2 Rebel Planes Shot Down Over Capital of Sri Lanka 
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By SOMINI SENGUPTA and MARK McDONALD

NEW DELHI — Two rebel fighter planes circling over the Sri Lankan capital were shot down Friday night, with one crashing into the government tax office and injuring 42 people, according to the government. The aerial raid comes weeks after the government announced the destruction of all rebel air bases in its final push on rebel territory in the island’s north. 

The Defense Ministry said that one of the rebel planes had been shot down by the Sri Lankan military, and that there were “slight damages” to the tax office, which is near the Sri Lankan Air Force headquarters. 

The Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam have struck targets near the capital, Colombo, in the past, but the government has been celebrating its near-victory over the rebels. The approach of the rebel planes shows the rebels’ continued ability to carry out terrorist attacks far from the combat zone in the northeastern corner of the island. A pro-rebel news portal, TamilNet, said the pilots had intended to dive their planes into two sites run by the air force. 

Also on Friday, Human Rights Watch, based in New York, reported a high death toll in the conflict: 2,000 people in the past month alone as the government advanced on the last wedge of territory held by the Tamil Tigers. An estimated 5,000 people have been injured, the group said in a report released Friday. It accused both government and rebel forces of “numerous violations of international humanitarian law.”

Failing to distinguish between the trapped civilians and the rebels, the report said, the government has carried out “indiscriminate” artillery attacks on civilians who are trapped in the war zone, shelling hospitals and other designated as humanitarian “safe zones.”

Cornered and desperate, the Tamil Tigers have responded by using civilians as human shields and forcing others, including children, into service as fighters and porters on the battlefield, Human Rights Watch said. 

The sides, the report said, “appear to be engaged in a perverse competition to demonstrate the greatest disregard for the civilian population.”

An estimated 250,000 civilians remain trapped in the battle zone, pinned down by government fire or held captive by rebel forces.

“This ‘war’ against civilians must stop,” said James Ross, legal and policy director at Human Rights Watch, in a statement that accompanied the report’s release.

The report was based on a two-week fact-finding mission to northern Sri Lanka in February, Human Rights Watch said. The Sri Lankan government’s refusal to allow independent journalists, rights monitors and most aid groups into the area has made it difficult to report conclusively on the situation there. 

The report came as John Holmes, under secretary general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator at the United Nations, visited the country amid increasing concern for the fate of the ethnic Tamil civilians in the north. On Thursday, as he prepared to tour displacement camps near the war zone, Mr. Holmes called on both sides to try to avoid civilian casualties. 

The government and the rebels, who are also known by the initials L.T.T.E., have rejected previous criticisms leveled by United Nations agencies, humanitarian groups and the International Committee of the Red Cross.

A Sri Lankan military spokesman, Brig. Udaya Nanayakkara, said Friday that members of the military “are not violating any Geneva Conventions or humanitarian law,” according to The Associated Press. 

Those who flee and end up on the government’s side are sent to government-run internment centers, which are military-controlled, barbed-wire-rimmed camps in which refugees are denied their liberty and freedom of movement, the report said. Humanitarian agencies have tenuous access, but their aid comes with the risk of supporting a long-term detention program for civilians.

“The L.T.T.E.’s grim practices are being exploited by the government to justify its own atrocities,” the report said. “High-level statements have indicated that the ethnic Tamil population trapped in the war zone can be presumed to be siding with the L.T.T.E. and treated as combatants, effectively sanctioning unlawful attacks.”

Mr. Ross said, “The government seems to be trying its best to keep its role in their ordeal away from public scrutiny.”

Somini Sengupta reported from New Delhi, and Mark McDonald from Hong Kong.
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