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Part 1: A Political Nightmare

The Upper Kotmale Hydropower Project (UKHP) has become a nightmare to nearly all Hill Country Tamil politicians, with hardly anyone in the hill country not talking about the subject. Since the convention of activists opposing the UKHP held on 10th April, posters have been put up protesting against the project and leaflets have been widely circulated. 

The People’s Campaign Against the Upper Kotmale Hydropower Project (hereafter the People’s Campaign) appealed to the people of the hill country to observe 15th May as a day of protest against the UKHP and, in a leaflet, asked them to shut down offices, shops and other workplaces, hoist black flags in public places, put up posters and banners against the project and distribute leaflets against the project on that day. It also asked them to shout out “Halt the Upper Kotmale Project immediately”, ring the bells in temples, viharas and churches, and to toot the horns of vehicles, at noon that day.15th May is an important day in the history of the hill country. In 1977, the then United Front government took steps to acquire plantation lands by the roadside between Ginigathhena and Dayagama to settle members of the majority community there. Anura Bandaranayake initiated this move to transform Nuwara Eliya-Maskeliya into his preserve by creating a strong vote-bank there for him. This was yet another oppressive step against the plantation workers who were already bitter about the government owing to the closure of several plantations during 1970-77 and the food shortages that they had to face. A massive struggle was launched against the acquisition of land.

People of the Devon Estate chased away the surveyors who arrived to measure the land. The surveyors returned with the police, and youth from the Boxfort estate swam across the river and demanded that the surveyors and the police who were carrying out measurements on Devon Estate should leave. The police opened fire on them and killed an eighteen-year old youth, Sivanu Letchumanan. That incident took place on 13th May and since then, 15th May, the day of his funeral, has been marked as a day of remembrance with a variety of programmes to commemorate Sivanu Letchumanan.

Following the police shooting, struggles broke out in schools and plantations in the hill country. Students of the Highlands College in Hatton went on demonstrations, and were attacked by the police and thugs. Following a series of struggles, the government abandoned its plans to acquire the land. The struggles and the ultimate sacrifice by Sivanu Letchumanan helped the Ceylon Workers’ Congress candidate S Thondaman and the UNP candidate Gamini Dissanayake in the elections of July 1997.

However, Dissanayake acted with vigour to settle members of the majority community on land belonging to the plantations. He initiated the construction of the Kotmale reservoir under the Accelerated Mahaweli Programme, as a result of which plantation workers were expelled from the regions of Punduloya, Niyanganthara, Paluwatte, Thavalantenne and Pussalawa.

He also attempted from time to time to implement the Upper Kotmale Project as a sequel to it. The project was deferred indefinitely as a result of continued opposition from the people from the plantations in Talawakelle, Lower Scalpa and Holyrood. After 1994, the United People’s Alliance attempted to implement the project and deferred it in the face of opposition. Karu Jayasooriya, the Minister for Power in the United National Front government that succeeded the UPA attempted to implement it. The Malayaha Makkal Munnani (Upcountry People’s Front) backed him and, significantly, this was when the leader of the UPF was minister for the Mahaweli Development Programme. 

It should also be noted that the UKHP was granted Cabinet approval in 1982 when S Thondaman, then leader of the CWC, was a member of the Cabinet. The project was suspended as a result of struggles of the people of Talawakelle, Lower Scalpa and Holyrood such as the signature campaign by the Ilankai Thesabaktha Vaalipar Munnani (Sri Lanka Patriotic Youth Movement). Again in 1986, attempts were afoot to implement the project. An article published in the Viirakesasi exposed in detail how Talawakelle town, the plantations around Talawakelle, the temple, cinema and the Talawakelle Tamil Central School (Madhya Mahavidyalaya) would be submerged as a result of the project.

Acts of protest have intensified since then. When steps were taken in the year 2000 to implement the project, the CWC held a meeting in Talawakelle in protest, and the workers went on a one-day strike. When the CWC joined the United People’s Freedom Alliance government in 2004, it was speculated that the government would implement the project since the CWC was lending its support to the project. The CWC denied this initially, but Muththu Sivalingam CWC MP and minister in the UPFA government admitted that the CWC had expressed its consent. As this position of the CWC leadership met with severe opposition from the members of the CWC, the leadership claimed that it had submitted an alternative scheme with less harmful consequences and that the government had approved it. 

However, the Japanese organisation that had offered a loan for the project insisted that the project had to be implemented as originally planned and that there was no room for alternatives. This made it clear that the project would be implemented as originally planned and that a major part of Talawakelle would be submerged.

Since the UPF was in support of the project and the CWC was vacillating in its position, several of the organisations opposed to the UKHP got together to found the People’s Movement Against the UKHP. The movement has since carried out a series of measures in opposition to the project. The convention of activists opposed to the UKHP was convened for the 10th of last April and it was resolved that mass struggles to stop the project will be carried forward continuously. In accordance with that resolution it was decided to observe May 15th as a day of protest against the UKHP. That day was chosen as the day of protest in order that meaningful actions will be taken on the day of remembrance of the martyr Sivanu Letchumanan to defend once more the land in defence of which he sacrificed his life, so that the day will be one of remembrance of Sivanu Letchumanan who sacrificed his life to protect the land from being taken away from the people in the process of land acquisition as well as one of struggle against the land being taken away for a hydroelectric project.

The convention of the mass movement on 10th April and subsequent activities had their echoes in various May Day meetings. Leaders of the CWC and the UPF spoke about it. The leader of the CWC, instead of stating his position firmly, attempted to imply that he too was opposed to the project. The leader of the UPF claimed that he supported the project since it was a developmental project and that he was emphatic about compensation as well as rehabilitation for those affected by the project. Although he took this stand, leaders of his party at the next tier and the membership of his party remain opposed to the project. The Hill Country Youth Association, which had actively supported his party, is also opposed to the project. Several members of that organisation are involved in the activities of the PMAUKP.

The Upper Kotmale Hydropower Project Commission had set up a committee that included some plantation workers who were potential victims of the project to undertake rehabilitation work. In other words, it set up a housing committee to build new houses for the potential victims and used that committee to make contact with the potential victims and thereby carry out a campaign in support of the project. The plantation workers who were members of that committee have announced that they are opposed to the project and therefore resigning from the housing committee. They have communicated to the Commission that they oppose this project, which will displace them from their homes, and therefore cannot be members of the housing committee. Similarly, on 29th March, at a propaganda meeting organised by the Commission in support of the project, plantation workers had insisted that the project should be abandoned. Thus the view that this project should be abandoned is gathering strength, and opposition to the project is on the rise at various levels.

As much as a handful of Hill Country Tamil politicians are in support of the project, there are a handful of Hill Country Tamil intellectuals who support the project. A fresh doctorate holder in geography who recommended in public that that the project should be renamed ‘Talawakelle Development Project’ rather than as the Upper Kotmale Hydropower Project faced humiliation. A sharp response to him was that “Even if the project was named after the Hindu god, Siva as the “Lord Siva Development Scheme, the consequence of damming the water will be just as disastrous”.

A professor from the hill country has argued that since the Hill Country Tamil MPs are in support of the project, there is no way that any opposition could stop it. Sadly, the professor does not know that reason why the Nuraicholai Thermal Power Project and the Colombo-Katunayake Expressway are not being implemented is not the opposition of the MPs but the opposition of the people. It was people’s struggle that prevented the sale of the Epawela phosphate deposits to an American company, and it is people’s struggle that is holding back the completion of the Narmadha Dam project in India. 

It will be good if all the MPs and trade unions in the hill country oppose the UKHP. But a few leaders have already registered construction companies with their supporters as directors in the hope of securing contracts to their benefit. How could we expect those who are anticipating commissions for contracts and those who have already collected their commissions be expected to oppose the project? On the other hand, the leaders who support the project are busy in blunting the protest campaigns and creating splits in the protest movement. There is evidence that moves are afoot to subject youth involved in the protest campaign to harassment by police investigation units. Rumours were spread that the Talawakelle region would be declared a High Security Zone in order to prevent the mobilisation of people in the protest campaign. 

There is no guarantee that the government will not declare the region a High Security Zone, but it has been stated in parliament on behalf of the government that there is no such declaration. The intention of spreading such rumours is, on the one hand, to intimidate the people who come forward to struggle and, on the other, to suggest to the government that it could declare the region a High Security Zone and carry forward the project. Irrespective of these conspiracies, the campaign against the UKHP will go on.

Part 2: The Need for a Third Political Force

Opposition to the UKHP was marked on April 15th by demonstrations and hartals. It is still being debated and discussed how that day of protest was possible. It is still being debated how and why the day of protest turned out to be successful. 

The plantation workers kept off work even without the support or intervention from the leadership of what are said to be the major organisations in the hill country. Although work is currently on offer on Sundays at 50% additional wage as overtime, the workers chose to stay away.

The People’s Movement and its member organisations comprising political parties, trade unions and other organisations put up black flags in public places and atop motor vehicles. Besides that, the people, especially the youth, had put up black flags voluntarily. In most towns in the Nuwara Eliya District, the shops were closed. In Talawakelle, a considerable number of shops were closed and there was no business in those which were open. Shops were closed in Highforest, Kotagala, Bogowantalawa, Norwood, Maskeliya, and towns along the Hatton-Dayagama road. Although the police and the armed forces demanded that the shops be opened in Kotagala and Hatton, the shops were not opened. In towns such as Kotagala, Ragala and Highforest, three-wheelers and hiring vans carried black flags. In Kotagala the police took a three-wheeler driver named Siva to the police station in Patana and insisted that his release was conditional upon the shops being opened and the black flags on motor vehicles being removed. Neither the drivers of vehicles nor the shopkeepers paid heed to the demands of the police.

The Protest Day activities in Nuwara Eliya were carried out most successfully and were capped by a demonstration and satyagraha campaign close to the Devon Waterfall neighbouring Hatton Road in Talawakelle. Although the bus service was sparse, well over a thousand arrived from far away places by private buses and vans to participate in the demonstration. Undergraduates from the hill country attending various universities in the country, teacher trainees at the College of Education and Teacher’s Training Colleges, and school children too participated in the demonstration, which attracted the young, the middle aged and the old. It is noteworthy that participation by the Sinhala community in the demonstration was particularly significant.

At the end of the demonstration, the participants went on a procession to the location where Sivanu Letchumanan was buried in the Devon Estate to pay a heroic floral tribute to him and returned to the venue of the demonstration near the Devon Falls to take part in the protest meeting. Leaders and representatives of the member organisations of the People’s Movement and of organisations supporting the demonstration addressed the meeting. On 10th April, questions were raised about the ability of the organisers of the People’s Movement to conduct a successful convention. Then questions were raised about their ability to carry forward the protest campaign. The convention was a success, and the campaign was carried out extensively, especially in the towns and plantations in the hill country.

On 29th April there was a demonstration in Bogawantalawa, and posters in protest of the Upper Kotmale Project were put up and leaflets were distributed in towns and plantations. The media gave publicity to the protest activities, and some sections of the media that chose to ignore the campaign were compelled to publish news about the protest activities.

The protest campaign was a subject on the May Day platforms, especially of the CWC and the UPF. The May Day meeting of the New Democratic Party in Ragala had opposition to the UKHP as its theme.

The media gave publicity to the Day of Protest on 15th May. The workers kept away from work irrespective of trade union affiliation. Shopkeepers closed down their shops, irrespective of political affiliation. The contribution of the intellectuals was significant too. The support and cooperation from the Sinhala public and the left parties in particular added force to the protest campaign, which became headline news in the local media and gained prominence in the international media as well.

When the correct idea and line reach the people, there is little room for petty differences, and the politics of dominance and trade union influence lose strength. When alternative thought finds leadership, the people are ready to mobilise. May 15th has taught many valuable lessons including that the people will not forever let anti-people activities to be carried out.

This cannot be overstated, and one could boldly say that this was the first time that strikes took place and in the hill country without a call from trade unions and shops were closed without prompting by parliamentary political party or trade union interests. Opposition to the UKHP has to that extent become a public matter. The commitment and leadership of the People’s Movement and its member organisations has given the people fresh confidence.

Leaflets were distributed in the name of ‘United Traders Association’ calling for the shops to be opened that day in Talawakelle, which would be submerged in water if the project were carried out. Some chauvinists campaigned that the struggle was a Tamil nationalist struggle.

Although the UPF announced in the evening of 17th May that it supported the struggle, shops belonging to persons close to the UPF were kept open, despite the closure of a large number of shops in Talawakelle.

Rumour was spread in a planned way that there would be chaos on 15th May and that a hill country political party was to attack participants in the protest demonstration. Despite the rumours and intimidation, many came from faraway locations to participate in the demonstration. Several attempts were made on 14th May to arrest and detain the principal organisers of the demonstration on 15th May. The police visited homes to arrest some, and wanted some others to report at the police station. 

The police also went in search of S Rajendran, Lecturer, Sripada College of Education, who, it should be noted, has, as a geography specialist, carried out several studies of the effects of the Upper Kotmale Project and the Sethu Samudram Project on the people and environment and written several articles on the issues concerned. 

Attempts were made through such measures by the police to sabotage the demonstration of May 15th by creating a climate of fear and anguish. The police and the government did not want the practices of mass participation in acts of resistance, expression of dissent and mass demonstrations to be established in the hill country. A section of the so-called leadership in the hill country too has played along with them and, as a result, the police had succeeded in stopping several lawful and democratic demonstrations in the past. 

On 28th June 2004, the police attacked trainee teachers of the Sripada College of Education when they went on a demonstration in Hatton. But the issue on which the trainee teachers went on the demonstration still remains unresolved. The demonstration was in demand of action against persons who defrauded funds allocated for the meals of the trainee teachers. No action has been taken against the culprits, although a retired judge was appointed as ombudsman to look into the charges. Neither the law nor the judiciary seems to know what came out of the inquiry. But the legal and security systems prohibit raising questions about the matter in a democratic fashion. Such is the environment of the hill country.

It is in such a climate that mass struggles such as that of 15th May become highly significant. The existence of the legal and democratic right to carry out such demonstrations can be established only through carrying them out. It was illegal to attempt to arrest the organisers of the May 15th demonstration. It was illegal for the police to take the driver of a three-wheeler to the police station and detain him there because he had a black flag on his vehicle. It was indeed a violation of his fundamental rights.    

Plantation workers of the Mount Jean Estate in Hatton who went on strike to protest the assault of a worker by an estate superintendent were arrested in the office of the (JVP) trade union to which they belonged. This was highhanded. Such acts constitute the  denial of normal democratic trade union rights of the Hill Country Tamil people. Gathering of information in an intimidating manner about participants in public activities is also an act of denial of rights.

Besides these, steps have been taken to defeat the activities of the People’s Movement by portraying them as Tamil nationalist. Chauvinists in Talawakelle anticipating that participants in the demonstration near the Devon Falls would go in procession to Talawakelle were ready and waiting to launch a communal attack on the demonstrators. Their plans failed since the procession, as originally intended, took a different route.

On 16th May, some persons organised a demonstration in Talawakelle town demanding the immediate implementation of the UKHP. The Talawakelle Urban Council Chairman, Nimaladasa (UNP), the local JVP Organiser, Buddhadasa and some persons from the SLFP, headed it. They brought employees of the urban council to the Talawakelle bus stand in vehicles belonging to the Ceylon Electricity Board. There were a few Tamil speaking individuals in this demonstration with 60 participants, which was organised by the CEB with the intention of giving the People’s Movement a Tamil nationalist character and thus defeat it.

The 15th May acts of protest, besides serving to halt the UKHP, will provide support to the establishment of the common democratic rights of the people and the evolution of an alternative political leadership based on the interests of the people and with the participation of the people. The protest movement has given rise to faith in an alternative political leadership and initiated related questions and debates.

It has led to the recognition of the need for an alternative political path in place of the attitude that the present need is merely to apply pressure on the current political and trade union leadership which seem to function on the basis of faith in a certain personalities.

In any event, it is noticeable that the immediate need is for a united leadership that could bring together a variety of individuals, under a common programme based democratically on people’s interests and with people’s participation.

* * * * *
