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The tsunami of December 2004 forced a million Sri Lankans from their homes, adding a 
new displacement crisis to that caused by the island's long-running civil war. As of mid-
2005, some 800,000 people remained displaced, 450,000 from the natural disaster and 
350,000 from the human conflict.  
 
A fragile ceasefire concluded in 2002 enabled hundreds of thousands of people uprooted 
by over 20 years of conflict between the Sri Lankan government and the Liberation Ti-
gers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) to return to their homes, but 350,000 remain internally dis-
placed. The breakdown of peace talks in 2003, intermittent violations of the ceasefire, 
unresolved property issues and slow reconstruction and rehabilitation efforts in areas of 
origin have brought this return process to a near standstill. The tsunami devastated 
large parts of the coastal areas of northern and eastern Sri Lanka, to a large extent re-
versing the limited progress that had been made in reconstruction and rehabilitation of 
these areas. However, after years of neglect by the Sri Lankan government and the in-
ternational community, IDPs displaced by the conflict – the main focus of this profile – 
may increasingly be benefiting from post-tsunami relief efforts. This is based on the ap-
parently growing recognition among the humanitarian community of the need for equi-
table treatment of conflict-IDPs and tsunami victims. Still, projects targeting conflict-
IDPs continue to be under-funded. Progress towards settling the conflict and creating 
conditions for the sustainable return of the remaining IDPs is hampered by increasing 
political instability, exacerbated by the killing of the Sri Lankan foreign minister in Au-
gust 2005, as well as the still unresolved issue of how the tsunami aid is to be shared 
between the government and the LTTE. Respect for the ceasefire and the resumption of 
peace talks are vital for the adequate protection of the internally displaced and for their 
lasting return and reintegration. 
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Background and causes of dis-
placement 
 
More than two decades of civil war be-
tween government forces and the Libera-
tion Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), 
seeking independence for Tamil-majority 
areas, devastated large parts of Sri 
Lanka’s north and east. The war claimed 
the lives of an estimated 64,000 people 
and uprooted more than one million oth-
ers. Some 200,000 people fled overseas, 
while the large majority remained inter-
nally displaced on the island. Many had 
to flee several times and ended up per-
manently displaced in so-called welfare 
centres, or moving to friends, relatives or 
abandoned buildings. Some IDP popula-
tions, such as Muslims in Puttalam, have 
been displaced for 15 years (CPA, Febru-
ary 2003). Currently, some 347,500 per-
sons remain displaced as a result of the 
conflict (MRRR, UNHCR, May 2005). 
 
A February 2002 ceasefire and subse-
quent peace talks raised hopes for durable 
peace and the return of the internally dis-
placed. However, in April 2003, the 
LTTE suspended the peace talks and all 
existing joint reconstruction initiatives 
for the north and east. Ever since, there 
has been a tendency to resort to violence, 
in particular in the ethnically diverse 
eastern province. The break-away of the 
LTTE’s former eastern commander 
Colonel Karuna Amman, in April 2004, 
further destabilised the situation. This 
split has been a continuous cause of in-
ternal fighting and has raised tensions 
between the main antagonists, with the 
LTTE accusing the government of sup-
porting Karuna (Reuters, 11 August 
2005). 
 

Early parliamentary elections in April 
2004 brought to power a new coalition 
called the United People's Freedom Alli-
ance (UPFA), with President Chandrika 
Kumaratunga's Sri Lanka Freedom Party 
(SLFP) and the Janata Vimukthi Pera-
muna (JVP) as its principal partners. Af-
ter the elections, the Norwegian 
government resumed mediation efforts 
which had been halted since November 
2003. Nevertheless, tensions kept rising 
throughout 2004 between the Sri Lankan 
government and the LTTE, as well as be-
tween rebel factions.  
 
On 26 December 2004, the Indian Ocean 
tsunami displaced some one million peo-
ple in Sri Lanka and devastated vast parts 
of the coast, particularly in the conflict-
affected east and north. The parties to the 
conflict at first seemed to overcome their 
differences in view of the enormous im-
minent relief tasks (AP, 20 January 2005; 
UNHCR, 9 and 24 February 2005). But 
soon old tensions re-emerged, this time in 
a very complex situation of disaster re-
construction, and with the LTTE accus-
ing the government of not sharing relief 
aid resources. On 24 June 2005, after 
months of negotiations facilitated by 
Norway, and in a climate of intense pres-
sure, the government and the Tigers 
agreed on a tsunami-aid-sharing ar-
rangement for LTTE-held areas much in 
need of relief and reconstruction aid.  
 
Donors and analysts welcomed the 
agreement, hoping it might build confi-
dence between the LTTE and govern-
ment, and eventually bring the Tigers 
into the political mainstream. But the 
JVP protested strongly at this move 
which it felt would legitimise the LTTE, 
and quit the government coalition on 16 
June 2005, leaving the government 
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weakened. On 15 July 2005, the Consti-
tutional Court suspended the implementa-
tion of the aid-sharing arrangement; a 
ruling was expected later in the year 
(AFP, 15 July 2005).  
 
Meanwhile, throughout 2005, armed vio-
lence involving both LTTE and govern-
ment forces kept intensifying in the east. 
Disagreement between the government 
and the Tigers about whether the cease-
fire agreement covered the protection of 
rebel cadres travelling through govern-
ment-held areas further increased politi-
cal tensions. The main international 
donors warned the government and 
LTTE that breaking the agreement would 
have severe implications for international 
aid (Reuters, 19 July 2005). The assassi-
nation of the Sri Lankan foreign minister, 
an ethnic Tamil and close ally of Ku-
maratunga, on 12 August 2005 added to 
tensions and the president ordered a one-
month state of emergency. The LTTE 
rejected government accusations that it 
was responsible. Despite these develop-
ments, the warring parties appeared to 
remain committed to the ceasefire and 
were due to hold talks in September 2005 
(AFP, 19 August 2005). Presidential 
elections were announced to be held in 
October or November 2005, after a Su-
preme Court ruling that the president’s 
term would end in December of the same 
year (BBC News, 26 August 2005). 
 
 
Nearly 350,000 remain displaced 
by conflict 
 
As of June 2005, some 347,500 persons 
remained displaced by the conflict. In 
addition, of the initially one million peo-
ple displaced by the tsunami, about 
457,500 were still living in temporary 

shelter or with friends and family as of 
August 2005. In total, Sri Lanka was 
faced with 805,000 displaced people. Ac-
cording to UNHCR, it was not clearly 
established yet how many conflict-IDPs 
are among those displaced by the tsunami 
(UNHCR and MRRR, 31 March 2005; 
31 May 2005).  
 
Tamils displaced from or within govern-
ment-held areas constitute the largest 
number of IDPs (79 per cent), followed 
by Muslims displaced from Jaffna and 
Mannar by the LTTE in 1990 (13 per 
cent). Sinhalese IDPs constitute the 
smallest percentage (8 per cent); very lit-
tle information is available on their cir-
cumstances, as most have integrated, 
mainly in Anuradhapura, and are not re-
porting protection problems. 
 
 
Humanitarian concerns, security 
and subsistence needs 
 
While the majority of all conflict-IDPs 
live with friends and family, about one 
fifth (70,300) live in so-called welfare 
centres run by the government, where 
they continue to lead a precarious exis-
tence. Originally designed as a temporary 
measure, welfare centres have been shel-
tering thousands of people – mainly Mus-
lims in Puttalam and Tamils in Jaffna – 
for up to a decade (MRRR&UNHCR, 31 
May 2005). The squalid, overcrowded 
living conditions often lead to psycho-
social problems, and subsistence condi-
tions remain critical, particularly regard-
ing access to clean water and sanitation 
(Tamilnet, 14 March 2003; MRRR, No-
vember 2004). Of the 457,500 tsunami-
IDPs, 64,500 were reported to be living 
in welfare centres as of June 2005, the 
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others living with friends and family 
(MRRR, UNHCR, 31 May 2005). 
 
Displaced people still face risks to their 
safety and rights although the violence 
they experience has generally subsided 
since the ceasefire. Women and children 
in welfare centres are particularly at risk. 
Human rights violations continued to be 
reported in the north and east, including 
extortion, threats, child soldier recruit-
ments and abduction (SLMM, June 
2005). 
 
 
Obstacles to return and reintegra-
tion 
 
During 2002 and early 2003, almost 
350,000 persons returned home. Since 
mid-2003, return movements have 
slowed down considerably, with fewer 
than 5,500 persons having returned dur-
ing the first five months of 2005 (MRRR, 
UNHCR, 31 May 2005). Along with ris-
ing political instability, a number of ob-
stacles keep hampering the return 
movements. 
 
Security and livelihood conditions in re-
turn areas remain precarious. Most of the 
385,400 who had returned by mid-2005 
were subsistence farmers, fishermen, ag-
ricultural labourers or unskilled workers 
who need strong support from the gov-
ernment and aid agencies. But support is 
not consistently delivered. Inhabitants of 
resettlement villages in Trincomalee dis-
trict, for example, still face numerous 
hardships as they lack basic facilities, 
safe drinking water and medical care 
(Tamilnet, 20 November 2004). The gov-
ernment has acknowledged that assis-
tance to conflict-returnees has only been 
paid out to a very small number of per-

sons due to administrative difficulties, 
and promised to improve the situation 
(GoSL, Development Forum, May 2005).  
 
Muslims displaced since 1990 from 
Jaffna and Mannar, and Sinhalese who 
fled LTTE attacks in the north-east, are 
seeking government security guarantees 
before returning. Although the LTTE is 
officially committed to allowing the re-
turn of the displaced Muslim population 
as well as resolving issues related to res-
titution or compensation for property 
losses, the prevalent security climate con-
tinues to dissuade these groups (CHA, 
March 2004; UNHCR, situation report, 
July 2005). Some Muslim returnees in 
the east face discrimination upon return 
(CPA, Informal dispute resolution, 2003; 
NRC, August 2005). 
 
A substantial part of the north is still oc-
cupied by the Sri Lankan army and the 
police who claim that the return of over 
10,000 internally displaced cannot take 
place due to security concerns. Mannar, 
Jaffna and Vavuniya districts are most 
affected by this problem. The military 
presence in the so-called High Security 
Zones hinders the resettlement of the in-
ternally displaced and has a negative ef-
fect on the region’s economic activity. 
NGO efforts at rehabilitation and recon-
struction encounter difficulties as well 
(CPA, February 2003; CHA, December 
2003).  
 
In the wake of the ceasefire agreement, 
some mechanisms for food and medical 
supplies were restored in the north and 
east, and numerous rehabilitation efforts 
have been started by both the government 
and donors, including the improvement 
of health services. The humanitarian 
situation in Vanni has remained worri-
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some. In northern areas earmarked for 
resettlement, water and sanitation short-
comings remain acute (ADB, UN & WB 
May 2003). 
 
Between 600,000 and one million land-
mines remain scattered across the conflict 
area, mainly concentrated in heavily 
populated and fertile areas of the northern 
Jaffna and Vanni regions. Mine clearance 
is progressing, continuously reducing the 
number of reported mine incidents. While 
mine education was reportedly only pro-
vided to IDPs upon return, but not prior 
to return (CPA, February 2003), the gov-
ernment has reported that the recently 
initiated Mine Risk Education pro-
gramme is showing positive results and 
adequately covers IDP communities 
(GoSL, Development Forum, May 2005). 
 
The lack of infrastructure and poor eco-
nomic prospects make reintegration of 
returnees difficult. The Unified Assis-
tance Scheme (UAS), intended to provide 
a start-up grant for returnees to purchase 
basic tools and find temporary shelter to 
regain a productive livelihood, was sup-
posed to be the main reintegration tool. 
However, lack of funding and administra-
tive delays left thousands of returning or 
relocated families unassisted (JRS, 9 
January 2004; TamilNet, 20 February 
2004). Also, according to Sri Lankan 
administrative rules, the UAS cannot be 
paid to resettled IDPs originating from a 
different district (MRRR, Vavuniya Plan, 
November 2004). 
 
The war damaged an estimated 90 per 
cent of the houses owned by the dis-
placed (ADB, UN & WB, May 2003). 
The people of the north-east are still wait-
ing for comprehensive rehabilitation and 
reconstruction, which is a prerequisite for 

durable return (Ferdinands, January 
2004). Reconstruction efforts have been 
slow to date. Before the tsunami, an es-
timated 58 per cent of the damaged units 
remained totally uninhabitable, about half 
of them in the Batticaloa and Jaffna dis-
tricts (ADB, UN & WB, May 2003). The 
tsunami destroyed 100,000 houses, most 
of them in the north and east. Batticaloa 
and Ampara were particularly hit 
(UNHCR Shelter Update, August 2005). 
The government’s intention to impose a 
100 to 200 metre Coastal Buffer Zone 
would affect the return and reconstruction 
possibilities for many tsunami victims. 
The government promised to re-build 
200,000 permanent housing units for the 
affected population. As of August 2005, 
it was not clear yet if the Coastal Buffer 
Zone rule would be implemented as it 
was announced.  
 
Lost or missing legal documentation is an 
important issue facing a large number of 
the returning population wanting to re-
claim their properties. Restitution 
mechanisms exist in the government-
controlled areas, but not in the High Se-
curity Zones (CPA, February 2003). The 
issue of land and property restitution is 
an obstacle to the return of thousands of 
non-Tamils displaced from LTTE-
controlled areas, as well as for Tamils 
from government-held areas.  
 
 
National and international re-
sponse  
 
The current national and international 
attention focused on post-tsunami recon-
struction presents an important opportu-
nity to bring the plight of conflict-IDPs 
back onto the agenda. This protracted and 
complex displacement situation has been 
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underfunded and neglected by the Sri 
Lankan government. Since the beginning 
of displacement, and particularly after the 
ceasefire agreement, international donors 
have concentrated on restoring infrastruc-
ture in areas of return, neglecting to some 
extent the immediate needs of the dis-
placed, particularly in welfare centres. 
 
Since the 2002 ceasefire agreement, there 
have been some improvements and de-
velopments in the national approach to 
IDPs, often involving international do-
nors. In 2003, the government and LTTE 
agreed to facilitate returns to war-affected 
areas through a joint Sub-Committee on 
Immediate Humanitarian and Rehabilita-
tion Needs, SIHRN (Government of 
Norway, 9 January 2003). In view of 
these hopeful signs, in June 2003, donors 
pledged some $4.5 billion to support the 
reconstruction and development of Sri 
Lanka. The Multilateral Group (UN 
Country Team, World Bank, Asian De-
velopment Bank, International Monetary 
Fund and International Organisation for 
Migration) has developed a transitional 
strategy to address the needs of the re-
turnees and to better bridge the gap be-
tween relief and development (UN Inter-
Agency IDP Working Group, 6 August 
2003). Together with UNHCR, the lead 
UN agency for internally displaced in the 
country, the Sri Lankan Ministry of Re-
lief, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation 
(MRRR) has been developing frame-
works and programmes to assist IDP re-
settlement and rehabilitate war-affected 
communities. The suspension of peace 
talks in 2003 has seriously set back re-
construction efforts in the war-affected 
zones and thereby the return and reinte-
gration of the internally displaced.  
 

National and international relief aid to the 
tsunami-destroyed coastal areas was gen-
erous and provided relatively quickly. 
While in most areas, efforts have pro-
gressed from relief to reconstruction 
(MRRR, UNHCR, 31 May 2005), the 
LTTE-held areas are still in need of relief 
aid, which will not be provided suffi-
ciently as long as there is no aid-sharing 
agreement between the conflicting par-
ties.  
 
The lack of coordination on all levels re-
mains an overarching problem in the re-
construction process. This is despite 
some positive coordination initiatives, 
such as the setting up by the MRRR of 
TAFOR (Task Force of Relief) and 
TAFREN (Task Force to Rebuild the Na-
tion), the collation of UNHCR statistics 
and establishment of new websites giving 
sectoral overviews of activities. UNHCR, 
NGOs and civil society groups say they 
have difficulty in participating in the de-
cision-making process in any meaningful 
way. They also repeatedly advocated for 
IDPs to be consulted. The UN Special 
Representative of the Secretary-General 
on the Human Rights of IDPs emphasises 
the importance of approaching displace-
ment due to natural disasters from a par-
ticipatory and human rights perspective if 
reconstruction is to achieve lasting social 
and economic stability (OHCHR, March 
2005). 
 
Projects targeting conflict-IDPs continue 
to be under-funded. Some were inter-
rupted for the first few months of tsu-
nami-relief (WFP, progress report, 
August 2005). Disparity in aid provision 
for different IDP-populations has already 
given rise to social tensions (INFORM, 
April 2005; NRC, August 2005), which 
may intensify if aid is not distributed 
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more evenly (OCHA, April 2005). Dif-
ferential treatment was observed espe-
cially in the shelter and water and 
sanitation sectors. 
 
Since the beginning of 2005, UNHCR, 
NGOs and the Special Representative of 
the Secretary-General on the Human 
Rights of IDPs have emphasised the need 
for equitable treatment of all IDPs, 
whether displaced by the conflict or the 
tsunami (AP, 20 January 2005; UNHCR, 
9 and 24 February 2005). While the Sri 
Lankan government, as well as several 
donors and humanitarian actors, first ap-
peared to take the position that the two 
situations should be treated separately, 
the recognition of the importance of 
equal treatment seems to be taking hold 
(GoSL, Development Forum, May 2005). 
A sub-group of the Inter-Agency Work-
ing Group on IDPs in Sri Lanka is cur-
rently working on guidelines to assist the 
government and NGOs in providing 
equal aid to all IDPs. Some agencies 
which have been concentrating on tsu-
nami-IDPs have started to broaden their 
scope to include conflict-IDPs (IDP 
Working Group, July 2005; ICRC, 9 Au-
gust 2005). 
 
Despite the volatile political and security 
situation, the main antagonists seem in-
tent on upholding the current truce. This 
is a welcome sign, as the ceasefire 
agreement is vital for adequate access to, 
and protection of the internally displaced 
according to the Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement, and for their last-
ing return and reintegration.  
 
Note: This is a summary of the Global 
IDP Project’s country profile of the 
situation of internal displacement in Sri 

Lanka. The full country profile is avail-
able online here. 
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About the Global IDP Project 
 
The Global IDP Project, established by the Norwegian Refugee Council in 1996, is the 
leading international body monitoring internal displacement worldwide.  
 
Through its work, the Geneva-based Project contributes to protecting and assisting the 25 
million people around the globe, who have been displaced within their own country as a 
result of conflicts or human rights violations.  
 
At the request of the United Nations, the Global IDP Project runs an online database pro-
viding comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal dis-
placement in some 50 countries.  
 
It also carries out training activities to enhance the capacity of local actors to respond to 
the needs of internally displaced people. In addition, the Project actively advocates for 
durable solutions to the plight of the internally displaced in line with international stan-
dards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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