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Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP)
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National People’s Power’s 
Politics and Policy 

About This Summary Paper 

On 16 September 2024, Muragala | Centre
for Progressive Politics & Policy (CPPP)
hosted a webinar titled “NPP Politics and
Policy” in the lead up to Sri Lanka's
presidential and parliamentary elections. The
National People’s Power (NPP), also known
as Jathika Jana Balawegaya, is a political
alliance formed in 2019, primarily consisting
of the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP)
along with various trade unions and civil
society groups. The NPP emerged as a
coalition seeking to provide an alternative to
Sri Lanka's traditional political establishment,
driven by widespread dissatisfaction with
previous governments—especially following
the mass protests (Aragalaya) in 2022.
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Although the NPP secured only around 3% of
the vote in the 2019 presidential election and
the 2020 general election, its popularity has
grown significantly in the wake of the 2022
economic crisis. As the 2024 elections
approached, the NPP emerged as a
frontrunner. The party’s presidential
manifesto, titled “පොහොසත් රටක්,
ලස්සන ජීවිතයක්” (A Rich Country, A
Beautiful Life), outlines its vision for Sri
Lanka's future.

The purpose of the webinar was to examine
the NPP as a political, social, and cultural
force within the backdrop of elections and
economic crisis and the increasing popularity
of the NPP. A key aspect was identified as
the dichotomy between the NPP's emergence
as a new political force and the Janatha
Vimukthi Peramuna’s (JVP) 70-year legacy in
Sri Lankan politics. It was noted that the
relationship between the two groups within
the movement was not explicitly defined,
warranting further discussion. 

demands. This process frequently involves
negotiations with diverse ideological factions,
particularly in efforts to attain and consolidate
political power. The historical evolution of
political movements in Sri Lanka is important
in this context, including the ideological shifts
within parties, especially during ‘crises. Similar
transitions have occurred in countries such as
Greece, Italy, and Argentina, where changes in
political leadership often coincided with such
crises. In these countries, left-wing
governments often rose to prominence during
these periods, a trend that may be relevant
when analysing the NPP's trajectory. The
importance of examining local forces and
pressures shaping the movement is paramount 

Political parties often adopt firm ideological
stances while simultaneously navigating
practical realities to manage governance



Panel Discussion

In response to the question of how the NPP can
be positioned within the framework of
ideological, socio-economic evolution, and
political transformation, Dewasiri explained
that when discussing his relationship with the
NPP, it should be clarified that he was not an
organisational member of the NPP. On the
ideological factors influencing the movement
and the social dynamics underpinning its
growth, it was mentioned having been involved
at specific times, particularly in the early
stages, when he contributed to a committee
that helped shape the policy framework on
education. However, he was not an official
member of the NPP’s executive board. Support
had always been offered unconditionally,
especially in discussions or media dialogues
when invited. His cooperation, he clarified, was
without any conditions, with the focus solely
on supporting the movement’s success.  
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The webinar featured three distinguished
speakers: Professor Nirmal Dewasiri from the
University of Colombo, Dr. Amali
Wedagedara, Senior Researcher at the
Bandaranaike Centre for International Studies,
and Dr. Anura Ekanayake, former Chairman of
the Ceylon Chamber of Commerce. The
discussion was moderated by Mr. Harindra B.
Dassanayake, Senior Analyst at Muragala |
CPPP. This summary paper captures the key
insights shared by the speakers during the
webinar. 

When asked about his understanding of the
NPP, Dewasiri clarified that he did not view the
NPP as intending to take power by force, as
some had suggested. He found such claims to
be somewhat contradictory. The emergence of
the NPP was perceived as a result of significant
political transformations in Sri Lanka,
particularly over the past 40 years. Political
shifts, especially during the 1970s, had caused
substantial changes in Sri Lankan politics. Shifts
in the economic outlook and the political elite’s
composition led to a profound transformation
in the relationship between the political elite
and society. 

Dewasiri noted that Sri Lanka’s politics had
traditionally revolved around rural areas, but
by the 1990s, the importance of urban politics
had started to be felt more. As urban areas
expanded, a new middle class began to shape
the political landscape, leading to an urban-
centric political environment. This shift brought
about changes to the political structure. The
traditional party system, which had been
dominated by the Sri Lanka Freedom Party
(SLFP) and the United National Party (UNP)
since the 1960s, began to erode, and public
trust in these parties too diminished over time.
In the past, there had been strong party
affiliation, and people trusted that their party
would eventually return to power. However,
the relationship between the people and parties
weakened, and parties were no longer seen as
having the same moral legitimacy. 

Professor Nirmal Ranjith Dewasiri 
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Meanwhile, the political elite, particularly
those in the ruling parties, were increasingly
seen as using state power for personal gain.
They entrenched a system of clientelism, where
the general public became disengaged from the
political process, viewing it as transactional
rather than a genuine engagement with the
people’s needs. In recent years, the political
scene had shifted away from the traditional
two-party system, with alternative movements
gaining ground. The NPP, especially through
the influence of the Janatha Vimukthi
Peramuna (JVP), gained significant popularity
due to widespread disillusionment with the
established political parties. The JVP grew in
strength and consolidated its influence during
the 1990s, eventually occupying seats in the
parliament and with members heading
government ministries. their achievement of
seats andDespite this, there were many
setbacks, particularly with the rise of
nationalist forces and the consolidation of
power by the Mahinda Rajapaksa government
in 2005. 

In closing, Dewasiri stated that the NPP was a
combination of the JVP’s cadre-based structure
and the influence of the new middle class,
which contributed to shaping its current form.
The JVP’s success was attributed to their
organisational strength and their ability to
appeal to the urban middle class, who had
become disillusioned with the political elite and
the evolving political dynamics in Sri Lanka. In
this sense, the NPP’s rise in popularity
constituted a response to the political vacuum
created by the decline of the traditional party
system.

Dr. Amali Wedagedara

Wedagedara expressed uncertainty about fully
understanding the various social segments of
the NPP, as her insights are based on informal
discussions and personal observations. It was
emphasised that to truly grasp the rise of the
NPP and its ideology, it must be understood
within the post-struggle moment in Sri Lanka’s
history. She pointed out that this election is
different from previous ones, as Sri Lanka has
officially been declared an indebted state,
unable to repay its loans—which had led to the
economic crisis. This crisis has further
exacerbated widespread socio-economic
challenges across all social classes, with key
issues being high unemployment, the need to
take on multiple jobs, increasing debt, and
housing problems. Access to essential public
services, including education, healthcare, and
utilities such as electricity and water, have also
become increasingly difficult. These struggles
have directly impacted living standards and the
education of children in the country. 

Against this backdrop, it was noted that the
election is seen as a means for the public to
express their hopes for a better future, driven
by their shared socio-economic struggles.
Wedagedara questioned whether the NPP could
meet these expectations and bring about the
desired change. The current political discourse
was observed to centre on the NPP’s policies
and political strategies, as it seeks to evolve
from the Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP)
into a broader social movement. 
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Wedagedara referred to Dewasiri’s observations
about the JVP transforming into the NPP and
explained the significance of this shift,
expanding on the broader global context and
noting the rise of neoliberalism in the 1990s,
which led to the creation of the extreme centre
—a political phenomenon in which previously
distinct political parties, such as the UNP and
SLFP, have converged towards a centre-right
position, adopting neoliberal policies. This
convergence has led to a situation where
political parties use democracy primarily as a
tool to serve the interests of the ruling class. 

In Sri Lanka, Wedagedara observed similar
trends, with political parties moving towards
the centre. She cited an example, when the
former President Ranil Wickremesinghe
announced the cancellation of all farmers’
debts, which was seen as an attempt to gain
votes. Wedagedara stressed that this form of
democracy is superficial and primarily aimed at
maintaining the status quo, as political parties
converge towards the centre, consolidating
what is termed as the “extreme centre.”
Alongside this was the rise of “popular left”
politics in Sri Lanka, which focuses on
addressing the socio-economic impacts of neo-
liberal policies, particularly through the
mobilisation of the middle class. It was noted
that the traditional notion of class has become
less significant, with a growing focus on
popular left movements aimed at countering
the negative effects of neoliberalism. The NPP
is attempting to bring together various factions
and could evolve into a social movement party. 

However, concerns were raised over the
consolidation of the extreme centre, which in
turn could dilute the NPP’s progressive
democratic values. Reflecting on the challenges
facing Sri Lanka in establishing a
developmental state, Wedagedara argued that
the capacity to create such a state is fast
diminishing. Criticisms of the current political
system suggest it is largely unable to address
the country’s growing and pressing issues. 

When examining the NPP’s policy proposals,
particularly in the areas of education,
healthcare, and social welfare, Wedagedara
observed that the NPP seems to accept a dual
system where both the public and private
sectors are involved. It was questioned whether
such regulation of the private sector could be
effective in ensuring public welfare. The
example of the private bus service was cited,
where despite regulations, violations persist
and passengers suffer as a result. Similarly,
during the COVID-19 pandemic, private
healthcare services around the world proved
limited, exposing flaws in the system.
Furthermore, the reliance on isolated projects
for social empowerment was critiqued. It was
explained that despite claims that these projects
could empower society, observations over the
past 40 years indicate that this approach has
not been very effective. Relying on isolated
projects without integrating them into a larger
public economic framework has led to
significant gaps, rendering this model weak and
flawed. In conclusion, concerns about the NPP’s
ability to deliver on its promises of change 
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were raised,  particularly regarding the
regulation of public and private sectors in
education, healthcare, and social welfare.
While the NPP advocates for the creation of a
developmental state, the contradictions and
challenges in its policies could undermine its
effectiveness in meeting the needs of the
people.  

Dr. Anura Ekanayake 

Ekanayake began by reflecting on the economic
policies of the NPP, contextualising them
within the insights shared by Dewasiri and
Wedagedara. It was observed that the NPP had
shifted from a revolutionary cadre-based
organisation to a political movement, adopting
centrist policies aimed at attracting the middle
class, the majority demographic. It was noted
that appropriate slogans and policies are
essential for garnering popular support in a
democracy, as they appeal to the interests of
the broader public rather than a minority of
cadres. Here, a parallel with the Aragalaya
movement was drawn, as there too, there was
no clear consensus or promotion of ideologies
advocating for a socialist or state-led economy.
Instead, the movement focused on exposing the
injustices and deficiencies of the existing
system, a theme also evident in the NPP
manifesto. This approach avoids far-right or far-
left ideologies and instead seeks a balanced,
middle-ground perspective. Certain policies
outlined in the NPP manifesto call for
government intervention, while others propose
regulatory measures for private sector
involvement, suggesting a pragmatic blend of
approaches. 

Ekanayake also discussed the post-manifesto
developments, noting that the NPP’s
presidential candidate, Anura Kumara
Dissanayake, had engaged with the private
sector and business community to elaborate on
the policies. A lengthy Q&A session at this
gathering, titled ‘Truth and Myth’ followed,
which was widely covered in the English
media. It was suggested that a review of both
Sinhala and English media would provide
better insights into the manifesto’s
interpretations, as some policies could be
understood in multiple ways. Criticisms from
leftist intellectuals were also referenced. Kumar
David, a Marxist and former NPP National List
candidate, cautioned against the “exaggerated
economic expectations” surrounding the NPP.
These high expectations could lead to
disillusionment shortly after an electoral
victory. Similarly, Ahilan Kadiragamar had
argued that election manifestos often lose
relevance post-election. While acknowledging
these concerns, Ekanayake took the view,
asserting that many policies in the manifesto
are achievable with proper planning and
prioritisation. 

The discussion then shifted to economic
challenges, particularly the twin deficits—
where imports exceed exports and government
expenditures surpass revenue. It was explained
that even with increased taxation, a budget
deficit of approximately 5% is projected by the
year-end. Attempting to fulfil all manifesto
promises simultaneously would exacerbate this
deficit, potentially destabilising the economy.
For instance, the manifesto’s proposals to
increase funding for education, health, and 
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research to 6%, 4%, and 4% of gross domestic
product, respectively, were highlighted as
ambitious, yet currently unachievable targets.
Presently, these sectors receive only 3.56% of
the gross domestic product combined, far from
the proposed 14%. 

These aspirations were described as valuable
long-term goals, but it was emphasised that
realistic timelines and execution strategies are
crucial. Past policy mistakes, such as the 2019
government’s decision to print money to
stabilise exchange rates—leading to the
economic collapse of 2022—were cited as
cautionary examples. Similarly, the manifesto’s
proposal to stabilise policy interest rates for
financial market and foreign exchange stability
was critiqued as impractical under current
fiscal conditions. Despite these concerns,
Ekanayake recognised that the majority of the
manifesto's economic proposals address critical
issues requiring urgent attention. It was
stressed that managing public expectations,
defining precise timeframes, and prioritising
implementation would be essential to avoid
economic instability. If the NPP assumes power,
meticulous planning and phased execution
would be necessary to achieve a balanced and
sustainable economic recovery.  

Ekanayake concluded by emphasising that the
manifesto held value, as the expectations
outlined in it were fair and practical. However,
it was stressed that successful execution would
require careful attention to prioritisation,
sequencing, and timing. Unplanned handling of
all the policies simultaneously could lead to
further chaos. As a final point, Ekanayake 

shared that it was important to recognise that
the NPP’s approach was more of a centrist
move, and that it could not be so easily
ascribed the neoliberal label, as classical
neoliberalism would not tolerate such extents
state interventions, and while the policies could
be described as revisionist, they were seen as
an attempt to create social justice within the
market economy. 

Discussion 

The discussion focused on the NPP’s ability to
manage economic challenges, the left-wing
politics within the party, and its tax policies.
The moderator, Harindra B. Dassanayake
initiated the conversation by asking whether
the NPP could manage the various economic
forces pulling in different directions and
balance its commitments. Ekanayake
acknowledged the difficulty of the task, as the
demands of various groups would likely
conflict. It was suggested the NPP should focus
on increasing revenue gradually, starting by
bringing everyone within the tax bracket and
eliminating corruption in the public sector.
Moreover, the government should first focus on
giving the lower-income stratum the best
possible outcomes, such as reducing VAT,
which disproportionately affects the poor,
instead of cutting income taxes universally. 

The moderator next raised a question from the
audience for Wedagedara about the NPP's
approach to left-wing politics, noting that the
NPP had been considered an “alternative left”
force. Wedagedara expressed that some leftists
feared the NPP might repress left-wing politics 
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but did not believe this would happen. The
contradictions in the NPP’s manifesto and the
challenges of balancing IMF involvement with
leftist ideologies were pointed out. While there
may be tensions, Wedagedara stated that the
NPP could lead to a wider democratic space
and acknowledged the role of extreme leftist
groups in pushing the boundaries of leftist
politics. 

The moderator next raised the question over
the NPP’s trade policies and their alignment
with leftist principles. Dewasiri argued that the
rise of the NPP came from the lower social
strata and was not primarily driven by
nationalism. He contended that the political
challenge faced by the NPP was not unique and
had been evident in the past as well, such as
during the Chandrika Bandaranaike
Kumaratunge (CBK) and Mahinda Rajapaksa
governments. The importance of engaging the
public with a rational political dialogue,
particularly given the growing dissatisfaction
with the political elite's corruption, was
emphasised. The NPP was able to gain public
trust by prioritising the needs of the poorest
and focusing on political reforms rather than
economic ones alone. 

The conversation then moved on to issues over
the NPP’s handling of the ‘ethnic question’,
particularly Anura Kumara Dissanayake’s
remarks in Jaffna. Dewasiri commented on the
complexities of the Tamil issue, noting that
while the NPP may have faced criticism from
some Sinhala nationalists, the statement could
also be seen as an attempt to engage with 

Tamil voters. Here, the difficulty of balancing
national politics with regional concerns and the
need for the NPP to be pragmatic in navigating
such tensions was seen. 

The discussion also touched on the NPP’s
opposition to Ranil Wickremesinghe’s tax
regime. Wedagedara clarified that a progressive
tax regime, in the context of the NPP, was
viewed as an issue of class, with the NPP
advocating for increasing direct taxes rather
than relying on indirect taxes. Concerns over
the lack of a wealth tax were raised, and it was
suggested that capital should be taxed more
heavily to address the country’s economic
inequalities. 

Lastly, a question over the NPP’s 6.5% GDP
growth target was addressed by Ekanayake,
who acknowledged that the growth target was
ambitious but necessary for Sri Lanka's
economic recovery. With proper policies and
sequencing, Sri Lanka could achieve growth
without needing huge investments, particularly
by focusing on reducing corruption, improving
efficiency, and creating a favourable
environment for business. The excess capacity
in the economy could be harnessed to drive
growth, with the key to success lying in the
execution of practical, timely policies. 
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