
HDO @ 25: a time to look back, celebrate, and a time to look forward and be challenged  
 
Having been associated with HDO for over a decade, I’m extremely happy to share some thoughts on this 
significant occasion of it’s 25th anniversary. I take this opportunity to offer HDO best wishes for a continued 
journey towards rights of all Sri Lankans, particularly of the Malayaha Tamilar community, the community in 
whose midst HDO was born and grew up.  
 
Sri Lanka’s Malayaha Tamilar Community (sometimes called Estate Tamils / Plantation Tamils / Hill country 
Tamils / Tamils of Indian origin) were brought from India by the British about 200 years ago. They were 
forced to live and work in tea plantations, in slave like conditions. Just after Sri Lankan gained independence 
from the British in 1948, it passed the Citizenship Act of 1948, which made this oppressed community stateless 
and disenfranchised. Todate, this community remains one of the most improvised communities in Sri Lanka, 
with low wages, terrible working conditions, inadequate housing, water, sanitation, education and health 
facilities and landless. Estates record the highest infant and under 5 year mortality rates in the country.  School 
enrolment rates are also lowest in the estates, with enrolment rate for Advanced Level (qualification for free 
education in state universities) less than one third of that for urban and rural areas. It’s on the sweat and blood 
of this community that “Ceylon Tea” gained fame, and became a major part of the Sri Lankan economy. But 
very little of the profits earned by state and private tea companies have been transferred to the workers and 
the community and to improve their lives. Their hard earned and hard negotiated daily wages have always 
been totally inadequate and are amongst the lowest in the country. Poverty and household income remains 
lowest amongst the Malayaha Tamilar community and they have been excluded from government poverty 
alleviation programmes like Samurdhi/Divineguma which offer loans, trainings, livelihood technical 
assistance, promotion of products of income generating projects etc. Discrimination and violence against 
women is rampant. Labour is segregated based on gender, with women, who are more than half the work 
force, finding it almost impossible to go beyond basic manual labour work to managerial and supervisory 
roles. Men hold supervisory positions in relation to women workers. Union leaderships also are dominated by 
men. This has provided estate owners and managers with an immobile workforce unable move on to better 
economic and employment opportunities. Till today, majority of the community are considered as “estate” 
and neither urban or rural. This has meant them living in a “semi de-facto state” run by the companies and 
dependent on these companies for much of infrastructure facilities and development. The local government 
bodies and officials such as Pradeshiya Sabas and Grama Niladaris, have very limited mandate and access to 
these communities. Tamil is the language of the community, but they still struggle to access even the limited 
government services available to them in Tamil. They were also badly affected by the war, with many having 
fled to the North due to riots before and during the war. In the North too, they have been discriminated and 
marginalized.  
 
It is this very oppressive and unjust context that led Siva, a university student at that time, and other youth, 
to form HDO in 1992. Their initial activities had focused on serving and improving the lives of their own 
community and till today, HDO continue to have a strong base and identity with the hill country and Malayaha 
Tamilar community. But later, particularly in context of tsunami and war, they had expanded to work and 
serve other communities, especially in the North and East, including Tamils, Muslims and Sinhalese. Their 
evolvement had also seen paradigm shifts from welfare to development to human rights. To engage in 
research, publications, campaigns, advocacy and lobbying. They have engaged with government institutions 
and NGOs at national level on a variety of issues. They also have worked with several international NGOs 
and networks, and engaged with UN mechanisms. Though I have been associated sporadically with HDO in 
the second part of it’s like, I have always admired and been inspired by it’s work and growth. That’s why I had 
invited Siva to share HDO’s experiences with others on several occasions. 25 years of such a journey, with 



several achievements along the way, is indeed a moment to celebrate and I feel privileged to join this 
celebration.  
 
But the 25th anniversary could be a moment to go beyond celebrating the past and recognizing achievements. 
It could also be a moment for introspection and to reflect on mistakes and lessons that could be learnt from 
that journey. And look towards the future in context of where we are in Sri Lanka right now. The anniversary 
is being celebrated at a significant moment in Sri Lanka’s history.  A moment of transition. With a new 
government that had promised much and had offered some hope of rights and democracy for all. But the 
reality today is that much of the promises have not been kept, and much of the hope is disappearing, despair 
and anger is setting in. This is true for the new constitution, transitional justice and reconciliation, and neo-
liberal economic policies that’s dispossessing the poor. HDO, as an organization that emerged out of an 
oppressed community and still has it’s roots with that community, but has grown to serve and work with 
many others, should reflect on the unique role it could play at this moment and in the coming years, in resisting 
unjust laws, policies and practices and furthering the struggles of all oppressed communities to claim their 
rights.   
 
Ruki Fernando, Human Rights activist 
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