Journalist
in hiding
after she

exposed
‘unlawful’
leader

Matthew Campball

A journalist in Sri Lanka is in hiding
in fear for her life after finding evi-
dence that President Rajapaksa
should have been barred from run-
ning for office in 2019 and is there-
fore an illegitimate leader.

She obtained a copy of an offi-
cial document from a contact in
America apparently indicating that
the politician was a US citizen at
the time, which would have dis-
qualified him from nmning.

Her newspaper refused to pub-
lish the claims for fear of reprisals
from the Rajapaksa dynasty, which
has dominated Sri Lankan politics
for almost two decades. “These
people are very danperous,” said
the journalist, using the pseudo-
nym Ashana. “If they knew [ was
doing this they would take my chil-
dren and send me their headsin a
basket. They're a bunch of thugs.”

The young mother was speaking

‘| fromSri Lanka as it sank into chaos

last week. There is growing anger
about shortages of food and fuel,
and long power cuts.

On Monday the president’s
elder brother, Mahinda Rajapaksa,
5| resigned as prime minister, appar-
ently at the behest of his sibling,
after weeks of clashes between
government supporters and their
opponents in which nine people
were killed and 200 injured.

Ashana believed she was under
surveillance and at risk of being
killed. Evidence suggests her con-
cern is well founded: human rights
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His dual Sri Lankan and

Subj n citizenship was a
lenJect of noisy debate

up to his election in
2019. He was permitted to
Tun after insjsting he had
givenup American
Citizenship by swearing an
Oath at the US embassy in
Colombo, the capital.

considered him a US citizen
for some time after that: his
name did not appear on the
Treasury department’s
official list of former citizens
u_nnl May 8, 2020, by which
time he had already been
president for almost six

| months.

“Rajapaksa did not qualify

as he violated the most
important constitutional

| requirement, which is beinga |

citizen of Sri Lanka alone,”
Sanje Sedera, a businessman
in America who hel ped
Ashana with her
investigation, said.

Ashana believes that “the
illegitimacy of the Rajapaksa
presidency callsall Qf his
executive decisions into

estion”.
quAttempting to verify her
findings, The sunday Times
consulted the US 'l‘reas;xry
department’s “Quarter y
Pult))llcation of [ndividuals
Who Have Chosen To

triate”, dated May 8,

But the US appears to have |

to be a presidential candidate |

|
k

{ d‘? Pl'es’dent and prime

] minister, four other

; Rajapaksa family members
 held ministerial posts until
eearly last month, when the
 full cabinet resigned over the
pprotests.

public property-
Not long ago, this island of

Mahinda Rajapaksa, left,
and brother Gotabaya have
set off protests in Colombo,
below, and elsewhere

=

po »
end to the 30-year civil
agamstethnic'l'amﬂubekh
2009 after a brutal military
campaign that led to
accusations of war crimes on
both sides.

Gotabaya was elected {

president on a nationalist
platform and set about
stuffing his administration
with family members. But
now things have gone
horribly wrong for him and
| his brother — and cracks have
begun to appear in their
double act. Gotabaya was
reported to have prompted
Mahinda to “take one for the
team” and resign.

This was humiliating for
the proud former president:
| after announcing on Twitter i
| that he was stepping down,
‘\ he had to evacuate his official
residence with the help of ‘
| armed troops after it was i
besieged by an angry crowd 1
who broke down the gate. f

He has found refuge ina
naval base with his
immediate family and is
reportedly under court order
not to leave the country.

Since then, pressure has
been growing on Gotabaya,
who has offered to give up
most of his executive powers,
to resign too, For Ashana, it
would be best if he goes.
“We've had 30 months of E
decision-makingbyan q
unconstitutional nt,”
she said, “and that’s a crime .

A presidential spokesman
did not respond toarequest
for comment, e
@MCinParis c i
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Editorial

As protests over food and fuel shortages set Sri
Lanka ablaze, a story threatens to tip petrol on the
flames. A young journalist known only by the
pseudonym Ashana claims to have uncovered
evidence that the autocratic president, Gotabaya
Rajapaksa, broke electoral rules when he won power
in 2019. She says he held American citizenship at the
time, an allegation that appears to be backed up by
US Treasury Department records. That would mean
he Violated Sri Lanka’s constitution.

Ashana says her newspaper refused to publish the
story. She is clear what would happen if she were
identified by the Rajapaksa family’s cronies: “If they
knew | was doing this, they would take my children
and send me their heads in a basket.”

The Rajapaksas, powerful landowners, have held
sway over Sri Lanka on and off since 2005, when
Gothabaya’s brother

Mahinda became president. After a period in
opposition, they returned in 2019 under
Gotabaya, who had brutally crushed the Tamil
Tigers terrorist movement. Gotabaya cut taxes,
stripping the government of revenue just as
Covid smashed the tourism industry. The
country has unravelled: a cost-of-living crisis
and nepotism allegations have sparked riots
that have killed nine people.

The Rajapaksa family's reign has been
characterised by an intolerance of criticism.
Human rights groups say 13 journalists ere
murdered between 2005 and2015, while
Mahinda was president.

Ashana's claims are the latest reminder not to
take our democracy and our liberties

for granted. Freedom f the press is one of the
main pillars of a healthy society, as those
suffering under Sri Lanka’s collapsing
economy can testify.
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