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Written Statement


Submission to the 29th Session of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances
(22 September – 3 October 2025, Geneva)


Subject: The Systematic Denial of Truth to the Tamil Mothers and Wives of the Disappeared


1. Introduction: A Struggle for Existence

We, the Association Culturelle des Tamouls en France, submit this statement on behalf of the Tamil Mothers and Wives of the Disappeared, who for more than fifteen years have stood by the roadsides of the North and East of Sri Lanka demanding truth and justice.

Their demand is simple: “Where are our loved ones?”

Yet the answer has been systematically denied by the Sri Lankan state, hidden in mass graves, silenced through intimidation, and buried under the false promises of ineffective internal mechanisms.

This is not a post-conflict reconciliation process. It is the continuation of the very strategy that caused the disappearances: a state policy of erasure and denial aimed at destroying the Tamil people’s existence as a nation.


2. Enforced Disappearances as a Tool of Genocide

Between October 2008 and May 2009, 146,679 people — overwhelmingly Tamils — were reported missing. Thousands surrendered to the Sri Lankan army at the end of the war and were never seen again.

These disappearances were not accidents of war. They were a deliberate state policy to eliminate Tamil resistance, dismantle Tamil society, and terrorize survivors into silence. Combined with massacres, torture, and sexual violence, enforced disappearances form part of the genocidal campaign waged by successive Sri Lankan governments against the Tamil people.




3. The Mass Graves: Silent Witnesses of the Crime

The land of the North and East has become a graveyard of truth. Mass graves in Chemmani, Mannar, and Kokkuthoduvai contain the remains of the disappeared.

The Chemmani mass grave in Jaffna, first exposed in 1998 by a Sri Lankan soldier himself, revealed bodies believed to be Tamils arrested, tortured, and executed by the army. Despite exhumations in 1999 and later, no perpetrators were prosecuted. Evidence was destroyed, manipulated, or concealed.

To this day, remains continue to be unearthed, and every new finding reignites unbearable pain. For Tamil families, each bone uncovered is both hope and terror. Hope, that they may finally learn the fate of their loved ones. Terror, that those they wait for were among those executed and buried in silence.

Instead of bringing closure, mass graves have become symbols of permanent trauma and proof of a state that not only commits atrocities but also works tirelessly to deny them.


4. The Wives and Mothers: From Hope to Desperation

The Tamil women left behind continue to bear the unbearable. Among them, Thambirasa Selvarani — a wife from Amparai — has testified:

“On the 18th of May 2009, my husband surrendered to the army before my eyes. He was taken away with hundreds of others. I waited days, then months, then years. I searched every camp, every office. The Office on Missing Persons took my complaint, but after all these years, they have given me nothing. I only want to know where my husband is, whether he is alive or dead. I cannot die without this truth.”

Her words echo the despair of thousands. Women like Devi Sebastian, from Trincomalee, whose son was taken away my military personal, have told the same story: endless petitions, testimonies, and meetings with officials, only to be met with silence and intimidation.

Their protests on the roadside — the longest continuous protest in South Asia — have now lasted more than 2,700 days. In sun, rain, and illness, under military harassment, they continue their vigil.

For these women, reparations in money are degrading. As Thambirasa Selvarani and countless others insist: “We do not want money. We want our loved ones.” 




5. International Betrayal: When Silence Becomes Complicity

The mothers once believed in the international community. They believed the United Nations would deliver justice where their own government refused. That faith has been betrayed.
	•	The UN continues to redirect them to Sri Lanka’s internal mechanisms — the Office of Missing Persons and the Office of Reparations — despite years of proven failure.
	•	Even when High Commissioner Volker Türk visited Sri Lanka in 2025 and met with the Mothers of the Disappeared, the final narrative shifted toward mothers in the South, equating isolated cases with the systematic campaign of disappearances against Tamils.

This false equivalence erases the particular suffering of Tamil families and strengthens Sri Lanka’s diplomatic propaganda that “all sides suffered equally.”

This is not neutrality. This is complicity in erasure.


6. Barriers to Truth: Visas, Access, and Intimidation

The mothers want to come to Geneva. They want to testify before this Committee. But:
	•	Visa barriers prevent their travel.
	•	Lack of technical assistance makes UN procedures inaccessible to them.
	•	Constant military surveillance means even speaking publicly places them in danger.

Their roadside protests are their last weapon. But time is running out.


6bis. The Criminalization of Human Rights Defenders

Even those who try to help these mothers are punished.

Mohanraj Mariyathas, known as Bosco, a respected Tamil human rights defender, has worked tirelessly to give the mothers a platform at the UN. He has facilitated their access to international mechanisms, ensuring their voices are heard in Geneva.

For this, he has been repeatedly targeted, harassed, and most recently accused of “human trafficking”. The absurdity is clear: when he helps desperate mothers travel to Geneva to speak about their disappeared children and husbands, the state calls it trafficking.

We must ask: Is it “human trafficking” to allow the real victims of genocide to come to the United Nations? Or is this yet another tactic of the Sri Lankan government to silence truth?

By criminalizing Bosco and others like him, Sri Lanka is not only persecuting human rights defenders — it is attacking the very possibility of victims speaking before the international community.

This Committee must recognize such actions for what they are: a systematic effort to obstruct justice and silence truth-telling.


7. Hijacking the Voices of the Mothers – Geneva, January 2025

The Mothers and Wives of the Disappeared are not only victims seeking answers; they are the last living witnesses of Sri Lanka’s genocide. If their voices are silenced, if they die without answers, the truth risks being buried forever alongside the bodies in Chemmani and Mannar.

The Committee must understand: this is not only about the past. It is about the ongoing survival of the Tamil people and the integrity of international law.

The international community must also face the uncomfortable truth that even in Geneva, the so-called capital of human rights, Tamil mothers are being silenced.

During the International Conference on Enforced Disappearances held in Geneva on 15–16 January 2025, some of the Tamil Mothers of the Disappeared were brought under the sponsorship of Colombo-based NGOs accused of working hand-in-hand with the Sri Lankan government and with the support of Swiss authorities.

These mothers, who in previous years came independently and spoke freely about their true demands — justice for their loved ones and accountability for perpetrators — found themselves manipulated and censored.
	•	They were told what they could and could not say.
	•	Their voices were co-opted into government-friendly narratives, reducing their demands to vague calls for reconciliation and reparations.
	•	A system of buying silence was imposed, ensuring that those brought by these NGOs did not reveal the genocidal nature of the disappearances.

This hijacking of victim voices is an insult to their suffering and a direct attack on truth. It also divides the movement: some mothers now feel betrayed and silenced, while others continue their roadside protests in Sri Lanka with even greater mistrust of international platforms.

It is in this same context that Bosco (Mariyathas Mohanraj), who had facilitated the participation of genuine mothers in Geneva, was arrested on 16 January 2025 on allegations of charges of “human trafficking.”

The message was clear:
	•	Independent Tamil voices must be silenced.
	•	Human rights defenders who give them space must be criminalized.
	•	The enforced disappearance mechanism itself must be turned into a tool to fracture and weaken the Tamil struggle.

This Committee must ask: When victim participation is hijacked, censored, and bought, whose truth is being told in Geneva? And when human rights defenders are arrested for helping real victims, is the UN system not being manipulated into complicity with Colombo’s strategy of denial?


8. Recommendations

We call on the Committee on Enforced Disappearances to:

	1.	Recognize enforced disappearances in Sri Lanka as part of a systematic, state-driven genocidal policy against Tamils.
	2.	Establish or mandate an independent international investigation into all mass graves in the North and East, with full participation of victims’ families and international forensic experts.
	3.	Demand the dismantling of the Office of Missing Persons and Office of Reparations, which serve only as tools of delay and denial.
	4.	Ensure that the UN and Member States facilitate visas, safe travel, and technical assistance for Tamil mothers to participate directly in Geneva.
	5.	Stop repeating Colombo’s false narrative of “equal suffering,” and acknowledge the disproportionate and targeted nature of Tamil disappearances.
	6.	Establish a special monitoring mandate under this Committee to follow up specifically on Sri Lanka’s disappeared.
	7.	Condemn and investigate the persecution of human rights defenders like Bosco, and affirm that facilitating victim participation in international mechanisms is not a crime but a protected human rights activity.

9. Conclusion: Time is Running Out

The Tamil Mothers and Wives of the Disappeared are aging. They are sick. They are dying. Their roadside protests are turning into vigils not only for their disappeared loved ones, but for themselves.

Each new mass grave — Chemmani, Mannar, Kokkuthoduvai — is a reminder that the truth lies just beneath the soil. Yet the state and the international system conspire in silence.

If this Committee fails to act decisively, the world will not only lose the chance to find the disappeared — it will lose the last generation of mothers and wives who carry the memory of Sri Lanka’s genocide.

Truth delayed is truth denied. Justice delayed is justice destroyed. Time is running out. The world must listen.
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