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Details emerge ifrom  the northern battlefront

It seemed a strange quirk of irony that one d
had to follow another in just ome moath.

At pre dawn last Thursday (November 11), son
Tiger terrorists, both men and women, over
naval base at Nagathevanthurai and the adj
Army camp at Pooneryn.

When their. two day seige ended, more than 400
soldicrs were killed and an estimated Rs. 250 millic
worth of military hardware and other material was lost

Both these military installations are located on the
western flank of Elephant Pass, overlooking the waters
of the Jaffna lagoon - the scene of many military
encounters in the past six weeks.

They formed the bulwark of forward defence on the
mainland and faced the Tiger beld Jaffna peninsula
The hinterland of the lagoon ‘and its deep water
passages became the focal point of operations fo
the malitary and the guerrillas for this coastitut:

o free linkage  between the peninsula
mainland. The significance of this was heigh

the launch of the seven-day long “Operation Yal Devi
on September 28,

Whea this operation,. intended to “dest
landing points £nd allied facilities nsed by the LTT
area Kilali,” ended on October 4, tfoops withdrew
sooner did this bappen, security forces started
offensive beginning November 1 as T reported in these
columns on’ November 7.

On November 1 Sri Lanka Air Force helicopters
engaged Tiger boats crossing the lagoon. This was
while guns from naval craft and artillery batters
opened fire from sca and land, Of a convoy of some
boats, five were reported hit,, From that day the
exercise has been going on to cirb boat movements
Despite the pressure, the LTTE operaled boat services
continued.” =¥

Some “who am\‘ea in Oolombo on Wednesday
(November  10)" night said"that a large number of
civilians had ‘crossed the lagoon the previous night
Were they civilians or' was ‘that the ‘movement of
cadres?

“It's just terrible”

From hindsight it would sppear that this was the
mustering of LTTE forces to attack the Poonery
sector,

As the following account reveals, even by last night,
the fuller details i of what happened
Nagathevanthurai and Pooneryn were not clear
officials . in. the . defence establishment. “It's
terible,” said one high ranking officer briefing a se
politican, S TN

On Thursday, evén the Operational Hea dquarters of
the Ministry,of, Defence put/out just # ooe paragraph
statement, It said:

“1. KILINOCHCHI DISTRICT ON 11 NOV
POONERYN AREA'-'A massive attack was launchs
by the LTTE during the carly Bours on 11 November
1993 at'the' Pooderyn”Afmy and Navy defences. It is
reported fiefce fi rghﬁnghs [F'continuing. It is believed
thatithé‘casualties o bothithe'SF and LTTE arc very
wilk ued asand when

il
pokesmag, anadu:nNnun gAmmana,’ told’ medix

personnel that his office ‘would not deal with th
directly, [nformation would henceforth be channelled
through: the Government  Information Department

h.c LTTE men had withdrawn., -\ sizeable qumber
b via the Kilal{ pas-
uge whilst others into théir hldwuts in the Wanni ares,
All the weapanry seized from their hideouts had beal
removed, the bulk of them to Jaffnp.

As the re-inforcements began to consoli
positions, represeatatives of the International Comm.l-
tee of the Red Cross (ICRC) inforéd military guthori-

n the porth that the Tigers'were handing’over the

bodies of 300 dead soldiers. ICRC officials werg in turn
arranging to hand them over to the Army.
toll of 300, high ranking military officials md last night
that there were at least another 100 bodies of soldsers
bringing the totabdead to over 400, The official sdid the
number wounded would also be between 350 aad 400,
He said a fuller count of the casualties would be availa-
ble late today but added there were some difficulties due
to several mutilated bodies,

LTTE casualtles

In terms of casualtics, the LTTE had also suﬁcm

heayy toll. By last night, throagh intercepts from
transmission, 396 were confirmed dead. This 1o
at Jeast three Sea Tiger leaders. There was also injdica.
tions during the past lhrcc days that LTTE luder Velu-
pillaj Prabbakaran, was nemm!h keeping in onnch
with his men in the field and giving them instructions.
The Igrgest number of LTTE losses had coti-when

they made a vain bid on Friday night to ovec-rut the
area where Col, Ragjan Silva and his men were boldiag
out. “They got a really bloody nose", said one seaior
military officer who was monitoring tbe operation.

Col. Shantha Kottegoda who led the re-inforceiment
has taken control of the Pooneryn Sector. Sécusity offi-
cials said steps were under way 1o re-establish bmh the
Naval base and the Army Camp. 1

Among those who were caught ap in the attdck at

Urposcs,

cruits had been sent to Poowyn to prevent anypbmhle
desertions. Escape from there would have beea oaly to
enemy hands. The miove wis Guestibned by sofhe seaior
officials on the grounds that a high inteasity batile area
was psychologically not suitable 10 train men. He point-
ed out that was why evea the British, during war-days,

chose salubrious climes like Diyatalawa in Sti Lanka
and Dehfa Dun in India’ for training camps: "

The two battalions deployed in the Pooneryn sector
were the 3 Gajaba Regiment and the 1 Sri Lanka Light
Infantry. This was in addition to &'group lmm the
Artillery Regiment.

Besides Col. Silva's group, military officials’ said,
there were- also two other small groups that héld but.
However, details of what they faced were not available.

As more details of what happened in the Poanerym
sector began to emerge, many questions werd also sur-
facing. One was whether the disaster in the hréa oc-
curred due to any weakness in previous stratégies that
feft the troops open. to Thursday's sucker punch.

But one thing is now well known. That is the'fact that
the attack came from all directions — the land thrisst
from the south and the cast of the two instillatiors.
What is much more significant is the séa borne fhrust
from the porth. The latter yvery clearly confirms the
active, existence * of the Sea Tigers Base at Kﬂlh

really so. Wlulsl ;mng total credit and uneq
admirhtiof coursge of security forces in bgitling
their wnylthmugh “Operation Yal Devi”, thiseolumn
has questioned the wisdom of the strategy of m\mnwul
from Kilali




Even‘before the disasters atNagathevanthur
Poone: the subject of media relations has
engaging the attention: of thoge running the defence
glhblnhm:nl more particularly after “Operation Yal
evi
Some wefe,of, the view:that the scparatist war was
being luuyn and won"" through hired hacks
and ghost writers in the cofumas of newspapers. That
10 by screening video footage to those who are sick or
have pever seen me war areas from any side of the
«battle:line: Yo |
The Sunday Tnnu has been able to piece t
dewhnl :m m:on;nnpw to hit the security
, The aitacks'on;the two installations
came lrom Iﬂ dtmcdons of the landside and on the
rfront, significantly, from the mow well-known

a Tiger frogmea bad arrived. by «bamboo rafts
'amm this passage, slealdul) mavcd across and des-
athevanthurai. Boatloads of other Tigs
ugh the lagoon and from their jungle hndr-
anni, It seemed os if each group knew what!
With communications cut off,
scket Propelled Grenades (RPGs)
bunkers in the Forward Defence Lines (FDLs)
¢y were on fire and the mea inside ran helter skeiter
for cover. From there they began firing at the attackers
a confrontation ensued.
A group of ‘over 75 brave Navy mea resist
Tiger onslaught. RealiSing that they were m
resistance, Tigers radioed for re-inforcemen
ncd via' Kilali“in b(\llllu:ldl Details at

No sooner the news of the attack reached Colombo,
unity top' brass were ‘cxamiung’ options. Arily
Commander, Lt. Gen. Cecil Waidyaratne, flew to the
nunh Together with his top brass, he was making
< 'or damage coptrol
Soon after Dyer-minning. hngamcvmmnrd A
Base, Tiger trronists had sejzed the armoury. They”
ransacked milons of mp(c:v\onh»f:qqlplmnl They
seized th, flect of boats that were usgd to patsol
the waters ofhe Jaffna lagoon, This included at lcast
six' large. ‘boes /fitted wub machine guns and other
equipment. 5
The attack o, lhs nc~s,h Pooneryn Army.
Camp way als cartied out :nmuluncuusl)' When RPGY
fire began tohit FDL pcn 008, schmg them alight,
ops were orced 10, go for
Total black out’
As fighting broke lout, trodps =t Pooneryn found
they were unile tolmake radio contact With Nagathe-
hurai‘Na'al Bascy, They were blacked out. The
main northen Iml’mry base at Palaly, the
ant Pas andiat Vavuniya were, ho
tacting Poond¥p.
When fightag be.amc ﬁcm troops J00K up posi-
tion and fought ba n the ensuing melee and
confusion, So& S cred u_w whilst otiyers were hit

had over-run a better

part ked the entire
armoury there

As dawn broke Tige: peared 10 have over-fun
both Nagathevanthurai and Pooneryn.” Troops ‘who tight.
scajtered had taken up posi
regrouping in an ares
oufer area of the Po

litez.reported that

Holding the area (e Tiger frasirated oiforts by m

officers at E.ltp".a!\l Pass,
under. scrutiny.
Durms this time the Ti
alsc

The three service cothmander:
y), Vice »\.inu'sl »

calibre) gun:
mm Artill
tractors: They o ;\m\mg‘xrn \\'u ingh
the hurried conference was DIG Lion
bead of the Police Department Comma
the Special Task Force (STF)

g the t

e preparations s elite
d by air but

were using

1o fly low due to cloud
lhem was

accompl plished & .m assig
drop
LS

n carried out & diversi

Navy pier.
g Sri Lanka Army s

MISSIOn Was Co

As the
woun _kd »n|\
ing 2

it was a MBT recovery \chnl: that
Jas been hit. However, this could not be confirmed last

This single act left open the Kilali facili
by the LTTE. Though I do not make these claims as an
expert military smttgm to common sense lay reason-
ing, to leave open Kilali was tactically and a strategically
ill advised move.

LTTE's thrust to Nagathevanthurai and Pooneryn
came from Kilali, particiularly the re-inforcerheats not
to meation the sea borne cadres. Had Kilali been occu-
pied thea the military positions would have edabled the
forces to control movement on the Jaffna lagaor snd
thus isolate the beartland of Eelam, the Jaffna pedinsula
from their guerilla jungle base in the Wanni, *-*

This appears to leave open to the LTTE the option of

e morthern maritime thrvst on the Nagathevadtbutai

all. What appears to be more irodicpl js the
t specific intelligence warming that lhc “Tigers
lnu\ll, attack the Pooneryn sector was made available




