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Sonali	 Samarasinghe,	 journalist,	 lawyer	 and	 former	diplomat	 from	Sri	 Lanka,	was	 staying	 in	 the	 refuge	 city	of	 Ithaca,	
New	York.			
	
She	 currently	 works	 as	 a	 senior	 diplomat	 at	 the	 Sri	 Lanka	 Mission	 to	 the	 United	 Nations	 in	 New	 York,	 in	 close	
collaboration	with	the	UN	in	the	field	of	Law,	with	emphasis	on	humanitarian	assistance,	gender	equality,	peacekeeping	
and	political	affairs.	
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Introduction		

In	January	2015	in	a	historic	election	the	people	of	Sri	Lanka	elected	a	new	administration.	This	administration	reiterated	
there	 committed	 to	 democratic	 values,	 the	 rule	 of	 law	 and	 freedom	 of	 expression.	 Immediately	 after	 this	 historic	
election	 the	 19th	 amendment	 to	 the	 Constitution	 of	 Sri	 Lanka	 was	 passed	 curtailing	 the	 powers	 of	 the	 executive	
presidency	 and	 setting	 term	 limits.	 A	 Freedom	 of	 Information	 Act	 that	 was	 in	 the	works	 for	 decades	 was	 passed	 in	
parliament,	and	an	Office	of	Missing	Persons	(OMP)	was	set	up.	A	Witness	Protection	Act	was	also	passed	in	to	law.		

Sonali	 Samarasinghe,	 a	 lawyer,	 journalist	 and	 former	 diplomat	 currently	works	 as	 a	 senior	 diplomat	 in	 the	 Sri	 Lanka	
Mission	to	the	United	Nations	in	New	York,	working	closely	with	the	UN	on	matters	of	humanitarian	assistance,	gender	
equality,	law,	peacekeeping	and	political	affairs.		
	

1) Why	did	you	have	to	leave	your	country?	

As	an	investigative	journalist	I	was	threatened	through	email,	phone	calls,	letters,	followed,	intimidated	in	other	ways.	In	
January	2009	my	husband,	the	authorities	killed	the	well-known	editor	of	the	Sunday	Leader,	Lasantha	Wickrematunge.	I	
fled	Sri	Lanka	due	to	threats	to	my	own	life.		

The	Morning	Leader	was	shut	down	after	I	left	and	The	Sunday	Leader	newspaper,	of	which	my	husband	was	editor,	and	
I	 consultant	 editor,	was	 sold	 to	 operatives	within	 the	 then	 government.	Media	 suppression	was	 at	 one	 time	 a	 huge	
problem	in	Sri	Lanka.	Many	journalists	(who	spoke	out	against	injustice)	were	arrested,	abducted	and	even	killed.				

I	had	also	been	a	journalist	for	over	24	years.	I	started	out	as	a	full	time	lawyer	and	a	part	time	journalist	and	in	1998	
switched	to	full	time	journalism	and	part	time	law.	Both	as	a	lawyer	and	journalist	I	fought	for	justice	and	human	rights	
and	exposed	the	then	government’s	excess	and	corruption.		

	

2)	What	was	your	role	as	a	journalist	in	Sri	Lanka?	

I	 started	 out	 in	 news	 and	 features	 and	 an	 art	 and	 theater	 critic.	 Then	 I	 entered	 more	 dangerous	 territory	 as	 an	
investigative	journalist,	which	was	close	to	my	heart	because	my	father	was	a	senior	police	officer	and	I	had	grown	up	in	
this	atmosphere	where	corruption	and	injustice	was	not	allowed	to	thrive,	and	speaking	up	for	justice	and	equality	was	a	
way	of	 life.	 	 I	had	been	a	counsel	for	years,	and	my	legal	background	was	a	great	help.	 I	continued	in	that	role,	but	 in	
time	took	on	more	editorial	responsibility.	When	I	fled	Sri	Lanka	I	was	the	consultant	editor	of	The	Sunday	Leader	and	
the	founding	editor	in	chief	of	its	sister	paper	–	The	Morning	Leader.	Our	duty	as	journalists	was	to	expose	corruption,	to	
speak	truth	to	power	and	to	hold	up	that	proverbial	mirror.	Our	duty	is	to	the	truth	and	to	the	good	of	society	whatever	
the	cost.	It’s	an	unwritten	When	I	started	out	over	27	years	ago	we	had	more	freedom	to	write,	things	got	progressively	
worse.	It	was	like	taking	baby	steps	towards	authoritarianism.					
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3)	What	is	that	attributed	to?	

When	 I	 started	out	as	an	 investigative	 journalist	 in	 the	 late	90s,	we	had	a	woman	president.	We	wrote	many	articles	
about	corruption,	but	at	least	I	was	able	to	write	about	it.	There	were	threats,	journalists	were	beaten	up,	their	houses	
sprayed	 with	 gunfire;	 our	 newspaper	 was	 shut	 down.	 But	 as	 crazy	 as	 it	 sounds,	 in	 comparison	 to	 what	 happened	
between	2005-2015	under	 the	government,	 in	power	then,	 there	was	still	 this	sliver	of	democratic	space.	Rule	of	 law	
was	not	completely	destroyed.	For	 instance	we	were	able	to	go	to	the	Supreme	Court	and	have	the	shutdown	of	our	
newspaper	revoked.	That	could	have	never	happened	between	2005-2015.	During	this	time	the	impunity	was	cancerous	
and	pervasive.	Every	democratic	institution	was	under	the	jackboot	of	this	one	family	who	was	in	power.			

The	political	culture	in	Sri	Lanka	has	not	been	ideal	but	during	this	time	it	became	toxic.	Newspapers	like	ours	were	able	
to	empower	society,	to	pushback,	and	to	take	away	the	fear	of	reprisals,	allowing	for	whistle	blowers	from	within	the	
government.	I	think	we	acted	as	a	warning	to	public	officials.	Even	if	one	of	our	exposés	of	graft	did	not	always	get	the	
desired	results,	at	least	it	named	and	shamed	and	prevented	worse	things	from	happening.	

4)	What	personal	belongings	did	you	bring	with	you	the	night	you	had	to	flee?		

I	had	no	time	to	think,	or	 indeed	pack	much.	 I	had	a	tiny	carryon	bag	 in	which	I	packed	four	books.	My	father	had	an	
extensive	library,	which	I	inherited.	I	wanted	to	bring	my	dad	and	all	the	values	he	stood	for,	with	me.	Some	of	the	books	
were	in	tatters,	but	they	represented	everything	good	about	this	island	paradise	that	had	abandoned	me	now.	So	What	
Manner	of	Man	–	a	biography	of	Martin	Luther	King	Jr	by	Lerone	Bennett	Jr,	Black	Skin	White	Masks	by	Frantz	Fanon,	
The	Prophet	by	Khalil	Gibran	and	Jonathan	Livingston	Seagull	by	Richard	Bach,	my	bridal	sari	and	my	toothbrush.		

5)	Tell	us	about	your	family		

My	 father	 was	 a	 senior	 police	 officer	 and	 my	 mother	 a	 schoolteacher.	 So	 a	 good	 old	 upper	 middle	 class	 rather	
conservative	family.	We	were	Anglicans	in	a	country	of	majority	Buddhists.	I’m	the	youngest	of	six	children.	We	all	went	
to	Anglican	 schools	 of	which	 there	 are	 four	 in	 the	 country.	 Education	was	 the	most	 important	 thing.	We	were	 given	
three	choices:	medical	doctor,	 lawyer,	and	engineer.	So	we	went	 to	university	and	became	these	 things.	Family	unity	
and	 values	 meant	 a	 lot	 to	 us	 and	 it	 is	 what	 kept	 me	 grounded	 in	 the	 face	 of	 such	 horrendous	 adversity.	 Only	 my	
childhood	 memories	 connected	 me	 with	 the	 Serendip	 we	 once	 were.	 My	 parents	 had	 a	 disdain	 for	 the	 game	 of	
manipulative	 politics.	 They	were	 hardworking	 folk	 of	 integrity,	 and	my	 father	was	 a	 gentleman	nonpareil.	 He	 always	
played	the	straight	bat,	his	word	was	his	bond	and	he	had	a	deep	sense	of	noblesse	oblige.		

	

6)	What	is	your	dream	for	Sri	Lanka?	

To	get	back	to	itself.	To	realize	its	true	potential	and	become	a	real	democracy.	We	had	lost	our	way,	but	with	the	right	
leadership	we	can	still	do	it.	Since	2015	and	the	change	in	administration	I	think	Sri	Lanka	is	on	its	way	to	a	bright	future,	
if	we	persevere	in	this	way	and	remain	true	to	our	democratic	values	we	will	become	a	jewel	in	the	Indian	Ocean.			

7)	What	were	your	activities	in	the	ICORN	city	that	received	you?	

I	became	a	writer	 in	Residence	of	the	City	of	 Ithaca,	 I	also	began	 lecturing	at	the	foremost	college	 in	the	city	–	 Ithaca	
College,	 I	 wrote	 poetry,	 non	 fiction,	was	 the	 keynote	 speaker	 at	many	 events	 including	 at	Martin	 Luther	 King	 Day,	 I	
visited	Pittsburg	which	 is	another	city	of	 refuge	and	visited	a	school	 there.	 I	was	 later	 invited	by	the	school	 to	deliver	
their	 commencement	 address	 on	 Graduation	 day.	 I	 gave	 many	 radio	 interviews,	 video	 interviews	 to	 activists	 and	
journalists,	was	interviewed	countless	times	by	senior	students	who	were	writing	their	final	papers	on	politics,	human	
rights,	humanitarian	 law	etc.	 I	 traveled	giving	guest	 lectures	at	other	universities.	 I	worked	on	my	memoir	and	 indeed	
other	literary	works	including	contributing	chapters	in	an	anthology	of	prose.			
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Of	course	apart	from	ICORN	activities	I	was	also	invited	by	Freedom	house,	Committee	to	Protect	Journalists,	Amnesty	
International,	 UNESCO	 for	 various	 press	 freedom	 and	 fighting	 impunity	 against	 journalists	 seminars	 and	 conferences	
where	I	was	often	a	speaker,	discussant	or	panelist.	I	visited	congress	to	speak	with	congressmen	about	press	freedom.	
A	 Norwegian	 filmmaker	 produced	 a	 film	 on	my	 story	 and	 it	 premiered	 at	 the	 Lincoln	 center	 in	 New	 York.	 So	many	
activities	were	undertaken	to	spread	the	message	and	to	fight	for	freedom.			

8)	What	represents	the	importance	of	ICORN	for	you?	

I	was	very	blessed	to	be	in	the	presence	of	other	such	courageous	writers.	As	exiles	I	think	we	become	connected	and	
bond	even	if	we	are	from	different	cultures.	We	know	what	we	have	been	through:	the	feelings	of	abandonment,	fear,	
threat,	and	betrayal.	We	also	know	that	the	human	spirit	 is	unstoppable.	We	don’t	need	to	say	 it;	we	become	part	of	
that	nation	of	exiles.	

The	concept	of	ICORN	is	beautiful	and	represents	the	best	of	what	humanity	can	offer.	It	is	because	of	my	experiences	
both	as	an	ICORN	writer,	as	a	member	of	the	board	while	on	the	Board	of	the	Ithaca	City	of	Asylum	after	my	residency,	
and	meeting	 other	 ICORN	writers	 and	 friends	 in	 the	 network,	 that	 I	 want	 to	 do	 something	more	 concrete.	 For	 that	
reason	I	am	currently	working	to	get	a	city	in	Sri	Lanka	designated	as	a	city	of	refuge.							

9)	What	are	you	doing	now	after	the	ICORN’s	residence?	
		
I	 continued	 as	 a	 lecturer.	 However	 once	 the	 administration	 in	 Sri	 Lanka	 changed	 in	 January	 2015,	 pledging	 its	
commitment	to	democratic	values,	I	wanted	to	work	again	to	rebuild	Sri	Lanka	and	its	democratic	institutions.	I	am	now	
working	at	the	Sri	Lanka	Permanent	Mission	to	the	United	Nations	in	New	York.				
	
	
Biography	

Sonali	Samarasinghe	

Journalist,	lawyer		

Sonali	Samarasinghe	practiced	law	in	Sri	Lanka	for	twenty	years	and	worked	as	a	 journalist	and	founding	editor	of	the	
weekly	Morning	Leader	newspaper	focusing	on	human	rights,	government	corruption	and	gender	issues.	

Shortly	 after	 assassins	murdered	her	husband,	 the	 founding	editor	of	 the	The	Sunday	 Leader,	a	weekly,	 that	 together	
with	The	Morning	Leader	was	openly	critical	of	the	government,	Samarasinghe	herself	was	driven	from	her	country	by	
threats	 to	her	own	 life.	Samarasinghe	and	members	of	her	 family	 left	Sri	 Lanka	and	 immigrated	 to	 the	United	States,	
where	she	founded	the	website	The	Lanka	Standard	(http://www.lankastandard.com),	of	which	she	remains	its	editor-
in-chief.	

Samarasinghe	received	journalism	diplomas	from	Aquinas	College	in	Sri	Lanka	and	the	Australian	School	of	Journalism	in	
Sydney.	She	has	an	LL.B.	degree	from	the	University	of	London	and	attended	Sri	Lanka	Law	College	after	which	she	was	
admitted	 to	 the	 Supreme	Court	 of	 Sri	 Lanka	 as	 an	 attorney	 at	 law.	 Samarasinghe	 also	has	 a	Masters	 in	 International	
Affairs	from	the	Australian	National	University	in	Canberra.		She	has	been	a	Neiman	Fellow	at	Harvard	University	and	an	
international	 journalist	 in	 residence	 at	 the	 City	 University	 of	 New	 York’s	 Graduate	 School	 of	 Journalism.	 Among	 the	
numerous	awards	for	her	work	are	the	Images	and	Voices	of	Hope	for	Print	and	Digital	Media	(2011),	the	International	
PEN/NOVIB	Freedom	of	Expression	Award	(2009),	the	Human	Rights	Prize	of	the	International	Federation	of	Journalists,	
the	 Global	 Shining	 Light	 Award	 at	 the	 Global	 Investigative	 Journalism	 Conference	 (2008),	 and	 Zonta	 International’s	
Woman	of	Achievement	(2006).	

In	 January	2015,	Sri	Lanka	saw	a	regime	change	and	a	drastic	 turnaround	 in	policy.	The	new	administration	has	taken	
steps	 to	 implement	 transitional	 justice,	 truth	commissions,	 reparations	and	genuine	reconciliation.	Samarasinghe	now	
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works	as	a	diplomat	attached	to	her	country’s	mission	at	the	United	Nations	in	New	York.	She	handles	humanitarian	and	
legal	affairs,	gender	and	human	rights	issues.	She	is	working	towards	setting	up	a	City	of	Refuge	in	Sri	Lanka.		

	
INFORMATIONS	COMPLEMENTAIRES:		
Sonali	Samarasinghe	
Minister	Counsellor	
Permanent	Mission	of	Sri	Lanka	to	the	United	Nations		
Just	to	remember	that	Sri	Lanka	since	January	2015	is	really	turning	a	corner	and	moving	towards	a	good	future	based	
on	firm	democratic	values	-	if	we	can	keep	our	eyes	on	the	prize.	I'm	sending	you	a	link	of	an	interview	I	had	with	a	UN	
journalist	below	for	your	information.		Answers	to	your	questions	and	a	few	more	questions	are	attached	including	my	
bio	if	you	need	it.	I'm	also	attaching	a	photo	for	your	convenience.			
	
	
http://www.ipsnews.net/2017/05/journalist-killings-in-sri-lanka-predicated-on-a-deadly-irony/	
		


