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90 Killed in Fierce Fighting in Sri Lanka, Military Says 

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

COLOMBO, Sri Lanka (AP) — Tamil rebels and government troops waged a fierce battle in northern Sri Lanka on Wednesday in which 52 guerrillas and 38 soldiers were killed, the military said. It was one of the deadliest clashes between the military and the rebels this year.

The rebels contended that government forces suffered hundreds of deaths and injuries. 

A military spokesman, Brig. Udaya Nanayakkara, said the battle began early in the morning, when rebel forces overran government front lines on the Jaffna peninsula, the northern area where rebels have a de facto state.

Government forces fought back with small-caliber weapons, mortars and tank fire, eventually repelling the rebel assault and capturing 500 yards of rebel-held territory, he said. He said that 84 soldiers were wounded.

If the reports are accurate, it is one of the highest death tolls for government soldiers in the recent round of fighting, which began more than two years ago.

A rebel spokesman, Rasiah Ilanthirayan, said that the rebels killed more than 100 soldiers and wounded 500 others and that 16 guerrillas were killed. He said that the military started the battle and that the guerrillas repelled the offensive after several hours of fighting.

Brigadier Nanayakkara denied that government forces were defeated, saying the soldiers captured the rebels’ first line of defense.

Soon after the ground clashes, air force jets and helicopters pounded rebel artillery positions, destroying two, and hit rebel bunkers in the area, the military said in a statement.

Each side routinely inflates casualty figures for the other side and underreports its own losses. It was impossible to verify the conflicting reports, in part because reporters are barred from the war zone.

Fighting between the sides has escalated since the government pulled out of a long-ignored cease-fire deal with the rebels and forced out Nordic truce monitors, who were among the few observers in the war zone.

Senior government officials have vowed to capture the rebels’ de facto state in the north and crush them by the end of the year. But diplomats and analysts say the army is facing more resistance than it expected.

The Tamil Tiger rebels have fought since 1983 to create an independent homeland for Tamils, who have been marginalized for decades by successive governments controlled by the majority Sinhalese. More than 70,000 people have been killed in the violence.
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