


                       Hashtag Generation is a non-profit led and run by a group of young 
tech-savvy Sri Lankans advocating for meaningful civic and political participation of youth, es-
pecially young women and youth from minority groups. The group adopts a non-partisan ap-
proach and works with the strong conviction that decision-making at all levels should remain 
transparent and inclusive and in order to remain sustainable and build lasting peace in Sri 
Lanka. We mobilize social and new media tools to raise awareness and catalyse dialogue on im-
portant social issues. Our work has ranged from youth advocating for youth participation in de
cision-making, strengthening women's civic and political engagement, advocacy for the rights of 
ethnic, religious and sexual minorities and raising awareness on the importance of cyber security 
and countering mis/disinformation and online hate speech. 

  www.hashtaggeneration

   https://www.facebook.com/hashtaggenerationsl 

   @generation_sl

   hello@hashtaggeneration.org

   @hashtaglka
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Sri Lanka’s Digital Media Landscape

InteInternet penetration in Sri Lanka has continued to grow in the recent years. There exists however, a digi-
tal divide between urban and rural neighborhoods. Mobile penetration reached 135 percent in 2017 (Free-
dom House, 2018), with there being more sim cards in circulation than the country’s population.  Social 
media, especially Facebook, has established itself as a key platform for the circulation of opinions in the 
Sri Lankan public life. Social media platforms allow politicians, civic groups, and journalists to reach a 
vast audience for little or no cost. However, these platforms have also provided an extremely useful and 
inexpensive platform for malign influence operations by ‘bad actors’ (Freedom House, 2019). Many coun-
tries around the world have seen the growth of hyperpartisan online mobs that include both authentic 
users and fraudulent or automated accounts. They build large audiences around similar interests; lace 
their political messages with false or inflammatory content, and coordinate its dissemination across mul-
tiple platforms (Freedom House, 2019).

It is against this ambivalent backdrop of technological hyper-connectivity, datafication and surveillance 
capitalism that the Sri Lankan Presidential Elections took place on the 16th of November 2019. In this 
context, Hashtag Generation anticipated that dis/misinformation as well as hate speech narratives in 
online spaces will play a key role in shaping public discourse surrounding the Presidential Election. It was 
anticipated that such narratives could receive substantial traction amongst voters and could potentially 
impact the country’s democratic process. Furthermore, since the internet provides a new platform for 
politicians to engage politicians to engage voters it is also a potential site for violations of election law. As such, there was a se-
rious need to monitor, archive and make formal complaints on such (digital) violations of election law. 

Social Media ‘newsroom’

Hashtag Generation operated a social media ‘newsroom’ with trilingual capability (Sinhala, Tamil and
English) which ‘observed’ social media platforms (especially Facebook), around the clock (9 AM to 9 PM) 
seven days a week during the election period (17th October to 29th November 2019). The team of social 
media monitors ‘observed’ a real-time ‘dashboard’ developed by our partner Watchdog, which provided 
us with the most trending Facebook posts from within a dataset of 11,000+ Facebook pages and groups. 

The dataset captured a wide cross section of Sinhala and Tamil Facebook pages including,
but not limited to pages of: 

1.  Political parties 
2.2. Politicians (including Presidential Election candidates)
3. News outlets
4. Ethnonationalist pages
5.  ‘Gossip’ pages 
6. Key ‘influencers’ and ‘opinion leaders
7.  Meme pages
8. Related institutional pages (E.g. Trade Unions)
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In addition to the real-time, dashboard, the monitors also used the publisher analytics tool Crowdtangle 
to understand and monitor how content is amplified via Facebook pages.
Furthermore, the Facebook Ad library database was used to monitor paid advertising on the platform,
especially during the ‘cooling period’ during which there is a moratorium on campaigning.
Monitoring via these tools was supplemented by daily searches based on key-words as well as proactively 
monitoring key pages and groups including candidate pages and ethno-nationalist pages. 
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*See Annexure 1 fo Broad definitions that were developed for each of these categories. These definitions 
were developed to mirror Facebook’s own community standards where appropriate/ applicable. 

Weekly, daily (in the pre/post-election period) and hourly (during the ‘cooling period’ and the Election 
Day) reports were shared with PAFFREL, our election monitoring partner for further investigation and,
if needed, were forwarded to the Elections Commission of Sri Lanka. Harmful reports on Facebook were 
reported via a ‘trusted partner channel’ if identified to be in violation of their ‘community standards’.

It is important to note that the data furnished below reflects only what the
Hashtag GeneHashtag Generation social media monitors recorded via the methodology 
outlined above and the broad categories defined in Annex 1. It does not
encompass thewhole gamut of election law violations, false news, hate speech, 
human rightsissues and cases of harassment that took place online during
election period.

What we looked for: 

1.  Hate speech
2. False news 
3.  False news with potential to cause harm
4. Online violations of election law
5.  Harassment
6.6. Evidence of (offline) violations of election law that are posted online
7.  Human rights issues
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                       Pre-Election Cooling Period      Voting Period Post-Election

Election Law Violations           166       1183         266  0

False News                       156       4           3   2

False News Causing Harm          12        0           2   3

Harassment                  31        1           0   2

Reported Election Law Violations      16        1           0   3

Human Rights IssuesHuman Rights Issues             13        0           0   4

Hate speech                  66        1           2   15
    

The high incidence of election law violations during the ‘cooling period’ is largely due to the moratorium 
on campaigning that begins 48 hours prior to the commencement of voting. 
There is a detailed disaggregation of data with a focus on the ‘cooling period’ on page 8. 

Election law violations disaggregated by stage of the electoral process

Total Violations Recorded Disaggregated by the Stage of the Election
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Election Law Violations Disaggregated by Party Affiliation (If any)

Notable examples 

Some common (online) elections law violations included posting pictures of ballot papers, (espe-
cially following the conclusion of postal voting), conducting online polls surveys and sharing the 
purported results of such polls, contrary to the guidelines issued by the Election Commission. 
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Threats to Political Opponents 

There was a threat made by the Nava Sihala Urumaya (New Sinha-
la Heritage Party) Presidential Candidate to a resident of Kandy 
specifying his name and residential address. The post claimed that 
the said individual ‘insults Sinhala Buddhists’ and that the ‘people 
of Kandy should take care of him’. 

There was also an image being circulated which identifies (by 
name, occupation and photo) six persons who are allegedly mem-
bers of UNP Minister Mangala Samaraweera’s social media team. 
The image carries a threat to those identified suggesting that 
after the 17th  of November (the day following the Presidential 
Election) upon the election of the SLPP candidate Gotabaya Ra-
japaksa, ‘the safety of those identified cannot be guaranteed’. It is 
not clear if those identified are in fact members of the social 
media team of the said Minister. 

Attack on Member of the Election Commission Amplified Using
Paid Advertisement

A Facebook page by the name 'Bring Back Gota' was seen running 
sponsored advertisements on Facebook attacking the Elections Com-
mission and Commissioner Rajan Hoole. The post claims Mr. Hoole 
is a representative of 'the Tamil Diaspora' and 'Western Interests' 
and will attempt to ‘manipulate’ the results of the election.
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Sponsored advertisements featuring police/ military personnel

The use of military/ police officers in campaign material continued to be seen in violation of the guidelines issued
by the Elections Commission. The monitors found a Facebook page named Protect Sri Lanka which carried a large
number of such advertisements which featured police personnel. Some of these images were run as paid advertisements
on Facebook on the 4th and 5th of November which were the designated dates for postal voting for members of the police. 
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False News
 

False News Disaggregated By Stage of the Campaign Process

False News Mobilized to Mislead Voter Perceptions on Can-
didates Disaggregated by Target 
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Notable examples

Some false news updates, including those with potential to incite racial tensions were amplified using 
paid advertising on Facebook. 
Since the Cabinet approval of the Millennium Challenge Corporation Grant (MCC) on the 29th of Octo-
ber, various false/ misleading narratives on the Millennium Challenge Corporation Grant emerged 
online.
Many of the false narratives suggest that sections of Sri Lankan territory will come under American con-
trol as a result of the grant. The false news campaign appeared to be coordinated and amplified by vari-
ous actors including through paid advertising.  

                          For instance, a very popular teacher who conducts       
                          extra classes in biology named Tissa Jananayake pub-     
                          lished a video on his official Facebook page carrying      
                          many false statements about the MCC agreement in      
                          cluding statements that the Sri Lankan territory will be
                                                                                                                                                          'sold' to the United States as a result of the agreement and   
                          that it will result in American forces arriving in Sri Lanka.  
                           The video received very wide coverage. One of Facebook’s   
                           recognized fact checkers, Fact Crescen  do verified that     
                             many of the assertions in the video are false.          
                                     Our partner Watchdog also fact-checked the video here.
The video has since been The video has since been removed from Mr. Jananayake’s page. It is not clear if the video was removed by 
Facebook or Mr. Jananayake himself. Many versions of the video continue to remain online posted by dif-
ferent groups. While Mr. Jananayake’s video has been removed, the vast majority  of false news stories 
surrounding the MCC that were shared during the monitoring period were not.
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False News with Potential to Cause Racial Tensions 

This post carries a quote attributed to SLPP MP 
Wimal Weerawansa received wide circulation. In 
the post, Weerawansa is quoted saying that "the use 
of contraceptives by Muslim Women following their 
first childbirth should be made compulsory ". No 
available media reports suggest that the statement 
was made.

On the 6th of November at a SLPP media briefing in Co-
lombo a popular actress by the name of Sanjeewani 
Weerasinghe claimed that a certain brand of sanitary 
napkins for which she was once in an advertisement had 
sterilization pills deposited in them. She linked this to 
the controversy surrounding Dr. Seigu Shihabdeen Mo-
hamed Shafi in the aftermath of the Easter Sunday at-
tatacks. 

Following the announcement by the Tamil National Alliance 
that they will back National Democratic Front (NDF) Candi-
date Sajith Premadasa, many false news posts proliferated 
online, suggesting that Mr. Premadasa had agreed to the 13 
'separatist' demands made by Tamil political parties. However, 
the TNA and its constituent parties denied these claims at a 
media briefing stating that their decision was solely based on 
the manithe manifestos of the main two candidates.
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False News with Potential to Cause Racial Tensions Amplified 
Using Paid Advertisements

The following statement attributed to Tamil National Alliance Parliamentarian
M.A. Sumanthiran is an example of a false news story with potential to cause racial tensions amplified 
using paid advertisements. 

On Wednesday, the 13th of November, the Mawbima newspaper, and the Ceylon Today Carried a headline 
on the front page that said, ‘the Sinhalese can be defeated only by voting for Sajith’. Extracts of the said 
‘news’ report were widely shared online and were also promoted using 
sponsored Facebook ads. MP Sumanthiran has since denied that he made such a statement and submit-
ted official complaints to the Elections Commission and the Acting Inspector General of Police and also 
sent a letter of demand to Ceylon News Papers (Pvt) Ltd which publishes the Mawbima and Ceylon Today. 

This image claimed that if/when UNP candidate Sajith 
Premadasa is elected President, UNP Jaffna District MP 
Vjayakala Maheswaran will be 
appointed Minister of Higher Education and as suappointed Minister of Higher Education and as such, a 
vote for Premadasa would result in an eventual Tamil 
Eelam. However Premadasa made a public statement 
that the only Cabinet appointment he has promised to 
make if elected is the appointment of Field Marshal 
Sarath Fonseka as his Minister of Defense and Law and 
Order. 
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Hate Speech Disaggregated by Stage of the Campaign Period 

Hate Speech

Hate Speech Disaggregated by Target Community
(where applicable) 
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Hate speech/ derogatory speech from ethno-nationalist 
pages targeting minorities, especially Muslim and Tamil
politicians received substantial traction. Many derogatory 
speech acts levelled at Muslim politicians allege that there 
were links between the Muslim politicians and the attackers 
who perpetrated the bombings on Easter Sunday.

A speech made by UNP MP Mujibur Rahman was among
the widely shared content. His statement was misrepresented
to suggest that if UNP Candidate Sajith Premadasa is
elected President, that Sri Lankan Muslims would be able to sing the national
anthem in Arabic.  Furthermore, a statement made by SLFP State Minister A.H.M Fowzie was 
mismisrepresented to suggest that he claimed that SLPP candidate Gotabaya Rajapaksa ‘must be killed if the 
SLFP is to be saved’.  



16

Total number of posts reported over the cooling period : 1438

The ‘Cooling Period’

Sri Lanka’s Presidential Election Act stipulates that all campaigning related to the Presidential Election 
should end two days before the Election Day, i.e. at midnight on Wednesday (14th  November). However, 
the moratorium on campaigning did not appear to have affected social media campaigning efforts of all 
the mainstream candidates. The monitors engaged in a special exercise monitoring the use of Facebook 
advertisements during the cooling period and submitted hourly reports to the Elections Commission via 
PAFFREL.
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*This analysis is based on the time Hashtag Generation submitted the report to PAFFREL to be forward-
ed to Facebook via the Election Commission 

Response by Facebook to reports submitted during the ‘Cooling
Period’ 

Content removed during the cooling period disaggregated by 
time taken by Facebook for the removal 
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The number of posts removed by Facebook (619) as a percentage of the total number of posts reported  
by us during the ‘cooling period’ (1438) amounts to = 43.05%. 

Of the 619 total posts removed only 351 posts were removed within 12 hours of reporting (24.41%).  

The total number of sponsored Facebook advertisements recorded is 871 Out of this, 589 Ads were re-
moved by Facebook 67.62%. However, the number of advertisements removed within the 12 hour 
window was 344 (39.49).

Advertisements/ organic posts during the ‘cooling period’ 
disaggregated by political party affiliation. 
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Concluding Observations

Coordinated Disinformation Campaigns and Ethnonationalist Narratives 

Social media plaSocial media platforms played a key role in the circulation of information during the 2019, Sri Lankan 
Presidential Election. Platforms such as Facebook gave the Election Commission, election monitors and 
civil society organizations a platform to engage in voter education.  The election has been described by 
many as relatively peaceful, calm, and violence free. However, the relatively peaceful and calm campaign 
on the ground contrasted with the divisive rhetoric, some of which amounted to hate speech as well as 
mis/disinformation in the online space. There were coordinated disinformation campaigns that attempt-
ed to aed to alter voter perceptions with several pages amplifying false narratives, including through paid adver-
tising. Some pages appeared to be amplifying each other’s content. Such, coordinated, well-planned disin-
formation campaigns affect healthy debate, skew public opinion and as such, can affect the democratic 
process. For example, false news narratives of the Millennium Challenge Corporation Agreement ap-
peared to constitute such a networked disinformation campaign.  

Facebook has two third party fact-checkers for Sri Lanka – AFP and Fact Crescendo. The factchecks 
put out by these entities, and others, do not have the kind of reach among Sri 
Lankan social media users that false news narratives do. While these fact check-
ers analyse false news, they are not able to cover the gamut of false news stories 
that are in circulation. AFP is only available in English and Fact Crescendo, 
while available in Sinhala and Tamil does not appear to have wide reach in Sri 
Lanka. 

Even when the third party fact-checkers confirm that a news story is false they 
continue to remain on Facebook with no disclaimers. While suggestions for ‘related arti-
cles’ are expected to appear under reports that have been fact checked by AFP and Fact Crescendo, this 
happened only in extremely rare cases. It is imperative that Facebook rolls out this fea-
ture in Sri Lanka urgently.  

There were coordinated ethno-nationalist campaigns targeting minorities, with different ethnonationalist 
pages amplifying each other’s voices. Many of them targeted minority politicians. Hate speech/ derogato-
ry speech from ethno-nationalist pages targeting minorities, especially Muslims received substantial trac-
tion during the pre-election period. Derogatory speech targeting Muslim politicians insinuated that there 
were links between the said politicians and the attackers who perpetrated the bombings on Easter 
Sunday.  

Lapses in the Facebook Ad Library tool  

While Facebook advertising provided candidates besides the two front runners an affordable alternative 
to airtime on mainstream media platforms, due to the lack of campaign finance laws in Sri Lanka, the 
vast majority of the content amplified through paid advertising belonged to the two front runners. The 
introduction of the Ad library tool by Facebook, a searchable database of Advertisements on the platform 
is a welcome development. ‘Political pages’ are expected to provide more information including spend, 
reach and funding entities and all ‘political ads’ are archived for seven years.
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While the official pages of mainstream candidates and parties were available on 
the Ad library, many pages that ran political ads did not provide the full gamut 
of information available. More seriously, some pages that ran political adver-
tisements, including during the cooling period and on Election Day, did not 
appear on the Ad Library altogether. It is important that Facebook reviews and updates its da-
tabase of authorized ‘political pages’ regularly, in order to ensure that information on campaign spending 
and targeted demographics are available for all political advertisements as well as to ensure that they are 
archived to ensure transparency and accountability. It is also important that Facebook addresses the 
lapses in the Ad library to ensure that all advertisements run on their platform are available on its data-
base. 

It is important to provide skills related to critical thinking in the digital era including digital, media and 
news literacy to Sri Lankans through both formal and non-formal channels and it is important to conduct 
an ‘audit’ of all existing laws related to elections and update them, in order to hold both politicians 
accountable for their conduct online as well as to ensure that social media companies are held account-
able to abiding by local laws.
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Annex 1
  
Broad definitions for the categories 

*These were developed to mirror either the corresponding election laws or Facebook’s community stan-
dards.  

1) Hate Speech  

A direct attack on people based on– race, ethnicity, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, caste, sex, 
gender, gender identity and/or disability. This includes violent or dehumanizing speech, statements of in-
feriority, or calls for exclusion or segregation. 

E.g. - Language or imagery that incite or facilitate serious violence that provides cause to believe that 
there is a genuine risk of physical harm to an individual or a group of individuals; Information that re-
veals a person or a group of people’s public visibility and vulnerability (Personal contact details); state-
ments of intent to commit high-severity violence; calls for violence on a specified group/ individual, advo-
cating for violence; content targeting a group of people; content that is extremely derogatory or dehu-
manizing.  

2) Harassment

E.g. - Threaten to release an individual's private phone number, residential address or email address; 
Calling for death or serious disease or disability.  

3) Dis/misinformation and potential dis/misinformation 

- False news as verified by independent third-party fact-checkers AFP and Fact Crescendo 

- Potential false news identified by SM Monitors, and verified by PAFFREL / Watchdog as false. 

- Potential false news identified by SM Monitors that can be verified through an internal investi
 gation where possible.   

- - Potential false news identified by SM Monitors that cannot be verified by the above means, 
 that will be recorded as unverified 
 
1) Dis/misinformation with potential to cause harm 
 
- Misrepresentation of the dates, locations and times as well as methods for voting or voter registration. 

- Mis- Misrepresentation of who can vote, qualifications for voting, whether a vote will be counted and what    
 information and/or materials must be provided in order to vote.

- Sharing false information about an individual or a group that could result in physical violence. 
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5) Evidence of offline violations of election law posted online 

The SM Monitors will document any evidence (news reports, texts, imagery, photos) of news c of
violations of election law such as:    

a.  Attacks on Political Party/ Candidate Offices (Arson & Damage)     
b.  Abuse of State Power & Resources for Election Purposes     
c.  Use of State Vehicles for Election Campaign Purposes      
d.d. Attempts/ influencing State Officials        
e.  Appointments, Transfers & Promotions for State Officials targeting the Election  
f.  Use of State Officials & Security Sources for Election Campaign Purposes   
g.  Violations Relating to Abuse of State Power, Resources & Misusing State Sector Employees 
h. Destruction & sabotage decorations, posters & cutouts of political parties.  
i.  Disrupting Campaign Activities of Opponents      
j.  Carrying out Illegal Election Propaganda       
k. k.  Threatening & Disrupting Work of Election Monitors    
l.  State Officers acting in favour of Political Parties & in Breach of Official Duties 
m. Carrying out Unlawful Meetings & Processions     
n.  Maintaining Illegal Party Offices  
o.  Giving Incentives with Political Objectives      
p.  Using Vehicles without Number Plates  
q.  Favouritism & Misuse of State & other Media                         
rr.  Attempts to Influence/ Influencing by Security Sources & State Officials                             
s.  State Sponsored Livelihood Grants & Allowances Manipulated for Election Purposes 
t.  Carrying out Election Campaign Activities Harassing & Inconveniencing the General Public 
u.  Intimidating Voters                                
v.  Transportation of voters         
w.  Carrying out illegal activities near Polling Stations      
x.  Assaulting voters/ using force to turn voters away from polling station  
  
6) Potential online violations of election law 

1.  Use of official social media pages of state institutions for election purposes 
2.  Use of state officials & security forces for election campaign purposes online   
3.  Online threats to election monitors       
4.  Favouritism & Misuse of social media pages of State & other Media    
5.  Intimidating voters online 
  
7) Human rights issues 

Eg. Threats and intimidation to activists, human rights defenders and journalists       
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Annex 2: Names of Politicians who Posted Sponsored Ads/ Organic Content 
during the Cooling Period that appeared during the monitoring exercise 
 
        1) Ajith Mannapperuma         2) Ajith P Perera 
        3) Akila Viraj Kariyawasam       4) Ananda Kumarasiri 
        5) Angajan Ramanathan        6) Anoma Gamage
        7) Anura Kumara Dissanayake     8) Anuradha Jayaratne 
                9) Arjuna Ranatunga          10) Arumugan Thondaman 
        11) Ashok Abeysinghe          12) Bimal Ratnayaka  
        13) Buddhika Pathirana         14) C B Ratnayaka 
        15) Champika Premadasa        16) Chandima Weerakkody 
        17) Daya Gamage             18) Dayasiri Jayasekara  
        19) Duminda Dissanayake        20) Dunesh Gankanda 
        21) Dushmantha Mithrapala      22) Eranga Gunasekara  
                23) Gamini Lokuge           24) H M M Harees 
        25) Harin Fernando           26) Harsha De Silva 
        27) Harshana Rajakaruna        28) Hirunika Premachandra 
        29) Indika Anurudhha          30) J C Alawathuwala  
        31) Johnston Fernando          32) Kabir Hashim  
        33) Kanaka Herath            34) Kanchana Wijesekara 
        35) Kavinda Jayawardene        36) Keheliya Rambukwella 
                37) Lucky Jayawaradana         38) M A Sumanthiran  
        39) Mahesh Senanayake         40) Mahinda Amaraweera 
        41) Mahinda Rajapaksa         42) Mahinda Yapa Abeywardena  
        43) Mahindananda Aluthgamage    44) Manusha Nanayakkara 
        45) Mayantha Dissanayake       46) Milinda Rajapaksa  
        47) Mohamed Shafeek          48) Mujibur Rahuman 
        49) Nalaka Colonne           50) Nalin Bandara 
                51) Nalin Bandara            52) Namal Rajapaksa 
        53) Navin Dissanayake          54) Nihal Galappaththi 
        55) Nimal Lanza             56) Niroshan Premaratne  
        57) P Harrison              58) Piyankara Jayaratne 
        59) Piyasena Gamage          60) Prasanna Ranatunga 
        61) Premalal Jayasekara         62) Rajitha Senarathne 
        63) Ranjith Maddumabandara     64) Ranjith Siyabalapitiya 
                65) Rauff Hakeem            66) Rev. Athuraliye Rathana 
        67) Rishad Bathiudeen         68) Rohitha Abeygunawardena 
        69) Roshan Ranasinghe         70) Ruwan Wijewardene 
        71) S B Dissanayake           72) Sagala Rathnayake 
        73) Sajith Premadasa          74) Sanath Nishantha 
        75) Sandith Samarasinghe         76) Sarath Fonseka 
        77) Senthil Thondaman         78) Shantha S Abeysekara       
                79) Shehan Semasinghe         80) Sidney Jayaratne 
        81) Sujeewa Senasinghe         82) Sujith Perera 
        83) T R Balasuriya            84) Thalatha Athukorale    
        85) Tissa Attanayake           86) Udaya Gammanpila  
        87) Udayashantha Gunasekara     88) Vasudeva Nanayakkara 
        89) Vidura Wickramanayake      90) Vijitha Berugoda 
        91) Wijepala Hettiarachchi       92) Wijeyadasa Rajapakse 
                93) Wimal Weerawansa 
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Annex 3: Names of Facebook Pages which Posted Sponsored Content during the 
Cooling Period that appeared during the monitoring exercise (total – 154 pages) 
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