Tamil Tigers attack as Sri Lanka holds key local polls

Stefan Smith, Agence France Presse, 5/10/08

Tamil Tiger rebels sank a navy cargo ship moored in the northeast of Sri Lanka on Saturday in an attack coinciding with key elections in the tense eastern province.

The guerrillas said their Sea Tiger commandos managed to infiltrate the tightly guarded port of Trincomalee in the early hours, holing the cargo ship as it was being loaded with ammunition destined for government troops.

The navy said the "MV Invincible" sank after the underwater explosion but no lives were lost, with the blast shaking many people in the town from their beds on the same day elections were to take place.

"Commandos from Kangkai Amaran unit of the Sea Tigers took part in the naval mission in destroying the 80-metre-long (260 feet) vessel," the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) said in a statement from their northern mini-state.

The explosion came just hours after a bomb ripped through a crowded cafe in Ampara, also in the east, late on Friday, killing 12 civilians and wounding at least 36. Officials also blamed the LTTE for that attack.

Despite the ongoing violence, voting went ahead for the eastern provincial council that the government hopes will boost its fight against the ethnic rebels, who control a large part of the island’s north.

The polls are the first to be held in the eastern districts of Batticaloa, Trincomalee and Ampara in 20 years, and close to a million people were eligible to vote.

The eastern region, once home to several LTTE enclaves, was brought under government control after heavy fighting last year and Colombo is determined to show normality has returned.

In Trincomalee district, which shares the same name as the port town, voting was low key. People’s Action for Free and Fair Elections (PAFRELL), a Sri Lanka rights group, said many locals preferred to stay home after the pre-dawn blast.

"Turnout in Trincomalee and Ampara is around 50 percent each, and Batticaloa 30 percent. People are really frightened to go out and vote," said PAFRELL chairman Kingsley Rodrigo.

The hawkish, ethnic Sinhalese-dominated government of President Mahinda Rajapakse says the election of a 35-member provincial council is proof it is willing to devolve some power to areas with large Tamil communities.

It hopes this will ideologically undercut the LTTE -- which is fighting for full independence for Tamils in the north and east -- and provide a show of public support for an escalating and bloody offensive in the north.

Rajapakse pulled out of a ceasefire with the LTTE in January and has poured 1.5 billion dollars into defeating the rebels.

In the east, the president’s ruling United People’s Freedom Alliance has allied itself with the 

Tamil Makkal Viduthalai Pullikal (TMVP), or Tamil People’s Liberation Tigers, a controversial militia comprised of LTTE defectors.

The TMVP swept a smaller municipal poll virtually unopposed in Batticaloa in March. But although its leaders claim to have embraced the democratic process, they continue to be accused of murder, kidnapping and using child soldiers.

The Centre for Monitoring Election Violence (CMEV), an NGO, said 13- and 14-year-old TMVP cadres were seen casting their ballots in Ampara, while militiamen were alleged to have been stuffing ballot boxes in Valachchenai, TMVP leader Pillaiyan’s hometown.

The main opposition UNP, which has teamed up with the biggest Muslim party, the SLMC, say the defectors have instilled a climate of fear in the multi-ethnic east.

"Voting is not peaceful. In Batticaloa there are number of cases where people are being terrorised, chased away by armed gangs," SLMC leader Rauff Hakeem said.

He is also hoping to be chief minister of the east -- and challenge the government by pushing for a restoration of a truce and resumption of what he says should be "bold" peace talks with the LTTE that address the grievances of both minority Tamils and Muslims.

"Nobody can win this war, not the government or the LTTE," Trincomalee Muslim community leader Abu Bakr Mahan Anas told AFP in the town’s main mosque.

"Prices are going up, and the government’s money should be spent on development and not on war," he said.

Analysts say the election is too close to call, with the government and its ex-LTTE allies on the one side and the opposition parties on the other. Results are expected late Sunday.
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