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THE ROAD TO SRI LANKA’S ECONOMIC RECOVERY WILL HAVE TO

PASS THROUGH POLITICAL CHANGE
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The widespread public unrest in Sri Lanka has taken on the dimensions of a political

revolution of great import. It is apparent that it is driven by popular anger and a

collective will that straddles all ethnicities. For a country once seen as having

irreconcilable ethnic divisions, there is hope that the people will recognise the real

provenance of their travails — an apathetic political leadership that wields great power

without much accountability — as they come together on the streets to demand change

and relief. The people seem to be demanding a wholesale regime change, and not

tweaks. As the protests escalate, the administration of President Gotabaya Rajapaksa

and the government of his elder brother, Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa, seem to

have lost public support and the confidence of their political allies. The Opposition has

rejected the President’s call for a multi-party Cabinet, key allies such as the Sri Lanka

Freedom Party have walked out of the ruling coalition, and the newly appointed

Finance Minister did not deem it prudent to take charge. It is an unusual stalemate on

the political front, as it is clear that nothing short of the resignation of the Rajapaksa

brothers will assuage public anger; but, at the same time, it is unclear if anyone will be

willing to take charge amidst a seemingly insurmountable economic crisis. As over 40

legislators have walked out of the ruling alliance, the present regime faces a loss of

majority in Parliament. The real question is whether the Opposition will be willing to

form an alternative dispensation.

The urgency of the situation is beyond doubt. The country needs an economic recovery

plan to approach international lenders and bring about macro-economic stability. And

a concerned and accountable regime needs to be in place for this. Economists have

suggested that Sri Lanka may need a bridge loan while an external debt restructuring

plan is put in place, but much depends on whether there is a credible leadership. Sri

Lanka is at a crossroads. Going one way may lead to a debt trap, sovereign default and

possible bankruptcy. On the other hand, the present unrest provides an extraordinary

opportunity to change its political and administrative paradigm. Bloated government,

excessive security expenditure, the profligate ways of those in power, lack of attention to

domestic production and centralisation of decision-making have all contributed to the

mess. Much of this needs to change. No more should majoritarian mobilisation be

allowed to cover up political and economic failures. An inclusive outlook has to be

fostered. The people will have to realise that voting on emotional issues related to race

and religion only helps the ruling class and seldom benefits them. Only such a

momentous change on the political and social level will lead to their economic

emancipation.
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Forty days into the war in Ukraine, India’s role appears to be more relevant than other

countries may have expected, evident from the stream of dignitaries from overseas over

the past two weeks. Most were from countries that are a part of the U.S. and EU-led

sanctions regime against Russia. Their messages were three-pronged: asking India to

change its vote at the UN, where it has abstained from all resolutions critical of Russia’s

invasion; to request that India not “accelerate” its purchases of Russian oil being offered

at discount; and to discourage India from using the rupee-rouble national currency-

based payment mechanisms that could subvert “backfilling sanctions”. The messages

got sharper and more public as it became clear that New Delhi would also host Russian

Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, and officials from the West hoped to turn India’s position

to their side. However, the red carpet welcome he received, including a cordial meeting

with the Prime Minister, appeared to make it clear that New Delhi is not amenable to

the pressure. The External Affairs Minister, S. Jaishankar, and the Finance Minister also

reinforced the position of the Indian “national interest”, given that European countries

have yet to curtail oil intakes from Russia. It is likely that the U.S. will make another

attempt to veer the Government off its chosen course when Mr. Jaishankar and Defence

Minister Rajnath Singh visit Washington for the “2+2” meetings, where a possible waiver

of CAATSA sanctions against India for the purchase of the Russian S-400 systems will

also be discussed. The U.S. is also keen to squeeze Russia on the multilateral stage, with

proposals to exclude it from the G-20 summit this year, and suspend it from the Human

Rights Council.

While the Government cannot be faulted for its refusal to bow to external pressure, it

must consider the importance of remaining flexible on what its stand both at the UN

and in bilateral conversations is going to be, given the ground situation in Ukraine.

Reports of gross human rights violations blamed on the Russian army could change the

complexion of the war, and India’s call for an independent inquiry into the allegations is

an important intervention. In addition, the U.S. and the EU are likely to tighten

economic sanctions, as the current restrictions have not made Russia reconsider its

course. With Russia unlikely to relinquish areas of Eastern Ukraine, and its western rivals

not likely to let up their counter-measures, New Delhi must realise that its value to the

two sides will last while it remains uncommitted to either side. This will require having a

keen eye on rapid developments in the theatre of war, an ear on what partners on both

sides plan next, and the ability to keep its mind open on where India’s responsibilities, as

a global democracy, and a truly non-aligned power, lie.


