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Our water feature this 
issue highlights how 
this most precious 

resource, which is the most 
vital element to any aspect 
of human survival, is treated 
casually by so many people 
around the world. Most people and businesses 
in developed countries take it for granted 
that if we need water, it will be there – clean, 
abundant and in the quantities we need. 
And let’s not forget that almost one billion 
people have no access to clean water at all.

Water supplies are under threat – population 
growth, climate change, over-abstraction, 
agriculture and infrastructure all play their role. 
Even worse, plastic in oceans and its effects 
on marine life and the dangers of plastics 
entering human food chains, along with toxic 
elements and poisons being discovered in 
water, are all occurring today. Worse still, 
water can be used as a political or military 
tool by state and non state actors, as well 
presenting an attractive target to terrorists.

Given the above, it is clear to see why water 
is classifi ed as such a vital element of critical 
national infrastructure – it is not only essential 
to our survival, but also to our security, 
wellbeing, health, businesses and livelihoods.

One only has to turn to recent events in 
Cape Town to gain an understanding of 
just how cataclysmic it would be if a city 
simply runs out of water. All aspects of 
life would be affected, raising the spectres 
of disease and threats to security.

Thankfully, Cape Town’s Day Zero has 
been postponed to 2019, thanks to extreme 
water conservation and other measures, but 
other cities around the world face similar 
threats. See p34 for an article on how the 
Brazilian city of São Paulo coped with its 
own water crisis, and what measures need 
to be undertaken to conserve its future 
supplies and the viability of the city itself.

There are always solutions, but they can 
be extreme. Communities, businesses and 
individuals – including all those involved in 
emergency management, preparedness and 
response – must all recognise the contribution 
they can make towards ensuring water 
supplies are sustainable, and remain so. 

Technology can also play its part. Both 
Laurie Reynolds (p38) and Matt Minshall 
(42) discuss how artifi cial intelligence, 
machine learning, sophisticated digital 
technology and geospatial information – 
among others – can help secure, protect, 
monitor and conserve supplies. 

It is time to afford this vital resource 
the respect and attention it needs.
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T
he impact of explosive weapons, when they 
are used in populated areas, is often far 
reaching, with devastating consequences that 
go well beyond the immediate harm su� ered. 
Such weapons, particularly those with wide 

area e� ects, are responsible for destroying key infrastructure 
and depriving communities of water, sanitation, electricity 
or medical care. 

Many who witness the terror of a bombardment will su� er 
psychological harm for years, while the interruptions caused 
by explosive threats to education and employment can stunt 
communities and development for decades. To understand 
more about the long-term impact of harm, Action on 
Armed Violence travelled to Sri Lanka in December 2017 to 
investigate the reverberating e� ects of explosive violence. 

 Sri Lanka was a natural choice; the end of the Sri 
Lankan civil war – a con� ict lasting from July 1983 to 
May 2009 – may have ushered in an era of peace, but for 
many people in the most a� ected areas of the island, it 
was a hard peace. Huge segments of the population were 
a� ected by this war, which was marked by its repeated 
use of explosive weaponry; and many still su� er today.

It was a savage con� ict. � e civil war waged between 
the Sri Lankan government and the rebel movement of 
the Tamil Tigers (LTTE), which was � ghting for self-rule, 
was to a� ect the majority-Tamil areas in the north and 
east profoundly. While the LTTE launched devastating 
suicide attacks against civilian targets in the west of the 
country, it was the north and east that saw more than 
100,000 people killed, 650 mine� elds laid down, 350,000 
homes damaged or destroyed, and vital infrastructure 
seriously impaired. � e destruction wrought by explosive 
violence also sparked an exodus, with countless people 
seeking refuge abroad; many have never returned. 

Today, the scars of war that marked the land and people 
in the north and east are still very visible. Twenty-six years 
of con� ict saw health infrastructure at breaking point 
throughout the north and east. By February 2009, a few 
months before the war ended, it was reported that shelling 
had destroyed the last functioning hospital in the north of 
the country. And though most health infrastructure has 
since been rebuilt, the harm to health services still remains. 
Many of those injured remain unable to a� ord treatment not 
deemed ‘essential’, leaving them with shrapnel embedded in 
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their bodies – a painful and daily reminder of the trauma. 
An estimated 90 per cent of Sri Lanka’s 160,000 

amputees lack access to appropriate surgical procedures 
and prosthetic limbs. Amputees should be equipped with 
a state-purchased prosthetic limb, but the reality is far 
from this: AOAV interviewed one victim of a shelling who 
had lost most of his foot. Only eight years after the end 
of the war, was he being � tted with his � rst prosthetic.

It is not just the presence of those who su� ered that has 
left a mark: the absence of people has also been profound. 
Many of the educated Tamil minority emigrated and 
this exodus led to a profound shortage of trained medical 
personnel. In the northern town of Ja� na, AOAV found 
just two psychiatrists for a population of 600,000. � is 
shortage is worrying: past surveys have found that about 
30 per cent of those attending outpatients’ departments 
in the north were displaying symptoms of clinical 
depression, after the war this rose to about 48 per cent.

As one psychiatrist explained to AOAV: “Whenever you 
talk to a patient about their history, invariably the war comes 
in; they have all borne loss and seen the horrors of war.” 
People’s mental health appears trapped in an interminable 
stasis – no resolution, little healthcare and no hope for 
improvement. Huge swathes of the population in the north 
seem to be caught in a permanent state of depression.

Emigration has had other consequences. Prior to the 
war, it was traditional for children to care for their parents. 
Mass emigration has disrupted this tradition of the 
young caring for the old and also led to an acute shortage 
of nurses in care homes. Today, the elderly remain in a 
precarious situation, without the care they need, and are 
being refused the visas to join their children abroad. 

AOAV also noted a worrying sense of unevenness in 
the economic health of the north and east compared to 
other parts of the country. Economically, post-war Sri 
Lanka enjoyed a boom; GDP levels rose sharply, but such 
growth has not been equal. � e Northern Province has 
the lowest GDP per capita in the country and despite 
high growth, the north’s share of GDP between 2011 
and 2015 decreased. � ose areas most a� ected by bombs 
struggle to keep up with national strides in development.

� is has visible consequences. Across the north, destroyed 
homes line the roads. Even today, numerous families are 
still unable to return to their land as it was taken over 
by security forces or contaminated by remnants of war. 
Others are in no � nancial position to begin rebuilding; 
poverty levels are highest in those areas most impacted 
by explosive weapons. Many of these communities once 
relied on � shing and agriculture, and the disruption 
and destruction of the con� ict left thousands struggling. 
Sixty per cent of families in small villages in the north 
are reported to be in debt from post-war loans.

Additionally, the loss of large numbers of men to the 
violence has left numerous women fending for their 
families as single parents. Cultural stigma surrounding 
single mothers, however, means there are few employment 
opportunities for them. � is has led some to desperate 
measures – loans, illicit alcohol brewing or sex work. 
In many instances, loans have worsened situations 
and the pressure of repayment appears to have led 
to high rates suicide, particularly among women. 

Estimates put about 30 women a month 
committing suicide in the north.

Other environmental impacts persist. Ja� na still 

su� ers high-levels of water contamination, with 
corresponding high rates of disease: there are more 
than double the number of dysentery su� erers in Ja� na 
than in the next highest province in Sri Lanka. 

Experts interviewed by AOAV asserted that the explosive 
violence was in large part behind this – damaged drains 
and water pipes have not been addressed. � is, combined 
with poor access to health facilities and a lack of basic 
health knowledge, creates an ongoing health problem.

Another source of concern was how in the north a 
form of cultural imposition by the dominant culture 
of the victors – the Sinhalese – had been felt. Buddhist 
populations from the south moved north and east to 
run businesses and to work in the securitised zones. 
Alongside this, monuments were erected glorifying 
the government’s victory, while LTTE monuments 
and cemeteries were destroyed. Sinhala-Buddhist 
nationalism was actively supported and encouraged. 

Intergenerational consequences
� is has perpetuated tensions, and has particularly 
a� ected Muslims, with far-right Sinhala groups 
presenting them as being threatening to Sinhala-
Buddhist culture. In March 2018, four days of anti-
Muslim violence resulted in three dead, 20 injured, 11 
mosques destroyed, and more than 200 Muslim-owned 
homes and businesses destroyed in Kandy district.

 Such violence is the ugly tip of a far deeper iceberg. � e 
impact of explosive violence has had intergenerational 
consequences in Sri Lanka, with children growing up 
in an environment still scarred by the impacts of war, 
seriously a� ected by the physical, psychological, economical 
and environmental strains that have been placed upon 
families. And it might, over time, bear deadlier fruit still.

� is is because even though some of the direct 
consequences of the war could be still addressed 
with funding and intervention, the profound harm 
caused by explosive weapons is so great that it 
means the long-term impacts are overpoweringly 
corrosive, with equally deep consequences. 

� e only way to prevent such harm is for explosive 
weapons never to be used in populated areas – with Sri 
Lanka serving as a warning cry to politicians and militaries 
that might, in the future, decide otherwise.  
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