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Full r1 plctur emerges from the b

By The Sunday Times Defence Correspondent

Asdgraictul nation mourns he
sons who paid the supreme
disaster, there was cuphoria fn the L TATE held Taitaa
peninsula.

Amidst the “Veera Vanakkam" (achievement of mar-
tyrdom) ceremonics, Tiger leader, Velupillai Prabhaka-
ran, was decorating some of his top cadres for “bravery”
in successfully exceining Operation Thavalar or Frog

in Tamil. That was the code name given by Pral
10 the Tiger offensive in the Poonefyn scttor hcgm
around 1.30 a.m. on November 11

Its mission was to ensure “safe” boal movements
across the Jaffna lagoon, now better known as the Kilali
passage, both for Tiger cadres and civilians alike.

onths now, the focal point of Tiger pro-«
paganda in the peninsula has been a promise by Prab-
hakaran 10 i ** the Pooneryn sector from the
hands of the security forces and thus ensure unhindered
access between the peninsula and the mainland. The
Tigers also wanted to establish greater domination of the
Jaffna lagoon.

It is the importasice of the Kilali passage that promp-
ted the Army into “Operation evi”. Had the Army
exploited their success of advancing to Kilali at great
sacrifice of soldiers and vennmed there, it would have
denied to the L is important passage and the
crucial operational,logistic and communication linkage
between the peninsula and the mainland.

This passage was (hc only free linkage the LTTE had
and was of singular value 1o the Wanni-Peninsula axis
which s cr 0 the northern centric LTTE thinking.

Since the /\xnly did not occupy Kilali, the LTTE was
able 10 retain this strategic plum and use it as one of its
major launch pads for “Opetation Thavalai*.

In hindsight, therefore, had the Army kept possession
of Kilali and prevented the LTTE usc of the Jaffna
lagoon, the attack on Pooneryn could perhaps well have

cen pre-empied by denying the LTTE the advantage of
4 two-pronged north south attack on the Army.

From last week, as the sceurity forces who re-occu-
pied the Pooneryn sector wen: bmy consolidating the
defences and cilities, boat
were going on theough the Kilali passage, There have of
course been a tacks on Tiger boats by the Sri

caths of her patsiotic

times.
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in action. Contrary to all training norms, these men had
been atttached to the Pooneryn complex, a hij gh intensi-
1y h:\ulc area, to learn the skills of becoming a soldier

The o 1 for this was the fact that they could not

dcscrl smr: Whey will fal into cncay han
“This has never happened before. The unirained and
mucd mcn were cannon fodder,” remarked ap angry
defence official, He sail government leaders were un-
aware of the training of recruits on the frontline.

When “Operation Thavalai” got under way, how the
troops in the Pooneryn sector fought badksshowed their
great ability to face adversity at tremendous personal

icc. s was when induction of re-inforcements
became difficult, when they were forced to stay on
without food, medical supplics and water, They retaincd
their morale and fought in the fage of adversity and
death stalking

The Sunday Times has been able to piece together
more «details of the disaster at Pooncryn. The most
touchtng human dramu occured-at the Nagathevanthurai

Naval base. Sea Tiger frogmen who came in rafts
damaged onc istic radar and a
tower. When they launched their attacks on the main
detachment area and the ear the picr, the navy
men resisted. Tigers salled in for résinforcements and
kept on engaging the naval positions.

The telephone was working. Those at Nagathevan-
thuraiimmediately rang the Navy Unit at Elephant Pass
1o call for re-inforcements while others kept on firing. As
the pre-dawn hours ticked by, the Navy men were under
hcavy pressure, Many were hit by cnemy fire. Some
were dead but a good number were wounded. There
wm mrs that they may be over-iun

/hen there is light at the end of the barrel, one can
hope for relief and derive strength. But whcneverylhmg
is bleak ‘and lost, is the moment of truth w!

training and national pride overcomes physical threats
and mn,,m This our troops have and what mppm<d
< this amply.

e injurcd who lay fallen insisted that the others
leave immediately after they destroy_whatever equip-
ment possible. But those who were resisting did not have
the heart to do that. They wanted to zo down fighting
100. A5 some morg were hit, the wounded insisted. The

able men destroyed some communications equipment
and telephoned Elephant Pass to n what was
Now the wounded were exhorting that the

TS TR IO
Lanka Air Force aircraft, Bm |h|.y hau !hcu imitations
in the absence of Naval and ground suppo

To execute “Operation Thavalai” abhakaran put
together a mix of his various cadres. The bulk of them
were drawn from the districts of Jaffna, Kilinochehi,
Mannar, Vavuniya, Trincomalee and Batticaloa. Back-Y
ing them were the specialised units - the. Charles An-

E new “Comman-
do™ unit ta supplement lhc\uﬂTu,ﬂsﬂ)l sea and lagoon
combat). Black Tigers and Women's units. There were
some 2,000 of them deployed for the offensive, the first
time such a large number 1ok part since the canven-
tional style assault on the Elephant Pass camp which *

they held sicge for 28 days m 1989,
‘Warnings

As 1 said in these columns las week, intelligence

warnings of an impending attack were passed on to

top brass by senior defence officials well in ad-
vance. Even a few hours before the atack began, there
were reparts of warnings.

This Nad come after the main Naval base in the north
at Karainagar inlercepted heavy traffic on radio con
TBiations and jaarnt cadres wert being musiered.for

k.

The Pooneryn sector defences, some 33 square ki-
lomeires, i oné sifiele complex manned both by Navy
and Army pe] ¢ western end of this com-
plex lay Comar  Point, the lm\c\ml_ arca through which
ersonnel movements take place.
g "hat across thethin strip of land, towards
st is the Nuga Navy detachmen. The
night w
housed in two a
and the others, som

From here, a telephone linked them to s Navy unit
deployed at the Elephant Pass Camp. They kept in
regular contact
Further soutfieast of this complex, closer to the
Pooneryn wwn side were the Bagalion Headauarers of
I Sri Lanka Light Infantry (SLLI), and some 100 metres
;|\\.|\‘lh\. 3 Gujaba Regiment, Also located in this are
w Wy unit
Eesides the Mavy men, personnel of the 1wo battal-
fons, there were also an assortment of others mcluding
those from the Armoared Corps, Artillery Regiment,
Army Supply Corps,
“nginecrs and the
Suard Battalion. R
[ Ked off a serious contraversy is

the presence of 26 nces swho are all dead or missing
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late aficrnoon on Sunday did the men relieve Col
Ranjit Silva’s besieged |~ uup By then the rescue mis-

o coaet aad Sespaiched incem for edioat atten- .,
tion. Next came the task of collecting the dead bodics.

Lt. Gen. Waidyaratne monitored the induction of
re-inforcements from the Operations Room of the Sri
Lanka Air Force at Palaly together with his senior
officials.

At the Army Commander's Secretariat in Colombo
where a separate section is tasked with handling the
media, late Saturday night preparations were under way
1© fly @ team 10 write an account of the rescue and
re-capture of the Pooneryn sector. Captain Thilak Se-

nayake, a one time Dinamina joufnalist experienced
in covering the separatist war, was tclephoning a select-,
ed group around 1.30am and asking them to turn up at
the Ratmalana "Airport later that morning. They werc
advised to come prepared for a three day stay at Palaly
with passible visits to the re-occupied Pooneryn sector.

“The selected team of media personnel flew to Palaly
and were there when others, who learnt they had been
Ieft out (including foreign correspondents) protested ©
the Ministry of Defence. Defence Secretary, Hamilton
Wanasinghe who was by then at a conference at Vavu-
niya with security officials took up the issue with Lt
Gen. Waidyaratne. He pointed opt that all media ma:
ters were being h.mdln.d b} the Presidential Press
Secretariat and said media visits too should be left in.
their hands. He ordered that the media team be sent
back immediately. They were flown to Colombo the
same day.

‘Counlérpomt’

In the team of media personnel was Varuna
n tor of the news monthly
“Counte! in its latest issue had given, iy
lengthy Jccuunl "of the debacle of ~Operation il
evi." Just two days before the Pooneryn disaste
|1leke was at the Army Commander’s office. *
dyaratne and other high ranki
whom he summoncd spent  time  telling him the
mérits of “Operation Y.\I Devi™. i
Pooneryn disuster abo led to moves for u joint
Government-Opposition dialoguc on the separatis

Dthers shauld leave but insisted that cach ang,of them be
given u grenade 1o kil themselves if they fellinto enemy
hands. Then came the crucial parting on Friday night'
The able left leaving the wounded,

Some forty two Navy men joined in by a small group
of soldiers walked through the Jaffnz lagoon sometimes
wading neck deep in water, 10 a pre-arranged Lat
Sinna Paranthan where a Navy team picked them up.

o Elcphant Pass and were later flown

ta the main Military Base at Palaly.

& wounded men paid the supreme sacrifice as the

rs avér ran Nagathevanthurai Naval base. They
dismantled a remaining radar. Before seizing the fleet of
boats at the pier. they blasied onc of them triggering a
Toud explosion - « move which security officials said was
10 signify that the objective of their mission had
achieved. Tigers also ransacked the armoury.

The Navy men who escaped gave o dewailed account
of the events to Navy Commander, Vice Admiral Mo-
han Samarasekera, at Palaly

The Army positions in the Pooneryn seclor were in
lusterof zine roofcd buildings located near paddy ds
2ad palmyrah groves. The Forward Defence Lines
(FDLs) were loeated. distantly and had no [M(,ts or
barricades.

Butone (mporant sepect that has come (0 Tight is the
fact that 2ers hiad infiltrated the camp areas hours

s.lnn. II"; '\ILde propet ook place. Soldiers manning

x were unaware of this till they themselves
\ere illed, wounded or cacaped.
Detailed accounts pavw available show how most of
defence lin
M'krl propellc
cran 10 rain on FDLS, soldicrs who took up positions at
outer points fircd back at the auackers. Practically every
FDL came under auack at the same tin

zgcri

When soldiers shot dead some of the invading Tigers.
they collegied their weapgns, the bodics and moved
them 1o a centre compound of the camp complex. This
went on a few times near the batdaion headquarters of
Light Infantry. But the soldiers could not
The Tigers who had infiltrated began
attac in the soldicrs, This suprise attack ool
Some soldiers had thought the mo
awn colleagues for they 100 were in fatigues.

¢ resistance. A while carlier Lt
Commanding Officer of 1 Sri Lanka L d
destroyed communications Equlpm:nl and shifted pos
tion with some men.
Vlater re-grouped with men from the 3 Gajaba
The Commanding Officer of 3 Gajaba, Ma

Injured sold
jor Daulagala had been on leave. His pumber two,
Major Hemapala who was there had been 'killed by
enemy fire. \When the others gor tozether, Lt. Col. Silva
way the senior officer there. This group resisted efforis
by e cnemy to over-run them,

Army Commander, LL Gen. Cedl Wai

took the unprecedented step of promatin
Jit Sil%a 10 the rank of full Colone

varatng
Col. Ran-

When dawn broke, the Tigers bad mads lh-w prize
catch. They had not only seized thearmouries of
battalions but two Main Baule Tanks, 15 Fifty Caite
(Five Zero) guns, 19 RPG launchers, over 800 machine
guns and rifles. pistols and a vust array of ather military
hardware now cstimaied to be over 0 million.
Although Tigers scized five 120mm guns,
Army nrr;.mﬁm two were later rec As
Thursday davéned, the acws of the disasicr at Pooneryn
spread countrywide. The Government ordered the
vice chiefs Lt. Gen. Cecil Waidyaraine (Army ). Air
Marshal Terrance Gunawardena (

Admiral Mohan Samarasekera avy) o ruch 1o the
north. The trio flew w Palaly.

Army Commander, Li. Gen. Waidyaratne was both
angry and upset. He told some senior of evenif he
found it hard to come to grips with the F- l that more
than 400 mcn had dicd (by then), ii Was much harder ta
belicve tha \lh&-r\g\ mm “taken two Main Baule”

He said he felt ed of this fact since he rose
rimke of the Armacred Corps.

Government lcaders who were closely
the aftermath o oneryn disaster as hours ticked
away on hursday. were bepinmin o get increasingly
concerned that no rescue efforts had gone into effect
This concern was heightened when disturbing reports
trickled in that some top brass wanted to abandon any
reseuc effort, unbelievable but true

ilery

vered

y monitoring

Ranil’s measures
ter, Ranil Wickremesinghe, who had just

ceremos
moon -\h(!m
pily ook sto
series of measure:
He sent Defence Secretary, Hamilton Wanasing
Vavuniva, Lt Gen. Waidyaratne and other top bra
were advised to Mlv from Palaly te Vavuaisa and
the Defence Secr

yoom. w
ofthe situation and s

£s who survived the Pooneryn attack

At a top level conferen
vered Premier Wickrem s
rescuc effort should be launched at any cost 1o save the
irapped men in Pooneryn and io regai
the top brass should Tdrmula
immediately. General Wanasinghe few back to repon
tothe Prime Minister. The top brass returned to Paldly
and were busy formulating o major efforl to induct
reinforcements some 36 hours alter the attack took
place
In Colombo, as the news spread of the
Poaneryn scetor. other develapm
snda Madduma Bandara, Dircctor of Inforn
edl 1o President, 1.B. Wijetunga, that a cen-
ediately
e advocated censorship afiee
st account of

crs censorship was not necessary. They
explained nm the local media had been reportng the
Facts and 1 was no adverse reporting lo damage

national of security interests

President W ijetunga not only decided against a cen-
sorship but asked the Department o . the
e Bare asem that dissenanates official imformation. 10
channel reports on the oRgoing separalist war.

Eadlict, some of the official reports were also chan-
neled i mudia by the Operational Headquarters of
e Mimisiry of Defence. The new move 164 16 some
confusion since the Depariment of Information re-
mained closed in the evenings unlike the Operational
Headquarters which was open round the clock, The

orcign Ministry which had 1o beiel over
missions and foreign carrespondents were nabie 1o
obtain copies

Back in Palaly that Friday, plans to induct re-in-

were being launched. Commandas were

F air base in Sigiriva in addition 10

troops from the cast. Colanel Sh ¥
stch and 6 Sri Lanka Light

s 1o bres ions
e, On the first oceasion there was

ond atiempt, later in the

skies posed problems. But by

Siul landings by sea

e of tripped soldi-

ercemems, 1t was not 1l

ers made contact with the re

SoTE T
Mohamed 10 sound him on this. M

spoke ta Prime Minister. Ranil W

similar move was called for later hy Dr. Neville".
Fernando in a speech he made 10 Parliament, Also
mal mgumulmgn speech calling for immediute ag-
tion ut political level Deputy Speaker. Gamini

scha

Importantly the LTTE offensive in the Pooneryin
sector comes in the backdrop of the Government

| pacification programmes and impending lo-
cal elections in the eastern province. Tiger ac
nmewunpmvmm|\.n|m:n low profile. Yetno doubt
they retain & toapply pressure in the cast when
required. e

But it is doubtful that the LTTE i able 10 concen
b et forces in the Eastern Provinee to-be g
formidable . The siwation in the northern prov-
e st 18 tatally different.

10 i apparent hat the LTTE reserves its cadres for
fexible operations in the heartland of hé
northern province. To retain this in

oncentratc and disperse i exsential. For ihis, they
must have the freedom of movement and communi-
<ation. Henee the Tmporiance of lagoon.

In the immediate situation, it can be predicted that
the LTTE will at arty.cast want 10 retuin their initiative
of movement of communication between the Wanni

i includes the strelch of the
i heartland between Mannar and Mullaitiva

Hvity it

It appears as if it will concentrate its effort 10
immediate strategy of domination in the northern prov-
ince while reta an .5b|||[v 1o strike ut selected

ressure points in the eastern provinee 1o retain &
tacticul advantage. The extension of this strategy tof
Colombo or any other centre of Dmmc.slinmulmuu— ¥
the “south” cannot e excluded.

In view of the success the LTTE has
the security forees in the
Similar atti
wrested the initiative from \hc secu

chieved over

forces in the
o credible

b which

preat capbility n the e hcen province whi

one would tie down the security forees 1ihe northern
province. This will curb the security forces flexibility to
reinforcethe castern muvmssm meet increased securi
ents necessitated by the forthcoming local

Slecions and the political strategy of pacification.




