Special Statement made by Hon.Minister, Mr.Vijitha Herath in the
Parliament on Geneva Decisions

Honorable Speaker,

I wish to take this opportunity to highlight to this House a few matters pertaining to the
60th session of the UN Human Rights Council that took place last month, and the
resolution adopted at its conclusion in relation to Sri Lanka.

At the outset, it is important to emphasize that the resolution adopted on 6 October is not
the first time that the Human Rights Council (HRC) adopted a resolution relating to Sri
Lanka. During the 1980s, and following the conclusion of the conflict in 2009, both the
current Human Rights Council and its predecessor, the Human Rights Commission,
adopted multiple resolutions addressing conflict-related and other human rights violations
alleged to have occurred in Sri Lanka. Since 2009 alone, a total of eleven such resolutions
have been adopted on Sri Lanka - in 2009, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2017, 2019, 2021, 2022,
2024 and the most recent resolution. In different periods, the governments of the time have
pursued differing policies with regard to these resolutions. Certain governments have
supported and even co-sponsored these resolutions (2015, 2017, 2019). Certain other
governments have called a vote on the resolutions (2012, 2013, 2014, 2021, 2022). On one
occasion, the Government itself has presented a resolution about Sri Lanka at the HRC
(2009). Some other governments have opposed specific paragraphs of the resolution
without calling for a vote. Despite these variations, two common points are evident with
regard to all these resolutions. The first point which is clear is that all previous governments
have failed to address effectively the national issues that have given rise to the Geneva
process. This failure of successive governments is the principal reason why the Human
Rights Council has continued to adopt resolutions on Sri Lanka for more than sixteen
years. Any armed conflict, no matter in which part of the world, gives rise to human rights
issues. Yet, many of these countries have managed to address these issues through their
own domestic institutions, and have fostered reconciliation and national unity in their
countries. But what did our previous governments do? Instead of resolving these issues
internally and building peace, they resorted to dividing the population through divisive
ethnic, sectarian, and religious politics, curtailing the rights of all communities, thereby
diminishing Sri Lanka’s standing in the world. This is clear when one examines the
evolution of the Geneva resolutions. The resolution on Sri Lanka adopted in 2009 called
for the implementation of a sustainable national solution addressing the concerns of all
communities, as committed by the then President to the Secretary-General of the United
Nations. But, was this commitment fulfilled? No. When no progress was being made, three
years later, in 2012, a group of countries presented another resolution on Sri Lanka, urging
the Government to implement the recommendations of the Lessons Learned and
Reconciliation Commission (LLRC) which the government in power itself had established.
But, were those recommendations implemented? No. When that too did not happen, in
2013, the Council adopted yet another resolution, reiterating the call for the
implementation of the LLRC’s recommendations and urging to resolve issues by
establishing a national Truth and Reconciliation Commission. Were these steps taken?
Once again, no. Instead of implementing the recommendations of their own LLRC and
pursuing reconciliation and national unity, these governments shamelessly exploited these
national issues and the Geneva process for narrow political gain. You will recall how they
fear-mongered about the very idea of human rights and reconciliation, and how during the



visit of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights to Sri Lanka in 2013,
the government got one of their ministers to even make marriage proposals to the High
Commissioner for Human Rights.

What was the result of this continuous practice of playing games with our own people’s
problems and using them for political advantage? The result was the loss of credibility in
Sri Lanka and the rise of a perception that Sri Lanka is incapable of addressing its own
human rights concerns through its own national institutions. By 2021, this perception had
become so entrenched that the HRC sanctioned the Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights to establish a special unit to collect evidence regarding alleged human rights
violations in Sri Lanka. There is a local saying that “what can be nipped by a finger nail
should not be left to be chopped with an axe”. This saying aptly describes what has
happened regarding the Geneva process. The Geneva issue, which could have been
resolved through the setting up of a credible national mechanism immediately after the war
ended, had instead got internationalized by 2021 due to narrow political objectives and
short-sighted leadership. This decline had already taken place by the time President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake assumed office in September 2024 and our government was sworn
in in October 2024. Last year, the people of this country from all regions, races, and
religions gave us an overwhelming mandate to eradicate poverty, combat corruption, and
build a unified nation. Our objective is to fulfill this mandate by safeguarding the rights of
our people of all communities, by bringing the human rights process that has already been
been internationalized, back to the national level, and resolving issues through strong and
independent domestic institutions. We have already taken several important steps in this
direction.

The second point relates to the structural challenge faced by a country like Sri Lanka in
securing a favorable vote within the Human Rights Council. At the United Nations
General Assembly in New York, each sovereign state is entitled to one vote. However, the
situation in the Human Rights Council in Geneva is different. Out of the 193 UN member
states, only 47 can serve as members of the Council at any given time, each for a three-year
term. Membership is allocated on a regional basis: Asia-Pacific (13), Africa (13), Latin
America and Caribbean (8), Western Europe (7), and Eastern Europe (6). Since some
regional groups—such as Europe—tend to adopt collective positions, it is extremely rare
for a resolution presented to the Council to be defeated.

From Sri Lanka’s perspective, only one resolution concerning our country has ever secured
a favorable outcome for the government - the resolution introduced by our own
government about our own country in 2009. Thereafter, whenever resolutions on Sri
Lanka were put to a vote, the government’s position was consistently defeated. Moreover,
the number of votes in support of the government has steadily declined, while the number
of abstentions has increased. In 2012, Sri Lanka received only 15 out of 47 votes (24—15-
8). In 2013, it received only 13 votes (25—-13-8). In 2014, only 12 votes (23—-12—12). In 2021,
only 11 votes (22—-11-14). By 2022, support had dwindled to just 7 votes (20-20-7). Yet,
what is most striking is that, despite being well aware of the certainty of defeat, the
governments of the time spent millions of rupees in public funds on these campaigns.
Members of Parliament, ministers, and officials traveled extensively to lobby member
states of the Human Rights Council. Various forms of assistance were extended to secure
votes. Large delegations of ministers and officials spent days in Switzerland during the
Geneva sessions, expending both time and public resources without achieving a



meaningful result. They undertook these actions solely for the purpose of misleading the
public through media spectacles, fully aware that the election would be lost.

The greater concern, however, is this: by adopting a confrontational stance at the HRC
through demanding a vote, we are further narrowing the space that may be left to bring
this already internationalized process to the domestic realm and solve our issues trough
domestic mechanisms.

Honorable Speaker,

I now turn to the 60th Session of the Human Rights Council held in Geneva last month.
After our government took office in October 2024, in March this year, I addressed the HRC
and informed HRC member states of the steps we have taken through our own national
mechanisms to safeguard the economic and political rights of all Sri Lankans, while
rejecting communal and religious politics and fostering national unity and reconciliation.
In June this year, the High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mr. Volker Tirk, visited Sri
Lanka—the first such visit in nine years. He came at the invitation of the government, less
than a year after we assumed office. During his visit, he engaged in frank discussions with
the President, government officials, religious leaders, civil society, political parties, and
various social segments, and gained firsthand insights into the ground situation in Sri
Lanka.

Following this visit, the High Commissioner made many positive observations about Sri
Lanka. He commended the “real momentum for change across all segments of the Sri
Lankan society”, the government’s “genuine openness to address issues”, and the
initiatives undertaken through domestic processes. These views were reflected in the report
that the High Commissioner presented to the 60th Session of the Council in September,
where he urged Sri Lanka to seize this historic opportunity to implement transformative
reforms and address human rights concerns through strong national institutions. I table
both his report and the Government of Sri Lanka’s response for the reference of this House.
Prior to the adoption of the resolution in Geneva, the High Commissioner also had
constructive discussions with the President and myself on the sidelines the UN General
Assembly in New York.

Honorable Speaker,

As I have previously stated, years of subordinating national issues and human rights of our
own people to political opportunism led to the internationalization of the Geneva issue by
2021. Resolution 46/1, adopted in 2021, paved the way for the establishment of a unit
within the Office of the High Commissioner, named ‘Sri Lanka Accountability Project’ to
gather evidence on violations alleged to have been committed in Sri Lanka. In both March
and September this year, I, as Foreign Minister, and our Permanent Representative in
Geneva, made it clear before the Council that Sri Lanka does not accept such external
mechanisms. While rejecting these external action, our government’s effort is to secure
broad support for resolving these issues that have hitherto been internationalized due to
politicization, through independent domestic processes and institutions. This is not a task
that can be completed within a year. But we are in the process of laying the foundation
towards this end. Our commitment in this regard has been recognized by the Human
Rights Council as well. We are strengthening the independence of the judiciary and law
enforcement institutions, which are vital to human rights. The Office on Missing Persons,



the Office for Reparations, and the Office for National Unity and Reconciliation have been
made independent and are being further strengthened. We will soon repeal the Prevention
of Terrorism Act (PTA)—a law enacted for national emergencies but still in force sixteen
years after the war—and introduce new legislation that would align with international
standards and human rights while countering terrorism. We also intend to amend the
Online Safety Act to ensure the protection of human rights.

Honorable Speaker,

Immediately after the end of the war in 2009, we, as the People’s Liberation Front,
proposed the establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission to address related
human rights issues. Had such a commission been established and its recommendations
implemented, there would be no Geneva Resolution today, and neither you nor I would
be debating it. Yet, even sixteen years later, by the time our government was established,
this had not been realized. We therefore hope to present before Parliament for enactment
a Truth and Reconciliation Bill, enabling the commission to begin its work. The
government also intends to establish an independent Public Prosecutor’s Office. We are
not taking these progressive steps to impress Geneva. As a political movement that was
long subjected to state repression and human rights violations, we are doing these out of
genuine commitment to human rights and the genuine empathy we have for victims across
all communities.

Let me also make this clear: these measures are not intended to target members of the
armed forces or any other segment of the population. We believe it is our collective
responsibility to protect the human rights of our own people, uphold the rule of law, foster
unity, and prevent the recurrence of more conflicts. This is not a goal we can achieve alone.

I have noted media reports claiming that the resolution on Sri Lanka was passed without
a vote at the 60th Human Rights Council. As I explained earlier, requesting a vote is
problematic for many reasons. Further, it is not the policy of our government to engage in
futile and false public displays driven by narrow political agendas by wasting public funds
and time on a game that is destined for failure. When the draft resolution on Sri Lanka was
presented to the HRC on 6 October, our Permanent Representative to the UN clearly
articulated Sri Lanka’s position on the resolution.

I table in this House the statement that I delivered at the interactive dialogue on Sri Lanka
on 8 September, as well as the statement made by our Permanent Representative in Geneva
on 6 October.

The resolution presented on 6 October contained several positive features compared to
previous resolutions. It acknowledged Sri Lanka’s democratic transformation, the
measures taken to address the economic crisis, the fight against corruption, the initiatives
taken towards protection of human rights, and the national reconciliation program. It also
provided space for Sri Lanka’s domestic institutions to address issues. However, by virtue
of being an extension of the 2021 resolution, its final paragraph has allowed for the
continuation of the Sri Lanka Accountability Project. As I have already emphasized, our
government rejects this project as it is not a homegrown mechanism. We reiterated this
position in our statement on 6 October, pointing out that it would only deepen divisions
and undermine the government’s genuine initiatives. Nevertheless, based on the domestic
processes we have undertaken and the credibility that we are building among Council



members, we firmly believe that we can soon create an environment where this
Accountability Project established in 2021, could be concluded and where Sri Lanka is able
to address issues through our own national institutions. This confidence placed on us is
evident even in the statement of the United Kingdom that spoke on behalf of the
resolution’s core group—which appreciated the “tremendous progress” achieved by our
government in this regard. In addition, numerous Council members, including China,
Bangladesh, Maldives, Cuba, Japan, Republic of Korea, the European Union, Ethiopia,
and Costa Rica, representing diverse regions, commended Sri Lanka’s progress on human
rights. Furthermore, during the interactive dialogue on 8 September, approximately 43
countries expressed their views, with nearly all of them acknowledging the positive steps
taken by the government through domestic processes. The objective of our government is
not to play political games with the human rights of our own people or to pursue narrow
political objectives by creating baseless perceptions about a “Geneva monster” or a
“Geneva god”.

Honorable Speaker,

The protection of our own people’s human rights is not a matter that should be subjected
to debate in this House. As representatives of the people of this country, it is our absolute
duty and responsibility to protect and promote their rights. I believe all members of this
House will agree with me on that. As President Disanayaka stated, we have a vision of a
peaceful and prosperous nation where all Sri Lankans live together in freedom and unity.
We are committed to realizing this vision while engaging constructively with all
stakeholders and the international community. Let me conclude by reminding this House
that it is the collective responsibility of each and every one of us to support this national
endeavor, for the sake of our future generations.

Thank you, Hon. Speaker.
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