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"Mangala Never gave up; 
Neither can we" 

Samantha Power
 Administrator, United States Agency for International Development 

Mangala Samaraweera was a remarkable 
public servant and one of the most 
remarkable individuals I have ever 

known. He was also a courageous leader, 
who dedicated his life to pursuing his vision 
for a multi-ethnic, multi-religious, and multi-
lingual Sri Lanka that would, as he described 
it, “guarantee equal rights, justice and dignity 
for all.” 

I was devastated by Mangala’s passing and these days find 
myself craving his wise counsel, irrepressible mischief, and 
rare gift for friendship. I also miss knowing that Mangala 
is out there hustling, refusing ever to give up on the idea 
that people could change for the better, that his country 
could realize his ideals, and that the world’s nations could 
think—and act—beyond their immediate self-interest.

The son of an open-hearted, trailblazing mother and 
a pioneering human rights lawyer father, the seeds of 
Mangala’s immense impact began, as he witnessed the 
brutality of Sri Lanka’s civil war, with a simple thought: 
“Maybe I can make a difference...” 

As Mangala would later recall, when he got involved in 
organizing and politics in the late 1980s, “I dreamt mostly 
of peace where all Sri Lankans—irrespective of their 
caste, class, race or religion—could live in harmony and 
dignity.”

With this desire as his guiding light, Mangala would 
embark on over thirty years of service to his country, 
while using his growing influence to try to make this 
foundational dream a reality. While he took on a number of 
different roles throughout his career, Mangala was always 
trying to ensure that Sri Lankans were not only surviving 
daily life, but able to build lives of dignity. When I had 
the opportunity to visit Colombo in 2019 to celebrate 
Mangala’s legacy of public service, this was the word I 
heard over and over when I spoke to colleagues and peers 
about what they felt most defined Mangala: “Dignity, 
dignity, dignity.” 

From helping launch the renowned Mothers' Front to 
spearheading the creation of the Office of Missing Persons, 
helping secure passage of a law to provide for reparations 
for war victims and survivors, and orchestrating the 
forgiveness of loans taken out by desperate families after 
the war, the pursuit and promotion of individual dignity 
was perhaps the animating principle in Mangala’s career. 
But the best measure of Mangala’s regard for the dignity 

of those who lost their loved ones or their livelihoods was 
that he knew none of this was nearly enough. 

Mangala once described true reconciliation as “a journey 
that requires constant striving.” He recognized that building 
a more inclusive society was a generational challenge that 
demanded sustained efforts and a willingness not to be 
deterred by the many visible obstacles that stood in the 
way. An indefatigable reformer and insistent modernizer, 
Mangala never wavered in his belief that democracy and 
strengthened institutions were the necessary foundations 
for achieving the change he hoped to see in Sri Lanka. This 
commitment earned him not just widespread recognition, 
but widespread respect—even from political rivals and 
those who disagreed with various decisions he made over 
time. Through it all, not even his political opponents could 
deny how much Mangala loved Sri Lanka and its people. 

I experienced Mangala’s devotion to Sri Lanka not only 
in my many conversations with him when he described, 
with a poet’s precision, the country’s stunning scenic 
beauty—from majestic mountains like the Sri Pada to the 
beaches of Unawatuna, as well as the vibrant celebrations 
that occurred on Poya days— but also as he incessantly 
texted me, after I became USAID administrator in April 
this year, in support of the Rajapaksa government’s 
effort to secure more COVID-19 vaccines. Watching the 
pandemic take Sri Lankan lives broke Mangala’s heart, 
and, even if he had stepped back a bit from public life, he 
couldn’t let an hour pass without trying to do something 
to…“make a difference.”

Mangala would be the first to admit that the dream 
which started his career in public life has yet to be fully 
realized. But in addition to the progress he helped achieve 
on numerous fronts, his leadership, integrity, and ceaseless 
energy are a blueprint for new generations who share his 
commitment to equality and opposition to injustice. As 
one Sri Lankan newspaper editorialized after his death, 
“to keep hope alive for a different future, citizens must 
demand political leadership that inspires, and dares them 
to dream of a kinder, more inclusive country. Someone to 
finish what Mangala started.” 

That is our shared mission now. Without Mangala here 
to steer—and prod—us, we must do all we can to support 
the next generations following in Mangala’s footsteps as 
they seek to finish what he started. 

Mangala never, ever gave up, and neither can we.
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“This is not a Sinhala-Buddhist country.” 
This war cry, triumphantly proclaimed 
in the deepest south after the Easter 

bombings, were probably Mangala’s most 
famous words. And rightly so, for they 
Captured the essence of the man. 
The attacks unleashed a volcano of fear and hate, 

which no one could stop. Most were silent, some tried 
to soothe. It was only Mangala who dared confront. That 
confrontation arose from compassion. Compassion which 
also led him to comfort. 

From his Matara home, that served as the office of the 
Mothers’ Front in the 1980s, to the Eid dinner at his Muslim 
bodyguard’s home after the attacks, Mangala always cared 
for those who lived in the dark shadow of oppression. He 
was often the only leader to speak, or march in solidarity. 
As a friend put it, with Mangala “power spoke truth”. This 
is why his loss continues to be felt in every corner of the 
island and will be for many more years to come. 

Mangala’s piercing vision for his beloved Sri Lanka 
arose from his love of people. His dreams were not sterile 
blueprints but rich and colorful tapestries woven from the 
joys, hopes, laughs and tears of the people he encountered. 
The discrimination he personally felt did not make him 
bitter. Instead it endowed him with great sensitivity. 

He wanted nothing more than for Sri Lankans – 
individually and collectively – to be free and to reach their 
fullest potential. To think their own thoughts, do what 
made them happy and to celebrate life in all its glory. 

Amidst the deep disappointment and betrayal he felt 
after the last Presidential Election – many will remember 
his tweet from that day – he considered retiring from Sri 
Lanka to travel the world. That thought vanished, when a 
few weeks later he went to Matara and met his constituents. 
They had been by his side for decades and had always 
accepted him for who he was. Talk of retiring ended. 
Resolve returned and he began preparing for wrenching 
Sri Lanka from its post-Independence quagmire. 

Courage and wisdom
Courage may be the virtue most lacking in politicians, 

but wisdom  is a close second. As we all know, Mangala 
was more than a courageous dreamer. He held many of the 
great offices of State and was, for many years, Colombo’s 

most influential power-broker. His achievements and 
regrets have been recounted by others. But Mangala was 
greater than his office, influence or achievements. He 
was a leader. His ideas and example were, and remain, a 
guiding rainbow to us all. 

Mangala’s wisdom was practical. In politics and 
statecraft, noble ends are often necessarily achieved using 
ignoble means. Knowing this, but also knowing when 
to stop, when not to cross a line, is the central ethical 
challenge for any statesman. Mangala was incorruptible. 
But he also understood that if he did not grant thousands 
of jobs to his constituents, dreams would remain dreams.

He understood power as only a politician can; he 
studied its many forms and practiced its many arts. He 
was a master of the secret alliance, subtle leak, cutting 
rumour, cunning seating arrangement, selective dinner 
invite, carefully chosen gift and sincere flattery. Yet it was 
his conscience’s mastery over the siren song of power 
and office that made him a statesman, whose stature will 
wax rather than wane as the years and decades pass. He 
took laws and institutions seriously. But he knew their 
limits. Ultimately, power was in politics: in ballots, ideas 
and emotions. That was his main arena, where he bent 
perception to shape reality.  

I only knew Mangala at a time when this intuition 
had matured. Yet it is a testament to his spirit that after 
decades spent at the frontlines of our muddy polity, rather 
a conscience mutilated and crushed, Mangala Experience 
had a more refined ethical sensibility than Mangala 
Innocence. As a tribute from across the aisle put it, he 
joined politics as a member of the party of conscience and 
ended life in that party. 

Courage and wisdom count for little without capability 
and ambition. In a country where people move in their 
tribes – whether family, school, community or class – 
Mangala saw individuals for who they were. He saw their 
dreams, recognised their abilities and trusted them when no 
one else did. He empowered people to do what they always 
wanted to. He didn’t give a damn about sex, ethnicity, age 
or anything else. As long as you had passion and wanted to 
do something, he would quietly be there to help. 

He had the genius to unite revolutionary and capitalist, 
dreamer and fixer, artist and boffin, civil servant and 
activist, bringing them together to serve progress and serve 

Mangala, 
the Utopian Expedient  

Daniel Alphonsus
Former Advisor, Ministry of Finance 
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Sri Lanka. As one person put it, “He made our profession 
our responsibility.” Just as his friendships reached across 
the kaduwa, his home and office bridged the English and 
vernacular universes. 

One feature of Mangala’s legacy less remarked on 
is his quiet record of appointing women to positions 
of responsibility. Ever the true liberal, he made sure all 
knew that this was because he thought that those women 
would do a better job than anyone else, not because they 
were women. All these people – chosen for their merit 
and passion, trusted and listened to – repaid Mangala’s 
trust many-fold. They worked and fought to realize his 
vision and earn his favour. He was also able to earn the 
trust and respect of the civil service. 

Though politics and art were Mangala’s 
premier passions, ironically his successes were 
greater in the economic realm. We all know 
the SLT revolution paved the way for the 
privatization of Srilanka Airlines and SAGT, 
which has made Colombo one of the world’s 
great ports. Mangala’s Economics by Deshal de 
Mel authoritatively demonstrates his tenure as 
finance minister was no less accomplished than 
his triumphs as telecoms and foreign minister. 
Even as a diplomat, Mangala’s economic record 
is formidable as he played a pivotal role in 
regaining GSP+ and securing the $ 500 million 
MCC grant. 

With rebellious blue hair, tattoos, Bowie and 
TikTok, Mangala was a child of Punk London. 
But he was also an heir of the Victorian tradition 
in Sri Lankan politics. He was sensible, decent 
and humble. Underneath that colorful, irreverent 
personality he carried with him a political 
tradition of restraint that is nearing extinction. 
The distinctions between state, government and party 
were instinctual. He always knew what should (and 
should not) be said and done in ministry, Parliament and 
political rally respectively. He abhorred the trappings 
of power and trinkets of wealth that increasingly found 
favour among his parliamentary colleagues. 

In this age of performativity, Mangala loathed 
pretence and hated servility even more. He had few 
friends remaining among his fellow politicians. In 
Parliament, where dining is largely social, he often ate 
lonely meals alone in his office. A loneliness presumably 
made deeper by the many betrayals he experienced over 
the years, which left him deeply guarded.

I first met Mangala in his Sirikotha lair in the dark 
days of August 2014 when I was amateur cameraman for 
Amita Arudpragasam’s constitutional reform film. We 
talked of Sudu Nelum, we dreamt a bit and we laughed 
about the dark arts of political gossip sites. Sri Lanka was 
on his mind. The last time I met Mangala was a few days 
before he died. As we overlooked the sunny Bolgoda, we 

dreamt a bit, we laughed at our own bawdy jokes and we 
talked about his plans to contest in 2024 and the laws we 
needed to draft in anticipation. Sri Lanka was on his mind. 

I do not weep for Mangala. His life was a life of ‘no 
ragrets’. He lived more in 65 years than many will live in 
as many lifetimes. I weep for myself and for Sri Lanka. 
I shall always remember the rally held at the Tagore 
auditorium in Matara, where Sampanthan and Mangala, 
representing Point Pedro and Dondra, stood as Palmyrah 
and Coconut as the young singers called out in Sinhalese 
and Tamil, to the audience and each other, Peratama Yamu 
Lanka. As the days and years go by, our sense of loss, 
of lost opportunities, only grows. This is my way of not 
giving up: “May the double gem bless us all.”

Mangala’s piercing vision for his 
beloved Sri Lanka arose from 
his love of people. His dreams 
were not sterile blueprints but 
rich and colorful tapestries 

woven from the joys, hopes, laughs and 
tears of the people he encountered. The 
discrimination he personally felt did not 
make him bitter. Instead it endowed him 
with great sensitivity. 
He wanted nothing more than for Sri 
Lankans – individually and collectively 
– to be free and to reach their fullest 
potential. To think their own thoughts, do 
what made them happy and to celebrate 
life in all its glory. 
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AGreat tree has fallen. What are the 
consequences?
Mangala went out on a high. A month 

ago, on July 25th, he had that news conference 
at Freedom Hub, surrounded by young people. 
On that day and in the subsequent media 
interviews, he said what he believed and felt, 
without compromise. 

Back in 2020, when he was contemplating withdrawing 
from contesting the General Election, I recall telling him 
the cameras will not be there for one who is not in politics. 
He disagreed, saying that he would be in politics, just 
not electoral politics. The media attention that he drew 
following the launch of the Radical Center proved he was 
right, and I was wrong.

I worked closely with him on telecom reforms and on 
managing the civil conflict back in 1998-99. Politics is the 
art of the possible. He was a practical politician. A doer. 

As a liberal, he was in the minority in all the Cabinets 
served in and in all the political parties he worked in. That 
required compromise. But his compromises went only so 
far. Beyond a point, he did not yield. In these last months 
he spoke freely, without worrying about how the President 
or Prime Minister or the majority of the party leadership 
would perceive his comments. That would have been 
liberating.

Many associate Mangala with peace, with the Sudu 
Nelum Vyapaaraya. He was consistently for the rights of 
the Tamils and against majoritarian thinking, but he was 
also the Foreign Minister who persuaded Canada and 
the European Union to designate the LTTE a terrorist 
organization. He would always say that he built on the 
work of the late Lakshman Kadirgamar . But it was he who 
closed the deal. These effective counter measures against 
the obdurate LTTE were made possible by the continuity 
he represented with the genuine peace building efforts of 
President Kumaratunga. 

More than twenty years later, the telecom reforms that 
he led are still talked about as the most successful. We who 
lived through that knew how rough the going was. He was 
steadfast and while he lost some friends along the way, 
he did not abandon the reformers. His regret was that we 
had not built on the telecom success and the SAGT and 
SriLankan PPPs of the late 1990s.  

A Great Tree 
has Fallen

Prof. Rohan Samarajiva 
Former Director General of Telecommunications 

The day before he died, an official who worked in the 
UDA during Mangala’s short tenure there, called me to 
ask how he was doing and to wish him recovery. Many 
remember how leaders of his own party turned on him 
when he went after scofflaws. But my friend spoke of the 
many structural improvements that he put in place. 

As Minister of Finance, his team achieved a surplus in 
the primary balance after 63 years. Having state revenue 
greater than state expenditure minus the interest payment 
is known as the surplus in primary balance. Its relevance is 
greater today than then.

The budget speeches he presented made overall sense 
and were consistent with national policy. Though disrupted 
by the 52-day coup, initiatives such as Enterprise Sri Lanka 
had major potential and benefited those it touched. 

When an interviewer recently asked him about how he, 
trained as a fashion designer, measured up to the job of 
Finance Minister he recounted how IMF head Lagarde had 
said that his record made her wish more fashion designers 
would become Finance Ministers. He went on to say he 
knew little about telecom other than how to dial a call 
when given the portfolio, but that he had a good team, and 
that was the same at Finance. His ability to pick the right 
people (and even to work with the people he was given) 
and to motivate them (and back them up) was key to his 
style of work, not only in government, but in all things.

Mangala’s loss is best represented to me by a Facebook 
post by one of the young 
people he worked with 
closely these past months. 
It was a picture of a black 
hole, a void. That is a truer 
statement than all the words 
I can put together. I grieve 
not for him, but for us left 
behind. At a moment when 
this beloved country is in the 
throes of an unprecedented 
and multidimensional crisis, 
he gave us hope of a more 
enlightened, kinder Sri 
Lanka. 

What will we do with that 
hope? Will we let it turn to 
despair?

As Minister 
of Finance, 
his team 
achieved a 
surplus in the 

primary balance after 
63 years. Having state 
revenue greater than 
state expenditure 
minus the interest 
payment is known as 
the surplus in primary 
balance. Its relevance 
is greater today than 
then.
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Much has been written and said about 
Mangala since his untimely death. His 
popularity among a cross section of 

folk was known but it was following his death 
that we were confronted with how he impacted 
so many in different ways, and on a range of 
issues from telecom and economic reforms to 
foreign policy and human rights. It was also 
widely reported how he was one of the few 
politicians who was able to connect with a 
cross section of individuals- from the mothers 
of the disappeared in the south to victims from 
the last stage of the war to women headed 
households and with economists, foreign 
policy pundits, policy analysists to heads 
of state, cabinet ministers and international 
policy makers. 
Regardless of who he met, from friends, colleagues, 

supporters and detractors, Mangala made an impression, 
his friendly but firm drive leaving no one in doubt that his 
ideas will be pushed with passion and pragmatism. 

When I was asked to write this short reflection, my 
initial reaction was as to what more can be said considering 
the many appreciations and reflections written since his 
death, much of it capturing the diverse aspects of the man 
and the impact he has had. This short piece is not meant as 
a detailed reflection of all the areas Mangala was involved 
in, for I don’t think anyone can do justice to Mangala’s 
diverse skills and expertise in a short written piece. The 
focus here is to briefly reflect on his involvement over the 
decades with victims of violence, the impact it has had on 
the calls for truth and justice and his steadfast belief that, 
despite the numerous setbacks, progressive reforms, non-
recurrence and reconciliation are possible in Sri Lanka. 

His engagement with victims commenced with the work 
around the Mother’s Front and the push for recognition for 
the brutal crime of enforced disappearances and violence 
in Sri Lanka. This was at a time when global movements 
were formed by victims of enforced disappearances in 
Argentina, Chile and other countries, with families across 
the world agitating to know of their disappeared loved 
ones and for justice. Mangala and others identified a 

similar situation in Sri Lanka where significant numbers 
of victims searched, and continue to search, for loved ones 
and for justice. 

This propelled a movement that thrust the issue of 
enforced disappearances to the fore, confronting the 
state and society of the violence faced by communities 
at the hands of both the State and non-state actors. The 
organizing of the different groups into a movement and 
communicating the narrative of victimhood and violence 
was no easy task at a time when media was controlled 
by the State, and predated social media, instant messages 
and visuals. Literature from this period coupled with the 
memories of those who were part of the campaigns capture 
the imagination and hard work that went into organizing 
and sustaining initiatives during a period of repression and 
fear in Sri Lanka, building the pressure for recognition for 
past abuses that continues to have resonance in the present 
day. 

In recent times, the allegations of serious violations 
of human rights committed during the last stage of the 
war propelled new energy into discussions of reckoning. 
Mangala played a pivotal role as Minister for Foreign 
Affairs in the discussions that ultimately resulted in the 
Government of Sri Lanka cosponsoring the United Nations 
Human Rights Council Resolution 30/1 in 2015 and with 
it committing to an ambitious set of reforms in Sri Lanka. 
It was the recognition cycles of failures with domestic 
structures and entrenched impunity, and his firm belief that 
genuine action was possible in Sri Lanka that resulted in a 
range of proposals in the area of justice, truth, reparations 
and reforms.  

It was also around this time that he initiated the 
widest consultation organized over issues surrounding 
transitional justice by appointing the Consultation Task 
Force (CTF) which had sittings across Sri Lanka and 
heard from thousands. The findings from the CTF is now a 
public record, capturing the diverse views of Sri Lankans 
and providing ideas for action that can and must be taken 
if Sri Lanka is to reckon with its past and enjoy peace and 
reconciliation. 

Despite the ambitious proposals, Mangala’s efforts at 
introducing structural reforms to address Sri Lanka’s brutal 

Bhavani Fonseka 
Senior Researcher and Attorney at Law, Centre for Policy Alternatives 

Mangala, the Infectious 
Enthusiasm despite Darkness 
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Despite the ambitious proposals, 
Mangala’s efforts at introducing structural 
reforms to address Sri Lanka’s brutal past 
faced many setbacks including attempts 
by his own colleagues in government. 

Despite the numerous spoilers, Mangala soldiered 
on. For example, his passionate speech in 
Parliament at the debate to enact the Office on 
Missing Persons Bill saw him give voice to victim’s 
demands and highlight the pivotal importance 
of knowing the fate of disappeared loved ones. 
Despite the numerous tactics thrown by the then 
opposition including hooliganism in the chamber, 
Mangala spoke eloquently and passionately and 
ensured the draft legislation was enacted into law 
and with it creating the first independent office to 
focus solely on Sri Lanka’s significant case load of 
enforced disappearances. 

past faced many setbacks including attempts by his own 
colleagues in government. Despite the numerous spoilers, 
Mangala soldiered on. For example, his passionate speech 
in Parliament at the debate to enact the Office on Missing 
Persons Bill saw him give voice to victim’s demands 
and highlight the pivotal importance of knowing the fate 
of disappeared loved ones. Despite the numerous tactics 
thrown by the then opposition including hooliganism in the 
chamber, Mangala spoke eloquently and passionately and 
ensured the draft legislation was enacted into law and with 
it creating the first independent office to focus solely on Sri 
Lanka’s significant case load of enforced disappearances. 

Further, as Minister of Finance he initiated an 
ambitious program to address poverty faced by a 
significant population in Sri Lanka including women 
headed households in the conflict affected areas. This work 
took him to areas where he met and heard directly from 
affected communities, further fueling his conviction that 
economic reforms must benefit all sections of society and 
not just a select few. 

His focus was not only limited to the violence from the 
past and its impact on fellow citizens. Post war Sri Lanka 
witnessed increasing levels of anti-Muslim violence with 
Mangala taking a firm stand against racism and calling out 
racist Buddhist clergy for fanning the flames of hate and 
fear. His public condemnation of racist rhetoric, amidst the 
silence of so many other political leaders, gave hope to 
many that Sri Lanka still had a handful of political leaders 
who took principled positions and called out perpetrators, 
regardless of their positions and powerbases. 

Recent years also saw him becoming extremely critical 
against authoritarian and military governance, this when 
few leaders dared take on such issues. Finally, his vision 
and infectious enthusiasm, despite the darkness around us, 
gave hope and inspired many. As we remember Mangala, 
I hope we can learn from his example, be engulfed by 
his energy & never stop dreaming for a progressive and 
peaceful Sri Lanka. 
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Uniting the 
Divided Nation

 Victor Ivan
Senior Journalist  

Mangala, during the final phase of his 
life, had an intensive dialogue with me 
on the need for formulating a basic 

document containing fundamental principles 
that should be incorporated in a program 
of transformation for Sri Lanka, and the 
significance of having such a document. I 
am of the view that it was a distinct occasion 
where he had manifested his political acumen 
and maturity. 
He was not omniscient, but was going through a 

process of self-criticism. At the same time, he displayed 
a very keen interest in the future of Sri Lanka. He was 
conscious that Sri Lanka was in a huge crisis. He was also 
aware that neither the government nor the opposition has a 
solution for it. He knew that it was essential that the socio-
political system and the economy need to be reformed 
and reinforced to overcome the crisis. He was of the view 
that it was necessary to formulate a document containing 
the principles that would lead to a real transformation in 
Sri Lanka. He said I have all the qualifications to be the 
author of this document and sought my involvement in 
formulating it.

He said that the proposed document should be 
conducive to uniting the divided nation. At the same time, 
he remarked that it should be a forceful document capable 
of convincing the people that this complex crisis could 
be overcome by a concerted effort in which everyone 
will stand together in unity and harmony. He also stated 
that this document should be a one that will lead to the 
liberation of the oppressed people who have been neglected 
and marginalized since independence. The original of the 
document which I compiled at his request was handed 
over to a  group of representative of Mangala’s “Radical 
Center” on September 8.Produced below is a copy of the 
document.
1. Principles of reform/ social reconstruction
1. Nation building.

(1) All citizens of Sri Lanka should be made respectable 
stakeholders of the Sri Lankan nation that we look forward 
to building; and all of them should be treated as human 
beings with dignity and equal rights regardless of their 
ethnicity, religion, caste, culture or gender.

(11) Adequate measures should be taken to abolish the 
feudal caste system altogether,  treating it   as an oppressive 
and outdated system. 

(111) Investigate into the issues involving the 
community groups who have been subjected to human 
rights violations and ensure that justice is meted out to 
them.  
2. System of governance and the State.
(1)  The Head of State

Whatever may be the form of governance that is 
adopted, the Head of State must always remain below the 
law. The judiciary should have the power to annul any 
action committed by the Head of State which is contrary 
to the law.
(11) Judiciary  

a) Investigate, with the participation of the judiciary 
too, in to the reasons that have led to the decline of the 
judiciary, identify the reforms needed for rectifying them 
and setting up of a modern judicial system and implement 
them with the view to establishing a powerful, efficient 
and independent judiciary which is essential for ensuring 
the rule of law.

b) The judiciary should be vested with the power of 
judicial review, that is, the power to scrutinize the validity 
of the actions of the Legislature and the Executive. 

c) As in India, the judiciary should be made an 
institution that does not depend on the funds allocated 
by   Parliament. 
(111) Key public officials: 

It is essential that the duties and responsibilities of all 
key public officials, including the Head of State, the Chief 
Justice and the Attorney General, and the fundamental 
mistakes they should not commit, should be reinterpreted. 
Their affidavits also must be re-designed in accordance 
with those interpretations.
(IV) Public Media: 

The role of the media needs to be explored and an 
appropriate democratic regulatory framework needs to be 
put in place to ensure media freedom and also to guarantee 
that media institutions and journalists act in a socially 
responsible manner.
(V) Bribery and Corruption:

(a) The present Commission to Investigate Allegations 
of Bribery or Corruption should be abolished, and instead 
an Independent Commission to Investigate Bribery 
or Corruption, free of political interference should be 
established emulating the model of the ICAC Commission 
in Hong Kong.
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(b) The Laws relating to bribery and corruption should 
be revisited.   

(c) The loopholes in the current Assets and Liabilities 
Act should be removed, and the law should be updated and 
made stronger in keeping with the modern requirements.
 (VI) Political parties: 

The laws should be enacted to ensure that the internal 
functioning of political parties would be conducted within 
a democratic framework and empower the Election 
Commission and the Audit Commission to investigate the 
internal democracy and audit the funds of political parties.
(VII) Election Funds and Expenses: 

There should be laws to control election funds and 
election expenses. The Election Commission and the 
Auditor General's Commission should be vested with the 
power to audit the donations and funds received by the 
Candidates and how they have been spent.
(VII1) The moral purity of public representatives:

The measures must be introduced to prohibit the 
opportunity given for the elected public representatives to 
transact business with the government contrary to the law. 
(IX) Maintenance of Politicians:

There is an inevitable need to revisit the huge pressure 
on public finances on maintaining the present genre of 
politicians  
(X) Education:

Probe into the decline of the system of school and 
university education, identify the reforms needed to 
enhance the system of education and implement them in 
order that it would contribute towards creating an advanced 
and better civil society.
(XI) Health Service:

The reforms needed to strengthen the health service 
should be identified and implemented.
(XII) Adoption of a National Policy Framework:

Identify the vital components that should necessarily 
be included in a national policy framework, and set up a 
suitable mechanism to formulate the principles to support 
it, so that their continued existence would be ensured by 
curbing the power wielded arbitrarily by the   politicians 
and bureaucrats in implementing them.
(XIII) Civil and Political Rights: 

Initiate action to ensure that the people will be free to 
enjoy, without hindrance, the rights they are entitled to, 
in keeping with the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights of the United Nations.  
(XIV) The Sovereignty of the people:

The Sovereignty of the people should not be limited 
only to exercising their right to vote in elections; a 
system should be established allowing the public to 
submit proposals to Parliament with a specific number 
of signatures (the number should be determined by law) 
prescribed by the Election Commission. Such a system 
is in operation in a number of countries, including 
Switzerland. Sri Lanka could adopt a suitable system 
taking into account the systems like the “public initiative" 
and the “system of alternative referendum” which are in 
operation in those countries. This will enable the public to 
present a no-confidence motion against extremely corrupt 
leaders in Parliament when the legislature remains silent 
and refrain from taking action against them on political 
grounds. If such a motion submitted by the public is 
debated in Parliament and defeated, the government will 
have to submit it to a referendum. This right can be utilized 
not only for submitting no-confidence motions but also for 
other effective proposals beneficial to the country.
(XV) Amending the Constitution: 

The amendments to the Constitution that lead to 
restrict or remove the fundamental rights or damage the 
basic structure of the Constitution should be prohibited.
(XV1) Making a Constitution:

The legislation of these reforms and all other related 
activities should take place in a "Participatory Constitution 
Making” format consisting of representatives of the 
people’s organizations in addition to the Members of 
Parliament. All necessary powers for this exercise should 
be delegated to a Legislative Assembly selected exclusively 
for this purpose, by an Interim Constitution. The Interim 
Constitution should necessarily include the proposed 
reform program to be initiated as well as the relevant time 
schedule for its implementation. (This draft must not be 
treated as a final document and should be finalized only 
after subjecting it to a public debate.)

All citizens of Sri Lanka should be made respectable 
stakeholders of the Sri Lankan nation that we look forward 
to building; and all of them should be treated as human 
beings with dignity and equal rights regardless of their 
ethnicity, religion, caste, culture or gender.
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When Mangala Samaraweera took on 
the role of Finance Minister in May 
2017, many were skeptical given his 

lack of background in finance or economics. 
However, his track record suggested that a 
lack of subject expertise would not necessarily 
undermine his ability to deliver on the task at 
hand. In the late 1990s Mangala gave leadership 
to reforms of the telecommunications sector, 
a complex technical exercise, without any 
background in state enterprise management or 
competition policy. Nonetheless the telecom 
reforms of the 1990s continue to be hailed as 
a case study of successful privatization in Sri 
Lanka. 
He took on the challenges in the economy in mid-2017 

with a similar mindset. He had a vision for the Sri Lankan 
economy, and whilst recognizing the immense difficulties 
along the road ahead, he went about it with typical 
determination, wisdom, and fortitude. As Mangala took 
office, Sri Lanka was preparing to face some of its most 
challenging years in macroeconomic management. 2018 
was the year that the government had to make its highest 
ever domestic debt repayments and in 2019 Sri Lanka had 
to make its highest ever foreign debt repayments. Amidst 
these major macroeconomic challenges, the country was 
also facing its worst drought in 40 years that decimated 
rural incomes, and on the political front the cracks were 
beginning to appear in the coalition government headed by 
President Sirisena and Prime Minister Wickremesinghe. 
This did not deter Mangala in his endeavour to push 
through some of the most critical macroeconomic reforms 
required in Sri Lanka.
Fiscal Policy

Mangala’s immediate priority as Finance Minister 
was to address the systemic weaknesses in government 
finances that have resulted in chronic budget deficits 
over several years. The main causative factor behind Sri 
Lanka’s consistently high budget deficits was its weak 
revenue base. Sri Lanka also has an extremely regressive 
tax structure. As at 2017 approximately 82% of tax revenue 
was collected as taxes on goods and services and 18% as 
taxes on income and other direct taxes. Typically taxes on 
goods and services (indirect taxes) fall disproportionately 
on the poor. A family would pay the same tax on milk 
powder regardless of whether their household income is 

Rs. 50,000 or Rs. 500,000. This was how over 80% of Sri 
Lanka’s taxes have been collected. 

Mangala’s simple principle for taxation policy was that 
the government should wherever possible reduce upfront 
taxes and costs that disincentivize the commencement or 
establishment of business. However, once a business is 
established and profitable, it should pay its fair share in 
income taxes. This was the opposite to the reality at the 
time — Sri Lanka’s taxes had hitherto been front loaded 
into indirect taxes such as cess, PAL, NBT, and VAT — 
whereas income taxes are low and corporates enjoy a 
range of income tax holidays. Mangala spearheaded the 
introduction of the new Inland Revenue Act in 2017 to 
address these concerns. The new act consolidated and 
simplified tax rates, shifted from a regime of tax holidays 
to capital allowances, and introduced capital gains taxes. 

In general the new legislation intended to shift to a 
rule based tax structure, moving away from discretionary 
policy which leaves room for leakages and graft. The 
results were impressive. There was a 44% growth in 
income tax collection in 2019 in spite of major shocks 
to the economy, tax payers registered with the Inland 
Revenue Department in 2018 was 986,684 and by 2019 it 
had increased to 1,505,552. Most importantly, in 2019 the 
ratio of direct taxes to indirect taxes shifted to 75% to 25% 
from 83% to 17% in the previous year. The improvements 
in revenue helped Sri Lanka achieve a primary surplus in 
the budget in 2017 for the first time since 1992, and for 
only the fourth time in its post-independence history.

Another key reform introduced during Mangala’s was 
fuel pricing. For many years Sri Lanka’s administered fuel 
prices have led to shortages, balance of payments issues, 
and significant financial stresses on the CPC balance sheet 
which also affects state banks.  The fuel price formula was 
a transparent and objective method of adjusting fuel prices 
in line with market changes. This would ensure that when 
global prices increase fuel prices, domestic prices would 
adjust to reflect this, and when fuel prices decline the 
public would benefit from this as well. Unfortunately the 
fuel price formula was scrapped by the new administration.

Price controls were a widespread problem facing the 
Sri Lankan economy, beyond administered fuel prices. 
Mangala recognized the negative fallout of price controls 
on a range of commodities from sugar and milk powder 
to cement and gas, and he was cognizant of the resultant 

The Man who Spearheaded 
Fiscal Reforms

Deshal De Mel
Former Advisor, Ministry of Finance
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frequent shortages, decline in product quality, and fiscal 
costs. Mangala was very keen that Sri Lanka introduced 
a system where relief is provided to the needy through 
cash transfers — his favourite example was Bolsa 
Familia, Brazil’s cash transfer programme. This required 
a robust system of identification and targeting of those 
who are deserving of such support. This would apply not 
just to those who were of lower income levels, but also 
those with disabilities, the elderly and infirm, and those 
vulnerable to and victims of natural disasters. Sri Lanka’s 
existing system of welfare distribution, Samurdhi, was 
woefully inadequate in terms of targeting. Samurdhi had 
vast numbers of undeserving recipients who benefitted 
from the scheme and more worryingly, large numbers of 
deserving citizens who were excluded from the scheme. 
The World Bank provided technical support in designing 
such a targeting mechanism and after a lot of work the 
new targeting criteria was finally gazetted in June 2019. 
The mechanism consisted of objective, verifiable criteria 
including education levels, housing conditions, income, 
electricity consumption, assets, and illnesses. If fully 
implemented this mechanism of targeting, combined with 
the use of digital payment systems, would have enabled 
a transparent and efficient scheme of providing welfare 
to those who most deserved it, without resorting to the 
economic inefficiencies of indiscriminate price controls. 
Unfortunately this initiative too did not make it beyond the 
election cycle.

Mangala was also passionate about trade reform. In 
spite of being the first South Asian country to liberalise 
its economy in 1977, Sri Lanka has steadily become 
a highly protectionist economy with high levels of 
paratariffs established over the last two decades. These 
paratariffs (mainly cess and Ports & Aviation Levy) 
contribute to higher costs of imports – both consumer 

imports and intermediate goods which erode Sri Lanka’s 
competitiveness. In the 2018 budget Mangala began the 
process of rolling back paratariffs in a gradual manner, 
to enable domestic competition to adjust to the change as 
well. At the same time, programmes such as Enterprise 
Sri Lanka were introduced to provide supply side support 
to domestic entities to compete with higher levels of 
international competition.

Another potentially game changing reform was the 
new Monetary Law Act. This legislation was champion 
by the Central Bank under Indrajit Coomaraswamy, and 
Mangala supported it to the hilt, even at the tail end of 
the political cycle. The MLA was designed to provide 
greater independence to the Central Bank, coupled with 
accountability measures for the Monetary Board. It 
would create disciplines around deficit financing (money 
printing) and establish the legal framework for inflation 
targeting. These measures would have imposed limitations 
on some of the most problematic interactions between the 
monetary and fiscal authorities, that have over the years 
led to Sri Lanka’s fiscal profligacy, deficit financing, all 
resulting in ballooning debt and monetary instability. 
Mangala and Indrajith’s foresight and efforts in building 
up Sri Lanka’s reserves to US$ 7.6 billion in 2019 also 
enabled the country to withstand external pressures during 
2020 and 2021 and helped Sri Lanka avoid default during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Mangala Samaraweera’s two year tenure as Finance 
Minister endured numerous challenges, natural disasters 
such as the drought and floods, and man-made disasters 
such as the constitutional coup and the Easter Sunday 
Attacks. This did not stop him from spearheading some 
of the most substantive fiscal and macroeconomic reforms 
in Sri Lanka’s recent history. One could only imagine 
what he may have been able to achieve if more time was 
available to fulfil this ambitious reform agenda.     
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Addressing the UN Human Rights 
Council in Geneva in September 2015 
as Sri Lanka’s foreign minister, Mangala 

Samaraweera made an appeal to “sceptics” 
who claim “there can never be justice in Sri 
Lanka … [or] recognition of all communities 
as equals”. “[D]on’t judge us by the broken 
promises, experiences and U-turns of the 
past”, Mangala said. “[T]rust us and join 
us to work together [to] take progressive, 
meaningful and transformative steps to create 
a new Sri Lanka”.

For many of Mangala’s Tamil critics, the appeal to “trust us” 
rang hollow from the start. They pointed to the massacres 
and other grave human rights violations committed by Sri 
Lankan troops and never investigated during Chandrika 
Kumaratunga’s presidency, when Mangala was a senior 
minister. Others pointed to Mangala’s own apparent 
endorsement of political thuggery at the time. Following 
the failure of yahapaalanaya promises of truth and justice 
and a more inclusive state, it’s easy to be cynical, and 
believe it was all just a time-buying exercise in the service 
of a strengthened Sri Lankan state. Yet while Mangala was 
a Sri Lankan politician, with some of the compromises 
this inevitably brings, his commitment to a more just and 
inclusive Sri Lanka was real.

A year later, on my way to meet Mangala in his foreign 
ministry office on 9 November 2016, the shock results from 
the US presidential election were just arriving. My taxi 
driver was pleased that the “pro-Tamil” Hillary Clinton 
had been defeated, but Mangala did not agree. As I was 
invited into his office, he asked: “Is this the end of western 
civilisation?” Despite the trace of irony in his question, he 
was genuinely shocked and worried.

The fact that a Sri Lanka foreign minister had 
agreed to meet someone like me - an analyst with an 
international NGO that called for accountability for 
war crimes committed by the Sri Lankan military as 
well as the LTTE - was evidence of the sea change the 
yahapaalanaya government had, for a time, brought about.  
Yet Mangala’s government found itself relying on the US 
as its chief international partner just as the liberal promise 
- and power - of the American government was in decline 
in increasingly obvious ways, and just as nationalist 
authoritarian ideologies were winning power across the 
globe - and encouraging their resurgence in Sri Lanka.

Out of a sync with global political developments, 
Mangala’s counter-nationalist liberalism - willing to 
accept the Sri Lanka state had committed crimes worth 
acknowledging and atoning for and openly questioning 
the Sinhala Buddhist nationalism that has underpinned 
state policies since after independence - was always fated 
to be a high-risk endeavour. It was made even more fragile 
by its lack of a strong social base. Not backed by any 
meaningful social movement, Mangala’s pluralism and 
his liberal critique of state violence were instead attached 
to policies that emerged from and seemed to benefit the 
already economically entitled. Certain of Mangala’s 
policies as finance minister - his support to cooperatives 
in the north and his relief to war-affected Tamil women 
burdened by microfinance-fueled debt - tried to push 
the boundaries of established neoliberalism, but these 
innovations remained under-developed by the end of the 
yahapaalanaya experiment.

If the liberal, multicultural vision of Sri Lanka that 
Mangala championed is to ever take hold, its critique 
has to extend further: beyond challenging exclusionary 
nationalist politics (Sinhala Buddhist, but also Tamil and, 
in different ways, Muslim identity politics) to include the 
political class that makes its living from ethno-nationalist 
tropes. New forms of political engagement and cross-
ethnic, cross-religious organising are needed, which can 
challenge the stranglehold that politicians, parties and 
patronage networks have over the political realm.  

Mangala may have begun moving in this direction 
when he dropped out of parliamentary politics and formed, 
just weeks before his untimely death, his movement of the 
“Radical Centre”, and publicly acknowledged his own 
contribution to the failings of Sri Lankan politics.

For the new political movement he imagined to have 
any chance of success, however, it will also need to escape 
the dead ends of neoliberal economics, with a program for 
more equitable prosperity and renewal of the welfare state 
that has brought so many tangible benefits to average Sri 
Lankans. Doing so will be extremely hard given how the 
global economic forces Mangala attempted to harness as 
finance minister remain designed to extract wealth from 
Sri Lanka, and offer a growth model that deepens rather 
than shrinks social inequality. However difficult, though, 
an inclusive politics of ethnicity can only succeed when 
wedded to an egalitarian politics of the economy.

Mangala and the 
Death of Liberal Promise

Alan Keenan
Senior Consultant, International Crisis Group
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Mangala 
the Diplomat 

Prasad Kariyawasam
Former Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

The third month remembrance of the 
late Mangala Samaraweera is an 
opportune   time to reflect and learn 

from the life of this gentle humanitarian, and 
for taking forward his ideals towards making 
Sri Lanka both economically and socially, a 
developed nation. Though his contributions in 
telecommunication and financial sectors were 
monumental, his role as the premier diplomat 
of Sri Lanka was even more path breaking for 
Sri Lanka to become a truly independent and 
prosperous nation.

   The foreign policy of a nation is primarily a reflection of 
national interest. But, it is dynamic in substance in relation 
to international affairs of the times. In this context, since 
ancient times, several Sri Lankan leaders, recognising that 
Sri Lanka is situated right in the middle of the orient, dealt 
with our neighbourhood and beyond quite   successfully, 
and cleverly navigating the choppy waters of international 
relations. Mangala Samaraweera was such a political leader 
of Sri Lanka. In my view, his approach to foreign affairs 
almost mirrored   the former Foreign Minister Lakshman 
Kadirgamar, especially in the management of the foreign 
policy establishment and deployment of its personnel.

Given his grassroots level upbringing in the deep south 
of Sri Lanka and his substantial international exposure 
at a young age, Mangala Samaraweera embraced the 
foreign affairs portfolio like a fish placed in water. Much 
like the  statesman  Lakshman Kadirgamar,  he had a  
knack for doggedly  engaging  his counterparts on the 
most difficult of issues, without being combative, but 
employing wit,  humour, grace, goodwill, sincerity and 
well-reasoned analytical substance , for  seeking  pathways 
to  arrive at mutually acceptable win-win solutions. And 
he fully understood and recognised the   political influence 
enjoyed by the Sri Lankan communities settled in western 
democracies and its impact on relations between those 
countries and Sri Lanka. Always walking the talk, he earned 
international respect and recognition as a trustworthy 
interlocutor, an essential quality for a diplomat that can 
secure successful outcomes.   

Unfortunately, Mangala Samaraweera only served 
two brief tenures as the foreign minister. As a result, 
he did  not enjoy  enough political  space  and time to 
firmly institutionalise his  achievements and vision in  the 
Ministry  for enabling it to  withstand  institutional decay.

Mangala Samaraweera was always well-read and 
well-informed. Nevertheless, despite his own knowledge 
in international affairs, he always welcomed advice 
of seasoned professionals, making good use of their 
substantive knowledge and experience. At the same time, 
he was smart enough, just like Lakshman Kadirgamar, to 
select the right horses for the right courses. And within 
substantial constraints posed by coalition politics and 
tenure protection enjoyed by public officials, he mobilized 
suitable foreign affairs professionals, and others with the 
right talent and wisdom, for jobs at hand. 

There were quite a few landmark achievements of 
Mangala Samaraweera during his stewardship of foreign 
affairs. Among them, winning back the GSP plus trade 
concessions from the EU was critical to boost the economy. 
It   was a tough  task since it required tremendous  work  
on the ground, to bring Sri Lanka’s social and human 
rights policies  in line with UN standards,  for which Sri 
Lanka, despite its commitments through signing on to UN 
treaties voluntarily in the past, had been lagging behind in  
implementation. 

Similarly, Mangala Samaraweera, when assigned 
the task by the Government formed in January 2015, to 
implement its human rights commitments contained in 
the Hundred Day Programme, took on the task with firm 
commitment. He was able to engage successfully with 
key concerned international interlocutors who were not 
ready to trust the pledges made by the government so 
easily, considering Sri Lanka’s past record. Yet, Mangala 
Samaraweera managed with sincerity and commitment, 
to engage with all sides – both local and international  
and convince all of them that Sri Lanka is capable of 
investigating locally, all alleged rights violations, through 
credible, locally instituted accountability and justice 
mechanisms with the support of appropriate international 
expertise permissible under Sri Lanka’s constitutional 
framework. This approach was aimed at bringing all action 
on alleged rights violations in Sri Lanka away and out of 
Geneva and New York, to be handled exclusively on Sri 
Lankan soil. It was expected that this locally designed 
inclusive approach would not only revive international 
recognition for Sri Lanka’s   judiciary but would create 
internationally recognised truth seeking platforms and 
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evidence to vindicate all those wrongly accused and   
provide appropriate redress to those wronged during 
conflict in Sri Lanka.  This approach would have 
also restored the reputation of Sri Lankan security 
forces internationally, opening up opportunities 
for further international engagement such as UN 
peacekeeping assignments. The reputation of the 
institutions of the army, navy, and air force that 
had been tarnished internationally,  allegedly   as 
institutions that do not credibly investigate 
allegations, would have been restored through 
this process. In this regard, Mangala, though not 
holding the portfolios of defence and law and order, 
recognised the need for security sector and police 
reform, and tried his best to convince those dealing 
with these subjects internally within the country, 
to take on these important tasks that are essential 
for not only restoring the dignity of the security 
forces and the police but for Sri Lanka’s long-term 
stability, development and economic advancement. 

Mangala Samaraweera understood the need 
to revise Sri Lanka’s foreign policy approaches in 
line with current economic and social compulsions, 
especially for substantially strengthening Sri 
Lanka’s hub nation status, a position which Sri 
Lanka enjoyed in ancient times too, as a result of 
sound foreign and economic practices employed 
during those times. In this context, he revived Sri 
Lanka’s relations with countries with which we 
enjoy most people-to-people interactions and are 
our main export markets such as the US and other 
western nations.   He especially   appreciated the 
idea of multi-alignment with all partner nations - 
for attracting investment, for more balanced trading 
arrangements, and for increasing strategic options   
with regard to economic prosperity and physical 
security of our Island nation. 

Mangala Samaraweera, truly a man of the 
future, and an avid humanitarian by nature and 
conviction, always thought ahead of his times and 
committed himself  to make Sri Lanka a modern, 
developed nation, within a short time frame. In this 
effort, he was eager to create a modern Sri Lankan 
identity, nourished both by multi-cultural outlook 
of the Sri Lankan heritage and contemporary social 
and economic developments in the world. He had 
utmost respect for individual freedoms, rights, and 
dignity, as well as for the rule of law and accountably 
in all aspects of public life, all of which he rightly 
recognised as   essential elements for a successful 
modern, socially responsible nation. I am confident 
that the younger generation of Sri Lankans will, 
and can be inspired by his legacy and vision in the 
years to come, with a view to making Sri Lanka a 
fully developed democratic nation as envisioned 
by Mangala Samaraweera .  That would be the best 
tribute to his memory.

Mangala 
and the 
North 

Ahilan Kadirgamar
Senior Lecturer, University of Jaffna

The outpouring of tributes to Mangala 
Samaraweera, after his untimely passing 
speak to the respect he  commanded 

both nationally and internationally. His unique 
strength was to engage at many levels – local, 
national and international – and more than all 
to speak meaningfully to people. Mangala’s 
courage to challenge majoritarianism and 
his solidarity with the minorities and the 
marginalised, particularly during worrying 
moments in the recent history of the country, 
are remarkable characteristics of a forthright 
politician with an inclusive vision for the 
country. In this column, I address his unique 
approach towards reconciliation and the 
concrete ways in which he sought to mobilise 
the state after regime change in 2015, first 
when he was Foreign Minister and later as 
Finance Minister.

Fisher Livelihoods
I got to know Mangala after two senior retired diplomats 

invited me to be part of the Foreign Policy Advisory Group 
of the Foreign Minister in 2016. While the Advisory Group 
was engaged in various issues, I worked mainly on the 
Palk Bay fishing conflict, which I had been researching for 
some time. The problem was poaching by Indian bottom 
trawlers dispossessing the livelihoods and destroying their 
primary assets in the form of nets of the already war-
ravaged small scale fishers. The environmental damage to 
marine resources undermines the sustainability of fisheries 
involving close to a fifth of the Northern population. 
Some of the ground work had already been done in early 
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2015 as the Tamil National Alliance finally took a public 
stance; they raised the issue with India and also sought 
the support of President Sirisena making it a national 
issue of concern. The breakthrough came in late 2016, 
as Mangala put all his diplomatic energy and worked on 
his relationship with the Indian establishment into forging 
Indo-Lanka talks in New Delhi involving the Foreign 
Ministers and Fisheries Ministers of the two countries. 
This was unprecedented as talks between the two countries 
had never even reached the level of Foreign Secretaries 
prior to this. The Joint Agreement that came out of those 
talks greatly reduced poaching over the next couple years, 
although the momentum for a permanent solution receded 
in subsequent years.

While he was Foreign Minister, a quiet visit to the 
North to look at the IDP camps provided the opportunity 
to visit Myliddy – with the largest fisheries harbour in the 
North – then under military control. Over the next year, 
thanks to the interventions of Mangala and many others 
including the then President, the Harbour was released to 
the fishing community along with 
resettlement of adjacent fishing 
hamlets. This was how Mangala 
sympathised with and slowly and 
consistently worked towards the 
solutions of the marginalized.

Reconciliation Budgets
When Mangala became 

Finance Minister in mid-2017, 
he continued with reconciliation 
as a central plank of his work. 
The National Budgets for 
2018 and 2019 had sections on 
reconciliation for the first time, 
and a range of small development 
projects dedicated to the North. 
This was an effort to expand the 
reconciliation approach by addressing the livelihood 
concerns of the war survivors. Until then post-war 
reconstruction merely focused on building infrastructure 
and financialisation even as the people became mired in 
debt. 

Mangala’s Budgets and their implementation sent 
a message that the well-being of the war-affected 
was an issue of national responsibility, rather than 
the usual expectation for international donors to 
address their dire economic predicament. The large 
number of budget proposals included the rebuilding 
the Myliddy Fisheries Harbour, a special home for 
differently-abled women in the North and monthly cash 
relief for families of missing persons island-wide.  
Bureaucratic lethargy at the central and regional level as 
well as political instability during those two years before 
regime change in 2019 resulted in the abandoning of some 

projects, while some others did not reach completion. But 
credit to his political commitment, Mangala personally 
chaired meetings every month at the Finance Ministry, 
summoning the Secretaries of related Ministries, Provincial 
and District Secretaries from the North and others, to find 
ways to expedite implementation of the budget proposals. 
Mangala’s committed Senior Advisor, the late Mano 
Tittawela and his team, and a number of Treasury officials, 
worked around the clock on these initiatives. Mangala also 
solicited the support of Central Bank Governor Indrajith 
Coomaraswamy and former President Kumaranatunga.

I was involved in conceptualizing and taking forward 
many of these initiatives in the North. While I did not agree 
with his vision for macroeconomic policy, his humane and 
open character allowed room to come to a consensus on 
some issues and disagree on others. Despite our differences 
in political and economic outlook, Mangala made it clear 
that economic problems in the war-torn region could be 
addressed by the state, provided there was sustained 
political will to do so.

Those of us who are members of the 
cooperative movement in the North 
feel immense sadness at the loss of a 
friend of our movement. There is no 

surprise that the late Mangala Samaraweera, 
who dedicated himself to serving the people 
in a just and fair manner, upheld democratic 
traditions, and strove for the creation of a 
society free of inequalities, had faith in the 
cooperative movement. The late Mangala 
Samaraweera strongly believed that the 
cooperative movement could achieve a lot 
for the wider society. 
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One of the most important interventions in the North 
was the support extended to the co-operatives. The 
indebtedness of women trapped by predatory microfinance 
companies were addressed by a multi-pronged strategy 
of debt write-off, interest rate cap and expansion of 
credit through local credit co-operatives. Furthermore, 
investment in small co-operative industries spotted 
across the region sought to generate livelihoods. This was 
ultimately support for democratic and participatory local 
institutions that were to sustain development beyond the 
tenure of any government. 

The anguish of the Muslim and Tamil communities 
about his loss is a testament to his vision for co-existence. 
Reflecting on how people perceive Mangala’s legacy, 
I end with a tribute by the Jaffna District Co-operative 
Council released on August 27, 2021, and translated by M. 
Thiruvarangan.    

Tribute by Co-operative Council
The loss of Mangala Samaraweera, former 

Parliamentarian and former Minister, is indeed shocking 
news for many. The political leaders of the country have 
described his demise with a heavy heart as the loss of an 
irreplaceable leader, a great hero, a senior leader of the 
country and a voice that advocated justice for the Tamil 
national people and their political freedom.

Those of us who are members of the cooperative 
movement in the North feel immense sadness at the loss of 
a friend of our movement. There is no surprise that the late 
Mangala Samaraweera, who dedicated himself to serving 
the people in a just and fair manner, upheld democratic 
traditions, and strove for the creation of a society free 
of inequalities, had faith in the cooperative movement.  
The late Mangala Samaraweera strongly believed that the 
cooperative movement could achieve a lot for the wider 
society. He once described the cooperative system as a 
“sleeping giant” and lent his hand towards its revival. Sadly, 
he entered eternal rest before seeing its full rejuvenation, 
leaving us in grief and sorrow. 

Driven by his vision of reconciliation, the late Mr. 
Samaraweera introduced special development schemes 
for the war-affected regions in the national budget. To 
rescue the people who fell into the debt trap of predatory 
microfinance companies, he disbursed Rs. 292 million to 
the credit cooperative sector in the North and created the 
“Aravanaippu” loan scheme. He disbursed a further Rs. 
450 million to revive the producer cooperative sector to 
create 50 industries. Under this loan scheme, 40,000 small 
scale loans have been granted through the cooperative 
sector. 

No other politician had shown such support towards 
the development of the cooperatives. The cooperative 
sector remembers with gratitude the many visits made by 
the late Mr. Samaraweera to the Jaffna District Cooperative 
Council and co-operative societies in the Jaffna District. 
He interacted in person with the members of those societies 
and observed their activities with keenness. Standing 
shoulder to shoulder with members of the cooperative 
movement, he carried out his ministerial responsibilities 
both as a friend and as a person committed to service. 

Even as many among us were splitting hairs over 
whether the “cooperative movement” came under the 
purview of the central government or the provincial 
administration, the late Mr. Samaraweera embraced the 
Tamil regions that had faced severe destruction during 
the war and the people whose lives were in tatters, and 
recognized the supportive role the cooperatives could play 
in their rejuvenation. He offered us a helping hand in the 
hour of our need.  

In 2016, when he was the Minister of External 
Affairs, for the first time in history, he held ministerial 
level talks with his counterpart in India to seek a 
solution to the problems that Northern fishermen 
were facing due to the poaching of Indian trawlers.  
The late Mr. Samaraweera was simple, friendly, honest, 
justice-minded and likeable gentleman. We have lost a 
friend of the cooperative movement. As co-operators from 
the Northern Province, we, in our thousands, pay our 
heartfelt homage to this great leader and pray for his soul 
to rest in peace.

I was involved in conceptualizing and 
taking forward many of these initiatives 
in the North. While I did not agree with 
his vision for macroeconomic policy, his 
humane and open character allowed 

room to come to a consensus on some issues 
and disagree on others. Despite our differences 
in political and economic outlook, Mangala made 
it clear that economic problems in the war-torn 
region could be addressed by the state, provided 
there was sustained political will to do so.
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I first met Mangala Samaraweera in 1990 
when he together with Mahinda Rajapaksa, 
then opposition MPs in Parliament, were 

organising women from the families of the 
disappeared in the South.  

This initiative went on the become the Southern Mothers' 
Front. The work started at Mangala’s home in Matara, 
where it was felt the mothers had some measure of 
protection to meet and mobilize, and spread too many 
districts of the South. It gathered momentum as the 
Mothers' Front was officially launched in 1991 at the 
New Town Hall in Colombo. In the lead up to this event 
both Mangala Samaraweera and Mahinda Rajapaksa 
would visit the INFORM office in Thimbirigasyaya 
where we were documenting and reporting on human 
rights violations. It was here that Mangala discussed with 
Sunila Abeysekera and myself his belief that the work on 
disappearances needed a public face.  He said he wished 
to model the Front on the Mothers' of the Plaza del Mayo 
in Argentina. He was not aware of the Northern Mothers' 
Front at the time but went on to contact its members, one 
of whom, Ms. S. Sujeewardhanam from Batticaloa made 
up the presidium with Ms. D. G. Seelawathi from Matara 
and Dr. Manorani Saravanamuttu from Colombo of the 
inaugural convention of the Southern Mothers' Front on 
the 19th of February 1991. Mangala also understood the 
importance of symbolism and image. Inspired by his 
background in design and his trademark and revolutionary 
fashion line cross blood, he created a logo for the Mothers' 
Front in black on a yellow backdrop of a mother cradling 
an infant within the Sinhala letter – M, mayanna. It was 
an essentialist but also a very striking and evocative 
image and symbol.  As their quest for formal justice met 
with no success, the mothers went on to use culturally 
relevant motifs and religious ritual. Pada Yathras along the 
Southern coast to Katharagama and Deva Kannalawwas at 
kovils and temples invoked support for the Front’s demand 
and search for justice in a way that conventional political 
mobilizing did not. This work contributed significantly, 
at the time, to gendering human rights discourse. While 
Mahinda Rajapaksa was often the public face of the 
Mothers' Front, Mangala Samaraweera was its strategist, 
as he always was in his political life. Sometimes loved and 

sometimes not, he was often a maverick and controversial 
figure but leveraged important political milestones of 
which mobilizing the Mothers' Front was a significant 
and critical one. By 1992 the Mothers' Front was clearly 
losing its independence and becoming part of the SLFP’s 
quest for regime change. Yet the need to address the issue 
of disappearances, the Mothers' Front mobilized for, 
led to the establishment of the Commissions of Inquiry 
into the Disappearances of Persons soon after the SLFP 
assumed power in 1995. 

These Commissions were emblematic and their 
findings compelled the State to acknowledge the systemic 
nature of disappearances, the culpability of the State and 
rampant impunity at a time when such Commissions were 
not commonplace globally. In the ensuing years, and as the 
war continued unabated, political will dissipated together 
with justice. Yet in 2015 Mangala played a pivotal role 
in helping formulate Resolution 30/1 which led to the 
establishment of the independent and permanent Office 
of Missing Persons and the Office of Reparations. The 
other Transitional Justice mechanisms, he envisioned, a 
Commission on Truth and Justice and a Mechanism for 
Accountability proved elusive but he continued a tireless 
campaign for them.  This I believe, was reflective of his 
firm conviction that justice for past HR violations was 
as essential as a political solution to the ethnic conflict, 
an endeavor he started with the Sudu Nelum Movement 
in 1995. He spearheaded this popular education initiative 
to promote the need for power sharing, devolution and 
co-existence and took the discussion on the ‘package’ for 
extensive devolution put forward by President Chandrika 
Kumarathunge to the masses.  This was a continuation 
of work begun by a broad coalition of civil society, 
trade union and political party representatives within 
the Movement for Inter Racial Justice and Equality 
in the early 1990s which mobilized public opinion 
and engagement through its campaigns for peace with 
democracy; freedom from fear and constitutional reform.  
Mangala Samaraweera continued this struggle in a new 
avatar once he stepped away from Parliamentary politics 
upholding human rights and calling for a re-visioning of 
democracy with respect for diversity and difference.  

Kumudini Samuel 
Director, Programs and Research – Women and Media Collective

Khema's Maverick boy of 
"Mothers' Front"
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Mangala Samaraweera also died of Covid 
infection at an unexpected moment, 
once again reiterating the dangers of 

Covid disease.
Although not closely associated, I considered Mangala 

as my political friend. Although we have not spoken to 
each other for years at various times, especially during his 
tenures as Minister and whether we met or not, there was 
no lack of friendship between us. Mangala was a good 
friend to me and many others. Many admired him for his 
humility, openness and straightforwardness, and for his 
courage.

He also had the distinction of understanding and 
admittting the political mistakes and shortcomings of his 
past and trying to correct them. A significant number of 
people gathered around Mangala because of the same 
quality that I do not see among today’s politicians.

From the various statements made by many who were 
shocked and hurt about Mangala’s sudden departure, it is 
clear how much impact he has had on these people. During 
my lifetime, I can hardly remember a time when people 
were really shocked after the death of a politician.

However, I did not see any such grief over Mangala’s 
death among some of Mangala’s friends in the Matara 
area, who in the past claimed to be Mangala supporters.

It is said that in his early days as the inaugural Minister, 
he provided government jobs to more than 3,000 families 
in the Matara District. After Ronnie de Mel, only Mangala 
has done much for Matara. Mangala did a significant 
amount of work in Matara for the beautification and 
development of Matara city including the Matara main 
bus stand, post complex, cultural center and new hospital, 
renovation of Matara beach, Nilwala Bridge and river 
bank design.

So, it is a question of how many people in Matara 
were with Mangala’s politics, no matter how hard he 
worked. This is clear from the percentage of votes he 
received in the last election. No matter how much work 
he did for the country through his ministerial posts, how 
much development he did for Matara, how many people 
he employed, only a few of them dealt with Mangala’s 
political policies.

Moreover, some of his constituents in Matara were 
not happy with some of Mangala’s remarks, especially his 
sharp criticism of some clergymen, include the statement 
that “this country is not a Sinhala-Buddhist state only” and 
his bold statements on minority rights and human rights, 

as well as on areas where ordinary politicians are afraid 
to speak out in public, such as the rights of the LGBTIQ 
community. His bold statements in this regard were 
not so visible to some of the voters in Matara whom he 
represented.

He also spoke openly about sexuality. At times, 
even when tribal politicians tried to ridicule Mangala’s 
sexual behavior; he boldly expressed his views and 
made statements about his sexual behavior in Parliament 
as well as in the media. It is questionable whether the 
local politicians in Matara had such an understanding of 
Mangala’s open statements.

Some residents of Matara who are friends of Mangala 
as well as mine said that he could not get the Matara votes. 
They stated that these statements were correct in Colombo 
but not here. Even his local political allies told Mangala to 
be careful when making such statements, especially during 
election seasons.

But Mangala did not pay much attention to any of 
these ideas. He also gave the same speech in Matara as he 
did in Colombo. Without thinking about the election, he 
continued to work for his policies. He stood for it. Due to 
this, Mangala, who was number one in the Matara district 
list, had to step down.

Meanwhile, some local politicians in Matara who did 
not understand Mangala’s political approach gradually 
distanced themselves from him. However, realizing 
Mangala’s modern political approach, a significant number 
of people from different parts of Sri Lanka gathered around 
Mangala. Due to the new discussion and the creation of a 
new culture there, Mangala gradually moved away from 
the traditional politics of Matara.

Mangala gradually moved away from monotonous 
and traditional political activities in Matara such as jobs, 
transfers and promotions, subsidies, contracts and other 
administrative issues. He was also reluctant to hold public 
days where the above questions were raised. Under these 
circumstances, Mangala resigned from these process, 
realizing that winning an election in an area like Matara 
and acting on his political policies could not be done at the 
same time. It was a very important decision that he made 
politically.

I also saw some of the weaknesses in Mangala, who 
was such a talented, brave, mature politician. The first is his 
lack of concern for his physical health. He did not change 
that policy even in such a deadly epidemic situation. 

The 
King - Maker

Philip Dissanayaka
Executive Director, Right to Life Human Rights Center 
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“Yes, I am so, and I am not ashamed to accept it. I am proud of 
being so, instead of being a thief, murderer and a fraudster.”

I am thinking of the importance of Mangala’s being so, accepting being so, 
expressing being so and advocating for being so. Many were so in Sri Lanka’s 
history. Javo de Costa wrote to the British viceroy in Goa on 27th November 
1547 that the governor of Ceylon was so. Robert Knox, in 1681, wrote in his book 
on historical relations in Ceylon that the ruler of that country was so. Although 
canonical literature like Mahawansa or other historical sources about this country 
does not provide written evidence, being so in the pre-colonial Ceylon in which 
diversity was celebrated. In modern Sri Lanka, many artists, scientists, dancers, 
writers, journalists, dramatists, Prime Ministers and other politicians were 
reportedly so. But Mangala was unique among them because he was genuine to 
admit and adjust his lifestyle accordingly.
Since I remember, the politicians and some journalists also spoke of the LGBTIQ 
community with tongue in cheek. They contributed to the stigma, discrimination 
and marginalization of gender minorities. Attacks against the LGBTIQ 
community were frequent in this country. Police manipulated age-old colonial 
laws to suppress them. They were considered pests against social and cultural 
norms. Being so was depicted as a sin and unnatural behaviour.   
We have experienced enough backlash from insult, marginalization, 
discrimination, morbid jealousy, homophobia etc. Many members of my 
community committed suicide due to depression caused by discrimination. 
Before that, they were denied jobs, harassed in workplaces mentally and 
physically, arrested, tortured, penetrated anus with blunt objects, forced to bribe, 
ousted from homes, suspended from schools and universities, banned from the 
religious places and elderly homes and chased away from villages. They were 
burnt, attacked with acid, blistered with cigarette butts, mouth cut, genitally 
mutilated, gang-raped, tortured under cover of treating, assaulted, electrocuted 
and murdered. Mangala’s being so in public was resistance against such inhuman 
practices.   
Mangala hit back these false cultural purists with his firm reply, ‘Yes, I am so and 
proud of being so.’ He said that his sexual orientation was his personal choice, and 
he would never be ashamed of admitting that. He dared to represent all LGBTIQ 
communities. His view was that sexual orientation was not a fact to hide or be 
ashamed but a personal choice that brings hopes for identifying oneself. 
Various persons may have diverse definitions of Mangala. For me, Mangala is 
a jewel that symbolizes the pride of sexual independence. He was an elegant 
personality who never took cover behind a false cultural veil for the sake of 
power, wealth or glory. He used insults thrown at him to beautify his aura. He 
was a great man of his word.
We must re-discover Mangala. We must meet again in a world that celebrates 
diversity in the future, the hopes of his generation realize. No need to challenge 
saying ‘Yes, I am so.’ We must create a society in which each human is respected 
alike. Let us get together to celebrate such a tomorrow. 

"Yes, I’m 
Proud to be …"

Thushara Manoj
Human Rights Activist 

The other serious weakness, 
I see, is the devastation inflicted 
on him personally and the 
country in general by his short-
sighted attempts at political 
experimentation. Many of them 
have not yet been reinstated.

In the political history as far 
as I know, Mr. Somyamoorthy 
Thondaman in CWC was known 
as the’ King Maker ‘. In the past, 
no one could form a government 
without his help.

But later Mangala inherited 
the title of ‘King – Maker’. 
Mangala’s contribution to the 
formation of new governments 
in 1994, 2005 and 2015 was 
particularly noteworthy. Without 
his contribution, it would have 
been very difficult to form such 
governments.

Many who were aware of 
Mangala’s politics were puzzled 
by his contribution to bringing 
Mahinda Rajapaksa to power in 
2005 and also his contribution to 
bringing Sajith Premadasa as the 
Opposition candidate in 2019.

But in a very short time, 
Mangala admitted that he had 
made a mistake and sincerely 
committed to correct it. In some 
cases, he faced great challenges 
despite the risk to his life. He 
discussed in front of his political 
allies that what he had done 
was a big political mistake. It 
should be acknowledged that 
this was a special characteristic 
of Mangala.

Finally;  Mangala introduced 
a new program to help Sri Lanka 
recover from the abyss it had 
fallen into, after he leaving 
the traditional parliamentary 
political system. It can be 
described as a new program 
that goes beyond the existing 
party political process and 
mere opposition political 
activism.  Although we have 
lost Mangala today, it is true that 
this country cannot be built in 
any other way except through 
activism in a long-term plan 
which is like he put forward.
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Mangala 
I am not certain even he himself was aware that he was loved and respected so much. 
Don’t know whether he has ever met so many people passionate about his readings, 
views and backing about love, sexuality, art, culture, peace, reconciliation, democracy, 
human rights, minority rights, power-sharing, rights of the different sexual choices, 
economic justice, press freedom and youth ... and regarded him so highly.
In these areas Mangala’s stands did not belong to the popular camp. But Mangala who 
stood for unpopular things was able to win all the elections he contested. In addition, 
he also managed to be a power centre on Sri Lanka’s political map. However he always 
maintained humanity, freedom and equality within that power centre. Even those who 
opposed him politically could not but love his 'Mangala qualities'. These are 'Mangala 
memories' that surpass many personal reflections.  

Jayani Abeysekara

memories


