Mystery Anp

By Our Defence Correspondent

he 136 passen-
gers and eight-
member crew

were all aboard the
ferry “Iris Moana” by
5.

p.m. on Monday,

Aligust 28, They were

j

oumeymg back to

their homes on the
goVernment-held is-
lands off the Jaffna
Peiiinsula.

Shortly after 6

p-m., the 80 ton ferry
moved slowly out of
Trincomalee , harbour
and! headed north up
the coast.

{Chartered for 1,700

dallars a day by the
Commissioner-
Ggneral of Essential
Services (CGES),
which provides food,
medicine, and trans-
port for civilians in

t

hé" war-torn north,

the’ Iris Moana was
operated by Neuuco
Shipping of Colompo.

’Apart from its cap-

tain, Loyola Fernan-
ddyithere were seven
other crewmen, many
ofis

i

them former navy
lors, Four of the

criew were Tamils
while the others were
Sinhalese.

Although the Iris

Moana could carry
200 passengers, it had
only 144 on board that
ddy. They included 15
children under the age
of'"seven years, 83
mefi and 58 women,
all'of them Tamil

About 50 peoplc

were on their way to
Nainativu, while some
40 were going to Ana-
laitivu, and 15 each to
Kayts, Eluvaitivu and
Pungudutivu. They
had bought their tick-
etg*for the trip from

1l

he Eelam People’s

Dgmocratic party

(

2, whigh, helns,
the forces control lhc
island

’n.e journey on the

old barge is never:a
cmnrnrnhle one;, but
it was the only way
these people "could
travel to and from the
islands, so they tried

their trip. They were
«,f;edultd to reach the

arainagar navy base
on Karaitivu island at

g navy
didir't believe that the
LETE would attack a
ship/ full of Tamils
Theiship itself was not
warth stealing.
wagpstolen,

vulnerable o attacks
by the navy and air
force.

P('nclimlly the only
thing_worth stealing
on the ship, apart
[rmn engine parts and

aVigational equip-
. was a powerful
et

the navy,

lmvlm. lost several

vessels in the last four

motiths, and having to

escort ships carrying

to.the army,

nd air force

bases in the north,

just didn’t have-

enough ships to be

escorting this ferry as
well.

The ferry was cons
dejed safe, since
CCES had been oper-*
ating a ferry service to
the*islands for more
ncdfly four years.

Neither did the T
termitional Comm
tec’of the Red Cross
(ICRC) provide pro-
tecgion by sending one
of .its officers on the

ship, since it only pro-
vides protection for
the large CGES food
ship:

Steaming up the
northeastern coast
the Iris ‘Moana w.
safe enough during
the early stages of the
journey, since the
coast up to Mullaitivu
is controlled by the
forces.

But shortly before
midnight, the ferry
passed Mullaitivu,
and no sooner had
they begun to steam
up the long stretch of
coast held by the
LTTE, the Tigers
struck

It is still not clear
exactly how the Sea
Tigers hijacked the
Iris Moana. Tt would
have been simple
enough for them to go
up to it in their fast
little boats and force it
to come to a halt by
firing a burst of

‘machine gun fire at or

near it, or even ver-
bally hailing it.
However it was
done, there was no
way for the crew to
stop it, and they
apparently did not
even have time, or did
not try, to send out a
distress signal.
Perhaps they felt that
the Tigers would not
harm them, since they
had not done so in so
many years. Before
coming to Trinco-
malee to take up the
service to the islands,
the Iris Moana ha
been doing the same
service between Kal-
pitiya and Mannar,
and had not had any
trouble there either.
What the Tigers did
with the ship between
midnight and noon on

Tuesday is not yet

clear. Since the ship
had been stopped
iright! niéxt ‘to' a’ Sea
Tiger base on the
coast, the LTTE
could have removed
whatever they

including

the passen-

Meanwhile, the
army’s directorate of
military intelligence
had sent a warning to
the navy that, there
were indicatiofis that
an LT ship would
begin unloading
weapons for the Ti-
gers somewhere near
Mullaitiva on Tues-
day

Tne ravysleastern
commander, Com-
modore Daya Sanda-
giri, immediately dis-

tched -three of his
els to search for

T i T
warship, the offshore
patrol cl
J

along with two me
gunboat

Dvora (ypc P .HX.
the Super-Dvora P-
463.

With two 25 mil-
limetre guns, and two

.5 millimetre guns.
the 330 tan Jayasa-
gara_would be more
than a match for any
weapons ship, and the
two fast attack craft,
with their high speed
and armament of two
20 mm and two
12.7 mm guns, could
catch any fleeing
LTTE vesscl.

The three warships
spread out along the
Mullaitivu coast at
dawn, and began their
search.

At 1:15 pm, P-463
spotted the Iris
Moana anchored 1.5
miles from the beach,
and radioed to the
other two navy vessels
that it had discovered
a suspicious ship.
Jayasagara and P-456
quickly headed to-
wards that direction,
and the eastern com-
mand room at Trinco-
malee was informed.

Meanwhile, P-483’s
captain, Ligutenant
Nalin Wijesinghe, not
knowing that the ship
he had found was the
Iris Moana, headed
towards it.

But as the Super-
Dvora came close to
the ship, its crew
would surely have,
seen the- name “Iris
Moana” painted on
the front and back of
the hull, even if they
had not recognised
the ship which they
had seen in Trinco-
malee and along the
northeastern coast
dozens of times be-
fore.

It appears that the

n.n) men didn’t see

Sea Tiger boats
umund the ferry until
the last moment, since
P-463 never sent a
message warning of
any.

But at 1:40 pm,
sailors on board

agara and P-456,
which were fast
approaching the area,
heard an explosion

aw flames shoot-
ng up from P-463.
Within minutes, it had
sunk.

It is not known
what caused the des-
RIS AR Thee
mostlikely explan:
tion appears to be that
it was hit by one or
more rocket propelled
grenades, fired either
from xm Iris Moana
or LTLE craft.

umu causes could

e a sca mine, a

icide boat packed
with explosives, or the
unlikely possibility of
the LTTE having ag-
quired surface to sur-
face missiles.

The gunboat’s crew
were obviously taken
unawares, since they
did \not makc any
mové to flec the area,
and they were
to destroy any

the sailors saw
more than a dozen sea
Tiger boats moving to
and from the shore to
the Iris Moan; Smnc
of the LTT aft
appeared to be ]\ullmL
bodies of sailors from
the

ins of the

Jayasagara and P-456
quickly realised that
the ship was the Ir

ana, but could not
tell whether it bad
heen ed.
They immediately
called “for reinforce-
nents, and held off,
unahle to
scarcli for
since ticy would then

i
believed to be on
board the Iris Moana
could be killed.
Immediately, the
rm bells rang in
Trincomalee, and
navy headquarters in
Colombo was in-
formed of the loss of

the Dvora, the
strange situation of
the Iris Moana, and
the uncertainty over
the whereabouts of its
passengers.

Maj. Gen. Rohan
Daluwatte, the over-
all operations com-
mander of the forces,

who was in Trinco- *

malee, was also
briefed on the situa-
tion.

Two of the navy's
large Chinese-built
gunboats, and three
more Israeli built
Dvoras and Super-
Dvoras raced out
gom Trincomalee to-
vards the battle,
more than 60 Kilo-
meters away. But they
would not get there
for nearly two hours.

Meanwhile, several
air force Bell-212 heli-
copters had arrived
from Trincomalee and
Anuradhapura, and
flew over the area
looking *for survivors,
but did not approach
%00 close for fear of
being shot down.

Although there was
an army camp less
than five kilometres

was time to act. With
less than an_hour of
dnylighl left; it was
imperative that a
proper search be
mounted immediately
for survivors of P-463,
which had sunk by
now, with only a small
part above the water.

But the presence of
the Iris Moana pre-
sehted a major prob-
lem. All efforts to
contact its captain
over the radio had
failed, and by now it
was obvious that the
Tigers had seized the
ship.

I! was decided that
the heavy guns of the
two Chinese gunboats
could not be used in
such a situation, for
fear of Killing civi-
lians,  and Jayasagara
was too slow and valu-
able to be risked
against so many
LTTE boats, and
would be a_sitting
duck for an LTTE
suicide boat. It was a
sister ship to the
“Sagarawardene”,
which was sunk last
September off Man-
nar.

Their efforts were
of no avail, for
although one IPC was
sunk by their gunfire,
the other managed to
come inclose, and
supported by the
other Sea Tiger boats,
literally cut the Dvora
into pieces with their
gunfire.

As darkness fell,
the other navy vessels
withdrew to a safé dis-
tance, unsure of what
had hit either one of
the sunken gunboats,
and still unclear of
where the Iris
Moana’s passengers
were.

There was flso the
possibility that the
ferry with its 144 civi-
lians aboard would be
used by the Tigers to
attack navy vessels,
which wopld be un-
able to fire back for
fear of killing women
and children. .

Meanwhile, davy
headgquarters, realiz-
ing the ‘threat of the
hijacked Iris Modna,
sent explicit orders
that under no cir-
cumstances W the
ferry to be allowed to

A vessel slmllar tothe one that was sunk
==

from the area, for
some strange reason,
the army did not join
in the battle im-
mediatel

Mecanwhile, intelli-
cnce had flashed a
warning that Sea Ti-
ger leader Soosai, one
of the LTTE's most
cunning military com’
manders was directing
the_ operation from
the shore

At about 4:30,
with the naval
forcernents  still
their way, Chinese-
built F-7 jets took off
fromChisia; Bayjiain
force base. iving
over Mullaitiva, the
jets bombed the Sca

iger basc. But the
bombing appears 1o
have been way off

. since the

did not report
having lost any
cadres, and neither
has the air force
claimed to have killed
any Tigers.

The pilots at first
seported being fired
on by a surface-to-air
missile which missed,
but later admitted
that this was probably
smoke from their own
bombs which looked
like a’missile’s trail.

The tore said
that it h:ld destoyed
two nhissile launching
paids ¢n the beach that
evenig

Avillery guns at the
neaby army camp
also opened fire, but
this too appears to
have been very erra-
tic,fand no Tigers
wert killed by it.

At about 5330 pm,
with the other gun-
boats having arrived
from Trincomalee, it
was decided thal it

Although they were
r outnumbered by at

.
boats, the four-Dyvor-
as moved in to atta

But within minutes
of the battle starting
up again, at 5:
horrified sailors on
the other boats saw a
huge explosion on P-
456, and the Dyora’s
engides stopped,
bringing it to a com-
plete halt.

Soldicrs watching
the battle from their
camp nearby say they
saw a flash of fire
from the beach at the
time of the explosion.

It is now believed
that the Tigers
brought the Czech
built T-55 main battle
tank they got away
with during the
Pooneryn battle in
November of 1993,
and which hasn't been
scen since, down to
Mullaittivu, and
camoufls

'he gun on the
I‘glxgvul to

apo;
pple P456."
Immediately, the
two largest Sea Tiger
craft, which were
quickly recognized by
sailors on the otfier
Dvoras as two of the
five small inshore pat-
rol craft (IPC) which
the Tigers also cap-
tured during the
Pooncryn battle,
attacked the Dvora.
Altliough their boat
was stopped dead in
the water, and they
would have known
that their time had
come, the sailors on
board P-456 fought to
the end, firing at the
Sca Tiger boats with
every gun they had.

sail into Trincomalee
harbour. The fear was
that the ship could
Bave. been packed
with Lexplosives,

against the "1-1\"'

‘.
more than five miles
away. At dawn they
clearly saw Sea Tiger
boats’ moving to and
from the Iris Moana
and the shore, with
LTTE cadres embark-
ing and disemb

dop-
ters and plancs, and
soldiers from thc,
nearby camp, also
kept watch.

At 10:30 a.m. on
Wednesday, the sol-
diers reported that the

had Begun steam-
ing away from the
shore, towards the
open sea, and the
navy breathlessly
waited 10 see Which
way the lIris Moana
would

However, it soon
became obvious that
it was a false alarm,
and that the ferry was
still in the same pla

Meanwhile, i
omb, few
the forces®
scemed to know what

was really going on.

The navy, not
knowing /' their
ships had been sunk,
and what had become
of the 144 civilians,
flatly refused to
answer any questions
from journali
apart from acknow-
Itdynb that they had
lost two fast attack
craft

The Joint Opera-
tions Command curtly
told journalists that
the navy had sent no
message about the
battle, so as far as it
was concerned, no-
thing had happened.

Brigadier Sarath
Munasinghe, the
military’s official
spokesman, tried to
paint a picture of a
great victory,by telling
the weekly, cabinet
press briefing that two
large LTTE boats car-
rying 30 Tigers each
had’ been destroyed
by P-456, together
with eight smaller Sea
Tiger boats.

It is highly unlikely
that the LTTE'’s big
boats, which are used
to carry cadres, and
not to fight, would
have stayed around
when four Dvoras
were. attacking them.

Officers «on. the
other Dvoras con-
firmed that only the
single IPC was sunk,
contrary to Munasing-
he’d clajm.

All thiy only added
to the general confu-
sion among the forces
and the public.

Meanwhile; on
Wednesday after-
noon, the
Commissioner-
G | of! Essential
Services, M. 5
Junaid, who is also
the secretary of the
ministry of shipping,
ports, reconstruction
and rehabilitation,
sent a letter to Marco
Altherr, the head of
the, ICRC /in Col-
ombo, asking for help
in locating the civi-
lians.

The ICRC im-
mediately sent
meassage to Jaffna,
telling its representa-
tive there 18
LTTE what
come of th
ple. But there was no
immediate reply from
the Tigers.

However, the
LTTE offered to re-
turn five bodies of
mulnri and on Thurs-

day morning, the
ICRC handed them
over to the army at
Vavuniya, from
where they were
brought to Colombo.

They wre identified
as the bodies of Lt.
Nalin Wijesinghe,
Lc.lqu Mechanic U.

. Senaka, Able
Se;\m.m D. W.H. W,
K Nissnnk.l Able
Seaman L. P. K
Perera, all uf Super-
Dvora P-463, and
Able Seaman P. V.
U. S. Vitharana of
Dvora P-456.

I'ﬂurluen other
na rsonnel are
still h:lul as missing.

are Sub Lt. M.

H. N.
andara of P-463, and
Hemantha “A
jewardene, Lt.
Herath, Leading Sea-
man U. J. K. Heman-
tha, Able Seaman H.
W. R. P. Kumara,
Able Seaman T.
Kandagamage, Meck-
anical Engineer H.
Chandana, Communi-
cator V. K. R. Karu-
naratne, and Leading
echanic K. F.

K.
Nishantha of P-456.

he Tigers also told
the ICRC on Wednes-
day that they had

taken no prisoners.

On  Thursday
Junaid sent a second
letter to the ICRC.

“Your esteemed co-
operation in obtaining
information and the
release of the passen-
gers, the crew and the
vessel will be very
smuch appreciated,”
he said.

The ICRC prompt-
ly dispatched one of
its representatives to
Mullaitivu by road to

talk to the Tigers at

the scene, where the
tense standoff be-
tween the navy and
the Sea Tigers was
‘ontinuing.

For three days, the
waiting continued.
Finally, on Friday, the
LTTE allowed the
L,ICRC representative 3
to visit the civilians,
who were no longer
on the ship, and were
being kept at a Tiger
base near Mullaitivu

The Tigers said that
they would release
most of the passen-
gers, but that several
whom they believed
were EPDP  person-

nel, and the crew of
the ship, would be de-
tained. :

At the time this col-
umn was written,
neither the govern
ment nor the ICRC
would provide details
of the impending re-
lease' of the ci f,
or when it would mke

lace.

It was also not
known whether the
Iris Moana itself
would be returned by
the Tigers, or whether
they would blow it up,
or try to use it them-
selves.

he entire Iris
Moana affair was a
disaster for the navy,
and muny qncstmns

nccd to bc :m;wered

was military

ence so easily

convinced that an

LTTE wcapons \h|p
was to unload i

go off Mull;utxvu’
Ll:drly the Tigers
managed to pull the
wool over the eyes of
the intelligence men,
and they would be
advised to ‘be more
cautious about send-
ing other members of
the armed forces into
traps.

Wherever intelli-
gence received this in-
formation, it
clear that it
tainly deliberately
plm\led by the L

 ‘mavy patrol
bants come in search
of such a weapons
ship, and lure them to
their destruction.

How was it that the
forces did not know
that the Iris Moana
ad been hijacked,
for morc than |2
hou after it wa:
sei; v.d ? why didn’t lhe
navy officers at
Karainagar report it
missing when it didn’t
arrive by 5 a.m. on
Tuesday? No-one,
cluding CG!
navy, even missed the
ship, and no radio
message was sent to
Iris Moana's captain
asking him where he
was. If such a message
had been sent, a
search would have be-
gun when the Iris
Moana did not
answer.

It was not until af-
ter P-463 had been
sunk, and Jayasagara
and P-456 identified
the Iris Moana, that
the navy realised what
the ship was. If
Karainagar had not

been asleep, every
navy vessel from Trin-
comalee to the islands
would have been
hunting for the Iris
Moana long he(ou‘
and Lt. Nalin Wi-

jesinghe and his men-

on board P-463 would
not have been taken
by surprise, and the
navy would have had
more time to formu-
late a better plan to
deal with -the situa-
tion.

Could a slup filled
with 144 people, in-
cluding 58 women and
15 small children, just
vanish and not be mis-
sed? If the Iris Moana
had not been hijack-
ed,but had hit a rock

or a reef in the dark-"

ness of Monday night

3 and sunk, who would
have rescued the pas-
sengers, when the
navy n't even
notice it hadn’t ar-
rived?

Even the exact
number of passengers

n board was not
known. The number
of tickets sold was
121, but the pressence
of the 15 children was
not known until
Thursday, since they
travelled on their
~mothers’ tickets.

Why was the navy.
forced to fight a lone
battle with the S
gers, with no effective
support from either
the army or the air
force? At no time
air force planes attack
the Sea Tiger boats.
Instead, they fruitless-
ly bombed the shore
in the hope that
Soosai would be there
and, that one of the
bornbs would kill him.

With more than 15
Sea Tiger boats lazing
around in broad day-
libh( the pilots

ianclu wara tan
obvmusl) were 100
fraid of LTTE mis-
iles and gunfire to
Jaunch any atta
the boats!
! It is' curious that
SLAF aircraft did not
locate and recognise
the ship as the Iris
Moana, before P-463
spotted it. Perhaps if
they had done so, the
crew of P-463 would
not have unsuspec-
tingly gone to their
deaths, but would
have been forewarned
before entering the
trap.

The pilots report of
having a missile fired
at them gives part of
the answer. Since
April, SLAF puoss
have teported mis:
firings at pncnc-ﬂl)
cvery major daylight
battle. The other two
forces now suspect
that the pilots are
either paranoid or un-
willing to take risks.

ven their claim of
destroying two missile
pads by bombing is
suspect. Radio moni-
toring by intelligence
has indicated no signs
of this. Neither did
anyone but the pilots
themselves claim to
have seen their des-
truction.

The Bell-212 heli-
copters, which were
for more than a de-
cade on of the two

being the ¢ ti
planes), are now rare-
ck

they could also be
casily brought down
by gunfire from the
ground, with the Ti-

g lcarned to
mass five-zero guns

ntricue Arouno “Iris Moana”

for just such a pur-
pose whenever they
launch a raid.

The Bell-212’s
have, in short, turned
into transport helicop-
ters, and their pre-
sence at a battle fools
no-one, least of all the
Tigers. Qn Tuesday,
several were in thé
area, but did not go
near ‘the Sea Tiger
boats, or attack the
shore base.

The conduct of the
army’s top brass was
at best, puzzling, and
at worst, cowardly.

With an army base
only, four kilometres
away, why didn't the
soldiers launch a fast
operation to advance
towards the beach
close to Iris Moana?
Apart from ineffec-
tively firing artillery
rounds, the soldiers,
appear to have done
nothing but watch.

* Any movement to-
wards the beach
would have forced the
Tigers to flee into the
jungle or risk fighting
on land and
same time in
daylight. By
control of the beach
near where the ship
was anchored, the
forces would have sur-
rounded it and the

E's battle tank
would have had
move away
attacked by ground
troops

Had the tank had to
flee, P-456 may not
haye been destroyed.

Sven if the Mul-
laitivu camp did not
have enough frontline
troops for such an
advance, there was
more than enough
daylight time on Tues-
day to fly in
troons such as 1]».:
HHOOPS Such as
mobile bupde or the
Special Forces, who
are less than half an
hour’s’ flying time
away by helicopter.

Even after the sol-
diers said they spotted
a battle tank on the
beach, the arm:
not move to af
even though it
something the Tigers
had mmj from the
army at

Why w:
overall’ operations
commander,

Gen. Daluwatte,

not organize such an
expedition? He was at
Trincomalee, from
which the navy was
directing’ its opera-
tions, and therefore,
had access to all the
information he
needed about the bat-
tle. Instead, on Tues-
day morning, he re-
turned to his head-
quarters at Anuradha*
pura, and took no
offensive action

n after Tues-
day, the army made
no offensive moves
The air force 00, just
watchd

'lhmu,,lmm Eelamn!

ar
omnmnon buwu.n
the three armed
forces has been sadly
lacking, a situation
which had not arisen
before. On Tuesday,
the navy was left to
fight its own battle,
with no effective help
from the army and air
force.

If the armed forces
intend to each fight
their own separate lit-
tlc war and not help
ach other out, the
Tigers may just end
up getting their
Eelam.




