built in PTK in 2015.


