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The devastating tsunami wave that hit 14 of Sri Lanka's 25 districts on 26 December 
2004, killed over 30,000 persons, destroyed 80,000 households and displaced one 
million people. The total number of people currently displaced by the tsunami is 
estimated to be around 553,000.  
 
In addition to the displacement caused by the tsunami, more than 350,000 people 
remain displaced as a result of the conflict between the LTTE and the Government of 
Sri Lanka, despite a ceasefire that was signed three years ago. Furthermore, while 
some 379,000 people have returned home many are not adequately protected and 
assisted during the reintegration phase. Wide-reaching reconstruction and 
rehabilitation efforts are needed in order to find durable solutions for the returning 
population as many continue to face threats to their safety, dispossession of their 
property, landlessness and a lack of basic infrastructure and basic services. Two large 
groups, in particular, are in need of better security arrangements before returning: 
non-Tamils displaced from rebel-held areas and Tamils displaced from government 
High Security Zones. Displaced women, especially female-headed households, are 
among the most vulnerable. Some 78,000 displaced are still accommodated in 
government-run welfare centres where they live in precarious conditions.  
 
The peace process stalled when the Tamil rebels withdrew from the negotiations in 
April 2003 and tensions have re-emerged in the wake of the tsunami crisis, Donors 
have indicated that further aid to Sri Lanka will depend upon progress of the peace 
process although humanitarian aid will continue. While the international response to 
the tsunami crisis has been generous, projects targeting the conflict-affected IDPs still 
need funding. UNHCR and other organisations have therefore on several occasions 
advocated for equitability in assistance among the tsunami- and conflict-affected 
IDPs. 
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Background and causes of 
displacement  
 
More than two decades of civil war in Sri 
Lanka between government forces and 
the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam 
(LTTE) devastated large parts of the 
island. The war claimed the lives of an 
estimated 64,000 people and uprooted 
more than one million others. An 
estimated 200,000 people fled overseas, 
while the large majority remained 
internally displaced on the island. Many 
had to flee several times and ended up 
becoming permanently displaced in 
welfare centres, or moving to friends, 
relatives or abandoned buildings. In some 
areas, families have been displaced as 
often as five times. Many have been 
forced to live in displacement for years. 
Some, like the Muslim population now 
residing in camps in Puttalam, have been 
displaced since the early 1990s (CPA, 
February 2003, p. 25). The war caused 
widespread destruction in the north and 
east of the country. It is estimated, for 
example, that the conflict damaged close 
to 90 per cent of the houses owned by 
displaced persons in the north-east (ADB, 
UN & WB, May 2003, p. 32). The people 
of the north-east are still waiting for 
comprehensive rehabilitation and 
reconstruction of the war-affected areas, 
which is a prerequisite for the durable 
return of those who fled the violence 
(Ferdinands January 2004). 
Reconstruction efforts have been slow to 
date and an estimated 58 per cent of the 
damaged units remain totally 
uninhabitable, about half of them in the 
Batticaloa and Jaffna district (ADB, UN 
& WB, May 2003, p. 32) 
 
Hopes for a durable peace were raised 
after a ceasefire was signed in February 

2002. Continued peace talks, sponsored 
by the government of Norway, led to an 
agreement in Thailand in January 2003, 
in which both sides committed 
themselves to facilitate returns to war-
affected areas through a joint Sub-
Committee on Immediate Humanitarian 
and Rehabilitation Needs (CPA, July 
2003, pp.1-4; Government of Norway, 9 
January 2003).  
 
Since then, the peace process has reached 
a stalemate. In April 2003, LTTE 
suspended the peace talks after having 
been excluded from a donor conference 
in Washington. The political climate 
continued to deteriorate during the year, 
ending with the suspension of the 
Parliament by President Chandrika 
Kumaratunga in February 2004 and a call 
for parliamentary elections to take place 
in April four years ahead of schedule (AI, 
27 February 2004; UN IDP Working 
Group, 9 February 2004). The situation 
destabilised further with the unexpected 
split in the LTTE caused by the break-
away of its former eastern commander, 
Colonel Karuna Amman (BBC World, 5 
March 2004).  
 
Ever since the peace talks broke down 
there has been a disturbing tendency to 
resort to violence. Inter-communal 
tension led to the displacement of some 
35,000 people in the eastern Trincomalee 
district in May 2003, while in another 
part of the district hundreds of families 
were reported to have fled violence in 
November and December 2003 
(TamilNet, 24 May 2003; USAID, 31 
January 2004). The months preceding the 
elections also saw an upsurge of election-
related violence in certain areas.  
 
The elections brought into power a new 
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coalition called the United People's 
Freedom Alliance (UPFA) consisting of 
Chandrika Kumaratunga's Sri Lanka 
Freedom Party (SLFP) and Jana ta 
Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) as its principal 
partners. The result has raised concerns 
about the future of the peace process as 
the coalition, who did not win a majority 
of the seats in Parliament, may have to 
seek support from political parties that 
are opposed to any federal solution to the 
conflict with the LTTE (BBC, 4 April 
2004). After the elections, the Norwegian 
Government resumed mediation efforts 
which had been halted since November 
2003.  
 
 
Half of the internally displaced 
have returned 
 
Some 730,000 people were internally 
displaced as a result of the war, according 
to UNHCR (UN IDP Working Group, 29 
April 2004). When travel restrictions 
were lifted and military activities ended 
in early 2002, many of the displaced 
returned, at least temporarily, to assess 
the security situation and what remained 
of their properties. Thousands who 
returned to the north did so 
spontaneously and largely without 
support from the government. At the end 
of November 2004, UNHCR reported 
that some 379,000 had returned, with 
more than half having moved to or within 
the Jaffna district (181,000). Other 
districts to which large numbers of 
people returned include Kilinochchi 
(85,800), Mullaitivu (37,900) and 
Vavuniya (25,600) (MRRR & UNHCR, 
30 November 2004). 
 
Most of the returnees are subsistence 
farmers, fishermen, agricultural labourers 

or unskilled workers who need strong 
support from the government and aid 
agencies. A survey conducted by 
UNHCR and the Ministry of 
Rehabilitation, Resettlement and 
Refugees during 2002 showed that 
150,000 internally displaced families (92 
per cent) were in need of assistance in 
order to restart their lives. However, the 
government has so far provided little 
assistance to the returning population 
(MRRR & UNHCR, May 2003, CPA, 
February 2003, p. 39; TamilNet, 20 
November 2004). 
 
At the end of November 2004, some 
352,000 people were still registered as 
internally displaced. The majority are 
located on the northern districts of Jaffna 
(63,800), Mullaitivu (58,500), 
Kilinochchi (28,100) Vavuniya (38,900) 
and Mannar (30,600), while in the east 
the districts of Batticaloa (20,400) and 
Trincomalee (19,400) are amongst those 
most affected by displacement. Puttalam 
district in the west is home to some 
46,500 internally displaced, most of them 
Muslims evicted by the LTTE in early 
1990s from Jaffna and Mannar (MRRR 
& UNHCR, 30 November 2004).  
 
Displaced people in state-run welfare 
centres continue to face a precarious 
existence. Originally designed as a 
temporary measure, thousands of people 
have ended up spending a decade living 
in squalid, overcrowded conditions. As of 
November 2004, some 78,300 people 
were still living in such centres facing 
difficult conditions (MRRR & UNHCR, 
30 November 2004). Several surveys 
have shown that the inhabitants of several 
welfare centres in Trincomalee suffered 
from malnutrition and psycho-
sociological problems (Tamilnet, 14 
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March 2003; WFP, 17 October 2003).  
 
 
Major obstacles to return 
 
Since December 2002, the rate of 
monthly returns has gradually decreased. 
A UN report says return slowed down 
considerably during 2003 with less than 
5,000 people returning every month 
during the last half of the year. From 
November 2003, this number decreased 
to under 3,000 people returning every 
month (MRRR & UNHCR, 30 November 
2004; UN IDP Working Group, 29 April 
2004). 
 
There are continuing major obstacles to 
return of the internally displaced people. 
Some of the main issues are  
• the continued existence of High 
Security Zones (see next section); 
• the lack of infrastructure in war-torn 
areas;  
• landlessness and the lack of income-
generating opportunities;  
• the unresolved issue of for restitution of 
property;  
• security concerns, especially regarding 
landmines; and  
• inadequate efforts to integrate the 
displaced who have opted to stay where 
they are (25 per cent of the displaced in 
the north-east according to one study)  
(UN IDP Working Group 9 February 
2004; UNHCR Global Appeal 2004; 
ADB, UN & WB May 2003, p. 11). 
 
Some 100,000 Muslims, displaced since 
1990 from Jaffna and Mannar, and 
25,000 Sinhalese who fled LTTE attacks 
in the northeast are seeking security 
guarantees before returning. Although the 
LTTE is officially committed to allow for 
the return of the displaced Muslim 

population as well as resolving issues 
related to restitution or compensation for 
property losses, the prevalent security 
climate continues to dissuade these 
groups (CPA, February 2003, p.36; CHA, 
March 2004). 
 
 
High Security Zones 
 
A substantial part of the north-east, 
particularly the areas where the displaced 
are to return, is still occupied by the Sri 
Lankan army and the police who claim 
that the return of thousands of internally 
displaced cannot take place due to 
security concerns. Mannar and Jaffna 
districts are most affected by this 
problem (The Refugee Council, 
September 2003, p. 35). 
 
The military presence not only hinders 
the resettlement of the returning 
population, but it also negatively affects 
economic activity, in particular by 
placing severe restrictions on fishing 
activities (CPA, February 2003, p.50; 
CHA, December 2003). The Security 
Zones were a bone of contention during 
the fourth round of peace talks in January 
2003, when the Sri Lankan government 
demanded that the LTTE disarm before 
allowing some 50,000 civilians to resettle 
in these areas. Sidestepping the problem, 
the parties agreed to start resettling 
people outside the security zones (GoSL, 
8 January 2003). Since then, the issue has 
remained unresolved hampering the 
return of tens of thousands of displaced 
people (JRS, 8 January 2004).  

There are some recent examples of 
government offers to resettle internally 
displaced whose houses are occupied by 
the Sri Lankan military. In Jaffna, people 
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who were displaced from the Valikamam 
North Military High Security Zones 14 
years ago have categorically rejected a 
government offer to be resettled 
elsewhere, arguing that the land being 
offered is barren and not at all suitable 
either for cultivation or for building 
homes (TamilNet, 9 February 2005). 
Efforts by the Government to resettle 
people from welfare centres in the 
Vavuniya district to the Manikfarm area 
were also met with protests as the 
displaced argued that they would not feel 
secure as three army camp are located in 
proximity to the resettlemt area 
(TamilNet, 5 November 2004).  

 
Property restitution 

Upon arrival, many returnees discover 
that their houses and properties have been 
destroyed, looted or taken over by other 
displaced people (The Refugee Council, 
September 2003). Requisition of land and 
buildings by the military occurred 
frequently during the war, with no 
compensation generally paid to those 
evicted. Lost or missing legal 
documentation is also a main issue facing 
a large number of the returning 
population.  
 
In the government-controlled areas, there 
are a number of state institutions and 
NGOs involved in assisting in the 
restitution of property, including the 
District Courts, the Bar Association of 
Sri Lanka, the Legal Aid Foundation, the 
Human Rights Commission, Mediation 
Boards, the Legal Aid Commission and 
the Police (CPA, February 2003, p. 57). 
However, when their houses and 
properties are situated in the HSZ, there 
is no solution in sight as long as the two 

parties to the peace process do not 
resolve the issue. 

The issue of land and property restitution 
is a major question for some 125,000 
returning non-Tamils who were displaced 
from LTTE-controlled areas. As the 
LTTE has set up a parallel administrative 
structure and judicial system, land and 
property issues come under the purview 
of both the government and the LTTE 
administration. It is presently unknown 
what type of redress will be afforded to 
those who left their properties during the 
conflict. Particularly affected by this 
situation are the Muslims who were 
evicted from Jaffna and Mannar in the 
early 1990s as their properties and 
premises were either taken over by the 
LTTE or rented to others. 

 
Subsistence needs 

In the wake of the peace agreement, some 
mechanisms for food and medical 
supplies were restored in the north and 
east, and numerous rehabilitation efforts 
have been started both by the government 
and donors. The humanitarian situation in 
Vanni has remained worrisome despite 
the easing of a government embargo on 
war-related material in rebel-held areas 
from early 2002. In northern areas 
earmarked for resettlement, water and 
sanitation needs remain acute, with a 
widespread lack of drinking water and 
sanitation facilities. It is estimated that 
the proportion of people with access to 
safe water is only 20 per cent, while 
access to sanitation facilities is limited to 
25 per cent of the population (ADB, UN 
& WB May 2003, p. 49). 
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Health services in the north and east were 
disastrous for years as many medical 
professionals and healthcare workers fled 
the conflict, causing a serious shortage of 
doctors, nurses and medical specialists 
(MSF, 9 February 2002). As of May 
2003, over 40 per cent of health care 
posts were vacant, mainly in the skilled 
and professional categories (ADB, UN & 
WB, May 2003, p. 5). However, MSF 
reports that services slowly are being re-
established and that health personnel are 
returning to resume work in the north and 
east (MSF, 9 January 2004). 

There are also concerns that internally 
displaced do not return or resettle in 
safety and dignity. One stated example 
has been internally displaced from the 
Trincomalee district. Thousands have 
been resettled, but they still face 
numerous hardships as they lack basic 
facilities, safe drinking water and medical 
care according to the Consortium of Non-
Governmental Organizations in 
Trincomalee district (Tamilnet, 20 
November 2004).  

 
Landmines and human rights 
abuses remain main threats 

The presence of landmines is still a 
serious risk factor in Sri Lanka. Between 
600,000 and one million landmines 
remain scattered across the conflict area, 
mainly concentrated in the northern 
Jaffna and Vanni regions. Most of them 
are buried in heavily populated and fertile 
areas, representing a serious threat to 
civilians (EU, 9 January 2004; CHA, 
December 2003). However, mine 
clearance progressed during 2003, with a 
significant decrease in the number of 
mine incidents reported per month 

(OneWorld.net South Asia, 13 November 
2003). Mine education is reportedly only 
provided upon return and none is 
provided in IDP camps or settlements 
prior to return (CPA, February 2003, p. 
7). 
 
Displaced people still face risks to their 
safety and rights although violence has 
generally subsided since the ceasefire. 
Women and children are particularly at 
risk: during 2003, human rights 
violations continued to be reported in the 
north and east, including extortion, 
threats, continued child recruitment and 
abduction (UNICEF, 22 January 2004; 
CHA, March 2004). Other security 
concerns affecting internally displaced 
people included extra-judicial killings, 
arbitrary detentions and harassment by 
soldiers at checkpoints. 

 
National and international 
response 

Structures to help the internally displaced 
population are in place. In an effort to 
better streamline and coordinate 
assistance, the Sri Lankan government 
established the Ministry of 
Rehabilitation, Resettlement and 
Refugees in December 2001. Along with 
UNHCR, the lead UN agency for 
internally displaced in the country, the 
ministry developed a framework for 
Relief, Rehabilitation and Reconciliation 
to assist IDP resettlement and rehabilitate 
war-affected communities. UNHCR has 
also been involved in delivery of non-
food items, education, water and 
sanitation improvements, and IDP 
protection schemes with ICRC. 
 
During 2002, the government launched a 
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National Framework for Relief, 
Rehabilitation and Reconciliation and 
defined a joint strategy with the UN 
Country Team to meet the immediate 
needs of people returning to their home 
areas (UNHCR, June 2003). Also, at 
peace talks in Thailand in early January 
2003, the government and LTTE agreed 
to facilitate returns to war-affected areas 
through a joint Sub-Committee on 
Immediate Humanitarian and 
Rehabilitation Needs (Government of 
Norway, 9 January 2003). 

Donor support has focused mainly on 
restoring infrastructure in areas of return. 
Main sectors of assistance have been 
roads, transport, irrigation systems, 
schools and health services. In June 2003, 
donors pledged some US$4.5 billion to 
support the reconstruction and 
development of Sri Lanka. The 
Multilateral Group (UN Country Team, 
World Bank, Asian Development Bank, 
International Monetary Fund and 
International Organisation for Migration) 
have cooperated to develop a transitional 
strategy to address the needs of the 
returnees and to better help bridge the 
gap between relief and development (UN 
Inter-Agency IDP Working Group, 6 
August 2003). However, the suspension 
of peace talks and the subsequent 
dissolution of parliament have further 
hampered the reintegration of internally 
displaced, especially as it has delayed 
reconstruction in the war-affected zones.  
 
The Sri Lankan government and aid 
agencies have been slow to provide 
sufficient assistance to returnees and one 
international NGO claims that 
international aid is decreasing (RI, 6 
January 2004). The Unified Assistance 
Scheme (UAS), which is intended to 

provide a start-up grant for returnees to 
purchase basic tools, inputs and find 
temporary shelter to regain a productive 
livelihood, was supposed to be the main 
reintegration tool. However, lack of 
funding and administrative delays left 
thousands of returning or resettled 
families unassisted (JRS, 8 January 2004; 
TamilNet, 20 February 2004). As of 
April 2004, the UAS package financed 
mainly by the World Bank through a 
North East Emergency Reconstruction 
Program (NEERP), had provided some 
68,200 returning families with livelihood 
assistance of Rs. 25,000 per family. The 
NEERP programme also finances repair 
of public infrastructure, especially under 
the health sector. A North East Housing 
Reconstruction Program (NEHRP) of 90 
million USD, financed largely through a 
World Bank loan, has also been launched 
to improve the shelter situation for 
returning families as well as the start up 
of capacity building activities (UN Inter-
Agency IDP Working Group, 29 April 
2004). Donors have indicated that further 
aid to Sri Lanka will depend upon the 
progress of the peace process although 
humanitarian aid will continue (BBC, 18 
February 2004). It is crucial that both 
parties in the conflict fulfil their 
obligation to protect, and facilitate 
assistance to, the internally displaced, in 
accordance with the Guiding Principles 
on Internal Displacement. 

 
Displacement in the wake of the 
tsunami crisis 

The devastating tsunami wave that hit 14 
of Sri Lanka's 25 districts on 26 
December 2004, killed over 30,000 
persons, destroyed 80,000 households 
and displaced one million people 
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(UNICEF, 28 February 2005).  
 
The total number of people currently 
displaced by the tsunami is estimated to 
be around 553,000. Of these, 142,000 are 
in 315 "welfare centres" and 411,000 are 
with relatives or friends (OCHA, 24 
February 2005). The humanitarian 
situation has stabilised, with needs 
generally met in all key sectors. 
According to a government plan, around 
30,000 temporary accommodations will 
be constructed over a six month period 
(UNJLC, 16 February 2005). 

The international response to the tsunami 
crisis has been generous, to the extent 
that certain sectors have been 
significantly overfunded. IDPs previously 
displaced by conflict and now also 
affected by the tsunami will receive the 
same assistance as those displaced by the 
natural disaster. Apart from this group, 
projects targeting the conflict-affected 
IDPs still need funding. UNHCR and 
other organisations have therefore on 
several occasions advocated for 
equitability in assistance among the 
tsunami- and conflict-affected IDPs (AP, 
20 January 2005; UNHCR, 9 and 24 
February 2005). This issue was also 
raised during the visit of the Special 
Representative of the Secretary General 
on the Human Rights of IDPs, from 28 
February 2005 to 2 March 2005. During 
his visit, UNHCR and the Sri Lanka 
Human Rights Commission organised a 
symposium on displacement, where the 
Special Representative emphasised the 
need for equitable treatment of people 
displaced by both the conflict and the 
Tsunami (UNHCR, 24 February 2005).  

During the initial relief phase, hopes were 
raised that the tsunami could provide an 

opportunity to resume peace talks 
between the government and the LTTE. 
The two parties co-operated on 
distributing aid to the tsunami victims in 
several regions in the days following the 
disaster. Two months after the onset of 
the crisis, tensions re-emerged, with 
LTTE accusing the Government of 
discrimination when it comes to 
distribution of relief, saying that 
thousands of Tamils are left unassisted. 
There have also been recent violent 
incidents that might further endanger the 
already fragile cease fire, the most 
serious being the killing of senior LTTE 
political official E. Kaushalyan and five 
companions during the beginning of 
February. The LTTE had blamed the 
government for the killing, while the 
government blamed a rival faction of the 
Tigers, headed by the breakaway eastern 
commander known as Colonel Karuna. 
With the current political climate, few 
believe that the peace process will move 
forward, but there are hopes that an 
agreement will be reached on co-
operation when it comes to aid-
distribution to tsunami-victims in the 
future. On 22 February, Norwegian–led 
discussions started with the LTTE, but 
without reaching any concrete 
conclusions (AFP, 22 February 2005, 
IHT, 1 March 2005). 
 
The reconstruction and reintegration 
efforts in the wake of the tsunami crisis 
have also raised expectations that the 
obstacles to return or resettlement of the 
remaining 350,000 IDPs from the conflict 
could finally be solved. The Sri Lankan 
government has been encouraged by 
UNHCR and NGOs to use this occasion 
to help these people find a lasting 
solution (AP, 20 January 2005; UNHCR, 
9 and 24 February 2005). However, the 
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Sri Lankan Government as well as 
several donors and the EU appear so far 
to have taken the position that the two 
situations should be treated separately. 
 
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 
available online here . 

http://www.db.idpproject.org/Sites/IdpProjectDb/idpSurvey.nsf/wCountries/Sri+Lanka
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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 
providing comprehensive and frequently updated information and analysis on internal 
displacement in over 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 
standards.  
 
For more information, visit the Global IDP Project website and the database at 
www.idpproject.org. 
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