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The issues to be addressed by the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) are: The Provision of Housing for Displaced Persons; Reversing the “Urban Penalty”: Empowering Vulnerable Urban Populations; and Promoting Public Safety in Urban Areas. The issues facing this committee are inextricably linked, and thus to make progress this committee must make strides in resolving the shared underlying issues facing governments today: the feasibility of government assistance, infrastructure adaptation and permanent housing. As a developing nation that continues to face the devastation of the 2004 South Asian tsunami and that continues a 25-year battle against internal terrorism, the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri Lanka supports the historical measures of UN-HABITAT to provide “adequate shelter for all.” In accordance with the Habitat Agenda, Sri Lanka continues to support, through local and national measures, the provision of adequate housing. Sri Lanka places special emphasis on development in urban areas, post-conflict reconstruction and repatriation, as well as permanent housing for displaced persons.

I. The Provision of Housing for Displaced Persons

Sri Lanka faces one of the most overwhelming cases of increasing populations of refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) in the world today. Within Sri Lanka’s borders, coastal cities remain ravaged by the South Asian tsunami of 2004, while the ongoing terrorism by the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) continues to devastate the population. 

According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, the persons displaced by civil combat and the 2004 tsunami are estimated between 600,000 and 800,000 (approximately 4% of the total population of Sri Lanka). These numbers strain the resources of the government, especially concerning the provision of safe transitional housing for these persons. Following the Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement, the Sri Lankan government strives to provide adequate housing for all IDPs within its borders through such programs as the Ministry of Settlement’s Puttalam Housing Project, funded by the World Bank. However, as the severity of terrorism continues to escalate, regulating housing has become a secondary priority to the security demands made on the administration. Sri Lanka understands the burden placed on both people and governments in times of re-building and supports measures for a HABITAT program dedicated solely to housing displaced persons.

Although the Sri Lankan government is working to address the multitude of issues facing IDPs within its borders, we understand from out own experience that it is logistically impossible, without assistance, for many nations to rebuild housing while coping with the burdens of infrastructural change and conflict. For this reason, Sri Lanka supports the creation of an arm of HABITAT to lend technical assistance in the form of management guidelines and specifications for housing plans. This branch of HABITAT would assist with budget management for affected nations in order to ensure post-construction maintenance of all housing-related projects. The program would work closely with both the HABITAT mother organization, in order to abide by its guiding principles, and with the UN High Commission for Refugees. Sri Lanka is firmly committed to supporting this organization and other initiatives that would aid nations impoverished of resources and expertise to offer long-term viable housing to all inhabitants, both temporary and permanent.

II. Reversing the “Urban Penalty”: Empowering Vulnerable Urban Populations

Sri Lanka, a supporter of the 2005 Pinheiro Principles and their universal application, regrettably notes the living situations of its own citizens, many of whom have been displaced by the terrorist assaults and forced to live in interim slum housing. Although the slum population diminished as the result of a temporary cease-fire, the reversal of peace talks and the continuation of conflict are forcing the housing situation to a critical stage. Such living conditions are shared by those citizens displaced by the 2004 tsunami. While the Sri Lankan government is working to replace and provide restitution to those people displaced by the ongoing conflict and the natural disaster, this task has proved more daunting than could have been anticipated. In order to pre-empt the further spread of slums in urban areas such as Colombo, Sri Lanka is working with HABITAT to reverse this effect with the Moratuwa Slum Upgrade Project. 

Sri Lanka recognizes that any successful upgrade program will focus specifically on the needs and capabilities of small communities. The Moratuwa Slum Upgrade Project has set the specific goals of mobilizing community savings to secure mortgages and to “define sustainable and replicatable [sic] mechanisms for bridge financing”. In order to support and ultimately empower the urban poor, nations must put capital in the hands of those in greatest need. Through sensible lending, community leadership and small-scale change, larger goals for slum upgrading and the rights of the urban poor are feasible. The joint issues of internal displacement and slum housing will continue unabated until governments are able to offer financial independence to the people. 

III. Promoting Public Safety in Urban Areas

     Based on research done by HABITAT, urban crime disproportionately affects the urban poor, and the development of slum housing arises from government disregard of poor urban populations. Beyond the havoc wreaked by the LTTE, Sri Lanka’s latest crime estimates recorded more than 6,000 instances of domestic violence against individuals in Colombo in 1991. Since that time, few reports have been generated on the status of urban-dwellers in Sri Lanka. This lack of information is an issue that must be addressed first to truly combat crime. While Sri Lanka supports the goals of the Safer Cities Programme (SCP), there has been too little emphasis placed on understanding the regional causes of urban conflict. Despite the substantial research on gender-based violence (GBV), other types of violence against individual citizens, such as gang violence, have not been taken into account, leaving many with a skewed view of what measures must be taken to combat crime.

To reverse the paucity of information on urban violence, Sri Lanka strongly supports a measure to make national urban security information more accessible, including the use of rapporteurs on this issue. Nations facing civil war are forced to allocate time, funds and people to eradicate this type of large-scale violence before community safety is taken into account. Therefore, the first step in this process involves furthering the SCP’s concentration on the “governance of safety at a local level.” The Sri Lanka Army’s involvement with land-based humanitarian and safety assistance has greatly decreased due to continued conflict with the LTTE terrorists. Any effective measure to reduce urban crime would place power in the hands of all of a nation’s inhabitants rather than the government or the military alone, and would offer power and responsibility to smaller localities in the form of neighbourhood security groups. Sri Lanka welcomes assistance in this issue, and hopes that other nations are willing to do the same, especially those facing the double-threat of widespread terrorist violence as well as urban violence.

