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Abstract. Weak mediators normally need to borrowetage from more powerful players to
provide efficient mediation. This situation req@istrong co-operation between the weak mediator
and more powerful actors or coalitions involvedipeace process. But what if this co-operation
fails? This analysis demonstrates how lack of pctide co-operation with the United States
negatively affected Norway’s nine-year long attertgpiediate in the conflict between the Sri
Lankan government and the Liberation Tigers of Tdbelam between 2000 and 2009. More
specifically, it explores how the United Statesmgeon terrorism in the aftermath of the terrorist
attacks on 11 September 2001 limited Norway’s rdomdiplomatic manoeuvre. Based on a
unique set of classified sources from the Norwedamistry of Foreign Affairs and interviews
with key actors, the analysis demonstrates howrding perceptions of a conflict can make

mediation painfully challenging.

Early in 2000, Norway'’s foreign minister, Knut Velleek, and MP Erik Solheim — soon to become
chief mediator in Sri Lanka — travelled to Colomtftcially to accept a Norwegian mandate as

facilitator in the conflict between the governmentSri Lanka and the secessionist Liberation



Tigers of Tamil Eelam [LTTE]. A civil war had digpted the state since 1983: LTTE wanted a
separate Tamil state in the northern and easters pé the island, whilst the Sri Lankan
government preferred a united Sri Lartksfter several failed mediation attempts in theA98nd
1990s, the Sri Lankan government and the LTTE hedded to pursue one more attempt at
negotiations, this time with Norway as third parthe selection came from the assessment of
Norway as a small, harmless, and honest brokerfewthinterests in South Asia. For both parties
to the conflict, this course implied more internahtrol and less disturbing external interference.
Norway would mediate alone but, as for all reldiiveeak third parties, financial and political
backing from international actors with more clowsicrucial for Norwegian success. Particularly
important was support from Sri Lanka’s regional bigther, India, as well as from the major aid
donors, the European Union [EU], Japan, and théedr$tates.Because Washington developed
a special view on how to combat terrorism after Alh&aeda terrorist attacks of 11 September
2001 on the United States, the American positiothenconflict in Sri Lanka became especially
detrimental for the development of the peace pmaces

The United States had looked upon the LTTE agrarist organisation since the mid-
1990s and supported the Sri Lankan government’steansurgency campaigns for several years.
Yet, President George W. Bush’s launch of a globat on terror in the aftermath of the 11
September 2001 attacks pushed the LTTE furthetti@oerrorist corner together with groups like
Al Qaeda and the Taliban. To Bush, terrorism wasirdental to freedom and needed to be
combatted globally through diplomatic pressure,necoic means, and military operations. All
terrorists required heavy-handed treatment. InL8rika, this approach meant that the United

States would not bow to a terrorist organisatiogéal to attain an independent state. The



Americans could be sympathetic to the grievanceb@fTamil people and did indeed support a
negotiated solution, but not a solution that ineldié Tamil state.

The United States was never directly involved iadmtion in Sri Lanka but helped
establish important parts of the framework withinieth the peace process played out. Although
there existed different views in Washington on howeal with Sri Lanka, Bush’ general approach
to terrorism dominated. This attitude affected Naye room for manoeuvre and made it difficult
for the Norwegians to implement good diplomaticftsraanship. Together with other factors, it
contributed to a brutal ending of the conflict @08, with a relatively reliable estimate of 30,000
casualties during its last four month§his analysis fully acknowledges the primacy ofnéstic
politics. There was not a sufficient constituenayoagst the Sinhalese to devolve power to the
Tamils in the northeast, and there was in periodsnbuch political turbulence in Colombo to
obtain the calm required to negotiate. Furthermibie LTTE failed to understand how the United
States and other important international playeokdd upon it and ferociously continued its
violent strategies throughout the process. Nevksiseit is striking that the negative effectsha t
United States approach to the conflict has not lseoussed more by the Norwegian actors
involved or in the academic literature about thecpss'

But how exactly did the Bush Administration infhe® Norwegian mediation? And how
did the Norwegians perceive the American approactn¢ conflict and the peace process? To
obtain a better understanding of this issue, ihd@sessary to go beyond analyses of domestic
developments in Sri Lankand general theories of mediator capacities anapedties Without
disparaging excellent research already conducteth@rSri Lanka peace process, this analysis
offers a different angle of enquiry. By presentihg situation from the Norwegian side, it reflects

upon the limits of weak mediators in peace proceszed demonstrates how the Bush



Administration spoke with a forked tongue to thenMegians about the peace process, and how
the Norwegians unsuccessfully tried to convince Alngericans to engage more actively. The
analysis finds basis on a unique combination a$sifeed sources from the Norwegian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, interviews with important Norgian key actors — Solheim, Jon Westborg,
Vidar Helgesen, Jon Hanssen-Bauer, Knut Vollebaak, Betersen and Arne Fjgrtoft — and a
selection of the American diplomatic cables reldalsg WikiLeaks in December 20P0After
applying and receiving a security clearance byNbevegian police, the author of this article was
granted privileged access to the classified soumcethie Ministry of Foreign Affairs, whilst
working on her PhD. Obviously, conducting research on sensitive ®file this one is often
challenging. Social and political status, persdnsiory, and political conviction are all factors
that influence the accounts different actors givihe war and the peace process. Informants may
have a personal or political agenda and desireftoeince the narrative, and one person’s truth
may be another person’s falsehood. Therefore,ratigh comparison of all interview information
has occurred against documentary evidence andhke way around.

Like other Norwegian mediation attempts, suchnra&uatemala and in the negotiations
between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Orgé#iois, the Norwegians made no grand design
or detailed strategy for their efforts in Sri Larfkdowever, the Norwegian facilitators had several
important ideas about how they were going to sut.céest, they viewed themselves as unbiased
and honest brokers with no significant connexiangadlitics, business, or culture in Sri Lanka.
Second, the Norwegian mediation team knew that ldgmeeded international support to succeed
as mediatof. Ideally, a combination of Norway’s soft power, itgutrality and honesty, and
traditional hard power — economic and military powReat, particularly, the United States had

much — would be at the Norwegian mediators’ dispbdfithe Norwegians needed help to



convince the Sri Lankan government and the Tangéf to move in certain directions or make
vital concessions, they could count on support ardw leverage from the more powerful
international supporters of the process, includirggUnited States.

The problem with this approach was that the Noraregyand the Americans, and the
Indians to whom the Americans paid much attenti@d different opinions about the conflict in
Sri Lanka. The Indians and the Americans had desgghthe LTTE as a terrorist organisation in
1992 and 1997, respectively. The Norwegian goventnan the other hand, had decided not to
designate the Tamil Tigers as terrorists and adhiréhis decision after 2000 The Norwegian
approach was to act as an impartial third partyabgelose to both the LTTE and the Sri Lankan
government. By building up the LTTE’s legitimachetNorwegians hoped to make the Tigers
more credible to the government, making the grdentle for negotiations. This strategy became
difficult to pursue after the 11 September attacks.

Sri Lankahad rarely topped, if ever, any American foreighigyopagendaBut the Bush
Administration’s war on terrorism made it impossibbt to interpret Sri Lanka in light of the new
terrorism-oriented security doctrif€Jeffrey Lunstead, the United States ambassa®i t@anka
from 2003 to 2006, points out that the attenti@Blush Administration placed on Sri Lanka after
the 11 September attacks was out of proportiorctisah American interest€. The United States
approach became to isolate and delegitimise theEL&id convince American allies to do the
same. This policy was directly contradictory to wkiee Norwegians tried to do in Sri Lanka.
Eventually, the dynamic that developed betweenitibernational supporters of the process
contributed to diplomatic failure and the conflending with government forces crushing the
LTTE. Itis not without reason that an editoriatheWall Street Journatoncluded“For all those

who argue that there’s no military solution forrtgism, we have two words: Sri Lank&".



After the attacks on the United States on 11 Seipte 2001, American interest in
Norway’s international peace efforts increased.dBse the Norwegian government refused to
operate with official terrorist lists — and Norw#gy outside the EU — there were no legal
constraints that hindered Norwegian diplomats anditigans from talking to individuals,
organisations, or states that the United Statesgoased as terrorists. This situation turned
Norway into an attractive partner in peace, an alifh exclusive access to key players and
information that the United States could no longequire as easily as before. In Sri Lanka,
however, this co-operation failed to previl.

The United States had no strong military, econowonigolitical interests in Sri Lanka. The
Bush Administration was primarily interested in 8oAsia on a regional level and concentrated
on its relationship with India. When Bush came ¢avpr in January 2001, Washington and New
Delhi had just started to improve Indo-Americaratieins after years of chill due to Indian nuclear
weapons testing close to the Pakistani borderalsdiosition as the dominant regional actor, a
growing economic Power, and a potential counteriatetg a rising China made the Bush
Administration aim for good relations with New Deth

After the 11 September attacks, the relationshth Widia became yet more important for
the United States. Al Qaeda’s interest in radiskric groups in Southeast Asia made control of
the sea-lanes between the Suez Canal and Singstpategically important to Washington. In
January 2002, the Americans even sent troops t@Milgpines to assist in hostage rescue and
counterinsurgency operations, something widelyrpreted as the opening of Southeast Asia as a
second front in the war on terrorism. This develepmmade India an attractive partner in

controlling and policing the Indian Oce#h.



As regards Sri Lanka, the Indian government wasl tof the conflict. India, which had a
considerable Tamil population in its southern TaNeldu region, had already intervened three
times in the 1980s and orchestrated the 1987 Iraddin Accord, but neither the talks nor the
accord were successftiINew Delhi believed that peace in Sri Lanka wowtdgood for regional
development and was painfully aware that any coinfii Sri Lanka could in a worst-case scenario
spill over to Tamil Nadu. Nevertheless, as longlees security situation in Sri Lanka did not
deteriorate, India would not intervene. Therefd&dey Delhi had no strong objections to a new
attempt at mediation between the Sri Lankan govemrand the LTTE, although it was sceptical
of Norway's chances of succe$sindian approval was important to American suppdrthe
Norwegian initiativet® To the United States, Indian preferences came firs

Yet, the focus on India did not imply that Sri Lankas completely out of the picture for
the Americans. Prior to the 2001 Al Qaeda atta&kserican military contact with Sri Lanka had
been sparse but, from the early 2000s onwards Btigh Administration began to provide
government forces with modest military aid. Thisis&nce included grants for the purchase of
American military equipment and reception of excAsserican defence equipment such as a
Coast Guard cutter. According to the Americanss gupport was not intended to encourage a
military solution in Sri Lanka but, rather, to stgthen the Sri Lankan military and prevent the
LTTE from returning to war. Furthermore, the Bustiriinistration wanted to make certain that
government forces were able to fight off the Tigétsey decided to attack.The LTTE were not
Islamic terrorists and had never targeted Americdizens or interests. But the National
Commission on Terrorist Attacks on the United Stateestablished in November 2002 to
investigate the 11 September attacks — recommeiateédy on terrorists from various angles to

prevent the groups from expandifig.



A key figure for the American policy towards Srirlkea was Richard Armitage, the deputy
secretary of state from 2001 to 2005. As a formavah officer and political advisor with
responsibility for Asia, Armitage had a personaérest in South Asian affairs. Together with his
superior, Secretary of State Colin Powell, Armitagmerged as a moderate in the Bush
Administration. Like the rest of the Administratiothe deputy secretary was concerned with
finding ways to combat terrorism; however, unlikamy of his colleagues, he was reluctant about
the use of military means. Armitage was convint¢ed the conflict in Sri Lanka could be resolved
through consistent international pressure. If Ngrwéth support from other international players,
could talk sense to the LTTE and make the Tigefteisaheir insistence on an independent Tamil
state, Armitage believed that the United Statesilshaconsider removing the Tigers from the State
Department’s terrorist list. This made Armitage Wided by the Norwegians, and it clearly
illustrates that there was genuine willingnessdeperate and that the United States was not a
monolithic actor with only one notion of how to it terrorist organisatiorfs.

However, Armitage’s view of the conflict still ddvged significantly from the Norwegian
position. Although believing in dialogue and meutiaf Armitage continued to see the conflict in
light of Bush’s counter-terrorism doctrine, refette as “Fukuyama plus force” by historian John
Lewis Gaddig® The political scientist, Francis Fukuyama, argirethe immediate post-Cold
War period that the relatively peaceful global spref liberal democracy and the West's free
market capitalism suggested the end of humanitgsiosultural evolution — the liberal
democratic-Marxist dialectic — and had become thal xpression of governmetit. In simple
terms, “Fukuyama plus force” implied aggressive deratisation and making terrorism obsolete.
For Armitage and the rest of the Bush Administratimpartial dialogue with both sides in Sri

Lanka was not an option. The Americans neither dawr could give this strategy a chasee.



This view constituted a point where the LTTE anid_@nkan government actually agreed. Neither
of the parties wanted strong American involvemarii Lanka — the LTTE thought it too much
of a superpower and too sympathetic toward thé.&rkan government, whereas Colombo was
not interested in a major Power as a broker foesgignty reason®. The American decision to
provide the Sri Lankan government with military @mwever, intensified the LTTE’s perception
of the Americans as biased.

The 11 September attacks did not solely affectédhB8tates policy towards Sri Lanka; so,
too, the Sri Lankan election of Ranil Wickremasiegtt the liberal-conservative United National
Party as prime minister in December 2001 also hgmbrtance. Wickremasinghe had campaigned
on a platform that emphasised peace and economvaiyand was strongly influenced by ideas
about “liberal peace”, an approach to conflict leBon that implied a combination of mediation
facilitated by a third party and implementation ldferal market reforms. In simple terms,
favourable conditions for peacebuilding would appleg creating economic growth through
market sovereignty and liberal democracy. It wasimto American ears.

Sri Lanka’s economy was in decline after decaflesan and Wickremasinghe’s plan was
to sign a quick deal with the LTTE and thereaftabgise the economy by rebuilding the country
with support from Western donors. To boost the peots of peace, the prime minister signed
various agreements with the World Bank, the Inteonal Monetary Fund, and other international
donors willing to work with Sri Lanka. It amountéal a clear break with the policy and peace
strategy of the preceding government led by thd_&nka Freedom Party [SLFP] and its leader
and sitting president, Chandrika Kumaratunga. TitiePSwas less positive about liberal economic
reforms and more sceptical towards striking a qdie&l with the Tamil Tigers to please Western

donors. The Bush Administration, however, thoughtkiémasinghe’s plan sounded promising.
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The plan was perfectly compatible with Bush’s cemterrorism doctrine and the basic principles
of the United States’ economic system. Washingterefore reacted enthusiastically and let
Armitage put full American support behind Wickrenmage. The Americans promised to increase
both their financial and political support to theape proces%.

To the Norwegian facilitator team this was goodsiealthough contrary to the Americans,
the Norwegians considered Wickremasinghe’'s apprtapleace rather right wingtill, because
the Americans so strongly supported Wickremasinghd, American support for the Norwegian
role so desired, the Norwegians decided to curip soepticism and support Wickremasinghe’s
peace plans. After all, the new prime minister enésd a forward-looking platform. Besides, to
have the international donor community on boardrtiqularly the United States — was absolutely
necessary for the Norwegian mediators. In regtitgying along with the liberal peace plan was
the only Norwegian choice, as Norway’s leverage tgadimited to set any agenda for the peace
process. Despite the initial scepticism to Wickreimghe’s peace plans, the Norwegian Embassy
in Colombo reported that the Norwegian team wagetunThe new prime minister was making
progress? It was “remarkable”, the Norwegian deputy foreigmister, Vidar Helgesen, told the
Tamil Guardiannewspaper‘how fast things [were] moving in the right diramst”.3°

The Wickremasinghe government accepted the LTTIES &fual negotiation partner and,
in February 2002, the Norwegian team managed tkelra formal and wide-ranging ceasefire
agreement. It stood as a major achievement. Theeaggnt stopped most of the ongoing violence
and enabled the establishment of an internationdépendent monitoring mechanism, the Sri
Lanka Monitoring Mission [SLMM], funded and stafféy diplomats from Norway, Sweden,
Denmark, Iceland, and FinladThe Norwegian Embassy in Colombo reported entltisaly

to Oslo that the agreement was a clear sign of taahwenuine wish to find a political solution
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and a great succe¥sAfter signing the ceasefire agreement, Wickrengisneven agreed that
devolution, meaning an interim Tamil administratioith a relatively large degree of self-
government in the north and east of the islandulshioform the rest of the negotiations. Shortly
after this decision, the Sri Lankan governmengdifits ban on the LTTE. It was historic and led
to more contact amongst the LTTE, foreign stated, multilateral organisations including the
United Nations. The Norwegians were exceptionatigtent. The process had never moved this
fast forward®?

Nevertheless, at the turn of the year 2002-20@8situation in Sri Lanka deteriorated. The
SLMM reported on numerous ceasefire violationsmarily by the LTTE, including the
recruitment of child soldiers, kidnappings, illegakation, and blackmail. As the Norwegian
Embassy in Colombo saw it, these actions were @ sfgthe Tigers struggling to adjust in
transitioning from a military to a civil organisati, a change that the Norwegians welcorf{debr
the Americans, on the other hand, the Tamil Tigezse still a terrorist organisation and not on its
way to change. Because of this approach, Ameriegal Iconstraints prevented the Tigers from
participating in an important mid-April meeting\WWashington. The meeting was preliminary to a
larger forthcoming donor conference at Tokyo, alhdhe major international donors as well as
representatives from Wickremasinghe’'s governmentrew@resent. Because of Bush
Administration restrictions, however, the LTTE aulot set foot on American soil. In protest, the
Tigers did a U-turn and decided to withdraw indedily from all talks. Its leadership directed its
anger at Norway, blaming the Norwegians for allayWdashington to be the venue for the meeting
when they knew that any proscribed organisationlevéind itself prevented from visiting the
United States. The Norwegian team got onto theenattmediately by trying to convince the

LTTE to stay, but the Tigers would not budge arfdged to participate in the upcoming Tokyo
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talks. In a press release, the Tigers claimed tlogifidence in the peace process severely erésded,
a development that led the process into turmoil@rehtually a standstill.

Obviously, the decision to plan a donor meetingMashington with all the central actors
except the Tigers was the opposite of strong coadipe and creating ideal conditions for peace
negotiations. So why did the Norwegian mediatotsohgect to the plan? The answer resides with
the necessity of American support. In the eyehefNorwegians, it was essential to arrange the
meeting in Washington to spark American interesirddver, the Norwegian team knew its range
as a mediator was limited without financial andtpz! support from the international community.
Since the United States and the other major intexmal donors — Japan and the EU — were
unwilling to stop Wickremasinghe’s liberal peacetgy, the Norwegian mediators consented to
the plan. Besides, many on the Sinhalese side eddNsrway of favouring the Tamils, their
reasoning being that the Norwegian government ditl designate the LTTE as a terrorist
organisation and that there was a relatively |argeil diaspora in Norwa$f Seeing no need of
adding fuel to this fire, the Norwegians did ndseaany questions when the international donors
claimed that the Tigers were acting irrationallylamesponsibly. On the contrary, they appear to
have shared both this opinion and another thatgmtéwg the meeting implied a greater risk of
losing momentum than did exclusion of the Tigerschiémasinghe’s liberal peace plans were
the only ones that existed, and without continuowancial support from the donors, these plans
would fall to the ground. Therefore, the Norwegiarese convinced that the decision to organise
the donor meetings in Washington and Tokyo withbet Tigers was correct. Accordingly, the
donor conference in Tokyo met in early June withitbetLTTE3’

The Bush Administration stuck to the perceptiontled LTTE as unpredictable and

irresponsible, its terrorist list at no point seenpart of the problem. The American Embassy in
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Colombo assured the Sri Lankan government thattiieed States still believed in “negotiations
facilitated by the Government of Norway” and wadling to “do whatever we can to assist Sri
Lanka as it tries to bring an end to this ugly wirDespite the obvious complications, the report
from the Embassy shows no reflection upon currepiotential future implications of the United
States anti-terrorism policy.

The Norwegian team rightly believed that the Arcanis were supportive, but it did not
fully understand the implications of the Bush Adrsiration’s counter-terrorism policy. On the
one hand, it is possible to argue that this coricinade the Norwegians naive and maybe even
irresponsible. They could have raised concerns tattw developing dynamic with the Bush
Administration. If the Norwegians, for example, hawhnaged to convince the Americans to
arrange the first donor meeting outside the Uniéates, it would have been good diplomatic
statecraft. But material from the Norwegian archigows no sign of such an opening. On the
other hand, as Norway did not really possess thatynoptions, it could never succeed as a
mediator without international support. Moreoverwas important to be on good terms with
Washington, particularly after September 2001. &foge, it is not so strange to see the Norwegian
team seduced by both the prevailing internationtiisiasm for liberal peace and the Washington
and Tokyo donor meeting8.

Yet, with the damage done and the Tigers refustgeturn, the Norwegians found
themselves working tirelessly to convince themdme back. The Tigers received invitations to
Ireland, Denmark, and Norway to speak with expeptdijticians, diplomats, and the Tamil
Diaspora about the possibility of a temporary adstiative power-sharing structure in the north
and east of Sri Lank®. Finally, after six months, the LTTE surprised t\éckremasinghe

government and returned to the table with a coacpepposal for an Interim Self-Governing
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Authority that would ensure an effective recondinrcof the areas devastated by war and allow
the LTTE to play a central rofé.Hopes for a breakthrough increased, and Helgesad again
be positive and describe the proposal as “histirita

The LTTE's decision to withdraw due to the Ameridsan and the Norwegian decision to
go through with the donor conference but also tdeamour to pull the Tigers back into talks
illustrates the balancing act that the peace psoa@s for the Norwegians. On the one hand, they
depended completely on international support, @&stl from the United States. On the other, they
were convinced that they needed to demonstratgémtEnce to remain relevant to the United
States. Oslo needed to “deliver the LTTE". As Sothenow the Norwegian special envoy to Sri
Lanka, explained, “It is when we do something tbagnot do that they are interested. They didn"t
need us to talk to the government of Sri Lankay tteuld do that just as easily as we could. They
needed us to talk to the Tigers".

Whilst it is correct that the Bush Administratioeeaded Norway to talk with the Tigers,
the Americans also knew that the Norwegians crdlet support. This understanding made it
attractive for Washington to co-operate with O#imerican diplomatic correspondence leaked
through WikiLeaks reveals how the Americans lookpdn Solheim as an actor they could use
for their own benefit:

It is ironic that despite being a minister from theleft Socialist Left Party, Solheim (after

FM [Foreign Minister Jonas Gahr] Stoere, is theimetbmember most interested in

working with us. One big reason for this is thatéxperience working with us on Sri Lanka

has been extremely positive; another is that hkzesathat he can do more as a peace
broker if he has the U.S. as a closer. We beli®leein can continue to be a good partner

and that we should seize opportunities to engageihiareas where we think he can



15

contribute, particularly given Norway’s deep aidckets. It is clear that Solheim sees

himself more as someone who will push peace ingatthan run development assistance

programst
It was, however, easier said than done for Soliteirmmake the United States play the role of
“closer” in Sri Lanka. At the same time that thesBlAdministration wanted Solheim and the rest
of the Norwegians to succeed as mediators, it pudhneffort into convincing its allies to follow
the American example and designate the LTTE agrarig organisation. This two-pronged
approach puzzled the Norwegians and, in the pémwod late 2003 until the end of the war in May
2009, became extremely challenging.

The election of Wickremasinghe in 2001 had markedstart of a fragile and problematic
co-habitation between him and Sri Lanka’s presid€htandrika Kumaratunga from Sri Lanka’s
other major party, the SLFP.Kumaratunga had followed the peace process forsyleefore
Norway’s involvement and Wickremasinghe’s electidow, the president was seriously irritated
because the prime minister kept her on the sidelimtewent through with his liberal peace plans
with Norwegian consent. Kumaratunga perceived Wiglasinghe as too soft on the LTTE and
did not support the idea of a temporary administegbower-sharing structure in Sri Lanka’s north
and east — it amounted to a huge concession forgdvernment. It would give the LTTE
undeserved legitimacy and increase the Tigers’ iopan actual Tamil state, which was not in
the government’s interet.

In fact, the Sri Lankan government, the Norwegianilitators, and the international
supporters of the process all opted for a unitetl&@rka. The ideal agreement included some kind
of federal arrangement with an extent of self-dateation for the Tamils. However, Kumaratunga

believed that Wickremasinghe was giving away to@mioo soon. In her opinion, the country’s
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security and sovereignty were at risk, thus, whiist prime minister was visiting his friends and

supporters in the United States in November 2008 decided to take back control. The president
immediately declared a state of emergency and ewek the leadership of three key ministries —
defence, media, and police. She then dissolvedapseht and stopped any possibility of peace
talks based on the LTTE’s Interim Self-Governinghiuity proposal. Since Kumaratunga was

constitutionally head of Sri Lanka’s armed ford¢ksre was little Wickremasinghe could do about
the situation. Within hours, a cold relationshipgviben these two major political figures dipped

below freezind"’

Ever since Wickremasinghe’s election, the Norwedganilitators had been worried that a
possible power struggle could create problemsiepeace process. The Norwegians had advised
him to include Kumaratunga in the process, but gjoio further than align with the role that
Norway had received as facilitator. “The peace essdn Sri Lanka was not a Norwegian process”,
the former ambassador to Sri Lanka from 1996 td32006n Westborg, reflecté8 Norway did
not have the means to play the role of a forcefudexision-making mediator. Neither was it in
Norwegian interest to do so. Besides, Wickremasigwillingness to work for peace seemed so
genuine and all the other international donorsrgbuesiastic that misplaced optimism carried the
Norwegians awa§® The Norwegians managed to coax the LTTE and eaéintonake them return
to the negotiation table, but when the constitwiaerrisis was a fact, the Norwegians had few
means at their disposal. Norway's mandate did mdude meddling in Sri Lanka’s domestic
politics nor did it have the leverage needed to m@m#l pressure on Wickremasinghe and
Kumaratunga to make them co-operate. Instead, threvégians put their efforts on hold and
waited until the resolution of the crisis in Ap2iD04.5° However, it not mean that the process was

going to run smoothly. On the contrary, the presidend the prime minister continued to argue
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for the rest of the talks, and an internal splitthie LTTE leadership further complicated the
situation®! In addition, in December 2004, an enormous tsurgtrack Sri Lanka that caused
35,000 deaths and massive damage in northern aiokeso coastal areas. More than ever before,
the Norwegians needed support from more powerfetiational actor?

In the aftermath of the tsunami, the first tasktfae Norwegian mediators was to make the
parties agree on the management of post-catastm@gioastruction. It proved difficult, so the
Norwegians turned to the United States for helpe &hsistant secretary of state for South and
Central Asian Affairs, Christina Rocca, offeredwasices that the United States was “100 percent
supportive of Norway’s role® But this was not enough for Oslo. First, the Nagises wanted
the United States to urge India to commit furthethte process. India was the one player that
potentially could move the parties back to the mti@gjag table by using its regional heavyweight
status. Second, the Norwegians wanted the Amerdiaastly to encourage the Sri Lankan parties
to work together to fashion a joint mechanism fostgtsunami aid?

However, the Americans were not on the same pageaNorwegians. Whilst Washington
claimed to support Norwegian efforts verbally améicially, its anti-terrorist doctrine animated
American policy, which posited that the best stygténvolved isolating, delegitimising, and
forcing the Tigers into compromises. The Americaaally worked actively to “crack down on
Tiger fundraising and weapons procuremetit This policy was a stark contrast to the Norwegian
strategy of acquainting the Tigers with internasibmariations and examples of peaceful co-
existence and conflict resoluti6h.The Norwegians took great pride in their identity all-
forgiving Scandinavians who talked to everyonejuding terrorists. Solheim explained, “We
talked to the Taliban, the ETA=(iskadi Ta Askatasuthe Basque separatist grouffle Tamil

Tigers, the Philippine communists, the Nepaleseidgo . . and probably also some that | have
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forgotten. We were absolutely in the world eliteenhit came to this®’ Here lay the ultimate
expression of Norway’saison d’étreas an international player.

Although the Norwegians did not share the Amerigiaav on how to deal with terrorists,
they realised that the focus on terrorism keptAheerican interest in Sri Lanka at a certain level.
Yet, when the second Bush Administration took effin January 2005, American interest
decreased. New people took office, and Armitag@anoed his resignation as Powell resigned as
secretary of state. Robert Zoellick, who had angirengagement for the peace process in Darfur
and co-operated with Norway on Sudan, succeeded Hiowever, Zoellick lacked equal
engagement in Sudan and Sri Lanka and did not stiariéage’s personal interest in South A%ia.
The Bush Administration, furthermore, had begunearcnegotiations with India and was hoping
for an agreement ready for signature in the netardu The Americans did not want to spoil a
potential agreement by meddling too much in Indragional domain or by pushing India on the
Sri Lanka matte?? Together, this contributed to less interest frbmWnited States.

In June 2005, the parties reached a Post-Tsungseriafonal Management Structure after
long and heated discussions with Norway as a geodmat®® This achievement gave hope in a
situation of long-term standstill and increasinglence. Maybe the Norwegians were capable of
mediating without support from international heaeyghts. Then, in August 2005, an assumed
LTTE sniper killed the Sri Lankan foreign ministegkshman Kadirgamar, after a morning swim
at his private Colombo residence. The Norwegiarspaieed: had not the military wing of the
LTTE understood how the world had changed afterlth&eptember terrorist attacks? Did they
not realise the implications that an assassinationld have for them and that the outside world
would now have an even better reason for lookirtgern as a terrorist organisation? Or could the

Tigers simply did not care about these this§ater the assassination, criticism of the Norwegia
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mediators mounted. Sinhalese nationalists accuseddy bias towards the LTTE, and parts of
the Sri Lankan media portrayed Norway almost asTaH. proxy% The Norwegians were
painfully aware that the LTTE needed the goodwfilihbernational society to gain legitimacy and
block Sinhalese criticism. If the LTTE had no l@giacy as the “sole” representative of the Tamil
people, it would be hard to continue negotiatiohgh increased tension between the Tigers and
the government, the process moved into a phasenafoctable stalemat®,

By January 2006, Sri Lanka had a new president.€léaion of the hardliner, Mahinda
Rajapaksa, from the SLFP had an enormous impattteodevelopments in Sri Lanka. Rajapaksa
had a more rigid attitude toward the LTTE than pisdecessors and categorically rejected
federalism as a solution. Neither was liberal pemtghing he would accept. Rajapaksa would
rather collaborate with China, Pakistan, Russid,ementually India rather than the WeésAgain,
the Norwegians realised that they needed help freninternational community, especially India
and the United States, to put pressure on the mesigent if peace should have a chdftce.

Norway’s new special envoy, Jon Hanssen-Bauer,aekeld on a series of intense
diplomatic efforts to strengthen international soppffor the process and assist Norway in pulling
the parties back to the negotiation table. Stiljerstandings of the conflict and the LTTE diverged
too much between the key international playergticr strategy to be effective. Whilst the peace
process remained in suspended animation in Srid,ank005, the EU had decided to follow the
American example and impose a travel ban, alonlgfneezing funds, respecting LTTE members.
The assassination of Kadirgamar triggered thissitmtj whose aim was to put pressure on the
Tigers and make them understand that they hadddhenwar. In May 2006, following extended
pressure from the Sri Lankan government, the Eldviedd with a designation of the LTTE as a

terrorist organisation. The United States, Indian&la, and the EU had now proscribed the
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Tigers® Norway stood alone as the only actor that did classify the LTTE as a terrorist
organisation, a situation that made their mediateosking conditions extremely demanding since
they feared the ban would make the Tigers lessngitb negotiaté’

Another negative consequence of the EU ban coegp&d members, Sweden, Finland,
and Denmark, to withdraw their observers from thd-&ka Monitoring Mission since the LTTE
objected to biased monitors. With the mission’sragith drastically reduced, Norway and Iceland
remained alone to run the mission with a monitostajf of only 20 to 30 personnel. The other
co-chairs — Japan, the EU, and the United Statemtinued to monitor the process from the side
lines, but no concrete international action ocalitcerestore balance between the paffidapan
instead suggested the need to “modify the rolearfrdy as facilitator” so that it would be “neutral
but not impartial”, implying a wish for the Norwegjis to dissociate themselves clearly from the
LTTE.®

To what degree was the EU’s decision to ban th@H Tndependent? A common
explanation is that the Europeans succumbed tsyredrom the Sri Lankan government amid
the killings and violence in the war zones of tletimand east of the island. However, it is certain
that deep divisions existed amongst the EU menta¢ess According to American diplomatic
cables, some European Powers, such as Franceaiyd‘dbjected to the listing on procedural
grounds, because they thought they were being pdusite it by the US”, whereas the Nordic
countries objected “on substantive grountds”Furthermore, the EU’s external affairs
commissioner,Benita Ferrero-Waldner, and her French colleaguervél Jouanjean, deputy
director-general for external relations in chargeAsia and Latin America, “had pushed for a
lesser action than listing — some type of targetatttions — but lost” And shortly before the EU

announced its designation, the Dutch ambassadS8ritbanka asked that a planned co-chairs’
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statement on the situation in Sri Lanka not incltitke word “terrorism” due to internal Union
divisions. Instead, the Dutch suggested a statemhantmentioned the failings of both the Sri
Lankan government and the LTTE. For the Americdhis request came as a surprise and
Lunstead strongly refuted it. In the final joinhgment, the co-chairs therefore urged the LTTE to
“renounce terrorism and violencé&.Again, as with the donor meeting in Washingtore th
international supporters had made a decision thdé¢c up undermining the peace process. This
time, however, the Norwegian mediators voiced tbeircern and warned that the decision could
counter their mediation efforts. But their argumenas not heard®

When the EU announced its designation, Rocca s&idan reflected the international
community’s strongest message that acts of temdristhe LTTE would not be toleratétiThe
American reaction to both the ban and the precedisgussions indicate that the Washington
preferred that the Europeans proscribe the LTTE #erorist organisation. Most likely, whilst
this attitude had an impact on the European detisihe effect of the EU ban was not positive. Sri
Lanka was already on a downward spiral and on timk lof another war; the ban almost pushed
it over the edgé® Only a month after the EU designation, the AmeriEabassy at Colombo sent
a report to Washington entitled “Norwegians running of steam”, stating that the “Norwegians
[are] more depressed than we have ever seen tifeNgvertheless, the Americans took no
concrete action to assist in getting the procesk ba track. On the contrary, American interest
in Sri Lanka decreased further as violence anthisl escalated, so that there occurred gradual
reductions in both military and humanitarian &id.

This development concerned Hanssen-Bauer. Int &ydsr peace, he turned to the United
States, the EU, and Japan, which since the Tokpordmonference had constituted the so-called

co-chairs to coordinate aid efforts to the proceétmssen-Bauer informed the co-chairs that he
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was convinced that Norway was too weak to influetheeparties to behave in what he called a
“fairly acceptable” way, especially if full-scaleawbroke out® A second problem for Norway
was that the LTTE leader, Velupillai Prabhakaraould only talk to Solheim and not Hanssen-
Bauer. The new special envoy’s contact with the E'BImilitary leadership was therefore limited.
“The thin relation with the Tigers was a main weadsi’, he explained. “My contact with them in
Kilinochchi was only sporadic™ This state of affairs made the Norwegian mediagaffer from

an information deficit about the Tigers’ assessmefhthe situatio?

The co-chairs understood Hanssen-Bauer’s concathBegan to meet regularly to discuss
the emerging disaster and urge the parties tomrdtumegotiations. Two times the co-chairs
managed to make representatives from the LTTE archBkan government meet in Geneva, but
to no avail. Violence and killings increased in tleethern and eastern parts of the island, and the
Rajapaksa government decided to go for a “twinkteggproach”. This approach implied keeping
the door to talks with the LTTE open, at least ohietlly, whilst reserving the right to launch
military strikes8?

In December 2006, Solheim, now the Norwegian menisf development, informed the
co-chairs that a peace process no longer existeNdovay’s meditation. After this admission,
neither Solheim nor Hanssen-Bauer visited Sri Laagain®? Whilst the Norwegian Embassy
remained an active participant in co-chair meetimy€olombo and Hanssen-Bauer kept his
formal position as special envoy and continuealdy the international community, Norway was
no longer present as a mediator in Sri Lanka. Nurless, Norway urged India and the United
States to step up the pressure, this time to stwd was becoming a full-scale war. Again, the
response from New Delhi and Washington was limiedrinally, Norway's new ambassador at

Colombo, Tore Hattrem, articulated what the Nonaagi had not really acknowledged: New
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Delhi would not pressure Rajapaksa to stop higanjlioffensive®* India was tired of the conflict
in Sri Lanka and silently consented to the war.sTaititude probably influenced the Bush
Administration. If regional big brother India dicbnoppose a military solution or asked the
international community for help to stop it, theitéd States would not intervene.

During 2007 and 2008, Sri Lankan government foreexe surprisingly successful in their
offensives, largely because of Indian intelligeaod army support, in addition to Pakistani pilot
and air force trainin§® Rajapaksa kept saying that he was willing to niag@if the opportunity
arose; but in January 2008, the Sri Lankan goventhomeanimously and officially withdrew from
the ceasefire agreement with the LTTE. During 2@@8ernment forces pushed the Tigers further
north and isolated them into a shrinking sliceha hortheastern jungle. Thousands of internally
displaced persons, primarily Tamils, found themsglvapped behind rebel lines, euphemistically
called no-fire zones. The LTTE would not let thezae the zones, and the government would not
stop bombing them. The Tigers fired from inside tbaes, catching the civilians in a crossfire
with nowhere to flee. With no humanitarian orgatisss allowed access to the critical areas, the
humanitarian catastrophe was a fact.

On 17 May 2009, the news of the Rajapaksa govertisfaral offensive against the LTTE
reached Oslo. It was Norway’'s Constitution Day, &wtheim was out in the streets celebrating
with his children. Whilst he waved at his littlenrsm the public parade with one hand, he held a
cell phone in the other. Solheim was talking to Emebassy at Colombo that had received a last
cry for help from the head of the LTTE’s peace sturat, led by Seevaratnam Puleedevan.
Puleedevan and some other LTTE leaders still aaeted help to surrender without being killed.

The Norwegians could not help. Their only advicetfe Tigers was to come out of the jungle,
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raise a white flag, and hope for the best. It ditlwork.By 18 May, all the LTTE leaders were
dead®® So were around 30,000 civiliaks.

There is undoubtedly a danger to exaggerate tleeafoéxternal actors when explaining
the failure of the peace process in Sri Lanka. Hmalysis fully recognises the complexity of
domestic politics and their negative affect onphecess at key moments. At the same time, the
international actors involved share the respongibfor the tragic ending of the war. The
international players failed to understand Rajapakpolitical strategy and the LTTE'’s actual
military strengttf® Furthermore, both the massive difference betwkerBush Administration’s
counter-terrorism-oriented approach that appeafted 41 September 2001 and the Norwegian
talk-to-everyone attitude had a clearly adverseaichpn Norway’s ability to mediate successfully.
Diverging views on how to deal with terrorism, iargeral, and the LTTE, in particular, affected
the Norwegian facilitators’ ability to convince thrgernational players to elaborate and implement
sorely needed streamlined efforts.

On several occasions, the Norwegians urged the iBarey to commit more to Sri Lanka
and urge regional big brother India to do the s&hWhilst American rhetoric implied that the
United States supported Norwegian efforts “one hethdpercent”, the policy of the Bush
Administration spoke a different language. The Negians did not fully understand how far away
from the Norwegian approach the Americans actuadlye. The United States’ main aim was to
ensure that the LTTE did not achieve its goals bams of it argued was terrorism. If this included
going against the official Norwegian impartialitpmoach by providing one-sided military aid
and eventually persuade important allies suchea&th to delegitimise the LTTE by proscribing
it a terrorist organisation, then so be it. For Americans, this approach embodied the best way

to stop the war in Sri Lanka. It did not mattertttias policy left Norway in a vulnerable position
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with little room for manoeuvre. The experiencenfr8ri Lanka clearly illustrates that weak third
parties like Norway depend on support from playeits possession of credible hard power to
succeed as mediators. Verbal backing and distadsdrances are not enough. ldeally, therefore,
whether this support is present should be cleamatich earlier stage than was the case in the Sri

Lanka process.
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