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Jaffna MC & Vavuniya UC Council Elections-2009 
 

Field Visit Report-Jaffna  
 

30th July 2009 
 
The Centre for Monitoring Election Violence (CMEV) visited Jaffna from the 19 -22 July 
2009 in the lead up to elections for the Jaffna Municipal Council which will be held on 
the 8th of August 2009. CMEV will monitor the elections to the Jaffna Municipality 
throughout the campaign and on the Election Day through the deployment of Field 
Monitors, Polling Booth Monitors on Election Day as well as Mobile Teams. During the 
visit CPA met with political party leaders, candidates, the GA and the Assistant 
Commissioner of Elections, leading civil society actors including religious leaders, the 
media, the business sector, lawyers, representatives from the fishing community, 
academics and university students.   
 
The Jaffna Municipality includes the Jaffna electorate and part of Nallur.  The total 
number of registered voters is 100,417, which include voters currently living within the 
municipal limits and those displaced both in the Jaffna District and in other districts. 
The total number of Polling booths will be 67. The Election Commissioner is using the 
voting list from the last registration carried out in 2008  
 
The parties and groups contesting the election and their mayoral candidates are as 
follows: 
 
Contesting Party Mayoral Candidate 
Ilankai Tamil Arasu Kadchi 
(ITAK/EPRLF/TELO/ACTC)  

Mudiappu Remidious 

United People’s Freedom Alliance (UPFA) 
(EPDP+ Sri TELO+EROS+ACMC+SLFP) 

K. Theventhiram  

United National Party (UNP) S. Sathiyendra 
Tamil United Liberation Front (TULF) 
(TULF+PLOTE+EPRLF)  

V. Anandasangaree 

Independent Group No. 1 Moulavi S. Suffiyan 
Independent Group No. 2 Abimannasingam Manikkasothy  



 
 
Response to Elections: Among the general public there appears to be a lack of interest 
in the elections and reluctance in being seen to be actively interested and engaged in 
politics. This arises mainly out of a lack of support for the holding of Municipal 
Elections on the 8th of August. Community leaders raised the question; ‘why are 
elections being held now?’ From the perspective of those whom CMEV interviewed, the 
elections appear to be forced on them by the Government before normalcy has been 
restored. While some of the more severe security restrictions including the 9pm to 5 am 
curfew, multiple checkpoints, and ban on night fishing have been either removed or 
relaxed, community leaders pointed to the continuing heavy security presence and 
influence. In addition, some community leaders and non-government political parties 
pointed to the presence of government backed armed groups operating in Jaffna as 
additional factors for the overall climate of fear and insecurity that still persists. 
Accordingly, they content that the environment is not conducive for holding elections.  
 
Another critical issue that was raised was the situation of the IDPs from the Vanni. 
Residents of Jaffna Town and its immediate environs have family members in the 
camps. Community leaders raised questions as to whether it was appropriate to be 
holding elections when Jaffna Town residents could not communicate with family 
members and friends, especially those currently in camps in Vavuniya and when in 
some cases they could not even locate individual family members. Interviewees claimed 
that with all these issues confronting them, there was no real interest in elections. 
Interviewees also expressed frustration and disenchantment with the state of Tamil 
politics and stated that they could not identify any party or politician who had proved 
capable of representing them.  
 
Some political parties including the TNA and the TULF have also raised this issue of 
timing but have not moved to formally challenge the date of the election. With all the 
main Tamil political parties participating in the election, an election boycott seems very 
unlikely at this moment. Some community leaders spoke of the dilemma of not 
participating in the election. They compared the current situation to that of November 
2005.  They pointed out that in 2005, Jaffna voters were prevented from exercising their 
franchise and paid the price for it.  
 
Potential turn-out: According to the Election Commissioner the total number of voters 
is 100,417. In most Sri Lankan elections the average turn out tends to be around 60% of 
registered voters. CMEV is not in a position to predict precise overall voter turn out 
since, as revealed in the interviews conducted, there are a number of factors at play 
affecting voter turn out including further steps at ‘normalisation’ by the Government, 
last minute heavy campaigning by political parties resulting in mobilizing disinterested 
and undecided voters, election violence and intimidation including the fear of possible 
ballot stuffing.  



 
Whilst the precise impact of these factors is difficult to predict, there are also concerns 
with regard to registration – in particular as to whether all eligible and new voters did 
register in 2008.  Another significant factor is that many of the registered voters are not 
present, due to the extraordinary context in Jaffna over the last few decades, especially 
of mass and repeated displacement. The Assistant Election Commissioner updates the 
register by adding and removing the names provided by the GSs who only get the 
details if individuals report to them, no house to house countdown has been conducted. 
The advantage of such a system is that it recognizes the ground reality and attempts to 
provide some redress to ensure that citizens can vote. There is, however, room for 
election malpractices. The steady outflow of residents from the peninsula has meant 
that over the years Jaffna’s population has decreased. Even with a significant number 
among the displaced population currently living in other districts being able to vote, 
there is speculation that the total number who are able to vote could be as low as 60,000. 
Two interviewees noted that the total number of voters could be as high as 80,000. 
Taking these two figures and the standard turn out of 60% expected in Sri Lankan 
elections, a maximum turn out of between 36,000 to 46,000 people could be expected. 
The 2004 parliamentary election in Jaffna District saw a relatively high turn out of 
284,026 voters out of a total registered population of 644,279 which works out to 44% of 
total registered voters, making clear that a good turn out in Jaffna has to be measured in 
different terms. Some of the main political parties insisted that a turn out of 40,000 for 
the Jaffna MC polls would be a good turn out.     
 
Commentators also pointed out that the turn out would differ across the municipal 
area. A high turn out is expected from the more densely populated coastal areas with a 
large fishing community. It is estimated that they account for 40% of the existing 
population within the municipality. It is expected that the more well-off areas will have 
a lower turn out, with the youth in particular showing greater disinterest in casting 
their ballot. Some commentators however pointed out that the experience of November 
2005, when the LTTE prevented people from voting in the presidential election and 
negligible turn outs were registered, could play a role.  In the Jaffna Town electorate 
only 0.73% cast their vote. Some of the interviewees noted that the failure of the Jaffna 
population to vote, was a crucial factor in the events which followed. 
 
Displaced Voters: The Election Commissioner is following special procedures to ensure 
that the displaced can exercise their franchise on the 8th of August, which will be 
outlined below. The Election Commissioner has stated to CMEV that an awareness 
campaign in the media and even in the camps has been conducted to ensure that 
potential voters are aware of the requirement of making an application to vote. A total 
of 6,245 applications of displaced voters have been accepted by the Commissioner of 
Elections– 324 voters in Colombo, 854 in Gampaha, 324 in Kalutara, 4,553 in Puttalam, 
120 in Anuradhapura and 70 in Jaffna, respectively. Cluster booths will be established 
in Jaffna and in other districts for the displaced. 



 
The Election Commissioner took a number of steps to ensure that the displaced could 
vote 

- Awareness Campaign: Conducted a media campaign in the newspapers, notices 
pasted at DS offices and GS offices and public announcements made on 
consecutive days in the camps in Jaffna.  

- Extension of application date: The Election Commissioner had set a date of June 
14th, which was subsequently extended to June 30th in order to ensure that voters 
could apply.  

- Assistant Election Commissioner of Jaffna appointed a separate A.R.O. to register 
displaced voters 

 
In Vavuniya, the camps set up have issues such as the lack of access for politicians and 
even for the Election Commissioner’s staff. In addition, the limited access to 
newspapers in the camps could have seriously affected the displaced voter application 
process.    
 
The displaced have the right to vote but they need to apply beforehand to do so or they 
cannot vote. CMEV was informed that the Election Commissioner had not received any 
applications to vote from the 281,621  Vanni IDPs in Vavuniya either for the Jaffna 
Municipal Council or the Vavuniya Urban Council. CMEV conducted a visit to 
Vavuniya between the 23rd-24th of July. Interviewees with political and other actors 
made clear that there were a number of individuals in camps who are voters from the 
Vavuniya Urban Council limits who did not apply because of limited access to 
information or because they did not want to vote. CMEV is of the view that this raises 
serious concerns as to the legitimacy of the elections.   
 
While recognizing the steps taken by the Election Commissioner to ensure that the 
displaced were made aware of the application process, CMEV is concerned that a 
number of displaced voters have not been able to register and have been effectively 
disenfranchised.  
 
There is another serious issue as well with regard to whether the IDPs in the camps in 
Jaffna have been able to receive information on and from all contesting political parties 
in order to make an informed choice when voting. Some political parties including the 
TNA and the UNP complained that they had no access to the camps. This too, adversely 
impacts the overall legitimacy of the election.   
 
Potential Problems when Voting: Concern was voiced over the level of public 
awareness regarding the alternative identification documents to the National Identity 
Card (NIC) enumerated by the Elections Commissioner that could be used for the 
purpose of voting – i.e NIC, Valid Passport, Valid Driving License, Valid Railway 
Season Ticket, Pension ID, Elders IDs, Clergy Identity cards issued by Registration of 



Persons Department.  Non- possession of any of the above requires a voter to apply for 
a temporary ID card, which has to be attested by the Assistant Election Commissioner. 
CMEV’s interviews with party candidates for the Jaffna MC revealed a lack of 
unawareness regarding these alternate forms of IDs. As to what extent this issue of 
alternate IDs is a problem is unclear. Some interviewees noted that given the situation 
in Jaffna and the constant need to produce ID documentation, it is unlikely that there 
are many people without documentation.  The deadline for applications for temporary 
NICs is 30 July 2009. In addition, the Registration of Persons Department conducted a 
mobile service on 16th &17th June to provide IDs to individuals who do not have 
documentation. 
  
A second issue highlighted related to women voters in particular and concerns the 
possible loss of franchise on account of maiden names appearing on NICs whilst 
married names appeared on the voter registry. CMEV raised this issue with the Election 
Commission office in Jaffna. According to the Election Commissioner’s instruction, if 
the name appearing on the Identification Documents is different to the name registered 
on the polling card/registry, the S.P.O. has to check the Identity Card Number with the 
number mentioned on the polling card/registry. This poses a problem in the context of 
Jaffna. None of the registered voters’ identity card numbers have been mentioned in the 
registry or on their polling cards. Consequently, there is no means of cross checking, 
thereby increasing the possibility of disenfranchisement. In such a situation, the S.P.O. 
will ask the voter to sign a declaration according to the section 52 of the Local 
Authorities Elections Ordinance, no 53 of 1946.  The concern here is that the process is 
very complex. Furthermore, it also depends on the discretion of S.P.O. and thereby 
reinforces the possibility of disenfranchisement.  
 
Election Campaign: CMEV’s visit took place three weeks before the Election Day but 
the election campaign was subdued. The most noticeable indicator was the presence of 
election related posters. Many of the public walls of the Municipality are pasted with 
posters.  Those of EPDP leader, Douglas Devananda with the President as well on the 
on the A9 road predominated. Very few of these posters had a name and number of a 
EPDP candidate in the election. The TULF also had a number of election posters, most 
of which had a photograph of the main candidate and party leader Anandasangaree 
and some of which had the names and numbers of other candidates. Some of the 
Anandasangaree posters had the face of S.J.V. Chelvanayagam in the background as 
well as that of Mr. Anandasangaree receiving the UNESCO Freedom Award. The 
TULF’s electoral allies such as EPRLF and PLOTE had a few posters, mainly by their 
office. The Tamil National Alliance had a few posters with the house symbol.  
 
Under the existing electoral law, the pasting of election posters with the names and 
numbers of candidates is prohibited in public places, apart from the offices of political 
parties and candidates according to the section 81B of Local Authorities Elections 
Ordinance of no 53 of 1946 



 
During CMEV’s visit, the police applied black oil on election posters in public places 
advertising election candidates. It was significant that in most cases the police were 
careful in defacing only the UPFA symbol on EPDP posters, whilst leaving only the 
photographs of the President and  Douglas Devananda. 
 
During CMEV’s visit, there were no big political meetings and campaigning has been 
largely restricted to pocket meetings as well as house-to-house campaigning. Even with 
regards to pocket meetings, most parties claimed they found it difficult to hold such 
meetings and gather crowds of above 50. The EPDP seemed to be the most actively able 
to hold such meetings. All parties insisted that they were engaged in house-to-house 
campaigning, where they would visit households, talk to potential voters and distribute 
pamphlets and handouts. The UNP has not produced any posters but delivers a 
propaganda booklet to households. All parties insisted that they had a favourable 
response from this form of campaigning. Overall, it seemed that it was the EPDP that 
had the most prominent campaign. Other parties insisted that the overall climate of fear 
was a key obstacle hindering their campaign. According to the ruling party alliance, this 
election should be considered as an entry point to strengthen civil administration and to 
demand rights for people. And people will actively participate in the poll 
 
Election Violence: There have been few specific incidents of intimidation reported to 
CMEV. Key incidents include: 
 
Whilst campaigning on Martin Road, Jaffna on 01st July, K.N.Kanaharatnam,TNA 
Coordinator and his supporters were threatened and their campaign materials were 
snatched away by an unidentified group who came on a motor bike. 
 
On 18th July at around 10.45pm, a group of TULF supporters attempted to past posters 
on the wall of TNA parliamentarian Mavai Senathirajah’s house. TNA supporters allege 
that the TULF supporters threatened them, following their request to them to desist 
from pasting posters on the wall. 
 
On 25th June, the bulk number of Newspapers published in the Jaffna Peninsula namely 
Thinakkural, Udayan and Valampuri were snatched and set fire to by an unidentified 
group of people who came on motor bikes when the newspapers were being 
transported to the Vadamaratchchi and Thenmarachchi areas by distributors. Two days 
before the incident occurred, an anti LTTE anonymous letter was sent to newspapers for 
publication.  This did not happen and the incident took place on the following day, 
according to the media reports. It was reported that the contents of the letter were 
published subsequently.  
 
The culture of fear has had an impact on the elections. Non-government political parties 
such as the TNA and the DTNA both complained that they had problems getting 



candidates as individuals feared the consequences. Both parties also complained that 
they have supporters from the community who have said that they cannot be seen to be 
supporting these groups and who have promised to work for the party in a discrete 
manner.  CMEV was informed that some individuals were allegedly threatened and 
thereby prevented from accepting nomination as TNA candidates.  
 
CMEV did not receive any complaints against the Police or the Army in the context of 
the elections.  
 
The TNA alleged that Election Commissioner has decided to send government officials 
from the south and averred that if the Commissioner needed to deploy more officers on 
Election Day, he should deploy officers from the north.  
 
The spectra of election related violence however remains. One particular fear expressed 
by opposition groups and some civil society leaders was of ballot stuffing on Election 
Day. They pointed to the gap between the number of registered voters (100,417) and 
actual voters (40,000-60,000) as providing the space for this. An additional concern 
voiced was that there could be post-election violence if the ruling coalition did not win 
the election. 
           
CMEV was formed in 1997 by the Centre for Policy Alternatives (CPA), the Free Media 
Movement (FMM) and the Coalition against Political Violence as an independent and 
nonpartisan organization to monitor the incidence of election related violence. Currently, 
CMEV is made up of CPA, FMM and INFORM Human Rights Documentation Centre. 
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