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A MESSAGE FROM 
SENATOR LEE RHIANNON
I first met the Sri Lankan Tamil diaspora community in Sydney when I 
attended a protest at Martin Place in 2009, during the war in Sri Lanka. 
The community’s anguished cries during the five month long massacre 
in the Tamil homeland fell on deaf ears in Australia, as the then Labor 
government and most politicians did and said nothing.

Throughout the 26 year long war in Sri Lanka, up to 100,000 Tamils in the 
north were killed. After the war ended in May 2009, more than 330,000 
Tamils were incarcerated behind barbed wire. Horrific evidence of sexual 
abuse of the Tamils by government officials soon emerged thanks to 
brave journalists, aid workers and the imprisoned Tamils who risked 
everything to get the truth out. 

Over the past six years, a mountain of evidence of ongoing sexual abuse 
and torture at the hands of Sri Lankan government officials and the 
armed forces has come to light, as well as evidence of war crimes and 
crimes against humanity committed during the war.  This evidence has 
been brought forth largely because of the dedication and conviction of 
the Tamil diaspora who have worked so hard to convince Australians, 
the international community and heads of state of the brutality that 
happened during the war, and that continues today.  

As a result of this tireless work, the international community’s 
longstanding disregard and silence transformed into anger at what had 
happened during the last 5 months of the war. Civil society and world 
leaders alike responded. While the responses from world leaders such as 
heads of state of the US, Canada and Britain may be explained by electoral 
benefits and a desire to bring an estranged Sri Lankan government back 
under their control, it is important to note that the Tamil community and 
journalists put the issue of war crimes on the international agenda. 

Since 2009 leaders of  the Labor and Liberal parties have refused to 
acknowledge the enormity of the injustice towards the Tamils and the 
very serious human rights emergency in Sri Lanka. Instead they have 
maintained a self-serving friendship with the Sri Lankan 

3AUSTRALIAN GREENS TAMIL JUSTICE



leadership.  Australia has kept silent on Sri Lanka’s ongoing persecution of 
the Tamils. In return Sri Lanka has alledgedly restricted Tamils fleeing the 
country and has persecuted and in some cases tortured those caught and 
returned. 

The deep pain and sadness of the 26-year-long civil war in Sri Lanka 
continues. Structural genocide in the Tamil homeland endures. During 
my trip to the Tamil homeland in 2013, I was able to learn first-hand of the 
systemic and ongoing sexual abuse of the Tamil people at the hands of Sri 
Lankan officials.

This is a campaign for justice and freedom. I will continue to support this 
cause until both are won. 

twitter.com/leerhiannon

facebook.com/lee.rhiannon

lee-rhiannon.greensmps.org.au

SENATOR LEE RHIANNON
GREENS SENATOR FOR NSW
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At the book 
launch of Dr Brian 
Senewiratne’s ‘Sri 
Lanka Rape Crisis of 
Tamil Civilians in the 
North and East by 
Sri Lankan Armed 
Forces’ . Pictured 
from left to right; 
Lee, Dr Senewiratne, 
Lakshmi, Yathugiri.-  
Jan 2015
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Lee launched the Greens 
campaign for the state seat 
of Prospect with candidate 
Sujan Selven below. Sujan 

first started working with the 
Greens in the 2010 election 

as part of the newly formed 
Tamils for Greens community 
group, a network of primarily 

Tamil youth. In 2015 he was 
preselected by his local Greens 

group to be the candidate for 
Prospect.  The campaign was 

very succesfful with booths 
located in areas with a large 
Tamil community receiving 

significant boosts. Sujan and 
his campaign team were able 

to mobilise 133 volunteers 
and staff at every booth in 
Prospect and a number of 

booths outside the electorate. 
The two photos on the right 

are of then Deputy Greens 
leader Adam Bandt and then 

former Greens leader Christine 
Milne showing their support 

for Sujan - May 2015
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Lee with Prospect volunteers at the NSW Greens office in Glebe. On the Sunday before 
the 2015 state election, 10 Prospect volunteers phone banked about 500 people in one 
evening. Pictured from left to right; Matt, Shayan, Sen, Lee, Sulo, Bavithara  - May 2015

Lee launched Trevor Grant’s Sri Lanka’s Secrets Book in Perth - Oct 2014
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CAMPAIGNING FOR A WAR 
CRIMES INVESTIGATION
Since the end of the civil war in Sri Lankan in 2009, the Australian Greens 
have been campaigning for an independent investigation into alleged 
war crimes and crimes against humanity perpetrated by the Government 
of Sri Lanka and the Tamil Tigers. These allegations of war crimes and 
crimes against humanity have been brought by international experts, 
including the UN Secretary General’s Panel of Experts, the International 
Crisis Group, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. 

Former Greens leader Senator Christine Milne, Senator Lee Rhiannon, 
Senator Scott Ludlam, Senator Penny Wright and Senator Sarah Hanson-
Young have all spoken in the Australian parliament, at public protests and 
at various events around Australia about the need for an independent 
investigation.

A change in the Sri Lankan leadership in January 2015 has seen the 
international campaign for such an investigation stall.  Mahinda 
Rajapaksa’s defeat came as an enormous surprise to the international 
community and Tamil diaspora.  After a 10 year rule in Sri Lanka, the 
Rajapaksa brothers were voted out of office. Unfortunately, the new Sri 
Lankan Prime Minister Mithripala Sirisena comes from the Rajapaksa 
faction. 

Prior to the election of Sirisena as President, a number of governments, 
including the United States, India and some European countries were 
publicly criticising the Rajapaksa regime for human rights abuses. 
Canada’s Prime Minister Stephen Harper boycotted the Commonwealth 
Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) held in Sri Lanka in November 
2013 because of human rights abuses and urged other heads of states to 
do the same. Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh joined the boycott. 
Just minutes after CHOGM’s opening ceremony in the capital Colombo, 
British Prime Minister David Cameron flew to northern Sri Lanka and 
met with members of the war-affected Tamil community.  This was seen 
as a snub to the Sri Lankan government. Despite this, in congruence 
with Australia’s position of silence on Sri Lanka’s abuses, the then Labor 
government refused any such symbolic action towards their friend 
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Rajapaksa and fully participated in the CHOGM events. 

However, since the election of Sirisena, there seems to have been 
somewhat of a stall in international action against these war crimes; the 
United Nations has agreed to postpone its publication of a report on the 
war from March to later in 2015. 

The hints of a softer approach to Sri Lanka is of great concern. While 
many of the leaders of the Tamil Tigers or LTTE were killed in the 2009 war, 
many of the officials in the Sri Lankan army and government are alive 
and none have been prosecuted. There exists a mountain of evidence 
of sexual violence against Tamil people, particularly women in jails 
and in the community since the end of the war. No Sri Lankan officials 
have been held to account for the shocking allegations of raping Tamil 
children. Structural genocide in the Tamil homeland continues, and an 
undocumented number of Tamil prisoners are still being held in jails. 

President Sirisena’s idea to have a South Africa–style truth and 
reconciliation commission will not achieve the same effect an 
independent international war crimes investigation would have. The 
Greens will be examining the content of the UN report and watch the 
international response closely.  

The Greens hold the position that an independent international 
investigation into the war crimes and crimes against humanity alleged to 
have been committed in 2009 and for the duration of the war by the 

Government of Sri Lanka and the 
Tamil Tigers, is a necessary step 
towards Tamil justice. The Greens 
will continue to actively work 
towards this goal. 

9AUSTRALIAN GREENS TAMIL JUSTICE



Lee and her staff 
regularly visit the 

Tamils at Villawood 
Immigration Prison. 

Cameras are not allowed 
inside the detention 

prison.  Pictured: Andy 
Zephyr UTSSA president 

2014

More than 100 people 
gathered in April 2014 to 

oppose the removal of 
friends, asylum seekers 

and refugees to the 
Curtin and Yongah Hill 

detention centres in 
remote WA - Apr 2014

Taken outside the 
detention prison.  The 

detained Tamils had 
cooked a very delicious 

meal for Lee and her staff 
and had kindly packed a 

parcel to take back to the 
office for staff that couldn’t 

make it  -  Dec 2013 
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LEE’S WORK 
WITH REFUGEES
I have visited Villawood Immigration prison many times over the years 
and with each visit I have seen the mental health of my friends deteriorate 
further. Some of the Tamil detainees have been imprisoned for more than 
five years with no end in sight. One of my most cherished memories is 
of meals prepared by detainees and kindly shared with me. We have sat 
together and talked about their hopes, their children and their sadness. 
Each time I visit Villawood I leave with a heavy heart when I leave my 
friends behind in this frightening and dehumanising incarceration 
mandated by cruel government policies.

This degrading treatment of people seeking refuge in Australia by both 
the Liberal-National and Labor parties is shameful. These men, women 
and children have been used as political pawns to foster fear and racism 
in Australia and there seems to be no end in sight to the inhumanity of 
the major parties.

The Australian Greens have long advocated for the rights of refugees. 
It is crucial that we take responsibility for some of the world’s 50 million 
refugees, asylum-seekers, and internally displaced people. 

Lee spoke at 
the Refugee Art 
Project’s ‘Life in 

Limbo!’ exhibition 
at the University of 

Technology, Sydney. 
This is a portrait 

of former Sri 
Lankan president 
and accused war 

criminal Mahinda 
Rajapaksa by a 

refugee in Australia.  
- Jul 2012 
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Lee and NZ Green MP Jan Logie in Jaffna, Sri Lanka during their fact finding trip - Nov 2013
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INTERNATIONAL FACT
FINDING MISSION TO 
SRI LANKA 
On 7 November 2013, as international leaders readied themselves for the 
Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in Sri Lanka,  Lee 
and New Zealand Greens MP Jan Logie headed there to discuss human 
rights, media freedom and the push factors that cause Tamils to seek 
asylum in Australia.  They travelled widely and met a range of people, 
particularly members of parliament, members of provincial councils, 
religious leaders and community leaders.

Below are extracts from her diary. The names of the majority of people 
Lee met with have been left out because of ongoing concerns for the 
safety of Tamils and members of civil society in Sri Lanka.

FRIDAY 8 November 2013
COLOMBO - capital of Sri Lanka

I am off the plane by 1.30 am. Walking though the long airport corridors 
signs of the Sri Lanka I have read and heard about abound. A portrait of 
President Mahinda Rajapaksa looks down on the visitors, CHOGM flags 
add colour, and even at this early hour helpful guides give directions. 
I’m getting the impression that the Sri Lankan government is out to gain 
maximum advantage of its moment on the international stage.

Our delegation of Australian and New Zealand MPs to Sri Lanka has 
started. Jan Logie, the Greens NZ MP, arrived a couple of hours before me. 
We meet up with our hosts and set off in two vans, both with a security 
person in each vehicle, for about a four-hour drive to Vavuniya in the 
north of the country. In the dark there is not much to see apart from the 
headlights of the trucks and cars heading into Colombo.

Jan and I grab some sleep in the back of the van. I awake to see the red 
line of dawn slashed across the horizon and the outline of coconut trees 
and chai shops. The road is busier with many people on bicycles, locals
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sweeping the paths and the early morning bustle of life in a Sri Lanka 
town.

This trip gives Jan and I plenty of time to catch up about our work on Sri 
Lankan issues and our time as Greens MPs and to get to know each other.

VAVUNIYA - town in the northern province

We arrive about 6am and enjoy the warm hospitality and a lovely fruit 
breakfast. We have time to freshen up for our meetings that start at 8am.

Our first meeting is with Tamil National Alliance members of parliament, 
members of the Provincial Council and local Catholic Fathers.

Disappeared people

Extensive work has identified 2,301 people who have disappeared 90 per 
cent went missing in government-controlled areas in the north and east 
of SL.

More than 100,000 people were killed during the war. Some of the people 
imprisoned by the Government of Sri Lanka after the end of the war in 
huge detention prisons were rescued but many were killed by the Sri 
Lankan army after they were captured. Evidence from photos and videos 
shows people who the government said had died in combat were in fact 
captured and subsequently killed. One of the local Catholic priests is still 
missing.

Terrorist Investigations Division

The Terrorist Investigations Division remains an active unit within the 
police force. After the recent election a young man was called to the 
fourth floor of TID building as part of its investigations of the campaigns 
by young Tamils in the election. All the young man had been involved 
in was some basic election campaigning work. TID is known for its 
intimidatory tactics.

Rehabilitation program

Tamils find the rehabilitation program insulting. When they are in custody 
they have to salute the Sri Lankan flag and are forced to work on farms, 
once owned by Tamils, to make profits for the army. The army gets paid by 
the SL government for the rehabilitation programs it runs for Tamils but 
the programs they provide are nothing more than working on the army 
farms that were taken by force. The rehabilitation programs should
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restore the lost livelihood of Tamils by providing work and education 
opportunities by engaging local organisations.

Child abuse

There are increasing reports of child abuse. Tamil children have been 
taken and put in Buddhist hostels and schools. Children who have been 
abused by a Buddhist priest have been brought to the local hospital. The 
priest has been protected by the army and has not been charged. The 
doctor who described these developments referred to this as structural 
genocide.

Role of army

Concerns about the activities of the Sri Lankan army was raised by many 
people we met with. The army is taking on roles that further entrench 
them in the north, while denying local people their land, their rights 
and their livelihood. The army are running tourist programs, teaching 
in schools, and using displaced farmers robbed of their land to work on 
army farms.

The Buddhist religion is being used to assist the army to rob local people 
of their land and their own religious shrines and practices. Buddhist 
shrines and special places are being set up on locations that have no 
connection to Buddhism. Stupas and other symbols once placed on local 
land gain significance and it becomes hard to remove them.

Many spoke about the changing demographics in the north and the east. 
25 years ago the Tamil areas suffered colonisation. Borders have been 
changed and non-Tamils given assistance to move to this region.

Fishers

Tamil fishing communities have been particularly hard hit. The army 
takeover of much of the coastline in the north and east means that they 
have been forced to move inland and no longer can pursue fishing. This 
has an enormous impact on whole villages as they lose one of their main 
food and income sources. The Indian government’s fishing policy which 
covers large fishing operations around Sri Lanka allows bottom trawling 
which is destroying many marine habitats and many fish stocks have 
been reduced.
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International investigation

Great emphasis is given to the need for an independent international 
investigation into war crimes and crimes against humanity and that a 
witness protection program needs to be part of the process. Many people 
we spoke with said that the crimes that have been committed and those 
that continue to be perpetrated amount to genocide against the Tamils.

KILINOCHCHI - town in the northern province, about 10 km south of Jaffna

About 9.30 am we thank our hosts and set off for the drive - about 
one and a half hours - to Kilinochchi. Now we get a chance to see the 
countryside and the area we are passing through is where large tracts of 
Tamil land have been taken over by the army. We pass many check points 
and Buddhist stupas and monuments at the entrance to these army 
controlled land.
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After the recent local election that resulted in the Tamil National Alliance 
winning 30 seats in the 38 member council it was widely thought that 
there was a huge mandate for resources to be fairly allocated to this 
region. This had not yet happened. There is an increase in intimidation of 
the Tamil community.

A journalist we meet had just been released after ten months in jail. 
He was not charged with any crime during this time. He said he met 
people in jail who had been deported from Australia and Norway after 
attempting to be accepted as a refugee. He was in Boosa Detention Camp 
which is notorious for its torture of Tamil inmates.

These are some of the points the TNA representatives made:

•	 People are often arrested two and three times for the same offence 
but are not charged. So they are jailed for long periods with no 
opportunity to defend themselves in court.

•	 There are incidents where parents are taken away and jailed and their 
children are left with no care. 

•	 Tamils who challenge the government often have their assets 
confiscated.

•	 The number of army camps is increasing along with land confiscation. 
A sugar cane plantation maintained by the local council was recently 
taken over by the army.

•	 760 families in the Kilinochchy district cannot access government 
assistance for their homes because the army has confiscated their 
land.

•	 A local Hindu temple lost the land it owned that was immediately 
adjacent to the temple. Their land title papers were correct but the 
Secretary of Defence had false papers prepared, which enabled them 
to have a win in court for the land to be alienated from the Hindu 
temple. The army built a wall to deny access to temple goers and a 
stay order was granted to also stop entry. This happened in 2012.

•	 A common tactic of the government is to use Buddhist religious 
symbols to take over Hindu special places.

•	 The failure of the national government, which controls budget 
allocations, to rebuild educational institutions damaged during the 
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war, is limiting opportunities for young Tamils. The community is not 
allowed to take money from overseas to rebuild damaged buildings.

Return of Tamil asylum seekers

I was interested to hear about what happens to Tamil asylum seekers 
who have been forcibly deported from Australia when they arrive back 
in Sri Lanka. Many are taken directly from the airport to jail. About three 
(at time of my visit) months ago about 60 people who were deported 
from Australia and then sent back to SL are still in jail. Also Tamils who go 
abroad and are then sent back are often incorrectly accused of organising 
fund raising for the Tamil Tigers (LTTE) and have their assets confiscated.

We were told that when Australian and New Zealand government 
ministers have visited this region they are accompanied by army people, 
although this may not have been apparent to the visitors.

At about 12.30 am we set off for Jaffna.

JAFFNA - capital city of the Northern Province

Our first stop was at the offices of Uthayan, a Tamil national newspaper. 
We met the editor M. V. Kanamaylnathan, Eswarapatham Saravanapavan 
the managing director, and many of the 82 staff - this includes about 
50 journalists. Our visit starts in a reception room and immediately we 
are confronted by a shocking story. The wall is pock marked with bullet 
holes and a photographic display documents the violence, murders 
and intimidation the staff and owner have had to contend with for 
years. Photos show journalists dying in pools of blood, their subsequent 
funerals, large piles of newspapers being burnt, buildings and vehicles 
destroyed. The violence now feels very real to us.

This paper is a big operation - they have an estimated readership of 36,000 
with about 20 people reading each copy of the paper produced.

The wall behind the lounge where we sat for our discussion had bullet 
holes. When we came in we had walked past a pile of computer monitors 
and hard drives shot up. I sat there thinking of how courageous these 
people are. The attackers have gone to enormous lengths to silence this 
media outlet. We were taken on a tour of the building, meeting many of 
the workers and we inspected a massive printing press that had been 
burnt out. But they always have a backup press and the paper has rarely 
missed an edition. At times the paper used came from exercise books.
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Mr Saravanapavan commented that the Australian government ministers 
who recently visited this region should have come to this office to help 
their understanding of the ongoing human rights abuses. They have 
invited the British Prime Minister David Cameron and expected him in 
the days following our visit. They understand that he will only attend the 
CHOGM opening event for a few hours and then he will head north and 
include a stop over at their headquarters.

Many of the attacks on these journalists and their building came during 
curfew hours, which suggests the perpetrators are the Sri Lankan army or 
forces associated with them.

The staff ask me to find out if the Australian High Commissioner reported 
on these attacks of this significant media outlet to DFAT.

Tour around Jaffna

We then set off for a tour around the Jaffna coast. This is a beautiful town 
with a raft of stunning heritage buildings and an inviting coastline of 
lapping waves and gentle breezes. We get a glimpse of how this land 
could be but the reality is harsh. The civil war may have ended in 2009 but 
for so many life is tough and deteriorating. About 30,000 Tamils have been 
displaced over the past 25 years.

During this visit so many people we have met have raised their concerns 
about the army land take over. On this tour we are seeing the cruel 
outcomes of SL government policy. Wrought iron shanties far from the 
coast, serviced by nothing more than dusty pot holed roads, are now 
the homes of fishing communities who no longer can launch their boats 
and continue their life’s work. These roads would turn to mud during the 
monsoons and be impassable.

Abuse of women

Another offshoot of this army control in the north is the large number of 
families headed by women. This is a theme we hear about throughout 
the trip. I am told that there are shockingly high levels of rape. Such 
abuse often results in these women being ostracised from their own 
communities.

As we drove down the coast I was shocked at how much land the army 
had taken over. Large tracks of land are now no go areas for Tamils.
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Jaffna meetings

We head to our hotel for two final meetings for the day with the Chief

Minister C. V. Vigneswaran and other members of the National Provincial 
Council.

The Chief Minister’s first comment was that Sri Lankan democracy is 
in danger. We talked about the role of the army. With a force of 150,000 
military personnel in the north and the east I was coming to understand 
the SL government’s level of control and dominance and how they can 
successfully evict so many people from their land.

Mr Vigneswaran explained that about 6500 hectares have been taken over 
by the army in this region and the government is backing the transfer of 
ownership.

I had noticed as we drove round that the roads to the military check 
points that lead into the army bases are tarred and very new. These are 
the showpiece roads and they provide what is so important for the Sri 
Lankan government control through quick access. This is how the army is 
working to change the demography of the north.

I was also interested to hear from the Chief Minister about the recent 
elections where there was such a strong vote for the Tamil National 
Alliance. Five ministers are Tamils. Some people in Australia had 
suggested that this shows that Tamils are now being given a fair go. 
However, Mr Vigneswaran explains that there were attempts to interfere 
with the army producing false papers to allow more voters from outside 
the northern provinces to vote in this election.

The Chief Justice outlined his plan for the future of this region - Treasure 
and value democracy - Oppose violence and separation - Work for federal 
form of government - Integrity of provincial boundaries - Extra budgetary 
assistance for the north to help region rebuild after the war.

Mr Vigneswaran also raised issues about the Sri Lankan constitution that 
he thought our Prime Minister Tony Abbott should be aware of. The 18th 
amendment passed by the Sri Lankan parliament removes the two-term 
limit on a President and gives the President power to appoint individuals 
to bodies that had been independent.

He thought our Prime Minister in coming to CHOGM should be aware that 
he was coming to a country and being hosted by a leader who has
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ruled over law changes that have devolved power to an army general. 
He described how some MPs receive phone calls from judges informing 
them how they should vote.

We discussed the push factors that are causing many Tamils to make the 
decision to flee their country by boat - the abuse of women, intimidation 
and violence, colonisation of land and loss of livelihood. 

Mr Vigneswaran was hopeful that many countries would use the CHOGM 
events to raise hard questions with the Sri Lankan government

NPC members raised strong concerns about the loss of land owned 
and farmed by Tamils. They gave great emphasis to this as the land 
confiscation by the Sri Lankan army remains an active project, using 
Buddhist religious symbols to alienate the land from the Tamils.

They referred to these events as structural genocide. With virtually no 
Buddhists in the north, there is no need for this religious expansion. As 
most of the police, army and judiciary all part of the Sinhalese majority, 
few Tamils lodge complaints about these developments.

They explained that while the SL army at times offers compensation for 
land they have taken over, the Tamil communities have made it clear they 
do not want compensation, they want their land and a government and 
defence forces that respect the rule of law.

SATURDAY 9 November 2013
We set off early for the long drive back to the capital, Colombo. We plan 
to speak about the issues we have learnt about at our press conference 
planned for the next day. We also intend to speak about our findings 
when we return to our respective countries.

Back in Colombo it was like we had come to another country - the final 
touches were being put in place for CHOGM with more flags being 
erected, streets swept and paving being laid in a stunning city park.

SUNDAY 10 November 2013
This is our last day in Sri Lanka. Today we will be meeting with a range of 
representatives of non-government organisations and religious groups 
and some legal people who assist Tamils and progressive Sri Lankans who 
are in conflict with the government and who also provide assistance to
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refugees who have been forcibly returned by the Australian government 
to Sri Lanka.

We have six back-to-back meetings planned between 8 and 10.30 am. 
Some of the issues raised include:

Crimes against humanity

Despite the fact that there is overwhelming evidence detailing incidents 
of torture and war crimes no one has been indicted. The disappearance 
of tens of thousands of people has been occurring since 1971. With 
effectively no one charged people have lost faith in the process. The 
deaths and disappearance of about 60,000 Tamils still has not been 
properly dealt with by the Sri Lankan authorities despite numerous 
reports.

There was a very moving protest in March, which was part of a larger 
campaign organised by families wanting to learn the truth about their 
disappeared loved ones. The attitude of the SL government that we 
had been hearing so much about during this visit was on display here. 
Despite more than 600 people, many of them mothers, travelling by bus 
to Colombo to visit the UN office in Colombo the police blocked and 
intimidated participants and the bus drivers were held up with guns.

The failure to follow the rule of law is a major theme of the work 
undertaken. Their major focus is the next session of the United Nations 
Human Rights Council due to be held in Geneva in March 2014.

Exclusion of Tamils from decision making

One of the main causes of the conflict is the ongoing exclusion of Tamils 
from decision-making. He emphasised the need for a power sharing 
mechanism and for education on what this means. The situation since 
2009 is a “negative peace” as justice does not exist for all SL citizens. The 
establishment of the Provincial Council in the north is a positive step and 
attributed this to the pressure the SL government is under because of 
CHOGM. However the Provincial Council cannot raise money and so it has 
few resources to deal with the range of post war problems.

The continuing problems include erosion of the separation of powers, 
abuse of police powers, and undermining the integrity of the justice 
system. He said the infamous white vans still pick people up who may 
never be seen again, Tamil children are being taken away from their 
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families, and very poor people are being evicted from their land. The 
upshot is that Tamils are becoming a minority in their own land. It is not 
possible to organise real opposition to the SL government.

Attacks on religious groups

The revivalism of SL Buddhism is being promoted by Bodu Bala Sena, a 
Buddhist nationalist organisation. They are running campaigns against 
the Tamils, the minority Muslim community and evangelical and other 
Christian groups. There are a number of cases before the Supreme Court. 
There is growing concerns about the trend towards Sri Lanka becoming 
a fundamental Buddhist state. While the Sri Lankan Constitution affords 
Buddhism special standing, it also sets out in considerable detail the 
rights of all religions.

Treatment of asylum seekers returned from Australia

Local legal people raised concerns about the treatment of asylum seekers 
who are forcibly returned. There are links between the Australian Federal 
Police and the Sri Lankan Criminal Investigation Department, possibly the 
most notorious police unit as it has been linked with torture and extra 
judicial killings. Some of the people returned have provided affidavits 
detailing the torture inflicted on them by CID officers.

The AFP provide resources to the CID. I have questioned the AFP in 
Estimates about these links and the allegation that an AFP officer was 
present when CID personnel tortured returnees. The AFP have stated that 
their officer was in the building but not in the room when these abuses 
occurred.

Arrival of SL immigration officers - Jan and I detained

At about 9.45 am our host informs Jan and myself that government 
representatives have arrived and are inquiring about our activities. We 
ask if they have a warrant and are informed that they did not need to 
have a warrant as they have discretionary powers to undertake such 
investigations.

The officer who does the talking is Mr Jayarathnam. He is employed by 
the Department of Immigration. He and is colleague are soon joined by 
two other officers. They ask for our passports and after discussing it we 
agreed to hand them over.

Jan and I are concerned about the implications for the people we have 

25AUSTRALIAN GREENS TAMIL JUSTICE



and are still due to meet with and those who are organising our meetings. 
We cancel the remaining meetings we were due to hold.

At about 10.10 am Mr Jayarathnam informs us that we will be detained 
at our hotel so we need to leave. When we walk to the cars about ten 
journalists and a couple of camera crews were waiting outside the 
building where we had been meeting. We inform them that we could not 
do the press conference planned for 10.30 am. There is some speculation 
that the reason we were being detained is to prevent us from doing the 
press conference.

Mr Javarathnam also demanded the identification papers of the woman 
who was driving us back to the hotel. These were handed over.

10.25 am We arrive at the hotel. For about ten minutes Mr Jayarathnam 
refuses to return the ID papers to our driver even though when they 
were handed over he said they would be immediately returned on our 
arrival at the hotel. This action added to the stress and anxiety of our SL 
colleagues. This incident brings home the intimidation so many Tamils 
and progressive Sri Lankans live with every day.

10.38 am the Immigration officers separate us into different rooms in the 
hotel. They say they want to take statements from us. We initially go to 
the different rooms. I am not happy being alone with one officer. I stand 
up and tell them I won’t stay there and go and join Jan and am allowed to. 
We agree that we will not let them separate us.

10.45 am I text my family and staff about what has happened. I ring Tom 
Behrens at the Australian High Commission in Colombo and explained 
what had happened. (A DFAT representative I spoke to before I left 
Australia had supplied me with Tom’s contact details.) We are now being 
detained in a hotel vestibule.

10.49 am The officer in charge, Mr Jayarathnam, again states that he needs 
us to make statements and that Jan and I need to be in separate rooms 
when we do this. We explain that we cannot do that.

10.50 am Two men arrive with a camera. We don’t know if they are 
journalists or with the officers.

10.55 am Australian Greens leader Senator Christine Milne rings to inquire 
how we are. I explain the situation and that we are waiting to hear back 
from the HC. Around this time more people have come into the lobby 

26 AUSTRALIAN GREENS TAMIL JUSTICE



including some Australian journalists.

11.02 am I overhear one of the Immigration officers saying - we have 
“got information we (Jan and I) have violated the Act” and that “the 
government did not know we were coming (to SL)”. This is not true as the 
government issued both of us with a visa.

I start talking to the media representatives but the immigration officers 
tell me to stop. They say I can talk to the media because I have violated 
the Act. They do not explain what this means. On the back of the shirt 
that one of the officers is wearing the words “Aspire to be the best” are 
emblazoned.

11.32 am Tom Behrens from the Australian HC rings back to ask for details 
about our situation.

11.49 am Four additional government officers arrive and have discussions 
with the two officers who have been with us since this started.

I am doing a series of phone interviews with Australian journalists. 
Although I am not allowed to speak to the media present, I have not been 
stopped from using my phone.

12.30 pm I should be at the airport now for my 2.30 pm flight back to 
Australia.

12.34 pm More officials arrive and talk to the Immigration officers who 
have been detaining us. The man who appears to be senior approaches 
us and identifies himself as Chula Penera, a Controller General with the 
Department of Defence. He says we violated the law as under the visa 
we were issued we are not suppose to hold a press conference. He adds 
that we are no longer required to make a statement and that we are 
free to leave on the condition that we do not speak to the media. If we 
wish to do a press conference we need to seek permission first from the 
Sri Lankan Department of Foreign Affairs. He returns our passports and 
apologies for any inconvenience.

12.57 pm Jan and I get into a taxi to go to the airport. I may just make my 
flight home. The taxi driver is very interested in what had happened to 
us and offers his detailed criticism of the Rajapaksa government. I let my 
family and staff know I am heading to the airport. I say a quick farewell 
to Jan as I have to run to catch my plane. It was excellent to be able to do 
this trip with her. We enjoyed each other’s company and over the last few 
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hours of detention it was good to have her support.

1.13 pm Tom from the High Commission rings and I inform him we are 
heading to the airport. At the airport there are a series of hold ups as it 
appeared that officers with the Department of Immigration at the airport 
had not been informed that I was free to leave. After a short delay and a 
few phone calls and another apology I am off to the Qantas check-in. Tom 
is very helpful throughout the airport delays, staying in touch until I am 
on the plane. News travels fast as it was clear the Qantas staff had heard 
what happened. I was given a seat with many surrounding empty seats 
that delivered a good night’s sleep on the trip home.

MONDAY 11 September 2013 - Sydney airport

It is wonderful to be met by family and staff. I do a quick press conference 
and then fly to Canberra as parliament is sitting this week.

SRI LANKA

AIRPORT
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LEE’S WORK WITH
THE TAMIL COMMUNITY
27 Nov 2015 Speech and Event: The Tamil struggle for freedom, justice 
and a homeland, 

15 Nov 2015 Event: Sydney release of Palmera Projects’s cookbook 
‘Handmade’, 

10 Nov 2015 Speech: Tamil political prisoners and the Prevention of 
Terrorism Act, 

30 July 2015 Press Release: Shocking new evidence of ongoing torture 
and sexual violence in Sri Lanka,

26 June 2015 Event: Remembering Black July,

23 June 2015 Speech: New South Wales State Election: Tamil Community,

1 Mar 2015 Event: Campaign launch with Sujan Selven,

27 Jan 2015 Visit: Lee plays scrabble with refugees at Villawood 
Immigration Prison,

19 Jan 2015 Event: Launching Dr Brian Senewiratne’s book,

26 Nov 2014 Speech: Remembering the Tamils in Sri Lanka, 

16 November 2014 Event: Meeting with the Melbourne Tamil diaspora 
and youth, 

25 Oct 2014 Event: Lee launches Trevor Grant’s book ‘Sri Lanka’s Secrets’ 
in Sydney

23 Oct 2014 Senate Estimates:  DFAT  
7 Oct 2014 Event: Lee launches Trevor Grant’s book ‘Sri Lanka’s Secrets’ in 
Perth, 

7 Oct 2014 Senate Estimates: ASIO and AFP

18 May 2014 MSG: To mark 5 year end to the war, 

27 Feb 2014 Senate Estimates: DFAT - Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade 
Legislation Committee, 
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Lee, Greens colleague MLC David Shoebridge and his family at ‘Adangaptru’ a dance 
performance fundraiser for Tamils in Sri Lanka who have been disabled by the war -  Oct 
2013
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13 Feb 2014 Motion: Independent war crimes investigation in Sri Lanka, 

18 Jan 2014 Event: ATC Forum - Public meeting with Senator Rhiannon, 

19 Nov 2013 Senate Estimates: Border Protection, AFP and ASIO

12 Nov 2013 Blog: Lee’s Sri Lanka trip diary,  

11 Nov 2013 Guardian editorial: My detention highlights why Australia 
should boycott CHOGM, 

14 Nov 2013 Press Release: Australian Senate calls on PM Abbott to raise 
Sri Lanka’s human rights abuses at CHOGM, 

10 Nov 2013 Media Alert: Greens Senator Rhiannon returns to Australia 
after detainment - will report on Sri Lanka human rights abuses, 

10 Nov 2013 Joint Statement: Sri Lanka should not host CHOGM, 

8 Nov 2013 Media Alert: Greens Senator Rhiannon is in Sri Lanka to 
discuss human rights in the country on eve of CHOGM, 

6 June 2013 Senate Estimates: AusAid, DFAT, AFP, DIAC 

26 April 2013 Press Release: Malcolm Fraser reiterates call for Australia 
to reconsider attendance at CHOGM in Sri Lanka, 

28 Feb 2013 Blog: Australia’s piercing silence on Sri Lanka must end, 

14 Feb 2013 Senate Estimates: DFAT 

27 Nov 2012 Speech: November 27 - Maaveerar Naal, 

5 Sept 2012 Press Conference: Senator Rhiannon, prominent unionists 
and community leaders joined exiled Sri Lankan journalists to condemn 



Lee addresses Tamil protesters outside 
Parliament House, Canberra

Greens MLC David Shoebridge address 
Careers Information Evening for Year 
12 students organised by the Tamil 
community - 2011
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the Coalition’s push to turn back Sri Lankan asylum-seekers without due 
process, 

16 Aug 2012 Speech: Commission for Justice and Peace of the Catholic 
Diocese of Jaffna

30 May 2012 2012 Senate Estimates: DFAT 

1 June 2012 Blog: Visiting Villawood, 

18 May 2012 Speech: Vigil to mark 3 years since the end of the war, 

9 April 2012 Media Release: Australian abducted in Sri Lanka: Greens 
call on Carr to take quick action, 

23 March 2012 Media Release: Breakthrough at UN Human Rights 
Council, 

21 March 2012 Motion: Unanimous support for action on Sri Lanka at 
UN, 

14 March 2012 Media Release: Fresh Channel 4 evidence highlights 
Australia’s week position on war crimes, 

28 Feb 2012 Speech: Marie Colvin and Sri Lanka and Nobel Peace Prize 
nomination of ‘Sri Lanka’s killing fields’, 

17 Feb 2012 Media Release: Greens congratulate Tamil youth on action 
at One Day International, 

16 Feb 2012 2012 Senate Estimates: DFAT, AusAid, PM&C, AFP 

Lee regularly uses Facebook and Twitter to inform the wider public about 
the campaign for justice and freedom in Sri Lanka. This was posted to 
remember the end of the war in May 2009.  
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2 Nov 2012 Question on Notice: Question: Commonwealth Heads of 
Government Meeting visas, 

1 Nov 2011 Speech: War Crimes Investigation, 

28 Oct 2011 Blog: Another refugee suicide: mandatory sentencing must 
end, 

27 Oct 2011 Event:  Time for Action on Sri Lanka’s War Crimes, 

26 Oct 2011 Media: Australian human rights record damaged by failure 
to act on Sri Lankan war crimes, 

26 Oct 2011 Media: PM should raise war crimes tribunal with Sri Lankan 
President today, 

18 Oct 2011 2011 Senate Estimates Audio: AFP, PM&C

17 Oct 2011 Media: Time for Rudd to act on call for Sri Lankan war crimes 
tribunal, 

26 September 2011 Blog: Detention – no place for a one year old, 

22 September 2011 Motion: Sri Lanka to be suspended from the 
Councils of the Commonwealth, 

20 Sept 2011 Roundtable: Furthering the call for a war crimes 
investigation in Sri Lanka, 

27 July 2010 Blog: Remembering Black July, 

13 May 2010 Speech in NSW Legislative Council,  

Greens deputy leader Senator Scott Ludlam at the ‘Sri Lankan Genocide’ 
photo exhibition in Perth - Apr 2014
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 2 Dec 2015 Aussie Senator urges demilitarization of N-E, UK Tamil News,

12 Nov 2015 Chief Minister Vigneswaran calls on President - presents 
issues of Tamil prisoners, News 1st, 

10 Nov 2015 Thirty one persons held under PTA to be released today, 
News 1st, 

29 Nov 2015 Australian Senator calls for end of Sri Lanka’s military 
occupation of Tamil homeland, Tamil Guardian, 

18 August 2015 Australian senator suggests taking Mahinda to the 
hague for war Crimes, Lankasri News, 

18 August 2015 Australian Politician Suggests Taking Rajapaksa To The 
Hague, Asian Mirror, 

30 July 2015 ITJP report highlights structural genocide against Tamils 
under complete impunity says Australian senator, Tamil Guardian, 

26 Nov 2015 Australian senator remembers Tamils killed by systematic Sri 
Lankan state brutality, Tamil Guardian, 

24 March 2014 Lee’s oped: Julie Bishop Betrays Tamil Victims, New 
Matilda 

12 March 2014  New Zealand government urged to support resolution 
on Sri Lanka, ColomboPage

11 March 2014 Australia police declined to interview ‘tortured’ Sri Lankan 
asylum seeker, The Guardian

13 Feb 2014 Australian senate backs Green Party motion calling for war 
crimes investigation in Sri Lanka, ColomboPage

10 November 2013 Lee and Jan Logie’s detainment in Sri Lanka was 
covered my numerous media outlets. Here are some: SBS, SKY, BBC, ABC, 
The Guardian, New Matilda, The Australian, SMH, Washington Post, Times 
of India, CTV News (Canada), NZ Media

06 Nov 2013 Senator to investigate Lankan asylum seekers, SBS

29 April 2013 Calls for Lanka CHOGM boycott, SBS

29 April 2013 UN Expert backs CHOGM boycott, ninemsn

MEDIA COVERAGE OF THE SRI LANKA CAMPAIGN
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28 April 2013 Keep Sri Lanka in the fold, The Australian

27 April 2013 ‘Hypocritical’ government ignoring Sri Lankan abuses: 
Greens, The Sydney Morning Herald

26 April 2013 Fraser leads Sri Lanka CHOGM boycott, Herald Sun

4 September 2012 Sri Lanka policy xenophbic - Greens, Sky News 

3 August 2012 Interview on Sri Lankan news network, News First

23 July 2012 Sri Lankan High Commissioner: Blood on his sword, Online 
Opinion

18 July 2012 Call for Sri Lankan envoy’s expulsion, Canberra Times

9 April 2012 Australia concerned about Sri Lanka disappearances, BBC 

21 March 2012 Australian Senate focus on Sri Lanka, BBC

14 March 2012 Lee is featured in the first few minutes of Sri Lanka’s 
Killing Fields - Part 2, Channel 4

9 Febrauary 2012 Rudd under fire over Sri Lanka report, AAP

4 Feb 2012 Nobel Peace Prize sought for video on Lanka Killings, Dawn

4 Feb 2012 Channel 4 nominate for Peace Prize, The Sunday Leader

9 Dec 2011 Immigration edict leaves child humiliated at graduation 
ceremony, SMH

17 Oct 2011 Sri Lanka war crimes, SBS News

18 Oct 2011 Australia faces pressure to probe alleged war crimes linked 
to Sri Lankan envoy, The China Post 

18 Oct 2011 Australia urged to probe Sri Lanka commissioner, Taipei 
Times, 

19 Oct 2011 Greens want Sri Lankan envoy recalled, AAP

26 Oct 2011 Rudd concedes some nations may boycott CHOGM 2013 in 
Sri Lanka, ABC PM 

26 Oct 2011 Fraser backs call to bar Colombo, The Australian

20 Sep 2011 Greens call for suspension of Sri Lanka from 
Commonwealth, The Australian 

20 Sep 2011 Suspend Sri Lanka, says Australian Greens, ABC
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Lee and prominent unionists and community leaders meet with a visiting delegation of 
exiled Sri Lankan journalists. Pictured from left to righ; Sally McManus (former Secretary of 
the Australian Services Union NSW-ACT Branch), Stuart Rees (Sydney Peace Foundation), 
Paul McAleer (NSW Secretary Maritime Union of Australia), Lee, Bashana Abeywardane (Sri 
Lankan journalist of Sinhala background is now in exile and residing in Europe),  James 
Supple (Refugee Action Coalition) - Sept 2012

20 Sep 2011 Pressure Mounts for internal investigation, BBC

20 Sep 2011 Call for Commonwealth action against Sri Lanka, SBS
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GREENS SENATOR FOR NSW

Protest outside to the Sydney Cricket Ground, to raise awareness about 
the ongoing atrocities of the Sri Lankan regime and to ask people to 
join a cricket boycott campaign in response to this.  - Jan 2013
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