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Security Council Update III: Turbulence in Sri Lanka

Introduction

On July 13, 2022, Sri Lankan President Gotabaya Rajapaska fled to the Maldives after months of ongoing calls for
his resignation.! He formally resigned shortly thereafter and appointed Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe as
acting President.? This political turmoil comes after almost two years of economic distress, with inflation rates In
August nearing 70 percent.® Decades of government mismanagement combined with the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic and poor recent economic policies have created a dire situation for the people of Sri Lanka, with almost a
third of the population suffering from food insecurity.*

History

Sri Lanka was embroiled in civil war for over two decades, which formally ended in 2009 leaving the country in a
weakened state.’ Large portions of the Tamil people remained internally displaced within Sri Lanka in the years
following the war and ethnic tensions persist today.® Following the conclusion of the civil war, the Sri Lankan
economy was focused on domestic demands instead of exports to other Member States. ” This focus meant the
government was not expanding its foreign trade to keep up with increasingly demand for imports.® Between 2011
and 2020, the average fiscal deficit has been about 6.2 percent of its overall Gross Domestic Product (GDP).? In
2020, Sri Lanka imported USD 16.2 Billion worth of goods while only exporting USD 11.3 Billion.'°

Along with this, the Rajapaska family has been largely controlling the Sri Lankan government for the last two
decades.!! Mahinda Rajapaska, who had been involved in politics since the 1970’s, served as president from 2005-
2015. '2 While he was president, he appointed his brother, Gotabaya Rajapaska Secretary to the Ministry of Defense
and Urban Development.!* Mahinda Rajapaska placed a number of other family members in high government
positions as well, resulting in 40 relatives of the Rajapaska family serving in various capacities between 2005 and
today.'* In 2019, Gotabaya Rajapaska was elected president, and he appointed his brother Mahinda Prime
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Minister.!® This pervasive corruption has also resulted in huge financial gains by the family.'® In 2015, it was
estimated that close to 18 million USD had been taken by the family during Mahinda’s presidency. !

Recent Developments

In 2019, Gotabaya Rajapaska began to institute several policies that exacerbated the current economic crisis.'® First,
the government instituted tax cuts with the goal of increasing the amount of disposable income within the Member
State. ! These tax cuts went into effect in December of 2019 and quickly came to a head with the Coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic a few months later.2’ This resulted in a decrease in government revenue at a time where
government spending increased to accommodate for the economic impact of the pandemic.?! In another blow to the
Sri Lankan economy, COVID-19 decimated the tourism industry losing over USD 3 billion in 2020 alone.?

During his 2019 presidential campaign, President Rajapaska pledged to transition Sri Lanka to a completely organic
agriculture system within 10 years.?? In April 2021, the government imposed a nationwide ban, affecting nearly two
million farmers, on the importation and use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, which was costing the government
close to USD 400 million each year. 2* 2° This ban caused immediate detrimental affects to the Sri Lankan economy.
Rice production dropped 20 percent in six months, causing the country to import rice for the first time in years,
which also led to the domestic price of rice to jump 50 percent.2® Production of Sri Lanka’s main export and largest
cash crop, tea, fell 18 percent.?” On April 12,2022 Sri Lanka defaulted on its loans to international creditors for the
first time since it gained independence.?®

Current Situation and Conclusion

Demonstrations against the Sri Lankan government began back in April 2022 with protestors upset over inflation,
food and fuel shortages.?” The majority of those protesting initially had initially voted for Gotabaya Rajapaska in
2019. 3° These ongoing protests resulted in the storming of the Presidential residence in July of 2022, as protestors
called for President Rajapaska’s resignation. 3! A few days later, President Rajapaska resigned and fled the country,
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leaving Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe as acting President.’?> Wickremesinghe was elected by the Sri Lankan
MP’s a few days later. 3> Wickremesinghe has remained unpopular among the Sri Lankan people because he is seen
a supporter of the Rajapaska family. 34

President Wickremesinghe has tried to crush much of the widespread protests over the last few months.>* He
declared a state of emergency upon assuming office which allowed police to arrest protestors. *® There have been
hundreds of arrests and home raids by police against protestors, including raids on protests sites.>” Multiple protest
leaders have also been given travel bans and other forms of surveillance.3® Wickremesighe has maintained he is only
cracking down against violent protestors. *° He has called those protestors “fascists” and specifically stated that
those who had occupied government buildings, including the presidential residence would be punished. *° In August
2022, the United Nations explicitly condemned the crackdowns on protestors by the Sri Lankan government, calling
it an infringement on the rights of peaceful assembly and expression.*!

While there was a brief pause in the protests, demonstrations have reignited in Sri Lanka, with food price inflation
over 80 percent.*> According to the World Food Programme (WFP) almost one-third of the population food insecure
and requires humanitarian assistance.* It is expected that Sri Lanka’s GDP will contract by almost 9 percent this
year alone.** Sri Lanka has reached a preliminary agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a
bailout, but further negotiations are required. *°

With the loan from the IMF uncertain, there does not seem to be a clear path forward for the people of Sri Lanka.
With protests resuming again and the unpopularity of President Wickremsinghe, it is likely there will continue to be
clashes between demonstrators and the government, resulting in increased instability within the Member State and
possibly a power vacuum should protestors once again storm the resident of its leader. The international community
cannot turn its back on Sri Lanka both for humanitarian concerns as well as broader security concerns in South Asia.
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