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More posts opposed elections taking place during 

the Covid-19 pandemic (43.4%), than supporting 

(33.7%) or being neutral (22.8%) towards it. Also, 

more opposition towards the elections was observed 

between March and May 2020, whereas between 

June and August 2020 support towards holding 

elections increased. The most discussed topics 

included support or opposition towards a politician 

or a political party, posts politicising the pandemic 

through election campaigning, downplaying the 

pandemic’s significance and comparing pandemic 

relief to war-time relief efforts, as well as posts 

discussing the government’s response to the pandemic. 

By analysing how protected characteristics were 

discussed in posts about the pandemic and the 

parliamentary elections, DRI observed that the most 

discussed protected characteristics were ethnicity 

and religion. These protected characteristics received 

significantly more negative sentiments than positive 

or neutral sentiments: 45% of posts on religion and 

44% of posts on ethnicity received negative to very 

negative post sentiments.

DRI’s findings confirm that active discussion of the 

dissolution of parliament and the holding of parlia-

mentary elections amidst a pandemic took place 

in Facebook pages and groups during Sri Lanka’s 

2020 parliamentary elections. The findings indicate 

that steps need to be taken to create a conducive 

environment for election campaigning, discussions 

on democracy, and the treatment of protected 

characteristics on online platforms.

Sri Lanka’s 2020 parliamentary elections were held 

on 5 August 2020 to elect 225 members for Sri Lanka’s 

ninth parliament under the 1978 constitution. The 

election, originally scheduled for 25 April 2020, 

was postponed twice due to coronavirus (Covid-19) 

health concerns, first to 20 June 2020 and again to 5 

August 2020. It was the first election in South Asia 

in the middle of the pandemic1.  

DRI’s research aimed at understanding how Sri 

Lanka’s parliamentary elections was discussed in 

the context of the Covid-19 pandemic five months 

before and two weeks following the election. In 

particular, DRI explored three key areas: First, 

whether Facebook accounts supported or opposed 

holding the parliamentary elections during different 

stages of the Covid-19 pandemic. Second, it looked 

at how Covid-19 was discussed in the context of 

the parliamentary elections, in particular how the 

pandemic was politicised for campaigning. And third, 

DRI investigated how protected characteristics2  were 

discussed and which characteristics received more 

negative or positive online attention.

DRI examined 2,500 Facebook page and group posts 

between 1 March and 15 August 20203.  These posts 

were manually coded based on a predefined list of 

categories4.  The categories were defined through 

a qualitative analysis of posts and by taking into 

consideration the defined research areas. 

1. “Sri Lanka’s parliamentary elections: Five things to know”, 
August 2020, Nikkei Asia, https://asia.nikkei.com/Politics/
Sri-Lanka-s-parliamentary-elections-Five-things-to-know

2. Protected characteristics include ethnicity, national origin, 
religious affiliation, sexual orientation, caste, sex, gender, 
gender identity, and serious disease or disability. For more 
information on protected characteristics and Facebook’s 
community standards, please see here: https://www.facebook.
com/communitystandards/hate_speech 

3. The 2,500 posts were the top posts (i.e. most interactions) 
selected from a larger sample of posts about Covid-19 and the 
parliamentary elections. See data and methods section for 
more details.

4. Using a predefined set of coding categories (see Appendix 
1), a team of coders labelled each post based on a qualitative 
evaluation. The findings in this report draw on the analysis of 
manually coded data.

1. Executive Summary
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This report therefore analyses Facebook page and 

group posts to understand how Sri Lanka’s parlia-

mentary elections were discussed in the context of the 

Covid-19 pandemic between March and August 2020. 

This report will look into three key areas:

3. Context

On 3 March 2020, President Gotabhaya Rajapaksa 

dissolved parliament at the earliest date provided by 

the constitution and called for a new parliamentary 

election on 25 April, six months ahead of the end 

of the parliament’s term. Prior to the parliament’s 

dissolution the President’s brother and Prime Minister 

of the country, Mahinda Rajapaksa, was leading a 

minority government. The government requires 

two-thirds parliamentary support in order for 

President Gotabaya Rajapaksa to pass any changes 

to the country’s constitution. The dissolution of 

parliament was criticised by some as an effort of the 

government to further expand power and reach of 

the presidency and the legislature of the country8.  

8. Nira Wickramasinghe, “Sri Lanka in 2020: Return to 
Rajapaksa Regnum”, Asian Survey, January/February 2021, 
https://online.ucpress.edu/as/article-pdf/61/1/211/455604/
as.2021.61.1.211.pdf

2. Introduction

Sri Lanka’s President dissolved parliament in March 

2020 to hold parliamentary elections, expecting 

that his political party, the SLPP, would secure a 

two-third majority in parliament and thus enabling 

his government to pass legislation and constitutional 

amendments in parliament with minimal opposition. 

Consequently, with a dissolved parliament and parlia-

mentary elections ahead, the Covid-19 pandemic hit 

Sri Lanka just as the country was struggling without 

a functioning legislature. 

The pandemic, the curfews imposed around the 

island, and the health and safety guidelines led to the 

parliamentary elections being rescheduled twice by 

the Election Commission until the commission and 

health authorities deemed the conditions safe, and 

appropriate measures were taken to hold in-person 

polls amidst the pandemic5.  After a first rescheduling 

from 25 April to 20 June the elections were finally 

held on 5 August 2020. 

Over the past years, evolving social media networks 

have created a new online space for democratic 

discourse concerning Sri Lanka’s socio-political affairs. 

Among different social media networks, Facebook is 

most widely used in Sri Lanka with approximately 

7.6 million active users6.  The postponement of the 

parliamentary elections due to Covid-19 was heavily 

discussed online7.

5. “Sri Lanka prepares for twice-delayed poll amid militarized 
COVID-19 response”, Global Voices, June 2020, 
https://globalvoices.org/2020/06/21/sri-lanka-prepares-for-
twice-delayed-poll-amid-militarized-Covid-19-response/ 

6. Sri Lanka’s online social network usage statis-
tics. Available at: https://napoleoncat.com/stats/
facebook-users-in-sri_lanka/2020/12

7. Sri Lanka: Social Media & Electoral Integrity. Findings from 
Sri Lanka’s 2020 Parliamentary Election https://drive.google.
com/file/d/1qQKubeK1HtAtom3J5v2BKoQ5hToH9ma_/view , 
under Methodology

• If Facebook accounts supported or opposed 

postponing the elections due to Covid-19 and 

how this sentiment changed over time.

• How Covid-19 was discussed in the context 

of the parliamentary elections.

• How protected characteristics were discussed 

in the context of elections and Covid-19. 
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possible to hold polls amid the Covid-19 crisis, at a 

time when there were 59 positive Covid-19 cases in 

the island15.  On 20 April the Election Commission 

announced the new date for elections for 20 June16.  

This decision contravened the constitution according 

to which the new parliament must be convened 

within three months of its dissolution17. 

On 2 June 2020 the Sri Lankan Supreme Court 

rejected seven fundamental rights petitions filed 

by civil society groups or activists and opposition 

parties and politicians, which challenged the 

President’s decision to dissolve the parliament on 

2 March and the postponed 20 June election date 

over health concerns18.  The Supreme Court upheld 

the President’s actions and allowed him to govern 

the country without parliament until the postponed 

elections would return a new parliament19.  With 

the early dissolution of parliament, and during a 

global pandemic, Sri Lanka was governed entirely 

by the executive arm of government, including the 

implementation of island-wide lockdown measures, 

with no parliamentary oversight20.  

15. Meera Srinivasan, “Sri Lanka parliamentary elections 
postponed”, The Hindu, March 2020, https://www.thehindu.
com/news/international/sri-lanka-parliamentary-elec-
tions-postponed/article31111310.ece

16. Gazette Extraordinary Notification No. 2172/3

17. Article 70 (5) (b) of the Sri Lankan Constitution. For more 
information on parliament’s dissolution and the postponed 
parliamentary elections, please see here: “Will the Covid-19 
pandemic cause a constitutional crisis in Sri Lanka”, Democracy 
Reporting International, May 2020,

18. “Supreme Court dismisses FR petitions”, Daily News, June 
2020, https://www.dailynews.lk/2020/06/02/law-order/219880/
supreme-court-dismisses-fr-petitions 

19. “Dismissal of FR petitions: What follows the Supreme 
Court Decision?”, Daily Mirror, June 2020, http://www.
dailymirror.lk/opinion/Dismissal-of-FR-petitions-What-
follows-the-Supreme-Court-Decision/172-189732 

20. https://www.cpalanka.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/
Brief-Guide-I-_Evolving-Legal-Issues-in-the-Context-of-
COVID-19.pdf

Sri Lanka also experienced the outbreak of Covid-19 

in the country in March 2020. President Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa set up a Presidential task force composed 

of military, intelligence and police officials to provide 

relief efforts and appointed Shavendra Silva, the 

head of the Sri Lankan army, to lead it9.  The govern-

ment’s centralised Covid-19 response contributed 

to the further marginalisation of certain minority 

and low-income communities10.  For example in 

April 2020, the government announced mandatory 

cremations of all Covid-19 victims despite guidelines 

issued by the WHO at the time for safe burials of all 

Covid-19 victims11.  This decision denied the rights 

of the Muslim and Christian communities to bury 

those who died of Covid-19 according to their own 

traditions12.  

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the elections, initially 

scheduled for 25 April, were postponed indefinitely 

by the Election Commission of Sri Lanka13.  Covid-19 

posed a significant challenge due to Sri Lanka’s reliance 

on in person voting with postal voting not provided to 

the general public14.  The Chairperson of the Election 

Commission stated on 18 March 2020 that it was not 

9. “Sri Lanka: Newly constituted Presidential Task Force 
threatens rule of law”, International Commission of Jurists, 
June 2020. 

10. “Situation Brief No.3: COVID-19: Sri Lanka’s militarised 
response poses grave threats to human rights”, Adayaalam 
Centre for Policy Research, April 2020. 

11. Meenakshi Ganguly, “Covid-19 Forced Cremations 
Continue in Sri Lanka”, Human Rights Watch, February 2021, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/16/Covid-19-forced-
cremations-continue-sri-lanka 

12. Increased Marginalization, Discrimination and Targeting 
of Sri Lanka’s Muslim Community, Amnesty International, 
19th March 2021, https://www.amnesty.org/download/
Documents/ASA3738662021ENGLISH.pdf , under “forced 
cremations.” 

13. Arjuna Ranawana, “Sri Lanka elections postponed over 
Coronavirus”, Economy Next, 19th March 2020, 
https://economynext.com/
sri-lanka-elections-postponed-over-coronavirus-60206/

14. See more information on postal voting and to whom this 
facility is provided, here: https://elections.gov.lk/en/elections/
elections_postal_voting_E.html and see this paper for more 
information on advance voting: “Introducing advance voting 
for Sri Lankan elections”, Democracy Reporting International, 
September 2020, https://democracy-reporting.org/dri_publications/
introducing-advance-voting-for-sri-lankan-elections/
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The elections were postponed for a second time to 

5 August as the Election Commission had to seek 

assurances from health authorities that it would be 

safe for people to vote21.  Subsequently, following mock 

elections in mid-June as part of ensuring Covid-19 

specific voting measures, and health authorities 

approving the holding of elections, Sri Lanka held 

its parliamentary elections on 5 August 202022.  

The discourse surrounding the postponement of the 

elections due to Covid-19 was influenced by members 

of opposition parties, civil society activists and former 

speaker of Parliament, Karu Jayasuriya, calling to 

reconvene the old parliament and highlighting the 

importance of upholding the constitution, democracy 

and parliamentary oversight during a public health 

crisis23.

On the other hand, members of the ruling party, 

SLPP, and its supporters opposed reconvening the 

old parliament, with President Rajapaksa’s counsel 

stating that it was not possible to reconvene a 

dissolved parliament24.   

The political discourse in the run-up to the elections 

unfolded along those main lines, both online and 

offline. The elections resulted in a clear victory 

for the SLPP led by the Rajapaksa brothers with 

a two-third majority thus allowing changes to the 

constitution without opposition and shifting the 

balance of power between the Executive and the 

Legislature in favour of the former.

21. “Sri Lanka to hold coronavirus-delayed election on August 5”, 
Al Jazeera, June 2020, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/11/
sri-lanka-to-hold-coronavirus-delayed-election-on-august-5 

22. “Sri Lanka holds coronavirus-proof test vote ahead of 
election”, BBC News, June 2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-asia-53042755

23. “Reconvene parliament, carry out more tests to contain COVID-
19 in Sri Lanka, ex-legislators say in live online session”, Verite 
Research, April 2020, https://www.veriteresearch.org/2020/04/17/
covid19-and-public-response-sri-lanka-parliament-leaders/ 

24.  Asad Hashim, “Sri Lanka  stares at  constitutional crisis as 
polls delayed”, Al Jazeera, May 2020,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/ 2020/5/22/     
sri-lanka-stares-at-constitutional-crisis-as-polls-delayed

A timeline of key dates and events: 
 
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

2 March 2020 – President Gotabaya Rajapaksa, 

elected in November 2019, dissolved parliament, 

6 months ahead of schedule, and set the elections 

date for 25 April.

16 March 2020 – A special holiday was announced 

to prevent the spread of Covid-19, this was later 

extended to cover 17, 18 and 19 March.

19 March 2020 – Announcement of indefinite 

postponement of parliamentary elections, due to 

Covid-19 threat.

20 March 2020 – Government imposed a seven 

week-long strict lockdown to prevent the surge 

of Covid-19 cases.

20 April 2020 – The Election Commission announced 

that the parliamentary elections will take place 

on 20 June.

2 June 2020 – Sri Lanka’s Supreme Court dismissed 

several petitions challenging the decision of the 

Election Commission to hold the elections on 20 

June.

10 June 2020 – Election Commission Chairperson 

announced that the elections will be rescheduled 

to 5 August.

14 June 2020 – The Election Commission arranged 

two mock polls to test the preparedness of the 

public during the pandemic.

17 July 2020 – Covid-19 elections regulations (No. 

1 of 2020) were announced.

30 July 2020 – The Election Commission announced 

that campaigning for the parliamentary elections 

ends at midnight on 2 August when a period of 

campaign silence begins.

5 August 2020 – Parliamentary elections were held.
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4. Data and methodology

DRI used CrowdTangle, a tool offered by Facebook 

to extract public Facebook page and group post data 

that were posted between 1 March and 15 August 

2020. In this period, the election campaign and the 

elections took place. It also covers a brief period 

following the election. DRI retrieved 4,690 posts 

from 1,038 pages and 7,224 posts from 808 groups 

on Facebook using keywords25.  The keywords were 

based on the identified research areas and focused 

on capturing posts discussing the impact of Covid-19 

on the elections.

Based on total interactions of each post, DRI wanted 

to select the top 600 page posts from the retrieved 

posts in each of the 3 languages totalling 1,800 page 

posts for manual coding. DRI also selected the top 601 

Sinhala group posts, the top 14 English group posts 

(all) and the top 85 Tamil group posts (all) based on 

total interactions, totalling 700 public group posts 

for manual coding. 

Based on the research questions, DRI developed 

a predefined list of manual coding categories (see 

Appendix 2) focusing on topics which were most 

discussed in the context of the parliamentary 

elections and Covid-19. The topics were identified 

in consultation with political and civic-tech experts 

to understand the most prevalent narratives during 

this time. Using the predefined set of coding catego-

ries, a team of coders labelled each post based on 

a qualitative evaluation. The findings in this report 

are drawn from the analysis of the manually coded 

data of the 2,500 page and group posts.

25. Keywords used were in Sinhala, English and Tamil which 
were discussed and finalised with the help of civic tech 
experts in Sri Lanka to ensure that we capture a holistic 
picture of the political discourse discussed on Sri Lankan 
social media during the monitoring period. For more infor-
mation on keywords, please see Appendix 1.

Limitations

This study is limited to the narratives and discourses 

on Facebook. The sample and subsets of data analysed 

are thus neither representative of Sri Lanka’s entire 

online information ecosystem nor of Sri Lankan 

society. DRI acknowledges that online political and 

democratic discourses in Sri Lanka also take place 

on social media networks such as Twitter, Instagram, 

YouTube, TikTok and WhatsApp. 

The keywords used for this study were specific and 

targeted in order to extract relevant posts for the 

key areas of interest in this report. As a result, the 

number of posts retrieved vary between pages and 

groups and between languages (Sinhala, Tamil and 

English). Most posts retrieved from CrowdTangle were 

in Sinhala and only few posts in English and Tamil. 

This was notably the case for group posts, meaning 

that most of the online discourse was in Sinhala. 

The methodology adopted for this analysis and the 

derived findings take into consideration the above 

limitations.
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5. Key Findings

1. Did Facebook accounts support holding elect-
ions during a pandemic or call for reconvening 
the old Parliament to protect voters from Covid-19 
dangers? 

After the dissolution of the parliament by President 

Rajapaksa, elections were constitutionally required 

no later than three months from the date of disso-

lution. However, Covid-19 posed challenges to 

holding elections as voters could endanger their 

health and voting could take place in conflict with 

the government’s health measures. 

The government thus had two options to ensure a 

complete and functioning government with legislative 

powers and parliamentary oversight. The President 

could either have utilised his constitutional powers 

to resummon the dissolved parliament or elections 

for a new parliament during the pandemic could 

have been held. Ultimately, the elections were held 

on 5 August after months of uncertainty. 

This section looks into how this debate played out 

on Facebook. First, DRI looks at whether Facebook 

accounts supported or opposed holding elections. 

Second, it explores how support or opposition for 

elections changed over time. Understanding what 

happened online may help recognise the direction 

of online democratic discourse and user sentiments 

in relation to the situation.

1(a) Did Facebook accounts support or oppose 
holding the elections?

Total number of posts that were actually discussing the 

topic was 1550, out of which 523 posts supported and 

673 posts opposed the elections being held. 354 posts 

were neutral. Overall, more posts opposed (43.4%) 

rather than supporting (33.7%) or being neutral 

(22.8%) towards elections taking place (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Number of posts that support/oppose elections26.

This finding shows that more opposition towards 

the parliamentary elections taking place existed 

between March and August 2020. 

26. Figure 1 only includes a subset of 1,550 posts that were 
labelled “opposes, supports, neutral” and does not include 
posts coded for the category/topic ‘sentiment towards 
reconvening previous parliament’, it also does not include 
posts that did not express clear sentiments towards holding 
elections.
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A qualitative analysis of highly interacted posts 

revealed the reasons for opposing elections, which 

included the pandemic and the risk to health and 

safety of human lives, as well as the availability 

of provisions in the constitution to reconvene the 

dissolved parliament which would address the issue 

of the absence of Parliament without endangering 

public life. Despite more opposition (673 posts) 

towards elections being held, a considerable number 

of posts (523 posts) also showed support for holding 

elections during this period. These included posts 

by key politicians of the government such as the 

President, Prime Minister and Namal Rajapaksa 

supporting elections and requesting a 2/3 power in 

the legislature of the country27,  to further carry on 

work pertaining to SLPP’s election manifesto – “Vistas 

of Prosperity and Splendor” (“Saubhagyaye Dekma”), 

and posts by certain politicians representing the 

government downplaying the pandemic28. 

1(b) How did support and opposition for holding 
elections change over time?

More opposition for holding parliamentary elections 

was witnessed between March and May 2020. In 

contrast, more support for holding elections was 

observed between June and August 2020 (Figure 2). 

Figure 2: The sentiment (support/oppose) towards elections 

being held and its changes over time.

27. https://www.facebook.com/PresidentRajapaksa/
posts/10156937466961467 

28. https://www.facebook.com/groups/663986463807334/
permalink/1286676898204951

From 1 March to 31 May 2020, DRI observed 593 posts 

opposing elections being held in comparison to 232 

supporting the holding of elections. A qualitative 

analysis of the highest interacted posts which were 

opposing elections, showed that these posts were 

discussing health concerns due to the pandemic as 

well as posts by key opposition candidates requesting 

the government to postpone elections as an election 

amidst a pandemic would risk public lives, and 

instead called on the President to resummon the 

dissolved Parliament utilising his constitutional 

powers. Further, DRI noticed posts by condemning 

the government’s stance in wanting to hold elections 

amidst a pandemic.

Between 1 June and 1 July 2020 DRI identified an 

increase in support for the parliamentary elections 

(147 posts supporting elections) in comparison to 

opposition (25 posts). A significant spike in support 

for holding elections was detected on 2 June 2020 

(59 posts). A qualitative analysis of posts on this 

day, shows that this was due to the Supreme Court’s 

dismissal of the seven fundamental rights petitions 

filed against the President’s decision to dissolve the 

parliament and to hold elections. 

Between 2 July and 15 August 2020, sentiments 

towards elections were mixed and fluctuated from 

peaks of support, opposition and neutrality towards 

the prospect of holding the parliamentary elections. 

DRI observed most posts by key politicians repres-

enting the government such as the President, Prime 

Minister and support groups of these candidates, 

celebrating the prospect of the parliamentary 

elections being held on 5 August and supporting the 

government. This shows that many posts displayed 

support for a new parliament and anticipated a 

parliamentary majority for the government29.  

29. https://www.facebook.com/gotabayar/posts/1663078490524126
https://www.facebook.com/gotabayar/posts/1671243603040948
https://www.facebook.com/NamalSL/posts/10158406907949030
https://www.facebook.com/HisExcellencyMR/posts/3711689455527108 
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DRI also observed posts celebrating the government’s 

victory in the election as well as posts commending 

the President in successfully conducting the first 

election in South Asia, amidst a global health crisis.  

Examples of posts from the aforementioned periods 

are presented in Table 2 in the Appendix 3.

2. How was Covid-19 discussed in the context of 
the Parliamentary Elections? 

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

curfew restrictions halted candidates’ election 

campaign. This change subsequently resulted in 

more campaigning taking place online30.  Adding 

to this shift, Covid-19 also provided a new topic of 

debate during the campaign period. In this section 

DRI aims to understand the narratives on Facebook 

page and group posts discussing Covid-19 in the 

context of the elections. 

In particular, this section looks at three areas of 

interest. First, DRI looks at which topics and issues 

were mainly discussed in the context of Covid-19 

and the parliamentary elections. Second, it analyses 

how these topics were discussed over time between 

March and August 2020. Finally, this section zooms 

into a topic which was predominantly observed – the 

politicisation of the pandemic in the online discourse 

during the campaign period.

30. See sections ‘Limitations to traditional campaigning’ and ‘The 
move to remote campaigns’, https://www.idea.int/news-media/news/
elections-and-Covid-19-how-election-campaigns-took-place-2020

The topics (Table 1) outlined in the subsections below 

were identified through a consultation process with 

a group of political analysts, social media analysts 

and civic-tech experts in Sri Lanka31.  These catego-

ries were developed to better understand the key 

narratives relevant in the online debate related to 

Covid-19 and the parliamentary elections. 

The analysis of the discussion of topics such as the 

politicisation of the pandemic, the government’s 

response to Covid-19, and the role of the Election 

Commission in organising elections shows the specifics 

of online democratic discourse during this period 

and helps understand how Covid-19 was discussed 

in the context of elections. 

31. For more information and explanation on the topics used for 
manual coding please see Table 1 and codebook in Appendix 2.
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Posts supporting or 
opposing a politician or 
party 

1,399 posts

Sentiment towards politicians or political parties. This includes assessing support 

or opposition towards a politician or party.

Politicisation of the 
pandemic
1,040 posts

Politicians and candidates using the pandemic to maximise political gains in the 

following ways: using a public health situation for political campaigning, election 

promises made related to the pandemic, statements by politicians downplaying the 

pandemic, and drawing parallels between Covid-19 response and wartime efforts.

Governance
936 posts

Discussions on the government’s pandemic response, including the following: curfew 

measures, Presidential task force response/efforts, crackdown on minority rights 

and the government promoting responsible behaviour amongst the general public.

Role of Election 
Commission
696 posts

Sentiment towards the role of the Election Commission in organising and delaying 

an election during the pandemic. This includes assessing supporting or opposing 

sentiments towards the election commission.

Economy
561 posts

Commentary on the pandemic’s impact on the domestic economy, and how curfews 

around the island have affected businesses and individuals. This topic includes, 

but is not limited to, posts discussing the following: tourism decreasing, businesses 

closing or going bankrupt, single wage earners with no income, mass unemployment, 

politicians and other actors making economic promises.

Securing two-thirds 
majority
254 posts

Discussions around the current government securing a two-thirds majority in 

parliament and general election campaign posts focusing on two-thirds majority.

International relations
234 posts

Statements on international involvement in any capacity.  Specifically, in relation 

to international efforts aiding Sri Lanka in its efforts to fight the pandemic, any 

discussion of international affairs in political campaigning.

Role of military/police
221 posts

Sentiment towards the role of the Presidential task force composed of the military, 

intelligence and police officials in their pandemic relief efforts. This includes 

assessing support or opposition towards the task force’s efforts.

National security
125 posts

Political campaigns focusing on the country’s national security and discussion on 

the continuing Easter Attacks inquiries.

Majoritarian sentiment
97 posts

Statements asserting that a majority of the population is entitled to a certain 

degree of primacy in society.

Definitions:

Table 1: Topic categories to understand the narratives discussed on Facebook pages and groups (Figure 3)
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2(a) Which topics were mainly discussed? 

The most featured topics on page and group posts 

in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic and the 

parliamentary elections, observed by DRI, were the 

following (Figure 3):

1. Posts supporting or opposing a politician or party 

(1,399 posts)

2. Posts politicising the pandemic (1,040 posts)

3. Posts discussing the government’s response to the 

pandemic (936 posts)

Figure 3: Top topics discussed on posts

Generally, “Support/ Opposition towards a Politician/ 

Party” can be expected to be a much discussed topic 

during a campaign period, including expressing 

supporting or opposing views about parties, politicians 

and their politics. Interestingly, the second most 

discussed topic was “Politicisation of the Pandemic”. 

Many posts politicising the pandemic used the 

Covid-19 health crisis as a campaigning tool. This 

also included posts which featured election promises 

made to communities who were most affected by the 

pandemic (i.e. low income households were promised a 

stimulus during the crisis and a graduate employment 

programme was promised to be initiated, to provide 

jobs to fresh graduates who were unemployed during 

the pandemic)32.  Section 2(c) of this report will examine 

this topic in depth.

32. Please refer to post examples provided in the section ‘politi-
cians using a public health crisis for campaigning including 
election promises made’ in Table 3 of Appendix 3.

Posts discussing the government’s response to the 

pandemic included: those featuring the Presidential 

task force’s efforts in providing pandemic relief 

(315 posts), the curfew measures imposed around 

the island (302 posts), the government promoting 

responsible behaviour (284 posts) and the govern-

ment’s crackdown on minority rights (35 posts).

A noteworthy observation was that most posts 

discussing the government’s Covid-19 curfew 

measures and the crackdown on minority rights also 

supported the reconvening of the old parliament. 

A qualitative analysis of such posts showed that 

this was due to the pandemic and key actors of the 

opposition as well as civil society activists requesting 

the government to rethink their strategy to conduct 

elections amidst a global health crisis which had the 

potential to endanger public lives, especially when 

it was within the President’s powers to resummon 

the dissolved Parliament to address issues posed by 

the absence of a legislature. 

Further, certain posts also referred to the suppression 

of dissent in Sri Lanka33 and called for parliamentary 

oversight to resolve issues relating to infringements of 

rights of certain minority communities and protected 

groups. On the other hand, DRI found that posts 

discussing the Presidential task force’s response and 

highlighting the government promoting responsible 

behaviour, generally opposed the previous parlia-

ment and supported the holding of elections during 

the pandemic.

33. http://www.ft.lk/opinion/Free-speech-hate- speech -and-COVID-
19-Why-are-we-silent/ 14-699164  
https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/28/sri-lanka-elections-po-
larized-politics-and-pandemic-pub-81649?fbclid=IwAR0iAmFN-
rbHVXQ7ZxGjNvEcPKTvlw1GicKqbRfRd4BHknyv07234UgcSUE8 
https://www.facebook.com/lankaenews/posts/3423608934370914
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2(b) How did topics change over time? 

DRI observed that the highest number of posts across 

all topics was on 20 April 2020, the day the Election 

Commission rescheduled the parliamentary elections 

for 20 June 2020, and on 2 June 2020 following the 

Supreme Court’s dismissal of the petitions challenging 

the decision of the Election Commission to postpone 

the elections.

The topics ‘politicisation of the pandemic’, ‘support 

or opposition towards politicians’, ‘governance’, ‘the 

economy’ and ‘the role of the election commission’ 

were discussed regularly over the course of the 

monitoring period (Figure 4). Topics such as ‘majori-

tarian sentiment’ and ‘national security’ which were 

discussed less frequently and featured heavily on 

specific dates, such as when the election date was 

first rescheduled for June 2020, on the Easter Attacks 

remembrance day, and following the announcement 

of the election being rescheduled for the second time 

to 5 August 2020. 

Figure 4: Trends in topics discussed on posts over time

A possible reason for the trend observed by DRI could 

be because the topics that are featured throughout 

March and August 2020 are regularly part of the 

online discourse and of longer-term concern for 

Facebook pages and groups.

2(c) How was Covid-19 politicised in
online discourse?

This section zooms into the topic ‘politicisation of 

the pandemic’ (1,040 posts); 42% of manually coded 

posts discussed this topic on Facebook page and group 

posts between March and August 2020 (Figure 3). 

This includes posts where politicians and candidates 

used the pandemic to maximise political gains. 

DRI broke down the topic ‘politicisation of the 

pandemic’ into three further sub-topics to capture 

different ways in which the pandemic was used for 

political gains in the run up to the parliamentary 

elections. The subtopics were developed upon 

qualitatively examining narratives on posts from 

the data and following discussions with political 

and social media analysts. The sub-topics include 

the following (Figure 5):

1. Using a public health situation for political 

campaigning, including election promises made 

off the pandemic (697 posts)

2. Statements by politicians downplaying the 

pandemic (278 posts)

3. Drawing parallels between Covid-19 response 

and Sri Lanka’s wartime efforts during the civil 

war (65 posts)

Figure 5: Posts politicising the pandemic
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Figure 5 shows that the politicisation of the pandemic 

over the parliamentary elections period was brought 

about mostly by political campaigns using the pandemic 

as a key topic and politicians and parties making 

election promises to those who were mostly affected 

by the pandemic such as low-income households and 

recently employed graduates in light of the pandemic. 

In April and May 2020 the government responded to 

the Covid-19 crisis by providing a financial stimulus of 

LKR 5,000 to low-income households34.  The opposition 

party responded to this measure by stating that the 

stimulus was too little and ineffective for Covid-19 

affected families35.  However, the provision of a 

financial stimulus was temporarily banned due to 

a request by the Election Commission, stating that 

the stimulus was viewed as a campaigning tool36. 

Similarly, the pandemic was also politicised by 

politicians and parties downplaying its implications. 

For example, the government downplayed the 

pandemic’s ramifications by postponing a nationwide 

lockdown until the day after parliamentary elections 

nominations were over on 19 March 2020 despite 

Covid-19 cases increasing in the country from the 

beginning of March37. 

34. “Tackling the COVID-19 economic crisis in Sri Lanka: Providing 
universal, lifecycle social protection transfers to protect lives 
and bolster economic recovery”,  UNICEF Sri Lanka Working 
Paper, June 2020, https://www.unicef.org/srilanka/media/1501/file/
UNICEF_Brief_SocialProtectionResponseSL_Summary_2020Jul30.
pdf 

35. https://www.themorning.lk/rs-5000-allowance-not-enough 
-for-covid-affected-families-sajith/

36. http://www.colombopage.com/archive_20A/May20  
_1589999114CH.php 

37. Ahilan Kadirgamar, “Sri Lanka: Elections, Polarized Politics, 
and the Pandemic”, Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, April 2020, https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/04/28/
sri-lanka-elections-polarized-politics-and-pandemic-pub-81649

Moreover, DRI found Facebook posts of key politicians 

representing the government stating, “if people can 

stay in Sathosa queues (government owned super-

market chain), why can’t they queue up at the polls 

and vote?” and “We cannot postpone elections due 

to corona or anything else, because we can win”38.  

Politicians downplayed the pandemic to state that 

the prevailing health crisis of the country was not 

a deterrent to holding elections thereby putting 

politics first, at the expense of endangering health 

and safety of the public.

Further, DRI also identified posts politicising the 

pandemic by drawing parallels and comparisons 

between the government’s Covid-19 relief efforts 

and the government’s war time efforts during the 

country’s civil war. Covid-19 relief efforts also led 

to the military being granted a larger role in politics 

than before39. 

Table 3 in Appendix 3 contains examples of posts 

for all three subtopics. 

38. Please refer to post examples provided in the section 
‘politicians downplaying the pandemic’ in Table 3 of 
Appendix 3.

39. Alan Keenan, “Sri Lanka’s Other COVID-19 Crisis: Is 
Parliamentary Democracy at Risk?”, May 2020, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/asia/south-asia/sri-lanka/
sri-lankas-other-Covid-19-crisis-parliamentary-democracy 
-risk
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3. How were protected characteristics40 discussed 
in the context of Covid-19 and the Parliamentary 
Elections?

Globally, the Covid-19 pandemic has provoked 

social stigmatisation and discriminatory behaviour 

against people of certain protected groups and 

anyone perceived to have been in contact with the 

virus41.  In Sri Lanka, minority groups have faced 

infringements of their rights following the outbreak 

of the pandemic; this includes policies enforcing 

the cremation of Covid-19 victims and accusations 

on social media that Muslims were deliberately 

spreading the virus42. 

In this section DRI analyses how protected character-

istics including ethnicity, religion, gender, disability, 

gender identity and sexual orientation were discussed 

in light of Sri Lanka’s parliamentary elections and 

the Covid-19 pandemic. 

3(a) What protected characteristics were the 
most discussed and which groups received more 
negative or positive online attention?

DRI observed that the most discussed protected 

characteristics on Facebook page and group posts 

were the following (Figure 6):

1. Ethnicity (181 posts) - content on a person’s 

or group’s background or identity in terms of 

distinctive culture, ancestry and language.

2. Religion (100 posts) - content on a person’s or 

group’s religious beliefs and faith.

40. For more information on protected characteristics and 
Facebook’s community standards, please see here: https://www.
facebook.com/communitystandards/hate_speech 

41. “A guide to preventing and addressing social stigma associated 
with COVID-19”, WHO, February 2020,
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/a-guide-to-prevent-
ing-and-addressing-social-stigma-associated-with-Covid-19? gclid= 
Cj0KCQjwsLWDBhCmARIsAPSL3_1Jn7GT1KCl7KHuLPH7Ujxa8- 
zyKzEAGuK43EpZ5FTZ6MBHPGKN8mMaAoXJEALw_wcB 

42. “Sri Lanka: A Return to Threats, Fear”, Human Rights 
Watch, January 2021, https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/01/13/
sri-lanka-return-threats-fear 

Figure 6: Count of posts mentioning protected

characteristics.

Figure 7 shows whether these protected characteristics 

received more positive or negative sentiments thus 

allowing a closer look at how these groups were 

discussed. 

Figure 7: Count of posts discussing protected groups and 

sentiment analysis.

Overall, the protected characteristics monitored 

received more negative sentiments than positive 

sentiments on Facebook page and group posts. DRI’s 

findings show that posts on Religion and Ethnicity 

received 45% and 44% negative sentiments compared 

to total sentiments recorded for each category, 

respectively.
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Negative sentiments on posts about religious groups 

mainly focused on the mandatory cremations of all 

Covid-19 victims. In this instance posts were not 

explicitly opposing (a) religious group(s), these posts 

were rather criticising the infringements of religious 

rights faced by these minority communities, thereby 

expressing a negative sentiment43.  The mandatory 

cremations of all Covid-19 victims contrary to guidelines 

issued by the WHO for safe burials, denied Muslim 

and Christian communities their final religious rights 

to be buried. DRI identified posts heavily opposing 

as well as supporting the government’s decision 

to move ahead with mandatory cremations of all 

Covid-19 victims44.  

The majority of posts directed at ethnicity contained 

negative sentiments. Posts were expressing their 

dissent towards the crackdown on rights of certain 

ethnic groups. For example, DRI identified posts 

criticising the forced cremations of Covid-19 victims 

and posts criticising certain media outlets/person-

alities for accusing the Muslim community for the 

spread of the virus and engaging in unethical media 

reporting that could lead to unease among ethnic 

groups in the country45.  

The policy on mandatory cremations is discussed 

under aspects of both religion and ethnicity as posts 

are commented on in connection with both religious 

rights of minority religious groups (such as Muslim 

and Christian groups) and rights of certain ethnic 

groups such as the Muslim community.

43. https://www.facebook.com/AthaullahOfficialSL/
posts/2954509797995121

44. Opposing: ibid
Supporting: https://www.facebook.com/groups/499830096821438/
permalink/1689142804556822

45. https://www.facebook.com/SYN.LK/posts/4281704731843392 

Further, publications by civil society groups/activists 

criticised the discrimination faced by these ethnic 

groups, for example the Muslim community being 

scapegoated for the spread of the virus and coining 

religious practices of Muslims’ as ‘super spreader 

events’46.   These publications called for a more united 

Sri Lanka instead of relying on majoritarianism and 

ethno-nationalism. 

Table 4 in Appendix 3 contains examples of how the 

protected characteristics of ethnicity and religion 

contained negative sentiments on posts.

46. https://www.facebook.com/groundviews/posts/10163395582375640
http://repo.jfn.ac.lk/med/bitstream/701/2368/1/Beyond-Numbers-.
pdf , under section ‘a familiar enemy’
https://economynext.com/scapegoating-the-muslims-from-
aluthgama-to-post-easter-sunday-to-covid-19-69929/ 
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6. Conclusion 

In this report DRI analysed three areas of interest: 

1. Sentiments towards conducting Sri Lanka’s 
parliamentary elections amidst the Covid-19 
pandemic.

Most posts in this analysis opposed the elections 

taking place (43.4%), particularly between 1 March 

and 31 May 2020. This suggests that more people 

posting on Facebook wanted the pandemic to be 

brought under control before proceeding with the 

parliamentary elections. During the early days of 

the pandemic when a curfew and lockdown were 

in place (March and May 2020), more posts opposed 

the election. However, support for elections picked 

up between June and August 2020, at the time when 

curfew and lockdown restrictions were eased and the 

election date finally drew near. This was evident on 

the ground as Sri Lanka became the first South Asian 

country to hold an election amidst Covid-19 with a 

high voter turnout of 71% despite the pandemic47. 

2. How Covid-19 was discussed in the context of 
the parliamentary elections and the pandemic 
was politicised during the campaign period

DRI observed that the topics most discussed on posts 

focused on support or opposition towards a politician 

or a political party (56%), the politicisation of the 

pandemic during the election campaign period (42%), 

and posts discussing the government’s response to the 

pandemic (37%). Notably, DRI found that the pandemic 

and ban on public gatherings forced candidates to 

move their campaign online. Candidates used the 

Covid-19 crisis for campaigning by making election 

promises to the public leveraging the pandemic, to 

(in some cases) gain unfair advantage over other 

parties/candidates. 

47. https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/sri-lan-
ka-sees-71-turnout-in-parliamentary-polls/article32279672.
ece 

The pandemic was also politicised by posts downplaying 

its implications and comparing the government’s 

Covid-19 relief efforts to Sri Lanka’s war time 

efforts. Several posts also discussed the pandemic 

response by the government, both commending and 

condemning its actions.

3. How protected characteristics were discussed 
on Facebook page and group posts, and which 
sentiments towards the protected characteristics 
were most discussed
 

The most discussed protected characteristics were 

ethnicity and religion. DRI noted that 44% of posts 

on ethnicity and 45% of posts on religion received 

negative sentiments.

Posts with negative sentiments towards ethnicity 

included posts criticising the injustice faced by 

certain minority communities such as, the Muslim 

community and also posts containing majoritarian and 

ethno-nationalistic sentiments. Religion was discussed 

more negatively mostly due to the announcement 

on mandatory cremations of all Covid-19 victims 

by the government. This was contrary to guidelines 

issued by the WHO and denied Muslim and Christian 

minorities their final religious rights to be buried. 
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To conclude, this report confirms the online discourse 

on the nexus between the Covid-19 pandemic and 

holding parliamentary elections in Sri Lanka. There 

was more opposition to the parliamentary elections 

taking place amidst a health crisis, especially 

between March and May 2020, suggesting that online 

discourse paid more importance to public safety and 

health. Support for elections picked up from June 

2020 onwards as the pandemic progressed and the 

public became more familiar with living with the 

Covid-19 pandemic.

DRI identified that post topics (outlined in section 

two of this report), including ‘support or opposition 

towards politician and party’, ‘politicisation of the 

pandemic’ and ‘governance’, influenced Facebook 

user perception and user sentiments on these critical 

issues. More significantly, the politicisation of the 

pandemic shows how such narratives and discourse 

can be used on social media networks by campaigners 

during elections for political manipulation and gains. 

The politicisation of the pandemic led to protected 

characteristics including ethnicity, religion and 

gender to be discussed in a more negative way than 

positive, highlighting strains between ethnic and 

religious groups (i.e. Sinhala, Muslim and Tamil 

communities) in light of the pandemic and the 

government’s policy responses disregarding the 

rights of communities. The findings in this report 

show that protected characteristics such as religion 

and ethnicity are more vulnerable online, pointing 

towards an increasing need for close monitoring and 

evidence-based policy changes in this area.
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7. Recommendations

DRI’s findings in this report point result in recom-

mendations to key stakeholders to address the 

identified issues, including to the government of Sri 

Lanka, election commission, political parties, social 

media companies, media organizations as well as 

civil society organizations.

Government of Sri Lanka:
(Ministry of Health, Presidential Task force, Health 

Promotion Bureau and other related institutions) 

Ensure coordination among different authorities 

tasked with Covid-19 response to provide accurate 

and scientific information in compliance with 

international standards (such as WHO standards) 

in a timely manner to avoid the spread of Covid-19 

related misinformation. 

Implement a comprehensive media strategy to counter 

negative and harmful information on Covid-19 to 

prevent and address social stigma, hate speech and 

discrimination.

Election Commission:

Work closely with CSO’s, journalists and activists 

to monitor and combat narratives causing tensions 

between voters on the ground. 

Work with social media platforms to prevent political 

parties and candidates from sharing content that violate 

election laws (for example election promises during 

the pandemic to further their election campaign).

Political Parties:

Introduce a detailed internal code of conduct on 

the party’s approach to social media conduct (the 

do’s and don’ts) to ensure that political parties and 

its members share information online only when 

accurate.Conduct mandatory training programs 

for party members, particularly candidates, on the 

responsible use of social media networks and the 

societal effects associated with it.

Social Media Companies:

Pay close attention to combat inflammatory or 

discriminatory posts towards protected characteristics 

and inaccurate information online especially during 

campaign periods.

Media Organisations:

Adopt standards of media reporting that meet 

recognised professional and ethical standards, 

for instance, the code of ethics adopted by the Sri 

Lankan Press Institute (SLPI) to ensure that privacy is 

respected, to avoid sensationalising news, to provide 

accurate information and relevant headlines as 

opposed to clickbait.

Civil Society Organisations:

Develop capacity for social media monitoring and 

analysis in order to understand online discourses 

on socio-political issues affecting Sri Lanka, and 

report on the findings from monitoring and analysis 

for evidence building and evidence-based policy 

approaches.

Work with social media companies to build nation-

al-level social media monitoring groups to identify 

inflammatory or discriminatory posts towards 

protected characteristics and inaccurate information 

and take necessary actions to counter them effectively 

and efficiently especially during election campaign 

periods and silence periods.

As influencers at the community level, take steps to 

counter misinformation and bias related to Covid-19.

Facilitate research to monitor the comments sections 

of Facebook Pages and Groups as well as other social 

media platforms to clearly understand the perception 

of the general public towards key socio-political issues.
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Language Page CrowdTangle 
Filters (Page) Group

CrowdTangle 
Filters 

(Group)

Sinhala ^fldúâ, fldfrdakd, ksfrdaOdhkh, 
wdodykh, NQuodkh, we¢ß 

kS;sh, 5000, mkaody, Y%ñlhska, 
wêlrKh, Widú, fm;aiï, 
rgúrefjda, iqjúrefjda, je,sir, 
lreKd, fi!LH ud¾f.damfoaY, 
fi!LH ks¾foaY, fojeks /,a,, 
fojk /,a,, lkaoldvq, iduldó, 
m%cd;ka;%jdoh& and ^ue;sjrKh& 

not ^ol=Kq fldßhdfõ&

Time: March 
1st 12:00 am 
- August 15th 
11:59 pm , 
Pages

^fldúâ, fldfrdakd, ksfrdaOdhkh, 
wdodykh, NQuodkh, we¢ß kS;sh, 5000, 
mkaody, Y%ñlhska, wêlrKh, Widú, 
fm;aiï, rgúrefjda, iqjúrefjda, je,sir, 
lreKd, fi!LH ud¾f.damfoaY, fi!LH 

ks¾foaY, fojeks /,a,, fojk /,a,, 
lkaoldvq, iduldó, m%cd;ka;%jdoh&  

and ̂ ue;sjrKh& not ̂ ol=Kq fldßhdfõ, 
weâñkajre, v%Sï iagd¾, kjiS,ka; 

w.ue;skshf.a&

Time: March 
1st 12:00 
am - August 
15th 11:59 
pm , Groups

Tamil (Covid-19,nfhtpl;> nfhNuhdh> 
Culq;F> jdpikg;gLj;jy;> 

mikjpahd> Neu;ikahd> 

[dehafk;> fUzh> 5000> 

epthuzk;> mlf;fk; nra;jy;>Rf-

hjhu tpjpKiwfs;) AND 
(Nju;jy;> ghuhSkd;w Nju;jy;> 

,yq;if Nju;jy;) NOT (njd;n-
fhupah> njd; nfhupah> njd; 

nfhupahtpy;)

Time: March 
1st 12:00 
am - August 
15th 11:59 
pm , Pages 
, Country: 
Sri Lanka , 
Language: 
Tamil

(Covid-19> nfhtpl;>nfhNuh-
dh>Culq;F> jdpikg;gLj;jy;> 

mikjpahd> Neu;ikahd> 

[dehafk;> 5000> epthuzk;> 

mlf;fk; nra;jy;) AND (,yq;if 

ghuhSkd;w Nju;jy;> ,yq;if 

Nju;jy;) NOT (njd;nfhupah> 

njd; nfhupah> njd; nfhupahtpy;> 

gpupl;ld;> gpupl;ld;muR)

Time: March 
1st 12:00 
am - August 
15th 11:59 
pm , Groups, 
Language: 
Tamil

English (COVID, CORONA, 
QUARANTINE, CURFEW, 
5000, COURT, PETITIONS, 
DEMOCRACY, HEALTH 
GUIDELINES, SECOND WAVE, 
KANDAKADU, PEACEFUL, 
MITIGATE,MITIGATING) AND 
(ELECTIONS, ELECTION) 
NOT (Turkey’s, Coppara, 
Seva Vanitha, AMNESTY, 
KARDASHIAN, SERBIA, ZAM 
ZAM)

Time: March 
1st 12:00 
am - August 
15th 11:59 
pm , Pages 
, Country: 
Sri Lanka , 
Language: 
English

(Elections, ELECTION) AND 
(Sri Lanka) AND (covid) NOT 
(US, HEADLINES, SINGAPORE, 
WORLD, PAP, UPDATE, 
MORNING, IRAN, Singapoore)

Time: March 
1st 12:00 
am - August 
15th 11:59 
pm, Groups, 
Language: 
English

8. Appendix

1. Keywords used to extract social media posts from CrowdTangle

2. Codebook: Category and topic explanations and examples

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1372H1LW6PrMHCgpeFe-LAAKPbP29ntSx/view?usp=sharing 
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Table 2: 1(b) How did support and opposition for holding elections change over time?

1 March - 31 May 2020

• Strong sentiments opposing elections were identified 
in most posts during this time period. 

• Possible reasons for more opposition towards holding 
elections include the curfew measures across the 
island and the increasing number of Covid-19 patients 
during this period.

Context - This post expresses opposing sentiments 
towards the parliamentary elections and sarcastic 
sentiment towards the Rajapaksa brothers, Mahinda 
and Gotabaya, for supporting general elections taking 
place amidst a pandemic.

Translation - Due to the coronavirus, the presidential 
election of Georgia has been postponed. The general 
election of Syria has been postponed. The provincial council 
election of France has been postponed. The provincial 
council election of Britain has been postponed. Elections in 
Andhra Pradesh, India have been postponed. Our brothers 
do not even think about that. [In a sarcastic tone] They 
really love us.

02 June 

• The day the Supreme Court of Sri Lanka dismissed 
all fundamental rights petitions filed by opposi-
tion parties and other organisations against 
elections taking place.

• This decision led to a spike of posts supporting 
elections on Facebook Pages and Groups.

Translation – Our special thanks to the Supreme Court 
for dismissing all fundamental rights petitions that were 
filed against elections taking place and for granting the 
people their right to vote.

Honourable Minister Pavithradevi Wanniarachchi, the 
Chairman of the Sabaragamuwa Provincial Council 
Kanchana Jayarathna, Mayor of the Ratnapura Municipal 
Council Tiron Aththanayake, other members of Parliament 
and Ratnapura Pradeshiya Sabha (local government body) 
members joined the people to celebrate the decision made 
by the Supreme Court.

3. Post examples from Key Findings section (5)

48. https://www.facebook.com/107639280047712/posts/427275928084044

49. https://www.facebook.com/ranjithbandara61/posts/ 1726592744150400

48

49
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1 June - 1 July 2020

• This time period presented a predominantly support-
ive sentiment towards elections taking place, as the 
Supreme Court dismissed all fundamental rights 
petitions filed against elections taking place on 2 
June 2020.

Translation - Petitions filed against the dissolving of the 
parliament and holding elections have been dismissed 
without being examined. Get ready for SLPP’s phenomenal 
victory.

2 July - 4 August 2020

• Support for parliamentary elections during this 
period was approximately two times more than 
opposition to the elections being held.

• It is noteworthy that following the decision of the 
Supreme Court to dismiss all petitions filed against 
holding the elections, a visible change in public 
sentiment towards elections taking place was 
noticed, with sentiments changing from opposing 
to supporting elections

Translation – I trust my people in Hambantota. We are 
ready to have the elections under any condition. The 
opposition who knows that they will be defeated by the 
people on the 5th of August is trying to postpone the 
election using the coronavirus situation.
My thoughts at a press conference held today in Tangalle.

50. https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 1647451515396541/
permalink/1845493435592347

51. https://www.facebook.com/groups/1647451515396541/permalink/1845493435592347

51

50
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Table 3: 2(c) How was Covid-19 politicised in the online discourse?

Politicians using a public health crisis for 
campaigning including election promises made

52. https://www.facebook.com/gotaRinfo/posts/208903597124526

53. https://www.facebook.com/gotabayar/ posts/1668688189963156

53

52
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Statements by politicians downplaying the pandemic.

                                                                                           54

Translation - “If people can stay in Sathosa queues (govern-
ment owned supermarket chain), why can’t they queue 
up at the polls and vote?” - Minister Dilum Amunugama.

                                                                                                                    55

Context – Pavithradevi Wanniarachchi is commenting 
on holding elections whilst being the Health Minister of 
the country amidst a pandemic.

Translation –  Post caption: “We cannot postpone 
elections due to corona or anything else, because we can 
win” – Pavithra

Black box: This video is more than enough to understand 
the stance of the current government

54. https://www.facebook.com/grups/663986463807334/permalink/1286676898204951

55. https://www.facebook.com/NewsSLstory/posts/777702636087914
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Drawing parallels between Covid-19 response and 
Sri Lanka’s wartime efforts.

Translation of the highlighted area – A true victory is 
achieved through challenges. Winning the war against 
the LTTE, winning the fight against coronavirus pandemic 
and also holding such a successful election, has shown 
the world the strength of our country and of our people. 
Our victory in the election is a victory that will build our 
nation’s self-confidence. It has been proved to the world 
that the “Saubhagyaye Dakma” (election manifesto of 
SLPP) presented by the President, can be achieved in 
the country through our victory in the election. We are 
determined to make our victory, a victory of our whole 
nation.

56. https://www.facebook.com/PresidentRajapaksa/posts/10156987876871467

56
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Table 4: 3(a) What protected characteristics were the most discussed and which groups receive more 
negative or positive online attention?

Ethnicity (181 posts)

• Posts with negative sentiments on ethnicity 
featured posts discussing ethno-religious tensions 
between communities in the context of the 
pandemic. 

See section 3. in the post above, ‘3. Ethnic 
Discrimination in counter-Covid-19 measures’.

Religion (100 posts)

• Majority of posts directed at religion contained 
negative sentiments.

• The mandatory cremations policy was heavily 
criticised for denying Muslims and Christians 
(both minority communities in Sri Lanka) their 
final religious right to be buried after passing.

Translation - Black box: This government is racist, 
which is why they are not allowing burials of dead 
bodies. They are pushing their racist agenda during 
this time. I personally condemn these actions. - Nalin 
Bandara

Yellow box: Dumb Naliyo [derogatory nickname for the 
politician in the picture], there is only one thing to do. Dig 
a hole in your garden and bury all the bodies you want, 
and if there’s space, bury yourself too.
Yellow box in red font: Have to say something when the 
situation has gotten out of hand.

57. https://www.facebook.com/lankaenews/posts/3120492811349196 
Under section 3 - Ethnic Discrimination in counter- COVID-19 measures

58. https://www.facebook.com/groups/499830096821438/permalink/1689142804556822

57

58






