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An ICRC Delegate in Ceylon

Following the events in Ceylon, the International Committee of
the Red Cross sent, from 27 April to 12 June 1971, its delegate,
Mr. Roger Du Pasquier, who visited there hospitals and places of
detention containing respectively the wounded and injured and persons
under arrest.

As already stated in our issues of June and July, Mr. Du Pasquier
travelled all over the island, accompanied by government officials and
members of the National Red Cross Society, and made distributions
of relief to detainees. He brought back an interesting record of his
mission, in the form of travel jottings, which we give below.

When the two men wearing the red cross emblem entered the
newly established camp at Anuradhapura, in the north central
region of Ceylon, they were greeted with wide smiles by the detainees
who recognized the two visitors, whom they had already seen in
their previous place of detention, on the university campus of
Vidyodaya near Colombo.

The two Red Cross representatives were the Chairman of the
Ceylon Red Cross and the delegate of the International Committee.
They had together visited a good number of places of detention
and hospitals containing the victims of the events which had so
brutally shaken Lanka, the " splendorous isle ", during the first
half of April.

This time, at Anuradhapura, the ancient capital of a prosperous
kingdom and now a centre of pilgrimage for Buddhists, and a vast
field of research for archaeological remains, the two Red Cross men
had not only come to verify for themselves that the conditions of
detention met humanitarian requirements. They also brought with
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them a consignment of relief urgently needed by the 500 inmates
of this newly established " rehabilitation " camp, as it was called.
These supplies included light vests, suitable for tropical wear,
and a good-sized piece of cloth from which shorts were to be made,
thus allowing the young detainees to avoid wearing out their sarong
—that graceful item of clothing which the inhabitants of Ceylon
wear tied round their hips and which covers all the lower part of
the body down to the feet.

The visitors had added to these priority items some games and
sports equipment so that the detainees might have something to
do to occupy and amuse themselves during their hours of leisure.
There were balls and nets for volley-ball, draughts and " carrom-
boards ", the latter being a kind of small-scale billiard game where
discs take the place of balls. As these gifts were unpacked by a few
of the detainees, there was a burst of applause from their comrades.
They had passed a week of enforced idleness during their temporary
stay at Vidyodaya where conditions had been very monotonous.
They had not even enjoyed any entertainment comparable with
the one offered every day to those detained in the old prison of
Anuradhapura (soon to be demolished), and who witnessed the
antics of the apes which came in from the jungle just outside, and
which no barrier erected for human beings could keep out.

The ICRC delegate had arrived in Colombo shortly after the
island of Ceylon, which had been for so long a land of peace and
beauty, had become the scene of strife and bloodshed in a conflict
that had taken most of its inhabitants completely unawares. The
uprising had shaken nearly all areas, leaving hundreds dead and
wounded. Hospitals were filled to overflowing and lacked medica-
ments, mainly antibiotics, and there was a shortage of blood
plasma and surgical material. The Government of Ceylon sent
appeals for aid to the international community, which, it must be
said, was not too well informed of the harsh facts of the dramatic
events lived out on the island.

The delegate's first task was to investigate the extent of the
needs, and he endeavoured, too, to find out how far the Red Cross
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world would be able to meet them. At the same time, he sought to
offer that specific aid which only the ICRC can bring to that
category of victims, in this case very numerous, consisting of
persons arrested by reason of the conflict.

Accompanied by Mr. Samaranayaka, Chairman of the Ceylon
Red Cross, the delegate first visited the hospitals in Colombo,
where quite a number of the wounded were being cared for. His
request for authorization to visit also wounded and sick rebels was
immediately granted, and he was thus able to go to the prison
infirmary where there were about 80 patients.

These hospital visits were continued in the different regions of
the island, in the first place in those most seriously affected by the
events. Transport employed was sometimes by helicopter but more
often by road. The tropical vegetation was of incomparable beauty,
but its very luxuriance provided at the same time conditions ideal
for guerrilla warfare. Traffic was frequently slowed down by the
remains of road-blocks erected by the rebels to delay the progress
of government troops, or by damage caused to many of the bridges,
which, in most cases, though, had not been completely destroyed.
Everywhere, the country was seeking to recover from the disturb-
ances through which it had passed, and the red cross emblem was
welcomed as a good omen.

Though the number of wounded among both security forces and
rebels did not appear to be excessively high, medical services on
the other hand had been quite seriously disorganized by the events.
In some areas, for instance in the Kegalle region, on the road
linking Colombo and Kandy, the state of insecurity for several
weeks prevented civilians from going to district hospitals for treat-
ment, and the population suffered considerably from this.

These rounds of visits provided the Chairman of the Ceylon
Red Cross and the ICRC delegate with opportunities to see rebels
captured by security forces, notably those held in prison infirmaries.
They were thus able to see for themselves that the large majority
of those who had taken part in the attempted revolt were young
men between 18 and 25 years old. Some were younger still, not
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much older than mere children. Their presence in large numbers
within places of detention gave rise to serious social and humani-
tarian problems.

As the weeks passed by, the number of detainees rose, because
the rebels, in response to government appeals, often consented to
give themselves up against the assurance of being treated liberally.
Prisons were soon overcrowded and, in order to relieve the pressure,
the authorities set up internment camps on the university campuses
of Vidyodaya and Vidyalankara, near Colombo. The ICRC delegate
went to these camps and examined with the authorities a pro-
gramme of humanitarian aid to the internees. In this way, thanks
to credits made available to its delegate by the ICRC in Geneva, he
was able to provide young detainees with clothing, a need that
began to be felt particularly acutely.

In agreement with the Ceylon authorities, the ICRC will con-
tinue to furnish assistance to persons detained because of the recent
uprising and will be allowed to visit them at regular intervals.
It has already organized the despatch of further relief, especially
of medical supplies, for the benefit of the persons placed under its
protection and who, in the jungles of Ceylon, have just added
another particularly dramatic chapter to the long story of the
revolt of the young in the world of today.
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