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I. Summary

| tried to stop it from happening but the kidnappers said they would
shoot me. My son was crying. My wife tried to stop them too but they
pushed her back.

—Father of an abducted young man, October 2006

We saw our children on the top floor of [Karuna’s political party] office.
We were three mothers of children taken from here. The children
signaled to us that we should go or they would get hit.

—Mother of an abducted child, October 2006

| personally say to you: | do not like these things. | don’t like child
recruitment and abduction.
—V. Muralitharan, a.k.a. Col. Karuna, November 2006

Throughout the two-decade long civil war in Sri Lanka, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil
Eelam (LTTE), an ethnic Tamil armed separatist group, has consistently recruited and
used children in armed combat. The LTTE has deployed children in mass attacks
during major battles. It has used them as infantry soldiers, security and intelligence
officers, medics, and even suicide bombers.

Now the Sri Lankan government through a proxy force is implicated in some of the
same abuse.

The perpetrator is the so-called Karuna group, an armed faction under the command of
a former LTTE senior commander known as Colonel Karuna, who split from the LTTE
with his forces in March 2004. In the past year, reports have increasingly linked Sri
Lankan security forces with the Karuna group in their common fight against the LTTE.

Throughout 2006, but especially since June, the Karuna group has abducted and

forcibly recruited at least 200 Tamil children in Sri Lanka’s eastern districts, where the
group is active—the real number is up to three times higher due to underreporting.
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Children are not the only targets. The Karuna group has also abducted and forcibly
recruited hundreds of young men between ages 18 and 30. The pattern and intensity
of the abductions reveal a coordinated effort to increase the numbers of Karuna’s force.

At least since June, and probably before, the Sri Lankan government has known about
the abductions. The areas where they have taken place are firmly under government
control, with myriad military and police checkpoints and security force camps. No
armed group could engage in such large-scale abductions, and then hold and train the
abductees for combat in established camps, without government knowledge and at
least tacit support.

In June 2006, the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) issued a public statement noting dozens
of child abductions by the Karuna group and calling for government action to halt the
abuse. In July 2006 a group of 48 mothers submitted to the Sri Lankan Supreme Court a
list of their abducted sons—boys and young men—with detailed information holding the
Karuna group responsible. This submission was copied to President Mahinda
Rajapakse and the minister for disaster management and human rights.

Throughout 2006, Karuna forces abducted boys and young men from their homes,
work places, temples, playgrounds, public roads, camps for the internally displaced,
and even a wedding. While the group primarily targeted males between 15 and 30,
the youngest confirmed abduction was of an 11-year-old boy. In only two known
cases did the Karuna group abduct a girl. It generally targeted poor families, and
often those who had already had a child recruited by the LTTE.

Human Rights Watch investigated 20 abductions attributed to the Karuna group in
the eastern districts of Ampara, Batticaloa, and Trincomalee by interviewing the
abductees’ close relatives, as well as witnesses, human rights groups, and
humanitarian agencies. Eleven of the abducted individuals were children and 9 were
adults. Relatives and eyewitnesses gave detailed and consistent testimony about
the abductions and their efforts to get their sons back, including visits to Karuna
camps and political party offices, where a number of parents saw their abducted
sons and the men who had taken them away.
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In one incident, soldiers from the Sri Lankan army gathered seven boys and young
men in a field, checking their IDs and taking photographs. Members of the Karuna
group arrived that night and abducted four of these seven, although it remains
unclear in this instance whether the army forces were purposefully cooperating with
the Karuna group. On the same day in another village, the Karuna group abducted 13
boys and young men, holding some of them for a while in a shop. Across the street
was an army post and some of the parents pleaded with the soldiers to intervene.
Two soldiers spoke with the Karuna group members, parents told Human Rights
Watch, but the soldiers did not stop the abduction.

TN

A mother in Batticaloa district holds the identity card of her son, abducted by the Karuna group.
© 2006 Olivier Bercault/Human Rights Watch

After abducting boys and young men, the Karuna group often holds them temporarily
in the nearest office of its political party, the Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal (Tamil
Peoples Liberation Tigers or TMVP). As with other political party offices in Sri Lanka,
their offices are frequently guarded by the Sri Lankan army and police. Parents in
Ampara and Batticaloa districts told Human Rights Watch that they either saw their
abducted sons in these offices in the days after abduction, or TMVP officials
confirmed to families that they had been there.
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After a few days, the Karuna group usually transferred abducted children and young
adults to one of its camps in the area northwest of Welikanda town in the
Polonnaruwa district, about 50 kilometers northwest of Batticaloa town. Welikanda
is where the Sri Lankan Army’s 23" division, currently commanded by Brigadier Daya
Ratnayake, has its base.

According to parents who visited the camps and humanitarian workers familiar with
the area, the Karuna group maintains four or five camps about ten kilometers west of
Welikanda (see map). That area is firmly under government control, as is the main
A11 road from the eastern districts to the Welikanda area. Transporting several
hundred abducted youth during the year to the Karuna camps would have been
impossible without the complicity of government security forces: travel through the
area necessitates passing through numerous checkpoints of the army and police.
When Human Rights Watch drove the roughly 50 kilometers stretch between
Welikanda and Batticaloa town on October 13, 2006, researchers counted more than
14 checkpoints, ranging in size from mobile controls to permanent camps.

The government and the Karuna group have repeatedly denied any coordination
between them. “We have been right throughout denying that we are involved with
them,” Sri Lankan defense spokesperson Keheliya Rambukwella told the media,
referring to the Karuna group.' Karuna concurred. “We do not cooperate with the
army and the army does not cooperate with us,” he told Human Rights Watch in
November 2006.?

But for residents of Sri Lanka’s eastern districts, government complicity in Karuna
abductions is an obvious fact. Tamil and Muslim civilians in Ampara, Batticaloa, and
Trincomalee districts say they have seen Karuna members working with the army and
police at checkpoints to check IDs, and that armed Karuna cadre walk freely through
villages and towns in areas under government control.

* Anthony Deutsch, “Government-condoned Militia Abducting Hundreds on Sri Lanka’s East Coast,” Associated Press, October
4, 2006.

% Human Rights Watch telephone interview with V. Muralitharan, a.k.a. Colonel Karuna, November 29, 2006.
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Some parents of abducted sons told Human Rights Watch that the military stopped
them on the way to visit their children in Karuna camps. The parents gave their
names to the soldiers, who then informed the Karuna group that the parents were on
the way. “The head of our group gave the names of our kids to the army officer at the
checkpoint and the camp we were going to,” said the mother of an abducted 16-year
old who traveled with a group of parents to visit their children. “The army let us go.”
In another case, Sri Lankan soldiers spoke with the mothers of abducted children
while they were trying to see their sons at a Karuna camp. The mother of an
abducted 18-year-old said the soldiers were aware of their presence and the reason
for the visit but did nothing to secure the children’s release.
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Sign for a police checkpoint on the A4 road south of Batticaloa town.
Checkpoints of the police and army are ubiquitous along the main roads in the east.
© 2006 Fred Abrahams/Human Rights Watch

Among international aid workers in the eastern districts, the connection is also clear.
“Recruitment is happening openly and with impunity,” one international aid worker
said. “It’s incomprehensible for us that the government would say they don’t know

3 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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what’s going on.” Staff members of two international agencies told Human Rights
Watch that the easiest way for them to contact the Karuna group was through the Sri
Lankan military.

The Sri Lankan police are also complicit due to their unwillingness to seriously
investigate complaints filed by the parents of abducted boys and young men. In
some cases the police reportedly refused to register a parent’s complaint. In other
cases the police registered the complaint but failed to undertake what the family
considered a proper investigation. In no known case did the police secure the
child’s release. Some families did not report the abduction to the police, either out
of fear or because they doubted the police would do anything to help their case. “If
the TMVP knows I’'m here talking with you they’ll come at night and shoot me,” the
aunt of one abducted 18-year-old told Human Rights Watch.*

The Sri Lankan government has promised to take some steps. When Allan Rock, the
special advisor to the UN special representative for children and armed conflict raised
allegations about Karuna group abductions and use of children as soldiers in November
2006, President Rajapakse said he would order an investigation to determine whether
any security forces were complicit in the crimes. According to the special advisor, the
president promised to hold accountable those who violated the law.’

Despite these promises, it remains unclear what the government has done to
investigate the serious allegations going back over six months. In December the
army reportedly began an investigation into the 48 cases reported by parents in July.
According to local human rights groups, however, the army pressured many of the
families to label the perpetrator as an “unidentified armed group.”

On November 21, Human Rights Watch wrote to President Rajapakse to ask how the
government would conduct its investigation (see Appendix I). As of January 15, 2007,
the president’s office had not replied. On December 1, the minister for disaster
management and human rights told Human Rights Watch that the government had

4 Human Rights Watch interview with aunt of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

5 Statement from the Special Advisor on Children and Armed Conflict, http://www.un.org/children/conflict/pr/2006-11-
13statementfromthe127.html (accessed January 9, 2007).
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recently instructed the police to investigate child abduction cases in the east. As of
January 15, however, there was no evidence that the police were more responsive to
abduction complaints.

Karuna denied to Human Rights Watch allegations that his forces were recruiting
children and carrying out abductions. His forces had no members under age 20, he
said, and they would discipline any commander who tried to recruit a person under
that age. He subsequently promised to cooperate with UNICEF on protecting children,
provide access to his camps, and to release any child found among the Karuna
group’s ranks.

On January 2, 2007 the TMVP provided UNICEF with regulations for its military wing,
stating 18 as the minimum age for recruitment, and specifying penalties for members
who conscript children (see Appendix V).

Contrary to these pledges, however, Karuna group abductions of boys and young
men in the eastern districts persist. Although no complete figures are available,
local human rights activists and international agencies report that the Karuna group
continued to abduct boys and young men in November and December 2006.
According to UNICEF, the Karuna group also released six children during that time.®

Since the 2002 ceasefire agreement, the LTTE continued to recruit children for its
forces, including by carrying out abductions. Most recently, on December 18 the LTTE
abducted 23 girls and boys and two teachers in Ampara district. After a local outcry,
the LTTE claimed it was a mistake and released the children the following day, each
of them already with military-style shaved heads. According to an LTTE spokesman,
the LTTE had taken unspecified disciplinary action against the responsible cadre.”

Under Sri Lankan law, forcible or compulsory recruitment of children is a crime
punishable by up to 20 years imprisonment. In addition, the Karuna group and the LTTE
are both violating international humanitarian law (the laws of war) by recruiting and

6 Data supplied to Human Rights Watch by UNICEF, January 12, 2007.

7 LTTE political wing press release, “The Unfortunate Situation of Child Rights as a Propaganda Tool,” December 22, 2006 and
“Tamil Tigers Free 23 Children After Abduction ‘Mistake’,” Agence France-Presse, December 19, 2006.
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using children as soldiers, and by forcibly recruiting adults. The Sri Lankan government
is also in violation of international law by facilitating child recruitment by the Karuna
group and failing to take feasible measures to prevent such recruitment and secure the
release of recruited children and forcibly recruited adults. Individuals responsible for
recruiting children under the age of 15 into armed groups may be criminally responsible
for acts amounting to war crimes under customary international law.

This report calls on all parties to the armed conflict in Sri Lanka—the government, the
Karuna group and the LTTE—to immediately end the recruitment of children into
armed groups and all forced recruitment. The Sri Lankan government should conduct
a thorough investigation of members of the security forces complicit in such
recruitment, and bring them to justice, regardless of rank.

The report urges all donor governments—the United States, India, the European
Union, Norway and Japan—to pressure both the Karuna group and the LTTE to
immediately end their recruitment and use of children, as well as the Sri Lankan
government to take all feasible steps to stop child recruitment and abductions by the
Karuna group. Donors should insist that children as well as all persons forcibly
recruited by the Karuna group be immediately released to UNICEF and returned home.

The report also calls on the United Nations Security Council to adopt targeted
measures against the LTTE in response to the LTTE’s persistent failure to end its
recruitment and use of child soldiers. In resolution 1539 (2004), the Security Council
stated that it would consider such measures against parties to armed conflict that
fail to enter into action plans to end child recruitment or to meet the commitments in
their plans. The LTTE has repeatedly failed to meet its commitments to end the
recruitment and use of child soldiers, including those in the 2003 action plan agreed
with the government. It has now been named by the secretary-general in four
consecutive reports to the Security Council for violating international standards in
this regard.

The secretary-general identified the Karuna group for child recruitment violations for

the first time in his most recent report on children and armed conflict, in October
2006. Consistent with resolution 1539, the Security Council should insist that the
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Karuna group, both the TMVP and its military wing, immediately adopt and
implement an action plan to end all recruitment and use of child soldiers. If the
Karuna group fails to do so, the Security Council should consider targeted measures
following receipt of the secretary-general’s next report to the Security Council on
children and armed conflict.

The resurgence of major military operations in Sri Lanka in 2006 has fueled the LTTE’s
continued use of children as soldiers and the Karuna group’s adoption of the practice.
Despite the illegality of using child soldiers under domestic and international law, the
likelihood of continued fighting in the near future will maintain the pressure for
recruiting more children to be fighters—unless there are serious efforts to make it stop.

Methodology

Human Rights Watch has published more than fifteen in-depth reports on the
recruitment and use of children as soldiers by governments and non-state armed
groups throughout the world. We have previously documented the practice in Angola,
Burma, Burundi, Colombia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Lebanon, Liberia,
Rwanda, Sierra Leone, Sudan, and Uganda. A previous Human Rights Watch report

on child recruitment in Sri Lanka, “Living in Fear: Child Soldiers and the Tamil Tigers
in Sri Lanka,” was published in 2004.

This report is based on a month-long research mission in Sri Lanka in October 2006.
It presents information from 24 interviews with 20 families of abducted boys and
young men in the districts of Ampara, Batticaloa, and Trincomalee (16 mothers, four
fathers, two sisters, one grandmother, and one aunt), as well as witnesses to
abductions. In addition, Human Rights Watch spoke with Sri Lankan human rights
activists and humanitarian aid workers, as well as foreigners working in Sri Lanka
with international humanitarian organizations.

For reasons of security, many people spoke to Human Rights Watch on the condition
that the report not mention their names or other identifying information. We also
omitted details about individuals and incidents where we believed that information
could place a person at risk.
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On November 21, 2006 Human Rights Watch wrote to Sri Lankan President Mahinda
Rajapakse and to the Ministry of Disaster Management and Human Rights to ask for
information about government attempts to investigate abductions and forced
recruitment by the Karuna group (see Appendix I). A follow-up letter was sent in early
December. As of January 15, 2007, neither the president’s office nor the ministry had
replied.

On November 22, Human Rights Watch wrote a letter regarding abductions and
forced recruitment to V. Muralitharan, a.ka. Colonel Karuna (see Appendix ). V.
Muralitharan contacted Human Rights Watch by telephone on November 29, and his
views are reflected in this report.

On November 28, Human Rights Watch wrote to S.P. Tamilselvan, head of the LTTE’s
political wing, to ask about LTTE efforts to end the use of child soldiers (see
Appendix lll). SP Tamilselvan replied in a letter dated December 5, 2006 (see
Appendix IV).

In this report, consistent with international law, the words “child” and “children”
refer to anyone under the age of 18.
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Il. Recommendations

To the Karuna Group (TMVP and its military wing)

Immediately stop all recruitment of children, including voluntary enlistment
as well as recruitment effected by abduction or other force or coercion;
Immediately cease the forced recruitment of all persons;

Immediately cease the use of children in combat operations;

Immediately release children and all others forcibly recruited for Karuna
forces and cooperate with UNICEF in ensuring their safe return to their
families;

Take all appropriate steps to ensure Karuna group commanders and other
cadre do not recruit children into Karuna forces, and provide the international
community with documentation (through UNICEF or the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)) of disciplinary actions taken
against Karuna cadre responsible for such recruitment;

Take all appropriate steps to ensure Karuna group commanders and other
cadre do not forcibly recruit any person, and provide the international
community with documentation (through UNICEF or the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR)) of disciplinary actions taken
against Karuna cadre responsible for such recruitment;

Publish in Sinhala and Tamil languages the Karuna group’s policy not to
recruit children, and disseminate it broadly in areas where the Karuna group
is active;

Allow UNICEF, SLMM, and other domestic and international protection
agencies access to all Karuna group camps, military and otherwise, to assess
the age of recruits, and to identify children for demobilization.

To the Government of Sri Lanka

Immediately end all cooperation with the Karuna group in the recruitment of
children and in abductions;
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e Immediately launch an investigation into the involvement of government
security forces in the recruitment of child soldiers and abductions by the
Karuna group, and hold accountable those complicit, regardless of rank;

e Take immediate steps to locate children recruited and all others forcibly
recruited by the Karuna group and secure their return to their families, with
follow-up protection;

e Together with UNICEF conduct unannounced inspections of the Karuna camps
and TMVP offices listed in this report and others recently established;

e C(Close all camps of the Karuna group in government controlled areas that are
used for the recruitment and training of children;

e Enact and enforce criminal penalties against individuals and groups who
recruit children under the age of 18 into armed groups;

e Instruct the police to actively investigate all reported cases of abduction of
children and all others by the Karuna group, and take disciplinary or criminal
action against those who fail to do so;

e Cooperate with humanitarian agencies to create corridors of safe passage for
international agencies and monitors to investigate and follow up on reports of
child and forced recruitment in areas of LTTE control;

e Work with donor governments to establish an international human rights
monitoring mission under United Nations auspices to monitor government,
Karuna group, and LTTE violations of human rights and international
humanitarian law, including abductions and child recruitment;

e Amend the Emergency (Prevention and Prohibition of Terrorism and Specified
Terrorist Activities) Regulation No. 7 of 2006 to exclude as an offense the
participation of children under the age of 18 in groups engaged in terrorism,
and the participation of any person based on having been forcibly recruited;

e Submit to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child Sri Lanka’s overdue
initial report on compliance with the Optional Protocol to the Convention on
the Rights of the Child on the involvement of children in armed conflict;

e Ratify the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.

To the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)

e Immediately stop all recruitment of children, including voluntary enlistment
as well as recruitment effected by abduction or other force or coercion;
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Immediately cease the use of children in combat operations;

Immediately release all children from LTTE forces and give those recruited
before age 18 the option to leave;

Cooperate with UNICEF in ensuring the safe return of all child soldiers to their
families;

Take all appropriate steps to ensure LTTE commanders and other cadre do not
recruit children under the age of 18 into LTTE forces and provide the
international community (through UNICEF or the OHCHR) with documentation
of disciplinary actions taken against LTTE cadre responsible for such
recruitment;

Cooperate with humanitarian agencies to create corridors of safe passage for
international agencies and monitors to investigate and follow up on reports of
child and forced recruitment in areas of LTTE control;

Allow UNICEF, SLMM, and other domestic and international protection
agencies access to all LTTE camps, military and otherwise, to assess the age
of recruits, and identify children for demobilization.

To All Donor Governments

Urge the Karuna group and the LTTE to immediately end all recruitment of
children and all persons forcibly recruited, and to release all children and
abductees currently in its forces;
Urge the government of Sri Lanka to take all feasible measures to
o end the involvement of government security forces in the
recruitment—whether forced or voluntary—of children and the
forced recruitment of all persons by the Karuna group;
o secure the release and return of all children recruited, and all
persons forcibly recruited, by the Karuna group and
o conduct a thorough investigation of individuals involved in
such recruitment, and bring them to justice, regardless of rank;

Work with the Sri Lankan government to establish an international human
rights monitoring mission under United Nations auspices to monitor
government, Karuna group, and LTTE violations of human rights and
international humanitarian law, including child recruitment and abductions.
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To the United Nations Security Council

In light of the LTTE’s continuing use of children in its forces and in accordance
with Security Council Resolution 1539 on children and armed conflict (April 22,
2004) and Security Council Resolution 1612 (July 26, 2005), adopt targeted
measures to address the LTTE’s persistent failure to end its recruitment and
use of child soldiers. Such measures could include the global imposition of
travel restrictions on leaders and their exclusion from any governance
structures and amnesty provisions, a ban on the supply of small arms, a ban
on military assistance, and restriction on the flow of financial resources.

To All United Nations Member States

In accordance with Security Council Resolution 1379 on children and armed
conflict (November 20, 2001), use all legal, political, diplomatic, financial,
and material measures to ensure respect for international norms for the
protection of children by the parties to the conflict. In particular, states
should unequivocally condemn the continued recruitment and use of child
soldiers by the Karuna group and the LTTE, and withhold any financial,
political, or military support to these groups until they end all child
recruitment and release all children currently in their forces.
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lll. Background

Abuses Since the 2002 Ceasefire

The ceasefire agreement between the Sri Lankan government and the Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam (LTTE)® in effect since February 2002 brought a welcome if ultimately
temporary end to major military operations. It did not, however, curtail serious human
rights abuses, and in some ways it facilitated them by permitting LTTE operatives greater
leeway to conduct intelligence operations and assassinations in government-controlled
areas. Human Rights Watch and others reported on more than 200 extrajudicial killings
during the period, the vast majority of which were attributed to the LTTE.® Pro-
government Tamil political parties, whose members were frequently targets of LTTE
attacks, were also implicated in killings. The government made no discernable effort to
investigate any of these killings or hold those responsible to account.

On August 12, 2005, alleged LTTE gunmen assassinated Foreign Minister Lakshman
Kadirgamar at his Colombo home. In the months that followed, LTTE forces increasingly
targeted Sri Lankan army units with ambushes and landmine attacks. Killings attributed
to persons connected to pro-government Tamil armed groups, most notably the murder
of pro-LTTE Tamil National Alliance parliamentarian Joseph Pararajasingham while he
attended Christmas Eve mass in Batticaloa town in December 2005. The LTTE is
believed responsible for the murder of Kethesh Loganathan, deputy head of the
government’s Peace Secretariat, in Colombo in August 2006.

The Sri Lankan military forces and the police’s Special Task Force, which conducts
counterinsurgency operations, were implicated in a number of killings of Tamil
civilians in 2006. Among those were the extrajudicial killing on January 2, 2006, of
five Tamil students in Trincomalee town; the “disappearance” of eight young men

8 The Agreement on a Ceasefire between the Government of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka and the Liberation
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (CFA), signed on February 21, 2002, had the stated objective to “find a negotiated solution to the
ongoing ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka.” The agreement set up modalities of the ceasefire, measures to restore normalcy, and the
Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission. The agreement is available at http://www.slmm.lk/documents/cfa.htm (accessed January 1,
2007).

9 See, for example, Human Rights Watch, “Sri Lanka: End Killings and Abductions of Tamil Civilians,” May 24, 2005, available
at http://hrw.org/english/docs/2005/05/24/slanka10996.htm (accessed January 1, 2007); Commission on Human Rights,
Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Philip Alston, “Mission to Sri Lanka (28
November to 6 December 2005),” E/CN.4/2006/53/Add.5, March 27, 2006.
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from a Hindu temple in Jaffna in May; the extrajudicial killing of five Tamil fishermen
on Mannar Island in June; the execution-style slaying of 17 staffers with Action
Against Hunger, an international aid organization, in August; and the September 17
murder of ten Muslim laborers south of Pottuvil.

Karuna’s Break from the LTTE

The political landscape in Sri Lanka’s north and east was permanently altered by the
departure of the LTTE’s eastern forces in March 2004. Vinayagamoorthy
Muralitharan, commonly known as Colonel Karuna and the LTTE’s senior military
commander in the Batticaloa area, split from the LTTE with the several-thousand-
member LTTE force under his command. Although the reasons for his actions are
unclear, Karuna stated at the time that he did so because Tamils from the east had
fared badly under the LTTE’s predominantly northern leadership. Others have
suggested that Karuna decided to break away because of a rivalry with the head of
the LTTE’s intelligence wing for the number two position in the LTTE.™

In April 2004 LTTE forces launched an overwhelming assault against Karuna’s fighters.
Karuna quickly disbanded his forces, and escaped with a small group of his
supporters. In a dramatic gesture that won him favor with the local population, he
encouraged some 2,000 child soldiers to return to their families (see Chapter VII). As
an LTTE commander, Karuna had been notorious for recruiting and at times abducting
children for use in Tiger forces. To this day, Karuna’s whereabouts are unknown.

Karuna’s faction gradually reasserted influence in both government and previously
LTTE-controlled areas in the east. The very existence of the Karuna group
complicated the 2002 ceasefire agreement. After the breakaway, Karuna asked to be
formally included under the ceasefire agreement, which would have obligated his
forces to abide by the terms of the ceasefire but given him a seat at further peace
talks. The LTTE rejected this and instead demanded that the Karuna group be
disarmed under the ceasefire agreement as a “Tamil paramilitary group.”* Karuna
rejected this on the grounds that this provision did not apply to his forces, which had

10 International Crisis Group, “Sri Lanka: The Failure of the Peace Process,” Crisis Group Asia Report No. 124, November 28,
2006, p. 9.

11 CFA, sec. 1.8.
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been part of the LTTE under the peace accord. Small-scale fighting and escalating tit-
for-tat killings between the LTTE and Karuna group persisted into 2006.

In 2004 Karuna organized a political party, the Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal (Tamil
Peoples Liberation Tigers or TMVP), which throughout 2006 established party offices
in Colombo and in towns in the country’s eastern districts. As president of the party,
Karuna has expressed a willingness to contest future elections.

The defection of the Karuna faction was a significant blow for the LTTE. It not only
cost it several thousand cadres, but deprived it of control or influence in significant
parts of the east, as well as a major source of new recruits. The perceived weakness
of the LTTE might have encouraged the Sri Lankan military leadership to believe that
major renewed hostilities against the LTTE could lead to significant territorial gains, if
not outright victory.

Escalation of Fighting Since mid-2006

In July 2006 small-scale fighting between the LTTE and government forces became
major military operations. Citing the LTTE’s closure of a reservoir sluice gate near
Trincomalee town, the Sri Lankan armed forces undertook a major military
offensive—the first since the 2002 ceasefire agreement—that continued after the
sluice gate opened again.

In late July the LTTE countered first with an attack on Mutur town in Trincomalee
district, which had largely been emptied of government troops redeployed to support
the military’s offensive. The LTTE then conducted a major yet unsuccessful attack on
the Jaffna peninsula in mid-August, briefly cutting off the peninsula from the rest of
the country. The short-term humanitarian crisis created by the Jaffna attack became
a long-term crisis, as neither the LTTE nor the government in the ensuing months
took sufficient steps to ensure that sufficient food, fuel, and medical assistance
reached the nearly half-million population of the peninsula. The LTTE threatened to
attack Jaffna-bound cargo ships, while the government made only half-hearted
efforts to reopen the main roadway, which goes through LTTE-controlled territory.
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Several major military operations have taken place since September. The Sri Lankan
armed forces captured the strategically important town of Sampur, across the bay
from Trincomalee. In a separate attack the armed forces suffered several hundred
casualties attacking dug-in LTTE positions on the eastern end of the Jaffna peninsula.

- ¥ A V&

A mass grave for the victims of the LTTE’s June 15, 2006

landmine attack on a civilian bus, that killed 67 people.
© 2006 Q. Sakamaki/Redux

Throughout the fighting, neither side has shown much concern for the well-being of
the civilian population. InJune the LTTE targeted a civilian bus with a landmine,
killing 64 civilians, including many children. In August the Sri Lankan air force
bombed a building in rebel territory that killed as many as 51 young women and girls
receiving civil defense training from the LTTE. The LTTE is believed responsible for a
pair of public bus bombings south of Colombo on January 5-6, 2007, which killed 21
passengers and injured 120.

In the last months of 2006 much of the fighting consisted of long-range artillery
duels between the two forces in the Vaharai area of Batticaloa district, in the vicinity
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of Karuna’s forces. Civilians bore the brunt of the casualties. LTTE forces fired heavy
weapons from populated areas, including near displaced persons camps, placing
civilians at risk. The army often responded with or initiated indiscriminate shelling.
On November 8 this dynamic resulted in the deaths of more than 40 displaced
civilians and injuries to nearly 100 others who had sought refuge outside a school.
Fearful of continued shelling, more than 20,000 people fled LTTE-territory by walking
for days through jungle or risking their lives on overcrowded boats. Many families
now are living in uncertain circumstances in areas accessible to the Karuna group.

At this writing, fighting continues in Vaharai, and tens of thousands more civilians
have been displaced. Whether and where new major military operations will occur in
2007 is unclear, but the possibility of such fighting may pressure both the LTTE and
the Karuna group to add to their ranks—including by unlawfully recruiting or
abducting children to serve in their forces.™

12 On January 2, 2007 Sri Lankan Army Commander Sarath Fonseka said the government would stay on the attack, taking
Vaharai within the month. “After eradicating the Tigers from the East, full strength would be used to rescue the North,” the
army commander said. (PK Balachandran, “Lankan Army Hopes to Clear East by March,” Hindustan Times (New Delhi), January
3, 2007, http://www.hindustantimes.com/news/181_1887249,001302310000.htm (accessed January 9, 2007) and “Jaffna
Next, Army Chief Tells Mahanayakes,” Daily Mirror(Colombo), January 3, 2007,
http://www.dailymirror.lk/2007/01/03/front/5.asp (accessed January 9, 2007).
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IV. Abductions and Forced Recruitment by the Karuna Group

Abductions in 2006

Sporadic reports of abductions and forced recruitment of boys and young men by the
Karuna group began soon after the split from the LTTE in March 2004, but the reports
were few until March 2006.” According to local human rights groups and
international agencies active in the eastern districts, around that time armed men
from the Karuna group began to invite children to come with them for work in nearby
Polonnaruwa district. Some of the children never returned.

June 2006 saw a dramatic jump in Karuna group abductions of boys and young men:
families in Batticaloa district reported more than 40 abductions in that month alone,
including 23 abductions on one day and 17 on another.*

The 23 abductions on one day occurred primarily in two villages. Human Rights Watch
interviewed four of the eight families from one of those villages who had a son abducted
that day. They gave detailed and consistent testimony about the abductions and the
parents’ efforts to get the boys and young men back, including visits to Karuna camps,
where parents saw their sons and the men who took them away.

Three of the families, interviewed separately, said the Sri Lankan army had come to
the village on the morning of the abductions. Soldiers gathered seven boys and
young men in a nearby field, they said, checking their IDs and taking their
photographs. Members of the Karuna group, who arrived that night, abducted four
of these seven boys and young men, as well as four others from the village. It
remains unclear whether the Sri Lankan army was purposefully cooperating with the
Karuna group by identifying potential abductees or was conducting operations to
identify LTTE supporters, as it has done in other villages of the district.

13 UNICEF reported a total of 19 cases of child recruitment by the Karuna group from October 2004 through March 2006. Data
supplied to Human Rights Watch by UNICEF, January 12, 2007.

14 UNICEF reported 43 abductions of children in June 2006. Ibid.
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Human Rights Watch also spoke with four of the 13 families from the other village
who had sons abducted that day. They explained how between 10 and 15 armed
members of the Karuna group dressed in Sri Lankan army uniforms temporarily held
the 13 boys and young men in a nearby shop before taking them away. They knew
they were Karuna cadre because they later visited their abducted children in Karuna
camps. Across the street from the shop stood an army post and some of the parents
pleaded with the soldiers to intervene. Two soldiers spoke with the Karuna group
members while they were holding the abductees in the shop, parents said, but the
soldiers took no effective action to secure the abductees’ release.

The spate of Karuna group abductions prompted UNICEF to issue a public appeal on
June 22 in which it noted that it had verified 30 cases of child abduction in Batticaloa
district alone. The agency called forimmediate action to “halt the abduction and
forced recruitment of children by the Karuna group.” The statement also called on
the Sri Lankan government to “investigate all abductions and ensure that children in
affected areas are given the full protection of the law.”*

The UNICEF statement seemed to have a positive effect, and for a short period
abductions alleged to the Karuna group nearly ceased. However, this decline was
reversed following the beginning of major military operations between government
armed forces and the LTTE in late July. In August, UNICEF recorded nearly 50 child
abductions by the Karuna group, and an additional 84 cases from September
through December.*

In July a group of aggrieved parents directly informed the government of the
abductions. In a petition to the Supreme Court, 48 mothers submitted a list of their
sons—boys and young men—with detailed information alleging that the Karuna
group had abducted them. This submission was copied to President Rajapakse and
Mahinda Samarasinghe, the minister for disaster management and human rights.
Five months later the army began an initial investigation but, according to local

15 “UNICEF Condemns Abduction and Recruitment of Sri Lankan Children by the Karuna Group,” UNICEF news note, June 22,
2006, http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/media_34677.html (accessed December 28, 2006).

16 UNICEF reported 47 abductions of children in August, 18 in September, 37 in October, 21 in November, and 8 in December.
Data supplied to Human Rights Watch by UNICEF, January 12, 2007.
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human rights groups, the army pressured many of the families to label the
perpetrator as an “unidentified armed group.”

Graffiti of Karuna’s Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pulikal (TMVP) political party in Trincomalee town.
The TMVP office opened there in August 2006 and abductions by the Karuna group jumped.
© 2006 Olivier Bercault/Human Rights Watch

After July the public presence of the Karuna group grew. Its military wing expanded
its presence in Polonnaruwa district near Welikanda, and the Tamil Makkal
Viduthalai Pulikal political party opened offices in more towns and villages across
the east. The new political offices and the abductions appear linked. The TMVP office
in Batticaloa town had already opened in March, when the abductions in that area
jumped. Events in Trincomalee town followed a similar course: a TMVP office opened
there in late August, and over the next six weeks the Karuna group was implicated in
the abductions in Trincomalee of between 15 and 20 young men, according to a
member of the local town government.”” On September 24 the TMVP opened a new
office in Chenkalady next to the Siththandy Sri Lankan army camp, about 18
kilometers north of Batticaloa town. That day, Karuna forces allegedly abducted 12
boys and young men from the area. In Ampara district the first reported Karuna

17 Human Rights Watch interview, Trincomalee town, October, 2006.
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abduction came in July, shortly after the TMVP opened an office in Akkaraipattu town
in the district.

Throughout July, August, and September, international aid workers in Batticaloa
town reported seeing Karuna cadre with weapons in bags moving openly around the
town. When Human Rights Watch visited Batticaloa and Trincomalee towns in
October the Karuna presence was pronounced. TMVP signs and graffiti were
prominent on many buildings and street corners. Local residents said they
sometimes recognized Karuna cadre manning checkpoints together with the Sri
Lankan army or police. In both Batticaloa and Trincomalee towns the government
security forces are firmly in control, with regular checkpoints and patrols. In some
areas of Trincomalee, military checkpoints lay only 200 meters apart.

By September abductions had taken place throughout Batticaloa district, in places
such as Kiran, Mankerni, Santhiveli, Chenkalady, Valaichchenai, Manmunai (North
and Southwest), Porativupattu, Koralaipattu (North, South, and West), Kattankudy,
Eravur town, and Eravurpattu. Most of these areas lie within three kilometers of
police or army camps.

Karuna forces abducted boys and young men from their homes, work places,
temples, playgrounds, public roads, and even a wedding. Human Rights Watch
heard reports from multiple sources of abductions from a camp for internally
displaced persons, but did not directly investigate these reports.

At least some of the children are being trained for combat and have been deployed
in military operations. The father of an abducted young man who visited his son at a
Karuna camp in Karapola said his child had been wounded in combat. “His ear and
his leg were black,” the father said. “He said that a mine had exploded near him
during a fight and that his friend next to him had been killed and he had been
wounded.”*®

Human Rights Watch conducted a brief interview with a distraught mother in
Batticaloa district whose son was abducted in June. In October she received a notice

18 Human Rights Watch interview with father of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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from the TMVP informing her that her child had died in battle.” According to
neighbors, Karuna forces held a funeral in Theevuchenai where they have a camp.
“The Karunas refused to give the body back to the family and the boy was buried
there,” a neighbor said.?® It is not known if this casualty was the same person as the
friend of the young man mentioned above.

s : =
A school in Batticaloa town. Some parents in rural areas have stopped sending their
boys to school for fear of abduction by the Karuna group.
© 2006 Fred Abrahams/Human Rights Watch

The abductions have sent fear through families in the east, who were already
struggling to deal with regular abuses by government forces and the LTTE. “We
stopped sending them to school about seven months ago,” said one mother with
two children, aged 14 and 15. “My husband was killed two years ago so | have to
protect my kids,” said another.?* Other parents said they escorted their children to
and from school.

According to parents in Batticaloa district and local human rights activists, some
children were volunteering to join the Karuna group, along with young men.

19 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
20 Human Rights Watch interview, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
21 Human Rights Watch interview with widowed mother, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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International law prohibits armed groups from recruiting children, even “voluntarily.”
(See Chapter IX.) “In a neighboring village some children are volunteering, even as
young as 10 or 12,” the mother of an abducted 14-year-old said. “Kids are attracted
by other kids, and they get paid too.”**

In January 2007 the UN made public the secretary-general’s report on the situation of
children and armed conflict in Sri Lanka, which documents child recruitment by both
the LTTE and the Karuna group between November 1, 2005 and October 21, 2006. In
the section on the Karuna group, the report notes allegations “that certain elements
of the Sri Lankan security forces are involved in aiding the recruitment and/or
abduction of children by the Karuna faction in the East.”*® In particular, the report
mentions reports that on June 14 and 26, 2006 in Batticaloa district, armed Sri
Lankan army personnel accompanied Karuna group members who abducted and
recruited nine children, aged 14 to 17.

Patterns of Karuna Group Abductions

Eyewitness accounts of abductions attributed to the Karuna group frequently
followed the same pattern. Typically a group of at least six men, usually armed with
assault rifles, arrived in a village. Sometimes they were dressed in black pants and
shirts, but often they wore uniforms of the Sri Lankan army. Sometimes they had
masks but other times their faces were visible and villagers occasionally recognized
the men as members of the Karuna group. They always spoke fluent Tamil (army
personnel and police, overwhelmingly ethnic Sinhalese, are unlikely to be fluent
Tamil speakers). The armed men often knew who they were looking for, suggesting
they had intelligence about the local population.

In response to repeated allegations of abducting children, the Karuna group
frequently claims that the LTTE is responsible for these crimes. But the parents of
abducted children in the eastern districts, as well as eyewitnesses to abductions,
local human rights activists, and staff of international aid agencies, while
acknowledging that the LTTE continues to commit abductions, have consistently

22 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

23 «Report of the Secretary-General on children and armed conflict in Sri Lanka,” December 20, 2006.
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rejected that claim. They note that LTTE forces could not have moved so freely in
government-controlled territory, often during the day. In some cases, the abductors
identified themselves as members of the Karuna group, or villagers recognized them
as such because they are from the area. Finally, many of these accounts were
confirmed by parents who later saw their abducted son in a TMVP office or visited
them in a Karuna camp (see below).

Throughout 2006 the Karuna group primarily targeted males between the ages of 15 and
30. The youngest confirmed abducted child was 11. The group tended to spare young
men who were married or boys who attended school, but this was not a strict rule.
Human Rights Watch is aware of two cases when the Karuna group abducted girls.?*

The targets are frequently poor and uneducated families in rural areas, who have a
limited ability to protect themselves or to seek redress. Particularly vulnerable to
abduction are families who have or had a child in the LTTE, either because they
volunteered or were abducted. In a few cases, local human rights activists and
international agencies said, the LTTE abducted one son and the Karuna group
abducted another. Human Rights Watch interviewed families in two such cases:
According to the mother of a young man abducted by Karuna forces from Batticaloa
district in May 2006, the abductors knew that another son was with the LTTE. “You
gave a son to the LTTE, so you have to give a son to us,” she said they told her. The
LTTE had abducted one of her sons in 2001.%

Another vulnerable group is boys and young men whom Karuna released after the
split with the LTTE in March 2004. At that time, the newly formed Karuna group
released more than 1,800 boys and girls who had been abducted by the LTTE (see
Chapter 1).?® In the months following the split, many of these children were
aggressively re-recruited by the LTTE. In 2006, some were also re-recruited by the
Karuna group. According to UNICEF, of the 208 children reported recruited by the

24 According to UNICEF, the Karuna group abducted two girls in Ampara district, but the date is not provided. Data supplied to
Human Rights Watch by UNICEF, January 12, 2007.

25 Human Rights Watch interview mother of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

26 UNICEF recorded the return of 1,825 children to their homes in April 2004. Data supplied to Human Rights Watch by UNICEF,
January 12, 2007.
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Karuna group between January 1 and December 31, 2006, fifteen of them were
recruited for a second time.

After abducting boys and young men, the Karuna group often holds them temporarily
in the nearest office of the TMVP. Parents in Ampara and Batticaloa districts told
Human Rights Watch that they either saw their abducted sons in these offices in the
days after the abduction, or TMVP officials confirmed they had been there. In
Akkaraipattu, Ampara district, members of humanitarian organizations said they had
seen children on the TMVP premises: “l saw a little boy between 12 and 14 at the
TMVP office,” one aid worker said. “He had a wound on his left arm and a walkie
talkie in his pocket. Within the compound | saw several other boys, some of whom
were getting visits from their families, all of them no more than 15 or 16 years old.”*”
Parents of abductees and international aid agencies told Human Rights Watch that
by September they frequently saw armed children guarding the TMVP office in
Batticaloa town.

The mother of a teenager abducted in September 2006 from a village in Batticaloa
district said that she first went looking for her child in the TMVP office in Chenkalady
but the officials there said her child was in Batticaloa town. She went to that TMVP
office with three other mothers and told Human Rights Watch what she saw:

We saw our children on the top floor of the TMVP office. We were three
mothers of children taken from here. The children signaled to us that
we should go or they would get hit.*®

After a few days the Karuna group usually transferred the abducted boys and young
men to one of its camps in the Welikanda area in the Polonnaruwa district, about 50
kilometers northwest of Batticaloa town (see map). According to parents who visited
the camps and local humanitarian workers familiar with the area, the Karuna group
maintains four or five camps in the area north of the main A11 road around
Sewanpitiya. The area is firmly under government control and there is no way for an

27 Human Rights Watch interview with aid worker, Ampara district, October 2006.
28 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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organized armed group to operate there, let alone maintain a network of camps,
without the Sri Lankan military’s knowledge and at least tacit support.

A man stands in front of the TMVP office in Batticaloa town, where parents said they saw their
abducted children. In October 2006 the Sri Lankan police guarded the building on three sides.
© 2006 Fred Abrahams/Human Rights Watch

The most detailed description of the area came from a Sri Lankan aid worker who

had seen five Karuna camps. Three of them are in Mutugalla, he said, two in the
village and one just outside. All of them are behind thatched fences. According to
the aid worker, Mutugalla has a Sri Lankan army post. A fourth camp, a field hospital,
isin a building in Madurrangala. A Sri Lankan police post was originally nearby, he
said, but it was removed. A fifth camp is in Karopola.*

Family Contact

After a period of between two weeks and a month, the Karuna group allowed some
parents to visit their sons in a Karuna camp. Some of the parents who visited their
sons said their child was armed and being trained as a combatant.

29 Human Rights Watch interview with aid worker, Colombo, October 2006.
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In some cases, families with an abducted son received a “payment” (koduppanavu)
for their child’s services, either given by the son during a visit or sent by postal order.
The amount was typically 6,000 rupees per month (US $55). A laborer's monthly
wage is roughly 5,000 rupees. On some occasions, the Karuna group let abducted
boys and young men go home on supervised visits to their families for a night. In one
case documented by Human Rights Watch, a young man visited his family with the
men who had abducted him from his home.*°

Releases and Escapes

In a few cases during 2006 the Karuna group released abducted children, but this
was rare. According to local human rights activists, the families with released
children frequently did not report the release for fear that their son could be
abducted again, either by the Karuna group or the LTTE. Some families also did not
want others to know how they secured their child’s release, especially if money was
paid. According to UNICEF, the Karuna group released 23 children it had abducted
during the year; 18 children ran away; and two died.*

Children who escape or are released face special risks. They can be targeted again
by the Karuna group and they are susceptible to attack or abduction by the LTTE
because they are branded as Karuna fighters. Families previously often sent their
vulnerable children to Colombo but, with abductions and attacks against Tamils
there on the rise, many families no longer consider the capital safe.

“If my son escaped or was released | would be unable to keep him at home, it would
be too dangerous,” the mother of an abducted 18-year-old said. “Depending on the
case, either the Karuna group, the army, or the LTTE would look for him. | really don’t
know where he could go to get protection. If there were more efficient protection

programs, maybe more kids would escape from the Karuna camps.”?* The mother of
an abducted 21-year-old agreed. “l want to say that if our kids escaped, they will

have problems coming back home,” she said. “They can’t be protected at home. In

30 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

31 Data supplied to Human Rights Watch by UNICEF, January 12, 2007. It is not known whether the deaths reported by UNICEF
include the case confirmed by Human Rights Watch.

32 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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addition to that, if our kids escaped, the Karuna group would come home and take
our other kids.”??

Numbers

The total number of boys and young men abducted and forcibly recruited by the
Karuna group remains unknown. The only two organizations publicly keeping track
are the Norwegian-led Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission (SLMM) and UNICEF. Both of
their figures are low because they depend upon families reporting the abductions.
Some families are unwilling to report, either out of fear of reprisals or because they
doubted that reporting the abduction would facilitate their child’s release.

According to the SLMM, throughout 2006, in Batticaloa district 167 adults and 117
children were abducted by non-signatories to the 2002 ceasefire agreement that the
SLMM is mandated to monitor.?* Although “non-signatories” could include criminal
elements or other armed groups, available evidence suggests that the vast majority
of these abductions are attributable to the Karuna group. In Ampara district, the
figures are seven adults and three children.

According to UNICEF, as of December 31, 2006, families in Ampara, Batticaloa, and
Trincomalee districts had reported 208 abductions of children by the Karuna group.
The vast majority of these reported abductions were of boys (206 out of 208). Most
of the abductions took place in Batticaloa district (181), followed by Ampara district
(23), and then Trincomalee district (4).3* By UNICEF’s estimation, the real figure of
abducted children is three times higher because many families do not report. It also
should be noted that UNICEF figures do not reflect abductions of people age 18 or
older.

33 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

34 Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission, Summary of Recorded Complaints and Violations from SLMM Batticaloa, December 27, 2006.
Signatories to the 2002 ceasefire agreement are the Government of Sri Lanka and the LTTE. SLMM’s statistics go up to
December 27, 2006.

35 Sri Lanka Monitoring Mission, Summary of Recorded Complaints and Violations from SLMM Ampara, December 27, 2006.
For all districts in Sri Lanka, the SLMM reported 248 abducted adults and 131 abducted children by non-signatories of the
ceasefire agreement.

36 Data supplied to Human Rights Watch by UNICEF, January 12, 2007.
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Unlike the SLMM, UNICEF provides a breakdown by age of the abductions it has
recorded. According to the November 2006 statistics the age distribution of Karuna
abductions in the three eastern districts looked like this:

Ages 10 to 12: two abductions
Ages 12 to 14: eight abductions
Ages 14 to 16: 59 abductions
Ages 16 to 18: 109 abductions®

Inaction by Police

As noted above, many cases of abduction and forced recruitment go unreported.
This includes non-reporting to the police. Families that did not report their cases to
the police expressed two main concerns. First was fear. The Karuna group has
threatened many families not to report the abduction to international agencies like
the SLMM, the International Committee of the Red Cross, or the police. “If the TMVP
knows I’m here talking with you they’ll come at night and shoot me,” the aunt of an
abducted 18-year-old said to Human Rights Watch.?® The second concern was that
formally registering the case with the police would not help retrieve their missing son.
Even the families that did report their case expressed skepticism that the authorities
would take any steps against the Karuna group. “They are all working together—
right?” the grandmother of one abducted boy asked rhetorically.*

Fifteen of the 20 families interviewed by Human Rights Watch said they reported the
abduction of their son to the local police. In all of these cases, the police recorded
the complaint, although human rights groups and aid agencies told Human Rights
Watch that in many other cases the police had refused. In none of the 15 cases,
however, did the police undertake what the family considered a thorough
investigation, and in no case did the police secure the abductee’s release. “We told
the police it was Karuna,” the mother of a teenager abducted in September said.
“We have heard nothing from them since.”*°

37 Ages are at date of abduction. Apparently UNICEF does not know the ages of all reported abductees.
38 Human Rights Watch interview with aunt of abducted young man, Ampara district, October 2006.

39 Human Rights Watch interview with grandmother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
40 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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The families in Batticaloa district who reported their cases to the police experienced
varying responses. In a few cases the police were polite and agreed to record the
case. Butin the majority of cases, as recounted by families to Human Rights Watch,
the police were rude and aggressive, and some initially refused to record the crime.
“We reported to the police [in Eravur town],” the mother of an abducted child said.
“They said we’ll take the entry but we’re not going to look for them.” She continued,
“They treated me like a dog.”

“The Karuna group took your child so why don’t you complain to them?” the police
allegedly told another family who tried to register a complaint.** Aside from this
being a shirking of police responsibilities to the public, a local human rights activist
pointed out the speciousness of such a police response. “Where do you go to seek
redress with Karuna?” he asked. “With the police or the STF [Special Task Force]
there is a mechanism, and with the LTTE too. But with Karuna there is no one with
authority anywhere.”*

When the police did record the allegations, they often took only minimal details and
they frequently refused to provide the complaint number. The mother of an abducted
child said that her husband went to the Eravur police station to report the case. “The
police opened a file but they didn’t communicate the complaint number,” she said.
“They said they would investigate the case but they didn’t do anything. Like the
other parents, | brought a photo of my child but they didn’t take it.”*

On December 1 Sri Lankan Minister of Disaster Management and Human Rights
Mahinda Samarasinghe told Human Rights Watch that the government had recently
instructed the police to record complaints from families of abducted children. He
repeated this to a journalist six weeks later.> Some investigations by the army
reportedly began in December. As of January 15, 2007, however, there was no
evidence that the police were any more responsive to abduction complaints.

41 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
42 Human Rights Watch interview with aid worker, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

43 Human Rights Watch interview with aid worker, Ampara district, October 2006.

44 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

45 Namini Wijedasa, “Tiger Pledge on Child Recruits no Honoured—Human Rights Minister,” 7he /sland (Colombo), January 14,
2007.
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V. Government Complicity and Official Denials

Residents of Sri Lanka’s eastern districts frequently spoke of government complicity
in Karuna group abductions as an obvious fact. Tamils in Ampara, Batticaloa, and
Trincomalee districts say they have seen Karuna members working with the army and
police at checkpoints—an allegation the government denies—and that armed Karuna
cadre walk freely through villages and towns in areas under government control,
sometimes wearing Sri Lankan army uniforms.

Among international monitors and aid workers the connection is also clear. “We have
known for some time that there is a level of co-operation between certain elements of
the security forces and the Karuna faction,” a spokesperson of the Sri Lanka
Monitoring Mission said in November 2006. “We are compiling more information and
will present the government with a comprehensive report on the matter.”®

Regarding recruitment of children by the Karuna group, the staff member of one
international agency was more blunt. “Recruitment is happening openly and with
impunity,” the person said. “It’s incomprehensible for us that the government would
say they don’t know what’s going on.”#

Until mid-November 2006, the government denied any knowledge of abductions by
the Karuna group. But the following, each already noted above, demonstrate that
government officials must have known of the abductions, at least since the middle of
June 2006, and probably before.

. In June 2006 the Karuna group abducted 13 boys and young men from one
village in the Batticaloa district. Four families of abductees told Human
Rights Watch that the Sri Lankan army witnessed the abductions from its
camp across the road. The parents requested help and soldiers spoke with

46 Namini Wijedasa, “UN’s Allan Rock Ridiculed in Sri Lanka,” Toronto Star, November 23, 2006. SLMM confirmed for Human
Rights Watch that it had prepared the report but said its contents were not public. (E-mail communication from SLMM to
Human Rights Watch, December 27, 2006).

47 Human Rights Watch interview with international aid agency staff member, Batticaloa town, October 2006.
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members of the Karuna group but did not take effective action to secure the
abductees’ release. (See Chapter VI, Case #3.)

o On June 22, UNICEF issued a public statement about abductions by the
Karuna group and called on the Sri Lankan government to investigate:

UNICEF in Sri Lanka is calling forimmediate action to
halt the abduction and forced recruitment of children by
the Karuna group. Over the past week, the agency has
verified reports of thirty cases in Batticaloa district.
Reports of abduction and forced recruitment of boys
under the age of 18 from the area have increased since
March of this year.*®

. In July a group of mothers from Batticaloa district submitted a petition to the
Supreme Court about abductions allegedly by the Karuna group. The 48
mothers sent the names of their children with all relevant information about
the abduction to President Rajapakse, the minister for disaster management
and human rights, and the Human Rights Commission, as well as to the
United Nations.

On December 1 Minister of Disaster Management and Human Rights Mahinda
Samarasinghe told Human Rights Watch that he had only seen the petition
about two months before, although he conceded that it might have been sent
in July.* Investigations by the army into some of the 48 cases began in
December 2006. According to local human rights groups, the army pressured
many of the parents not to identify the Karuna group. InJanuary 2007
Samarasinghe told a journalist that the police were also asked to
investigate.*

48 “UNICEF Condemns Abduction and Recruitment of Sri Lankan Children by the Karuna Group,” UNICEF news note, June 22,
2006, http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/media_34677.html (accessed January 9, 2007).

49 Human Rights Watch interview with Minister of Disaster Management and Human Rights Mahinda Samarasinghe, Geneva,
December 1, 2006.

50 Namini Wijedasa, “Tiger Pledge on Child Recruits no Honoured—Human Rights Minister,” 7he /sland (Colombo), January 14,
2007.
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Additional evidence of government knowledge and complicity in Karuna abductions
can be gleaned from the location of Karuna camps where abducted children are held.
According to parents who visited their children in these camps near Welikanda, the
area is under close government control, to such an extent that in some places Karuna
checkpoints are within eyesight of the army or police (see map). Communication and
coordination between the Karuna group and Sri Lankan army and police was evident
from accounts of parents going to Karuna camps to see their sons. To get to the Karuna
camps, most parents took a bus to the Sewanpitiya junction with the main A11 road,
where the Sri Lankan army has a checkpoint. There, visiting parents sometimes had to
give their names to the soldiers (sometimes also their identification cards), who
informed persons indicated to be members of the Karuna group that the parents were
on their way. Then the parents took trishaws or buses to the Karuna camp. Karuna
forces speaking Tamil and wearing green Sri Lanka army uniforms were in the area,
they said. “l had to go through a Sri Lankan army checkpoint at the junction. The
head of our group gave the names of our kids to the army officer at the checkpoint and
the camp we were going to,” the mother of an abducted 16-year-old said. “The army
let us go.”

In one case documented by Human Rights Watch, Sri Lankan soldiers spoke with the
mothers while they were trying to visit their sons. The mother of a young man who with
other parents saw her son in a Karuna camp said the soldiers based nearby were
aware of the reason for the visit but did nothing to secure the abductee’s release:

The first time we went to the camp in Mutugalla, two Sri Lankan army
soldiers came from the army camp within 30 minutes and asked the
Karuna guys what the mothers were doing there. The Karuna guys
replied that we came to visit our children. The two soldiers asked us
questions and asked what happened. They were speaking Sinhala and
we didn’t understand very well. They spoke in Sinhala with the Karuna
members. After they spoke to the soldiers, the Karuna guys asked us
to leave the camp and we left.5

51 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted boy, Batticaloa district, October 2006.

52 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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In one of the most egregious reported cases of government complicity, local human
rights activists and the mother of an abducted young man told Human Rights Watch
that one child who escaped from a Karuna camp had gone to the Sri Lankan army for
protection, but the soldiers handed him back to the Karuna group.>®> Human Rights
Watch did not independently verify this case.

The main road from the eastern districts to the Welikanda area is firmly under
government control and highly militarized. Transporting several hundred abducted
boys and young men during the year to the Karuna camps would have been
impossible without the knowledge of government security forces. Travel in the area
requires going through numerous checkpoints of the army and police.

A security checkpoint on the A11 road between Batticaloa town and Valaichchenai. Karuna forces
transporting abducted boys and young men would have had to pass through multiple checkpoints like this.
© 2006 Fred Abrahams/Human Rights Watch

Along the A15 road, which runs north-south from Trincomalee down the coast to
Batticaloa, and along the A11, which runs east-west from north of Batticaloa town to
Welikanda, it is impossible to travel more than 10 kilometers without some form of

53 Human Rights Watch interview with mother of abducted young man, Batticaloa district, October 2006.
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security control. When Human Rights Watch drove the roughly 50 kilometer stretch
between Welikanda and Batticaloa town on October 13, researchers counted more
than 14 checkpoints, ranging in size from mobile controls to permanent camps.
According to a humanitarian agency active in the east, government security forces
typically maintain about nine checkpoints between Welikanda and Valaichchenai on
the A11 alone; two of them are where passengers get out of their vehicles and are
searched.”*

Transporting abducted boys and young men from Ampara district would prove even
harder. The coastal A4 road from Ampara to Batticaloa town has a strong presence
of the police Special Task Force (STF). On October 17, Human Rights Watch observed
three large STF camps along the route.

Another place where parents have seen their abducted sons is the TMVP office in
Batticaloa town. International aid agencies have also seen armed children on the
premises. When Human Rights Watch walked by the office on October 16, it was
guarded on three sides by the Sri Lankan police. International aid workers said that
the police had been protecting the building since construction began in early 2006.
Human Rights Watch also observed the TMVP office in Akkaraipattu, which was
guarded by the STF. The TMVP office in Trincomalee was guarded by the navy.

Government protection of the TMVP is understandable because party offices have
come under repeated attack by the LTTE. But the presence of security forces around
the buildings makes it highly unlikely that they failed to see abducted children on
the premises.

Both the government and the Karuna group deny any coordination between them.

Sri Lankan defense spokesperson Keheliya Rambukwella told the media: “We have
been right throughout denying that we are involved with them,” referring to the
Karuna group.® Karuna told Human Rights Watch in late November 2006: “We do not
cooperate with the army and the army does not cooperate with us.” As if to suggest

54 Human Rights Watch interview with international aid agency staff member, Batticaloa town, October 2006.

55 Anthony Deutsch, “Government-condoned Militia Abducting Hundreds on Sri Lanka’s East Coast,” Associated Press,
October 4, 2006.
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that cooperation would mean impunity for his forces, he added: “Thirty of our cadres

have been arrested by the army for carrying arms.”%¢

But residents in eastern districts routinely observed the close ties between government
and Karuna forces. Staffers from two international agencies working in the eastern
districts told Human Rights Watch that the easiest way for them to contact the Karuna
group was through the Sri Lankan military.

The Sri Lankan government is ultimately responsible for providing security to ensure
that civilians are not abducted by armed groups and that children are not recruited,
voluntarily or otherwise, to take part in armed conflict. This is particularly the case in
areas under the government’s effective control.

Forces in the East

The government security forces active in the eastern districts are the Sri Lankan army,
the navy, the regular police, and the police’s Special Task Force, which is engaged in
counterinsurgency operations. Unless stated otherwise, officers noted below were,
according to the information available, in command during Human Rights Watch’s
visit in October 2006.

In Batticaloa district responsibility for security is primarily with the army, which
maintains a network of outposts and camps. Three army brigades operate in the
district: The 231 brigade, commanded by Colonel Veeraman, is responsible for the
district’s west. The 232 brigade, commanded by Colonel Napagoda, is responsible
for the north.”” The 233 brigade, commanded by Lt. Col. Anura Sudasingha, is in
Batticaloa town. All of the Batticaloa brigades report to the army’s 23" division
headquartered in Welikanda, commanded by Brigadier Daya Ratnayaka. For most of
2006, Commander of Security Forces Headquarters-East was Major General Nissanka
Wijesinghe. In late December he was replaced by Major General Parakrama
Pannipitiya.

56 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with V. Muralitharan, a.k.a. Colonel Karuna, November 29, 2006.

57 Col. Napagoda commanded the 232 brigade at least since July 2006 (see “Sri Lanka: ICRC Hands Over Soldiers’ Remains to
the Sri Lankan Army,” ICRC press release, July 15, 2006, http://www.icrc.org/web/eng/siteengo.nsf/html/srilanka-regnews-
150706 (accessed January 9, 2007)). His predecessor was Col. Chandana Rupasinghe, but it is not known when he left the
post.
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In Trincomalee district, the army’s 22" division has official responsibility,
commanded by Maj. Gen. Samarasinghe. Trincomalee has a large navy presence
because of its major naval base, and knowledgeable sources say that Navy
Commander Rear Admiral Samirathunga is the de facto commander.

President Rajapakse is the commander-in-chief of Sri Lanka’s armed forces, and he
holds the portfolio of Minister of Defense. The Secretary of Defense, Public Security,
Law and Order is the president’s brother, Gotabaya Rajapakse.®® Chief of the
Defense Staff is Air Chief Marshal Donald Perera. Commander of the army, since
December 6, 2005, is Lieutenant General Sarath Fonseka.

In Ampara, Batticaloa, and Trincomalee districts the STF also plays an important role,
especially since July 2006 when the military mobilized for the fighting further north.>
Around that time the STF assumed security responsibility for Batticaloa town.

It remains unclear who are the leaders of the Karuna group in the eastern districts.
According to the parents of abductees, local human rights activists, and
international aid workers, the TMVP political leader for Ampara and Batticaloa is a
man named Pradipan, who runs the office in Batticaloa town. Another leader
mentioned is a man called Mangalan. In Akkaraipattu, the TMVP office is run by a
man named Sindujan. A man named Bharathy has been implicated in conscription
by the Karuna group in Welikanda.

Denunciation by the UN

In early November 2006, a special advisor to the UN special representative for
children and armed conflict, Allan Rock, visited Sri Lanka to investigate conditions
for children, primarily in the north and east. He focused on compliance with the
2003 Action Plan for Children Affected by Conflict, which the Sri Lankan government
and the LTTE had endorsed. Both sides had pledged to work with UNICEF to end
child recruitment and to release children in their ranks.

58 Gotabaya Rajapakse is a retired army infantry officer. He became minister of defense, public security, law and order in
November 2005. On December 1, 2006 he survived an LTTE suicide attack on his convoy in Colombo.

59 For official background on the STF, see http://www.police.lk/divisions/stf.html (accessed January 9, 2007).
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At the end of his 10-day mission, Rock met with President Rajapakse and later held a
press conference in Colombo to announce his preliminary findings. First, he said,
the LTTE had not respected its commitments under the Action Plan. The recruitment
of children continues and the LTTE had failed to release several hundred children in
its ranks.®

Rock also criticized the Karuna group for continuing to abduct and recruit children,
particularly in Batticaloa district. Between May and November 2006, he said, UNICEF
has recorded 135 cases of underage recruitment, and the evidence suggested the
trend was on the rise.

Rock also charged “certain government elements” of complicity in abductions by the
Karuna group. He said that his mission:

[Flound strong and credible evidence that certain elements of the
government security forces are supporting and sometimes
participating in the abductions and forced recruitment of children by
the Karuna faction.

The mission met with the parents of many of the abducted children in
Batticaloa district. As a result, it learned of eye-witness evidence that
links the Karuna faction abductions to certain government elements.
Based on the evidence as a whole, the mission concluded that some
government security forces are actively participating in these criminal
acts.®

Rock announced that the Karuna group and the Sri Lankan government had
responded constructively to the allegations. The TMVP told him it would forbid
underage recruitment and release any children in the Karuna group. The party also
agreed to work with UNICEF to arrange the release of abducted children.

60 Statement from the Special Advisor on Children and Armed Conflict, Colombo, November 13, 2006,
http://www.un.org/children/conflict/pr/2006-11-13statementfromthe127.html (accessed January 9, 2007).

61 lbid.
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Rock said that he received assurances from President Rajapakse that he would order
an immediate investigation to determine whether any security forces were complicit
in Karuna abductions. Should such evidence emerge, the president said, he would
hold accountable those who violated the law.®

Other sectors of the government sought to discount Rock’s allegations. Foreign
Minister Mangala Samaraweera criticized Rock’s diplomatic skills. “A responsible
member of the international community would not have made such unfounded
public statements in such an irresponsible manner,” he said. “Even if they were true,
a person of that nature should have had the decency to bring it to the notice of the
government discreetly.”®> The state-owned Daily News newspaper stated in an
editorial: “The UN representative needs to take stock of the adverse repercussions
his groundless allegations could have on Sri Lanka’s national interest.”®

The Sri Lankan military denied any connection to the Karuna group and in a
statement said Rock’s allegations were “completely misleading” and “deserve a
deep sense of revulsion and explanation in view of their serious nature and
repercussions.”® The most scathing denunciation came from the Media Centre for
National Security, a website run by the media wing of the Sri Lankan armed forces.

In an article entitled “Who is this Rock?,” the military website accused the UN official,
a former Canadian government minister, of taking money from a pro-LTTE community
in Canada during his political campaign and then blocking the Canadian government
from banning the LTTE. “However, with the help and support from the Tamil
community living in Canada and certain LTTE sympathizers Rock managed to secure
a position in the UN,” the article said.®®

62 |bid.
63 Namini Wijedasa, “UN’s Allan Rock Ridiculed in Sri Lanka,” Toronto Star, November 23, 2006.

64 “Watch Your Words, Mr. Rock,” Daily News (Colombo), November 15, 2006,
http://www.dailynews.lk/2001/pix/PrintPage.asp?REF=/2006/11/15/main_Editorial.asp (accessed January 2, 2007).

65 Krishan Francis, “U.N. Accuses Sri Lanka Government Forces of Aiding Child Soldier Recruitment,” Associated Press,
November 13, 2006.

66 “Who is this Rock?,” Media Centre for National Security, December 5, 2006,
http://www.nationalsecurity.lk/fullnews.php?id=2665 (accessed January 3, 2007).
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Notwithstanding its agreement to work against underage recruitment, the TMVP still
denounced Rock for repeating “fictitious, fallacious and frivolous information”
provided by “quislings” in the east.

One of the government’s complaints against Rock, Sri Lanka’s minister of disaster
manage