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12 June, 2009 
 
The Hon Stephen Smith MP,  
Minister for Foreign Affairs 
Parliament House 
Canberra, ACT, 2600 
 
Dear Minister 

Re :  Sri Lanka war aftermath 
 
With the closure of a tragic phase in the history of Sri Lanka, there is clearly enormous humanitarian need 
on the part of victims of the recent war that must be addressed.  MAPW (Australia) urges all possible 
effort on the part of the Australian Government to ensure that civilians receive the medical and 
humanitarian care that they have been denied during the course of the fighting. 
 
Although the full scale of this war and its human impact is not yet known, it was estimated in March that 
there were 330,000 displaced people in the Vanni mainland prior to the final stages of the military 
confrontation there. Estimates now of the number of people in the government camps are in the order of 
280,000.  While this raises concerns regarding the fate of approximately 50,000 people, it is also an 
enormous humanitarian task to care for such numbers.  Not surprisingly, it is reported that the need for 
food, clean water and medical care is severe. 
 
Restrictions on the work of organisations such as UN agencies and the International Committee of the 
Red Cross cannot be justified on any grounds.  Reports that even the visit of UN Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-Moon to Sri Lanka did not result in full access for UN agencies add further grave concern.  There must 
be full and unimpeded access for international agencies to all affected civilians to assess and respond to 
their needs.  
 
A particular concern has been the fate of three doctors missing in Sri Lanka since May 15.  Drs Thurairaja 
Varatharajah, Thangamuttu Sathyamoorthi and V Shanmugarajah gave eyewitness reports to media 
about the suffering of civilians during the war.  Amnesty International believes that two of the doctors are 
being held by the authorities in Colombo, with no formal charges having been laid, and the third is 
believed to be detained in hospital after being injured.  Both the British Medical Association and the World 
Medical Association have expressed serious concern for the doctors’ fate.   
 
A health professional’s role in raising international awareness of medical disasters is entirely consistent 
with the highest ethical standards, and the alleged violation of the rights of these professional people 
should not be tolerated.  MAPW specifically urges the Australian Government to request that these 
doctors be either released, or charged, given access to lawyers and given fair trial.    
 
As mentioned above, there are approximately 50,000 other missing persons, whose whereabouts or fate 
should be established without delay also. 
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Beyond the immediate humanitarian needs, there is the need to ensure the satisfactory and speedy resettlement of 
the displaced people in their villages of origin.  Lengthy delays for “security” reasons are not acceptable. 

For the country as a whole, there is the need for genuine negotiations between the government and the Tamil 
community to establish the foundations for peace in the future.  The Tamils’ claims of discrimination and lack of 
autonomy must be addressed.  Without such negotiations hostility is likely to continue, with negative consequences 
for all Sri Lankans.    

A recent New York Times editorial, on May 26, stated: 

“Some experts fear that President Rajapaksa and his government view all Tamils — long oppressed by the 
Sinhalese majority — as supporters of the Tigers. Most were driven to the guerrillas as a desperation move after 
decades of abuse. Until the government treats all of its citizens fairly, there is no chance for the peace that 
President Rajapaksa has promised his country.” 

Finally, there is the need for justice, following allegations of crimes committed by both sides.  An independent 
inquiry into all such allegations, and the bringing to trial of alleged perpetrators, is needed.  The protection of 
evidence of any war crimes, before it is erased, is also a critical part of this process. 

Among the allegations of inhumane actions on the part of the Sri Lankan government forces are those that relate to 
the use of cluster munitions and white phosphorus.  Both these types of weapons have previously been claimed by 
their proponents to have legitimate uses.   

In the case of cluster munitions, international condemnation of them has of course been sufficiently strong to result 
in the Convention on Cluster Munitions, which Australia has signed.   The Convention is undermined by violation of 
the now well-established norm against the use of these weapons.    

In the case of white phosphorus, while it can have several purposes in warfare, its humanitarian effects are of such 
a severe and inhumane nature that it should not be used.  MAPW welcomed the statement in a letter of 11 May 
from your department (in relation to the December-January attacks on Gaza) that white phosphorus should not be 
used in air attacks against military targets in civilian areas.  Therefore its use in the heavily populated areas of the 
recent conflict in Sri Lanka should be particularly condemned also.  The war in Sri Lanka has, tragically, reinforced 
the need for further de-legitimisation of both cluster munitions and white phosphorus weapons. 

MAPW welcomed your statement in parliament on 12 May on the situation in Sri Lanka, and thank you for it.   To 
summarise our ongoing concerns, we note with deep regret that the conditions for the victims of this terrible conflict 
have not greatly improved, beyond the silencing of the weapons.  We urge you to continue to advocate strongly for 
the needs of the approximately 300,000 people who are still in perilous circumstances, lacking life’s basic needs; 
and to do all that is possible to ensure justice and the foundations for a more peaceful future for the country.   In 
particular we urge your intervention to ascertain the whereabouts of Drs Varatharajah, Sathyamoorthi and 
Shanmugarajah, and to help ensure their safety.  We thank you for your efforts in this regard. 

Yours sincerely 
 

 
Dr Sue Wareham OAM 
President, Medical Association for Prevention of War (Australia) 
 
CC 
The Hon Kevin Rudd MP 
The Hon Malcolm Turnbull MP, Leader of the Opposition 
The Hon Julie Bishop MP, Shadow Minister for Foreign Affairs  
Ms Melissa Parke MP  


