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Preface 
This case study presents a brief summary of field research findings about efforts to split Aceh into 

three separate provinces.  Findings are descriptive, emphasizing local dynamics and community 

perceptions of the provincial secession movements in four districts from the proposed new 

provinces of ALA (Aceh Lauser Antara, in the central Aceh highlands) and ABAS (Aceh Barat 
Selatan, the southwest Aceh coast).  This report is one of several community-based case studies 

contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-Conflict 

Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among donor, 

government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  The 
community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for International 

Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  This 

particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by two (out of three) of the MSR 

community-based qualitative research teams on two separate occasions:  in Aceh Tengah and 
Bener Meriah from 26 July until 3 August 2008, and then in Aceh Barat and Aceh Selatan, with 

continued research in Aceh Tengah and Bener Meriah districts from 11 until 20 August 2008. 

Abstract 
This case study documents local dynamics and community perceptions toward current efforts by 

some politicians and activists to divide Aceh into three separate provinces.  These efforts extend 
back to the Military Emergency in 2003 and even as far back as 1999, and indeed today the most 

vocal proponents and opponents of the move to divide Aceh are nearly the same forces that 

opposed each other during the conflict, so the movement to create separate provinces in the 

highlands and west coast districts of Aceh remains a sensitive post-conflict issue that many 
informants found difficult to discuss.  Arguments for and against provincial secession in Aceh are 

presented as well as community views that reflect each side of the debate, but the prevailing 

opinion of the communities surveyed was one of apathy and indifference toward the issue.  This 

apathy relates to both the movement’s association with the history of conflict in Aceh and a 
common perception that provincial secession is a project by and for the political and business 
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elites in the highland and west coast districts as well as in Jakarta, with little or no benefit for 

ordinary civilians that the secession proponents claim to represent.  The case study concludes 

with a comparison of the two secession movements, some recommendations, and a list of three 
contingent factors based on current conditions that may affect the success or failure of efforts to 

divide Aceh, none of which include community voices.   

Introduction 
The term pemekaran in Bahasa Indonesia means an “unfolding” or a “blooming” of flowers, but 

in today’s post-Suharto Indonesian political lexicon pemekaran signifies the division and sub-

division of the national map into new provinces (propinsi), districts (kabupaten), sub-districts 
(kecamatan), and villages (desa, or in Aceh:  gampong).  This case study covers the background 

issues and community perceptions related to current efforts to divide Aceh province into three 

separate provinces.  The two new proposed provinces are Aceh Lauser Antara (ALA) which 

covers the central highland districts of Aceh (i.e. Bener Meriah, Aceh Tengah, Gayo Lues, and 
Aceh Tenggara) down to the municipality of Subulussalam and Singkil district on the southwest 

coast, and Aceh Barat Selatan (ABAS) which covers the west coast districts of Aceh Jaya, Aceh 

Barat, Nagan Raya, Aceh Barat Daya, and Aceh Selatan.1  The remaining districts not included in 

ALA or ABAS (i.e. Aceh Besar, Pidie, Pidie Jaya, Bireuen, Aceh Utara, Aceh Timur, Aceh 
Tamiang, and the municipalities of Banda Aceh, Sabang, Lhokseumawe and Langsa) would 

presumably remain part of Aceh proper.  As the findings below demonstrate, the provincial 

secession of ALA and ABAS from the rest of Aceh can be a polarizing and sensitive subject as it 

touches upon nerves still raw from the recently resolved separatist conflict and affects the 
ongoing peace process, not to mention the related issues of Aceh’s resource development, local 

autonomy, and ethnic diversity.  

 

The provincial secession movement for ALA in the central highlands of Aceh began in 1999 and 
a legislative planning initiative for ALA in the national parliament in Jakarta (DPR-RI) began in 

September 2004.  The planning stages for ALA triggered similar sentiments among political elites 

in the west coast districts of Aceh and the ABAS movement was born in April 2003.  Together 

they formed the Joint Forum for the Creation of ALA and ABAS Provinces, based in Jakarta, and 
in turn declared the formation of their new provinces on 4 December 2005.  However the Aceh 

provincial government, including the executive leadership of Governor Irwandi and the provincial 

legislature, do not support these efforts and typically the division of provinces in Indonesia 

requires the approval of the provincial government under consideration for division.  The current 
standoff between the provincial government in Banda Aceh that opposes division on the one hand 
                                                      
1 See Image 1 for proposed map of ALA. 
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and district governments that want to secede on the other has brought the movement for secession 

to a bristling halt, with Jakarta-based politicians with their own agendas lining up on the two 

sides raising the stakes.  Most recently, in August 2008, the President of Indonesia Susilo 
Bambang Yuhoyono issued a decree stating that the proposal to divide Aceh into three separate 

provinces should be postponed until after the elections in April 2009.  This comes as a 

disappointment for the initiators and supporters of provincial secession, bearing in mind that the 

2009 elections will for the first time feature local political parties contesting legislative seats at 
the provincial and district levels throughout Aceh, and all of the local parties oppose secession.   

 

This case study does not review in detail the juridical and political aspects of provincial secession, 

but rather emphasizes local perspectives about the secession movement gathered from 
communities living in former conflict areas within the proposed new provinces.  In particular, 

findings are based on interviews and focus group discussions conducted in the ALA districts of 

Aceh Tengah and Bener Meriah, and the ABAS districts of Aceh Barat and Aceh Selatan.  The 

overall goal is to describe the dynamics and community perceptions of the secession movement, 
organized in turn by groups that are supportive, against, and apathetic or neutral about the issues 

as they present in these different areas and then conduct a brief comparative analysis across them. 

Supporters of Provincial Secession 
 
“If we don't fight for ALA, who will care about the 
fate of the population here, they'll get left behind.  Is 
NAD [the Aceh provincial government] capable of 
reaching out and bringing prosperity to all regions 
of Aceh? If I met with Bang Irwandi (Aceh's 
governor), I would say to him: 'Are you capable of 
paying attention to, developing, and bringing 
prosperity to all parts of this vast Aceh province?'  I 
would dare to have a debate/discussion with him 
about ALA.” – Community leader from Bener 
Meriah, ALA supporter.

“Kalau ALA tidak diperjuangkan, siapa yang akan 
peduli nasib rakyat, rakyat terabaikan. Mana 
sanggup NAD menjangkau dan mensejahterakan 
semua daerah dan wilayah yang ada di Aceh ini. 
Kalau berjumpa Bang Irwandi (Gub. NAD) saya 
akan katakan: “Apa sanggup Abang 
memperhatikan, membangun, dan mensejahterakan 
seluruh wilayah Aceh yang begitu luas ini?” Saya 
berani berdebat/berdiskusi dengan dia soal ALA.” – 
Tokoh masyarakat dari Bener Meriah, Pejuang 
ALA2

Proponents of provincial secession offer up four main arguments to support their position.  The 

prevailing argument is about unequal levels of development throughout Aceh, with claims that 

the provincial government based in Banda Aceh ignores highland and west coast communities 

when it comes to investment in infrastructure and the development of human and natural 
resources.  Aceh’s main highway runs from Banda Aceh across the northeast coast to Sumatra’s 

industrial and trading hub Medan, and population densities along this route are higher than in 

                                                      
2 See interview transcript C.08 

Arguments in Favor of Provincial Secession
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other parts of Aceh, so allocation of government resources to this region of Aceh is easier.  The 

apparent differences between Banda Aceh and the northeast coast on the one hand and the 

highlands and the southwest coast on the other is not helped by the presence of natural gas 
extraction and other industrial facilities near Lhokseumawe, contributing to a sense in other parts 

of Aceh of getting left behind.  The tsunami only reinforced the west coast’s isolation, and the 

delays in building the new west coast highway are leveraged as excuses for breaking away from 

Banda Aceh’s inattention to the region despite other massive reconstruction inputs up and down 
the coasts.  By creating two new provinces with capitals in Meulaboh for ABAS and Takengon 

for ALA, the regions will theoretically enjoy an increase in socio-economic status because there 

will be closer access to development funds and a government that is closer and more responsive 

to communities rarely seen by bureaucrats in Banda Aceh.  Building upon the first supporting 
argument for provincial secession, the second major argument put forth is the creation of 

employment opportunities in ALA and ABAS.  However the plans for increased employment in 

the new provinces focuses primarily on the recruitment of new government civil servants that will 

be required to staff all the provincial level government bureaus that will open.  A secondary, 
albeit temporary, employment effect is the rush of new construction work that would be launched 

to build all the new office buildings for the new civil servants of new provincial administrations.  

The third reason offered for provincial secession relates to Aceh’s long history of conflict, which 

historically has its epicenter along the northeast corridor districts of Aceh.  It wasn’t until after 
Suharto resigned in 1998 and the end of the Indonesian military’s Zone of Military Operations 

(DOM) period that conflict violence began to increase in frequency and intensity in the highlands 

and the west coast districts.   Passionate anti-separatist groups in the highlands and west coast 

districts blame the infiltration of GAM forces from the northeast coast for the rise of violence in 
their regions of the province, and see secession as a political break with the more restive regions 

of Aceh that would insulate them from future conflict.  Finally, the ethnic diversity of ALA and 

ABAS districts, including highland minority groups the Gayo and Alas, and Javanese 

transmigrant populations, are also offered up as reasons for secession, as ALA and ABAS 
activists claim that provincial politics are dominated by ethnic Acehnese from the northeast coast 

districts and implicitly leave the concerns of ethnic minority populations unrepresented and 

unaddressed. 

 
Supporters of ALA and ABAS anticipate arguments against secession, particularly that provincial 

secession constitutes a violation of the Helsinki peace agreement between GAM and the 

Indonesian government, with creative solutions.  Some insist that the new provinces are 

simultaneously provinces of both a federated union of Aceh provinces as well as the unitary state 
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of Indonesia.3  Part of such a federation invokes the reinstatement of the wali nanggroe, as called 

for in the peace agreement, a symbolic and royal guardian of Aceh that hearkens back to the 

sultanate.  ABAS and ALA supporters suggest a rotating seat for the wali nanggroe, similar to the 
current monarchy in Malaysia wherein royal leader there known as Yang Dipertuan Agung, is 

held on a rotating basis among the Malaysian states.  Similarly, the rotating wali nanggroe would 

symbolically unite all the peoples of Aceh that live among three separate provincial 

administrations.  GAM leaders and others opposed to provincial secession in Aceh do not even 
respond to such suggestions from secessionists. 

A common perception about the ALA and ABAS secession movement is that it enjoys the most 

support among political elites and business interests that stand to gain from the division of Aceh 

into three separate provinces.  Such powerful supporters can be generally (but not exclusively) 
divided between powerful political interests in Jakarta and local elites in the ALA and ABAS 

districts.  In Jakarta, the Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDIP) has emerged as a strong 

backer of secession alongside other national political parties such as GOLKAR.  Party 

chairwoman and former President Megawati Sukarnoputri threw in her support for ALA and 
ABAS at a seminar titled “Focus on Aceh’s Future:  The Establishmen of ALA/ABAS as a 

Solution.”  The position of several national parties such as PDIP holds that success of the unitary 

state of the Republic of Indonesia, particularly in Aceh, depends on the division of Aceh into 

three separate provinces.  During the conflict, political elites in Jakarta saw GAM as a major 
threat to national unity, and since the peace agreement the threat has shifted to former GAM 

winning political power in Aceh, on suspicion that they will pursue a separatist agenda through 

the political process, for which the solution is a “divide and conquer” approach, splitting Aceh 

into three separate provinces, not unlike what was done in West Papua. 
 

At the district level, strong support for provincial secession often comes from the district 

legislative assemblies, with support from the executive branches varying from district to district.  

In Aceh Barat, the opposition to ABAS by the district head (bupati) is famously contrasted 
against the longstanding position of the district assembly, which has collectively supported 

ABAS since the onset of the military emergency in 2003.  One of the founders and current leaders 

of the ABAS movement, Tjut Agam, is the vice speaker of the Aceh Barat district assembly, as 

well as a patron of anti-separatist movements such as PETA and FORKAB.4  In Aceh Tengah and 
Bener Meriah, the ALA movement enjoys nearly universal support among executive and 

                                                      
3 See Image 2 
4 See Image 3 

Powerful Support For Provincial Secession
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legislative branch politicians, as well as well-known community leaders such as the heads of 

PETA in Aceh Tengah and Bener Meriah, Syukur Kobat and Adijan, respectively.    

Given the close connections between anti-separatist groups during the conflict and the provincial 
secession movement today, it is not surprising that the footsoldiers for the ALA and ABAS 

movements are the former anti-separatist actors during the conflict, namely FORKAB (former 

GAM combatants who surrendered and support the Indonesian state) and PETA (the catch-all 

name given to the collection of anti-separatist militia groups throughout Aceh that enjoyed 
support from the Indonesian military during the conflict).5 

 

In the proposed ABAS provincial capital of Meulaboh, FORKAB and the Preparatory Committee 

for the Establishment of ABAS Province (KP3ABAS) are located in the same office, and have the 
same leadership.6  FORKAB activities in support of ABAS include the hanging of banners in 

support of secession (see Image 2), socialization to the community in coffee shops, and the 

monitoring of public messages from those who oppose secession, namely GAM’s new local 

political party, Partai Aceh, and tearing down their banners and flags on the streets of Meulaboh: 
 
“We will defend ABAS with our lives; anyone who 
obstructs it will then have to face us.  As long as 
FORKAB exists, we won’t let anyone disrupt the 
secession process.” – Abdul Rauf, 38 years old, 
head of FORKAB and KP3ABAS in Aceh Barat 
district. 

“Bagi kami ABAS itu harga mati, barang siapa 
yang menghalangi maka akan berhadapan dengan 
kami. Selama ada Forkab jangan ada yang 
mengganggu proses pemekaran ini.” – Abdul Rauf, 
38 thn, ketua Forkab dan ketua KP3 ABAS Kab. 
Aceh Barat.7 

 

Anti-separatist militia group leaders on the west coast such as the head of Front Cempala, based 

in Kawai XVI sub-district, and which now falls under the broad anti-separatist group PETA, also 
claim to defend ABAS in coordination with formal national security forces: 

 
“If ABAS is established we will guarantee regional 
security in a united front between Front Cempala, 
TNI, and POLRI.” – Head of anti-separatist group 
Front Cempala, Kawai XVI, Aceh Barat.8 

“Kalau ABAS jadi kami bisa jamin keamanan 
daerah ini dengan cara bersatu Front Cempala, 
TNI dan Polri.” – Ketua Kelompok Anti-separatis 
Front Cempala, Kawai XVI, Aceh Barat9 

 

                                                      
5 See related “FORKAB” and “Anti-Separatist Groups” case studies in the MSR qualitative research for 
definitions, history, and community perceptions about these groups. 
6 See Image 4 
7 See interview transcript B.26 
8 “Cempala” is an Indonesian acronym for Cerdas, Energik, Mandiri, PintAr, Loyal dan Amanah, which 
translates roughly as Clever, Energetic, Self-sufficient, Smart, Loyal, and Trustworthy. 
9 See interview transcript B.36 

Footsoldiers for Secession:  FORKAB and PETA
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The ABAS movement, however, appears confined to Meulaboh and other district capitals along 

the west coast, as the community perceptions that demonstrate apathy and ignorance about the 

issue attest below.  Much more active and pervasive is the ALA movement in the highlands as the 
following section summarizes: 

MSR researchers discovered a much higher level of activist activities in support of ALA in the 

highlands than in support of ABAS on the west coast.  At the sub-district and village levels there 

are coordinators and facilitators for the ALA movement under supervision by the Aceh Tengah 
and Bener Meriah district governments.  These local cadres, primarily village heads across the 

region, socialize the ALA concept to the community.  Particularly in Bener Meriah district, a 

network of activists has been established called the Dewan Pimpinan Daerah Gerakan Pemuda 

ALA (The ALA Regional Youth Movement Leadership Council), also known as the Laskar 
Pemuda ALA, or the ALA Youth Force, wherein the term “laskar” is evocative of civilian militia 

groups.  Apart from the bureaucratic planning, petitioning, and lobbying efforts by elites, these 

field activists have systematically and pro-actively launched several successful efforts to socialize 

and demand the establishment of ALA.  Three efforts are illustrative:  the demonstration by 
village heads in Jakarta, the barricading of the Bener Meriah district assembly, and mass publicity 

efforts. 

Demonstration in Jakarta 

One of the most visible efforts in support of ALA was a series of demonstrations in Jakarta by 

hundreds of village heads from the central highlands of Aceh and many other ALA activists in 

front of the Department of Internal Affairs and the national parliament at in March 2008.10 11  The 
conditions by which hundreds of village heads were able to travel en masse to Jakarta are 

suspicious in terms of financial support and organization, with some claiming that their 

participation in the demonstration was under duress or a strong form of peer pressure, lest their 

non-participation in the journey lead to unwanted consequences for their community.12 Some 
village heads deny any forced participation, stating that even though they were instructed to travel 

to Jakarta, they went on their own initiative to lend moral support for the movement.13 There is 

little argument that all village heads traveled upon receiving instructions to do so, but the means 

for which they paid for it remains unclear.  Some report that the village heads paid for it 
themselves, others report that village funds were used to pay for it, while still others report that 

                                                      
10 See Serambi Indonesia “Kades ALA Demo Depdagri” 25 March 2008 
11 See Image 5 
12 See interview transcript C.30 
13 See interview transcript C.27 

ALA Activists:  A Step Ahead of ABAS
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villagers were expected to make contributions to support the travel expenses of their village 

head.14   

Barricading the Bener Meriah District Assembly 

 
“If it’s not too important, don’t go to the Bener 
Meriah District Assembly building; anything could 
happen to you there.” – Bener Meriah District 
Government Official 

“Jika tidak terlalu penting anda jangan pergi ke 
kantor DPRK Bener Meriah, nanti bisa terjadi 
macam-macam.” – Kabag. Pemerintahan Pemda 
Bener Meriah15 

"You better not go there [to see the people who 
have occupied and sealed up the District Assembly 
Building] at night.  In fact, don't go there at all!  If I 
say don't go, then don't go!  And don't ask again 
why!" – Community leader from Bener Meriah, 
ALA supporter. 

“Kalian sebaiknya jangan ke sana [untuk melihat 
masyarakat yang menjaga gedung DPRD yang 
disegel itu] pada malam hari. Pokoknya jangan ke 
sana! Kalau saya bilang jangan, jangan! Jangan 
tanya lagi mengapa!” – Tokoh masyarakat dari 
Bener Meriah, Pejuang ALA16  

 

At the time of the MSR field research, Laskar ALA had taken over the Bener Meriah District 

Assembly building, effectively shutting down local government.  No one except Laskar ALA 
members, a group widely agreed to be associated with PETA, could enter the building.  They 

threatened to occupy the building until ALA was formally established and recognized by the 

national and Aceh provincial governments.  Although they did not succeed in holding out until 

ALA was established, bearing in mind that any formal decision has been postponed until after the 
national and provincial elections in April 2009, they did occupy the building for several weeks, 

creating a daily stream of publicity and tension.  Rumors were spread that Laskar ALA, under the 

command of former PETA anti-insurgents, had firearms on the premises, and the MSR research 

team in the central highlands was warned by several informants not to approach the assembly 
building as quoted above.  The building became a “forbidden zone” for weeks, creating the 

atmosphere of a lengthy hijacking, although there were no hostages. The lack of response by local 

government officials and security forces suggests their implicit support for Laskar ALA’s 

dramatic takeover of the premises even as all government activities came to a halt for the entire 
period.17 

Mass ALA Publicity Efforts 

In contrast with the ABAS movement, it would be hard to find someone in the central highlands 

who has not heard about the efforts to establish ALA province.  From the district capitals to sub-

district towns and into the villages, one can find banners and billboards at nearly every strategic 

intersection and marketplace, along with ALA T-shirts, calendars, stickers, and stationery 
                                                      
14 See interview transcript C.06 
15 See interview transcript C.22 
16 See interview transcript C.08 
17 See Images 6 through 11 of Laskar ALA’s occupation of the Bener Meriah Assembly building. 
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headers.18   Upon first glance, one gets the impression that ALA enjoys widespread support 

throughout the highland communities.  However several interviews conducted in the highlands 

strongly suggested to MSR researchers that many people are uncomfortable, dishonest or 
apathetic about the issue.  In spite of mass publicity and propaganda efforts, it appears that a large 

majority of highland residents still hesitate to give ALA their complete support. 

Though supporters of of ALA and ABAS make the most publicity and take actions in support of 

provincial secession, MSR researchers came back from the field with the impression that 
supporters are a passionate, and sometimes aggressive, minority.  As mentioned above, supporters 

include government elites, former anti-separatist militia members, and FORKAB members as 

well.  In the highlands, the community group representing ethnic Javanese interests, Pujakesuma, 

also supports ALA, as do a few college alumni organizations based in Takengon.  Those who 
support provincial secession take a strident and urgent, sometimes indignant and exaggerated, 

tone in their interviews, and like Abdul Rauf quoted above, the terms of the debate are non-

negotiable, framed as a matter of life and death (harga mati), with certain outcome in their favor.  

Some additional quotes from MSR interviews: 
 
“It’s only three provinces proposed (NAD, ALA, 
and ABAS), 16 provinces in Aceh wouldn’t be a 
problem, why not?” 
-- 
“The ALA movement is actually the community’s 
initiative, it was their aspirations at first which were 
then channeled to their village heads.”  
-- 
– Community leader from Bener Meriah, ALA 
supporter. 

“Jangankan untuk menjadi 3 (tiga) provinsi (NAD, 
ALA, ABAS), 16 provinsi di Aceh ini pun tidak 
masalah, kenapa tidak?” 
-- 
“Perjuangan ALA ini sebenarnya inisiatif 
masyarakat, aspirasi masyarakat yang pada 
awalnya disalurkan melalui Kades-kades mereka.” 
-- 
 – Tokoh masyarakat dari Bener Meriah, Pejuang 
ALA19 

“ALA isn’t forbidden right?  So why not!  When 
ALA is established, we will still be part of Aceh as 
we are now.” – Village head in Aceh Tengah, 
participant in the Jakarta demonstrations for ALA. 

“ALA itu kan tidak terlarang, mengapa tidak! Kalau 
nanti ALA terbentuk, kita kan masih tetap Aceh 
seperti sekarang ini.” – Kades dari Aceh Tengah, 
salah seorang peserta demo menuntut ALA ke 
Jakarta 20 

“I support ALA, to try something new, so that our 
own natural resources can be managed well by the 
hands of those from our own region.  I hope that all 
the people in the [ALA] region will prosper, without 
exception.” – Female university student “B” from 
Aceh Tengah studying in Banda Aceh 

“Saya setuju dengan ALA, untuk mencoba sesuatu 
yang baru. Agar sumber daya alam yang kami 
miliki dapat dikelola dengan baik oleh tangan-
tangan putra daerah sendiri. Dengan harapan 
dapat mensejahterakan rakyat yang berdomisili di 
daerah tersebut tanpa kecuali.” – Mahasiswi “B” 

                                                      
18 See Images 12 through 17 and Box 2 below for examples of ubiquitous ALA publicity efforts in the 
highlands 
19 See interview transcript C.08 
20 See interview transcript C.27 

Community Perceptions in Support of Provincial Secession
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dari Aceh Tengah yang sedang kuliah di Banda 
Aceh21 

“I think it would be good if we established our own 
province, so that we would have our own funds.  If 
we did that then there would be more employment 
opportunities for our children in the future.  That 
would be great, I totally support provincial 
secession and we can have our own province.” – 
Village resident, male, age 53, from Sawang sub-
district, Aceh Selatan 

“Saya kira bagus juga kalau kita dibuat sebuah 
propinsi, jadi kita bisa punya dana sendiri. Dengan 
begitukan makin banyak lapangan pekerjaan buat 
anak-anak kita nanti. Bagus itu, saya mendukung 
sekali kalau ada pemekaran dan kita jadi propinsi 
sendiri.” – Warga desa, laki-laki, usia 53 tahun, 
dari Kec. Sawang, Kab. Aceh Selatan22 

 
In the ABAS region, the residents of Tjut Agam’s home village, Tanjong Bungong, in the Aceh 

Barat sub-district of Kaway XVI generally support provincial secession.  Should ABAS become 

established, residents there would like Tjut Agam to be the first ABAS governor.  They support 

ABAS because it will open up employment opportunities for civil servants; children who 
graduate from college will be able to return home and work in the provincial government 

administration.  The establishment of ABAS also brings the community closer to government 

resources in Meulaboh, the new provincial capital.  Many of the young men in Tanjong Bungong 

were members of the Front Cempala anti-separatist militia, and since the peace agreement have 
become ABAS supporters.  Residents here believe that the establishment of ABAS will bring an 

end to the separatist impulse imported from other parts of Aceh and thus prevent future conflict in 

the region.  As stated in the quotes above, should ABAS even be threatened by conflict in the 

future, the Front Cempala is ready to defend their homeland in coordination with national security 
forces in the military (TNI) and the police (POLRI). 

Opposition to Provincial Secession 

As suggested by the preceding section, those opposed to the establishment of ALA and ABAS 
claim that behind all the propaganda and attacks on the government in Banda Aceh lies a project 

designed to enrich the local elites in the ALA and ABAS districts as well as certain groups in 

Jakarta.  Laid bare, the ALA and ABAS movements are a struggle over control of natural 

resources.  The argument for decreasing unemployment through enlarging the civil service in new 
provincial administrations is seen as an inefficient drain on government funds that would be 

better spent on human and natural resource development.  ALA and ABAS supporters have not 

put forth a serious economic development plan beyond the civil service, and opponents of 

pemekaran in general have several examples of similar efforts that have failed in this regard.  
Furthermore, neither ALA nor ABAS have large enough populations within their borders to form 

                                                      
21 See interview transcript C.11 
22 See interview transcript B.43 
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a viable tax base to support all the new provincial administration that will be required.  With 

reference to the history of conflict in Aceh, ALA and ABAS opponents point to the Helsinki 

peace agreement between GAM and the Indonesian government which clearly states that the 
political borders of Aceh province adhere to the borders defined in the 1950s following the 

conclusion of the Darul Islam rebellion.  Opponents argue that the movement for provincial 

secession poses one of the biggest threats to the peace agreement, recognizing that former GAM 

leaders and ex-combatants, many now holding political office throughout the province (including 
several district heads, bupati, in the proposed ALA and ABAS regions) are totally against what 

they see as a “divide and conquer” effort from Jakarta.   

In the tense environment created by secession supporters such as Laskar ALA and KP3ABAS, 

MSR researchers found it difficult to measure the prevalence of those who support versus those 
who oppose provincial secession, but they argue that there are more people who are silently 

opposed to ALA or ABAS than those who openly support it.  In the ALA and ABAS regions, 

those who come close to open opposition to provincial secession come from primarily two 

groups:  GAM (now KPA) and local political party activists.  A KPA leader in Bener Meriah 
rejects provincial secession on the grounds that it violates the peace agreement, and complains 

that ALA activists are composed of anti-separatist militia groups who were not party to the peace 

process and do not have legal status in the eyes of the government.  Local political party activists, 

meanwhile, worry that if ALA and ABAS are established, the fate of local parties, a hard won 
item that comes out of the peace agreement, will change for the worse.  However, neither group 

has taken a significant public stance in opposition to ALA or ABAS, perhaps under pressure from 

the aggressive tactics deployed by ALA and ABAS supporters who enjoy obvious support from 

local district governments.  What follows are a series of informant quotations and village profiles 
that demonstrate the variety of ways that MSR researchers detected opposition to provincial 

secession. 

Community Perceptions Against ABAS 

Villagers interviewed in Aceh Barat and Aceh Selatan districts tend to claim at the start of a 

conversation that they are ignorant about the ABAS movement, and indeed unlike the highlands, 

some respondents seem to have truly never heard of ABAS yet, but those who consider the idea 
proceed to offer sensitive insight into the issues at stake for them if ABAS is established.  For 

example, MSR researchers in Aceh Barat visited two villages in the sub-district of Pante Cermin, 

and the comparison between these two communities proves instructive.  In SR village, most 

families earn less than Rp20,000 per day, far below a living wage, by working at a nearby rubber 
plantation.  However, in SR BRA has built four houses for conflict victims, and the Department 

Community Perceptions Against Provincial Secession
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of Social Welfare has supported the construction of two more.  Thanks to BRR assistance, seven 

kilometers of road have been paved in the village as well.  Not everyone has received assistance, 

but the physical evidence that assistance (bantuan) has arrived in their community is a hopeful 
sign of progress.  In general, the people in SR do not support ABAS because it disrupts and 

questions the possibilities for more assistance in the future.  The 30-year old village head told his 

interviewer:  “So far we have received a lot of assistance in our village, but if ABAS is 

established we don’t know if this assistance will continue.”23  If ABAS fails to be established, the 
people in SR do not see it as a threat to the peace process because there are only a few ABAS 

supporters.  In SR there are no KP3ABAS posts, publicity materials, or open ABAS supporters, 

and many of the elderly folks there have not heard anything about ABAS.  Most people are 

focused on taking advantage of the peace in order to rebuild their livelihoods.   
 

For comparison, the village of TP in the same sub-district is extremely isolated in the interior, 

with only 120 households spread out across large distances from one another.  Perhaps because of 

its isolation, TP has never received any assistance from the government, any NGO, or any other 
private interest.  Three times the community held a meeting with a Red Cross mission that 

promised to rebuild two houses burnt down during the conflict, but at the time of the MSR 

interviews in TP, there were still no results.  Most residents here are farmers.  With a sense of 

being left behind in their isolation, the respondents in TP have no interest in the topic of 
provincial secession.  They recognize that if ABAS is established, there will be increased 

employment for civil servants, but have little hope that such a benefit would reach their 

community.  If ABAS is realized, development funds that might have been channeled to their 

community would instead be sucked up into the expense of building and maintaining new 
government offices and supporting a civil servant workforce in and around Meulaboh.  A 57-year 

old resident of TP was quoted saying, “A bunch of new offices will require a bunch of new civil 

servants, but those offices will also require a lot of new buildings.  Personally, I don’t mind if 

ABAS is established, I’ll support whatever the outcome.”  But overall, residents of TP concluded 
that TP would remain isolated, with or without ABAS. 

 

Perhaps village TP is best placed in the section below about apathetic community perceptions of 

ALA and ABAS, but the comparison with village SR above is useful, suggesting that 
communities that enjoy at least a taste of post-conflict reconstruction and development assistance 

are less likely to support provincial secession.  SR residents worry that post-conflict benefits for 

their community and for Aceh overall, as described in the peace agreement, will be put into doubt 

                                                      
23 See interview transcript B.37 
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if ABAS is established, and so do not support it.  TP residents are still waiting for some kind of 

acknowledgement of and assistance in their isolation, and until they do, they remain ambivalent 

or possibly supportive of ABAS. 
 

Respondents in a third village, this one in Kluet Utara sub-district of Aceh Selatan, suggested 

with insight that the recent trend to divide the Indonesian map into smaller political units has 

resulted in a kind of social disintegration, or alienation, between communities.  Informants here 
did not care much about ABAS, but said that the division of the original Aceh Selatan district a 

few years back into three districts (Aceh Barat Daya, Aceh Selatan, and Aceh Singkil) has 

tarnished a former sense of togetherness as a singular region of Aceh.  While there used to be a 

shared interest in the fate of the once larger area of Aceh Selatan, today people from the three 
districts born of the original Aceh Selatan care less about what happens over the district borders.  

By extension, they supposed, the division of Aceh into three separate provinces will lead to social 

alienation between the three new political entities, and ultimately split a once shared common 

Acehnese identity. 

Community Perceptions Against ALA 

As noted above, few people in the central highlands were willing to state openly their opposition 
to ALA when interviewed by MSR researchers.  What follows are a series of quotes that illustrate 

the general principles held by those who oppose provincial secession, as described above, drawn 

from interviews with a Gayo human rights activist in Aceh Tengah, a local political party activist 

in Aceh Tengah, a GAM ex-combatant in Bener Meriah, a civil servant in Bener Meriah, and two 
college students from Aceh Tengah studying in Banda Aceh: 

 
“In general the communities here do not support the 
ALA movement.  It’s merely the project of officials 
(bupati and district government) that’s been forced 
upon the people through the village heads.  They 
even asked people to contribute money to pay for 
the village head demonstrations in Jakarta.”   
-- 
“ALA was not the initiative or aspirations of the 
community, but rather the desire of officials.” 
 
 – Head of SPKP (Solidarity Association for 
Victims of Human Rights Violations) 

“Masyarakat umumnya tidak setuju dengan 
perjuangan ALA. Ini hanya proyek pejabat (Bupati 
dan Pemda) yang dipaksakan kepada masyarakat 
melalui Kades-Kades. Bahkan masyarakat diminta 
mengumpulkan uang untuk membiayai Kades 
mereka berunjuk rasa di Jakarta tempo hari.” 
-- 
“ALA bukanlah inisiatif atau aspirasi masyarakat, 
tetapi kehendak para pejabat” 
 
 – Ketua SPKP (Solidaritas Persaudaraan Korban 
Pelanggaran HAM)24 

“The ALA work plan that was rolled out to attract 
the sympathy and support of the community, using a 
pretext of regional development and community 
prosperity, has not gotten a positive response from 
the community at large (has not been effective).  

“Tawaran program kerja ALA yang digulirkan 
untuk menarik simpati dan dukungan masyarakat, 
dengan dalih pembangunan daerah dan 
kesejahteraan masyarakat, tidak mendapat respon 
positif dari masyarakat luas (alias tidak mempan). 

                                                      
24 See interview transcript C.06 
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The same is true of the promises to create 
employment opportunities for the people.  As one of 
the aspirations of the ALA struggle, it does not offer 
any effective solution (it will not free the people 
from their poverty) because the capacity and 
credibility of ALA itself is still in doubt.”  -- Local 
Political Party Leader from Aceh Tengah 

Demikian juga dengan “iming-iming”(janji-janji) 
untuk pembukaan lapangan kerja bagi masyarakat, 
sebagai salah satu cita-cita perjuangan ALA, sama 
sekali tidak akan memberikan solusi yang efektif 
(alias tidak akan membebaskan masyarakat dari 
kemiskinan) karena kemampuan dan kredibilitas 
ALA itu sendiri masih meragukan.” -- Tokoh Parlok 
dari Aceh Tengah25 

“If ALA is established, I am going to move back to 
the coastal lowlands of Aceh.  I will not live here 
under ALA province.” – GAM Ex-combatant in 
Bener Meriah 

“Kalau ALA itu jadi, saya akan pindah lagi ke 
pesisir, ke Aceh.  Saya tidak akan tinggal di sini di 
bawah Provinsi ALA.” – Mantan Kombatan GAM 
di Bener Meriah26 

“I don’t think it’s the right time yet to fight for 
ALA.  Bener Meriah’s local revenue sources are not 
good enough to become a province.” – Civil Servant 
from the Bener Meriah Department of Agriculture 

“Saya kira ALA itu belum saatnya diperjuangkan. 
PAD Bener Meriah belum cukup untuk itu (untuk 
menjadi sebuah propinsi).” – PNS Dinas Pertanian 
Bener Meriah27 

“I don’t support the establishment of ALA province 
because in my opinion all of this is only game for 
certain involved groups of people.” – Female 
university student “A” from Aceh Tengah studying 
in Banda Aceh 

“Saya tidak setuju (dengan ALA) karena menurut 
saya semua ini hanya permainan orang-orang yang 
bersangkutan saja.” – Mahasiswi “A” dari Aceh 
Tengah yang sedang kuliah di Banda Aceh28 

“My friends at university, whether they are from 
Aceh Tengah or some other part of the ALA region, 
do not support the establishment of ALA province.  
Their reason is that ALA is merely for the harvest of 
officials and the concerns of a [small] group of 
people.” – Male university student “C” from Aceh 
Tengah studying in Banda Aceh 

“Teman-teman saya yang kuliah, baik dari Aceh 
Tengah atau daerah ALA dan luar Aceh Tengah, 
tidak setuju dengan ALA. Alasan mereka ALA hanya 
sekedar panen jabatan dan kepentingan sekelompok 
orang.” – Mahasiswa “C” dari Aceh Tengah yang 
sedang kuliah di Banda Aceh29 

 

A young village head from Aceh Barat shared his concerns with MSR researchers about the 
district government’s sincerity to evaluate local interest in the establishment of ABAS:  “At the 
end of 2007, all the village heads in Aceh Barat were invited to a meeting in Meulaboh with the 
Bupati and other leaders of the district government (perangkat muspida).  At the meeting the 
Bupati stated with emphasis that Aceh Barat was still under his leadership and that there would 
not be any establishment of ABAS.  At that time he also encouraged all of us village heads to 
avoid support for provincial secession.  A few months after that meeting we were all invited to 
another meeting.  The speaker told us he was from the district government.  During the course of 
that meeting many of us decided to openly oppose provincial secession and so we were 
encouraged to sign a letter that would be used as evidence that we all opposed the 
implementation of ABAS.  But after we signed, the contents of the letter were changed to state 
that we support ABAS!  Until now we still haven’t found out who that person was from the 
district government.”   This village leader knows for sure that the Aceh Barat Bupati, who comes 
from a GAM background, is opposed to the establishment of ABAS, but the supposed 
falsification of the letter by the district government official left him with a feeling of helpless 

                                                      
25 See interview transcript C.04 
26 See interview transcript C.21 
27 See interview transcript C.24 
28 See interview transcript C.09 
29 See interview transcript C.10 
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uncertainty.   
 
Whether or not such a falsified letter exists is not the point here; rather, this story (or rumor) 
highlights the tarnished image of local government held among ordinary rural communities in 
Aceh Barat.  The story also highlights the local perception of a gaping disconnection between 
local communities on the one hand who have little knowledge about and even less influence on 
the ABAS question and district government elites on the other who engage in sketchy political 
intrigue in favor or against ABAS at the expense of their constituents’ trust. 

 

Ignorance and Apathy Toward Provincial Secession 
 
“In general, the communities in Aceh Tengah don’t 
care about ALA; whether to establish ALA or not it 
doesn’t matter.  As a result, ALA leaders (district 
government officials) can easily show off as if 
everyone supports ALA, as if ALA is the will of the 
people, even though that’s not the case.” – Head of 
SPKP (Solidarity Association for Victims of Human 
Rights Violations) 

“Umumnya masyarakat Aceh Tengah tidak peduli 
tentang ALA, mau ALA mau tidak terserahlah. 
Akibatnya, tokoh-tokoh ALA (aparat Pemda) dapat 
dengan mudah memperlihatkan seakan-akan 
seluruh masyarakat mendukung ALA, seolah-olah 
ALA itu kehendak masyarakat, padahal tidak 
demikian.” – Ketua SPKP (Solidaritas 
Persaudaraan Korban Pelanggaran HAM)30 

 

For a variety of reasons (see below), the vast majority of informants professed either ignorance or 
disinterest in the subject of provincial secession for ALA and ABAS.  But as the quote above 

suggests, the outspoken proponents for ALA and ABAS have interpreted passive apathy as tacit 

support for provincial secession.  Without an equally outspoken contingent of opponents in the 

ALA and ABAS communities, proponents can easily take the opportunity to project a public 
image of support for provincial secession.  MSR researchers discovered a variety of reasons 

underlying informants’ apathy, as described in the following four sections: 

As mentioned above, there is a common perception that ALA and ABAS are projects that benefit 

the elite politicians and businesses in their respective regions and in Jakarta.  Whether Aceh 
remains a single province or splits into three, many communities such as Village TP described 

above, don’t see tangible effects one way or the other.  Furthermore, the ALA and ABAS 

movements are perceived as legacies of the conflict, which, in addition to unspeakable acts of 

violence perpetrated upon civilians, also impoverished rural villages all over Aceh.  This 
association with conflict history leaves nothing to be desired from community involvement in the 

ALA and ABAS movements.  Even some ALA leaders admit that the communities they claim to 

represent have little interest in ALA, as the second quote below shows: 

 

                                                      
30 See interview transcript C.06 
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“None of us ordinary people here have been 
included in the matter…we’re just dumb people, 
and I myself don’t know whether I should support 
provincial secession or not.  The important thing is 
to just do whatever is best.” – Village resident, 
male, age 55, from Johan Pahlawan sub-district, 
Aceh Barat 

“Kami masyarakat biasa ini tidak ada dilibatkan 
dalam masalah itu,...Kami inikan cuma masyarakat 
bodoh, saya juga tidak tahu apa harus mendukung 
pemekaran ini atau tidak. yang penting gimana 
baiknya ajalah.” – Warga desa, laki-laki, usia 55 
tahun, dari Kec. Johan Pahlawan, Kab. Aceh 
Barat31 

“The community here doesn’t understand the ALA 
concept, there’s no one who understands the 
‘insignificant details.’ What they understand is how 
to make their children and grand-children have a 
better life for the future.” – Community leader and 
ALA supporter from Bener Meriah 

“Masyarakat tidak paham dengan ALA, mereka 
tidak ada yang mengerti tentang ‘tetek bengeknya’, 
Yang mereka mengerti adalah bagaimana caranya 
agar anak-anak dan cucu mereka tidak seperti dia 
dan bisa hidup lebih baik ke depan.” – Tokoh 
masyarakat dan pejuang ALA dari Bener Meriah32 

This is particularly true in the west coast districts in the proposed ABAS province.  Outside of 

Meulaboh and a few other towns, there has been little or no socialization of the ABAS concept.  

In the Aceh Selatan sub-district of Sawang, for example, villagers have rarely heard anything 
about ABAS and looked confused when MSR interviewers asked about it.  Even though their 

village is right on the main highway, newspapers and other news sources rarely arrive in 

Sawang.33  Since the peace agreement, communities in Sawang have enjoyed some improvements 

in their infrastructure, and in general they support the new bupati (executive head of district), and 
although the current bupati does not support ABAS, respondents in Sawang had no opinion about 

ABAS due to lack of information: 

 
“I’ve never heard any news about ABAS.” – 
Fisherman, male, age 53, from Sawang sub-district, 
Aceh Selatan 

“Tidak pernah ada berita ABAS saya dengar.” – 
Nelayan, laki-laki, usia 53 tahun, dari Kec. Sawang, 
Kab. Aceh Selatan34 

During the conflict, knowledge or association with some sensitive political matter could put 

someone or their friends and family at risk for beatings, destruction of property, kidnapping, 

torture, disappearance, and murder.  The issue of provincial secession has a direct relationship 

with the history of conflict in Aceh, as it is primarily anti-separatist groups that lead the 
movement with significant support from national security forces and nationalist political parties 

in Jakarta.  These groups frame secession precisely as a preventive measure against resurgent 

separatist efforts that might lead to violence in the future.  Those who oppose ALA and ABAS 

claim that the division of Aceh into three provinces is exactly the opposite of a preventive 

                                                      
31 See interview transcript B.29 
32 See interview transcript C.08 
33 This sub-district of Sawang in Aceh Selatan should not be confused with the restive sub-district of the 
same name in Aceh Utara on the northeast coast. 
34 See interview transcript B.43 
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measure against future conflict; it is a violation of the peace agreement that will trigger a new 

conflict.  Small wonder then that local communities avoid the subject of provincial secession and 

claim ignorance, disinterest, or both.  For example, when MSR researchers visited the campus of 
the new Teuku Umar University just outside of Meulaboh, nearly every student disingenuously 

claimed to have heard nothing about ABAS.  Some groups rely on this strategy more than others 

such as village leaders, who often found themselves caught between and accountable to both 

sides during the conflict, and ethnic Acehnese traders living in the highlands, who prefer to avoid 
political matters altogether in a part of Aceh where anti-separatist sentiment is strong and 

typically directed against them.  Even some KPA leaders living in the central highlands prefer to 

have no public opinion for their own safety, as quoted below: 

 
“We can’t speak our support or opposition for ALA, 
better to just stay quiet and have no comment.” – 
KPA leader in Linge sub-district, Bener Meriah. 

“Kami tidak bisa mengatakan mendukung atau 
menolak ALA, lebih baik diam dan tidak 
berkomentar.” – Tokoh KPA dari Kec. Linge, Kab. 
Bener Meriah35 

“We don’t know about ALA issues, the information 
doesn’t reach us here.  Whether ALA or NAD [a 
single Aceh province] it’s all the same to us, what 
matters is that there be no more violence.” – Village 
head from Aceh Tengah 

“Kami tidak tahu tentang isu-isu ALA, informasinya 
belum masuk kemari. Apakah ALA ataukah NAD 
sama saja bagi kami, yang penting tidak ribut-ribut 
lagi.” – Kades dari Aceh Tengah36 

Perhaps related to the matter of personal security described immediately above, it became 

apparent to some MSR interviewers that when the subject of provincial secession was raised, 

some informants were lying when they claimed disinterest or ignorance.  In one setting some 

informants perhaps find it safer to avoid the subject, whereas in another setting the same people 
might be involved in the local campaign for ALA.  MSR researchers found themselves in two 

separate situations like this as the following box describes: 

                                                      
35 See interview transcript C.32 
36 See interview transcript C.01 
37 See Images 1 and 17 of the ALA calendar, though these photos were not taken at the household described 
in Box 2. 

Feigned Apathy

Box 2:  ALA in Denial 
On two separate occasions, and in two different parts of Aceh Tengah district, MSR researchers 
had the strange experience of informants telling them they had no information or knowledge 
about ALA in spite of obvious physical evidence to the contrary.  The first occurred in a village 
of located in an area known for its anti-separatist militia activity during the conflict.  During an 
interview with the village head in a community of Javanese transmigrants, the MSR staff asked 
about the ALA issue but the village head responded that he did not know anything about ALA.  
Just before leaving, one of the MSR staff stepped to the back of the house to use the bathroom 
and noticed an ALA calendar on the wall.37  Returning to the front he asked the village head 
where he could get an ALA calendar, but the village head answered that he does not have such a 
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Determinants of Success for ALA and ABAS 
Under current social and political conditions in Aceh and Indonesia today, the various community 

perspectives described above regarding the political division of Aceh into three separate 

provinces will have little or no effect on the outcome of these efforts.  For example, there has 

been no discussion of a democratic process for establishing ALA and ABAS by referendum.  No 
doubt this fact also contributes to the prevailing apathy expressed by most informants interviewed 

by the MSR research staff.  Among a host of different contingencies that may affect the 

establishment (or not) of ALA and ABAS provinces, three in particular stand out:  political will, 

regional revenue, and the potential for resurgent conflict. 

Supporters of ALA and ABAS are optimistic that they will prevail because of the political 

momentum they have sustained among local elites and national leaders in Jakarta.  Even though 

President Yudhoyono has postponed any further deliberations on provincial secession—not just 

for ALA and ABAS, but for all over Indonesia—until after the 2009 elections, proponents remain 
enthusiastic that their strategic planning and political lobbying efforts will pay off.  However it is 

the elections themselves featuring the entrance of local political parties into the legislative 

calendar, has never seen an ALA calendar before, and would not know where to find one.   
 
This might be looked over as an anomalous occurrence except that it happened a second time in 
another village during a focus group discussion. 30 minutes into the lively and friendly discussion 
about various post-conflict issues in their community, the MSR discussion facilitators unwittingly 
created an awkward moment when they brought up the subject of ALA.  No one would offer their 
thoughts about the proposed new province, and some even tried to change the subject saying that 
they did not understand or even know anything about ALA.   
 
The discussion moved on to keep the atmosphere conducive, and at the moment when the village 
head’s wife wanted to make a list of households that have received post-conflict assistance, she 
took out a piece of paper which had an ALA logo for the letterhead!  The MSR staff were staring 
at the paper with the ALA letterhead, and when the village head’s wife realized what they were 
looking at, she tore off the top section of the paper with the logo on it in an obvious moment of 
embarrassed discomfort and put it away.  When the researchers tried to ask her about the 
letterhead later on, she dismissed it and said she did not know anything about ALA; the previous 
village head had left that letterhead behind.  The research staff asked for another piece of the 
ALA letterhead as a “souvenir” but she refused, saying that she did not want to instigate any 
trouble.  Her husband and the other FGD participants did not offer any other comment.   
 
Despite being surrounded by so many publicity materials for the movement in the public sphere 
(roadside banners and billboards) and into private households (ALA calendars and stationery), 
there is a persistent reluctance to discuss ALA efforts with outsiders, much less with ethnic 
Acehnese interviewers from Banda Aceh conducting research for a multi-agency review of post-
conflict efforts in Aceh.  ALA propaganda efforts, and the aggressive actions taken by local 
activists to ensure ALA’s realization, foster an atmosphere of cautious suspicion and perpetuate 
lingering conflict-era tensions that have long since begun to wane in many other parts of Aceh. 

Political Will 
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process in Aceh that may derail this momentum later on.  The success or failure to establish ALA 

and ABAS provinces may turn on the changing and still uncertain balance of power between 

Aceh and Jakarta since the peace agreement. 

Both ALA and ABAS regions are rich in natural resources, and some argue that the move to 

establish ALA and ABAS is an effort to wrest control over those resources from Banda Aceh.  

But it will take many years of investment in human resources and infrastructure before ALA and 

ABAS will ever have enough of a local revenue base to support the political and administrative 
apparatus that a provincial government requires.  Until then, some informants expressed doubt 

that ALA or ABAS could succeed.38  If the political process to establish new provinces outpaces 

human resource and infrastructural investments, ALA and ABAS could turn out to be an 

administrative and economic failure, of which there are other examples to draw from other parts 
of Indonesia. 

Many skeptical observers of the ALA and ABAS movement argue that the establishment of new 

provinces in Aceh will trigger new conflict for reasons described above.  The main actors would 

be nearly the same as during the conflict:  KPA (former GAM), who emphatically oppose 

provincial secession and argue that it violates the Helsinki peace agreement, and the anti-
separatist militia groups such as PETA, who are the main activists on the ground for the ALA and 

ABAS movements.  New actors who might get involved in future conflict over provincial 

secession, or at least old actors under a new name, include local political party activisits, and in 

particular the activists from Partai Aceh, which largely represents the political interests of the 
demobilized GAM.  There is good reason to be concerned about resurgent conflict between KPA 

and PETA groups, particularly in the highlands, where violence has already occurred between 

them since the peace agreement at the Takengon bus terminal and in Atu Lintang.  Since then 

there has been poor communication between these groups.  Many respondents feel that if violence 
returns to Aceh, it will begin in the highlands, with a footnote that highland violence is motivated 

primarily by politics and control over legal and illegal economic activity rather than communal 

inter-ethnic violence. 

Conclusions 

                                                      
38 See interview transcript C.06 
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Perhaps the most important difference between the ALA and ABAS movements is the pervasive 

publicity that ALA has generated in the highlands, all the way down to remote villages, whereas 

ABAS activists on the west coast have confined their activities to the cities and towns, leaving 
many rural communities genuinely ignorant about the issue.  Proponents for ALA managed to 

send dozens of village heads to Jakarta and make a well-publicized demonstration before the 

central government, and ALA activists at home were able to take over the Bener Meriah district 

assembly building without anyone stopping them.  All this publicity and action does not 
necessarily prove that there is greater public support for ALA in the highlands than there is for 

ABAS on the west coast, but it does suggest that the ALA movement has better organization and 

financial backing than ABAS.  

 
In general the footsoldiers for ALA tend to be PETA and other militia activists from the conflict 

era, whereas for ABAS, the predominant group active on the ground is FORKAB.  And while 

awareness of ALA as a political issue may be greater in the highlands than of ABAS on the west 

coast, it would be difficult to conclude that one population is more enthusiastic than the other for 
provincial secession given the prevailing sense of apathy and disinterest that MSR researchers 

found in both ABAS and ALA districts.  This must be disappointing on some level for those who 

have devoted many resources to the issue in each location and failed to capture the imagination of 

the majority of people who live there.  Rather, community apathy underscores a significant lack 
of communication and mutual understanding between political and economic elites on the one 

hand and rural communities on the other that are much more interested these days in recovering 

their livelihoods in Aceh’s new peacetime economy, whether as a single province, or three 

separate ones. 
 

For the two districts studied in each region—Aceh Barat and Aceh Selatan for ABAS, and Bener 

Meriah and Aceh Tengah for ALA—the MSR research team detected some small differences.  

While there are banners in support for ABAS in the district capital of Tapaktuan in Aceh Selatan, 
it is clear that the base for ALA activism is in Meulaboh, the district capital of Aceh Barat, and 

most likely the proposed capital of ALA province.  In the highlands, support for ALA appears to 

be more aggressive in Bener Meriah than it does in Aceh Tengah, as there is no Laskar ALA in 

Aceh Tengah and no group of ALA activists have taken over the Aceh Tengah district assembly 
building as happened in Bener Meriah.  Nevertheless, Aceh Tengah’s district capital Takengon is 

the proposed provincial capital for ALA and the largest urban center in the highlands.  In spite of 

Aceh Tengah’s lower profile in grabbing headlines in current efforts to agitate for ALA, 

Takengon is still considered the base for the intellectual conceptors of the ALA movement. 
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In the three years since the peace agreement between separatist and anti-separatist forces in Aceh, 

the conflict has transformed from an armed insurgency and counter-insurgency movement into a 

political movement though not without lingering reminders of violence.  One of the central fronts 
in this transformation is the political movement to divide Aceh into three provinces by 

establishing ALA in the central highlands and ABAS on the southwest coast.  The primary 

argument for provincial secession rests upon a demand for more equitable distribution of 

development resources into the isolated parts of Aceh, which in turn would create new 
employment opportunities in the civil service for the communities there.  Proponents also argue 

that provincial secession is the best way to prevent conflict from returning to those parts of Aceh 

in the future; however opponents argue the opposite, pointing out that dividing Aceh is a violation 

of the peace agreement and thus justifies a return to armed rebellion against the Indonesian state.  
Proponents of ALA and ABAS are mostly political elites and their allies in Jakarta, with strident 

ground support from former anti-separatist militia groups and FORKAB.  The vast majority of 

ordinary people living in ALA and ABAS express apathy or disinterest in the subject of 

provincial secession from Aceh, preferring instead to focus on matters that relate to recovering 
livelihoods in the new post-tsunami and peacetime economy.  Some also oppose the movement 

but in cautious silence and inaction due to the intimidating atmosphere created by ALA and 

ABAS supporters.  While the ALA movement appears to have more financial backing and better 

organization and publicity than the ABAS movement, the two proposed provinces have lately 
become inextricably linked in the minds of those who would decide their fates, so it is most likely 

that ALA and ABAS will either succeed or fail together.  Contingent factors that may affect the 

outcome of this movement include continued political will following the 2009 elections, a 

demonstration of sufficient revenue sources to support new provincial administrations, and the 
threat of resurgent conflict violence.  Less decisive in the outcome for provincial secession 

movements in Aceh are the prevailing voices of apathy and disinterest among the populations that 

the ALA and ABAS activists claim to represent. 

1. As recommended in related MSR case studies about FORKAB and anti-separatist groups, the 

apparent close links between the two provincial secession movements and anti-separatist 
groups such as FORKAB and PETA deserve close scrutiny.   A percentage of reintegration 

funds from BRA designated for ex-combatants in FORKAB (and thus PETA as well) is 

almost always collected for “administrative” or “organizational” fees, sometimes as much as 

20% from each recipient, and it is not clear where these funds are applied. 
 

Summary

Recommendations
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2. The democratic political process, though messy and heated in its early stages in Aceh, is far 

more desirable than the armed insurgency and counter-insurgency efforts that characterized 

Aceh politics for so many years.  Support for good governance and a transparent politics that 
increasingly strives to represent community interests should be encouraged.  The provincial 

secession movement is one of the first serious political challenges that post-conflict 

politicians in Aceh need to address.  Upon its resolution, one side will surely be disappointed, 

and efforts should be taken to ensure that partisan groups do not return to violence. 
 

3. Whatever efforts are undertaken to resolve the matter of provincial secession politically and 

without resort to violence and intimidation, such efforts need to find creative and conflict-

sensitive ways to include the populations that ALA and ABAS claim to represent.  If not, 
ALA and ABAS will forever be remembered as a project by and for the elites only, and the 

apathy and indifference documented in this case study will be validated once again. 

 

4. Supporters of ALA and ABAS must address the issue of employment more seriously than by 
simply offering the prospect of more jobs in the provincial civil service.  With or without 

provincial secession, a considered investment in human resources and infrastructure in the 

ALA and ABAS districts is more likely to result in sustained improvement in the local 

economies throughout Aceh. 
 

5. If the Aceh provincial government wants to seriously stop the threat of provincial secession 

for ALA and ABAS, it needs to not only offer a more equitable, tangible, and visible 

distribution of development and economic empowerment funds to all regions of Aceh, but 
also accompany those efforts with active engagement, publicity, and promotion in the field so 

that ALA and ABAS populations understand how these investments work and where they 

come from. 

 
6. Anti-separatist militia groups were technically left out of the peace process, and today they 

still enjoy impunity, especially in the highlands where they have re-emerged as Laskar ALA, 

staged an occupation of the Bener Meriah district assembly building, and paralyzed the 

district government for weeks.  Investments in good governance, peace building, and the 
democratic process will not succeed if armed groups are still intimidating local populations 

and maintaining a general atmosphere of tension and fear. 
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Appended Images 

 
Image 1:  This close-up of the ALA calendar shown in Image 17 below shows the borders of the 

proposed new ALA province from the central highlands down to the southwest coast of Singkil. 

 
Image 2:  This banner is sponsored by KP3ABAS, Komite Persiapan Pembentukan Propinsi 
Aceh Barat Selatan, The Preparatory Committee for the Establishment of ABAS Province 

Image 1:  Proposed Map of ALA on a Calendar Promoting Provincial Secession 

Image 2:  ABAS Province Remains Within The Framework of Both NAD & NKRI 
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Image 3:  Mr. Tjut Agam, vice speaker of the Aceh Barat District Assembly, is one of the 
founders and current leaders of the ABAS secession movement.  In this photograph, MSR field 

researcher Nyak Anwar (right) interviews Mr. Tjut Agam (left). 

 

Image 4:  This photograph also appears in the MSR case study about FORKAB. 

Image 3:  Tjut Agam, Vice Speaker of the Aceh Barat District Assembly

Image 4:  KP3 ABAS and FORKAB share the same office in Meulaboh
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Image 5:  Mr. Sabran, a village head from Bener Meriah, gives a speech at the ALA 
demonstration in front of the national parliament building.  This is a commemorative photograph. 

 

Image 6:  The district assembly building’s name is covered with a banner that declares it the 

headquarters for the people’s struggle for ALA province. 

Image 5:  Commemoration of ALA Demonstration in Jakarta

Images 6 Through 11:  Occupation of Bener Meriah District Assembly by ALA Activists
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Image 7:  Upon approaching the assembly building occupied by ALA activists, a sign on the road 
warns passersby to “be careful,” and declaring this zone to the “Laskar ALA Complex.” 

 

 

Images 8 and 9:  The Bener Meriah district assembly building is draped in banners with pro-ALA 

slogans.  The long white banner that spans the entire ground floor signifies the penyegelan (the 

sealing up, or lockdown) of the building, bringing all government activities to a halt.  The long 
banner is full of signatures of pro-ALA supporters. 
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Image 9:  See caption for Image 8 above 

 
Image 10:  A Commemorative Image of a Laskar ALA Commander from Bener Meriah 
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Image 11:  A rare glimpse inside the Bener Meriah District Assembly building during the Laskar 
ALA occupation.  Of interest here are the banners.  Between the pictures of the president and 

vice-president of Indonesia:  “DPR-ALA” (The ALA Provincial Assembly).  The pink sign on the 

left:  “Demi Prov. ALA Jiwa Dan Raga Kami Korbankan” (In the name of ALA Province we 

sacrifice our bodies and souls).  The pink sign on the right:  “ALA Harga Mati, Kami Siap Jadi 
Mayat” (ALA – The Price is Death… We are Prepared to become a Corpse), with the word mayat 

(corpse) drawn inside the image of a body wrapped in an Islamic burial cloth. 
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Image 12:  Banner at the district border:  “ALA is Not Small Talk.  ALA is From Our Hearts” 

 

 
Image 13:  Banner at the district border:  “Welcome to ALA Province” posted next to a sign that 
celebrates the peace agreement: “Those Who Disrupt the Peace are Our Common Enemy” 

 

Images 12 Through 17:  ALA Mass Publicity Efforts in the Central Highlands 
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Image 14:  Banner at a Village Entrance:  “Once ALA, Forever ALA” where the word sekali 
(“once”) is abbreviated humorously as SeX. (as frequently spelled in cell phone text messages) 

 
Image 15:  Pro-ALA graffiti on a rusted sign that announces a national environmental protection 
law. 
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Image 16:  An ALA supporter in Bener Meriah wears a Laskar ALA shirt. 
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Image 17:  Another view of the ALA calendar shown in close-up in Image 1.  This photograph 

was not taken in the same household described in Box 2. 
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Preface 
This case study briefly describes how the residents (both civilians and ex-combatants) in one part 

of Sawang, a sub-district of Aceh Utara, perceive and understand the violent events that have 

unfolded in their community since the peace agreement, roughly from mid-2007 until the end of 

2008.  This report is one of several community-based case studies contributing qualitative 
research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  

By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among donor, government, and humanitarian 

organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  The community-based case studies 

are funded by the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) with additional 
staff support provided by the World Bank.  The fieldwork in Sawang would not have been 

possible without facilitation from Sara Henderson and her staff at Yayasan Jembatan Masa Depan 

(Building Bridges to the Future), a local NGO with programs in Sawang.  The MSR qualitative 

research team gratefully acknowledges this fieldwork assistance as well as additional post-
fieldwork assistance from Adrian Morel at the World Bank’s Aceh Conflict Monitoring Update 

program.  Adrian has extensive experience researching and monitoring the conditions in Sawang 

and has kindly read through and commented upon drafts of this report.  This particular case study 

is based on fieldwork conducted by one of the three MSR field research teams.  They collected 
their data in Sawang from 26 July until 3 August 2008 and then again from 11 until 20 August 

2008. 
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Abstract 
This case study recounts community perceptions (both civilians and ex-combatants) about a 

sustained series of violent events that have unfolded in the Aceh Utara sub-district of Aceh since 
the peace agreement.  After a brief background of these events, the report recounts narrative 

quotes from personal interviews and focus group discussions that reflect the feelings Sawang 

respondents have about the peace process there.  Their negative and skeptical opinions on various 

aspects of the peace process, and in particular a pointed anger and frustration with KPA, lay the 
foundations for the emergence of a violent resistance movement against KPA led first by 

Teungku Badruddin and then his followers who reassembled under the banner of the Sword Force 

(Pasukan Peudeung) after he was assassinated.  The second part of this report describes 

community perceptions and opinions about the Sword Force, and then concludes with lengthy 
excerpts from an interview conducted with one of the Sword Force fighters. 

Introduction 
In a separate MSR case study that describes community perceptions of the peace process from 

different parts of Aceh, there was a catalog of three types of respondents: those that spoke 

optimistically and enthusiastically about the peace process, those who spoke skeptically and 

cautiously about the peace process, and a small minority that spoke against the peace process 
altogether.39  But a closer look at where the different respondent quotations were drawn from 

revealed that many of the opinions that were skeptical about the peace process and all of the 

opinions that were against the peace process were drawn from Sawang, reflecting a 

disproportionate level of frustration and hostility coming from that sub-district alone. 
 

The course of events in Sawang, a kecamatan (sub-district) along the western interior of Aceh 

Utara district bordering Bireuen, where a community of disaffected GAM ex-combatants turned 

against KPA leadership, are an instructive lesson in failed post-conflict reintegration efforts.  
Since the peace agreement, and particularly during the past two years, a series of violent events 

have escalated tensions in the Sawang region reminiscent of the conflict era.  Spillover effects 

from these events have deeply affected the delivery of assistance programs, local security 

conditions, and perceptions of local communities towards the peace process.  But how do 
ordinary people in Sawang view the spiraling turn of events in their midst?  Or the disaffected ex-

combatants themselves?  This report compiles MSR qualitative research findings from Sawang, 

primarily based on personal interviews and focus group discussions with both civilian residents 

and at least one fighter in the so-called Pasukan Peudeung, The Sword Force. 
 
                                                      
39 See related MSR case study titled “Community Perceptions of the Peace Process in Aceh.” 
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The events recounted here and the community perceptions of those events do not represent the 

entire sub-district of Sawang.  Rather, this case study focuses on just one part of the sub-district, 

the northern part of Sawang, where most of the violence took place. While the Sawang case is 
unique for its unprecedented levels of sustained violence and tension in a single location, it is not 

the only spot where levels of frustration and skepticism about the peace process have created the 

potential for similar kinds of events.  Throughout north coast districts such as Bireuen, Aceh 

Utara, and Aceh Timur, as well as in other parts of Aceh such as Nagan Raya on the west coast, 
there are other pockets of disaffected ex-combatants (usually referred to as “GAM sakit hati”) and 

civilian communities.  What happened in Sawang is symptomatic of a larger problem:  how the 

failure to meet the needs of isolated groups of ex-combatants and communities can badly impact 

the peace process locally.  The MSR research team decided to draw attention to the conditions 
that led to violence in Sawang so that the lessons from Sawang might help prevent similar events 

happening again elsewhere. 

Background of Conflict in Sawang, Aceh Utara 
A chronological history of what happened in Sawang since the peace agreement has yet to be 

written in English.  The details are confusing, sometimes debatable due to differing accounts, and 

the motivations that drove events to the present situation even more so.  The purpose of this case 
study is not to “set the record straight” but rather to share what respondents in the Sawang 

community have to say about their situation.  To set the background here is a brief narrative 

sketch of what happened in Sawang, based on press reports and the World Bank’s monthly Aceh 

Conflict Monitoring Update (ACMU) bulletins.40  
 

A series of criminal acts in and around Sawang during the months of April and May 2007 

culminated in the highly publicized carjacking of an international organization’s vehicle.  The 

perpetrators were widely suspected to be a group of disaffected GAM ex-combatants under the 
leadership of former TNA commander Teungku Badruddin, a local ulama in Sawang known for 

his charisma and compassion who rejected the current implementation of the Helsinki peace 

agreement and stood up for ex-combatants unable to access reintegration assistance.  In early 

June, a failed assassination attempt killed Tgk Badruddin’s youngest child and put him in the 
hospital, but he was able to escape before the police arrested him.  Eventually arrested, he was 

sentenced to jail until January 2008, but was inexplicably released in December.  On December 

27th, a successful second assassination attempt killed Tgk Badruddin, which unleased a chaotic 

                                                      
40 In particular, ACMU reports from December 2007, July-August 2008, and September 2008 address the 
events and developments in Sawang. All ACMU reports are available at:  
http://www.conflictanddevelopment.org 
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series of vengeance kidnappings and torture of KPA members through February 2008.  Most 

people assume that a commando of KPA members led by Husaini, Head of KPA Sawang, carried 

out Tgk Badruddin’s assassination, but it remains unclear as to whether they acted on their own 
or under instructions from higher up in the KPA hierarchy.  A few days later, Husaini was 

arrested for murdering Tgk Badruddin, but three days later he died in his prison cell, under 

conditions that looked like torture.  Tgk Badruddin’s early release from prison as well as his 

supposed assassin’s death in his prison cell led many observers to suspect that the police were 
also involved in the orchestration of the violence in Sawang. 

 

In the wake of Tgk Badruddin’s death emerged the Pasukan Peudeung, The Sword Force, whose 

members are the remaining members of Tgk Badruddin’s group of GAM ex-combatants in 
Sawang.  The Sword Force pursues a separatist doctrine for Aceh claiming to be the “real” (asli) 

army of Aceh, assumes a religious ideology reminiscent of jihadist movements, and aims to 

reinstate the oft-referenced pre-colonial Acehnese sultanate during which it is imagined that 

Islamic shariah law prevailed across the land.  In practice, however, The Sword Force intimidates 
and extorts NGOs working in Sawang, vandalizes the banners and flags of local political parties, 

and publicly rebukes women who do not dress with proper Islamic clothing.   

 

In September 2008, one month after the MSR field research was completed, members of the 
Pasukan Peudeung briefly kidnapped an international coordinating the World Bank’s ACMU 

team, which marked the first time a member of the international aid community was kidnapped 

since the peace agreement.  Rumors continue to circulate about the threat posed by the Pasukan 

Peudeung, such as the total number of their troops reaching 500 men, their access to weapons that 
were supposedly never surrendered after the peace agreement, and their imagined source of 

funding from abroad. Although they are probably affiliated with a diffuse criminal network of 

angry GAM ex-combatants throughout Aceh, in reality the Sword Force is little more than a 

loosely organized ragtag group of a few dozen young men from the northern part of Sawang who 
lack clear leadership ever since Tgk Badruddin’s assassination and the imprisonment of their 

second in command, Teungku Brimob.  Most recently, members of the Sword Force joined 

military trining sessions organized by the Front Pembela Islam (FPI, Islamic Defender’s Front) in 

the hills of Sawang to send “volunteers” to fight Israeli forces in Gaza.  They pose a criminal 
threat, illustrated best by this kidnapping event, but more importantly the Pasukan Peudeung 

illustrates the consequences of a local failure of the peace process in Aceh within a more broadly 

successful peace effort across the province. 
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Historical Reference 
The Acehnese, particularly ethnic Acehnese, share a collective history of conflict against outside 

invaders that spans across generations.  Narratives of persistent struggle against and suffering 
beneath foreign occupation set up the historical context in which the life of every Acehnese 

person unfolds, beginning with children’s lullabys and ending with funeral prayers.  In between 

there is holy war epic poetry, accounts of human rights abuses, and an Acehnese version of 

Indonesian history that details one betrayal after another.  These folk histories of grievance and 
conflict stretch back more than a century to the Dutch War and have become indelibly 

sedimented into the Acehnese identity.  If present conditions (such as the current peace process) 

do not yield to Acehnese aspirations, as in Sawang today, these historic narratives that 

contextualize Acehnese identity are readily available to make sense of the current situation.  
Perhaps it is not surprising then, that one of the only MSR respondents to reference Acehnese 

history comes from Sawang: 

 
“Although the peace process continues to move 
forward and the Acehnese people as a whole feel 
free now to work for their livelihood, the potential 
for new conflicts can always emerge.  The people 
have learned a lot from their history.  Just for an 
example, take the Darul Islam rebellion [in the 
1950s], after only 15 years of peace with Jakarta, 
warfare returned to Aceh.  The lessons and 
experiences from this history continue to haunt us, 
to the extent that a feeling of caution and vigilance 
still rises up within us whenever we gaze into the 
future.” – Community Member from Sawang, Aceh 
Utara 

“Walaupun proses perdamaian sudah berjalan, dan 
masyarakat Aceh secara kesluruhan sudah merasa 
bebas untuk mencari rezeki, namun sebenarnya 
potensi-potensi konflik baru bisa saja muncul. 
Masyarakat sudah banyak belajar dari pengalaman 
sejarah, sebagai contoh ketika meletusnya perang 
DI/TII dulu, hanya berselang 15 tahun setelah 
perdamaian dengan Jakarta, namun kemudian 
peperangan meletus kembali. Pelajaran dan 
pengalaman sejarah ini terus saja menghantui 
masyarakat, sehingga masyarakat masih timbul 
rasa was-was dalam menatap masa depannya.” – 
Masyarakat dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara41 

Dissatisfaction With the Peace Process in Sawang 
The MSR data from Sawang suggests that a prevailing sense of injustice and despair among the 

local population is one condition that allowed for the emergence of Tgk Badruddin’s rebellion 
and the Pasukan Peudeung.  What follows is a series of narrative quotes drawn from focus group 

discussions and personal interviews conducted with civilians and ex-combatants in a few Sawang 

communities, broken down by the issues that highlight dissatisfaction with the peace process as it 

has played out in their community. 

Grievance against the history of the Indonesian government’s interventions in Aceh is not a 

surprise, but what stands out from the interviews in Sawang is a nearly equivalent sense of 

grievance and anger against KPA, and in particular those KPA members who have assumed 

                                                      
41 see FGD transcript A.03 

Grievance and Anger With KPA
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positions of leadership in the Aceh provincial and district governments, and those with easy 

access to their patronage. 

 
“The KPA are only taking advantange of the current 
situation, without even breaking a sweat.” – A 
Village Head from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Orang KPA hanya mengambil keuntungan dari 
situasi sekarang, cuma modal dengkul.” – Seorang 
keuchik dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara42 

 

One of the main grievances that led to the feud between Tgk Badruddin and KPA is that Tgk 

Badruddin and his group of ex-combatants were excluded by KPA from the list of beneficiaries 
entitled to reintegration assistance for ex-combatants.  To make matters worse, KPA contractors 

were hired by the government to rebuild infrastructure in Sawang, such as the main road, but Tgk 

Badruddin and his men were also left out of these projects:  “They use stones from our quarries 

but we don’t get anything.  They build the road, we only eat the dust (makan debu)” is a common 
refrain among Sword Force fighters. 

 

In a lively focus group discussion held in a village in Sawang with a group of eight women in 

their thirties and forties, the participants shared their complaints about KPA:43 
 
“Our situation here is no different than it was during 
the conflict.  In fact, before the conflict we were 
free to look out for our own livelihood with this tax 
or that tax.  Nowadays it’s not infrequent that we 
are asked by certain people for ‘This tax! That tax! 
Nanggroe tax!’ And so on! … I have a brick factory 
at my house, and we often bring large loads to sell 
in Banda Aceh.  Those certain people are always 
asking for a tax.”44 

“Keadaan kami tidak bedanya seperti dahulu. 
Malah menurut saya “dulu kami bebas untuk 
mencari rezeki tanpa adanya pajak ini dan itu”, 
sekarang ini tidak jarang kami dimintai pajak oleh 
orang tertentu, “pajak inilah! Pajak itulah!, pajak 
nanggroelah! Dan sebagainya! … Ya, saya 
mempunyai pabrik pembuatan batu bata di rumah, 
dan kami juga sering membawanya dalam jumlah 
besar ke Banda Aceh. Kami sering dimintai pajak 
oleh orang tertentu.” 

“During the conflict they often came and asked for 
our help, but now they have all become arrogant.” 

“Dahulu pada masa konflik mereka sering datang 
untuk meminta bantuan kepada kami, namun 
sekarang mereka sudah sombong-sombong.” 

“The Aceh government’s performance to date has 
not proven any results.  They only sell mere 
promises.    Just look at what’s been done by 
Irwandi and the Bupatis that came from GAM 
before.  They’re all “living beyond their means.”45

“Selama ini, apa yang sudah diperankan oleh 
pemerintahan Aceh tidak ada buktinya. Mereka 
hanya mengobralkan janji belaka. Lihat saja apa 
yang dilakukan oleh Irwandi, dan Bupati-Bupati 
yang berasal dari orang GAM dahulunya. 

                                                      
42 see FGD transcript A.18 
43 All quotations in the following table are drawn from FGD transcript A.01 
44 Use of the term “certain people” (“orang tertentu”) is euphemistic, but her mention of the “Nanggroe tax” 
gives it away that she is talking about ex-GAM, and was confirmed with a follow-up phone call to the 
respondent in October 2008. 
45 “Besar kasak dari pada tiang” is an Indonesian proverb that can not be literally translated.  It roughly 
means “expenses that exceed earnings,” and is used to describe someone who enjoys more from life than he 
should be entitled to.  In the case of KPA, the GAM Bupatis and other KPA elites are seen driving new cars 
and using fancy cellphones, and communities wonder what have they done to deserve it and from where do 
they get the funds to buy these things.  
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Semuanya ‘besar pasak dari pada tiang’” 

“It’s not rare that they order us in the community to 
do good deeds and to help each other, such as 
attending Friday prayers, or wearing the head cover, 
but the funny thing is that they themselves in GAM 
don’t do themselves any of the things they tell 
others to do.  They are carrying out a deception.  
Even their wives don’t wear the head cover.” 

“Tidak jarang mereka memerintahkan kepada 
masyarakat untuk berbuat baik dan saling 
membantu, seperti menunaikan shalat jumat, 
memakai jilbab, tapi yang lucunya mereka sendiri 
para GAM itu tidak melaksanakan sendiri apa yang 
diperntahnya kepada orang lain. Mereka sendiri 
banyak melakukan kecurangan. Bahkan istri-istri 
mereka juga tidak memakai jilbab.” 

 

Respondents told MSR researchers that they rarely met people from KPA.  Even a former GAM combatant, 

albeit one who played a small logistical role during the conflict, who might ordinarily think of himself as 

KPA, and might ordinarly support KPA’s political ambitions in the Partai Aceh (Aceh Party, PA), 

distanced himself strongly from KPA and local party politics: 

 
“Personally, I don’t know much nor do I want to 
know about the local political parties – even though 
local party representatives (especially from Partai 
Aceh) have approached me about opening a branch 
office in this village.  But as far as I know there 
hasn’t been any local party socialization in the 
Sawang region, particularly in the interior highlands 
up there.  There are also no local party offices in 
this region.” – A GAM Ex-Combatant from 
Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Saya secara pribadi kurang dan tidak mau tahu 
tentang adanya Parlok – walaupun ada orang-
orang dari Parlok (khususnya dari PA) yang 
mengajak saya untuk membuat cabang ranting di 
desa ini. Namun sepengetahuan saya belum ada 
sosialisasi Parlok di daerah Sawang ini, khususnya 
dipedalaman Sawang di atas sana. Kantor-kantor 
Parlok tersebut juga tidak terlihat eksistensinya di 
wilayah ini.” – Seorang mantan kombatan GAM 
dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara46 

 
When the same informant was asked whether there were any KPA members in Sawang, his 

answer implicitly explained why there was no Partai Aceh activity in the area: 

 
“Yes, in this region there are some KPA… but as 
far as I know, they are all ‘under the thumb’ of the 
Invisible or Sword Force.  And they [i.e. KPA] must 
listen to all their complaints and do whatever their 
command tells them.  If they don’t, then they will be 
chased out or sent to ‘hell.’” – A GAM Ex-
Combatant from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Ya, diwilayah sawang ini juga terdapat KPA – 
namun sepengetahuan saya mereka semuanya 
sudah ‘diputar jarinya’ oleh orang-orang siluman 
atau pasukan pedang ini. Dan mereka harus 
mendengar keluh kesah dan berbuat apa saja sesuai 
dengan komando mereka. Kalau tidak mereka akan 
diusir atau di antarkan ke ‘neraka’.” – Seorang 
mantan kombatan GAM dari kecamatan Sawang, 
Aceh Utara47 

 
This informant is probably referring euphemistically to the series of kidnappings and torture 

against KPA members in Sawang following Tgk Badruddin’s assassination.  His story was 

confirmed by one of the members of the Sword Force: 

 

                                                      
46 see interview transcript A.03 
47 ibid. 
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“In this village there aren’t any KPA members.  
We’ve chased them all out because they have 
violated their oath48 and committed huge mistakes 
and acts of destruction such as with all the 
assistance they have received or the murders 
they’ve committed against those who they consider 
have damaged their interests.  As an example, look 
at the murder of our teacher in this region, Teungku 
Badruddin.” – Sword Force Member, Aceh Utara 

“Di desa ini tidak ada orang-orang KPA, mereka 
semua telah kami usir karena telah melanggar 
sumpah dan mereka telah membuat kerusakan dan 
kesalahan yang sangat besar sekarang ini, misalnya 
dengan semua bantuan yang diterima ataupun 
dengan membunuh orang-orang yang mereka 
anggap merusak kepentingan mereka – lihat 
sebagai contoh tentang pembunuhan T. Badrun 
guru kami di wilayah ini.” – Anggota Pasukan 
Peudeung, Aceh Utara49 

The following three quotes are drawn from a focus group discussion in a village coffee shop in 

Sawang with a group of five men ranging in age from 35 to 61.  Many of their comments reflect a 

sense of feeling ignored and left behind, in both development and the peace process.  When they 
did receive assistance of some kind, it was carried out irresponsibly and inequitably:50 

 
“It is such a shame that after the peace agreement, 
there hasn’t been nearly enough attention from the 
government, it seems stagnant, particularly in the 
development of infrastructure out in the villages.  
Just for example, look at the road to this village.  
For dozens of years there hasn’t been any change, 
even though when it rains it becomes extremely 
difficult to leave this village.  Roads are such an 
important infrastructure for improving the local 
economy here.” 

“Alangkah di sayangkan setelah perdamaian ini, 
perhatian pemerintah sangat kurang dan terkesan 
tersendat2 khususnya dalam pembangunan 
(infrastruktur) sarana dan prasarana di desa. Ya 
sebagai contoh lihat saja jalan desa menuju desa 
ini. Sudah puluhan tahun tidak ada perubahan, 
bahkan jika turun hujan masayarakat sangat sulit 
untuk keluar desa. Padahal jalan merupakan 
sarana yang sangat penting dalam meningkatkan 
perekonomian masyarakat.” 

“Some government officials from the Department of 
Agriculture gave us rubber saplings to our 
community.  This assistance was carried out in 
groups and it was only 25% successful.  This 
happened because there was no support from the 
agriculture department… Besides that, the 
Department of Social Welfare built five houses for 
the poor in our village.  This assistance has a huge 
benefit for them, but on the other hand some other 
homes for the poor haven’t been built yet, and this 
leads to jealousy and inequity among the most poor 
people.” 

“Dari Pemerintah datang dari Dinas Pertanian 
berupa pemberdayaan tanaman karet kepada 
masyarakat. Bantuan ini dilaksanakan secara 
berkelompok dan dapat dikatakan hanya ¼ yang 
berhasil. Hal ini terjadi karena tidak adanya 
pendampingan oleh pihak dinas pertanian… Selain 
itu, Departemen Sosial juga ada membangun 5 unit 
rumah bagi kaum dhuafa yang terdapat di desa ini. 
Bantuan ini sangat besar manfaatnya bagi 
masyarakat kaum dhuafa. Namun pada sisi lain 
terdapat sebagian rumah kaum dhuafa yang belum 
terbangun, dan hal ini menimbulkan iri hati dan 
kesenjangan bagi kalangan masyarakat dhuafa.” 

“USAID provided some economic development 
assistance, like planting four hectares of ginger… 
but the ginger fields had a failed harvest.  This 
happened because the seedlings were bad, most of 
them were rotten, such that the plants were 
unhealthy and died.  Actually this would have been 
a great benefit, however because it was done too 

“Ada bantuan dari USAID berupa pemberdayaan 
ekonomi masyarakat, seperti penanaman jahe 
seluas 4 hektar… Tapi penanaman jahe tersebut 
mengalami gagal panen, hal ini terjadi karena bibit 
yang disediakan tidak baik dan kebanyakan busuk 
sehingga tanamannya juga tidak sehat dan gagal. 
Sebenarnya proyek ini sangat besar manfaatnya, 

                                                      
48 For more information about GAM’s oath, see additional narrative from this informant in the section “In 
His Own Words” at the end of this report. 
49 see interview transcript A.16 
50 All quotations in the following table are drawn from FGD transcript A.03 
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hastily (half-assed) it was all in vain.”  namun karena dilakukan asal jadi sehingga menjadi 
sia-sia.” 

 

Indeed, regarding the road mentioned in the first quote, the ACMU reports that the Aceh Utara 

2008 district budget allocated 14 billion rupiah (US$1.4 million) for the rehabilitation of 
Sawang’s main road, and awarded it to a KPA-backed contractor, and yet the road still remains in 

very poor condition.51  The ex-combatant quoted above who neither identifies as KPA nor part of 

the Pasukan Peudeung also shared his observations on weak reintegration programming and the 

sad unattended situation in Sawang: 
 
“Because the peace agreement (MOU) states that 
there are only 3000 GAM ex-combatants when in 
reality there are much more, the reintegration funds 
from BRA had to be cut and divided in order to give 
some for those not counted.  Most peopole in the 
general community don’t understand this and they 
complain.  We don’t know why so much assistance 
still remains undelivered?” – A GAM Ex-
Combatant from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Dana bantuan yang telah diterima melalui BRA, 
berhubung data dalam MoU hanya 3000 orang 
tetapi dalam kenyataannya jauh melebihi, maka 
terpaksa dipotong untuk diberikan kembali kepada 
mantan GAM yang namanya tidak tercantum. 
Masyarakat umum banyak yang tidak memahami 
hal ini sehingga mengeluh. Kami tidak tahu 
mengapa masih banyak bantuan yang belum 
diberikan?” – Seorang mantan kombatan GAM dari 
kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara52 

“In principle, the people of Sawang really truly 
hope for peace, they are sick of living in fear – 
however because the attention and assistance they 
have received has been so pathetic, they feel like an 
ignored step-child, and so this [Sword Force 
situation] is the result.” – A GAM Ex-Combatant 
from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Masyarakat di Sawang pada dasarnya sangat-
sangat mengharapkan perdamaian, mereka sudah 
bosan hidup dengan rasa ketakutan – namun karena 
perhatian dan bantuan yang mereka dapatkan 
sangat menyedihkan dan merasa di anak tirikan… 
ya begini jadinya.” – Seorang mantan kombatan 
GAM dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara53 

Those who are most frustrated with the peace agreement make a clear distinction between the two 

signatory parties to the peace agreement on the one hand, and ordinary people in Aceh on the 
other, noting that the people had no voice in the agreement and still feel powerless to say what 

they think about it.54   

 
“The people who are making peace are only busy 
protecting their interests, whether it’s the 
Indonesian government or KPA.  Meanwhile the 
people are ignored.” – Sword Force Member, Aceh 
Utara 

“Orang-orang yang berdamai hanya sibuk menjaga 
kepentingan mereka, baik itu RI maupun TNA 
[KPA]. Sedangkan rakyat kurang diperhatikan.” – 
Anggota Pasukan Peudeung, Aceh Utara55 

                                                      
51 See ACMU bulletin from September 2008. 
52 see interview transcript A.03 
53 ibid. 
54 For more details about communities feeling left out of the peace process, see also the related MSR case 
study titled “Community Perceptions of the Peace Process in Aceh” 
55 see interview transcript A.16 
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The focus group participant from Sawang quoted below suggests that in spite of what people in 

his community might say outwardly about the current peace process, in their hearts they equate 

real peace in Aceh with independence: 
 
“On the surface it looks as if the people really 
support the peace process, but we can not see what 
lies beneath that, how they really feel.  There are 
some people who don’t want the kind of peace we 
have now, rather they want actual peace, in the 
sense of ‘independence.’  Aceh can stand on its own 
just as it did during the age of the sultanate.” – FGD 
participant from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Secara kasat mata terlihat (realita) masyarakat 
sangat mendukung perdamaian, namun secara 
isyarat (hati) tidak bisa diartikan. Hal ini karena 
terdapat beberapa masyarakat yang berpandangan 
bahwa bukan perdamaian yang begini (yang sudah 
berjalan) yang mereka inginkan, akan tetapi 
perdamaiaan yang sesungguhnya, dalam arti 
“kemerdekaan”. Aceh dapat berdiri sendiri seperti 
dulukala seperti pada masa kerajaan.” – Peserta 
FGD dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara56 

 

This respondent claims that some people in his community only grudgingly support the current 

peace process, but that on the inside they still hope for “actual peace,” which in their minds 
means independence from Indonesia.  They support the current peace agreement because they had 

no choice in the matter and at least it has brought an end to the brutal violence of the past.  

Bearing in mind that many communities in Aceh still have an abiding distrust of the central 

government, their misperceptions of the current peace process and what constitutes “actual peace” 
for Aceh begin to make sense from their point of view.  If they had the choice, they would choose 

independence over the current peace process with Indonesia, and perhaps in this context the 2009 

elections are loaded with unrealistic expectations.   

 
“In my opintion, during the early days of the 
Helsinki peace agreement, not all elements of 
society said whether they agree or not with peace 
between Indonesia and GAM.  In fact they were 
disappointed with the peace agreement.  They were 
disappointed because the peace agreement stated 
that Aceh was still within the unitary framework of 
the Indonesian state.  For them, Aceh must separate 
from Indonesia because that is our history, when 
Aceh was Aceh, and Indonesia did not exist.” – 
FGD participant from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Menurut saya, saat-saat awal terjadinya 
perdamaian Helsinki, tidak semua elemen 
masyarakat mengatakan setuju atau tidak dengan 
terjadinya perdamaian antara RI dan GAM. Bahkan 
mereka kecewa dengan terjadinya perdamaian itu. 
Mereka kecewa, karena perdamaian itu 
menunjukkan Aceh tetap dalam NKRI. Bagi mereka 
Aceh harus berpisah dengan RI, karena ini 
merupakan sejarah dulu di mana Aceh adalah Aceh 
dan RI tidak ada.” – Peserta FGD dari kecamatan 
Sawang, Aceh Utara57 

The Sword Force 
The failures of post-conflict reintegration and rehabilitation in Sawang are reflected in the 

quotations above, narratives that clearly set the stage for the emergence of a rebel leader such as 

                                                      
56 see FGD transcript A.03 
57 see FGD transcript A.03 
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Teungku Badruddin who represents the interests of disaffected conflict victims and GAM fighters 

left out of the peace process.  In the months following Badruddin’s assassination, his forces 

reassembled under the banner of the Pasukan Peudeung (The Sword Force) and sometimes 
exaggerated further as the Pasukan Siluman (The Invisible Force).  On the one hand, in depth 

fieldwork by both ACMU and MSR researchers in Sawang suggests that The Sword Force are 

little more than a disorganized band of poor and estranged youths from an isolated and ignored 

part of Aceh that suffered deeply during the conflict.  While the core membership of the Sword 
Force are actual ex-combatants from the conflict, many of these men are probably too young to 

have been GAM combatants before the peace agreement and have turned to glorified banditry to 

make their living.  And yet, this group is frequently described in the press as a significant 

potential spoiler of the peace process.  When they kidnapped a foreign international aid worker, 
albeit briefly and amateurishly, the Sword Force made headlines around the world. 

Even before the kidnapping event, the Sword Force was making headlines at the time of the MSR 

research (July and August 2008).  In Banda Aceh and other parts of Aceh, there is a lot of disdain 

for the Sword Force and the threat they pose to the ongoing peace process.  From Sawang, MSR 
researchers talked with residents there and discovered that the disdain is reflected right back at 

Banda Aceh.  If, as some respondents claimed, “peace” is still equated with “independence” in 

Sawang, then the emergence of the Sword Force might seem a logical outcome, and the 

communities there, if not outright supportive, showed a sympathetic understanding: 
 
“In my opinion, the emergence of groups that are 
reluctant to acknowledge the peace, such as the 
Robed Force58 or the Sword Force, they truly want 
Aceh to stand on its own and implement Islamic law 
as was done in the past.  They accuse some GAM 
people of forgetting the meaning of this struggle.  
Even though there are a very few of them [i.e. 
Sword Force members], there are people who 
exaggerate about them.” – FGD participant from 
Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Timbulnya kelompok-kelompok yang enggan 
mengakui perdamaian itu, seperti pasukan jubah 
atau pasukan pedang. Menurut saya mereka itu 
murni ingin Aceh berdiri sendiri dan melaksanakan 
syariat Islam seperti dulu.  Mereka menuduh 
sebagian orang-orang GAM telah lupa akan arti 
perjuangan ini.  Walaupun mereka tergolong sangat 
sedikit, namun kemudian ada orang yang 
membesar-besarkan atau di besar-besarkan.” – 
Peserta FGD dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh 
Utara59 

“Indeed in Sawang there is an Invisible Force, about 
500 people… this group has a target group of KPA 
leaders considered to have broken their promise.  A 
lot of people do not like KPA, concerning the 

“Di Sawang memang ada pasukan siluman, sekitar 
500 orang… Kelompok ini mempunyai target 
petinggi-petinggi KPA yang dianggap ingkar janji. 
Banyak orang yang tidak suka dengan KPA, lebih 

                                                      
58 Pasukan Jubah, or Robed Force (as in Islamic robes worn by men in the Arab Muslim world), is another 
name sometimes used to describe The Sword Force.  Jubah is also an indirect reference to the Komando 
Jubah Putih of Teungku Bantaqiah, a rebel ulama from from Beutong Ateuh, Nagan Raya who was 
assassinated in 1999 by TNI forces along with 60 of his pesantren students.  The Sword Force claim to 
resume the legacy of Bantaqiah, remembered by many in Aceh as a martyr. 
59 see FGD transcript A.03 
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problem of distributing its wealth.” – FGD 
participant from Sawang, Aceh Utara60 

menyangkut kepada masalah pembagian rezeki” – 
Peserta FGD dari kecamatan Sawang, Aceh 
Utara61 

“Yes, actually we have heard about the existence of 
the Robed Force and so on, but we have never met 
with them.  In my opinion, they’re a part of the 
group of GAM or KPA that have been ignored.” – 
Housewife from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Ya, kami memang ada mendengar tentang adanya 
pasukan jubah dan sebagainya. Tapi kami tidak 
pernah berjumpa dengan mereka. Menurut saya 
mereka termasuk dari kalangan GAM atau KPA 
yang kurang diperhatikan” Ibu rumah tangga dari 
kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara62 

“If there is a dispute within GAM/KPA, it should be 
resolved by their own channels.  KPA leaders 
should come out to the field and meet their 
members out here.  They [The Sword Force] are 
their own members; the social inequalities within 
KPA membership must be resolved according to 
their own deliberations.” – Village Secretary from 
Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Jika ada perselisihan antara sesama GAM/KPA 
diselesaikan melalui jalur mereka sendiri. Petinggi 
KPA sebaiknya turun ke lapangan menjumpai 
anggota-anggotanya dilapangan. Itukan anggota-
anggota mereka, kesenjangan sosial antara anggota 
KPA harus diselesaikan menurut cara/musyawarah 
mereka sendiri.” – Seorang sekdes dari kecamatan 
Sawang, Aceh Utara63 

“I’ve heard about the Sword Force, they only have 
two options:  independence or death.  The Sword 
Force have a saying: ‘Their [GAM’s] independence 
reaches Avanza,’64 because now they are big shot 
contractors and businessmen, etc. The Sword Force 
does not accept the peace agreement.  Sometimes 
the Sword Force conduct operations in groups of 
five or six people, traveling through the villages by 
motorbike, using black headbands, as if they are 
looking for something.  Sometimes they ask 
contractors for cigarette money or as much as they 
can give.” – Village Head from Sawang, Aceh Utara

“Pernah mendengar pasukan pedang, mereka cuma 
punya dua pilihan, merdeka atau mati. Pasukan 
pedang punya ungkapan ‘Merdeka mereka [GAM] 
sampai Avanza.’ Mereka sekarang sudah hebat-
hebat, jadi kontraktor, pengusaha, dsb. Pasukan 
pedang tidak menerima MoU. Sekali-kali pasukan 
pedang beroperasi sekitar 5-6 orang, berkeliling 
kampung dengan sepeda motor, memakai ikat 
kepala berwarna hitam, seperti mencari sesuatu. 
Terkadang mereka minta uang rokok alakadarnya 
kepada kontraktor.” – Seorang keuchik dari 
kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara65 

 

What emerges from these community quotes about the Sword Force is a recognition of KPA’s 

neglect of its rank and file in remote places such as Sawang.  KPA are not distributing the 
benefits of reintegration equitably; KPA have forgotten the original purpose of their struggle and 

are ignoring their obligations to the people they always claimed to represent; KPA leaders should 

go back to the field and reach deliberative consensus with their ex-combatants; and most striking 

of all, while big shot KPA leaders are driving around in their Avanza mini-vans securing lucrative 
contracts from their KPA friends in government, the Sword Force troops are puttering around on 

motorbikes “as if they are looking for something,” and asking for cigarette money from local 

contractors.  The contrast could not be more stark.  The Sword Force has given expression, albeit 

                                                      
60 This respondent is very likely guilty of the exaggeration described in the previous quote.  More realistic 
estimates of the Sword Force membership have them in the dozens, not hundreds. 
61 see FGD transcript A.03 
62 see FGD transcript A.01 
63 see interview transcript A.04 
64 Avanza is a popular mini-van sold by Toyota in Indonesia, one of the iconic symbols of Aceh’s post-
tsunami and post-conflict nouveau riche.   
65 see interview transcript A.18 
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through violence, to the otherwise impotent outrage that communities in Sawang described in the 

previous section. 

 
Another perception found in at least two separate MSR interviews from Sawang is reflected in 

another quote from the ex-combatant who identifies neither as KPA nor part of Teungku 

Badruddin’s movement.  He questions the Sword Force’s source of funding, and whether or not 

they can access international support: 
 
“There are 500 of them total, believe it or not… I 
once asked them whether they had any connections 
with groups outside the country, and the so-called 
‘breakaway’ soldiers said they didn’t.  But I am 
suspicious.  If you look you can see among them 
there are those wearing branded shoes, driving RX 
King motorbikes, smoking expensive Dji Sam Soe 
cigarettes… I am certain there is definitely a group 
supporting them with funds.  Because if they earned 
a living only from farming, all this would be 
impossible.” – A GAM Ex-Combatant from 
Sawang, Aceh Utara 

“Jumlah mereka sekitar 500 orang, percaya atau 
tidak… saya pernah menanyakan kepada mereka 
apakah mereka berhubungan dengan pihak-pihak 
luar negeri atau menerima bantuan, pasukan 
‘sempalan’ menjawab tidak. Tetapi saya curiga. 
Melihat ada diantara mereka yang memakai sepatu 
bermerek, kendaraan roda dua RX King, menghisap 
rokok Dji Sam Soe yang mahal, saya yakin pasti 
ada yang mendukung dana mereka. Karena kalau 
mengandalkan hidup dari petani pasti tidak 
mungkin.” – Seorang mantan kombatan GAM dari 
kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara66 

 

This quote taps into a rich and diverse set of rumors and exaggerations about the Sword Force.  

First, he claims there are 500 members of the Invisible Force, a highly unlikely figure but when 

one that circulates persistently nonetheless.  There is also much speculation about whether the 
Sowrd Force receives financial support from a faction of GAM leaders, known as MP-GAM, who 

live in exile and are ambivalent about the peace agreement.  While it is possible that the Sword 

Force have some communication with MP-GAM, it is unlikely that MP-GAM is sending money.  

Others wonder whether the Sword Force might not be some kind of covert operation conducted 
by Indonesian security forces to splinter KPA and destabilize the peace process, a speculation that 

recalls unanswered questions about Teungku Badruddin’s relationship with the local police.   

 

But this ex-combatant respondent was not optimistic about the prospects of reconciliation 
between the Sword Force in Sawang and KPA at large, and paints a bleak image: 

 
“Yes, I have met with them, and they really are 
people from GAM that have been ignored.  They 
also will not acknowledge KPA or the peace 
agreement.  They consider GAM or KPA today to 
be traitors of their own nation and dishonest in their 
struggle for the interests of the Acehnese people – 
especially their own combatants.” 

“Ya, saya pernah berjumpa dengan mereka, dan 
mereka sebenarnya terdiri dari orang-orang GAM 
yang sekarang ini kurang diperhatikan. Mereka 
juga tidak mengakui KPA dan MoU. Mereka 
menganggap bahwa orang-orang GAM atau KPA 
sekarang ini telah mengkhianati bangsa sendiri dan 
tidak jujur dalam memperjuangkan kepentingan 

                                                      
66 see interview transcript A.03 
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“At this point they [the Sword Force] won’t accept 
any kind of assistance – and BRA also hasn’t been 
seen giving any attention to them.  However… 
during the early days of the peace process they had 
high hopes for reintegration assistance.  Perhaps this 
is why they have become apathetic and aggressive 
toward their old friends from the struggle who have 
since become their enemies.  They feel estranged, 
like unwanted stepchildren.  It’s like the words of an 
old Acehnese proverb: “Blang beu meuateung 
ureung beu meato” (“a ricefield needs a foundation 
and people need to be organized.”).  KPA leaders 
have not done this – they left their rank and file on 
their own after the MOU agreement, so it’s these 
social inequalities that have also been a trigger in 
this new conflict.  They [the Sword Force] have a 
‘black list’ with the names of KPA leaders on it, 
who they will continue to hunt down and wherever 
they might meet, they will catch them.” – A GAM 
Ex-Combatant from Sawang, Aceh Utara 

orang-orang Aceh – khususnya juga para 
kombatan.” 
 
“Sekarang ini mereka sudah tidak mau lagi 
menerima bantuan apa saja – dan BRA juga 
tampaknya tidak terlihat untuk memberi perhatian 
kepada mereka. Namun... dahulunya mereka sangat 
mengharapkan adanya bantuan-bantuan ini pada 
saat-saat pasca-perdamaian.  Mungkin ini yang 
menyebabkan mereka apatis dan agresif terhadap 
kawan-kawan seperjuangan yang sekarang 
sebagian sudah menjadi lawan.  Mereka merasa di 
anak tirikan.  Seperti, dalam istilah mereka dahulu 
terdapat filsafat “Blang beu meuateung ureung beu 
meato” (“sawah harus adanya pondasinya dan 
orang harus teratur”).  Inilah yang tidak dilakukan 
orang orang KPA sekarang – mereka ditinggalkan 
begitu saja setelah adanya perjanjian MOU itu.  
Jadi kesenjangan hidup juga merupakan faktor 
pemicu dari konflik baru ini.  Dan mereka telah 
mempunyai ‘daftar hitam’ pengurus KPA yang terus 
mereka buru dan dimanapun berjumpa akan mereka 
tangkap” – Seorang mantan kombatan GAM dari 
kecamatan Sawang, Aceh Utara 67 

 

Perhaps as a fellow ex-combatant, the respondent has an obvious sympathy for The Sword 

Froce’s struggle, recognizing that KPA leadership – and he includes BRA and KPA members 
elected into office since the MOU – have ignored the ex-combatants in his own community.  He 

concludes ominously by citing the Sword Force’s blacklist for targeting KPA leaders.  The point 

here is not whether such a list exists or not, but rather that the perception of injustice against 

members of his community is accompanied by the continued threat of violence. 

MSR researchers had the chance to meet one of the members of the Sword Force during their 
fieldwork in Sawang.  He is young, in his early twenties, and participated enthusiastically in the 

interview, giving long and detailed responses to the questions.  The interview took place without 

interruptions at the young man’s house, where he served his interviewers coffee and banana chips.  

His narrative combines GAM’s fundamental ideology of Acehnese ethno-nationalist separatism 
with a veneer of Islamist jihad.68 

 

First the MSR interviewers asked him about the green Pasukan Peudeung flags with a star and 

sword that have been raised all over the northern part of Sawang sub-district where Tgk 

                                                      
67 ibid. 
68 All narrative quotations in this section are drawn from interview transcript A.16 

In His Own Words 
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Badruddin’s supporters prevail.  The flags use religious imagery to recall the pre-colonial glory of 

Aceh’s sultanate: 

 
“Oh, that is the flag of ‘Islam’s Victory’.  That flag 
was used in the old days of [Sultan] Iskandar 
Muda’s kingdom as a symbol of peace and the 
upholding of Islam in this land of Mecca’s 
Verandah.  In those days Aceh had three flags, the 
first was red and used in times of struggle and war, 
while the green one is used in the times following 
Islam’s Victory, and the third flag with the image of 
a ‘winged steed69 with a lion’ was used as symbol of 
the nation.” 

“Oh, itu bendera ‘Jaya Islam’. Bendera itu 
merupakan bendera pada saat kerajaan Iskandar 
Muda dahulu sebagai symbol perdamaian dan 
tegaknya Islam di negeri Seramo Mekkah ini. 
Dahulu kala negeri Aceh mempunyai tiga bendera, 
yang pertama berwarna merah dan digunakan pada 
saat-saat perjuangan atau peperangan, sedangkan 
yang warna hijau digunakan pada saat-saat Islam 
telah Berjaya, dan satu lagi bendera yang 
berlambang ‘burak dengan singa’ sebagai symbol 
Negara.” 

 

From the age of the sultans, the history of conflict in Aceh is a response to a series of betrayals.  
For example, he argues that Aceh never wanted to be a part of Indonesia because Aceh was 

standing on its own before the war with the Dutch began in 1873.  Upon completion of that war, 

Aceh should have returned to its original form, not lumped in with Indonesia.  He ascribes similar 

invalidity to the peace agreement, again with reference to Islam as justification: 
 
“For me personally, this peace agreement is actually 
illegal and can not be acknowledged because it was 
carried out by non-Muslims.  In Islamic law, the 
mediator for any dispute among Muslims must also 
come from the Muslim community; it can’t be a 
non-Muslim.  But that is what happened here.” 

“Bagi saya pribadi, sebenarnya perdamaian ini 
tidak sah dan tidak bisa diakui karena perdamaian 
itu dilaksanakan oleh orang-orang non-muslim. 
Dalam hokum Islam, setiap orang muslim yang 
bersengketa maka yang bisa menjadi penengahnya 
adalah dari kalangan muslim sendiri, tidak bisa 
dari kalangan non-muslim. Namun itu terjadi di 
sini.” 

 
On the implementation of Islamic shariah law, he had much to say: 

 
“One of the Sword Force’s goals is to rebuild Islam 
in Aceh.  Yeah sure in writing Islamic law has been 
achieved in Aceh, however it hasn’t been 
implemented in any meaningful way.  Just look at 
our environment these days, does it reflect Islamic 
law?  In Acehnese history, we actually already 
implemented Islamic law long ago.  This is proven 
by the laws used and understood by the Acehnese 
people themselves that are based on Islam.  That’s 
why there is an expression ‘Adat ngon hokum Islam 
lage zat ngen sifet’ (the people’s customs and 
Islamic law are like an element and its nature).  So 
it’s really funny that now we are carrying out 

“Salah satu tujuan [Pasukan Peudeung] adalah 
menegakkan Islam kembali di Nanggroe Aceh 
Darussalam.  Iya, secara tertulis memang [syariat 
Islam telah tercipta di Aceh], namun secara makna 
tidak, lihat saja lingkungan kita sekarang ini, 
apakah itu mencerminkan syariat Islam? 
Sebenarnya dalam sejarah Aceh sudah dari dulunya 
melaksanakan syariat Islam. Ini terbukti dari hokum 
yang digunakan dan dipahami oleh masyarakat 
Aceh itu sendiri yang berlandaskan Islam, makanya 
ada istilah ‘Adat ngon hokum Islam lage zat ngen 
sifet’ (adat masyarakat dan hokum Islam seperti zat 
dan sifatnya-pen). Jadi begitu lucu ketika kita 

                                                      
69 The ‘winged steed’ (burak) referred to here is the heavenly creature that carried Muhammad up into the 
heavens. 
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Islamic law only half way.  Even the people that 
were once fighting for Islamic law, they are the ones 
who violate it.  For example, the people in GAM, 
they’re the ones not setting a good example, rather 
they prefer to prioritize their own needs.  Because of 
that, before Islamic law can be formally 
implemented in Aceh we will continue to fight to 
rebuild it.” 

sekarang dalam menjalankan syariat Islam 
setengah-setengah. Bahkan banyak orang-orang 
yang dahulunya memperjuangkan syariat Islam 
justru mereka yang melanggarnya, contohnya ya 
seperti orang-orang GAM yang justru mereka tidak 
memberikan contoh teladan, bahkan mereka lebih 
mementingkan kepentingannya sendiri. Oleh karena 
itu, sebelum syariat Islam tegak di Nanggroe Aceh 
Darussalam secara kafffah maka kami akan terus 
berjuang untuk menegakkannya.” 

 

In spite of this Sword Force informant’s insistence on a return to Islamic law as it was imagined 
during the time of the sultanate, his emphasis on Islamic values and imagery is more of a veneer 

to justify their actions against KPA, local contractors, and NGOs working in their area.  The 

ultimate betrayal, and he comes back to this again and again in his narrative, is KPA’s betrayal of 

its oath to pursue Aceh’s independence on behalf of the Acehnese people.  Avenging KPA’s 
betrayal is the main ideological motive that drives The Sword Force: 

 
“We all took an oath to fight for the land of Aceh so 
that we can stand up once again… However now 
the reality is different, a lot of us who once swore an 
oath… then violated it only because of lust, 
materialism, and their other priorities.  Because of 
that we returned to remind them, because it wasn’t 
just they who fought.  The entire community is fed 
up, so many possessions and lives lost, everyone’s 
peace of mind disrupted during the conflict.  They 
should be able to feel that. 
 
They once swore to defend the people they would 
help one another.  Now they prefer to advance their 
own interests over the people, they don’t even pay 
attention to their own men.  Until they can no longer 
observe the lives of others as they would their own.  
Once again, they have violated their oath so it is our 
duty to fight them. 
 
Now we have another problem with KPA.  They see 
us as an enemy that disrupts the peace, and we will 
continue to fight in order to straighten them out 
once again.  Some of them (a whole lot) even came 
here (to my house) to kill me, but luckily at the time 
I was able to quickly escape.  And now we are 
looking for them (certain people), the ones we think 
have violated their oath.  
 
Nowadays KPA members are unjust and have 
forgotten themselves.  They only think about 
themselves.  Back then they promised that this 
struggle was for the people, everything was for the 
people.  However today things are different – they 

“Kami semua bersumpah untuk memperjuangkan 
tanah Aceh ini untuk bisa berdiri kembali… Namun 
sekarang kenyataannya berbeda, banyak pula 
diantara kita yang dahulunya bersumpah… 
kemudian melanggarnya hanya karena hawa nafsu, 
harta benda dan kepentingan mereka lainnya. Oleh 
karena itulah kami kembali mengingatkannya, 
karena bukan hanya mereka yang berjuang, 
masyarakat secara keseluruhan sudah sangat jemu, 
banyak harta, nyawa dan ketenangan jiwa telah 
turusik waktu konflik, seharusnya mereka dapat 
merasakannya. 
 
Dahulunya mereka bersumpah untuk membela 
rakyat dan mereka saling membantu sesamanya. 
Namun sekarang mereka lebih mementingkan diri 
sendiri ketimbang rakyat, bahkan orang-orang dari 
mereka sendiri sangat banyak tidak diperhatikan, 
sehingga mereka tidak bisa menatap kehidupan ini 
seperti yang lainnya. Sekali lagi, mereka itu sudah 
melanggar sumpah jadi wajib untuk diperangi. 
 
Kami sekarang ini lagi bermasalah dengan pihak-
pihak KPA. Mereka mengganggap kami sebagai 
musuh yang merusak perdamaian, dan kamipun 
akan terus berjuang untuk meluruskan mereka 
kembali. Bahkan mereka (banyak sekali) pernah 
datang kemari (kerumah saya) untuk membunuh 
saya, untung waktu itu saya cepat menghindar. 
Kamipun sekarang sedang mencari mereka (orang-
orang tertentu) yang kami anggap telah melanggar 
sumpah. 
 



  51 

only counted 3000 [ex-combatants] – who were the 
only ones that got any attention.  For them the fallen 
soldiers have no meaning.  There are so many of us 
that carried weapons then but haven’t received any 
assistance whatsoever.  Personally, I no longer 
agree with KPA.  They once swore an oath: 
‘Uksimubillah ulon meusumpah, harta dan darah 
ulon lon serahkan keperjuangan untuk seuneboh 
nanggroe Aceh.’ (‘In the name of Allah I swear on 
all my possessions and my blood.  I offer it all for 
the struggle to redeem the Aceh Nation.’) 
 
“KPA have violated their oath… they have 
forgotten themselves, and this has created new 
forms of social inequality here.  We often remind 
our former comrades in the struggle so that they 
won’t forget themselves.  But the strange thing is 
they interpret our reminders differently by accusing 
us of not supporting the peace, they call us thieves – 
they even call us new separatists.  Now they are just 
‘poh bangsa droe kedroe demi kepentingan uang’ 
(‘killing and selling their nation for their own 
interests and money’) 
 
“The KPA leaders just do whatever they want and 
have forgotten the meaning of this struggle.  Before 
they swore to never salute the Indonesian flag, but 
now they salute with spirit, just look at Governor 
Irwandi… Yes, even though the people are still 
putting their trust in KPA to lead Aceh, we will 
continue to remind them of their broken promise – 
even if with spilt blood.” 

Orang-orang TNA [KPA] juga sangat tidak adil 
dan telah lupa diri sekarang ini. Mereka hanya 
memikirkan diri sendiri. Dulu mereka berjanji dan 
bersumpah bahwa perjuangan ini untuk rakyat, 
semuanya untuk rakyat. Namun sekarang ini sudah 
lain – bahkan orang-orang yang dihitung hanya 
3000 orang saja – yang kemudian orang yang 
mendapatkan perhatian orang-orang itu saja. Bagi 
mereka orang-orang yang telah tiada tidak ada 
artinya. Bahkan banyak sekali orang-orang kita 
yang dulu ikut mengangkat senjata tidak 
diperhatikan sama sekali dan tidak pernah 
mendapatkan bantuan apapun. Secara pribadi saya 
tidak sepakat lagi dengan orang-orang TNA [KPA]. 
Dulu mereka bersumpah dengan mengatakan 
‘Uksimubillah ulon meusumpah, harta dan darah 
ulon lon serahkan keperjuangan untuk seuneboh 
nanggroe Aceh.’ (‘Dengan nama Allah saya 
bersumpah, harta dan darah saya akan saya 
persembahkan semuanya untuk perjuangan sebagai 
tebusan Negeri Aceh.’)  
 
“Sekarang ini orang-orang TNA sudah melanggar 
sumpah, mereka tidak melaksanakan sumpah ini 
lagi. Mereka telah lupa diri, dan ini yang membuat 
terciptanya kesenjangan baru di sini. Bahkan kami 
kerap mengingatkan teman-teman seperjuangan 
untuk sumpah ini agar mereka tidak lupa diri. 
Namun anehnya ingatan dan peringatan kami itu 
diartikan lain dengan menuduh kami orang-orang 
yang tidak mendukung perdamaian, bahkan kami 
dituduh sebagai perampok – bahkan saparatis baru. 
Mereka sekarang ini ‘poh bangsa droe kedroe demi 
kepentingan uang’ (‘membunuh atau menjual 
bangsa sendiri untuk kepentingan sendiri atau 
uang’).  
 
“Pemimpin-pemimpin yang memimpin dari 
kalangan KPA juga telah berbuat semaunya dan 
telah lupa arti perjuangan ini. Dahulu mereka 
bersumpah untuk tidak menghormati bendera RI, 
namun sekarang dengan penuh semangat mereka 
memberi hormat, lihat saja seperti Gubernur 
Irwandi… Ya, walaupun rakyat sekarang ini masih 
memberi kepercayaan kepada mereka (KPA) baik 
dalam memimpin Aceh, namun kami akan terus 
mengingatkan mereka jika mereka melanggar 
sumpah – walaupun dengan pertumpahan darah 
sekalipun.” 

 

This young fighter in The Sword Force is obsessed with “reminding” certain members of KPA of 

the oaths to the people of Aceh that they violated, of “straightening out” certain members of KPA 

so that they might see their mistakes more clearly.  As KPA have spilled the blood of their 
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assassinated leader, Teungku Badruddin, so too will the Sword Force spill the blood of certain 

KPA leaders.  They know who they are looking for, and rumors circulate that they have a list of 

targets. 

Conclusions 
Whether or not the Sword Force has a “list” of KPA leaders; whether or not Teungku Badruddin 
ever surrendered his weapons right after the peace agreement; whether or not the Sword Force is 

actually part of a much larger Invisible Force of 500 or more anti-MOU fighters; whether or not 

the Sword Force is working in collaboration with MP-GAM from abroad, or covertly with 

Indonesian security forces… these facts and fancies are not the point of this case study.  What 
matters is that civilians and disaffected young combatants in Sawang are willing to believe that 

these things are true.  It should be emphasized that the MSR qualitative research related here is a 

reflection of what informant told to their interviewers, not the uncovering of some fundamental 

truth about the events in Sawang and the actors behind them.  Rather, these narratives reflect the 
perceptions of a community of people who fail to see the benefits of a peace process that, quite 

frankly, has not been beneficial to them.  Moreover, civilian respondents expressed sympathy for 

the restless ex-combatants in their community; they have a clear understanding of the conditions 

that have led these youths back to violence.  In a setting of this much despair and frustration, the 
rumors about the Sword Force take on a life of their own and as they gain currency in spite of 

realistic assessments that suggest otherwise, these rumors may serve a useful purpose for outside 

parties, such as KPA or Indonesian security forces. 
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Preface 
This case study describes community perceptions and opinions about the emergence of local 

political parties that will contest provincial legislative seats during the 2009 elections for the first 

time ever in Aceh; indeed for the first time in all of Indonesia. This report is one of several 
community-based case studies contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder 

Review of Post-Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative 

effort among donor, government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict 

issues in Aceh.  The community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  

This particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by all three MSR field research teams 
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who conducted personal interviews and focus groups discussions in eight different conflict-

affected districts of Aceh.  The MSR research teams collected their data in two phases: from 26 

July until 3 August 2008, and then again from 11 until 20 August 2008.  The political climate in 
Aceh is changing rapidly as the elections approach, and as such the data reported in this case 

study might no longer reflect current conditions. 

Abstract 
This case study reviews community perceptions about the new local political parties in Aceh that 

will contest the general elections in April 2009, the first of its kind in Indonesia and an important 

outcome of the Helsinki peace agreement between GAM and the Indonesian government.  
Important themes that emerge from the interview transcripts include: a diversity of opinions in 

favor of and against local parties, a misperception across the political spectrum that equates local 

parties exclusively with GAM, an identification of informal campaign strategies such as person-

to-person rumors and text messaging that have viral distribution patterns and visceral emotional 
effects, the persistence of a New Order style of political discourse that continues to exclude 

ordinary communities from meaningful participation in electoral politics, and an increase in the 

number of women registering as legislative candidates representing both national and local 

political parties.  Recommendations include removing the Indonesian military from its formal and 
informal provocative involvement in Aceh’s electoral politics; encouraging the parties to engage 

in policy debates; and delivering voter education and political literacy outreach programming that 

encourages village communities to participate in electoral politics and hold elected officials 

accountable rather than just assuming that politicians are “all just the same.” 

Introduction 
 
“Voting for a local political party is every person’s 
right.  Each local party must compete fairly, do not 
rely upon anything.  It’s up to the parties to 
establish their secretariat wherever they want.  So 
far the people’s trust in their leaders has been in 
crisis.” – GAM Ex-Combatant from Aceh Utara 

“Memilih parlok merupakan hak masing-masing 
setiap orang. Setiap parlok harus bisa bertarung 
secara fair, jangan mengandalkan sesuatu. Jika 
ingin mendirikan secretariat dimana saja terserah. 
Selama ini kepercayaan masyarakat terhadap 
pemimpin mengalami krisis” – Mantan Kombatan 
GAM dari Aceh Utara70 

 

The Helsinki peace agreement between GAM and the Indonesian government gave birth to 
several new kinds of rules, policies, and laws to be exclusively implemented in Aceh.  One of the 

most contentious points in the agreement was the provision allowing for the establishment of 

local political parties at the provincial level, a political arrangement that has never been tried in 

Indonesia before.  GAM agreed to lay down its arms and agreed to keep Aceh within the unitary 
                                                      
70 See interview transcript A.04 
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framework of the Indonesian state in exchange for the Acehnese people to begin channeling their 

aspirations through local electoral politics.  In particular, GAM would transform itself from an 

armed insurgency into a political party.   
 

In the three years since the Helsinki agreement, more than a dozen groups tried to establish local 

political parties, only six of which succeeded in meeting all the formal requirements to compete 

in the 2009 legislative elections.  As a new political experiment and as a key feature of the peace 
agreement, excitement and anxiety are growing in anticipation of the 2009 elections.  This new 

political process has its “growing pains” to be sure, and each day there is another sensational 

piece of news surrounding the new parties and the upcoming election, including a full range of 

partisan rhetoric, rumors, vandalism, and violence, as all of the parties (local and national) and 
stakeholders in the peace process adjust to the new political landscape and figure out how the 

campaigns and the elections are to be done.71  Most of the debate centers on GAM’s new political 

party, Partai Aceh (PA), and GAM’s former adversaries in the Indonesian security forces and 

central government.  PA is widely expected to win the most votes in the 2009 elections but with 
an uncertain margin of victory, and as the former rebel movement approaches its first chance at 

legislative power in Aceh, its former adversaries look on with concern.  Many GAM leaders 

already hold executive positions throughout Aceh as bupatis (district heads) and provincial 

governor, but they all ran for office in late 2006 as independent candidates, before PA or any of 
the other local parties were officially recognized.72 

 

Rather than review the detailed history and formal political dynamics in the run up to the 2009 

elections (see footnote 3 below), this case study recounts what civilians, low-level ex-combatants, 
and local leaders in rural conflict-affected communities have to say—their perceptions and 

opinions—about the emergence of local political parties in Aceh.  The findings are based on 

personal interviews and focus groups discussions conducted in July and August 2008 in eight 

different districts throughout the province.  Respondent narratives are organized by a series of 
themes that emerged from these interviews, with a special section dedicated to the unique 

                                                      
71 For detailed reports on political party and election related news and conflict, see the Aceh Conflict 
Monitoring Units monthly and bi-monthly reports at http://www.conflictanddevelopment.org.  Daily 
reports from the local press are summarized in English by the Aceh NiaS Information Group (ANSIG); 
requests for current or past ANSIG reports may be directed to ANSIGsteve@gmail.com  
72 For a political analysis of the local parties and 2009 elections, see International Crisis Group’s Asia 
Briefing No.81, from 9 September 2008, titled “Indonesia: Pre-election Anxieties in Aceh” available for 
free download at http://www.crisisgroup.org.  For a related analysis on the 2006 elections see “Peaceful 
Pilkada, Dubious Democracy:  Aceh’s Post-Conflict Elections and their Implications” by Samuel Clark and 
Blair Palmer, available for download at http://www.conflictanddevelopment.org.  
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political dynamics in Aceh’s central highland districts, and then followed by a review of some of 

the challenges that local parties face in trying to socialize their message throughout the province.   

Community Perceptions About Local Political Parties and the 2009 Elections 
When asked about the emergence of local political parties in Aceh during the past two years, 

respondents gave a wide variety of answers that can be loosely categorized according to the 
headers below.  The diversity of opinion in and of itself, as it is recounted below, suggests the 

potential for a lively democratic process in Aceh’s nascent provincial-level democracy.  However 

the following respondent narratives also reflect many shortcomings that need to be addressed in 

the near future and over time as the political process in Aceh continues to develop. 

Some astute and cautious respondents expressed neutrality and their right to reserve judgement 

before the elections, new local political parties notwithstanding: 

 
“As state civil servants, we must keep a neutral 
stance regarding the elections.  We may not directly 
express our support for one of the parties, whether 
it’s a local or national party, even though we still 
have the right to cast our vote in the election.” – 
Public Health Clinic Doctor from Bireuen 

“Kami sebagai PNS harus bersikap netral dalam 
pemilu, kami tidak boleh menampakkan secara 
langsung dukungan kami pada salah satu partai 
polotik baik lokal maupun nasional walaupun kami 
memiliki hak memberikan suara dalam pemilihan 
umum” – Dokter puskesmas dari Bireuen73 

“I think the local parties are good, but until now the 
people in our village have not openly shown their 
support for a party, whether it’s local or national.  
Maybe in the future they will.” – Village Head from 
Aceh Barat 

“Saya rasa partai lokal bagus, tapi hingga kini 
masyarakat di desa kami ini belum ada yang secara 
terang-terangan memihak partai baik lokal maupun 
nasional. Mungkin untuk kedepannya ada.” – 
Seorang keuchik dari Aceh Barat74 

Some respondents stated their ignorance about the new political parties, and not because they had 

never heard of them before.  Rather, their statements suggested a willful ignorance, a desire not to 

know about or participate in local politics. 
 
“No, I don’t know anything about local parties.” – 
Female University Student from Aceh Tengah 
Studying in Banda Aceh 

“Tidak, saya tidak tahu menahu tentang Parlok” – 
Mahasiswi di Banda Aceh berasal dari Aceh 
Tengah75 

“The women here are not political, and they really 
don’t know anything, nor do they want to know 
anything about this issue.” – Housewife from Aceh 
Utara 

“Ibu-ibu di sini tidak berpolitik, dan mereka sangat 
tidak tau dan tidak mau tau dengan masalah ini.” – 
Ibu Rumah Tangga dari Aceh Utara76 

“Personally, I don’t know much nor do I want to “Saya secara pribadi kurang dan tidak mau tahu 

                                                      
73 See interview transcript A.13 
74 See interview transcript B.13 
75 See interview transcript C.09 
76 See FGD transcript A.01 
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know about the local political parties – even though 
local party representatives (especially from Partai 
Aceh) have approached me about opening a branch 
office in this village.” – A GAM Ex-Combatant 
from Aceh Utara 

tentang adanya Parlok – walaupun ada orang-
orang dari Parlok (khususnya dari PA) yang 
mengajak saya untuk membuat cabang ranting di 
desa ini.” – Seorang mantan kombatan GAM dari 
Aceh Utara77 

Despite a wide range of opinions about the local parties, and about certain parties in particular, 

one of the most common and fundamental themes to emerge from the MSR interviews was an 

abiding hope, or desire, that the elections would run smoothly and serve their purpose.  Again and 

again, respondents expressed their hopes for a peaceful and fair election, recognizing (perhaps 
based on the smooth elections of late 2006) that the democratic process has the potential to yield 

desirable political results even though actual results may vary.  Attached to this sentiment was a 

persistent reminder that whoever wins the election should always remember the people from rural 

and often isolated communities who voted for them, and deliver positive results reflective of 
Aceh’s new post-conflict environment: 

 
“The existence of local political parties is just fine 
with us, as long as they don’t disrupt the peace 
process.  The community here really hopes that 
there won’t be any more troubles in the future.” – 
Male FGD Participant from Aceh Utara 

“Bagi kami adanya parlok sah-sah saja, asalkan 
tidak menganggu jalannya perdamaian. Masyarakat 
juga sangat berharap agar tidak ada lagi masalah 
ke depan nantinya.” – Peserta FGD (laki-laki) dari 
Aceh Utara78 

“We hope that in the election this time there will be 
no compulsion for us to vote a certain way.  It 
should always be democratic and those who become 
our leaders don’t ever forget the people.” – Public 
Health Clinic Nurse from Bireuen 

“Kami mengharapkan dalam pemilu kali ini tidak 
ada paksaan dalam memilih. Seharusnya tetap 
demokrasi dan jika sudah jadi pemimpin jangan 
melupakan rakyat.” – Perawat puskesmas dari 
Bireuen79 

“We here are just villagers, so we don’t know which 
local party to support, but what matters is that later 
whoever takes office should be a good person.  
Don’t forget the people.” – Community member 
from Aceh Barat 

“Kami ini kan orang desa. Jadi tidak tahu harus 
memihak ke partai lokal mana, yang penting kalau 
nanti udah menjabat, baguslah orangnya. Jangan 
lupa ke rakyat.” – Masyarakat Desa dari Aceh 
Barat80 

“Whoever sits in a legislative seat it doesn’t matter, 
but what’s important is what assistance there will be 
for our village.  It’s all the same to us.  The 
community isn’t really affected by politics because 
their political understanding is low.  The election 
should be really democratic, don’t let there be any 
compulsion, and don’t let any traumas return to this 
communit.  Whoever wins it’s important that the 
village gets attention from the government.” – A 
Village Secretary from Aceh Utara 

“Siapapun yang duduk di kursi legislatif sama saja, 
tetapi yang penting bantuan untuk desa apa. Semua 
sama saja bagi kami. Masyarakat tidak begitu 
terpengaruh dengan politik karena pemahaman 
politik mereka rendah.  Pemilu harus betul-betul 
demokrasi, jangan ada pemaksaan, jangan ada 
trauma kembali di masyarakat. Siapapun yang 
menang yang penting desa mendapat perhatian dari 
pemerintah.” – Seorang sekdes dari Aceh Utara81 

                                                      
77 See interview transcript A.03 
78 See FGD transcript A.03 
79 See interview transcript B.15 
80 See interview transcript B.04 
81 See interview transcript A.04 
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In the last two narrative quotes above, another theme emerges that was characteristic among 

many respondents, and that is the claim by villagers, and those who speak for them, of political 

naivete.  “We are just villagers,” and “we don’t understand politics” is a common refrain.  Much 
of this is due, no doubt, to a remarkable lack of information that reaches the countryside, but this 

attitude also stems from a long history of sham elections in which votes are bought and sold, 

votes are compelled, and votes are rigged.  Small wonder then that villagers, when asked to vote 

according to their political beliefs for the first time, are confused because all they have ever 
known until recently is a parade of politicians who are just “all the same.”  The new local parties 

may be struggling to find their distinguishing platforms, but the current political transformation 

under way in Aceh is anything but “all the same,” and it would be a shame if rural communities 

finally emerging from conflict fail to understand Aceh’s new political climate: 
 
“I’ve never joined a political party, and I’ve never 
had a party’s membership card.  I’ve also not yet 
heard any explanation about the local political 
parties.  Indeed there was one time at the café when 
someone said that in the elections next year we have 
to choose PA so that Aceh will change and advance.  
I’d like it if some good information about the local 
political parties could reach all the way down to the 
small hamlets.  Right now my thoughts are netural, 
and I still don’t know which party I’ll choose.  I 
don’t have a choice yet, whether it’s a national or a 
local party.” – Transmigrant from West Java living 
in Aceh Timur 

“Saya belum pernah ikut partai, tidak pernah punya 
kartu anggota partai. Saya juga belum pernah 
mendapat penjelasan tentang partai lokal. Memang 
pernah suatu kali, di warung kopi, ada yang bilang 
untuk pemilu kedepan kita mencoblos PA supaya 
ada perubahan Aceh menjadi maju. Saya ingin ada 
penjelasan yang baik sampai ke dusun-dusun 
tentang partai lokal. Saat ini pikiran saya masih 
netral, belum tahu mau kemana akan memberikan 
suara. Belum ada pilihan, baik itu partai nasional 
ataupun partai lokal.” – Transmigran dari Jawa 
Barat yang tinggal di Aceh Timur82 

“The people in our village haven’t heard much yet 
about the existence of local political parties because 
it’s difficult to access the media.  None of the 
parties have come to our village yet, in the sense 
that none of them have put up any banners in this 
village and haven’t opened up any branch offices 
here” – A Village Head from Aceh Barat 

“Masyarakat di desa kami ini belum banyak yang 
mengetahui adanya partai local karena sulitnya 
mendapat media… Untuk desa ini belum ada partai 
yang masuk, dalam artian belum ada parlok yang 
memasang spanduk didesa ini dan belum ada juga 
yang membuka kantor cabang di desa ini.” – 
Seorang Keuchik dari Aceh Barat83 

“It’s obvious that the people are very confused with 
all these parties here now.  For them, they’re only 
looking to see if they are from Aceh or not.” – Male 
FGD Participant from Aceh Utara 

“Jelas masyarakat sangat bingung dengan adanya 
banyak partai sekarang ini. Bagi masyarakat hanya 
melihat ini Aceh atau bukan.” – Peserta FGD (laki-
laki) dari Aceh Utara84 

“For me, more local parties is just more confusing.” 
– Housewife from Aceh Utara 

“Bagi saya, makin banyaknya Parlok makin 
membingunkan saja.” – Ibu Rumah Tangga dari 
Aceh Utara85 

“The community here doesn’t understand political 
issues and they don’t get directly involved in 

“Masyarakat di sini tidak mengerti soal politik dan 
masyarakat juga tidak berpolitik langsung.” –

                                                      
82 See interview transcript A.10 
83 See interview transcript B.37 
84 See FGD transcript A.03 
85 See FGD transcript A.01 

Political Naivete and Lack of Information in Rural Areas



  59 

politics either.” – A Village Secretary from Aceh 
Tengah 

Sekdes dari Aceh Tengah86 

 

Most rural people in Aceh are learning about the new political climate through small talk at the 

village coffee shop or informal meetings.  Others may hear partisan campaign information.  What 
stands out from these quotes is the need not just for a careful explanation of the parties, national 

and local, and the differences among them, but also some serious outreach about the political 

process and how their vote counts, the basic mechanics of democracy.  Most people have heard 

that there are local parties, but as the data below shows, for many it simply means GAM or Partai 
Aceh.  At best, voters are choosing “to see if they [the parties] are from Aceh or not.” 

 

Slightly less convincing than the villagers who claim political ignorance are the local officials 

(and higher officials too) who claim political ignorance for them.  The last statement above that 
quotes a village secretary from Aceh Tengah is exemplary of this trend.  He says that the people 

in his community not only understand nothing about politics, but that they never get directly 

involved in politics either.  On first impression, his words may come across as simply patronizing, 

but this is also a legacy of the Suharto era in which the rakyat (the people, the masses, a potent 
populist figure in Sukarno-era political discourse) were systematically stripped of their political 

voice and transformed, some say domesticated, into the less threatening masyarakat (society, 

community) in an effort to extinguish communism (or any other populist discourse, including 

many aspects of Islam) and consolidate Suharto’s military dictatorship. 87 , 88   The idea that 
Indonesia’s underclasses (rural and urban) are uneducated in political thought and incapable of 

political action unless provoked by an instigator has since become entrenched in Indonesian 

government, both in the civil service and especially among the security forces.  This legacy 

makes democratic reform more challenging, a project requiring more than just voter education, 
because some voters are not just uninformed, disinterested, or even disenfranchised but rather 

they have grown accustomed to cynically using their vote for short-term personal gain as one 

surprisingly forthright informant told his interviewer: 

 
“Regarding the political parties, I don’t care if it’s a 
local party or a national party, for me it’s all the 

“Kalau mengenai partai, saya tidak peduli mau 
partai local, mau partai parnas, buat saya sama 

                                                      
86 See interview transcript C.02 
87 For more on the transformation of political discourse under Suharto at the expense of the rakyat, see: 
Siegel, J. T. (1998). A New Criminal Type in Jakarta:  Counter-Revolution Today. Durham, NC, Duke 
University Press.  
88  For more history on the systematic dismantling of civil society participation in political dicourse 
specifically in Aceh during the Suharto regime, see “Part Two:  Aceh Under the New Order” in: Kell, T. 
(1995). The Roots of Acehnese Rebellion, 1989-1992. Ithaca, N.Y., Cornell Modern Indonesia Project 
Southeast Asia Program Cornell University.    
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same.  Later when they sit in the parliament, who 
among them will remember us?  For me, whoever 
gives me money is the one I’ll vote for.  If they 
don’t give money or assistance to me, why should I 
vote?” – Community Member from Aceh Selatan 

saja. Nanti kalau sudah duduk di DPR, mana ingat 
lagi dia sama kita? Buat saya, siapa yang kasih 
uang ke saya itulah yang saya pilih. Kalau tidak 
kasih uang atau bantuan ke saya buat apa saya 
pilih?” – Masyarakat Desa dari Aceh Selatan89 

Among the range of opinions that respondents shared about the new local political parties, many 

were supportive and looked forward to voting for an Acehnese party for the first time.90 

 
“I’d rather vote for a local political party because 
those who are elected later will be from our own 
people.  Even if he is wrong, he is at least one of our 
own.  Whereas if he is not from here, how would 
that be?  Just like those we voted for in the past, 
whether from the New Order government or even 
before the conflict.” – Housewife from Aceh Utara 

“Saya lebih memilih partai lokal, karena orang-
orang yang dipilih nantinya itu berasal dari kita 
sendiri.  Walaupun dia salah, tapi dia orang kita 
sendiri.  Sedangkan jika ia orang luar, bagaimana? 
Seperti yang pernah kita pilih-pilih sebelumnya, 
baik pada pemerintahan Orde Baru sampai dengan 
sebelum pada masa konflik.” – Ibu Rumah Tangga 
dari Aceh Utara91 

In a lively debate among FGD participants, a group of housewives in Aceh Utara apparently felt 

comfortable enough to express opposing political opinions.  The first quote below in support of 

the national parties (and critical of GAM leaders in local government) is from the same 
discussion as the quote above that expresses unequivocal support (right or wrong) for local 

political parties from Aceh.  Perhaps this civil difference of opinion suggests the potential for 

healthy democracy in post-conflict Aceh. 

 
“I’d rather vote for a national political party.  The 
Aceh government’s performance to date has not 
proven any results.  They only sell mere promises.   
Just look at what’s been done by Irwandi and the 
Bupatis that came from GAM before.  They’re all 
‘living beyond their means.’”92– Housewife from 
Aceh Utara 

“Saya lebih pilih partai nasional. Selama ini, apa 
yang sudah diperankan oleh pemerintahan Aceh 
tidak ada buktinya. Mereka hanya mengobralkan 
janji belaka. Lihat saja apa yang dilakukan oleh 
Irwandi, dan Bupati-Bupati yang berasa dar orang 
GAM dahulunya. Semuanya ‘besar pasak dari pada 
tiang.’” – Ibu Rumah Tangga dari Aceh Utara93 

“Officially none of the local political parties are 
here yet except PA.  Some of the national parties 
have approached me.  I myself am more 

“Parlok-parlok secara resmi belum ada disini 
kecuali PA.  Ada juga parnas yang mendekati saya. 
Saya sendiri lebih simpati kepada parnas. Saya 

                                                      
89 See interview transcript B.43 
90 More statements that favor local parties beyond the one quoted here are available in several other 
sections of this report.  
91 See FGD transcript A.01 
92 “Besar kasak dari pada tiang” is an Indonesian proverb that can not be literally translated.  It roughly 
means “expenses that exceed earnings,” and is used to describe someone who enjoys more from life than he 
should be entitled to.  In the case of KPA, the GAM Bupatis and other KPA elites are seen driving new cars 
and using fancy cellphones, and communities wonder what have they done to deserve it and from where do 
they get the funds to buy these things.  
93 See FGD transcript A.01 
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sympathetic to the national parties.  I’ve looked at 
the local parties and there is no democracy there 
yet; the national parties are still better, like PAN.  
The national parties are more solid, the local parties 
are still fighting amongst themselves.  There are 
local parties that make false promises.” – A Village 
Head from Aceh Utara 

melihat parlok belum ada demokrasi, masih lebih 
baik parnas seperti PAN… Parnas lebih solid, 
parlok masih gontok-gontokan. Ada parlok yang 
mengiming-imingi.” – Seorang Keuchik dari Aceh 
Utara94 

 

It is safe to assume that when respondents offer critiques of local political parties, they are usually 
referring to Partai Aceh, GAM’s party, without naming it.  The village head from Aceh Utara 

who refers to the local parties that “are still fighting amongst themselves” is no doubt referring to 

KPA’s internal disputes since the peace agreement, and in particular the feud between Teungku 

Badruddin in Sawang (a sub-district of Aceh Utara) and senior KPA leadership which has 
resulted in more than a year of violence and tension in that region.95 

A lot of respondents, instead of expressing their preference for national parties, were openly 

opposed to the local parties.  Although there are exceptions, in general the groups that have 

historically opposed GAM such as anti-separatist militia groups and FORKAB are also opposed 
to the formation of local parties. The logic that informs their opposition goes back to the peace 

agreement as well.  Local parties are a result of the peace agreement, a controversial concession 

to GAM, and so local parties are forever linked to GAM and Aceh’s conflict history. Not 

surprisingly, most supporters of the provincial secession movements (ALA and ABAS) are also 
opposed to the local political parties.  Ultra-nationalist political parties and institutions such as the 

Indonesian military claim that local parties are the first step toward federalism in Indonesia, a 

politically poisonous concept in national political discourse that automatically conjures up the 

disintegration of the unitary framework of the Indonesian state.  For this reason, they claim that 
the peace agreement is an illegal document.   

 
“We haven’t decided our position yet regarding 
which party to support in next year’s elections.  But 
I feel that it would be impossible for local parties to 
become leaders.  Later if ABAS is formed there 
won’t be anything called local parties anymore.  We 
don’t bow before the Helsinki MOU, that is only for 
Aceh province, just for the 3000 GAM members.  
So we weren’t included in that agreement.  But we 
still support the peace, because the current 
conditions make us better.  We also don’t wish for 
the peace to be disturbed.” – Head of FORKAB and 

“Kami untuk pemilu tahun depan memang belum 
menentukan sikap untuk mendukung partai apa. 
Tapi saya rasa tidak mungkin partai lokal bisa 
menjadi pemimpin. Nanti kalau ABAS sudah 
terbentuk tidak ada lagi itu yang namanya parlok. 
Kami kan tidak tunduk pada MoU Helsinki, itu kan 
hanya untuk propinsi NAD saja, hanya untuk GAM 
yang 3000an saja. Jadikan kami ini tidak termasuk 
dalam perjanjian tersebut. Tapi kami tetap 
mendukung perdamaian ini, karena kondisi ini 
membuat kita lebih baik. Kami juga tidak 

                                                      
94 See interview transcript A.18 
95 See related MSR case study titled “Sawang” 
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the ABAS Provincial Secession Preparation 
Committee in Aceh Barat 

mengharapkan perdamaian ini tidak diusik.” – 
Ketua Forkab dan KP3ABAS di Aceh Barat96 

“None of us support the local parties.  For us those 
local parties are ‘catok-catok cot buya’ (only 
benefitting themselves).  For next year’s elections I 
think that many FORKAB members will vote for 
the Democrat Party, GOLKAR, and Republik 
Party.” – Deputy Head of FORKAB and Head of 
the ABAS Task Force in Aceh Barat 

“Kami tidak ada yang mendukung partai lokal. 
Buat kami partai lokal itu ‘catok-catok cot buya’ 
(hanya menguntungkan dirinya sendiri). Untuk 
pemilu tahun depan saya rasa anggota FORKAB 
banyak yang memilih Partai Demokrat, Golkar dan 
Republikan.” – Wakil Ketua Forkab dan Ketua 
Satgas KP3ABAS di Aceh Barat97 

“Those of us who come from regions outside [of 
Aceh] are still afraid to join with the local parties – 
because the conditions in Aceh are still sensitive 
and dangerous and a new conflict could start at any 
time.” – Wife of a GAM Ex-Combatant in Aceh 
Utara originally from Padang [West Sumatra] 

“Kami yang berasal dari luar daerah masih takut-
takut untuk bergabung dengan Parlok – karena 
kondisi Aceh yang masih sensitive dan rawan yang 
bisa saja terjadi konflik baru sewaktu-waktu” – Istri 
Mantan Kombatan GAM di Aceh Utara yang 
Berasal dari Padang98 

 

The third quote above by the woman from Padang may be representative of formal and informal 

transmigrant communities in Aceh broadly.  Even though she is the wife of a GAM ex-combatant, 
she expresses reservations about the local parties, unsure what might happen if they win the 2009 

elections, and how it may affect the ongoing peace process, or even her status in Aceh. 

In places where GAM had more strength during the conflict, where its ideology and grass roots 

support were strongest, one often encounters among ex-combatants and other ardent supporters of 

the former independence movement a sense of entitlement for Partai Aceh (PA) in the upcoming 
elections: 

 
“When were those local political parties born?  
Where were they during the conflict?  Who are their 
fathers?  In my opinion, apart from PA [Partai 
Aceh], none of the other local parties are fit to 
govern Aceh.  Let the Acehnese govern Aceh, 
whatever happens.  Because we are all from Aceh.” 
– Former GAM Combatant from Aceh Timur 

“Kapan parlok-parlok itu lahir? Dimana mereka 
saat konflik? Siapa ayah-ayah mereka? Bagi saya 
selain PA [Partai Aceh], yang lain tidak layak 
memerintah Aceh. Biar orang Aceh yang 
memerintah Aceh, apapun yang terjadi. Karena kita 
sama-sama berasal dari Aceh.” – Mantan 
Kombatan GAM dari Aceh Timur99 

“Some people in the community think that the local 
parties (other than PA) are just people who are 
taking advantage of the situation in Aceh…  In the 
[Acehnese], KPA calls them ‘awak yang sampoh 
darah parang kamoe’ (the people who clean the 
blood on our weapons).  On this matter, the people 
already know in principle which party and which 
people rightly deserve their vote… So for the 
people, the parties and candidates they vote for 
depends a lot on how much the parties and 

“Ada sebagian masyarakat berpandangan bahwa 
adanya parlok (selain dari PA) hanya sebagai 
orang-orang yang mengambil keuntungan dari 
situasi Aceh… Dalam bahasa orang-orang KPA 
‘awak yang sampoh darah parang kamoe’ (Orang 
yang membersihkan darah di senjata kami). Dalam 
hal ini masyarakat pada prinsipnya sudah 
mengetahui partai dan orang-orang mana saja yang 
sepatutnya dijadikan pilihan… Jadi bagi 
masyarakat, adanya partai-partai dan calon-calon 

                                                      
96 See interview transcript B.26 
97 See interview transcript B.30 
98 See interview transcript A.03 
99 See interview transcript A.09 
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candidates were involved in the struggle for Aceh. – 
Anggota KPA dari Aceh Utara. 

yang ditawarkan sangat tergantung sejauhmana 
partai dan calon-calon tersebut memperjuangkan 
Aceh. – Anggota KPA dari Aceh Utara100 

“Only two of the local parties have the right to the 
Acehnese people’s support, SIRA and PA.101  SIRA 
fought through the political process without arms.”   
– Former GAM Combatant from Aceh Utara, now a 
Contractor 

“Hanya dua parlok yang berhak didukung oleh 
rakyat Aceh, SIRA dan PA. SIRA berjuang melalui 
politik tanpa adanya angkatan bersenjata.” – 
Mantan Kombatan GAM dari Aceh Utara, Kini 
Menjadi Kontraktor102 

“I hope that PA will win.  We have felt the 
bitterness of the struggle in the jungles.  We hope 
that PA will totally win.  It would be hard to 
imagine if Aceh was held by people from outside of 
Aceh or a national party.” – Former Commander of 
GAM Batallion Forces in Aceh Utara. 

“Saya berharap PA dapat menang. Kami sudah 
merasakan pahitnya berjuang di hutan. Kami 
berharap PA dapat menang total. Sulit 
membayangkan jika Aceh dipegang oleh orang luar 
Aceh atau partai nasional.” – Mantan Komandan 
Batalion TNA-GAM dari Aceh Utara103 

  

Some Partai Aceh members believe that since none of the other local parties could ever have 

existed without GAM’s struggle during the conflict and GAM’s negotiations with the Indonesian 

government toward a peace agreement, they are merely taking advantage of Aceh’s new political 
climate in whose emergence they played no part.  PA is therefore more entitled than other local 

parties to contest (and win) the elections.  These are the sentiments that lead other civil society 

groups in Aceh to accuse PA of arrogance, the kind of arrogance that leads to obstructive actions 

against both national parties and other local parties.  These sentiments also lend credence, 
whether true or not, to the positions held by groups opposed to local parties altogether that equate 

local parties to former GAM only who are willing to seize political authority by less than 

democratic means and with hidden intentions to pursue independence through the political 

process once they control the provincial and district legislative assemblies in Aceh. 

Many people agree that Partai Aceh is likely to win the legislative elections in April 2009 at the 
provincial level and in many of the district level elections.  The World Bank’s October-November 

2008 Aceh Conflict Monitoring Update (ACMU) reports on a recent political phenomenon in 

Aceh called lompat pagar, or fence jumping, which refers to current members of the provincial 

and district assemblies defecting from one party to the other.  Fence jumpers are “typically 
members of dominant national parties who defect to smaller national or local parties.”104  An 
                                                      
100 See FGD transcript A.03 
101 SIRA (Sentral Informasi Referendum Aceh) was a civil society group composed largely of university 
student activists that formed in early 1999 and advocated for a referendum in Aceh to determine whether 
Aceh should become independent from Indonesia (similar to East Timor’s referendum).  In 2008, SIRA 
emerged again as one of Aceh’s six recognized local parties, Partai SIRA (Partai Suara Independen Rakyat 
Aceh), the Aceh People’s Independent Voice Party.  
102 See interview transcript A.02 
103 See interview transcript A.04 
104  See ACMU bulletin from October-November 2008. All ACMU reports are available at:  
http://www.conflictanddevelopment.org 
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instructor from an Islamic boarding school (guru dayah) in Aceh Utara, a graduate from Syiah 

Kuala University in Banda Aceh, explained to MSR interviewers why he switched his party 

membership from PAN (Partai Amanat Nasional, a national party) to Partai Aceh and is now 
running for political office: 

 
“I am a legislative candidate for PA [Partai Aceh].  
One reason among others why I joined with PA is 
because the MOU is a contract between GAM and 
the Indonesian government.  If PA loses then it’s 
possible that this contract will not be realized.  I 
also hope that by joining, PA will no longer take 
extremist positions.  I used to be a volunteer cadre 
for PAN.  I’m not interested in the other local 
parties because they are not tied to the peace 
agreement with the Indonesian government even 
though their concepts may be good.  Almost all the 
villages around here make up PA’s political base.  
It’s unclear if the people’s support is sincere, they 
might want to avoid problems later on.” – Instructor 
from an Islamic boarding school in Aceh Utara who 
is now a Partai Aceh legislative candidate. 

“Saya adalah caleg PA. Alasan saya bergabung 
dengan PA karena antara lain bahwa MoU adalah 
kontrak antara GAM dan RI. Jika PA kalah maka 
bisa jadi kontrak tidak akan terealisir. Juga semoga 
dengan masuknya saya maka PA tidak akan ekstrim 
lagi. Dulu saya adalah kader PAN. Saya dengan 
parlok lain tidak tertarik karena mereka tidak 
terikat perjanjian kontrak dengan RI. Walaupun 
dari segi konsep bisa saja mereka bagus. Hampir 
semua kampung disekitar sini merupakan basis PA. 
Belum tentu masyarakat ikhlas, mereka tidak mau 
bermasalah nantinya.” – Guru Dayah dari Aceh 
Utara yang kini menjadi Caleg Partai Aceh105 

 

While this respondent’s switch from PAN to PA may seem like low-level political opportunism, 

his explanation also claims that PA has an exclusive right to govern Aceh since they represent the 
interests of the GAM signatories in the peace agreement.  As explained above, extreme partisan 

supporters both for and against PA have expressed this idea, but apparently non-partisan 

observers believe it as well, and are taking advantage of this prevailing perception.   

 
Fence-jumping trend is not without controversy; the ACMU reports that it contributed to one 

third of elections-related conflicts in the two-month period of October and November 2008.  The 

report goes on to explain that in spite of such violence, fence jumping continues because it 

benefits both the politicians who defect and the parties that accept them, but at the expense of 
voters who choose smaller or local parties in order to change the status quo: 

 
This spate of defections is explained both by the hope of securing a higher rank on a 

smaller party’s list, and also by the fact that traditional parties, widely associated with the 

poor governance and the lack of socio-economic progress during the conflict era, are 

expected to suffer heavy losses next year. While the old elite hopes to stay in power by 

adopting new colors, smaller parties welcome them for reasons of self-interest: “fence-

jumpers” bring with them valuable political connections, funds and name-recognition.  

                                                      
105 See interview transcript A.20 
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Such opportunistic behavior amongst the political elite, including those in newly formed 

local political parties, reflects a real weakness in Acehnese politics. If the same political 

elite maintain power, albeit under different party banners, trust in the benefits of the 

peace process may be undermined as high expectations for change will go unmet.106 

A military officer from a local base (Koramil) in Aceh Timur sent the following text message 

(SMS) to village heads in the neighboring sub-districts, but the village head who showed the 

message to MSR interviewers could not tell if the officer who sent the message composed it 
himself or if he was simply forwarding it from another source: 

 
“Be careful, KPA has begun to listing community 
members as members of the GAM party by filling 
in blank GAM party forms.  KPA’s data collection 
methods are not so different than those used by the 
Indonesian Community Party in the past.  People 
should not be seduced by KPA’s deception; it could 
be a trap, but if people want to then feel free to fill 
in the forms completely.  Share this SMS widely 
with your family, neighbors in your community, 
friends, etc., so that people in the community are not 
deceived, and become victims like those caught up 
in the PKI’s September 30th Movement rebellion in 
1965.” – SMS text message sent to a village head in 
Aceh Timur. 

“Hati-hati, KPA sudah mulai mendata masyarakat 
menjadi anggota partai GAM melalui pengisian 
blanko partai GAM. Pendataan yang dilakukan oleh 
KPA tidak jauh beda dengan pendataan yang 
dilakukan oleh Partai Komunis Indonesia pada 
masa lalu. Masyarakat jangan tergoda tipuan KPA, 
bisa terperangkap tetapi bila masyarakat 
menginginkan silahkan diisi selengkap-lengkapnya. 
SMS ini agar disebarluaskan kepada keluarga, 
famili, tetangga dilingkungan, kerabat, dll, supaya 
masyarakat tidak tertipu, dan menjadi korban 
seperti masa pemberontakan G.30.S/PKI pada 
tahun 1965.” – SMS yang dikirimkan kepada 
seorang keuchik di Aceh Timur107 

 

The message is more than just a warning against unwittingly becoming members of a political 
party for which they did not knowingly sign up; the message is a thinly veiled threat suggesting 

that the fate of GAM party members may resemble the fate of communists in 1965 who were 

massacred in the hundreds of thousands, if not millions, across Indonesia. 

 
Rumors are interesting not for determining their basis in questionable and sensational fact, but for 

the way that they spread (or not) with viral rapidity through a community of people.  The success 

of rumors depends on whether or not they can tap into and exploit a community’s perceptions of 

uncertainty, insecurity, or danger in their midst.  The upcoming elections in Aceh, where local 
parties are competing against national parties for the first time as a direct result of the peace 

agreement between GAM and the Indonesian government, are rife with speculation and 

uncertainty about their outcome.  MSR researchers heard about several different kinds of rumor 

and intrigue: 

                                                      
106 See ACMU bulletin from October-November 2008, page 5 
107 See interview transcript A.05 
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“As we approach the upcoming elections, we’ve 
recently seen the emergence and growth of 
irresponsible rumors.  For example, a rumor that is 
spreading says that there are some regions in Aceh 
that have been claimed by one party by declaring it 
their own, and that other parties are not permitted to 
come and campaign in those regions.  I’ve heard 
that rumor here and in my opinion that is a violation 
of the peace agreement that can lead to a new 
conflict.  The people don’t know whether it’s 
merely a political trick or not.” – Male FGD 
participant from Aceh Utara. 

“Menghadapi pemilu ke depan juga, sekarang ini 
sudah terlihat adanya isu-isu yang berkembang dan 
tidak bertanggung jawab. Sebagai contoh isu yang 
berkembang bahwa ada daerah-daerah di Aceh 
yang sudah di klaim oleh suatu partai dengan 
mengatakan itu daerahnya, dan bagi partai yang 
lain tidak dikenankan untuk masuk dan 
berkampanye di daerah tersebut. Saya mendengar 
isu itu di sini, dan menurut saya itu menyalahi 
perdamaian dan bisa menimbulkan konflik baru. 
Masyarakat juga tidak mengetahui apakah itu 
hanya trik politik atau bukan.” – Peserta FGD 
(laki-laki) dari Aceh Utara108 

“One of the local parties in Aceh Tengah was 
infiltrated by two agents from the national 
intelligence agency (BIN) and now they have 
switched to another local party.  Members of that 
first party said that those two intelligence agents 
attended the party’s first congress in Banda Aceh, 
where there was a case of food poisoning and nearly 
all participants and the organizing committee got 
sick, but the two agents representing the Aceh 
Tengah branch of the party were the only ones who 
didn’t get sick.” – Local party activist in Takengon, 
Aceh Tengah 

“Salah satu parlok di Aceh Tengah pernah disusupi 
intel BIN dua orang dan kini beralih ke parlok lain. 
Menurut mereka, kedua intel itu, juga turut hadir 
ketika kongres parlok itu pertama di Banda Aceh 
yang pernah terkena kasus keracunan makanan dan 
hampir semua peserta dan panitia mengalami 
keracunan, namun kedua intel itu yang mewakili 
parlok itu Aceh Tengah, hanya keduanya tidak 
keracunan.” – Aktivis partai lokal di Takengon, 
Aceh Tengah109 

“Partai Aceh has a mission to take over the 
parliament and if they can control the parliament 
then Aceh will become independent.” – Anti-
separatist group member from Aceh Tengah 

“PA mempunyai misi untuk menguasai parlemen, 
dan kalau parlemen sudah bisa dikuasai kemudian 
Aceh akan merdeka.” – Seorang anggota kelompok 
anti-separatis dari Aceh Tengah110 

 

Rumors about nefarious political tricks, infiltration by spies, and secret missions revive and 

capitalize upon the fears of a population traumatized by years of conflict and poisoned by 
mistrust.  Since stories like these were all too common during the conflict, the current rumors 

surrounding the new local political parties and the upcoming elections are within the realm of 

personal experience for the people who hear them and pass them on.  It is important to pay 

attention to where rumors prevail and how communities perceive them as a qualitative gauge of 
what concerns people most as the elections approach and of post-conflict recovery in general. 

Rian is a Gayo anti-separatist from Bener Meriah and currently lives in Takengon in the 
neighboring highland district of Aceh Tengah where he works at the bus terminal and helps a 
local NGO document conflict-era human rights abuses in a nearby sub-district.111  He is quoted 

                                                      
108 See FGD transcript A.03 
109 See interview transcript C.04 
110 See interview transcript C.12 
111 “Rian” (not his real name) has a complicated personal history with the conflict in Aceh and he is 
profiled extensively in two other MSR case studies titled “Anti-Separatist Groups in Aceh” and “Ex-

Box 1:  The Rumor Process, or What Happens When Partai Aceh Declares Independence 
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above telling his interviewer about a common rumor that anti-GAM activists often tell each other, 
a rumor that reflects their worst fears:  “Partai Aceh has a mission to take over the parliament and 
if they can control the parliament then Aceh will become independent.”   
 
Rumors prevail in social spaces where a community living in uncertain conditions shares a 
common set of concerns or insecurities.  Rian’s compelling interview with MSR researchers 
provides a window into an imaginative process at the individual level that certainly helps propel 
rumors from one person to the next.  Here is Rian’s extemporaneous digression about the 
consequences of a Partai Aceh victory in the upcoming elections: 
 
“Partai Aceh has a mission to take over the 
parliament and if they can control the parliament 
then Aceh will become independent. 
 
If Aceh is independent, then NATO’s aircraft carrier 
will be standing by in Aceh’s waters, ready at a 
moment’s notice to secure Aceh from attack by the 
Indonesians who don’t want Aceh to be free from 
the unitary state of Indonesia. 
 
But in my opinion, if NATO succeeds in assisting 
Aceh’s liberation, Aceh will become the second 
East Timor; only four Acehnese will be left alive, 
the rest of them will be dead from conflict and war, 
and then Aceh all by itself will be taken over by the 
West. 
 
Personally I disagree with the mission of local 
parties like that, those with the scent of separatism, 
because I was educated based on the nationalist 
ideology (Pancasila) held by my parents and 
throughout my surroundings.  My father was in the 
TNI, and I was raised in the barracks, and until now 
I have never had any separatist throughts, even 
though during the conflict I was once captured and 
tortured (almost until death) by the TNI because 
they accused me of being involved with GAM, 
whereas my younger brother was killed at the hands 
of GAM simply because he was considered the son 
of Pa’I (TNI)112, because my father is a retired TNI 
soldier.” 

“PA mempunyai misi untuk menguasai parlemen, 
dan kalau parlemen sudah bisa dikuasai kemudian 
Aceh akan merdeka. 
 
Kalau sudah merdeka nanti kapal induk NATO 
sudah berjaga-jaga di perairan Aceh, siap siaga 
mengamankan Aceh dari serangan RI yang tidak 
ingin Aceh lepas dari NKRI.” 
 
Tapi menurut pendapat saya, kalau NATO itu 
berhasil membantu memerdekakan Aceh, Aceh akan 
menjadi Timtim kedua, orang Aceh nanti hanya 
tinggal 4 orang (yang masih hidup), selebihnya 
sudah meninggal akibat konflik dan perang, dan 
Aceh dengan sendirinya akan diambil alih oleh 
Barat. 
 
Secara pribadi saya tidak setuju dengan misi parlok 
yang seperti itu, yang berbau separatis karena saya 
dididik berdasarkan ideologi nasionalis (Pancasila) 
oleh lingkungan dan orang tua. Ayah saya seorang 
anggota TNI, dan dibesarkan di asrama, dan 
sampai sekarang pun tidak punya pikiran-pikiran 
separatis, meskipun ketika masa konflik saya 
pernah ditangkap dan dianiaya (hampir meninggal) 
oleh TNI karena tuduhan terlibat GAM, sedangkan 
adik saya tewas di tangan GAM hanya karena 
dianggap anak ‘Pa’I’ (TNI), karena ayah saya 
pensiunan TNI.” 

 
Rian has a wild imagination, and yet the component parts of his apocalyptic stream-of-

consciousness narrative each have their basis in small truths.  The NATO ship recalls the United 

                                                                                                                                                              
Political Prisoners in Aceh Three Years After the Peace Agreement.”  The data on Rian used for all three 
case studies in which he appears are all drawn from interview transcript C.12 
112 Pa’I is Acehnese slang for TNI soldiers, but is a term that goes back to the colonial era, what Acehnese 
resistance fighters against the Dutch called the native soldiers from other parts of the colony (such as 
Ambon) that the Dutch conscripted and sent to Aceh to help put down the resistance.  The term is likely a 
shortened form of the term sipahi, the named used for Indian conscripts into the English imperial army, 
which has a negative insulting connotation. 
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States ship, the Abraham Lincoln, which sat in Indonesian waters off the coast of Aceh Barat 

right after the tsunami, an imposing image for the TNI and other anti-separatists at a time before 

the peace agreement was signed.  The scorched earth policy that TNI used in East Timor after 
their referendum for independence makes the possibility of a similar response in Aceh all too 

possible should Partai Aceh somehow succeed in declaring independence from Indonesia after 

they take seats in the provincial legislature.  An independent Aceh falling pathetically under the 

sphere of Western influence recalls East Timor’s dependence of foreign assistance ever since 
their independence.  Rian’s worst fears are realized in frightening detail, fueled no doubt by his 

own past traumatic experiences during the conflict, which his imagination inevitably brings him 

back to as the consequences of Partai Aceh’s rumored ambitions are complete.  Using Rian as an 

exemplary starting point, imagine entire communities throughout Aceh that have lived through 
their own traumatic versions of the conflict, each with their own fearful scenarios that feed back 

into the community and spiral wildly into terrifying futures, scenarios that are set up, for instance, 

by the uncertainties posed by the upcoming elections and the new parties contesting them, and it 

only takes a rumor to trigger that response. 

 
“a young child gathers rattan in 
the mountains of Meuruedu / find 
the best to make a basket / now it 
is almost election season / it is 
time to choose a throne for the 
king / head over there to gam’s 
party / have no doubts my brother 
/ whoever does not choose the 
descendents of Acehnese kings / 

“anak kecil memotong rotan di 
gunung Meuruedu / pilih yang 
bagus untuk membuat keranjang / 
sekarang hampir masa pemilu / 
saatnya  memilih bangku untuk 
sang raja / ke partai gam kesana 
menuju / janganlah ragu wahai 
saudara / siapa yang tidak 
memilih milik endatu / pindah 

“si nyak koh awe dig le 
Meuruedu, pileh yang sulu 
peugot keu raga / jino karap troh 
wate pemilu / jak pileh bangku 
bak neuduk raja / ubak partai 
gam keunan neu tuju / bek ragu-
ragu wahe syedara / so nyang 
han pileh atra indatu / beudoh jak 
pap ku keudeh u jawa / bek le di 

Box 2:  Campaigning by Text Message 
The section about rumors that surround the new political parties in Aceh begins with an SMS text 
message, sent from a military officer’s cellphone, and intended for wide circulation among 
communities throughout Aceh.  The goal of the message was to encourage Acehnese 
communities to think twice before voting for GAM’s new political party, Partai Aceh, in the 
upcoming legislative elections by comparing Partai Aceh’s activities to the methods supposedly 
once used by the long-demonized Indonesian Communist Party of the 1960s.  The SMS implicitly 
threatens Partai Aceh supporters with the kind of massacre that was used to slaughter and 
extinguish Indonesian communists long ago.   
 
As a cheap and widely available communication technology, the SMS is an effective campaign 
tool that nowadays can penetrate into most rural communities throughout Aceh.  The medium 
also allows for anonymity, and so SMS are routinely used to safely threaten and terrorize 
individuals and communities from a distance.  For example, as the 2009 elections approach 
FORKAB members are heavily pressured to vote for Partai Aceh.  Poetic text messages in 
Acehnese language are sent by cellphone with unspeakably rude metaphors and not-so-veiled 
threats: 
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just move to Java / no need to 
stay anymore in Aceh / just get 
the fuck out of here”113 

saja ke Jawa / jangan lagi tinggal 
di Aceh / pergi saja keluar 
sana”114 

Aceh sino meu sue-sue / jak 
sawak iku teubit u luwa”115 

 

Not to be outdone, FORKAB registers their disappointment with Partai Aceh’s leaders over the 
past few years with a text message of their own, also widely distributed: 

 
“In the year 2000 we ran away, 
fearful of police and soldier’s 
weapons.  In the year 2004 the 
tsunami came, Allah’s judgement 
that brought enormous water.  In 
the year 2006 there was no more 
fighting.  In the year 2007 we 
inaugurated new kings.  In the 
year 2008 they fought amongst 
themselves.  The leaders of the 
land forgot to compensate their 
people’s service. Nobody cares 
about the victims of shootings, 
nor does anybody care about the 
widows. The aristocrats and 
district leaders are busy with the 
Kijang Innova luxury vans.  In 
the year 2009 we choose the 
people’s representatives, and 
again they bring us promises on a 
heavenly wind.  Those promised 
a car will get a bicycle.  Those 
promised a coffee will get 
poisoned!!  Congratulations to the 
leaders of this land!” 

“Tahun 2000 melarikan diri 
karena takut senjata polisi dan 
tentara.  Tahun 2004 datang 
tsunami, hukuman dari Allah 
yang mendatangkan air besar.  
Tahun 2006 tak lagi ribut-ribut.  
Tahun 2007 berganti raja.  Tahun 
2008 ribut sendiri-sendiri.  
Pemimpin negeri lupa membalas 
jasa.  Yang terkena tembak tidak 
ada yang peduli, yang hilang 
suami juga tidak ada yang peduli.  
Si uleebalang dan kepala sagoe 
sibuk dengan mobil Kijang 
Innova.  Tahun 2009 pilih lagi 
wakil rakyat, dibawa lagi janji 
angin surga.  Yang janji mobil 
dapatnya sepeda, yang janji kopi 
dapatnya racun!!  Selamat 
kepada pemimpin negeri!” 

“Thon 2000 payah plung U gle 
takot ke beude polisi teuntra. 
Thon 2004 teuka tsunami, bala 
Allah bri die k ie beuna.  Thon 
2006 hana lee kiroeh, bak 2007 
meugantoe raja.  Thon 2008 karu 
sabee keu droe-droe, peumimpin 
nanggroe tuwoe keu jasa.  Yang 
keunong beudee hana sopako, 
yang gadoh lako hanaso kira.  Di 
Ulee balang ngon peutua sagoe, 
gadoeh ngon moto Kijang 
Innova.  Thon 2009 pileeh lom 
waki, di balom janji angen 
syuruga, yang janji moto 
meuteumee gari, yang janji kupi 
meuteumee tuba!!  Selamat 
kepada pemimpin nanggroe!”116 

 
Messages like these do not typically appear in the mass media or in analyst reports about the post-

conflict politics in Aceh as they relate to the upcoming elections in April 2009.  Text messages 

about the elections spread rumors and threats; campaign promises and political slander; poetry 

and invective; all across Aceh, and yet they are ephemeral documents transmitted across cell 
phone networks that can easily escape the archives that will someday bear historic witness to this 

latest and momentous chapter in Aceh’s transition to peace.  

                                                      
113 While not a direct translation, “get the fuck out of here” does capture the sense of an incredibly 
inappropriate insult and threat contained in “jak sawak iku” 
114 These Bahasa Indonesia and English translations do not always reflect the rude and angry tone contained 
in some of the Acehnese idioms to the right. 
115 See interview transcript B.21 
116 SMS from Nasir Lado, Head of FORKAB, sent directly to an MSR researcher’s cellphone. 
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Local Political Parties in the Central Highlands 
It bears repeating the words of a village secretary in Aceh Tengah quoted above:  “The 

community here doesn’t understand political issues and they don’t get directly involved in 
politics either.”  Another community leader in Bener Meriah was quoted making an absolute 

categorical distinction:  “the people do not understand local political parties, they only understand 

the national political parties” (“masyarakat tidak paham dengan parlok, mereka hanya mengerti 

dengan partai pasional”).117  As noted in other MSR case studies, the Central Highlands presents 
a unique set of post-conflict conditions compared with coastal areas, not least because of its 

heterogeneous ethnic diversity but also because of the complicating element posed by anti-

separatist militia groups which exercised a powerful and violent grip over remote highland 

communities during the conflict and into the present.  MSR researchers working in the Central 
Highland districts of Bener Meriah and Aceh Tengah discovered that local communities there felt 

far less comfortable discussing aspects of the peace process in Aceh compared to the relatively 

open conversations they had with local communities in the lowland districts of the province.  

Community silence and an active maintenance of conflict tensions in the highlands make it easier 
for local leaders to speak on their behalf.  What is most likely fear of politics gets translated as 

political naivete and an appropriate unwillingness to get involved because in the view of their 

leaders, they probably should not be rocking the boat anyway. 

 
Under these conditions, local political parties are finding it a difficult challenge to establish and 

socialize their political agendas in the central highland districts of Aceh.  Local parties are widely 

regarded among political elites and security forces in the highlands as an uninvited political 

experiment, and efforts are underway to ensure that they do not succeed.  Local party activities 
are greeted with threats and unrealistic regulations designed to shut down their work.  As noted 

above, particularly in the paranoid ramblings of Rian in Box 1, opponents of local parties 

consider their work to be an extension of the conflict, strongly identified with GAM, with an 

agenda to pursue Acehnese independence through the political process.  Supporters of ALA, like 
the ABAS supporter quoted below, do not expect local parties to exist in their new province 

because ALA, if realized, will not be obligated to follow the terms of the Helsinki peace 

agreement.  In turn, local communities caught in this provocative atmosphere, choose to protect 

themselves and secure their safety by staying out of political discussions.  When MSR 
interviewers interviewed a local human rights activist in Takengon, he admitted realistically: 

 
“In my estimation, the local parties won’t win in 
Aceh Tengah.  For example, when GAM still 

“Menurut pemantauan saya, parlok tidak akan 
menang di Aceh Tengah. Contoh, dulu ketika GAM 

                                                      
117 See interview transcript C.08 
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existed [before Partai Aceh was formed] and there 
were the regional elections [in late 2006], the only 
districts where GAM candidates lost were Aceh 
Tengah and Bener Meriah.” – Head of SPKP 
(Solidarity Association for Victims of Human 
Rights Violations), Aceh Tengah 

masih eksis dan berlangsungnya pilkada, hanya di 
Aceh Tengah dan Bener Meriah yang tidak 
dimenangkan oleh kontestan dari GAM” – Ketua 
SPKP (Solidaritas Persaudaraan Korban 
Pelanggaran HAM), Aceh Tengah118 

 

The following three sections describe the challenges faced by three different supporters of local 

political parties in the central highlands:  two local party activists, one man and one women, and a 
GAM ex-combatant, respectively.  They describe pressure and obstruction by both government 

and military officials for conducting activities that the local parties take for granted in the coastal 

towns.  They also describe some of their outreach activities into the community. 

 
“One of the local parties in Aceh Tengah was 
intimidated by a certain official in the district 
government because he accused them of bringing 
Communist thinking.  Additionally, there was 
pressure from the chief of district police, requiring 
them to file their [candidate’s] SKCK [police 
records information letter] at the provincial police 
headquarters [in Banda Aceh], even though they 
were filing the SKCK for a legislative candidate at 
the district level only. 
 
Another time, one of the local party offices at the 
sub-district level was interrogated by the local 
military officer, they were asking the local party to 
report to their office and ordered them to lower their 
flag.  The reason he gave was that local security 
would not be able to guarantee local party official’s 
security if anything should happen to them.  ‘Have 
you reported to Koramil [the local military base],’ 
he asked, ‘because the people here do not like the 
local political parties, so if anything happens, who 
will take responsibility for it?’  
 
Talking about the concept of democracy, now there 
is no democracy in Indonesia.  It’s only the 
government’s manipulation of the people.  
Democracy is based on the aspirations of the 
people, not the will of powerful/government.  
Governance and democracy have their roots in 
village communities as their main strength.  Our 
party is trying to socialize this understanding of 
democracy and also revive customary elements of 
village society.” – Local Political Party Leader 

“Salah satu partai lokal di Aceh Tengah pernah 
diintimidasi oknum pejabat Pejabat Pemda karena 
dituduh membawa pemikiran komunis, ditambah 
lagi adanya tekanan dari Polres setempat yang 
mengharuskan mengurus SKCK [surat keterangan 
catatan kepolisian] ke Polda NAD, padahal hanya 
untuk SKCK caleg di tingkat Kabupaten. 
 
Pernah juga, salah satu kantor partainya di tingkat 
kecamatan di tanyai oleh Danramil setempat, 
mereka meminta pihak parlok melapor ke kantor 
dan menyuruh penurunan bendera partai. Dengan 
alasan pihak keamanan tidak menjamin ketika 
terjadi sesuatu terhadap mereka. ‘Sudah lapor ke 
Koramil, soalnya disini masyarakat tidak suka 
parlok, kalau diapa-apain, siapa yang bertanggung 
jawab?’ 
 
Berbicara tentang konsep demokrasi, sekarang 
tidak ada demokrasi di Indonesia. Itu hanyalah 
manipulasi pemerintah terhadap rakyat. Demokrasi 
itu adalah berdasarkan aspirasi rakyat, bukan 
kehendak penguasa/pemerintah. Pemerintahan dan 
demokrasi berakar dari masyarakat desa sebagai 
kekuatan utama.  Partai kami mencoba 
mensosialisasikan pemahaman tentang demokrasi 
serta menghidupkan kembali unsur-unsur adat yang 
ada di desa.” – Tokoh Parlok (laki-laki) dari Aceh 
Tengah119 

                                                      
118 See interview transcript C.06 
119 See interview transcript C.04 

Local Party Activist #1 in Aceh Tengah
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(male) from Aceh Tengah 

 
“Certain legislative candidates from the national 
political parties are spreading rumors, ranting on 
and on saying that the local political parties are 
illegal and must be erased.  They often speaking ill 
of the local parties. 
 
Regarding political education for women in Aceh 
Tengah, our party recently held a seminar meeting 
about political literacy for the legislative candidates 
and the community (men and women), and 50 
people attended.  In the future, we plan to hold a 
seminar or training program about democracy 
especially for women. 
 
Our party has already made preparations in 
anticipation of the coming elections.  One of our 
campain agendas is a socialization program, 
democracy education for the community.  Our 
campaign is through programs, not with money. 
 
If we look closely, the local women’s NGOs in 
Aceh Tengah aren’t effective, they have no 
activities that can be taken advantage of by the 
community.  Here there is no women’s solidarity 
NGO like in Bener Meriah. 
 
If you go to the Aceh Tengah district government 
and ask for their data about women’s activities here, 
they might have a lot of data and various kinds of 
activities for women.  But you can’t trust that data, 
it’s all fictive.” – Local Political Party Leader 
(female) from Aceh Tengah 

“Ada isu-isu yang digembar-gemborkan oleh 
oknum caleg Parnas, bahwa Parlok itu tidak sah 
dan harus dihapuskan. Mereka sering menjelek-
jelekkan Parlok. 
 
Tentang pendidikan politik bagi kaum perempuan di 
Aceh Tengah, baru-baru ini partai kami menggelar 
seminar (pertemuan) tentang pendidikan politik 
bagi para caleg dan masyarakat (laki-laki dan 
perempuan), yang hadir sekitar 50 orang. Rencana 
kami ke depan, mau mengadakan acara 
seminar/pelatihan tentang demokrasi khusus bagi 
kaum perempuan. 
 
Partai kami sudah melakukan persiapan untuk 
menghadapi pemilu mendatang. Salah satu agenda 
kampanye kami adalah sosialisasi program, yaitu 
pendidikan demokrasi bagi masyarakat. Jadi kami 
kampanye melalui program, bukan dengan uang.   
 
Kalau kita perhatikan, LSM perempuan lokal di 
Aceh Tengah ini tidak efektif, tidak ada kegiatan 
mereka yang dapat dimanfaatkan oleh masyarakat. 
Di sini juga tidak ada LSM SP (Solidaritas 
Perempuan) seperti di Bener Meriah. 
 
Kalau anda ke Pemda Aceh Tengah, mengambil 
data tentang kegiatan-kegiatan kaum perempuan di 
sini mungkin datanya banyak dan kegiatan 
perempuannya berbagai macam. Tapi data itu tidak 
bisa dipercaya, itu hanya fiktif belaka.” – Tokoh 
Parlok (perempuan) dari Aceh Tengah 120 

 
“Down along the coast, KPA and the district 
governments get along harmoniously, they can 
pressure the disordered elements of the government.  
The KPA leaders here are still very young, and the 
KPA leaders from the coast are surprised and do not 
trust us, because we joined and went into the 
mountains at a very young age, quite different from 
the coastal areas where the commanders all have 
gray hair. 
 
We don’t pay attention to the rumors that insult 
KPA, that’s normal so we just leave it alone 

“Kalau di Pesisir KPA dan Pemda harmonis, 
mereka bisa menekan unsur-unsur pemerintah yang 
tidak beres.  Usia para pengurus KPA disini masih 
sangat muda, sehingga KPA pesisir heran dan tidak 
percaya, karena kami naik gunung dalam usia yang 
masih sangat muda berbeda dengan di pesisir yang 
komandannya sudah ubanan. 
 
Kami tidak mau menanggapi isu yang menjelekkan 
KPA, itu sudah biasa dan biar saja begitu lagipula 
sulit untuk itu karena banyak pihak anti KPA.  
Kalau saya bertemu dan ikut pertemuan dengan 

                                                      
120 See interview transcript C.33 

Local Party Activist #2 in Aceh Tengah

GAM Ex-Combatant, Partai Aceh Supporter, in Bener Meriah
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especially because there are a lot of groups up here 
that are against KPA.  If I meet with and join 
meetings with KPA from other regions, they often 
criticize us here, they tell us that we are weak and 
can’t achieve much.  But then I answer them, if I 
was a leader down on the coast and you were in 
Bener Meriah, the situation would be the same.  It’s 
all because the local government and their cronies 
hate KPA here. 
 
The Partai Aceh office is getting undermined in 
different ways and its permission to exist is in 
doubt, the incorporation documents are questioned 
all kinds of ways.  They asked us to reduce the party 
flags; we’re not allowed to have a lot for all kinds of 
reasons.  Once we planned to put up flags along 300 
meters of road, but it was criticized and no 
permitted, even though this is the campaign season 
and there is no prohibition against things like that.” 
– KPA Leader from Bener Meriah 

KPA daerah lain, mereka sering mengkritik KPA di 
sini lemah dan tidak bisa berbuat banyak. 
Kemudian saya menjawab, kalau saya yang 
memimpin di pesisir dan anda yang di Bener 
Meriah, nasibnya akan sama. Itu semua karena 
pemda dan antek-anteknya benci dengan KPA 
disini. 
 
Partai Aceh saja kantornya sering digerogoti 
macam-macam dan diragukan izinnya, akte 
pendiriannya dipersoalkan macam-macam. Umbul 
partai juga diminta dikurangi, tidak boleh banyak 
dengan alasan bermacam-macam. Pernah pihaknya 
berencana memasang umbul-umbul sepanjang 300 
meter, tapi dikecam dan tidak diperbolehkan, 
padahal ini masa kampanye dan tidak ada larangan 
untuk hal seperti itu.” – Tokoh KPA dari Bener 
Meriah121 

Challenges to Socialization of New Local Political Parties 
The national parties, and especially ultra-nationalist groups such as the military, are having a hard 

time adjusting to the reality of local political parties in Aceh.  The local parties themselves are 

having a hard time learning the rules of polite political discourse as their campaigns progress.  

Every day in late 2008 and early 2009 there are reports of party flags taken down or destroyed, or 
instances of violence against party assets (such as grenades exploding party offices and vehicles) 

and even against party leaders.  On top of these ugly aspects of the adjustment to local parties 

contesting the elections in Aceh, there are also the sheer logistical challenges of mounting a 

political campaign in remote and former conflict areas: 
 
“The Independent Elections Commission (KIP) in 
Aceh Tengah was just convened and is still unable 
to work optimally.  There are still many obstacles 
that we face in socializing the work program, 
moreover we are still assembling the administration 
and strengthening staff coordination.  It is still very 
difficult to conduct socialization activities out in the 
regions, mainly due to transportation difficulties, 
because the road conditions are tough and the 
regions are so far away.” – Head of KIP 
(Independent Elections Commission) in Aceh 
Tengah 

“Komisi Independen Pemilihan (KIP) Aceh Tengah 
baru terbentuk, dan belum bisa bekerja secara 
maksimal. Masih banyak kendala yang kami hadapi 
dalam mensosialisasikan program kerja, terlebih 
lagi kami masih dalam tahap pembenahan 
administrasi dan penguatan kinerja staf.  Juga 
untuk mensosialisasikan kegiatan ke daerah-
daerah, kelihatannya masih sangat sulit, terkendala 
transportasi, karena medan perjalanan yang berat 
dan lokasi daerah yang berjauhan.” – Ketua KIP, 
Aceh Tengah122 

“We have begun socializing our party in the areas 
closest to Takengon city, because going to the far 
away regions is too hard, for financial reasons, there 
are no funds to cover the transportation (cost of 

“Kami sudah mulai mensosialisasikan partai kami 
ke daerah-daerah terdekat dengan kota Takengon, 
karena kalau ke daerah yang jauh-jauh itu susah, 
alasan finansial, tidak ada biaya untuk transport 

                                                      
121 See interview transcript C.32 
122 See interview transcript C.34 
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gasoline).  Today we planned to have a coordination 
meeting with all the legislative candidates from our 
party, but it’s too hard for them to come here 
because they don’t have any transportation money.  
If we invite the contact persons we have out in the 
regions to come here would be impossible.  They 
also don’t have any money to cover transportation, 
especially for the regions that are really far from 
here.  Right now [August 2008] the communities 
are in a difficult situation because it is a time of 
scarcity.  But in October we will invite them, they 
will want to come because the coffee will be 
ripening then.” – Local Political Party Leader 
(male) from Aceh Tengah 

(BBM).  Rencana kami hari ini mau rapat semua 
caleg partai kami untuk koordinasi, tapi mereka 
sulit untuk kemari karena tidak ada biaya transport.  
Kalau kami undang contact person yang ada di 
daerah-daerah untuk ke sini tidak mungkin. Mereka 
juga tidak ada dana untuk transport, apalagi kalau 
daerahnya sangat jauh dari sini.  Sekarang ini 
[bulan Agustus 2008] masyarakat kesulitan, sedang 
musim paceklik. Tapi kalau bulan Oktober kita 
undang, mereka mau datang karena kopi sudah 
berbuah.” – Tokoh Parlok (laki-laki) dari Aceh 
Tengah123  

Women’s Participation in Local Political Parties 
The local party leader from Takengon quoted above hints at some of the possibilities for gender 

sensitive activities in Aceh’s new local political parties.  On the other hand, the women from the 

focus group discussion in Aceh Utara quoted above also suggest that women are less likely to get 
involved in political activities.  Nevertheless a recent article in the Jakarta Post reports “women 

currently make up 28% of candidates vying for seats in the local legislatures in the April 9 

general elections in Aceh.”124  Out of 1054 legislative candidates throughout Aceh, more than 300 

are women, which means that women in Aceh have more chance to get elected than do women in 
any other province.  At the time of the MSR field research, Aceh Tengah’s newly appointed head 

of the Independent Elections Commissions had similar data to share: 

 
“Women’s role in the political sphere is beginning 
to show now, such as the female legislative 
candidates that have begun to register themselves, 
both for national and local parties.” – Head of KIP 
(Independent Elections Commission) in Aceh 
Tengah 

“Peran kaum perempuan dalam kancah politik 
sudah mulai kelihatan sekarang, seperti adanya 
caleg-caleg perempuan yang sudah mulai 
mendaftarkan diri, baik untuk parnas dan juga 
parlok.” – Ketua KIP, Aceh Tengah125 

 

Conclusions 
 

• The prevailing finding among civilian communities when asked about the upcoming 
elections and the local parties that will contest them for the first time is a hopeful call for 

a peaceful and successful electoral process that will continue Aceh’s transition to peace.  
Respondents typically add that they hope Aceh’s newly elected leaders will not forget the 

needs of ordinary village communities. 

                                                      
123 See interview transcript C.04 
124 “Women Far Better Off in Aceh: Study” in The Jakarta Post, 14 February 2009. 
125 See interview transcript C.34 
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• There is little, if anything, in this report about party politics in Aceh in terms of their 
policy platforms.  This is because none of the respondents, with the possible exception of 
the two local party leaders in Takengon describing their outreach activities, described 

anything that resembles policy concerns apart from letting the people of Aceh finally 

have a voice in local politics and other broad concerns related to the peace process.  Both 

the parties (national and local) and the voters lack the kind of political literacy that 
characterizes a responsive democratic process.   

 

• Also related to political literacy, respondents from rural communities stressed that they 
want their elected leaders to “not forget them” and to “deliver development” assistance to 
their villages, and yet they also claim political naivete and believe that elected leaders are 

“all the same.”  Respondents do not yet have the idea to hold their elected leaders 

accountable to their promises.  One pattern that has emerged in Indonesian elections after 

the fall of the Suharto regime is a tendency to vote new parties into office because the old 
parties always proved to be “just the same” as the corrupt regimes that preceded them.  

Instead of voters learning how to hold their new elected officials accountable, old 

politicians are learning how to lompat pagar, fence jump, from establishment parties on 

their way down into small and/or local parties on the rise.  New parties and old politicians 
both benefit, voters do not.   

 

• Local leaders continue to hold voters in low esteem, assuming that “the masses” do not 
understand and do not want to get involved in local politics.  Politicians and security 
personnel from the village level all the way up to Jakarta thus claim to speak on behalf of 

the people with little or no consultation.  In the Aceh context, and in the central highlands 

in particular, this kind of politics as usual wherein the people are stripped of their voices 

has especially pernicious effects.  What may actually be fear to speak is routinely 
misrecognized as either a lack of interest and knowledge of politics or an implicit sign of 

support for the initiatives carried out by political elites and armed anti-separatist groups 

in the highlands.  This is a paradigm of Indonesian politics that extends at least as far 

back as the early New Order regime of the late 1960s.  Instead of taking voter apathy and 
ignorance for granted, the Aceh government has an opportunity in its new political 

climate to pay special attention to voter concerns and offer voters support to learn about 

the political process and get involved in the elections in more meaningful ways than just 

compelling them or paying for their votes. 
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• An examination of the respondent narratives from ardent Partai Aceh supporters, ardent 
Partai Aceh opponents, and cynical Partai Aceh opportunists in this case study has shown 

that there is a prevailing perception throughout many parts of Aceh that simply equates 
local political parties with GAM, when in fact there are six separate local political parties 

contesting the April 2009 elections alongside the national parties.  Only one of the local 

parties, Partai Aceh, formally represents the political aspirations of the former GAM 

movement.  More specifically, Partai Aceh most closely represents the political 
aspirations of former GAM combatants rather than the entire former GAM organization.  

Supporters of Partai Aceh, their opponents, and everyone in between correctly understand 

that local parties are a direct result of the peace agreement, of which only GAM and the 

Indonesian government, and none of Aceh’s civil society groups, were the signatories.  
But then they falsely conclude that local parties must only be available to GAM, and 

some ex-combatants even claim incorrectly that none of the other parties have a right to 

campaign or earn votes. Socialization and voter education efforts need to emphasize that 

the peace agreement allowed not just for GAM to pursue local politics but all parts of 
Aceh’s civil society to pursue local politics. 

 

• Equating local political parties with GAM only convinces the critics and opponents of 
Partai Aceh that when they win the legislative elections, Partai Aceh will continue to 
pursue GAM’s pursuit of independence for Aceh, only this time through the political 

process instead of by armed insurgency.   

 

• In the final months of 2008 and in early 2009, the Indonesian military has routinely made 
statements about the upcoming elections that warn against a separatist impulse among 

some of the local political parties.  They are quoted almost daily in local newspapers 

making veiled statements that warn against Partai Aceh’s separatist agenda.  The text 

message quoted above is a crass version of these statements transmitted through another 
medium.  Furthermore, the TNI are in the process of sending troops to former high 

conflict areas such as Aceh Utara in order to secure the safety of the campaign season 

until the elections are over.  Securing peaceful elections is the task of the police, not the 

military, and their re-entry into Acehnese communities is arguably a violation of the 
peace agreement.  Calls by civil society groups for the TNI to retract their plans are not 

only persistently rebuffed, but disparaged.  There is plenty of evidence to suggest that 

TNI’s statements and actions serve only to provoke bad feelings rather than facilitate this 

important milestone in Aceh’s ongoing transition to peace. 
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• A lot of the campaigning by political parties is conducted beneath the level of formal 
campaign activities and traditional mainstream media.  Many voters receive information 

that may influence their choice through informal and ephemeral media networks such as 
person-to-person rumors and electronic text messages.  Their viral distribution patterns 

and visceral emotional effects may be more decisive than any other kind of campaign 

effort, especially in the absence of significant policy debates over Aceh’s future among 

most contestants in the election, but are more difficult to trace. 
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Preface 
This case study describes the development and implementation of several mental health services 
designed for post-conflict communities in Bireuen district.  This report is one of several 

community-based case studies contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder 

Review of Post-Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative 

effort among donor, government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict 
issues in Aceh.  The community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  

The findings from this case study are supplemented by the findings of prior research conducted 

by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), Harvard Medical School (HMS), 
International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC), Rehabilitation Action for Torture Victims 

in Aceh (RATA), the World Bank, and the Bireuen District Health Office.  The MSR qualitative 

research teams thank all of these organizations for their contributions not just to this case study, 

but to post-conflict mental health recovery in Aceh.  This particular case study is based on 
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fieldwork conducted by one of the three MSR field research teams.  This team collected their data 

in Bireuen from 26 July until 3 August 2008. 

Abstract 
In Aceh’s public health sector, the Bireuen district government has earned an impressive 

reputation for its design and implementation of mental health services, and in particular for post-
conflict communities there.  This case study describes several mental health services in Bireuen 

district designed for communities suffering from depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress 

disorders due to past traumatic experiences during the conflict.  Beginning with some background 

on the history of conflict and trauma in Bireuen and its empirical links with current mental health 
burden in the present, this report then describes first the representations of Bireuen’s mental 

health problems in a local newspaper and then a series of programs that have been supported and 

implemented in Bireuen by the district government, local and international NGOs, and donor 

agencies.  The experiences and findings of a mobile outreach program by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM) in collaboration with the Bireuen District Health Office is 

highlighted as an exemplary case.  The success of such programs poses several challenges and 

opportunities for the expansion of similar services to other parts of Aceh.  The case study 

concludes with a bullet point list of lessons learned and recommendations that emphasizes 
collaboration with the local public health system, “mainstreaming” mental health awareness and 

support into post-conflict reintegration and recovery programming, and the importance of both 

livelihood support and preventing a return to conflict for the sustainable recovery of individuals 

and communities that continue to suffer from conflict-related psychological distress. 

Introduction 
While few observers of post-conflict settings deny the close connections between past traumatic 

experience and subsequent debilitating psychological distress, the inclusion of mental health 

support as an integrated intervention in post-conflict recovery efforts remains elusive.  In Aceh’s 

current transition to peace, the language of stres (stress) and trauma (trauma) has become 
thoroughly integrated alongside the Acehnese term pungo (crazy) into the local vocabulary used 

to describe conflict-related psychological distress.126  Any person from a high conflict area in 

Aceh could tell you the stories of at least two or three people from his or her own village that 

have suffered from stres, trauma, and pungo due to traumatic experiences during the conflict.  It 
is possible to visit the families affected by conflict-related mental illness and see how it burdens 

the household economy and persistently reminds the surrounding community of what happened to 

their village during the conflict.  The inability to forget the past and move on is simultaneously 
                                                      
126 For more description of local idioms of psychological distress and recovery in Aceh, see pages 41 to 53 
of citation (Good et al., 2006) listed in the next footnote. 
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one of the most personal and communal barriers to peace-building and recovery.  What follows is 

a description of Bireuen district’s experience with conflict trauma, mental illness and efforts at 

recovery.   

Background:  The Legacy of Conflict on Mental Health in Bireuen 
Bireuen is a district of Aceh on the northeast coast located roughly midway between Banda Aceh 
and the provincial border with North Sumatra.  The district is also an important crossroads, as the 

main highway from the northeast coast up into the highlands of Bener Meriah and Aceh Tengah 

begins in Bireuen.  The region is arguably one of the more important ideological and historic 

centers for the GAM movement, with many senior leaders and thousands of combatants and other 
GAM supporters hailing from Bireuen.  In turn, Bireuen suffered a long and intense history of 

conflict violence, particularly during the DOM period of the 1990s until the tsunami of December 

2004. 

In a random sample of 180 adult civilians from high conflict areas of Bireuen, researchers from 
the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and Harvard Medical School (HMS) 

documented the prevalence of a wide range of traumatic events during the conflict.127  For 

example, 85% of respondents reported living through a conflict experience such as bombings, 

arson, and weapons fire in their community.128  61% reported having to flee from danger and 25% 
reported being forced to hide.  68% reported witnessing physical punishment and on the flipside 

26% reported being shamed or humiliated in public.  52% said that a friend or relative of theirs 

had been kidnapped, and 66% said that a friend or relative of theirs was murdered.  49% reported 

beatings to their body, and of special interest from a psychiatric perspective is the prevalence of 
reported head injuries in Bireuen such as beatings to the head (29%), strangulation (18%), 

drowning (6%), and other head injuries (9%).  Head injuries, especially when they cause 

unconsciousness or restrict the delivery of oxygen to the brain, can lead to long-lasting 

neurological mental health disorders (i.e. not psychological).  When the data from Bireuen are 
stratified by age and gender, the prevalence of head injuries (of any kind) reaches an astounding 

68% for men age 17 to 29 (28% for women), 40% for men age 30 to 40 years (23% for women), 

43% for men age 41 to 52, and 44% for men age 54 to 82. 

 

                                                      
127 Good, B., M.-J. D. Good, et al. (2006). Psychosocial Needs Assessment of Communities Affected by the 
Conflict in the Districts of Pidie, Bireuen, and Aceh Utara. Jakarta & Banda Aceh, International 
Organization for Migration: 58.  
128 All conflict-era trauma data and current mental health symptoms cited on this page are drawn from the 
IOM and HMS psychosocial needs assessment cited above. 

Connecting Past Conflict Trauma with Current Mental Health Symptoms 
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It is well know among mental health practitioners and non-specialists alike that communities 

exposed to heavy conflict trauma are at high risk for psychological distress.129  Indeed, every 

community affected by conflict in Aceh has a list of anecdotal examples of conflict-related stres, 
trauma and pungo to share from their village.  However sometimes it is challenging to 

demonstrate what specialists and victims already know.  The IOM / HMS psychosocial 

assessment was able to systematically compare past conflict experiences with current reported 

mental health symptoms.130  For example, when the Bireuen data are pooled together with the 
data from Pidie and Aceh Utara, respondents who reported any kind of head injury during the 

conflict were between 2.2 and 2.6 times more likely to suffer symptoms indicative of clinical 

depression or post traumatic stress (PTSD) than someone who did not report a head injury.  From 

a checklist of more than 40 types of traumatic events such as those reported in the previous 
paragraph, respondents who reported experiencing 11 or more types of traumatic events during 

the conflict were 11.42 times more likely to report symptoms indicative of clinical depression 

than respondents who reported three or less events.  The same respondents who reported 11 or 

more traumatic events were also 28.19 times more likely to report symptoms indicative of PTSD 
than respondents who reported three or less events. 

Though specific data are hard to find, few people in Aceh would deny that the trade and use of 

illegal drugs increased during the conflict years and continues to be an intractable legacy since 

the peace agreement.  Medical professionals in Bireuen regularly document cases of mental 
illness connected to histories of patients using drugs such as marijuana and methamphetamines.  

In a survey of teenagers and young adults conducted in January 2008 by the Bireuen District 

Health office (DHO) and Aceh Partners in Health (APiH), respondents were unwilling to discuss 

the conflict in a group setting, but on individual questionnaires, respondents readily drew 
connections between the conflict and drug use.  First, they said that conflict allowed for a black 

market in illegal drugs to flourish, and second, the mental stress and trauma of living through 

violent conflict drove many youth toward drugs as a form of self-medication.  When asked what 

problems young adults in Bireuen face today, 43% of the sample said that illegal drugs were the 
biggest problem in their community, by far the answer with the largest response.  41% of the 

sample said that they know between five and ten young adults who have used illegal drugs, and 

                                                      
129 For a recent review, the following book is written by a leading expert in the field of conflict and trauma 
for a non-specialist audience:  Mollica, R. F. (2006). Healing invisible wounds : paths to hope and recovery 
in a violent world. Orlando, Fla., Harcourt.  
130 These symptom data were collected in February 2006, just six months after the peace agreement, and 
only a few weeks or months after the withdrawal of Indonesian forces that were occupying civilian 
communities. 
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36% said that they know more than 30 young adults that have used drugs.131  The complex 

relationships between war economy drug trafficking, drug use, and mental illness are not as clear-

cut as the relationship between past traumatic experience and current mental health described 
above, but there is plenty of anecdotal, if indirect, evidence to suggest that the connections are 

real (e.g. see Boxes 1 and 2) and require additional research.  

 
“What frequently causes people in the community 
to experience mental disturbances are violence, 
economic factors, and the consumption of illegal 
drugs such as marijuana and other illicit drugs.” – A 
CMHN nurse from Bireuen 

“Yang sering menjadi penyebab masyarakat 
mengalami gangguan jiwa disebabkan karena 
kekerasan, faktor ekonomi, pengkonsumsian ganja 
dan obat-obatan terlarang lainnya.” – Perawat 
CMHN dari Bireuen132 

 

In a Serambi article from May 2008 describing Aceh’s increased mental health services, the 
headline reads “Almost 10,000 Aceh Citizens ‘Crazy’,” followed by the sub-headline “Bireuen 
with the Most” out of all 23 districts and municipalities in Aceh.    
 
Throughout 2008, awareness of the severity of Bireuen’s mental health burden increased not just 
through the work of the Bireuen DHO and their local and international partners, but also through 
articles in the press such as these.  Prior to this general article about mental health in Aceh, 
Serambi reported a series of sensational murders committed by people with psychiatric illnesses 
in Bireuen and neighboring Pidie district.  In March 2008, Serambi reported on a 35 year old man 
who killed his neighbor with a sharp knife he had stolen from the village head because his 
marriage proposal to the neighbor’s relative was refused.   He had a history of labile behavior, 
and six months prior had been treated at the psychiatric hospital in Banda Aceh.  Also in March, 
a distressed mother in Pidie drowned her three young children in her bathroom and then hung 
herself.   Neighbors had noticed behavioral changes during the past few months that began when 
she found out that her husband had taken a second wife in Medan.  She spoke argumentatively 
and without sense at village meetings, and her attendance at the clinic where she worked became 
erratic.  At the end of April, a young man in Bireuen killed and chopped up the body of his own 
father, claiming incoherently, among other mysterious reasons, that the orders to kill his father 
came from Saudi Arabia.   Neighbors reported to Serambi that the man had acted strangely during 
the past five days or so, wearing boots, shorts, and a bandana, and speaking to himself.  They 
suspected that he was under stress due to unpaid debts that he was unable to pay off.  In addition 
to interviewing the police and neighbors, Serambi also interviewed two health officials from the 
Bireuen DHO who highlighted the murderer’s mental illness, stressed the need for cooperation 
between the health service and the police in this case, and acknowledged that Bireuen’s 
community based mental health nursing program had not yet reached the village where the young 
man murdered his father.   
 
It is also worth noting that for the two cases of murder by psychotic men in Bireuen, Serambi 
reported that both were regular users of marijuana, thus contributing to their unstable condition.  
While some Serambi readers may protest the sensational style of journalism that focused on the 

                                                      
131  YAKITA, D. K. K. B. (2008). Laporan Penjajakan Cepat Kesehatan Remaja Bireuen. Bireuen, 
Pemerintah Kabupaten Bireuen:  Dinas Kesehatan: 12.  
132 See interview transcript B.11 

Box 1:  Press Reports of Mental Illness in Bireuen in 2008 
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gruesome details of the murders and included data that appears to be little more than unverified 
neighborhood gossip, these stories all highlight the psychiatric conditions of the murderers, thus 
raising awareness of mental health as an enduring problem in post-conflict Aceh. 
 

Mental Health Services in Bireuen 
While it might be true that Bireuen district has the highest burden of mental illness per capita out 

of all 23 districts and municipalities in Aceh, as has been frequently reported by the Bireuen 

DHO, the Provincial Health Office (PHO) in Banda Aceh, and the local press (see Box 1), it is far 

more likely that the Bireuen DHO simply has the best surveillance.  In other words, Bireuen’s 
large and growing caseload of patients requiring mental health services is more likely an artifact 

of the DHO’s superior capacity to identify patients in the first place.  Nevertheless Bireuen’s 

intense conflict history and tsunami experience does ensure that the mental health burden there is 

certainly higher than average for Aceh and the rest of Indonesia.  Bireuen’s fine surveillance 
reflects the DHO’s committed efforts in the years following the tsunami to implement a new and 

innovative Community Mental Health Nursing (CMHN) program.  The success of the program 

depends first upon the commitment of key players in the DHO, namely the head of the DHO and 

the head of the family health unit, to allocate resources and closely manage the delivery of mental 
health services.  The Bireuen DHO, by demonstrating its effective management and service 

delivery, has also been able to leverage a disproportionate amount of external funding beyond its 

government budget.  These funds support the training of mental health nurses and doctors as well 

as provide capital inputs for setting up and beginning new programs. Backing up the DHO is 
Bireuen’s new bupati, Mr. Nurdin Abdul Rahman, who founded his own local NGO (see below) 

to support victims of torture during the conflict, and so understands first hand the importance of 

addressing conflict trauma.  Although many problems remain to be solved, the Bireuen DHO has 

nevertheless set an example for the rest of Aceh, and for all of Indonesia.  Bireuen’s example is 
what this MSR case study focuses on for this discussion of post-conflict mental health problems 

and services. 

After the tsunami, the World Health Organization supported the development of a new 

curriculum that would introduce the basic principles of mental illness and service delivery to the 

doctors and nurses that work at the sub-district clinics (called puskesmas) in Aceh.  The 
curriculum was developed by the nursing faculty at the University of Indonesia in Jakarta, and 

implemented by the Aceh PHO first in the districts affected by the tsunami, and eventually in all 

districts with additional financial support from the Asian Development Bank.  The nurses 

undergo three stages of training:  basic, intermediate, and advanced.  At the intermediate level, 

Community Mental Health Nursing (CMHN)
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the community mental health nurses (called CMHN) establish liaisons in the villages by training 

village volunteers who help the members of their community understand and slowly destigmatize 

mental illness as well as help the nurses do preliminary surveillance.  In Bireuen, IOM and APiH 
together with the DHO itself and other partners have supported the training and monitoring of 

CMHN and village volunteer activities as well.  While every puskesmas in Bireuen has at least 

two trained CMHNs through the intermediate level, not all have been able to implement the 

village volunteer program.   
 

The village volunteers are not medically trained, and thus do not make diagnoses or prescriptions, 

but they are a crucial link between the puskesmas clinical staff and the community.  The 

volunteers fill in the details of a patient’s background, rounding out the clinician’s understanding: 
 
“We have been mental health volunteers since last 
February [2008].  In our village there is a woman 
who has had a serious mental illness, she is even 
poses a danger to the safety of others.  According to 
her family, she became sick because during the 
conflict her husband joined up with GAM and was 
forced to flee from the village and ran away to 
Malaysia because the security forces were chasing 
after him.  Since her husband left and she herself 
was frequently interrogated by the security forces 
about the whereabouts of her husband, she began 
with an acute depression, but in the end suffered 
psychosis.” – Two village volunteers in Bireuen 
describing a case of mental illness (paraphrased) to 
MSR researchers. 

“Kami sudah menjadi kader kesehatan jiwa sejak 
Februari lalu [2008]. Di desa kami ada satu wanita 
yang mengalami gangguan kejiwaan yang parah 
bahkan membahayakan keselematan orang lain.  
Menurut pihak keluarga, ia mengalami sakit jiwa 
karena dulunya ketika konflik sang suami yang 
bergabung dengan GAM terpaksa mengungsi 
(keluar dari kampung) dan lari ke Malaysia karena 
di buru aparat keamanan. Karena ditingaal suami 
dan dirinya juga sering di interogasi aparat 
keamanan mengenai keberadaan suaminya, ia 
awalnya mengalami depresi akut dan akhirnya sakit 
jiwa.” – Dua kader kesehatan jiwa di Bireuen 
menggambarkan kasus kejiwaan (diringkas) kepada 
para peneliti MSR.133 

 
The CMHN themselves appreciate the introduction of village volunteers into the program because 

it gives them contact persons in each village, improves health education and basic surveillance in 

the community, and referrals are easier if someone needs urgent assistance. 

 
“Before the DSSJ [Desa Siaga Sehat Jiwa – the 
name for the village volunteer program] program 
was implemented, the people here had less 
acceptance for those with mental illness in their 
community and tended to isolate them.  But after the 
program began, the community began to care and 
no longer viewed mental illness as a source of 
shame.” – A CMHN nurse from Bireuen 

“Sebelum terbentuk DSSJ [Desa Siaga Sehat Jiwa – 
nama program kader kesehatan jiwa], masyarakat 
disini kurang menerima masyarakat yang 
mengalami gangguan jiwa dan cenderung 
mengucilkan mereka. Namun setelah DSSJ 
terbentuk, masyarakat mulai peduli dan tidak lagi 
memandang penyakit kejiwaan sebagai sebuah 
aib.” – Perawat CMHN dari Bireuen.134 

“Since the village volunteer program, there has been 
a reduction in mental illness patients, although we 
still face challenges in both the procurement of 

“Semenjak ada program DDSJ, telah terjadi 
pengurangan penderita sakit jiwa walaupun kami 
memiliki kendala dalam penyediaan obat-obatan 

                                                      
133 See interview transcript B.17 and B.18 
134 See interview transcript B.10 
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medicines and patients refusing to comply with their 
medial prescriptions.” – A CMHN nurse from 
Bireuen 

dan pasien sering menolak untuk minum obat.” – 
Perawat CMHN dari Bireuen135 

Several local NGOs concerned with mental health and other psychosocial issues were started 

after the tsunami with support from international donors, but they typically work with tsunami 
victims and less with conflict victims.  Prior to the tsunami, however, one NGO named RATA 

opened in 1999 to support victims of torture during the conflict, with training and financial 

support provided by a Denmark-based organization called The International Rehabilitation 

Council for Torture Victims (IRCT).  RATA stands for Rehabilitation Action for Torture Victims 
in Aceh, and was founded by Mr. Nurdin Abdul Rahman, who was recently elected as Bireuen’s 

new bupati and is himself a survivor of torture during the DOM period of the conflict in Aceh.  

Originally based in Banda Aceh, RATA began first with the physical wounds of torture victims 

but expanded their services to address the psychological effects of torture.  Unfortunately, around 
the time of the military emergency, RATA had to shut down and disperse under threat from the 

Indonesian security forces.  Mr. Nurdin himself had to seek refuge in Australia to save his life.  

After the tsunami, RATA has reopened its services, securing small grants from various donors 

such as ICMC (International Catholic Migration Commission), and is now based in Bireuen.  
RATA combines counseling and primary health care with livelihood support for conflict victims, 

and coordinates their activities with IOM and another local NGO based in Bireuen called Aceh 

Society Development (ASD).  Mr. Nurdin is still on RATA’s board of directors but is not 

involved in RATA’s day-to-day activities.   
 

One of RATA’s methods is to screen for members of a conflict-affected community that present 

symptoms of depression or other kinds of psychological distress.  These people are invited to join 

a weekly support group.  A common refrain among participants is that during the conflict, torture 
victims were not allowed to discuss what happened to them because it might invite further 

violence against themselves or members of their family.  Following the peace agreement, torture 

victims are still encouraged by the government and community leaders not to discuss what 

happened, to let bygones be bygones, and to leave conflict events in the past where they belong.  
RATA’s support groups provide a forum where participants can finally describe their experience 

among others who may have experienced similar kinds of violence and have suffered similar 

kinds of distress afterwards.  For example, in a remote village near the forests where many 

residents were tortured because they were suspected GAM members, one woman in the 
community lived next to a small mosque that was regularly used by security forces to torture 
                                                      
135 See interview transcript B.09 

Local NGOs
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people from her village.  Each day she was an unwilling witness to atrocities being perpetrated 

against people she knew in a house of prayer right next to her house.  Feeling helpless and guilty 

about her inability to help, she also feared for her own safety because of what she knew, and so 
never spoke about it with others.  She isolated herself from the community, became fearful and 

agitated, unable to sleep at night, even during the years since the peace agreement.  She joined 

RATA’s support group and found a supportive environment: 

 
“Before joining this group, I didn’t know what to do when I feel afraid and restless at night.  Whenever I 
remembered and thought about those events, I wasn’t able to sleep all night.  But now when I remember 
those difficult experiences, I can breathe deeply and start to think about something good in my life… My 
heart is rarely pounding anymore, I am not suffering anymore from the restless problem.  I am not afraid 
without any specific reason anymore… I feel different after I joined this support group.  I feel free from 
many difficulties I had in the past, and I have many trustworthy friends now and we support each other in 
our daily life.” – Female conflict victim, participant in RATA support and counseling group.136 

As mentioned above, health programming in Bireuen has been fortunate to enjoy wide support 

from the international NGO and donor community, but this is not a coincidence.  IOM 

specifically chose to conduct its pilot mental health mobile outreach program to conflict-affected 
communities in Bireuen not only because the research data suggests that Bireuen has some of the 

highest conflict-related mental health burden in all of Aceh, but also because of the enthusiastic 

spirit of collaboration IOM found at the Bireuen DHO.  The goal was to demonstrate success in 

Bireuen first, because if the program could not work there, then it was less likely to work in other 
districts.  Surely this was a factor for many of the other international organizations such as Merlin, 

ICMC, Asian Development Bank, WHO, APiH and others that supported health programming in 

Bireuen during the years following the tsunami.  The following box describes an anonymous 

patient that received treatment from his local puskesmas with assistance from IOM and then 
describes some of the overall findings of the IOM program to date: 

                                                      
136 Quoted from ICMC Final Report of the Survivors of Torture Addressing Their Needs in Indonesia Phase 
III, pp.11-12.  Accessed at: http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACM236.pdf 
137 Not his real name. 

International NGO and Donor Support

Box 2: A Case of Conflict-Related Mental Illness and Recovery in Bireuen 
“Ichwan”137 is a 25-year old unmarried man, the oldest of three siblings living with his parents in 
the rural interior of Bireuen district.  He quit school after the second grade of his elementary 
school education and started smoking ganja during his early adolescence.  While Ichwan was still 
a teenager, he got involved in the ganja trafficking business, working in the central highland town 
of Takengon, the district capital of Aceh Tengah district.  Eventually he was arrested for his 
illegal activities and put in a Takengon jail, where he was beaten on a regular basis, including on 
his head.  During the military emergency period of Aceh’s conflict in 2003, the Takengon jail 
where Ichwan was locked up began to fill with suspected GAM members.  Ichwan witnessed 
these prisoners getting tortured on a regular basis.  Ichwan too was ultimately accused of 
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involvement in the GAM rebellion, though he claims that he was only involved in the ganja trade.  
 
During his time in jail, Ichwan began to hear whispering voices in his ear.  Upon release from jail 
shortly before the peace agreement, Ichwan returned home to Bireuen and the change in his 
behavior was immediately apparent to his family and neighbors.  He was prone to regular 
outbursts of anger in which he would not hurt anyone but would punch the walls of his house 
while shouting and cursing in Bahasa Gayo, the language spoken in the central highlands of 
Aceh.  At the end of 2007, Ichwan had a motorcycle accident in which he hit his head on the 
pavement and lost consciousness for time.  His symptoms worsened significantly after the 
accident; neighbors saw him sitting for hours on the banks of the small river than runs through his 
village, dressed only in shorts, a bandana on his head, and carrying a machete.  He was 
threatening to his neighbors but maintained respect for his family and the village head, slept in 
random places, and at home he was forgetful.  Prior to his illness, all his family and friends 
remember Ichwan as a normal young adult in his village, with lots of friends.  There was no 
history of mental illness in his family. 
 
The International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) mobile mental health outreach program 
selected Ichwan’s village as one of its target communities.  After IOM supported the training of 
village volunteers as part of the Bireuen District Health Office’s Community Mental Health 
Nursing program, the volunteers introduced Ichwan and his family to IOM’s clinical staff in 
February 2008.  An IOM nurse recalls how he looked the first time they met him:  “Ichwan was 
talking to himself, laughing alone, and his words didn’t make sense.  His thought process was 
disturbed.  He couldn’t keep himself clean and had a fungal infection all over his skin.  He said 
that his ring stone was telling him to sit by the river; he would spin the ring around and wherever 
the stone pointed, that is where he would go sit.”  IOM doctors diagnosed Ichwan with 
schizophrenia and cannabis-related mental illness and started him on a prescription of psychiatric 
medications.   
 
Ichwan’s family and neighbors were surprised and impressed to see dramatic improvements in 
Ichwan’s symptoms after the IOM team visited Ichwan for the second time.  His strange 
symptoms were remarkably reduced; he cleaned himself up, and wore clean clothes.  During 
IOM’s third visit, his condition was still improving, and he told IOM clinicians that he has begun 
to clear fields to start growing a garden of soybeans.  When asked about his illness, he said that 
he has only a foggy memory of his symptoms and condition, but admits a feeling of 
embarrassment when he hears from his family and friends about the things he did, and is very 
grateful to feel better again.  As of December 2008, Ichwan was still in a healthy condition, and 
he was continuing to manage his symptoms with medication.  The local puskesmas clinic is aware 
of Ichwan’s treatment history and will likely be able to continue providing medication to him 
when IOM completes its program and hands over patient data to the local clinics.  
 
Ichwan’s story of his trade and abuse of ganja; of getting caught up in conflict events in which he 
was torturend and accused of GAM involvement while he was in prison; of his organic head 
trauma; and of his resulting psychosis no doubt related to all of these factors makes his case 
iconic of so many others suffering from mental illness inextricably tied up with Aceh’s history of 
violent conflict.  His rapid recovery adds to the drama of his story.  While Ichwan’s life story of 
illness and recovery is especially dramatic compared to others, his experience with successful 
treatment in IOM’s program is not unique.  IOM’s mobile mental health outreach to 50 villages in 
collaboration with the Bireuen and Aceh Utara District Health Offices is currently funded by The 
World Bank’s program to strengthen post-conflict reintegration aspects of the SPADA project in 
Aceh.   
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Challenges and Opportunities 
 
“Actually we are not afraid to visit civilian 
communities, even though during the conflict these 
communities were suspicious of us, thought we 
were “cuak” (spies) for the security forces, to such 
an extent that people at that time were afraid to seek 
treatment with us and tended to choose alternative 
medicines such as traditional healers to assist 
them… Up until now, our relationship with the 
community has begun to improve and the people no 
longer feel suspicious of us.  With the peace ever 
since the MOU it is now easier for us to go into the 
communities for health outreach.  So far, from our 
puskesmas, we have been able to conduct maternal 
and child health clinics out in the villages as well as 
outreach on diarrhea prevention.” – Puskesmas 
Doctor from Bireuen 

“Kami sebenarnya tidak takut untuk mengunjungi 
masyarakat sipil, namun dulu persepsi masyarakat 
sipil mencurigai kami sebagai “cuak” (mata-mata) 
dari aparat keamanan, sehingga cenderung pada 
masa itu masyarakat takut untuk berobat pada kami 
sehingga memilih pengobatan alternatif seperti 
dukun untuk membantu mereka… Hingga kini, 
hubungan kami dengan masyarakat mulai membaik, 
kini masyarakat tidak lagi mencurigai kami. 
Dengan perdamain pasca MoU ini kami juga lebih 
mudah untuk turun ke masyarakat memberikan 
penyuluhan kesehatan. Sejauh ini dari pihak 
puskesmas kami telah membuat POSYANDU (Pos 
Pelayanan Terpadu) dan penyuluhan mengenai 
Diare” – Dokter Puskesmas dari Bireuen138 

“I have also experienced violence during the 
conflict, at that time I was kidnapped though 
eventually released.  This happened because I was 
‘trapped’ in between the two opposing sides.” – 
CMHN Nurse from Bireuen 

“Saya juga mengalami kekerasan di masa konflik, 
ketika itu saya diculik walupun akhirnya 
dibebaskan. Hal ini terjadi karena saya ‘terjepit’ di 
antara kedua pihak yang bertikai.” – Perawat 
CMHN dari Bireuen139 

 

                                                      
138 See interview transcript B.13 
139 See interview transcript B.16 

This is the second phase of IOM’s Direct Health and Psychosocial Assistance Program.  The first 
phase was a pilot effort in 25 villages in Bireuen originally funded by the Norwegian Embassy in 
Jakarta.  During the second phase, IOM has delivered intensive mental health care to 1,530 
patients, the vast majority suffer from anxiety disorders, post traumatic stress, and major 
depressive disorders, nearly all of which are related to past traumatic experience.  The program 
reaches patients that have experience high levels of violence, including acts of torture (33% of 
patients), beatings (30%), displacement (40%) and witness to the physical punishment of others 
(57%).  Preliminary outcome analysis on the first set of 596 patients accepted into the program 
shows an overall reduction in psychological symptoms since treatment began.  For household 
economies, patients’ productivity increased threefold from an average of 8 hours per week at the 
time when patients were feeling most ill to 24 hours per week after receiving treatment from 
IOM.   
 
Preliminary findings also show a reduction in family burden in caring for sick members of their 
family from 22.2 hours per week before treatment to 15.5 hours per week after treatment.  In sum, 
patients report a reduction in mental health symptoms as a result of receiving medical treatment, 
routine follow-up care by doctors and nurses, and routine counseling, thereby allowing them to 
return to social and productive economic life in their community.  IOM is in the process of 
handing over management of this program to the Bireuen and Aceh Utara district health offices, 
each of which enthusiastically support the mobile outreach model, and hope to continue similar 
outreach after IOM support is finished. 
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One of the major qualitative findings from the IOM / HMS psychosocial needs assessment was 

that conflict-affected communities had a deep mistrust of their local clinics, not least because 

security forces regularly kept track of patients coming in for treatment hoping to catch GAM 
members or supporters seeking treatment.  Indonesian military and police troops often occupied 

clinics or built their post next to clinics, an imposing presence that prevented sick people in the 

villages from seeking care.  From the other side, GAM forces sometimes forcibly “recruited” 

clinicians to treat their gunfire injuries and diseases such as malaria and malnutrition from living 
in the forests.  As civil servants of the Indonesian state, clinicians at the puskesmas were 

ideological targets for GAM extortion (pajak nanggroe, an Acehnese “state tax” to support 

GAM) whenever they got their monthly salaries from the government.  As conflict propaganda 

from security forces equated rural communities with GAM, clinicians developed a healthy 
distrust of communities as well.  One of the goals of the mobile clinic program was to reintroduce 

communities to puskesmas clinicians and vice versa.  On every visit to the villages, IOM clinical 

staff bring puskesmas clinicians with them to participate.  The quotes above are a reminder of 

these lingering tensions, albeit improving since the peace agreement.  Local clinicians are also 
typically members of the community where they work, and have lived through some of the same 

kinds of conflict experiences as the patients they treat.  When socializing the concept of mobile 

outreach to former conflict areas, program officers sometimes encounter resistance from 

clinicians who, based on their own experience, may feel uncomfortable about delivering medical 
services there. 

 
“The satellite health clinic staff should also be 
included in the implementation of the DSSJ 
[comprehensive mental health village volunteer 
program] because if any of the patients have a 
relapse they are typically referred to this clinic and 
not the puskesmas clinic.” – A Satellite Health 
Clinic Nurse from Bireuen 

“Seharusnya dalam pelaksanaan DSSJ [Desa Siaga 
Sehat Jiwa], pihak Pustu juga dilibatkan. Karena 
jika ada pasien yang kambuh, maka dirujuk duluan 
ke Pustu, bukan ke Puskesmas Kecamatan.” – 
Perawat Pustu dari Bireuen140 

 
In addition to possible psychological resistance that prevents some clinicians from going into 

former conflict areas, some other fundamental challenges are time and budget.  Clinic nurses 

handle responsibilities for many different programs based in the puskesmas, and can only devote 

a few hours each week to their CMHN activities.  Funds for transport out into remote villages are 
also limited, and so many CMHN cannot meet their allotted quota of field visits if the clinic 

cannot reimburse for transport costs.  Some of these costs have been covered in the short term by 

partner organizations such as APiH and IOM, but in the long term, the Bireuen DHO needs to 

advocate for a proper transportation budget.  The nurse from the satellite health clinic (small 
                                                      
140 See interview transcript B.11 
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clinics built in populated areas of sub-districts that are distant from the puskesmas clinic) quoted 

above suggests a possible solution to include satellite health clinic staff in the program, thus 

addressing both the time and space constraints faced by the CMHN based at the puskesmas. 
 

Pharmaceutical procurement is another challenge.  Patients who use psychotropic drugs to control 

their mental illness typically have to take such drugs continuously for many months or years, and 

for some, it may be required for an entire lifetime.  Disruptions in the availability of these drugs 
at the puskesmas are a common problem.  Requests are submitted in a timely fashion in order to 

anticipate the need based on a clinic’s current caseload, but the deliveries of pharmaceutical 

orders through the government procurement system are typically delayed, or the delivery itself 

may be incomplete.  District governments also have to allocate enough funds to purchase 
psychotropic medications, which are typically more expensive than the other basic 

pharmaceutical products carried by puskesmas clinics.  In order to prevent shortages, sometimes 

puskesmas clinicians prescribe enough medication for only a few days or weeks, so that there will 

be enough medicine to share with other patients while waiting for the next order to arrive.  But 
this places the burden on the patients to come back for prescription refills, and the cost of 

frequent transport can be prohibitive.  As of mid-2008, there was news that the Bireuen DHO had 

requested for an increase in its pharmaceutical budget from the district assembly, again signaling 

the DHO’s commitment to addressing its mental health burden. 
 

A big difference between the CMHN program on the one hand, and IOM’s or RATA’s program 

on the other are their orientations toward mental health.  The CMHN curriculum is geared toward 

severe mental illnesses such as psychosis, and has a psychiatric orientation focusing on diagnosis, 
referral, and medication.  IOM and RATA are more focused on conflict-related traumatic 

disorders which are typically forms of depression, anxiety, and especially PTSD.  In order to 

collaborate closely with the CMHN program, IOM also takes a more medical approach toward 

diagnosis and treatment, but the disease profiles are different from what CMHN staff have 
learned.  RATA’s program does not rely on psychiatric medication at all, focusing instead on 

therapeutic and socioeconomic interventions.  The difference highlights a shortcoming of the 

CMHN program if the DHOs in Aceh intend to address post-conflict mental health issues on their 

own after groups like IOM are no longer there.  The CMHN program has an excellent resource in 
their own village volunteer program wherein their training can be expanded to include basic skills 

in organizing support groups for people with common experiences with conflict trauma and 

psychological distress. 
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By far the biggest therapeutic intervention for people in Aceh suffering from conflict-related 

psychological disorders has been the peace agreement.  The biggest recommendation from this 

case study may be to closely follow all recommendations that come out of the larger MSR project 
and other related post-conflict monitoring programs in Aceh, recommendations that are designed 

to guard and facilitate the transition to peace.  As a recent World Bank monitoring mission 

discovered, communities in Aceh Utara where IOM also delivers mobile mental health services 

are nervous about the prospect of security forces returning to their villages as a measure to ensure 
the safety of the upcoming elections in April 2009.  The “village post” occupied by government 

forces is perhaps the single most potent symbol of conflict trauma for civilian communities in 

Aceh, and the reestablishment of security posts in their midst has the potential to do more harm 

than good for community well-being as the elections approach. 
 

Finally, for those suffering from conflict-related psychological distress in Aceh, many have come 

to the conclusion that one of the best interventions is to introduce livelihood support in tandem 

with mental health care.  The Bireuen DHO has tried this, so has RATA, and so has IOM.  The 
IOM livelihood intervention for a small sample of its patient caseload includes a monitoring 

component to measure its effectiveness, but data for this is not available yet. 

Conclusions 
Bireuen’s experience with developing and implementing a variety of mental health interventions 

for conflict victims offers many lessons and recommendations, but also a sense of cautious hope 

that post-conflict interventions in Aceh can facilitate not just political solutions and physical 
reconstruction but also recovery from what Richard Mollica calls the “invisible wounds” of 

conflict.141  Some of these lessons and recommendations are listed as bullet points below: 

 

• Perhaps the most crucial point that emerges from the Bireuen case is the paramount 
importance of having a supportive and collaborative district health office committed to 

addressing the mental health needs of the conflict-affected communities in their district.  

From the beginning, Bireuen DHO staff welcomed the first teams of researchers from IOM 

and HMS who arrived in Bireuen to conduct the research cited above just a few months after 
the peace agreement.  Upon delivery of results, the DHO warmly received the research 

findings that empirically supported what everyone already knew intuitively:  villages that 

experienced high levels of conflict violence present a remarkably higher burden of mental 

illness.  The Bireuen DHO then actively collaborated in the development and implementation 

                                                      
141 See Mollica citation above 
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of IOM’s pilot program, which was carefully designed to incorporate the strengths of the new 

CMHN program already in place and work collaboratively with it. 

 

• That said, the public health system in Aceh (and Indonesia at large) requires additional 
support in their efforts to assume full responsibility for the delivery of effective and 

consistent mental health services in post-conflict settings.  A host of issues ranging from 

human resource development, to budget constraints, to pharmaceutical procurement challenge 
the prospects of sustainability for the CMHN program, especially if it is to undertake a more 

intensive kind of mobile outreach into the distant communities that require the most attention 

to post-conflict mental health recovery. 

 

• In the few years since the peace agreement, awareness of conflict-related mental illness is 
increasing in both local government and ordinary communities throughout Aceh.  This may 

help in advocating for similar programs in other former high conflict districts in Aceh such as 

Aceh Utara, Aceh Timur, Pidie, Pidie Jaya, Bener Meriah, Aceh Selatan, and others.  The 
CMHN program and its mobile outreach to conflict-affected communities are models not just 

for other parts of Aceh, but perhaps also for other parts of Indonesia that have experienced 

political violence in the past decade such as Maluku and West Papua, suggesting that 

advocacy at all levels of government is a worthwhile pursuit. 
 

• While the connection between conflict and community mental health is clear, the inclusion of 
mental health support as an integrated intervention in post-conflict recovery efforts remains 

elusive.  Conflict-related depressions and traumatic disorders pose a whole set of challenges 
to communities making the transition to peace.  PTSD has been described as a disease of 

being unable to forget the past.  Reintegration, reconciliation and other peace building efforts 

are hindered because traumatic disorders and depression prevent patients from moving past 

their experience and adjusting to the transition to peace.  The data on patients’ work 
productivity before, during, and after illness demonstrates how economic recovery efforts can 

be hindered when traumatic disorders and depression affect a significant percentage of the 

population.  Part of “conflict sensitivity” in the development of post-conflict interventions 

includes training program staff to identify the most basic signs of psychological distress 
among their clients and then ensuring that a referral system is in place for beneficiaries that 

may benefit from some kind of psychosocial or psychiatric support as they participate in the 

program.  This is relevant not just for civilian populations such as conflict widows, orphans, 

and IDPs, but also for the reintegration of ex-combatants and ex-prisoners into society. 
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• While there is much discussion about the need for formal truth and reconciliation 
commissions in Aceh as stipulated by the peace agreement, there is a growing literature that 

questions such programs as they are currently conceived and implemented in post-conflict 
settings around the world.  Consider mental health recovery programs in post-conflict settings 

as a kind of back door solution that starts the recovery process for victims of violence before 

more formal pursuits toward social justice can begin.  When the problem is framed as a health 

concern or a medical intervention, victims of gross human rights violations are more likely to 
receive treatment and recovery assistance sooner than they would under the rubric of truth 

and reconciliation and its emphasis on the legal language of human rights, which tends to 

perennially postpone the reconciliation and closure that many trauma victims seek. 

 

• The trafficking and use of drugs in Aceh as both a legacy of the conflict and a means for 
conflict victims (and perpetrators) to self-medicate their invisible wounds deserves further 

attention.  While almost anyone in Aceh can share individual anecdotes related to this 

problem, a systematic demonstration of the problem at the population level is both 
empirically elusive and intuitively self-evident to observers of the peace process as well as 

mental health practitioners in Aceh.   

 

• At least three different providers of mental health support in Bireuen (DHO, RATA, and 
IOM) have concluded that concurrent livelihood support for victims of violence suffering 

from depressive disorders and post-traumatic stress may be an effective and sustainable 

therapeutic intervention.  Once the most severe symptoms have been stabilized through 

treatment, patients who have something to do on a day-to-day basis not only generate 
substantive income but also (one hopes) learn over time to replace the unforgettable traumatic 

memories from the past with the concerns of pursuing new life goals in the present. 

 

• The “peace pill” may be the single greatest therapeutic intervention for post-conflict mental 
health recovery in Aceh.  All parties dedicated to guarding and facilitating the transition to 

peace in Aceh must maintain their commitment to the peace process and see it through to 

completion.  In practical terms, this implies taking “conflict sensitivity” seriously in every 

kind of program or intervention, not just in mental health outreach activities.  Conflict 
sensitivity requires that every decision that carries the peace process forward takes into 

account the past experience and current concerns of the communities that desperately, if 

sometimes skeptically, hope that the peace endures in their midst.  
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Preface 
This case study describes the conflict displacement experience of a transmigrant family originally 

from West Java living in the remote interior of Aceh Timur. This report is one of several 

community-based case studies contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder 
Review of Post-Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative 

effort among donor, government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict 

issues in Aceh.  The community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  
This particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by one of the MSR field research 

teams in the sub-district of Peunaron in the interior region of Aceh Timur.  The MSR research 

team collected their data from Peunaron from 26 July until 3 August 2008. 
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Abstract 
This case study tells the conflict displacement story of a Javanese transmigrant family living in 

the remote interior of Aceh Timur.  Their narrative is preceded by background information on the 
region and the conflict history there gleaned from a focus group discussion held with residents of 

Peunaron sub-district.  Findings are purely descriptive, focusing on narrative and direct quotes 

from the family profiled below.  Conflict IDP experiences in Aceh are diverse, each one 

complicated by unique conditions, so the narrative that follows does not claim to represent the 
IDP experience for all conflict IDPs from Aceh.  Nevertheless the apparent success of their new 

life in the same sub-district of Aceh Timur where they were originally displaced may hold lessons 

for post-conflict recovery programs concerned with the welfare of conflict IDPs. 

Introduction 
This case study tells the story of a Javanese transmigrant family living in Aceh Timur that was 

displaced during the conflict.  Their narrative is slightly different from the norm in that unlike the 
majority of Javanese transmigrants who were displaced during the conflict, this family decided to 

stay in Aceh and live out their displacement in the market town that was closest to their home 

village.  Although they sold their land in their home village like many other transmigrants who 

left, they were eventually able to get a new plot of land in the same sub-district and start over 
again.  Their story is somewhat unique compared to others, and thus offers no claim to represent 

the experience of all conflict IDPs from Aceh, but the conditions of their displacement were 

typical among transmigrants, and their story suggests what might be possible for other IDP 

families that might want to return to Aceh.  Indeed, many officials and village heads in the 
interior sub-districts of Aceh Timur would like IDP families to return as a way to recover 

conflict-damaged local economies.  The story of this transmigrant family in this case study is 

preceded by some background information about the interior sub-districts of Aceh Timur where 

they live and what happened there during the conflict, as it was gleaned from a focus group 
discussion held by MSR researchers in the market town of Peunaron. 

 

While this case describes the experience of one transmigrant family originally from West Java, it 

is important to remember that tens of thousands of people experienced displacement during the 
conflict in Aceh.  Displacement experiences were very heterogeneous, bearing in mind that 

thousands of Acehnese and Gayo families were also displaced even if they did not actually leave 

Aceh province.  Furthermore, displacement occurred all over Aceh, not just in Aceh Timur.  

Often overlooked, just for example, are the IDP communities on the west coast of Aceh.  While 
nearly all conflict IDPs on the west coast have returned home, they still had the similar 
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experience of the family profiled in this case study of “starting from zero” and may still have 

particular post-conflict recovery needs that remain to be addressed. 

 
For population-based data on conflict displacement in Aceh, there are other resources.  One in 

particular is the conflict IDP survey conducted by the International Organization for Migration 

(IOM) and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP).  This data set was analyzed 

extensively in IOM’s post-conflict meta-analysis, and a joint IOM-UNDP report about these data 
will be published in 2009. 

Background:  The Aceh Timur Interior During the Conflict 
MSR researchers held a focus group discussion in the market town of Peunaron Baro at a small 

pharmacy run by a local midwife.142  Among the five participants, all in their forties, there was 

the midwife and a small businessman, both Acehnese, and three local village heads, two of which 

were Javanese transmigrants and the third was Gayo.  From these five respondents, MSR 
researchers learned that Peunaron used to be one big village in the enormous interior sub-district 

of Serba Jadi.  Serba Jadi covers the vast and remote interiors of Aceh Timur district, a genuine 

frontier area that once held promise for developing palm oil plantations and other large 

agricultural export products such as chocolate.143  Ethnic Gayo were the main original inhabitants 
of Serba Jadi, but thousands of Javanese transmigrants were brought in to help settle and develop 

the land, and provide wage labor for the plantations.  Some ethnic Acehnese settled there as well, 

seeking their fortune working on the land and operating small businesses in the market towns. 

 
Serba Jadi experienced some of the worst but least publicized conflict violence, somewhat unique 

for the atrocities committed by GAM against the Javanese transmigrants living there.  During the 

FGD, a local KPA member (former GAM) briefly dropped in on the discussion, which created an 

awkward atmosphere for a few moments, as the topic of discussion often touched upon GAM’s 
actions in the region during the conflict.  As such, the FGD participants spoke almost entirely 

with euphemisms, referring to “unknown perpetrators,” and “organized communities”: 

 
“There was an organized community that hovered 
over and shadowed our existence.  They considered 
our presence here as colonialists.” – A Javanese 
village head from the interior of Aceh Timur 

“Ada komunitas terorganisir yang membayang-
bayangi keberadaan kami.  Keberadaan kami 
seperti penjajah, anggap mereka” – Kepala Desa, 
etnis Jawa, dari pedalaman Aceh Timur144 

 

                                                      
142 See Images 1 and 2 
143 See Image 3 
144 See interview transcript A.07 
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The FGD participants estimated that around 80% of the Javanese transmigrants living in Serba 

Jadi left either by force or by choice as the conflict violence escalated early in this decade.  Non-

Javanese families were also displaced at the moments of the worst violence but typically they left 
for only a few weeks or months, and spent their displacement in the mosques and police stations 

of nearby market towns or in the city of Langsa.  Most Javanese IDPs however left Aceh 

altogether, some returned home to Java, while others moved to North Sumatra province to live in 

either Medan city or in Langkat district, still others moved further south to Riau province.   
 

To date, while many came back to inspect or sell what was left of their possessions, very few 

Javanese IDPs have returned to stay; the FGD participants estimated that only about 5% of the 

transmigrants have returned.  They offered several overlapping reasons why they might have 
chosen not to return.  First, they still feel traumatized and have no guarantee that the situation will 

be safe in the future.  Second, many families lost everything when they left, their houses were 

burnt down and their lands are now overgrown and unproductive, requiring too much time and 

expense to rehabilitate.  Third, the lands of some former transmigrants have been seized and 
occupied by other farmers, thus putting the legal status of their land in question.  Fourth, a lot of 

Javanese families simply sold their land and have no intention to return, starting a new life in 

North Sumatra or Riau.  Fifth, many of the Javanese transmigrants who went to Medan and other 

parts of North Sumatra received compensation from the government for their losses in Aceh 
called dana terminasi, the so-called termination fund.  Finally, several years after their 

displacement, many Javanese IDPs have settled into better lives in the places where they live now.  

The FGD participants shared with us what they knew about the transmigrants who left, and some 

even expressed regret that they did not join them: 
 
“When they fled, they left their houses still in 
inhabitable conditions.  However when they came 
back, their homes were badly damaged:  roofs 
missing, broken windows, etc.  In general, when the 
IDPs left they didn’t sell any of their belongings.  
However the lands they owned were abandoned and 
neglected.  They fled to Riau or returned to Java.  
Those who fled still feel traumatized, it’s difficult 
for them to return.”  –  A Javanese village head 
from the interior of Aceh Timur 

“Saat warga mengungsi, mereka meninggalkan 
rumah dalam keadaan masih layak huni. Namun 
ketika kembali keadaan rumah sudah rusak berat, 
atap yang copot, jendela yang rusak dan 
sebagainya. Umumnya pengungsi saat pergi tidak 
menjual harta benda mereka. Namun lahan yang 
mereka miliki menjadi terbengkalai. Mereka 
mengungsi ke Riau atau kembali ke Jawa. Mereka 
yang mengungsi masih ada perasaan trauma, sulit 
untuk kembali.” – Kepala Desa, etnis Jawa, dari 
pedalaman Aceh Timur145 

“We have also heard news that some of the IDPs 
who fled Aceh received monetary assistance 
(Termination Fund) as much as 8 million rupiah for 
each household.  Many of them came back to their 
village and asked for letters that acknowledged that 

“Kami juga mendengar kabar bahwa sebagian 
mereka yang mengungsi di luar Aceh memperoleh 
bantuan uang (Dana Terminasi) sebesar Rp. 8 juta 
rupiah untuk setiap KK di sana. Banyak mereka 
yang kembali ke desa dan meminta surat 

                                                      
145 See interview transcript A.07 
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they used to live here as part of their requirements 
to get that assistance there.”  –  A Javanese village 
head from the interior of Aceh Timur 

keterangan bahwa mereka pernah tinggal di sini 
sebagai syarat untuk memperoleh bantuan tersebut 
di sana.” – Kepala Desa, etnis Jawa, dari 
pedalaman Aceh Timur146 

“Some of us really hope that they can return again.” 
– A Javanese village head from the interior of Aceh 
Timur  

“Sebagian kami sangat mengharapkan mereka bisa 
kembali lagi.” – Kepala Desa, etnis Jawa, dari 
pedalaman Aceh Timur147 

“I actually wanted to run away from my village, but 
if I fled what about my community?  I would have 
set the example for others.” – A Javanese village 
head from the interior of Aceh Timur 

“Sebenarnya saya ingin lari dari desa, tetapi kalau 
saya lari bagaimana dengan masyarakat saya? 
Saya akan menjadi tolak ukur warga” – Kepala 
Desa, etnis Jawa, dari pedalaman Aceh Timur148 

“Regarding the assistance for IDPs, what’s the 
difference between the IDPs who left the region and 
received 8 million rupiah in termination funds and 
us, the ones who helped the IDPs but didn’t get 
anything?” – A Javanese village head from the 
interior of Aceh Timur 

“Soal bantuan untuk pengungsi, apa bedanya 
antara pengungsi yang mengungsi keluar daerah 
mendapatkan bantuan dana terminasi dari 
pemerintah setempat sebesar Rp.8 juta dengan 
kami, yang membantu pengungsi malah tidak dapat 
bantuan.” – Kepala Desa, etnis Jawa, dari 
pedalaman Aceh Timur149 

 

Today the Peunaron region has split apart from Serba Jadi and is now its own sub-district.  The 

village of Peunaron itself has split into three separate villages:  Peunaron Baro, Alur Pinang, and 
Sumber Mulia.  The FGD participants estimated that there were about 2000 families living in 

Peunaron sub-district today, and that during the conflict 43 houses in the former Peunaron village 

were burnt down.  What follows is the brief biography of a husband and wife from West Java 

who joined the government transmigration program in the mid-1990s, moved to the Peunaron 
region of Aceh Timur, lived through a difficult displacement experience there during the conflict, 

but were eventually able to rebuild their lives. 

IDP Life Story:  “From not even having a single spoon to owning a hectare of 
chocolate” 

Suratna, age 54, was born in Ciamis, West Java and raised in the city of Bandung.150  Without 

much education, he was hardly able to earn a living selling cigarettes and taking care of ducks.  
His wife Nona, age 44, even spent some time working in the overseas domestic labor market in 

Saudi Arabia.  Together they decided to join the government transmigration program, sold all 

their belongings, and ended up in an isolated transmigration village up in the interior hills of 

Aceh Timur in Serba Jadi (now Peunaron sub-district).  They planted palm oil trees on a hectare 

                                                      
146 See FGD transcript A.02 
147 See FGD transcript A.02 
148 See interview transcript A.07 
149 See interview transcript A.07 
150 All aspects of Suratna and Nona’s story (not their real names), along with their direct quotes, are drawn 
from interview transcript A.10 
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of land and made a decent income from the harvest with additional income on the side from 

renting out wedding party equipment to others in their community, equipment that they were able 

to buy with the money they brought with them from West Java. 

During the evening prayers on one night of the fasting month of Ramadan in 2001, a bloody 

incident occurred wherein three GAM soldiers were caught by a BRIMOB (mobile police 

brigade) unit and tortured.  One was cut in the neck, another was shot in the back, and the third 

was shot dead.  A week later GAM took their anger out on the community of transmigrants: 
 
“One afternoon, a group of GAM came and asked 
all the residents of our village to gather together in 
the village hall.  My wife Nona was washing dishes 
behind the house, but she was forced to immediately 
leave her work behind and didn’t have the chance to 
finish her cleaning.  GAM yelled at her while 
beating the tip of his weapon on the plates that were 
scattered about.” 
 
“The villagers that had gathered in the village hall 
were then divided up by ethnic group.  Javanese 
with the Javanese, Acehnese with the Acehnese, 
also with the Gayo.  Many of the people were 
crying, afraid they would be shot with GAM’s 
weapons that were cocked and ready to shoot.  Then 
one of the GAM leaders spoke, ordering us each to 
go back to our own regions.  Javanese go home to 
Java, Gayo go home to Gayo, and so on with the 
other ethnic groups.  We were ordered to leave then 
and there, and were not allowed to go home and get 
any of our things.” 

“Suatu sore, sekelompok GAM datang meminta 
semua penduduk desa kami berkumpul di balai 
desa. Istri saya Nona yang sedang menyuci piring 
di belakang rumah, dipaksa segera meninggalkan 
pekerjaannya sehingga tidak sempat menyelesaikan 
cuciannya. GAM membentaknya sambil 
memukulkan ujung senjata ke piring-piring yang 
berserakan.” 
 
“Masyarakat yang telah berkumpul di balai desa 
kemudian dipisahkan sesuai dengan sukunya. Suku 
Jawa dengan suku jawa, Aceh dengan Aceh, begitu 
juga dengan Gayo. Banyak warga yang menangis-
nangis menghiba karena takut ditembak GAM 
dengan senjata yang siap terkokang. Kemudian 
seorang pemimpin GAM berbicara memerintahkan 
penduduk untuk kembali kedaerah masing-masing. 
Orang Jawa pulang ke Jawa, orang Gayo pulang ke 
Gayo, demikian juga suku yang lain. Saat itu juga 
kami diperintahkan pergi tanpa diperbolehkan 
pulang ke rumah untuk mengambil sekeping 
barangpun.” 

 

Suratna and Nona walked 18 kilometers to Peunaron, feeling confused and sad.  Two days after 
they were chased out, Suratna rented a truck and went back to his village to see if he could 

salvage anything.  His house was completely burned down, but not all the houses were destroyed.  

The house of the Gayo family that lived next door to Suratna was still intact.   

 
“Sadly we tried to scrape through the burnt ruins; if 
there was even one spoon left my wife wanted to 
take it.  But not even one thing was left.  The hoe, 
the sewing machine, and other items it seems had 
been moved somewhere else before those unknown 
perpetrators burned our house down.” 

“Dengan sedih kami mencoba mengais sisa-sisa 
kebakaran, rencana istri saya kalau ada sendok 
satupun yang tersisa akan diambil. Ternyata tak 
satupun ada barang yang tersisa. Cangkul, mesin 
jahit dan barang-barang lain tampaknya sudah 
dipindahkan sebelum rumah dibakar oleh kelompok 
tak dikenal.” 

Conflict Experience

Living Displaced
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In Peunaron, Suratna, Nona and their four children were given temporary lodging with a kind 

man from Tamiang who gave Suratna 30kg of rice and Rp100,000 per month in exchange for 

watching over and helping maintain his plantation land.  They lived there for four years, 
ultimately selling their land up in the transmigrant village in order to pay for an operation for 

Suratna.  When he was sick, relatives in Java sent money for Suratna and his family to go home, 

but Nona refused, recalling they had nothing in Java to go back for and would have to endure the 

embarrassment of moving in with relatives.  Little by little Suratna and Nona became self-
sufficient again, helping load up palm oil harvests onto delivery trucks as they passed through 

Peunaron. 

Eventually the sub-district head of Peunaron gave Suratna and his family a plot of 1 hectare of 

sloping land on a hillside that was left behind by another transmigrant who left during the conflict 
and never returned.  The land, located on the side of the road to Lokop (the sub-district seat for 

Serba Jadi), could be used to plant chocolate.  He built a plank wood shack seven by six meters in 

size, said farewell to his host from Tamiang in Peunaron, and moved his family there.  As of 

August 2008, Suratna has been living in this simple house with his family for two and a half years.  
He also has proper documentation of the land to demonstrate ownership. 

 
“My chocolate garden is thriving… I can collect up 
to 200kg of chocolate per harvest.  The selling price 
is pretty good at 10,000 rupiah per kilogram.  I have 
my own motorbike, and I can send my children to 
school.  What I have now already exceeds what I 
used to have in the transmigrant village before.  I 
once visited my old land, the new owner has revived 
the palm oil trees there.  But only ten families live 
in that village now.  There used to be a weekly 
market there every Sunday, but now there is no 
market day there anymore.  The economy there is 
still in decline, not yet like what it used to be.” 

“Kebun coklat saya tumbuh dengan subur… Saat 
ini saya bisa memanen coklat sampai 200 kg sekali 
panen. Harganya pun cukup bagus yaitu Rp.10 ribu 
perkilo. Saya sudah punya sepeda motor sendiri, 
dan bisa menyekolahkan anak.  Apa yang saya 
miliki sekarang sudah melebihi dari apa yang 
Bapak miliki dulu. Saya pernah mengunjungi tanah 
itu sekali, disana sudah kembali ditanami dengan 
tanaman sawit oleh pemilik barunya. Kini desa itu 
hanya ditinggali 10 KK saja.  Dulu ada pasar yang 
diadakan tiap hari minggu. Namun kini pasar 
tersebut tidak ada lagi. Perekonomian masyarakat 
masih mundur, belum seperti sediakala”. 

Suratna first heard about the peace agreement from the television, radio, and his friends: 

 
“I felt so happy when I heard the news.  Because I 
have no desire to return to Java, I’ve sold all my 
possessions there, and I want to live here until I 
have grandchildren.  And in fact, I already have two 
grandchildren now.” 

“Perasaan saya senang sekali mendengar kabar itu. 
Sebab saya tidak punya keinginan kembali ke Jawa, 
semua harta di Jawa sudah saya jual, saya ingin 
tinggal disini sampai beranak cucu. Dan benar, 
saya sudah mempunyai dua cucu sekarang.” 

 

Starting Over 

Since the Peace Agreement 
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Since the peace agreement, Suratna has received assistance from the district government such as 

fertilizer and corn seedlings.  But he has never received any help as a conflict IDP, and he has 

never asked for it either. 
 
“I’ve never received and I’ve never submitted a 
request for assistance.  I don’t know how, but this 
here is enough.” 

“Saya tidak pernah menerima bantuan dan belum 
pernah mengajukan, Saya tidak tahu bagaimana 
caranya, begini saja sudah cukup.” 

“I feel grateful to God with my situation now.  
Although I’ve received minimal assistance, what I 
have done with my own hands feels like more of a 
blessing.” 

“Saya merasa bersyukur dengan keadaan saya saat 
ini. Walaupun dengan bantuan yang minim namun 
apa yang saya usahakan dengan tangan saya 
sendiri terasa lebih berkat.” 

“Since the peace agreement, we have begun to feel 
the peace.  I can work any time without fear.  I 
usually wake up at 3 in the morning and go to the 
market in Peunaron to sell.  What I understand 
about the peace agreement is that if either GAM or 
the security forces make a fuss, then they will be 
given a judgement.  But what is most important now 
is the peace.  There are no grudges anymore.” 

“Sejak perjanjian MoU perdamaian mulai terasa. 
Saya bisa mencari rezeki kapan saja tanpa rasa 
takut lagi. Biasanya saya mulai jam 3 subuh sudah 
pergi ke pasar Peunaron untuk berjualan. Yang 
saya pahami dari MoU adalah seandainya baik dari 
GAM ataupun dari aparat mendahului membikin 
onar maka akan diberikan hukuman. Tapi yang 
paling penting sekarang sudah damai. Sudah tidak 
ada dendam lagi.” 

“The former secretary of my cooperative, a 
Gayonese man, is a GAM member.  Until now we 
still see each other often, say hello, there is no 
trouble.  Even a GAM member from Idi, who I once 
gave a goat to during the conflict, looked all over 
for me to invite me to join his palm oil business.  I 
told him that we already had our own agent here.  
How can I hold a grudge against them, they’re all 
my friends.” 

“Bekas sekretaris di koperasi saya dulu, orang 
Gayo, adalah anggota GAM.  Sampai sekarang 
saya masih sering bertemu, bertegur sapa, tidak 
ada masalah.  Malah seorang GAM yang berasal 
dari Idi, dulu saat konflik pernah saya beri 
kambing, pernah mencari-cari saya untuk mangajak 
bisnis sawit.  Tetapi saya jawab bahwa disini sudah 
ada agennya sendiri.  Bagaimana saya mau 
dendam, mereka toh teman-teman saya semua.” 

“A lot of the villages around here have gotten 
assistance from different groups.  There has been 
road construction, clean water and washing facilities 
have been built, a new clinic, and also housing 
assistance for those whose houses were burnt down, 
damaged, and so on.  So far I feel the peace, there is 
no more conflict and I have that the peace will 
continue to progress.” 

“Desa-desa sekitar sudah banyak mendapatkan 
bantuan dari berbagai pihak. Ada bantuan untuk 
pembangunan jalan, MCK, klinik dan juga bantuan 
rumah bagi mereka yang rumahnya terbakar, rusak 
dan sebagainya. Sejauh ini saya merasakan 
kedamaian, tidak ada lagi konflik dan saya 
berharap damai ini bisa berjalan seterusnya.” 

“I’ve never joined a political party, and I’ve never 
had a party’s membership card.  I’ve also not yet 
heard any explanation about the local political 
parties.  Indeed there was one time at the café when 
someone said that in the elections next year we have 
to choose PA [Partai Aceh, GAM’s political party] 
so that Aceh will change and advance.  I’d like it if 
some good information about the local political 
parties could reach all the way down to the small 
hamlets.  Right now my thoughts are netural, and I 
still don’t know which party I’ll choose.  I don’t 
have a choice yet, whether it’s a national or a local 
party.” 

“Saya belum pernah ikut partai, tidak pernah punya 
kartu anggota partai. Saya juga belum pernah 
mendapat penjelasan tentang partai lokal. Memang 
pernah suatu kali, di warung kopi, ada yang bilang 
untuk pemilu kedepan kita mencoblos PA supaya 
ada perubahan Aceh menjadi maju. Saya ingin ada 
penjelasan yang baik sampai ke dusun-dusun 
tentang partai lokal. Saat ini pikiran saya masih 
netral, belum tahu mau kemana akan memberikan 
suara. Belum ada pilihan, baik itu partai nasional 
ataupun partai lokal.” 
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Now Suratna and his wife Nona live with ease and peace in their simple plank wood home, far 

from the busy noise in Peunaron where they spent four years living as IDPs, but still working 

hard.151  To borrow a phrase from Nona: 
 
“From without owning even a single spoon, to now 
owning a hectare of chocolate gardens!” 

“Dari tanpa memiliki satu sendokpun, hingga kini 
memiliki kebun coklat satu hektar!” 

Conclusions 
Suratna claims that he did not receive much post-conflict assistance aside from some fertilizer 

and seedlings from the district government.  Although Suratna does not give more details about 

how it happened, one cannot overlook that the sub-district head of Peunaron somehow took 

initiative to give Suratna and his family a new plot of land that is the same size (1 hectare) as the 
land Suratna and Nona originally received in their transmigration to Aceh Timur.  Interior sub-

districts all throughout Aceh cover vast landscapes, and particularly in places like Peunaron and 

Serba Jadi where many transmigrants have abandoned plots that were semi-settled at the time of 

their displacement, there should be few barriers to resettling IDP families who want to return.  
Suratna laments the persistent decline of the economy of his original transmigrant village.  His 

example is repeated many times over in dozens of emptied villages in places like Peunaron, Serba 

Jadi, and probably in many parts of Bener Meriah and other interior regions that experienced high 

conflict.  That’s why village and sub-district leaders, such as the village head quoted in the FGD 
above, are hoping that the peace will hold so that IDPs will feel safe enough to return and resettle.  

The Peunaron sub-district head’s example suggests that local leaders want to assist, but perhaps 

there are bureaucratic and financial barriers to what they, as low level officials, can achieve.  

While Suratna’s and Nona’s story may not be representative of most conflict IDPs from Aceh, 
their success at resettlement through their own hard work and the assistance and initiative of local 

leaders offer a suggestive example for bringing more IDPs back home again.  

 

 

                                                      
151 See Image 4 
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Appended Images 

 

 

Image 1:  FGD at a Small Pharmacy in Peunaron, Aceh Timur

Image 2:  A View of Peunaron Town, Aceh Timur
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There are chocolate trees to the right and the left of building where the car is parked. 

Image 3:  Palm Oil Trees in Peunaron Sub-district, Aceh Timur

Image 4:  The MSR Team Parks Next Door to Suratna’s House
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Preface 
This case study presents a brief summary of field research findings about Forum Komunkasi 

Anak Bangsa (Communication Forum for the Sons of the Nation), or FORKAB, a provincial-

wide organization representing the political interests of former combatants in the Free Aceh 

Movement (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, GAM) who surrendered to the government prior to the 
peace agreement on 15 August 2005.  This report is one of several community-based case studies 

contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-Conflict 

Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among donor, 

government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  The 
community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for International 

Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  This 

particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by one of the MSR community-based 

qualitative research teams on two separate occasions:  in Pidie from 26 July until 3 August 2008, 
and then in Aceh Barat and Aceh Selatan districts from 11 until 20 August 2008. 

Abstract 
This report briefly describes the emergence of a new organization on the political landscape of 

post-conflict Aceh – FORKAB – representing the interests of former GAM combatants who 

surrendered to Indonesian forces during the conflict, prior to the peace agreement.  Topics 
covered in this report emphasize local perspectives from respondents in the field and include 
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FORKAB’s recruitment and mobilization strategies, leadership, budget sources, and their 

relationship with TNI, the provincial government, and the central government in Jakarta.  While 

attention to surrendered combatants as equal stakeholders in the peace process should be a 
priority, the formalization of their interests into a separate institution has proven to be counter-

productive to the peace process on the ground.  The data presented here suggests that FORKAB’s 

existence has provoked horizontal tensions on the ground and FORKAB’s activities often 

prioritizes the needs of the institution as a political force over the needs of the former combatants 
FORKAB claims to represent. 

What is FORKAB? 
After the signing of the Helsinki peace agreement between GAM and the Government of 

Indonesia, GAM’s guerilla military organization demobilized into a civilian organization called 

the Aceh Transitional Committee (Komite Peralihan Aceh, KPA).  All matters related to the 

reintegration of 3000 ex-combatants as guaranteed by the peace agreement were channeled 
through KPA.   GAM combatants who had surrendered to the Indonesian government prior to the 

peace agreement were not welcomed into the KPA organization; in fact KPA regards them as 

traitors to the struggle, and therefore unfit to receive any reintegration assistance.152  In response 

to this perceived injustice in the peace process, this marginalized group of ex-combatants 
consolidated into its own civilian organization called the Communication Forum for the Sons of 

the Nation (Forum Komunikasi Anak Bangsa, FORKAB), which declared its existence on 27 

August 2006, and has representation in nearly every district of Aceh.  According to one of the 

FORKAB leaders, there are at least 13,000 former GAM combatants who surrendered to the 
Indonesian government but were not included in the peace agreement.    

 

While in captivity, the former combatants who now make up FORKAB were indoctrinated with 

Indonesian state ideology.  Upon release they were encouraged to join local anti-separatist 
militias.  Since formally declaring their organization in 2006, FORKAB members hope that they 

can successfully lobby for reintegration assistance just like what KPA members received.  One of 

the founders of FORKAB is Teungku Muhammad Sabil from Pidie district.  Currently, FORKAB 

at the provincial level is under the leadership of M. Nasir Lado. 

FORKAB on the Northeast Coast of Aceh 
On the northeast coast of Aceh, the historic and ideological center of GAM’s struggle for 

independence, FORKAB members are few and far between, and these few have been targeted for 

threats and attacks with office bombings, car shootings, and killings, particularly in Bireuen 

                                                      
152 see interview transcript B.30 
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district, without any investigations by the local police forces.153  Events such as these leave 

FORKAB members feeling marginalized not just by KPA but also by the government.  As the 

2009 elections approach, FORKAB members are heavily pressured to vote for Partai Aceh, 
KPA’s local political party.  Poetic text messages in Acehnese language are sent by cellphone 

with unspeakably rude metaphors and not-so-veiled threats: 

 
“a young child gathers rattan in 
the mountains of Meuruedu / find 
the best to make a basket / now it 
is almost election season / it is 
time to choose a throne for the 
king / head over there to gam’s 
party / have no doubts my brother 
/ whoever does not choose the 
descendents of Acehnese kings / 
just move to Java / no need to 
stay anymore in Aceh / just get 
the fuck out of here”154 

“anak kecil memotong rotan di 
gunung Meuruedu / pilih yang 
bagus untuk membuat keranjang / 
sekarang hampir masa pemilu / 
saatnya  memilih bangku untuk 
sang raja / ke partai gam kesana 
menuju / janganlah ragu wahai 
saudara / siapa yang tidak 
memilih milik endatu / pindah 
saja ke Jawa / jangan lagi tinggal 
di Aceh / pergi saja keluar 
sana”155 

“si nyak koh awe dig le 
Meuruedu, pileh yang sulu 
peugot keu raga / jino karap troh 
wate pemilu / jak pileh bangku 
bak neuduk raja / ubak partai 
gam keunan neu tuju / bek ragu-
ragu wahe syedara / so nyang 
han pileh atra indatu / beudoh jak 
pap ku keudeh u jawa / bek le di 
Aceh sino meu sue-sue / jak 
sawak iku teubit u luwa”156 

FORKAB on the Southwest Coast of Aceh 
On the southwest coast of Aceh, there are a lot more FORKAB members and their visibility and 

support from the local military pose a countervailing force to KPA.  In Aceh Barat, and Meulaboh 

in particular, FORKAB is closely linked with the current provincial secession movement for 
Aceh Barat Selatan (ABAS, or Southwest Aceh).  The FORKAB leaders in Meulaboh are the 

same leaders of the Preparation Committee for the Formation of ABAS Province (Komite 

Persiapan Pembentukan Propinsi ABAS, or KP3 ABAS) and share the same office space in 

Meulaboh (see photo).  FORKAB receives guidance directly from TNI officers based in the 
region and meet regularly.  FORKAB members actively promote ABAS as foot soldiers in the 

movement and their numbers represent a counteracting force on the ground against KPA and its 

allies who oppose the secessionist movement.  As FORKAB members have successfully lobbied 

BRA for reintegration assistance, there are suspicions, albeit impossible to prove, that the 
organization in turn has channeled these funds to support the ABAS secessionist movement.  This 

misappropriation of funds arguably poses a threat to the peace process rather than helping ex-

combatants reintegrate peacefully into society. 

 
 
                                                      
153 see interview transcript B.21 
154 While not a direct translation, “get the fuck out of here” does capture the sense of an incredibly 
inappropriate insult and threat contained in “jak sawak iku” 
155 The Bahasa Indonesia and English translations do not completely reflect the rude and angry tone 
contained in some of the Acehnese idioms to the right. 
156 see interview transcript B.21 
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“Before joining with FORKAB, I had been 
with GAM for 4.5 years.  My last rank in GAM 
was as the District (sagoe) Commander in 
Aceh Barat.  When I was still in GAM, the 
struggle no longer felt in accord with my 
innermost beliefs.  Nevertheless, killing, 
raping, extortion, and kidnapping are part of 
GAM’s work.  And that no longer felt in 
accordance with my innermost beliefs as a 
Muslim.  Upon joining the movement, we 
swore an oath to adhere to the holy Quran and 
follow the words and deeds of the prophet 
Muhammad.  But the reality was quite 
different.  Because of that I returned, with my 
own conscience, to the fold of the Indonesian 
motherland, returned to my true inner beliefs. 
 
“On 15 August 2004, I came down from the 
mountains and surrendered.  Before that I had 
to hide for 37 days because I didn’t want my 

“Sebelum bergabung dengan FORKAB, saya 
sudah 4,5 tahun bergabung dengan GAM. 
Jabatan terakhir saya di GAM adalah 
Panglima Sagoe di wilayah Aceh Barat. Ketika 
saya masih bergabung di GAM dulu, sudah 
tidak sesuai lagi dengan hati nurani. 
Bagaimana tidak, membunuh, memperkosa, 
memeras dan menculik orang itu sudah bagian 
dari pekerjaan GAM. Sedangkan hal itu tidak 
sesuai dengan hati nurani saya sebagai orang 
Islam. Padahal dulu ketika di bai’at katanya 
berpegang pada kitabullah (Al-Quran) dan 
sunnah nabi. Tapi nyatanya? Karena itulah 
dengan kesadaran sendiri saya kembali ke 
pangkuan ibu pertiwi, kembali pada hati 
nurani saya yang sebenarnya”  
 
“Pada tanggal 15 Agustus 2004, saya turun 
dari gunung dan menyerah, sebelumnya 
selama 37 hari saya harus sembunyi-sembunyi 

Image:  FORKAB and KP3 ABAS share the same office in Meulaboh

Box 1:  A GAM Member Surrenders 
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friends who were still in GAM to find out.  
When I came down, I didn’t surrender because 
I was starving, sick, or because I was bored 
with living in the forest.  I surrendered simply 
because the struggle had deviated from Islam.  
After hiding for 37 days, finally I went home to 
meet my family for a moment.  And after that 
the village leaders brought me to the nearby 
military base.  And finally I was taught and 
developed by the head of the base, not 
‘developed’ in the sense of being imprisoned.  I 
was still able to enjoy my freedom just like 
everyone else in my community, and I could 
stay at home in my village.” – FORKAB 
member, 41, Meulaboh  

karena tidak mau diketahui kawan-kawan yang 
masih di GAM. Ketika saya turun, saya bukan 
menyerah karena lapar, sakit ataupun karena 
sudah bosan tinggal di hutan. Saya menyerah 
semata-mata karena perjuangan yang sudah 
menyimpang dari agama Islam. Ketika selesai 
persembunyian saya selama 37 hari, akhirnya 
saya pulang ke kampung untuk bertemu 
keluarga sebentar. Dan setelah itu saya di 
bawa aparat desa ke Koramil. Dan akhirnya 
saya dibina oleh Danramil, bukan dibina 
dalam arti dipenjara. Saya tetap dapat 
menikmati kebebasan seperti masyarakat 
lainnya dan tinggal di kampung” – Anggota 
Forkab, 41, Meulaboh 

FORKAB Sources of Funding  
Multiple interviews with both FORKAB leaders and ordinary members proved that it is 

challenging to discover from what sources FORKAB gets its funding.  For “security reasons” 

FORKAB does not reveal the names of its private donors, most of whom are contracting firms.  
However FORKAB leaders do admit to close ties with TNI, which has provided FORKAB with 

financial incentives.  BRA has also allocated reintegration funds for FORKAB as much as five 

billion rupiah in the near future.157  Every FORKAB member is promised ten million rupiah, but 

each one is required to use a portion of that money to pay organizational expenses back to 
FORKAB.  The amount of money paid to FORKAB varies from place to place depending on the 

decisions of the local leadership. 

Reza and twelve of his friends were GAM combatants who surrendered during the conflict and 
underwent state indoctrination during their captivity with TNI.  When they brought the required 
paperwork to receive their reintegration benefits to the LINMAS KESBANG office (Community 
Protection and State Unity Board), the civil servants there told him that they must report to 
FORKAB in order to get their money.   
 
They came to the FORKAB office and they discovered that their data was already registered at 
the FORKAB office without their prior knowledge.  Reza and his friends were surprised to see 
their names written on the list of FORKAB members even though they had never joined.  On the 
list Reza saw the names of all the former GAM combatants that had surrendered.  There were 526 

                                                      
157 BRA’s own reports on its assistance to FORKAB vary in their estimates.  In a draft of BRA’s Strategy 
Paper dated 29 February 2008, so far 3,024 “GAM Surrendured Before MoU” have received one million 
rupiah apiece.  In a BRA presentation on 2 June 2008, BRA reported that a total of 3.024 “GAM 
Surrendured Before MoU” received assistance.  In Financial Year 2005, 500 FORKAB members received 
5 million rupiah apiece.  In Financial Year 2006, 1,000 FORKAB members received ten million rupiah 
apiece.  However, I separate slide in the same presentation says that 2,704 FORKAB members received 
assistance in FY2006, but does not say how much was allocated per individual.  For Financial Year 2008, 
BRA proposed that 6,000 “GAM Surrendured Before MoU” would receive ten million rupiah apiece. 

Box 2:  Resigning from FORKAB 
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people on the FORKAB’s list of GAM combatants who had surrendered before the peace 
agreement but only 171 of them had so far received any reintegration assistance.  And most of 
these 171 were able to join FORKAB and receive their reintegration benefits simply with a letter 
from TNI stating they had once been in captivity during the conflict, even though none of them 
had undergone the indoctrination program that Reza and his friends had been forced to take.   
 
Among those who received some money, FORKAB sent between six and seven million rupiah by 
bank transfer.  Each recipient was supposed to receive ten million rupiah, but FORKAB took 
between three and four million rupiah from each individual with the reason that the funds from 
BRA had to be used for FORKAB’s own administrative and organizational fees.  Reza and his 
friends were already offended that they were included on the FORKAB list without their 
permission, but once the terms of the deal were clear, and realizing that many of the people on the 
list were not actual former combatants who surrendered – and that the real surrendered 
combatants who were indoctrinated have not received their money yet – they decided not to 
submit the paperwork.  The FORKAB officials informed Reza and his friends that their 
membership in the organization would be revoked and as a consequence would not receive any 
reintegration assistance.  Since then, Reza and his 12 friends have not received anything. 

FORKAB Relations With Provincial & National Government 
 
“If Irwandi had not been elected governor of Aceh, 
maybe FORKAB wouldn’t have so many 
differences with GAM, but because he comes from 
a GAM background he has treated groups from 
outside his organization as enemies.” – T. Ahmad 
Sabil, FORKAB leader from Pidie 

“Seandainya bukan Irwandi yang jadi gubernur 
mungkin forkab tidak akan berbeda dengan gam, 
tapi karena dia dari gam dia memperlakukan pihak 
luar gam sebagai musuh.” – T. Ahmad Sabil, 
Pembina Forkab Pidie. 

 

Not surprisingly FORKAB has taken an oppositional stance against the recently elected Aceh 

provincial government, predominantly in the hands of former GAM leaders.  Aceh’s Governor 
Irwandi Yusuf is seen as a source of injustice in the handling of reintegration assistance for ex-

combatants.158  Furthermore, FORKAB believes that since his election, Governor Irwandi has 

been unable to control KPA’s rampant insinuation into all business and government affairs.159  

For these reasons, FORKAB has lost trust and revoked its support of the Acehnese government at 
the provincial and district (kabupaten) levels.  As if in response to the threatening text message 

sent by KPA to FORKAB members, the following text message in Bahasa Aceh made the rounds 

in October 2008 to register FORKAB’s disappointment with their former comrades in struggle:160 

 
“In the year 2000 we ran away, 
fearful of police and soldier’s 
weapons.  In the year 2004 the 

“Tahun 2000 melarikan diri 
karena takut senjata polisi dan 
tentara.  Tahun 2004 datang 

“Thon 2000 payah plung U gle 
takot ke beude polisi teuntra. 
Thon 2004 teuka tsunami, bala 

                                                      
158 see interview transcript B.24 
159 see interview transcript B.26 
160 For more description of the role text messages play in campaign politics in post-conflict Aceh, see “Box 
2:  Campaigning by Text Message” in the related MSR case study titled “Local Political Parties in Post-
Conflict Aceh.” 
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tsunami came, Allah’s judgement 
that brought enormous water.  In 
the year 2006 there was no more 
fighting.  In the year 2007 we 
inaugurated new kings.  In the 
year 2008 they fought amongst 
themselves.  The leaders of the 
land forgot to compensate their 
people’s service. Nobody cares 
about the victims of shootings, 
nor does anybody care about the 
widows. The aristocrats and 
district leaders are busy with the 
Kijang Innova luxury vans.  In 
the year 2009 we choose the 
people’s representatives, and 
again they bring us promises on a 
heavenly wind.  Those promised 
a car will get a bicycle.  Those 
promised a coffee will get 
poisoned!!  Congratulations to the 
leaders of this land!” 

tsunami, hukuman dari Allah 
yang mendatangkan air besar.  
Tahun 2006 tak lagi ribut-ribut.  
Tahun 2007 berganti raja.  Tahun 
2008 ribut sendiri-sendiri.  
Pemimpin negeri lupa membalas 
jasa.  Yang terkena tembak tidak 
ada yang peduli, yang hilang 
suami juga tidak ada yang peduli.  
Si uleebalang dan kepala sagoe 
sibuk dengan mobil Kijang 
Innova.  Tahun 2009 pilih lagi 
wakil rakyat, dibawa lagi janji 
angin surga.  Yang janji mobil 
dapatnya sepeda, yang janji kopi 
dapatnya racun!!  Selamat 
kepada pemimpin negeri!” 

Allah bri die k ie beuna.  Thon 
2006 hana lee kiroeh, bak 2007 
meugantoe raja.  Thon 2008 karu 
sabee keu droe-droe, peumimpin 
nanggroe tuwoe keu jasa.  Yang 
keunong beudee hana sopako, 
yang gadoh lako hanaso kira.  Di 
Ulee balang ngon peutua sagoe, 
gadoeh ngon moto Kijang 
Innova.  Thon 2009 pileeh lom 
waki, di balom janji angen 
syuruga, yang janji moto 
meuteumee gari, yang janji kupi 
meuteumee tuba!!  Selamat 
kepada pemimpin nanggroe!”161 

 
FORKAB’s alternative, as noted above, has been to support the provincial secessionist 

movements for the aforementioned ABAS and Aceh Leuser Antara (ALA) in the central 

highlands of Aceh.  Their main reason for supporting provincial secession is to channel 

development funds from the central government in Jakarta directly to the regions; if there is no 
division of Aceh into three separate provinces, FORKAB argues, there will be no regional 

development. 

 

The emergence of local political parties in Aceh is of little interest to FORKAB.  As an 
organization, FORKAB has cast their political aspirations against the provincial government with 

the national political parties directly in Jakarta where they have found common interests with 

national level politicians.  Bearing in mind that the local parties have a strong chance to take a 

large proportion of seats in the Aceh provincial parliament in the 2009 legislative elections, in 
particular KPA’s political party Partai Aceh (PA), the national parties are working closely with 

marginalized groups in Aceh such as FORKAB to secure provincial secession and cut their losses 

in the provincial parliament in a bid to hold on to their power.   

FORKAB’s Connections with TNI 
 
“The militias were strong when TNI was here, but 
FORKAB is strong when TNI is not here.” – 

“Kalau milisi itu kuat kalau ada TNI, kalau forkab 
kuat itu ketika TNI tidak ada” – Sarbaini, Juru 

                                                      
161 SMS from Nasir Lado, Head of FORKAB, sent directly to an MSR researcher’s cellphone. 
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Sarbaini, Spokesperson for FORKAB in Pidie bicara  Forkab Pidie. 
 

It cannot be denied that FORKAB has a very strong relationship with TNI.  The close connection 

between these two organizations goes back to FORKAB’s origins:  most FORKAB members 

were TNI prisoners during the conflict.  In some places such as Meulaboh, when the MSR team 
of field researchers wanted to meet with FORKAB leaders at the sub-district (kecamatan) level, 

reporting to local military authorities was required procedure before contacting FORKAB directly.  

FORKAB leaders in some districts and sub-districts even get daily operational funds from local 

TNI bases.  Apart from the local level, FORKAB has also received 600 million rupiah in funding 
from the TNI commander.  These funds are used for FORKAB administration costs as well as 

business capital for FORKAB members.  Such intimate connections undermine Sarbaini’s quote 

above, revealing his statement as mere spin publicity. 

Conclusions:  FORKAB 
If successful reintegration of former combatants into society requires veterans to shake off their 

identity as guerilla fighters, then the emergence of FORKAB as an organization complicates the 
peace process rather than facilitates it.  The formalization of former GAM combatants who 

surrendered into an institution challenges the provincial government to address their concerns and 

challenges KPA on the ground with explicit support from local military and political elites in both 

Jakarta and the outlying districts of Aceh.162  FORKAB leaders have used threats of violence to 
achieve their aims. 163   BRA has agreed to give financial assistance to the combatants who 

surrendered, supposedly as much as ten million rupiah.  But FORKAB as an institution takes as 

much as 40% of these funds to support itself as an organization, and it is unclear how FORKAB 

leaders make use of these funds; some suspect personal enrichment while others suspect that 
these funds are used to finance provincial secession movement activities for ABAS and ALA.  

Ex-combatants who surrendered feel cheated by KPA, by the provincial government, and perhaps 

now by FORKAB leaders as well.  All of this complicates if not threatens the success of the 

peace process. 
 

The frustrations of ex-combatants who surrendered should not be taken lightly because the 

formalization of their frustrations into FORKAB as an institution creates the opportunity for more 

powerful actors to exploit them.  As with the reintegration of ex-combatants who did not 

                                                      
162  See “Forkab dan Upaya Perdamaian Serta Pemilu 2009,” a statement by FORKAB leader Nasir Lado, 
published on indowarta.com on 15 August 2008:  
http://indowarta.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2688&Itemid=39 
163 See Serambi article “Forkab Minta Dana BRA untuk 6000 Anggotanya” on 22 June 2008: 
http://www.serambinews.com/old/index.php?aksi=bacaberita&rubrik=1&topik=43&beritaid=49913 
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surrender, support for FORKAB ex-combatants should go directly to the individual rather than 

through their organization, in an effort to emphasize the demobilization of their former combatant 

identity.  An effort to reconcile FORKAB members with their former comrades in KPA may be a 
fruitless pursuit at this point, considering the passionate tensions between them.  BRA recognition 

of surrendered combatants as stakeholders in the peace process is a good start, but more needs to 

be done to address their self-described status as “second class citizens” in Aceh today.164 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                      
164 See footnote 11. 
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Preface 
This case study presents a brief summary of field research about community perceptions toward 
the Aceh Transitional Committee (Komite Peralihan Aceh, KPA), a provincial-wide organization 

representing the political interests of former combatants in the Free Aceh Movement (Gerakan 

Aceh Merdeka, GAM) following the signing of a peace treaty with the Indonesian government on 

15 August 2005.  This report is one of several community-based case studies contributing 
qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-Conflict Programming in 

Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among donor, government, and 

humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  The community-based 

case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) with 
additional staff support provided by the World Bank, but in the spirit of collaboration, the original 

findings reported here are supplemented with findings from prior research by other organizations.  

This particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted on three separate occasions in Bireuen, 

Aceh Utara, and Aceh Timur districts in Aceh, Indonesia.  The Communities and Education 
Program in Aceh (CEPA, a program also funded by AusAID under the Australian-Indonesia 

Partnership, a bilateral government initiative) together with the local NGO Aceh Society 

Development (ASD) collected the data from Bireuen in October 2007.  The Lead Qualitative 

Researcher from the MSR thanks CEPA for sharing their findings with the MSR.  The MSR 
research teams collected their data from Aceh Utara and Aceh Timur in two phases, from 26 July 

until 3 August 2008, and then again from 11 until 20 August 2008. 

Abstract 
Community perceptions of KPA first require an understanding of KPA as a hierarchical and 

heterogeneous organization.  This case study begins with this heterogeneity by describing how 
respondents from one sub-district in Bireuen perceive the different post-conflict actors within and 
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without KPA and how these groups relate to one another.  Drawing from interviews in conflict-

affected communities in Aceh Timur, Aceh Utara, and Bireuen districts, perceptions of these 

different KPA groups are described by the respondents themselves.  The case study concludes 
with a brief examination of two interview transcripts from Sawang, a sub-district (kecamatan) in 

Aceh Utara where post-conflict tensions and violence remain high due to unfavorable perceptions 

of KPA leadership. 

KPA Organization 
In order to make sense of the diversity of community perceptions toward KPA in the years 

following the peace agreement, it is important to first have a cursory understanding of the 
structure of KPA itself as an organization.  As a former rebel group, KPA has a defined hierarchy 

that reflects the former GAM command structure during the conflict and the community 

perceptions described below often vary by the different levels of the KPA hierarchy.  KPA has a 

central committee (KPA Pusat) at the provincial level that oversees all of its regional components.  
KPA divides Aceh into regions (wilayah), each of which has its own KPA leader (panglima 

wilayah).  In turn each region is divided into districts (sagoe), and the leaders at the district level 

(panglima sagoe) oversee KPA at the village level (gampoeng).  Residents in the villages of 

Bireuen, Aceh Utara, and Aceh Timur generally know who are the KPA members in their own 
community and usually know who are the KPA leaders in the sagoe where they reside.  When 

respondents discuss their opinions of KPA, there is typically a big difference in attitude toward 

those KPA members who live in their own village on the one hand and the leadership at sagoe, 

wilayah and pusat levels on the other. 

Local Level KPA:  Internal Variation  
At the level of sagoe and gampoeng the definitions of who counts as a member of KPA varies 

from place to place, and there are salient internal distinctions that affect KPA dynamics in the 

communities where they live.  For example, findings from a particular sagoe in Bireuen described 

different kinds of KPA and other groups in the community that have differential entitlement 
claims on the organization:  sagoe level KPA leadership; KPA meudong (KPA who were active 

GAM combatants until the MOU); KPA teubit / hijrah (KPA who were once GAM combatants 

but left Aceh before the MOU); GAM members who surrendered; KPA inong balee (female ex-

combatants); amnestied prisoners; conflict victims such as widows, orphans, and disabled; and 
conflict-affected communities in general.  Each of these groups and their relationships to one 

another are described in some detail in the tables and descriptions below: 
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Table 1:  Perceptions of KPA and Other Post-Conflict Stakeholders in a Sagoe in Bireuen165 
 KPA 

Sagoe 
Leadershi

p 

KPA 
Meudon

g 

KPA
Teubi

t / 
Hijra

h 

Surrendure
d GAM 

KPA 
Female Ex-
Combatant

s 

Amnestie
d GAM 

Prisoners

Conflict 
Widows, 
Orphan

s, 
Injured 

Conflict-
Affected 

Communitie
s 

Capacity to 
Mobilize 

Communitie
s 

High High Low None None None None Low 

Influence 
Upon KPA 
Decision-
Making 

High High Low None None None None Low 

 

KPA Sagoe Leadership:  At the sagoe level, which is roughly equivalent to the kecamatan (sub-
district) level of Indonesian government administration, the leadership consists of a commander 
and his vice-commander, a treasurer, a secretary, and an information officer.  Although just a few 

men, the sagoe leadership in general have an influential and controlling role over the KPA 

members in their sagoe. 

 

KPA Meudong:  These are the ex-combatants who were active until the very end of the conflict 
when the MOU was signed in August 2005.  This group can be further divided into GAM ex-

combatants and former GAM civilian members, which suggests that in some places at least, KPA 

membership is not an organization strictly for ex-combatants.  KPA meudong have the authority 
and influence to carry out instructions from their leadership and mobilize other KPA and the 

community in general.  They are an exclusive group compared with other KPA groups in the 

community. 

 

KPA Teubit / Hijrah:  These are the former GAM combatants who left their communities during 
the Military Emergency to save their own lives.  These ex-combatants typically fled from the 

conflict with permission from their commanders, so relations with their KPA leadership are 

cordial.  There tend to be more KPA members in this category than the two groups listed above, 
but their influence and ability to mobilize the community are much less.  Respondents perceive 

KPA teubit to cast their lot with whichever group is able to provide them with the most benefits.  

They are less unified in outlook and purpose compared with KPA meudong or the sagoe 

leadership. 
 

Surrendured GAM:  These ex-combatants surrendered to Indonesian forces during the conflict 
and usually went through a “re-education” program by the TNI to instill a sense of patriotism for 
                                                      
165 Adapted from unpublished CEPA document:  “Laporan Analisa Dinamika Komite Peralihan Aceh 
(KPA)” 
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the Indonesian state.  They are explicitly not considered part of KPA, and recently this group has 

created their own organization called FORKAB (Forum Komunikasi Anak Bangsa, see related 

case study about this group) in an effort to lobby for post-conflict benefits from the government.  
In Bireuen, Aceh Utara, and Aceh Timur there are relatively few ex-combatants who surrendered 

compared to other parts of Aceh.  Many people in this part of Aceh consider ex-combatants who 

surrendered to the government as traitors and they are often ignored and isolated; thus they have 

no power and influence compared to KPA members.166 
 

Female Ex-Combatants (Inong Balee):  A small group compared to male ex-combatants, these 
women are nonetheless also considered KPA, albeit with little influence and even less inclusion 

in decision-making processes. 
 

Amnestied Prisoners:  These are former GAM members who were captured during the conflict 
and released according to the terms of the peace agreement.  In the sagoe where this data was 

collected, the amnestied prisoners are considered by KPA to be members in good standing, 
however they have no priority for reintegration assistance channeled through KPA structures 

since they already received reintegration benefits from the government.   

 

Conflict Widows, Orphans, Injured:  The numbers of these conflict victims vary greatly from 
village to village, but this demographic is cited repeatedly by KPA leadership to justify their 

claims for reintegration assistance and inclusion in local projects, so that KPA can care for the 

families of GAM combatants who died during the conflict.  The reality is that compensation for 

these conflict victims has been strikingly less than the reintegration benefits for some KPA, and 
KPA never includes the families of deceased GAM members in their decision-making and 

mobilization efforts in the community.  In at least one sagoe in Bireuen, conflict widows, orphans, 

and conflict injured civilians feel betrayed by KPA and there is an abiding disappointment toward 

KPA for exploiting their victim status for KPA’s own gain.  
 

Ordinary Conflict-Affected Members of the Community:  Everyone in every village of 
Bireuen, Aceh Utara and Aceh Timur can justifiably claim direct or indirect involvement in the 

conflict.  GAM’s success as a guerilla force for so many years depended on implicit and explicit 
support from their home communities.  The civilian’s role in providing cover and logistical 

support for GAM combatants during the conflict blurs the line between civilian and combatant.  

Civilian sacrifice and suffering at home during the conflict while GAM forces took cover in the 
                                                      
166 It is important to bear in mind, however, that in other parts of Aceh this is not necessarily the case.  See 
related case study on FORKAB. 
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mountains and forests also factors into the community’s moral claims upon KPA and the 

government for compensation.  

  

Table 2:  Relations Between KPA and Other Post-Conflict Stakeholders in a Sagoe in 

Bireuen167 

 KPA 
Meudong 

KPA 
Teubit / 
Hijrah 

Surrendured 
GAM 

KPA 
Female Ex-
Combatants

Amnestied 
GAM 

Prisoners

Conflict 
Widows, 
Orphans, 
Injured 

Conflict-
Affected 

Communities

KPA Sagoe 
Leadership 5 4 1 5 4 4 3 

KPA 
Meudong  4 1 3 3 4 3 

KPA 
Teubit / Hijrah   2 3 4 3 3 

Surrendured 
GAM    2 1 2 3 

KPA Female 
Ex-

Combatants 
    3 4 3 

Amnestied 
GAM 

Prisoners 
     3 3 

Conflict 
Widows, 
Orphans, 
Injured 

      4 

1. Terrible Relations:  Confrontation and Competition 

2. Bad Relations:  No Communication  

3. Neutral:  Neither Supporting Nor Opposing 

4. Good Relations 

5. Very Good Relations:  Close Friendships 

Community Perceptions Toward KPA 
The above framework of actors within KPA and between KPA and community groups with 

claims on the organization provides a context for situating community perceptions of KPA since 
the peace agreement.  The press often reports on frustrations with KPA (and its new local 

political party, Partai Aceh, see related case study about local political parties) for arrogant and 

intimidating behavior toward the surrounding communities, but it is important to distinguish here 

between the local perceptions of KPA at the village (gampoeng) level and perceptions of KPA 
moving up the hierarchy.  Much of the frustration arises from within KPA itself, with emergent 

vertical and parochial conflicts in the organization getting much of the attention.  The press 

reports less on the thousands of reintegrating ex-combatants who are received warmly back into 

their home communities.   

                                                      
167 Adapted from unpublished CEPA document:  “Laporan Analisa Dinamika Komite Peralihan Aceh 
(KPA)” 
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In general, many respondents throughout Bireuen, Aceh Utara, and Aceh Timur warmly 

welcomed home KPA members from their own communities after the peace agreement; indeed, 

many people in these communities argue that GAM combatants never really left the communities 
for which they fought. 

 
“During the conflict there was no pressure on the 
community to become a GAM member so that’s 
why [today] there are no problems between 
members of the community and KPA.  They are 
members of our own community.  Now KPA too go 
to the plantations, mountains, and rice fields to earn 
a living.” – A village head in Aceh Timur  

“Saat berlangsungnya konflik, tidak ada pemaksaan 
bagi masyarakat untuk masuk menjadi anggota 
GAM.  Sehingga antara anggota masyarakat 
dengan KPA tidak ada masalah.  KPA merupakan 
anggota masyarakat sendiri.  Sekarang ini KPA 
juga pergi ke kebun, gunung, sawah untuk mencari 
nafkah.” – Seorang Keuchik dari Aceh Timur168 

 
The same respondent quoted above stressed that he does not distinguish KPA from others in his 

community, which suggests that from the perspective of some civilians at least, reintegration in 

Aceh has worked to the extent that they do not associate KPA members living in their 

communities with their ex-combatant identity: 
 
“KPA are the same as any other typical members of 
our community, and there have been no problems so 
far… A few months before the MOU, GAM 
members started to quietly return to their own 
homes.  So KPA have been mixing in with their 
community for a long time now and do not feel 
different from one another.” – A village head in 
Aceh Timur 

“KPA sama juga seperti masyarakat biasa, tidak 
ada bermasalah dengan masyarakat selama ini… 
Beberapa bulan menjelang MOU, anggota GAM 
sudah mulai pulang secara diam-diam ke rumahnya 
masing-masing.  Sehingga maysarakat dan KPA 
sudah berbaur sejak lama dan tidak merasa beda 
antara satu dengan lain.” – Seorang Keuchik dari 
Aceh Timur169 

 
Referring to the KPA members in his own community, a village secretary from Aceh Utara says: 

 
“Even though they are KPA they still follow village 
procedures.  They join together with the rest of the 
community for mutual assistance projects.” – A 
Village Secretary from Aceh Utara 

“Walaupun mereka KPA mereka tetap ikut 
peraturan desa juga.  Mereka sama-sama 
bergotong royong dengan masyarakat.” – Seorang 
Sekretaris Desa dari Aceh Utara170 

 

Even a Javanese transmigrant in Aceh Timur who was forced to evacuate with his family during 

the conflict had this to say about his good friend who happens to be in KPA: 
 
“The former secretary of my cooperative, a 
Gayonese man, is a GAM member.  Until now we 

“Bekas sekretaris di koperasi saya dulu, orang 
Gayo, adalah anggota GAM.  Sampai sekarang 

                                                      
168 See interview transcript A.05 pp.31 
169 ibid 
170 see interview transcript A.13 
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still see each other often, say hello, there is no 
trouble.  Even a GAM member from Idi, who I once 
gave a goat to during the conflict, looked all over 
for me to invite me to join his palm oil business.  I 
told him that we already had our own agent here.  
How can I feel vengeance toward them, they’re all 
my friends.” – Transmigrant from West Java living 
in Aceh Timur 

saya masih sering bertemu, bertegur sapa, tidak 
ada masalah.  Malah seorang GAM yang berasal 
dari Idi, dulu saat konflik pernah saya beri 
kambing, pernah mencari-cari saya untuk mangajak 
bisnis sawit.  Tetapi saya jawab bahwa disini sudah 
ada agennya sendiri.  Bagaimana saya mau 
dendam, mereka toh teman-teman saya semua.” – 
Transmigran dari Jawa Barat yang tinggal di Aceh 
Timur 

Perhaps the majority of KPA members have returned home and reintegrated into their home 

communities, but community frustrations with a visible minority of remarkably arrogant KPA 

members tends to dominate the interviews with respondents from Bireuen, Aceh Utara, and Aceh 

Timur.  Conflict-affected communities delineate the contours of KPA’s unpaid moral debts to 
them for their support of GAM’s struggle, and the intense suffering they experienced at home 

under TNI surveillance while GAM combatants waged their guerilla warfare from the hills.  More 

often than not, critiques are launched against leadership at the sagoe level and higher, for they 

have had the best access to reintegration resources and contract work, and most communities still 
have yet to see a trickle down effect.  A conflict widow from Aceh Utara sums up her grievance 

by comparing KPA nowadays with GAM during the conflict: 

 
“Nowadays GAM members are so rich.  Just look at 
that house on the corner of the road over there, 
that’s their house.  They build big houses, even with 
two floors, and they get a lot of contract work and 
assistance.  Honestly, I feel so bitter to see it; before 
[during the conflict] they used to ask for my help, 
they would even come to my house in the middle of 
the night and ask for food.  I also sent food for them 
in the forest… We, the women in this community, 
were the ones ordered by the TNI to take the dead 
bodies of GAM combatants and bury them…  
During the conflict we pitied them because they are 
our sons, Acehnese, from our community.  But now 
they are arrogant; when they ride in their cars they 
don’t greet us, they don’t even lower the car 
windows.  But they (GAM) promised us, if they 
were successful in the struggle, the people would be 
happy; that’s why we were so willing to help them 
and prayed that they would be safe and always 
healthy in their struggle.” – A conflict widow from 
Aceh Utara 

“Orang GAM sekarang ini sudah kaya-kaya.  Lihat 
aja rumah di sudut jalan sana, itu rumah mereka.  
Mereka membuat rumah besar-besar, lantai dua 
lagi, mereka banyak proyek and banyak menerima 
bantuan.  Jujur, saya sakit hati melihatnya, dulu 
mereka sering meminta bantuan kepada saya, 
bahkan tengah-tengah malampun mereka dating ke 
rumah untuk meminta makanan.  Saya juga pernah 
mengirimkan makanan buat mereka di hutan… 
Kami di desa ini (kaum perempuan) yang disuruh 
TNI mengambil mereka dan menguburkan mereka 
secara layak… di waktu konflik, saya kasihan, 
karena mereka jugakan anak-anak dari sini dan asli 
orang Aceh sendiri.  Namun sekarang mereka sudah 
sombong-sombong, bahkan ketika ada di dalam 
mobilpun mereka tidak menyapa, menurunkan kaca 
mobilpun tidak.  Padahal mereka (GAM) dulu juga 
sering berjanji, jika perjuangan ini berhasil 
masyarakat pasti akan senang, makanya kamipun 
yakin dalam membantu dan berdoa agar mereka 
selamat dan selalu sehat dalam perjuangan.” – 
Seorang janda konflik dari Aceh Utara171 

 

                                                      
171 see interview transcript A.15 page 74 and Focus Group Discussion transcript AFGD.1 page 4. 
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To put the narrative quoted above in some context, one of KPA’s primary justifications for 

demanding inclusion in local projects and contract work in their districts is so that their 

organization can provide welfare support for conflict widows, conflict orphans, and the conflict-
injured.  As noted above, these groups are seen to have moral claims on KPA, and KPA exploits 

those claims in their publicity, with an implicit notion that KPA can do a better job at providing 

social welfare assistance for conflict victims than the Indonesian government can.  This justifies 

their demand to win contracts and manage assistance programs without following accepted 
tendering and implementation practices. 

 

KPA’s ability to make good on this social platform varies from region to region depending on the 

sagoe leadership’s ability to access resources as well as the leadership’s generosity to put the 
interests of conflict victims above the interests of the organization.  For example, in one particular 

sagoe in Bireuen, the previous panglima sagoe was known for giving financial support to conflict 

widows, female ex-combatants, and the conflict-injured, giving between Rp200,000 and 

Rp400,000 on an inconsistent monthly basis, but since he was replaced by a new panglima sagoe, 
there have been no more supports, except for a sack of rice and Rp50,000 during holiday seasons.  

On the other hand, many conflict widows (though not all) in this same district have received diyat 

payments from the Indonesian government paid in four installments up to a total of Rp8,500,000, 

which in financial terms at least undercuts KPA’s rationale for extortion of local businesses and 
lends credence to the bitter frustration expressed by conflict widows and other conflict-affected 

groups in these districts.172 

Now that GAM has laid down arms against the Indonesian government and transformed into 

KPA, and more recently into the local political party Partai Aceh, to channel their aspirations for 
provincial autonomy within the framework of the Indonesian state, the struggle has assumed new 

forms.  While extra-legal business practices by both sides in the conflict were a rampant norm 

during the conflict, KPA as a legitimate political force in Aceh can more openly compete for 

local resources.  This has led to vertical conflict within KPA, as the leadership has had 
differential access, stretching the limits of tolerance among those at the bottom of the hierarchy: 

 
“Our appearance (physical/facilities) must be better 
than those in the government.  But there are a few 
who are arrogant, and we can’t bear to think about 
it.  Their desire can’t be suppressed; it’s their own 
private affair.  This happens naturally in Aceh 

“Penampilan kita (fisik/fasilitas) harus lebih dari 
orang pemerintah sekarang.  Tetapi ada juga satu-
satu yang sombong, tidak sanggup kita kira itu.  
Nafsu tidak dapat ditekan, itu urusan pribadi 
masing.  Ini wajar terjadi di Aceh karena uang yang 

                                                      
172  Data and conclusions from these two preceding paragraphs are drawn from unpublished CEPA 
document “KPA – Laporan Need Assessment” 
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because there’s money scattered about but not 
enough for everyone.  Those who used to have 
access are now angry because they don’t have it 
now, and those who have access now have become 
conceited.” – KPA ex-combatant from 
Lhokseumawe 

berserak belum mencukupi.  Yang sudah dapat dulu 
kini marah karena sekarang tidak dapat, yang 
sudah dapat sekarang jadi sombong.” – Seorang 
KPA Mantan Kombatan dari Lhokseumawe173 

 

The ex-combatant quoted above is coming to grips with a new emerging political economy in 

Aceh today wherein KPA leaders have access to resources that the rank and file do not yet enjoy.  
On the one hand, he understands that KPA leaders are trying to project a better image than Aceh’s 

leaders before the peace agreement, with a haughty and extravagant appearance noawadays, but 

the consequences of this transformation are hard for him to bear because he recognizes that the 

needs of the organization to compete with the government in a battle of appearances are 
beginning to supercede the needs of KPA’s war veterans and the conflict victims they claim to 

represent.  He also recognizes that KPA’s desire as an organization to project a better image than 

the government has become a cover for the arrogant few who take personal gain from their access 

to new resources.  They have forgotten that the reason KPA strives for a better a appearance is 
tied to a higher sense of accountability and performance for their constituents.  Failure to follow-

through on the latter undermines the interests of the entire organization and those who support it. 

 

The two quotes reproduced below are from an interview with a KPA ex-combatant in Aceh 
Timur:   

 
“Because of the actions of one rotten person all of 
the others take the blame because this [KPA] is an 
organization.” 
– –  
“During the conflict, there were commanders, 
experts in combat strategy.  In a time of war, 
commanders in Peurelak can order GAM 
combatants to go to Sigli to attack the enemy.  But 
now, whenever we ask them anything, they only 
answer ‘I don’t know.’” – KPA ex-combatant from 
Aceh Timur 

“Gara-gara perilaku satu orang yang busuk, semua 
orang lain akan terkena karena ini [KPA – red.] 
merupakan organisasi.” 
 – –  
“Dulu waktu konflik, ada master [ahli strategi – 
red.] perang.  Saat perang, mereka dari Peurelak 
bisa memerintahkan TNA berangkat ke Sigli untuk 
menyerang musuh.  Tapi kini, saat kita tanya 
sesuatu kepada mereka, cuma dijawab ‘saya tidak 
tahu’.” – Seorang KPA Mantan Kombatan dari 
Aceh Timur174 

 

In the first quote, the ex-combatant reflects on how those outside of KPA come to view the 

organization negatively.  The second quote reflects his mounting frustration with the organization 

from the rank and file who feel left behind and left out of post-conflict reintegration benefits.  It is 
unclear whether the informant feels that the command structure is disintegrating or simply that 

                                                      
173 see interview transcript A.02 page 11 
174 see interview transcript A.08 page 38 
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commanders can no longer provide for their former soldiers in the changing political economy of 

Aceh’s transition to peace. 

 
The potential dangers of continuing vertical tensions within KPA are exemplified best by the 

events in Sawang, a sub-district in Aceh Utara, during the past two years in which disaffected 

GAM ex-combatants rebelled against KPA leadership resulting in a resurgence of violence in the 

region.  While the Sawang case is not representative of vertical tensions within KPA all across 
Aceh, there are other small pockets of disaffected ex-combatants that pose local-level risks to 

reintegration and the peace process even as the peace continues to broadly hold across the 

province.175   

Conclusions:  Community Perceptions Toward KPA 
KPA is not a monolithic organization.  It is first and foremost a hierarchical organization that 

loosely reflects the old GAM / TNA command structure, although the data above suggests that 
the old command structure is in a process of decline.  At the community level (sagoe and 

gampoeng levels) KPA has a heterogeneous set of members with different levels of participation 

and influence in the community.  The data presented here suggests that communities have a clear 

understanding of KPA’s heterogeneity as an organization.  In general their warm reception of 
KPA is directed toward the members of their own community who have returned home, and their 

critique is reserved for higher levels in the KPA organization.  Communities perceive the KPA 

leadership to have forgotten both the lower KPA rank and file and the sacrifices and suffering of 

conflict-affected communities during the conflict.   
 

In some ways the decline of KPA as a hierarchical organization with the ability to command large 

numbers of ex-combatants is precisely the aim of a post-conflict reintegration and recovery effort.  

As old war veterans return to their community, the goal is that they will restore their former 
bonds and interests in their own community and eventually shake off their former ties to the 

command structure.  A recurrent theme in these case studies is the persistent desire of conflict-era 

institutions to retain their identity and influence even if it works against the aims of the peace 

process.  In this case study, KPA’s effort to project prestige and influence as a political force to 
be reckoned with in post-conflict Aceh at times supersedes KPA’s commitment to the 

communities they have always claimed to represent.  In a worst case scenario, forgetting the grass 

                                                      
175 For more on what happened in Sawang, and community perceptions of those events, see related MSR 
case study titled “Sawang” as an example of how vertical tensions within KPA backsliding back to conflict 
violence. 
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roots of the organization creates the conditions for a revival of violence in places like Sawang, 

which sadly pits former comrades in struggle against one another.176 

 
The data reported above indirectly suggests a practical programmatic lesson:  community-based 

reintegration programs should include local level KPA members in the decision making process, 

but not as exclusive managers of the process at the expense of other community groups.  

Furthermore, post-conflict recovery assistance for communities (including low level KPA) might 
not be exempt from the predatory extortion practices of some KPA leaders in the region, and 

steps should be taken to prevent these practices from the outset. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
176 See previous footnote. 
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Preface 
This case study presents a brief summary of field research findings about community perceptions 

of the peace process in Aceh during the past three years since the Free Aceh Movement (Gerakan 

Aceh Merdeka, GAM) signed a peace agreement with the Indonesian government on 15 August 

2005.  This report is one of several community-based case studies contributing qualitative 
research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  

By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among donor, government, and humanitarian 

organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  The community-based case studies 

are funded by the Australian Agency for International Development (AusAID) with additional 
staff support provided by the World Bank.  This particular case study is based on fieldwork 

conducted by all three of the MSR community-based qualitative research teams on two separate 

occasions: from 26 July until 3 August 2008, and then again from 11 until 20 August 2008.  

Findings for this case study are based on interviews and focus group discussions conducted in the 
following districts throughout Aceh province:  Pidie, Bireuen, Aceh Utara, Aceh Timur, Bener 
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Meriah, Aceh Tengah, Aceh Barat, and Aceh Selatan.  The MSR qualitative research team leader 

thanks Sara Henderson and her staff at Yayasan Jembatan Masa Depan (Building Bridges to the 

Future), a local NGO, for their help in assisting MSR research teams in the field.  The team leader 
also thanks Antje Missbach for her insight into the role of overseas Acehnese in shaping 

community perceptions of the peace process in in Aceh.  

Abstract 
Perceptions of the peace process among local communities throughout Aceh range from 

enthusiastic support, to support tempered by caution and skepticism, to silent and even open 

opposition.  Respondents who enthusiastically and gratefully support the peace process 
pragmatically emphasize the improvements in their everyday life, whereas critical supporters of 

the peace and those who oppose it emphasize their marginalization and lack of participation in a 

process dominated by its two strong actors:  the Indonesian government and GAM/KPA.  The 

2009 elections, and in particular the campaign season leading up to it, present an opportune 
moment to re-socialize the peace agreement, its terms and its goals, in order to reduce some of the 

lingering mistrust and persistent misunderstandings that some respondents have about the process.  

The elections themselves are one way for these communities to participate in and stake their 

claims on the peace process and Aceh’s emergent democracy, and should be framed as such. 

Community Perceptions of the Peace Process 
In Aceh it is possible to find as many different opinions about the peace process as there are 

people who live there.  And even one person’s opinion changes over time as the political and 

security situation has waxed and waned since the peace agreement was first signed in August 

2005.  It would therefore be impossible to summarize definitively how the diverse communities 
of the province understand the successes and failures of the past three years and the prospects and 

challenges for the peace process into the future.  Nevertheless, three teams of community-based 

qualitative researchers traveled throughout eight different districts of Aceh covering the main 

geographic regions of the conflict throughout Aceh,177 and wherever they went, a few questions 
were asked among individual respondents and in focus group discussions about the peace process.  

While the dynamics of the peace process in any particular locale in Aceh usually turn upon highly 

parochial concerns, each team returned to Banda Aceh with three broad impressions taken from 

their interactions with respondents in the field.  First, a large but by no means majority number of 
respondents fully support the peace process without reservations and are optimistic about the 

future, and they feel and describe the peace in consistent terms that are described in some detail 

below.  Second, a larger and more diverse group of respondents fully support the peace process in 

                                                      
177 Districts visited are listed above at the end of the Preface to this case study. 
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principle but have a long and inconsistent list of concerns and critique about the process to date, 

and doubts and pessimism about the future.  These concerns are hard to summarize, but some 

emergent themes are discussed below.  Third, there is a small but vocal minority of people in 
Aceh (and Acehnese overseas) who do not support the peace process.  Some of their concerns are 

described in a separate case study in this series of qualitative research reports titled “Community 

Perceptions Toward KPA,” with additional data reported here as well.  These three broad types of 

responses, using direct quotes from respondents, organize the remainder of this case study, with 
some conclusions and recommendations at the end. 

Respondents who gave optimistic and even euphoric support for the peace process consistently 

focused on the pragmatic and everyday benefits of the peace rather than the politics and material 

benefits of reintegration efforts.  The end of violence, the departure of government forces, the 
reunion of combatants and prisoners with their families, and the resumption of daily activities in 

the household, the village, the market, and the mosque all figure heavily and repeatedly in their 

unreserved support for the peace process and its continuation.  The following quotes are 

illustrative, broken down by some of the aforementioned themes: 
 

On the end of violence and forced interventions 
“Back when the conflict was escalating, the people 
in our community were forced to carry out routine 
night watches at the village military post, including 
in the forest gardens and the outskirt settlements.  
However since the MOU, there are no more night 
watch activities.” – Middle School Teacher, Aceh 
Tengah 

“Dulu, disaat konflik melanda, masyarakat 
diwajibkan menjalani rutinitas jaga malam di posko 
desa termasuk di kebun dan pemukiman penduduk. 
Namun, setelah MoU, aktifitas jaga malam sudah 
tidak ada.” – Guru SMP, Aceh Tengah178 

“We are very fortunate with the peace because there 
are no longer any fallen victims and we no longer 
live in fear.  We can travel day or night without any 
obstructions at all… I hope the peace will be 
everlasting in Aceh.  In war we can never advance, 
and the peace makes us move forward in thought 
and in rebuilding Aceh for the future.  I very much 
agree with the peace process.” – Amnestied 
Prisoner, Bireuen 

“Dengan adanya perdamaian kita sangat 
beruntung, karena tidak ada lagi korban yang 
berjatuhan dan kita tidak ada lagi ketakutan…  Kita 
bisa pergi siang atau malam tidak ada halangan 
apapun… Saya berharap perdamain ini akan selalu 
ada di Aceh. Dengan berperang kita tidak akan 
maju, jadi perdamain membuat kita lebih maju 
dalam berpikir dan dalam membagun Aceh 
kedepan. Saya sangat setuju dengan proses 
perdamaian.” – Mantan Tapol, Bireuen179 

“In my personal opinion, I am so happy and glad 
that there is peace.  Because of this peace there is no 
more combat, looting, and other acts of violence.  I 
really support this peace.” – Figure in the ABAS 

“Kalau menurut saya pribadi, saya sangat senang 
dan bahagia dengan adanya perdamaian ini. 
Karena dengan damai ini tidak ada lagi kontak 
senjata, pencurian dan perbuatan kekerasan 

                                                      
178 see interview transcript C.02 
179 see interview transcript B.53 
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provincial secessionist movement. lainnya. Saya sangat mendukung perdamaian ini.” 
– Tokoh KP3 ABAS, Aceh Barat180 

 

The first steps taken after the peace agreement were arguably the most successful and crucial, and 

that was the removal of imported so-called “inorganic” Indonesian police and military forces 
from Aceh and GAM’s visible and symbolic surrender of arms and their transformation into a 

civilian organization.  The conflict narratives of civilians unfortunate enough to live in the heavy 

conflict areas of Aceh are animated by the brutal acts of violence and humiliation perpetrated 

upon them by government forces and to a lesser extent by GAM.  The government’s strategy 
explicitly targeted rural communities, perceived to be the “roots” of GAM’s ability to wage its 

guerilla war against the Indonesian state.  Narratives of violence, torture, displacement, and 

household economies ruined almost invariably feature the government security posts set up in 

villages all over the province.  The removal of government forces from these posts was a 
euphoric moment for these communities who suddenly “felt” the peace in very real day to day 

improvements in their lives:  on the first order by the palpable end to daily violence and torture as 

described above, and on the second order as described below by the ability to go to gardens and 

fields again without fear, the market without extortion, and the mosque after sundown and before 
sunrise to fulfill religious obligations, and to resume evening religious instruction for children. 

 

On the resumption of routine daily activities 
“I am so happy [about the peace], back then 
everything was difficult.  To conduct one’s 
livelihood was hard, to even go to the doctor we 
were afraid.  During the conflict I often had to 
borrow money from neighbors and relatives just so 
that my family could eat.  But now, even though my 
income is small, thank God I now have enough to 
support my family.” – Community Member, Aceh 
Selatan 

“Saya sangat senang, dulu rasanya semua susah. 
Mau cari rezeki susah, mau berobat ke dokter juga 
takut-takut. Dulu ketika konflik saya sering sekali 
berhutang baik pada tetangga, saudara, pokoknya 
biar keluarga tetap makan lah. Kalau sekarang, 
walaupun rezeki tidak banyak, alhamdulillah cukup 
untuk menghidupi keluarga.” – Masyarakat, Aceh 
Selatan181 

“During this peacetime we can move around more 
freely to look for work and we feel more 
comfortable with the current security situation 
here.” – Village Head, Aceh Selatan 

“Dengan perdamaian ini kami bisa lebih leluasa 
bergerak mencari rezeki dan lebih nyaman dengan 
kemanan yang terbentuk kini.” – Keuchik, Aceh 
Selatan182 

“In my opinion the peace process has gone well, 
people here are more relaxed, comfortable, and free 
to look for work.  We don’t have fear and caution 
anymore.” – Community Member, Aceh Utara 

“Menurut saya proses perdamaian sudah berjalan 
baik, masyarakat sekarang ini sudah lega, nyaman 
dan bebas untuk mencari rezeki, tidak ada lagi rasa 
takut dan was-was.” – Masyarakat, Aceh Utara183 

“I heard about the MOU from the TV, the radio, and 
my friends.  I felt so happy to hear that news 
because I have no interest in going back to Java; I 

“Saya pertama dengar tentang MoU dari TV, radio, 
dan dari kawan-kawan. Perasaan saya senang 
sekali mendengar kabar itu. Sebab saya tidak punya 

                                                      
180 see interview transcript B.30 
181 see interview transcript B.43 
182 see interview transcript B.31 
183 see FGD transcript A.03 
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want to stay here [in Aceh] until I have 
grandchildren.  I am no longer fearful to go out and 
work at any time of day… I usually begin at 3 
o’clock in the morning in order to reach the market 
in P to sell my produce.” – Javanese transmigrant 
who fled Aceh during the conflict but has returned 
home again, Aceh Timur 

keinginan kembali ke Jawa, saya ingin tinggal disini 
sampai beranak cucu. Mencari rezeki kapan saja 
sudah tidak takut lagi. Biasanya saya mulai jam 3 
subuh sudah pergi ke pasar P untuk berjualan.” – 
Transmigran dari Jawa yang pernah mengungsi 
akibat konflik dan kini sudah kembali, Aceh 
Timur184 

“We expect that conditions will remain safe; 
security and economic prosperity are our hopes 
here.” – Village Head, Aceh Tengah 

“Kami berharap suasana akan terus aman, 
keamanan dan kesejahteraan ekonomi merupakan 
harapan kami di sini.” – Keuchik, Aceh Tengah185 

 
It cannot be emphasized highly enough that the way communities experience and feel the peace is 

in the safe resumption of everyday life routines for the household, the community, and the local 

economy.  Finally, for a subset of respondents, there were personal narratives of family reunion 

with amnestied prisoners and ex-combatants that characterized their perceptions of the peace 
process: 

 

On the reunion of amnestied prisoners and ex-combatants with their families 
“I am so grateful because I can now rejoin my 
family; if there was no peace I wouldn’t know the 
condition of my wife and children.  Before the 
peace, I never dared go home because there were so 
many TNI soldiers in our village.  With the peace 
we can work in peace without fear.  I really support 
this peace process.  I can look for work and even 
though it’s not much I spend my days working in 
the rubber tree garden owned by one of my 
neighbors, and my wife also works at the industrial 
rubber plantation in another village.  Our lives are 
calm now.” – Former GAM Combatant, Aceh Barat

“Saya sangat berterima kasih karena sekarang 
sudah bisa berkumpul dengan keluarga lagi dan 
jika tidak ada damai saya tidak tahu bagaimana 
keadaan istri dan anak anak saya. Sebelum damai 
saya tidak berani keluar dan tidak berani pergi 
jauh, karena TNI banyak sekali di desa kami. 
Dengan damai ini kita sudah bisa bekerja dengan 
tenang dan tidak was was lagi. Saya sangat 
mendukung perdamaian ini. Saya sudah bisa 
mencari rezeki walaupun tidak banyak tapi hari 
hari saya selalu pergi bekerja di kebun karet orang 
kampung dan istri saya juga mencari uang dengan 
bekerja di kebun PT karet juga di desa lain. Jadi 
kita sudah tenang sekarang.” – Mantan Kombatan 
GAM, Aceh Barat186 

“I am so grateful and give thanks to God because 
with this peace process I was set free from jail and 
could return home where I am able to live in peace 
without fear.  If there was no peace, don’t know 
what my fate would have been, and if there was no 
peace, I certainly would still be unmarried to this 
day, would not have a wife.  I definitely would 
never have known the meaning of a life with wife 
and child, because I would have spent the rest of my 
days in jail.  Now we are free to conduct any 
activity anywhere and we have nothing left to fear.” 
– Amnestied Prisoner, Bireuen 

“Saya sangat bersyukur dan berterima kasih karena 
dengan adanya proses perdamaian ini ia bisa lepas 
dari penjara dan bisa pulang kekampung halamnya 
dan sudah bisa hidup tenang tanpa rasa takut.  Jika 
belum damai saya tidak tahu bagaimana nasib saya 
dan jika tidak damai tentunya saya sampai hari ini 
belum menikah, belum ada istri. Yang pastinya saya 
tidak tahu arti sebuah kehidupan bersama sang istri 
dan anak, karena saya akan menghabiskan umur 
saya dipenjara. Kini kita sudah bebas beraktifitas 
kapan saja dana dimana saja dan tidak ada lagi 
yang harus kita takuti.” – Mantan Tapol, Bireuen187

                                                      
184 see interview transcript A.10 
185 see interview transcript C.01 
186 see interview transcript B.44 
187 see interview transcript B.52 
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While peacetime has unquestionably improved lives in communities all throughout Aceh, many 

respondents, while supporting peace in Aceh in principle, shared with MSR interviewers their 

criticisms and concerns about the peace process to date and their fears and pessimism about the 
future.  Themes were divergent and partisan, and concerned either with very localized problems 

in respondents’ own communities or with larger big picture issues related to the politics of the 

peace agreement and reintegration of ex-combatants.  If it is possible at all to generalize the 

critical community perceptions of the peace process in Aceh, respondents tend to assign 
responsibility to the two main parties to the conflict—the Indonesian government and KPA—for 

the shortcomings and risks they perceive.  In turn respondents also say that it is up to these two 

sides to solve their own problems, with an implicit understanding that ordinary communities are 

not in any position of influence to prevent negative outcomes.  Interestingly, some respondents 
also recognized the role of mass media in promoting or threatening the peace process, noting that 

the press can irresponsibly exaggerate local conflict events, creating a greater sense of threat to 

the peace in Aceh than actually exists on the ground: 

 

On both sides and the mass media 
“The peace really depends on the two sides (KPA 
and TNI) to protect it.  Decisive action, whether 
light sentencing or more harsh measures, should be 
taken against criminals.  The media often writes 
inconsistent news on particular criminal actions.  
Today they say A, tomorrow they say B, and then 
something else again after that.” – Ex-combatant, 
Aceh Utara 

“Perdamaian sangat tergantung dari kedua belah 
pihak (KPA dan TNI) untuk menjaganya. Kepada 
pelaku kriminal perlu diambil tindakan baik secara 
halus ataupun tegas/keras. Media sering menulis 
berita yang tidak konsisten terhadap suatu peristiwa 
kriminal. Hari ini bilang A, besok B, selanjutnya 
lain lagi.” – Mantan Kombatan, Aceh Utara188 

 

On GAM’s responsibility 
“The seeds of new conflict grow from within the 
internal ranks of ex-GAM themselves, because 
some former combatants and activists feel let down, 
forgotten, disenfranchised, and discriminated upon.  
The seeds also grow among conflict victims in the 
community such as torture victims, because they 
have been lied to with false promises during this 
period of recovery.” – Former PETA [Anti-
Separatist Group] Member, Aceh Tengah 

“Benih konflik baru itu muncul dari kalangan 
internal ex-GAM, karena sebagian mantan 
kombatan/aktivisnya yang sakit hati, merasa tidak 
dipeduli, dirugikan, dan dideskriminasikan. Benih 
itu juga muncul dari masyarakat korban yang 
teraniaya (akibat penipuan bantuan dan janji-jani 
palsu) pada masa rehabilitasi ini.” – Mantan 
Anggota PETA [Kelompok Anti-Separatis], Aceh 
Tengah189 

“A potential threat to the peace comes from GAM’s 
side because they say that they destroyed their 
weapons but all the robberies lately are done with 
GAM’s weapons, their weapons are supplied by 

“ Ancaman potensial terhadap perdamaian adalah 
dari pihak GAM, alasannya katanya senjatanya 
sudah dipotong tapi perampokan-perampokan itu 
masih pakai senjata GAM, gam sekarang 

                                                      
188 see interview transcript A.04 
189 see interview transcript C.12 

Cautious Support for the Peace Process:  Critiques and Pessimism



  131 

their leaders… GAM says they have 3000 
combatants, but that’s just so that they would only 
surrender a few of their weapons.” 
 
“All those big GAM leaders are filthy rich now, 
meanwhile the little GAM members are still living 
in misery.” – A Village Head from Pidie with 
sympathies for FORKAB 

senjatanya dipasok oleh petingginya… Orang GAM 
bilang kami menyatakan tentara 3000 orang supaya 
bisa menyerahkan senjata sedikit.” 
 
 “Orang-orang gam yang besar-besar itu sudah 
kaya raya, sementara gam-gam kecil masih melarat 
hidupnya.” – Seorang Keuchik dari Pidie yang 
memihak pada FORKAB190 

“Our situation here is no different than it was during 
the conflict.  In fact, before the conflict we were 
free to look out for our own livelihood with this tax 
or that tax.  Nowadays it’s not infrequent that we 
are asked by certain people for ‘This tax! That tax! 
Nanggroe tax!’ And so on! … I have a brick factory 
at my house, and we often bring large loads to sell 
in Banda Aceh.  Those certain people are always 
asking for a tax.”191 – Housewife from an especially 
high conflict area where tensions remain hot, Aceh 
Utara 

“Keadaan kami tidak bedanya seperti dahulu. 
Malah menurut saya “dulu kami bebas untuk 
mencari rezeki tanpa adanya pajak ini dan itu”, 
sekarang ini tidak jarang kami dimintai pajak oleh 
orang tertentu, “pajak inilah! Pajak itulah!, pajak 
nanggroelah! Dan sebagainya! … Ya, saya 
mempunyai pabrik pembuatan batu bata di rumah, 
dan kami juga sering membawanya dalam jumlah 
besar ke Banda Aceh. Kami sering dimintai pajak 
oleh orang tertentu.” – Seorang ibu rumah tangga 
dari wilayah konflik berat dimana masih ada 
suasana panas, Aceh Utara192 

 

On the government’s responsibility 
“The peace really depends on the government’s 
attitude.  As long the Republic of Indonesia (RI) 
wants to carry out the terms of the peace agreement 
(without sidestepping KPA), the peace will not 
waver.” – Ex-combatant, Aceh Utara 

“Perdamaian sangat tergantung dari sikap 
pemerintah. Selama RI mau menjalankan MoU 
(tidak mengenyampingkan KPA), perdamaian tidak 
akan goyang.” – Mantan kombatan, Aceh Utara193 

“Now community activities move smoothly.  But 
the common people here don’t know what’s 
happening.  Can the current security conditions be 
maintained into 2009?  Or will it totally fall apart?  
GAM’s maneuverability is still reigned in by the 
government (through its policies).  The Indonesian 
government is not fair, not sincere.” – Ex-
combatant, Aceh Timur 

“Akitivitas masyarakat saat ini bergerak sempurna, 
kondusif. Bagi masyarakat awam, mereka tidak tahu 
apa yang sedang terjadi. Apakah tahun 2009 nanti 
keamanan bisa dipertahankan? Atau hancur sama 
sekali? Ruang gerak orang GAM masih dikekang 
oleh pemerintah.” (melalui kebijakan2nya). 
Pemerintah Indonesia tidak fair, tidak ikhlas.” – 
Mantan kombatan, Aceh Timur194 

“It is such a shame that after the peace agreement, 
there hasn’t been nearly enough attention from the 
government, it seems stagnant, particularly in the 
development of infrastructure out in the villages.  
Just for example, look at the road to this village.  
For dozens of years there hasn’t been any change, 
even though when it rains it becomes extremely 
difficult to leave this village.  Roads are such an 
important infrastructure for improving the local 
economy here.” – Community Member from an 

“Alangkah di sayangkan setelah perdamaian ini, 
perhatian pemerintah sangat kurang dan terkesan 
tersendat2 khususnya dalam pembangunan 
(infrastruktur) sarana dan prasarana di desa. Ya 
sebagai contoh lihat saja jalan desa menuju desa G 
ini. Sudah puluhan tahun tidak ada perubahan, 
bahkan jika turun hujan masayarakat sangat sulit 
untuk keluar desa. Padahal jalan merupakan 
sarana yang sangat penting dalam meningkatkan 
perekonomian masyarakat.” – Masyarakat dari 

                                                      
190 see interview transcript B.23 
191 Use of the term “certain people” (“orang tertentu”) is euphemistic, but her mention of the “Nanggroe 
tax” gives it away that she is talking about ex-GAM, and was confirmed with a follow-up phone call to the 
respondent in October 2008. 
192 see FGD transcript A.01 
193 see interview transcript A.04 
194 see interview transcript A.09 
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especially high conflict area where tensions remain 
hot, Aceh Utara 

wilayah konflik berat dimana masih ada suasana 
panas, Aceh Utara195 

 

While respondents may blame one side or the other for shortcomings in the peace process, the 

quotations above make it clear that the complaints are hardly uniform.  One respondent blames 
GAM/KPA for its own internal problems disturbing the peace at large while another complains 

about ongoing GAM/KPA extortion practices upon her family business to the extent that she does 

not feel any difference between conflict times and the current peacetime.  She speaks with 

sarcasm and displays an obvious apathy toward the peace process.  Some respondents blame the 
government for unfair policies and insincere actions that compromise GAM/KPA, while others 

think the government should be working on more public infrastructure projects in his community. 

 

One respondent from a perpetually troubled region in Aceh Utara spoke about the peace process 
with a realistic reference to past histories of conflict in Aceh.  It has to be understood that these 

histories of conflict stretching back more than a century to the Dutch War have become indelibly 

sedimented into the Acehnese identity. 

 

Learning from history 
“Although the peace process continues to move 
forward and the Acehnese people as a whole feel 
free now to work for their livelihood, the potential 
for new conflicts can always emerge.  The people 
have learned a lot from their history.  Just for an 
example, take the Darul Islam rebellion [in the 
1950s], after only 15 years of peace with Jakarta, 
warfare returned to Aceh.  The lessons and 
experiences from this history continue to haunt us, 
to the extent that a feeling of caution and vigilance 
still rises up within us whenever we gaze into the 
future.” – Community Member from an especially 
high conflict area where tensions remain hot, Aceh 
Utara 

“Walaupun proses perdamaian sudah berjalan, dan 
masyarakat Aceh secara kesluruhan sudah merasa 
bebas untuk mencari rezeki, namun sebenarnya 
potensi-potensi konflik baru bisa saja muncul. 
Masyarakat sudah banyak belajar dari pengalaman 
sejarah, sebagai contoh ketika meletusnya perang 
DI/TII dulu, hanya berselang 15 tahun setelah 
perdamaian dengan Jakarta, namun kemudian 
peperangan meletus kembali. Pelajaran dan 
pengalaman sejarah ini terus saja menghantui 
masyarakat, sehingga masyarakat masih timbul 
rasa was-was dalam menatap masa depannya.” – 
Masyarakat dari wilayah konflik berat dimana 
masih ada suasana panas, Aceh Utara196 

 
This long history of conflict between Aceh and external forces, whether the Dutch or the 

Indonesian state, naturally leads to a healthy skepticism and caution about the current peace 

process.  The following quote, from an interview with a religion instructor in Aceh Utara, 

summarizes the ways in which Acehnese communities skeptically perceive the current peace 
process, highlighting the fault lines of mistrust and misunderstanding between the two sides, 

                                                      
195 see FGD transcript A.03 
196 see FGD transcript A.03 
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which from the perspective of rural communities in Aceh can often seem to be worlds apart from 

each other: 

 

Suspicions and misunderstandings 
“The MoU peace agreement serves as a guide to the 
future.  There are many theories about the MoU 
being a better deal than the special autonomy laws.  
If the Republic of Indonesia truly wants to solve the 
Aceh problem then moving forward things should 
improve.  For now I hope there is no return of their 
imperialist impulse.  If there is support from the 
people in Aceh, then Aceh will be peaceful.  But 
there is a misperception among some people in rural 
areas that next year in 2009 Aceh will become 
independent.” – Religion instructor, Aceh Utara

“MoU sebagai patokan masa depan. Banyak teori 
pada MoU seolah-olah lebih bagus daripada 
OTSUS. Jika RI benar-benar ingin menyelesaikan 
masalah Aceh maka ke depan akan lebih bagus. 
Untuk sekarang semoga tidak ada semangat 
menjajah kembali. Jika ada dukungan dari 
masyarakat Aceh, maka daerah Aceh damai. Ada 
kesalahan persepsi dalam masyarakat kampung, 
bahwa tahun 2009 nanti Aceh akan merdeka.” – 
Guru pesantren, Aceh Utara197 

 

In just a few sentences, this respondent implicitly covers so many concerns about the peace 

process that it is worth explaining the assumptions that underlie his remarks.  First, he supports 

the peace process like most people in Aceh, but questions whether the peace agreement is a step 
forward or not from the special autonomy laws that preceded it with respect to Aceh’s quest for 

increased self-government.  By questioning whether the Indonesian government might not 

actually want to solve the Aceh problem, the speaker gives voice to the fundamental doubts that 

people in Aceh have in the sincerity of the government in Jakarta, and they draw upon a long 
history of lies and betrayal from Jakarta dating back to Indonesia’s first president Sukarno to back 

up this concern.  Many Acehnese equate rule from Jakarta since Indonesia’s independence with 

colonialism no different from the Dutch and Japanese that preceded them, and this outlook is 

backed up with Indonesia’s history of natural resource exploitation and brutal human rights 
abuses in Aceh during the Suharto and Megawati administrations in particular.  So by suggesting 

that the people of Aceh might not support the peace process either, he is implicitly reminding his 

interviewer that people in Aceh are rather suspicious of Jakarta’s part in the peace agreement 

given the historical evidence.  All this can lead to a lot misunderstanding, hence the respondent’s 
concluding line about the 2009 elections.  It is widely expected that KPA’s political party, Partai 

Aceh, will win the provincial legislative elections and thus secure a greater measure of self-

determination.  But this respondent suggests that a lot of people in Aceh misunderstand what a 

provincial legislature with majority representation by Partai Aceh legislators means, and in 
particular they mistake the election as a kind of referendum that will lead not just to greater self-

determination in provincial affairs, but to independence from Indonesia altogether as a separate 

nation. 

                                                      
197 see interview transcript A.20 
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Why would some people in Aceh misunderstand the 2009 elections as a kind of referendum for 

Aceh’s independence from Indonesia?  The following respondent from a focus group discussion 

in a high conflict area in Aceh Utara where tensions remain high suggests that in spite of what 
people in his community might say outwardly about the current peace process, in their hearts they 

equate real peace in Aceh with independence: 

 
“On the surface it looks as if the people really 
support the peace process, but we can not see what 
lies beneath that, how they really feel.  There are 
some people who don’t want the kind of peace we 
have now, rather they want actual peace, in the 
sense of ‘independence.’  Aceh can stand on its own 
just as it did during the age of the sultanate.” – FGD 
participant from an especially high conflict area 
where tensions remain hot, Aceh Utara 

“Secara kasat mata terlihat (realita) masyarakat 
sangat mendukung perdamaian, namun secara 
isyarat (hati) tidak bisa diartikan. Hal ini karena 
terdapat beberapa masyarakat yang berpandangan 
bahwa bukan perdamaian yang begini (yang sudah 
berjalan) yang mereka inginkan, akan tetapi 
perdamaiaan yang sesungguhnya, dalam arti 
‘kemerdekaan.’ Aceh dapat berdiri sendiri seperti 
dulukala seperti pada masa kerajaan.” – Peserta 
FGD dari wilayah konflik berat dimana masih ada 
suasana panas, Aceh Utara199 

 

This respondent claims that some people in his community only grudgingly support the current 

peace process, but that on the inside they still hope for “actual peace,” which in their minds 

means independence from Indonesia.  They support the current peace agreement because they had 
no choice in the matter and at least it has brought an end to the brutal violence of the past.  

Bearing in mind that many communities in Aceh still have an abiding distrust of the central 

government, their misperceptions of the current peace process and what constitutes “actual peace” 

for Aceh begin to make sense from their point of view.  If they had the choice, they would choose 
independence over the current peace process with Indonesia, and perhaps in this context the 2009 

elections are loaded with unrealistic expectations.   

 
“During the early days of the Helsinki peace 
agreement, not all elements of society said whether 
they agree or not with peace between Indonesia and 
GAM.  In fact they were disappointed with the 
peace agreement.  They were disappointed because 

“Menurut saya, saat-saat awal terjadinya 
perdamaian Helsinki, tidak semua elemen 
masyarakat mengatakan setuju atau tidak dengan 
terjadinya perdamaian antara RI dan GAM. Bahkan 
mereka kecewa dengan terjadinya perdamaian itu. 

                                                      
198  Quotations for this section are drawn largely from one location in Aceh Utara where there is a 
significant opposition to the peace process.  A separate MSR case study titled “Sawang” analyzes this 
situation more closely.  While those who are opposed to the peace process in Aceh are a small minority, the 
qualitative research component of the MSR was not an exercise in representative sampling, so it would be 
unfair to assume that people opposed to the peace process are all from this one part of Aceh Utara district.  
Some of the characteristics of this location—extremely poor with little access to development and 
reintegration resources, a history of heavy conflict, and the persistence of uncertain security conditions—
are shared in other parts of Aceh where there remain small pockets of opposition to the peace process. 
199 see FGD transcript A.03 

Opposition to the Peace Process198
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the peace agreement stated that Aceh was still 
within the unitary framework of the Indonesian 
state.  For them, Aceh must separate from Indonesia 
because that is our history, when Aceh was Aceh, 
and Indonesia did not exist.” – FGD participant 
from an especially high conflict area where tensions 
remain hot, Aceh Utara 

Mereka kecewa, karena perdamaian itu 
menunjukkan Aceh tetap dalam NKRI. Bagi mereka 
Aceh harus berpisah dengan RI, karena ini 
merupakan sejarah dulu di mana Aceh adalah Aceh 
dan RI tidak ada.” – Peserta FGD dari wilayah 
konflik berat dimana masih ada suasana panas, 
Aceh Utara200 

“Indeed one has to admit that in writing the peace 
has been implemented between the government and 
TNA [GAM’s former military force].  However the 
people now are still cautious and fearful to take any 
action or speak their opinions.” – Sword Force 
Member, Aceh Utara 

“Memang harus di akui secara tertulis bahwa 
perdamaian itu telah di laksanakan oleh pemerintah 
RI dan TNA. Namun masyarakat sekarang ini masih 
ada rasa was-was dan masih takut-takut dalam 
berbuat sesuatu dan mengatakan pendapatnya.” – 
Anggota Pasukan Peudeung, Aceh Utara201 

 

Those opposed to the peace agreement make a clear distinction between the two signatory parties 
to the peace agreement on the one hand, and ordinary people in Aceh on the other, noting that the 

people had no voice in the agreement and still feel powerless to say what they think about it.  

While some communities in Aceh may be silently opposed to the peace process, only a small 

minority of people is more openly opposed to the peace process.202   
 

It is also important to acknowledge the role of overseas Acehnese living in Malaysia, Australia, 

Denmark, Sweden, the United States, and other countries.  Many Acehnese arrived in these 

countries with political asylum to save their lives because of their activities in the GAM 
movement at home and some remain active supporters of the separatist ideology.  Their rhetoric 

can be found on websites, email groups, and even on youtube.  It is tempting to discount these 

groups as fringe activists disconnected from everyday events and progress in the peace process on 

the ground, but it is important to remember that many of these people come from the very 
communities where the silent opposition to the peace process described above prevails.203  One 

might think of these groups as freely giving voice and to concerns that their families at home are 

unwilling to discuss openly as more powerful actors in Aceh suppress dissent and move forward 

with the current peace agenda. 

                                                      
200 see FGD transcript A.03 
201 see interview transcript A.16 
202 See the related case study titled “Sawang” to read more statements from some ex-combatants (the so-
called Pasukan Peudeung, or Sword Force) and the communities where they live have become openly 
disaffected with and opposed to the current peace process. 
203 For a compelling discussion of how actors and events far from home, through an assemblage of old and 
new media technologies, have unexpected effects on the ground in seemingly isolated and parochial 
conflict settings, see: Spyer, P.  2002.  "Fire Without Smoke and Other Phantoms of Ambon's Violence:  
Media Effects, Agency, and the Work of Imagination" Indonesia.  74 (October 2002) pp. 21-36 
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Conclusions:  Community Perceptions of the Peace Process 
The findings above represent a spectrum of community perceptions of the peace process in Aceh 

ranging from unabashed and grateful support, to cautious support measured with a healthy dose 
of skepticism, to silent and open opposition.  While it is hard to draw specific conclusions from 

such a broad diversity of perspectives, the following points and recommendations are 

emphasized: 

 
1. Many respondents in former conflict-affected communities feel and experience the peace 

process in particular ways that highlight improvements in the quotidian details of everyday life.  

This began with the departure of government forces from villages throughout Aceh, removing 

the greatest source of fear, intimidation, extortion, and violence from their environment, and 
then continued with the reunion of ex-combatants and amnestied prisoners with their families.  

The ability to return to farm fields and forest gardens, travel to the market, pray in the mosque 

after dark and before sunrise, and gather with neighbors and relatives at any time are what 

characterize the narratives of respondents who most fervently support the peace process today.  
For ordinary communities, these are the basic and most fundamental elements of the peace, 

and should be emphasized in socialization efforts throughout Aceh, particularly in areas where 

skepticism or opposition toward the peace process prevails. 

 
2. Respondents with perceptions of the peace process that range from cautious and skeptical 

support to open opposition share the critique that they have been left out of the peace 

agreement and its implementation.  Their narratives, while each stressing partisan concerns, all 

share an emphasis on the determining roles played by the Indonesian government and GAM 
(now KPA) on the one hand and the absent role of communities on the other.  There is a 

prevailing sense that the terms of either war or peace are out of their hands and managed by 

elite groups disconnected from their concerns.  For some respondents, KPA has moved on 

with the terms of the peace agreement in cooperation with the Indonesian government without 
accounting for communities that still equate peace with independence.  While some 

respondents may mistake the 2009 elections for a referendum, Aceh’s upcoming provincial 

and district legislative elections are one opportunity for disaffected communities to participate 

in and claim for themselves a more democratic process.  There is still time for the government, 
KPA, and the local and national political parties to socialize and reframe the elections in terms 

that stress the community’s voice in Aceh’s emergent democracy. 

 

3. The interview transcripts still show mistrust between the different stakeholders in the peace 
process as well as misunderstanding of the terms of the peace agreement.  Particularly in 
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advance of the 2009 elections, a coordinated effort to continue socializing the peace agreement 

and its component parts to all levels of society in Aceh is recommended.  This includes not 

just the communities whose voices are in this case study, but also the Indonesian military 
forces in Aceh, the new local and established national political parties, the government at all 

levels (national, provincial, district), militia groups and FORKAB, disaffected GAM ex-

combatants such as the Pasukan Peudeung in Sawang, and perhaps most importantly KPA and 

its new political party, Partai Aceh.  Such an effort reinforces the terms and goals of the peace 
agreement, clears up misunderstandings, and recalibrates expectations for the future.  As many 

respondents see the process resting largely in the hands of the government and KPA, 

coordinated socialization efforts could start with them and then widen out to the other groups 

mentioned above as the election approaches. 
 

4. A careful examination of the interview transcripts quoted above suggests a trend in the types 

of people who are supportive of the peace process and those who are critical that rquires a 

more formal investigation.  Supportive respondents tend to be civilians, people who little or no 
formal involvement in the conflict whereas more of the respondents who are critical or 

opposed to the peace process tend to be former conflict actors with partisan perspectives 

(GAM ex-combatants, anti-separatists, etc.).  This may also explain why critical comments 

give more importance to the politics at play in the peace process, citing the respective 
responsibilities of the government and combatant groups in facilitating (or threatening) the 

peace.  This trend in the qualitative data requires additional research or further analysis of 

existing data sets using representative sampling techniques to verify these suggestive findings. 
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Image Caption:  GAM ex-combatants and TNI engage on the volleyball court to mark a new era 

of post-conflict friendship in a village in Bener Meriah district.  Community members watch 

along the sidelines from behind a netted fence. 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Image: Community Members Watch Post-Conflict Actors on the Volleyball Court 
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Preface 
This case study presents a brief summary of field research findings about community experiences 

with post-conflict recovery assistance throughout Aceh.  Findings are descriptive, emphasizing 
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community perceptions and opinions instead of fact-finding.  This report is one of several 

community-based case studies contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder 

Review of Post-Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative 
effort among donor, government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict 

issues in Aceh.  The community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for 

International Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  

This particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by all three of the MSR community-
based qualitative research teams on two separate occasions: from 26 July until 3 August 2008, 

and then again from 11 until 20 August 2008.  The MSR team would like to thank Bobby 

Anderson from the International Organization for Migration (IOM) for sharing some of his post-

conflict communities project data from the highlands. 

Abstract 
This case study documents community experiences, opinions, and perceptions about post-conflict 
recovery efforts in different parts of Aceh.  After beginning with a description of the different 

kinds of assistance that many communities have received, the case study primarily documents 

community frustrations and complaints about post-conflict recovery assistance.  While surely 

acknowledging that hundreds if not thousands of families and villages have been successful 
beneficiaries of post-conflict recovery, there are still prevailing perceptions of mismanagement 

and corruption of post-conflict assistance resources, which in turn leads to local level social 

jealousies that often reflect community fault lines and rifts that developed during the conflict.  

The case study concludes with some suggestions for additional kinds assistance that many 
respondents feel have been overlooked in post-conflict Aceh to date, as well as some other 

recommendations. 

Introduction 
Since the tsunami and the subsequent peace agreement in Aceh, the Indonesian term bantuan has 

become the catch all word for humanitarian assistance to disaster and conflict affected 
communities.  Most discussions with villagers reveal a strong desire for some form of bantuan for 

their community, but more often for themselves or their own household.  While bantuan 

encompasses intangible items such as medical care, educational assistance, vocational training, 

and local governance improvement, the first impression of the word is mostly physical, denoting 
the reconstruction of houses and infrastructure, the provision of capital inputs for livelihood 

recovery and direct cash assistance.  In many respects, nearly everyone in rural parts of conflict-

affected Aceh can claim some kind of victim status, and in turn nearly everyone feels entitled to 

some sort of compensation or recovery assistance since the peace agreement.  Inevitably there is 
not enough bantuan for everyone, and social jealousy leads to horizontal conflict in the 
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community.  Many local-level patterns of bantuan distribution and the subsequent social 

jealousies can be traced back to conflict-era rift patterns in the community.  This case study seeks 

not to sort out the truth and fairness claims surrounding the delivery of post-conflict bantuan in 
Aceh, but rather describes how communities describe the process and how they perceive the 

assistance received to date as well as the problems and benefits associated with it. 

Types of Assistance Received 
Communities all over Aceh have received a wide variety of post-conflict recovery assistance.  At 

the village and inter-village level, roads, bridges, irrigation systems, markets, clean water and 

washing facilities, sport fields, prayer and meeting houses, health facilities, and schools have 
been rebuilt or built for the first time.  Some communities receive items to be used by the whole 

village such as farming tractors, equipment for weddings and other celebrations, and vehicles for 

public transportation.  Finally, there are also cultural events and other peace-building activities 

designed to bring communities together in a spirit of post-conflict reconciliation.  Typically, 
community-wide projects such as these come out of communal decision making processes 

(musyawarah) and their implementation generally enjoys wide support.  A lack of community 

consultation results in accusations of misplaced funds and poor planning, and some families 

assert that communal recovery projects should be covered by the regular government deveopment 
budget and that post-conflict assistance should instead go directly to families to help their 

livelihoods. 

 

Many post-conflict assistance projects are focused on livelihood generation and recovery projects 
for smaller groups and individuals, though direct health assistance programs and other peace-

building activities such as conflict resolution trainings are also sometimes available for smaller 

groups and individuals.  Perhaps the most important assistance for families and individuals is the 

reconstruction of houses that were lost (typically burned down) during the conflict.  Many other 
post-conflict assistance efforts are directed at particular groups such as ex-combatants and 

conflict widows. 

 

Despite the huge variety of post-conflict recovery assistance programs described above, it is 
important to bear in mind that few if any communities receive comprehensive post-conflict 

assistance that covers all of their needs.  Implementation is limited and erratic, not least because 

needs assessment in the post-conflict setting poses many challenges and the resources available 

for post-conflict recovery has been extremely limited when compared against available resources 
for post-tsunami recovery in coastal parts of Aceh.  These conditions lead to the critical 
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community perceptions of incompetence and injustice in the implementation of post-conflict 

recovery programs documented in much of this case study. 

Reported Benefits with Post-Conflict Assistance in Aceh 
No doubt thousands of families and communities have benefitted in some way from post-conflict 

recovery efforts in Aceh.  These success stories are well documented in the reports and 
publications of the donors, NGOs, and government agencies that helped implement particular 

assistance programs.  MSR researchers heard some of these success stories, as the following two 

quotations show: 

 
“Our village received assistance from BRA and 
USAID since the conflict.  We also got six houses 
built by BRR for earthquake victims.  Other than 
that, BRR also built a hygienic washing area.  BRA 
gave us assistance by building a talud road and 
giving us wedding party supplies.  So far the 
assistance has reached the appropriate beneficiaries 
because it was proposed by village consensus.  
None of the assistance has gone to waste.” – Village 
head from Aceh Utara 

“Desa kami mendapat bantuan dari BRA, USAID 
selama pasca konflilk. Juga ada bantuan rumah 
dari BRR sebanyak 6 unit untuk korban gempa. 
Selain itu BRR juga membantu MCK. BRA 
memberikan bantuan membangun talud jalan dan 
teratak untuk pesta. Selama ini bantuan tepat 
sasaran karena diajukan melalui musyawarah desa. 
Tidak ada bantuan yang mubazir.” – Seorang 
keuchik dari Aceh Utara204 

“I’m really pleased with the Aceh provincial 
government now, the road has been widened, and 
there has been assistance for the poor, widows, and 
also orphans, whereas before we never got any 
assistance in our village.” – Female villager from 
Aceh Selatan 

“Saya sangat senang dengan pemerintahan daerah 
Aceh sekarang, di perluaskan jalan dan juga ada 
bantuan untuk fakir miskin, janda juga anak yatim 
sedangkan waktu dulu tidak pernah mendapatkan 
Bantuan di desa kami ini” – Seorang warga desa 
perempuan dari Aceh Selatan 205 

Reported Problems with Post-Conflict Assistance in Aceh 
In spite of the many successes in post-conflict recovery efforts in Aceh, MSR researchers heard 

much more about the problems and criticisms of these efforts from respondents.  As most 

researchers in post-tsunami and post-conflict Aceh have discovered, it can be hard to remain an 

objective observer of conditions when respondents automatically see you as an agent of recovery 
or development assistance for their community.  Respondents naturally tend to give narratives 

intended to maximize the possibilities for future assistance.  Perhaps this is why MSR research 

staff tended to hear more complaint and critique from respondents in conflict-affected 

communities all throughout Aceh.  From the assessment process for conflict recovery programs to 
their completion, MSR researchers heard complaints and problems about every step of their 

experience with bantuan: 

                                                      
204 See interview transcript A.13 
205 See interview transcript B.46 

Data Collection
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Starting with the data collection process for assessing conflict damage and victim status, 

communities are suspicious.  BRA asks their small teams at the district level to collect 

information about recovery needs.  BRA’s district teams rely primarily on lists submitted by 
village heads throughout the district, which are then vetted and short-listed by sub-district level 

committees composed of four officials, one each from the police, TNI, KPA, and the sub-district 

head’s office.  This mechanism allows for manipulation at several levels, and there have been 

many reports of lists submitted by village heads not matching the lists at the sub-district, district, 
and provincial levels, and hence accusations of corruption with all kinds of motives.  Additionally, 

local and international NGOs and donor agencies conduct their own assessment work (such as 

this MSR research), which leads to fatigue among conflict-affected communities who see too 

much counting and no results. 
 
“Take a look now, the handling of the assistance has 
been really lousy, the data on the total number of 
victims has never been accurate, and some of it has 
been manipulated and who knows what else 
happened, what’s clear is that there are still a lot of 
victims that haven’t received any assistance.” – 
Head of SPKP (Solidarity Association for Victims 
of Human Rights Violations), Aceh Tengah

“Coba perhatikan sekarang, penanganan masalah 
bantuan sangat amburadul, data jumlah korban 
tidak pernah akurat, ada yang dimanipulasi dan 
macam-macam kejadian, yang jelas masih banyak 
korban yang tidak menerima bantuan.” – Ketua 
SPKP (Solidaritas Persaudaraan Korban 
Pelanggaran HAM), Aceh Tengah206 

One of the biggest barriers to accessing post-conflict assistance reported by respondents is the 
government bureaucracy and its requirements for proving identity and verifying eligibility for 

assistance.  The experience of conflict displaced families who may have returned to Aceh but do 

not want to return to their home community is a good example.  Unable to prove their residency 

at the time of the conflict, or perhaps too far away from their original residence to collect 
documentation, these IDPs are unable to procure the right data to establish their IDP and conflict 

victim status.  Even for non-displaced conflict victims, the regulations and requirements are 

confusing and it’s too expensive to travel back and forth to the proper government agency in the 

district capital. 
 
“For example, once we were asked to provide letters 
that explained that we were tortured during the 
conflict from both the national security forces 
(TNI/POLRI) and GAM, and we had to go to the 
military base, the police station, and the KPA office.  
Conflict victims were hopeful that they would 
receive some physical assistance, but nothing came 
of it.” – PETA Member (anti-separatist group), 

“Seperti contohnya, dulu kita tidak pernah diminta 
surat keterangan penganiayaan baik dari aparat 
keamanan (TNI/POLRI) maupun dari GAM, dan 
kita harus ke Koramil, Polsek atau KPA. Sehingga 
masyarakat akses konflik merasa ada harapan 
diberikan bantuan secara fisik, namun itu pun juga 
tidak ada.” – Anggota PETA (kelompok anti-
separatis), Aceh Tengah207 

                                                      
206 See interview transcript C.06 
207 See interview transcript C.12 

Bureaucracy
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Aceh Tengah 
“There’s too much bureaucracy for people here to 
get through just to take care of some business 
(including assistance), it really prevents us from 
developing or doing anything.” – Villager, Aceh 
Timur 

“Terlalu banyaknya biokrasi yang harus dilalui 
oleh masyarakat dalam mengurus sesuatu 
(termasuk bantuan), sangat menghambat 
masyarakat dalam berkembang atau melakukan 
sesuatu.” – Warga Desa, Aceh Timur208 

“If assistance goes through the bureaucracy then 
very little of it actually reaches its target.  There’s 
too much bureaucracy to go through, and then those 
who aren’t conflict victims get the assistance.” – 
Former village head from Aceh Timur 

“Kalau bantuan yang melalui birokrasi maka yang 
sampai ke sasaran menjadi kecil jumlahnya. Terlalu 
banyak birokrasi yang dilalui, yang bukan korban 
konflik malah dapat bantuan.” – Seorang mantan 
keuchik dari Aceh Timur209 

“If giving assistance, just give it directly and 
personally to the recipient without going through 
any intermediaries such as government agencies.  
We should avoid being forced to send any unused 
assistance funds back to Jakarta.” – A former GAM 
combatant from Aceh Utara 

“Kalau memberikan bantuan, langsung saja ke 
pribadi-pribadi yang bersangkutan jangan melalui 
perantara seperti dinas-dinas. Jangan sampai ada 
bantuan yang tidak bisa diserap terpaksa 
dikembalikan ke Jakarta.” – Seorang mantan 
kombatan GAM dari Aceh Utara210 

“I’ve never received and I’ve never submitted a 
request for assistance.  I don’t know how…” – 
Former conflict IDP of Javanese descent from Aceh 
Timur  

“Saya tidak pernah menerima bantuan dan belum 
pernah mengajukan, Saya tidak tahu bagaimana 
caranya…” – Seorang eks-pengungsi yg etnis Jawa 
dari Aceh Timur211 

Given the limited amount of post-conflict assistance to go around, and the seemingly unlimited 

number of conflict victims with claims for it, there have been allegations that various recovery 

plans were available to the highest bidder or the well connected.  In other cases, the terms of the 
assistance were just ambiguous enough that some middlemen were able to claim fees when none 

should have been required. 

 
“We are conflict victims because our shop was 
burned down during the conflict, and now we have 
to pay annual rent for the new shop we’re using 
now.  The collector isn’t a village official but he 
collects a fee without any clear reason.” – Trader 
from Bener Meriah 

“Kami ini korban konflik karena toko kami dulu 
telah hangus terbakar, sekarang malah yang kami 
tempati harus disewa pertahun. Orang tersebut 
bukan pejabat desa, tapi dia mengutip dengan 
alasan yang tidak jelas.” – Pedagang dari Bener 
Meriah212 

“The assistance is only given if there is some bribe 
for the administrator.” – Villager from Aceh Tengah

“Dan bantuan itu baru diberikan jika ada ‘lapek 
jaroe’ (uang sogokan) kepada yang mengurusnya.” 
– Warga desa dari Aceh Tengah213 

“I’ve already registered with BRA and I even paid 
Rp1,500,000 in ‘administrative fees’ to cover my 
housing reconstruction, but until now there is 

“Bahkan saya sudah mendaftarkan diri pada BRA 
dan membayar Rp. 1.500.000,- untuk mengurus 
rumah bantuan untuk saya, tapi sampai saat ini 

                                                      
208 See FGD transcript A.02 
209 See interview transcript A.07 
210 See interview transcript A.04 
211 See interview transcript A.10 
212 See interview transcript C.14.  This trader has his shop in a marketplace built with assistance from 
USAID and IOM. 
213 See interview transcript C.26 
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nothing.” – A village head from Aceh Tengah bantuan juga belum ada.” – Seorang Kepala Desa 
dari Aceh Tengah214 

Not surprisingly, problems with data collection, bureaucracy, and corruption lead to wrong 

targets during the implementation of assistance projects.  There is also a strong perception in 

communities that powerful groups such as former GAM combatants or former militia members 

have more access to recovery assistance than ordinary civilian conflict victims.  In many cases 
this perception may be correct in that the peace agreement is meant to transform combatants into 

civilians, and part of the deal is to coax fighters to lay down their arms in exchange for 

reintegration assistance.  As a political arrangement, the terms can be perceived as unfair from a 

strictly humanitarian perspective.   
 
“A lot of people here have incorrectly received 
assistance.  The conflict victims are the ones who 
should be receiving assistance, however so far it is 
always the conflict actors who receive and have the 
power to disburse and receive assistance.” – 
Villager from Aceh Timur 

“Di sini juga banyak sekali orang-orang yang salah 
sasaran dalam menerima bantuan. Yang seharusnya 
masyarakat korban konflik yang menerima bantuan, 
namun selama ini ada pelaku konflik yang selalu 
mendapat dan mempunyai wewenang dalam 
menyalurkan atau menerima bantuan.” – Warga 
desa, Aceh Timur215 

“I’ve never received any assistance in this village.  
The assistance is only for the rich people, the wrong 
target, and that’s why I’m upset to see that.  Rich 
folks, whether from GAM or those who are closest 
to them, always receive the assistance.  Just look at 
the conflict assistance for those whose houses were 
burned in this village; only a few of them actually 
had their houses burned down, the rest of them who 
got it were from GAM or the people closest to them.  
Actually I asked for that housing assistance because 
I’m poor and really need it (just see the condition of 
my house here—it’s always been like this), but they 
asked me if I was willing to take responsibility for 
this assistance when the inspectors come and check.  
I didn’t dare to take it because it’s true that my 
house wasn’t burned down, I’m just a very poor 
widow.  But it really hurt when I saw that others 
were getting houses who never had their houses 
burned down either, even though they are wealthier 
than I am.  They even received other kinds of 
assistance.” – Widow from Aceh Utara 

“Saya tidak pernah menerima bantuan di desa ini. 
Bantuan hanya untuk orang kaya saja dan tidak 
tepat sasaran, makanya saya sakit hati melihatnya. 
Orang-orang kaya, baik itu GAM maupun orang-
orang terdekat selalu menerima bantuan. Coba 
lihat saja tentang bantuan konflik bagi rumah yang 
terbarkar di desa ini, itu hanya sedikit dari mereka 
yang benar-benar rumahnya terbakar, selebihnya 
yang menerima bantuan itu dari kalangan GAM 
atau orang-orang terdekat.  Sebenarnya saya 
pernah meminta bantuan itu atas pertimbangan 
saya miskin dan sangat membutuhkannya (lihat saja 
kondisi rumah saya ini – ini tidak berubah dari 
dahulunya), namun mereka menanyakan apakah 
saya sanggup mempertanggungjawabkan bantuan 
ini, bila suatu hari nanti ada kalangan yang 
mengontrol dan mengecek. Saya tidak berani, 
karena memang rumah saya tidak terbakar, saya 
hanya fakir miskin dan seorang janda. Sakit hatinya 
saya datang kemudian setelah saya melihat orang-
orang yang menerima bantuan rumah tersebut yang 
rumahnya juga sebenarnya tidak pernah terbakar 
namun mendapatkan bantuan tersebut, padahal 
mereka tergolong kaya di banding saya. Bahkan 
mereka juga begitu sering menerima bantuan-

                                                      
214 See interview transcript C.28 
215 See FGD transcript A.02 
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bantuan lainnya.” – Seorang janda dari Aceh 
Utara216 

Reports of false promises from the government, NGOs, donors, KPA or from other conflict actor 

groups are rampant throughout conflict-affected communities.  Any group that visits a conflict-

affected community to conduct an assessment is frequently misperceived as a promise for future 

assistance, hence the assessment fatigue, or even hostility, that many communities feel. 
 
“There has never been any post-conflict assistance 
given here; what hurts the most since the peace 
agreement is that there is too much funding coming 
in but they only give us hope.” – PETA Member 
(anti-separatist group), Aceh Tengah 

“Bantuan yang diberikan paska konflik ternyata 
tidak pernah ada, yang paling menyakitkan selama 
kejadian paska konflik ini, terlalu banyak dana-
dana berdatangan namun hanya diberi harapan 
saja.” – Anggota PETA (kelompok anti-separatis), 
Aceh Tengah217 

A common problem throughout Indonesia, no doubt, is the lag time between program proposal 

and implementation, and sometimes there is no implementation at all.  For example, a former IDP 

from Aceh Timur wanted to open up a village school for teaching children quranic recitation 
(TPA – Tempat Pengajian Anak).  He heard that the government was offering funds to build TPA 

in villages throughout Aceh Timur so he submitted a proposal for a TPA in his village, but to date 

there has been no response.  At the government agency, the civil servant told him “wait until next 

year’s budget.”  Tired of waiting, in the end he decided not to ask for the funds because he did not 
fully understand the procedures for submitting proposals and he was uncomfortable with the 

treatment he received when he enquired at the government office.218  Unanswered requests and 

long wait times were a common complaint among respondents discussing post-conflict recovery 

programs for their community. 
 
“Actually we suggested the road construction two 
years ago, but only now are they building it.” – 
Village Head from Aceh Tengah 

“Sebenarnya kami sudah mengusulkan pembukaan 
jalan itu dua tahun yang lalu, tapi sekarang baru 
terwujud” – Kepala Desa dari Aceh Tengah219 

“In Surip sub-district in Aceh Tengah district, 
electricity arrived only four months ago after the 
communities had been living in the dark for so long, 
without any serious attention from the district or 
sub-district government.” – Local Political Party 
Leader from Aceh Tengah 

“Di Kecamatan Surip, Aceh Tengah kesediaan 
listrik baru tersedia sekitar 4 Bulan yang lalu 
setelah sekian lama warga setempat dicekam gelap 
gulita, tanpa ada perhatian serius dari Pemerintah 
Kabupaten maupun kecamatan.” – Tokoh Partai 
Lokal dari Aceh Tengah220 

                                                      
216 See interview transcript A.15 
217 See interview transcript C.12 
218 See interview transcript A.10 
219 See interview transcript C.01.  The road referred to here is the “Pioneering Trail” built by IOM. 
220 See interview transcript C.04 
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“We’ve submitted proposals for housing assistance 
many times, but until now there is no result.” – 
Village Head from Aceh Tengah 

“Proposal untuk bantuan rumah sudah sering kami 
ajukan, tapi hingga sekarang belum ada hasilnya” 
– Kepala Desa dari Aceh Tengah221 

Post-conflict communities carry the heavy burden of broken social ties that hinder reconciliation 

during peacetime.  Not surprisingly, all the factors listed above lead to the perpetuation of 
mistrust within communities, suspicions of corruption, a lingering sense of injustice and social 

jealousy.  Respondents such as the widow from Aceh Utara quoted above at length conveyed this 

concern most strongly to MSR researchers when discussing post-conflict recovery efforts in their 

community.  Some go further and suggest that the inequitable distribution of post-conflict 
assistance can be the source of new horizontal conflict in the community. 

 
“If you visit the villages of conflict victims, and if 
you want to see the housing and other kinds of 
assistance, don’t forget to visit the villagers directly, 
and if you can avoid it, don’t visit the village head.” 
– Inter-village Leader from Bener Meriah 

“Kalau ke lokasi desa-desa korban konflik, mau 
lihat bantuan perumahan atau lainnya, jangan lupa 
temui warganya langsung, kalau bisa jangan ke 
Kades-nya.” – Seorang Kepala Mukim dari Bener 
Meriah222 

“I don’t trust anyone anymore, everyone is a liar, an 
imposter… even the ulama (religious leaders) can’t 
be trusted anymore.” – GAM Ex-Combatant from 
Bener Meriah 

“Saya sudah tidak percaya lagi pada semua orang, 
semuanya pembohong, penipu, ulama pun sekarang 
sudah tidak bisa lagi dipercaya.” – Mantan 
Kombatan GAM dari Bener Meriah223 

“The government is trying to provoke the 
community against each other with their ways.  
[between those who receive and those who don’t 
receive assistance]” 
 
“We will demand our rights until death.” 
 
“Don’t blame us if something happens later.” 
 
 – Arson Victim from Bener Meriah 

“Pemerintah telah mengadu domba masyarakat 
dengan cara seperti itu. [antara yang dapat 
bantuan dan yang tidak dapat]” 
 
“Sampai mati pun kami akan menuntut hak kami.”  
 
“Jangan salahkan kami kalau nanti terjadi macam-
macam.”  
 
 – Korban Pembakaran Rumah dari Bener 
Meriah224 

“Some members of the community don’t want to 
demand assistance anymore, they’re tired…  This 
becomes an accumulation of disappointment that 
can explode at any time.” – A clinic doctor from 
Aceh Utara 

“Sebagian masyarakat sudah tidak mau menuntut 
bantuan lagi, sudah capek… Ini menjadi akumulasi 
kekecewaan yang dapat meledak sewaktu-waktu.” – 
Seorang dokter puskesmas dari Aceh Utara225 

One of the problems of forming livelihood assistance groups is the lack of adequate supervision.  

A group of ex-combatants, for example, are given a lump sum to start a small business together 

                                                      
221 See interview transcript C.28 
222 See interview transcript C.16 
223 See interview transcript C.21 
224 See interview transcript C.31 
225 See interview transcript A.01 
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such as a brick factory or to start a palm oil plantation cooperative.  Without proper vocational 

assistance and supervision, the funds end up getting distributed individually and with cuts (or 

“fees”) taken out as it moves down the chain of command.  A GAM ex-combatant from Aceh 
Utara told MSR researchers how it worked: 

 
“A portion of the government funds is passed 
through the district agencies.  The Aceh Utara 
District Agency for Agriculture, for example, is 
managing a budget of three billion rupiah.  We 
wrote a proposal to get assistance from this agency 
and then our group received 100 million rupiah (for 
ten people).  Then we divided up the money 
amongst ourselves.  I opened up a cellphone shop.  
Actually there is inequity among us because each 
person has a different ability to manage finances…  
Some used the money for consumption needs such 
as buying a motorbike, a cellphone, shoes, and so 
on.  I was only able to suggest that they use the 
money for productive activities.” – GAM Ex-
Combatant from Aceh Utara 

“Dana-dana sebagian oleh pemerintah dititipkan 
melalui dinas-dinas. Dinas Pertanian Kabupaten 
Aceh Utara misalnya, mereka mengelola dana 
sebesar 3M. Kami membuat proposal untuk 
mendapat bantuan dari Dinas ini dan kemudian 
kelompok kami mendapatkan 100 juta (untuk 10 
orang). Kemudian dana tersebut kami bagi-bagi 
setiap orang, saya sendiri membuka toko ponsel. 
Memang ada kesenjangan karena setiap orang 
mempunyai kemampuan yang berbeda dalam 
mengelola keuangan… Ada yang mempergunakan 
uang untuk kebutuhan konsumtif seperti membeli 
sepeda motor, HP, sepatu atau sebagainya. Saya 
hanya dapat menyarankan supaya mereka 
menggunakan uang tersebut untuk kegiatan 
produktif.” – Mantan Kombatan GAM dari Aceh 
Utara226 

 

Other beneficiaries of livelihood assistance, whether as a group or individuals, without 
supervision, sell the capital inputs that were given to them just to get some cash, which they use 

for “consumption needs” but are left without a sustainable livelihood program.   

Communities recognize poor planning in post-conflict recovery projects right away since they are 

most directly affected by the results of careless efforts.  For example, in Bener Meriah, BRR’s 
efforts to rebuild houses for earthquake victims resulted in the destruction of the road because the 

trucks carrying the materials to the construction site were too heavy.  The beneficiaries think that 

the harm done by the loss of the road far outweighs any benefits conferred by the new housing.227  

Other projects are started but remain unfinished such as a bridge to Burlah village in Ketol sub-
district in Bener Meriah that was started two years ago but never finished, leaving Burlah and the 

neighboring villages disconnected from markets and the rest of Aceh.228  In another village in the 

same sub-district, a clean water facility for public washing and bathing (MCK) was built without 

a water supply to make it functional.229  Respondents told MSR researchers about houses built in 

                                                      
226 See interview transcript A.04 
227 See interview transcript C.08 
228 See interview transcript C.27 and Images 1 and 2. 
229 See interview transcript C.20 
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the wrong location.  Some development projects appear to benefit contractors and officials more 

than the supposed beneficiaries. 

 
“The district government’s development policies are 
not clear, especially with regard to the splitting of 
districts, such that access to public transportation 
has become more difficult and more expensive to 
conduct any important administrative business.  
Imagine how much money one needs to spend to go 
to an office or institution located far from their 
village, especially if the business can’t be completed 
in one day.” – Sub-district police chief from Aceh 
Tengah 

“Kebijakan pemerintah dalam hal pembangunan 
juga tidak jelas, terutama pemekaran, sehingga 
akses transportasi menjadi sulit, biaya transport 
mahal untuk menyelesaikan suatu urusan penting. 
Bayangkan berapa habis duit kalau seseorang 
membuat urusan harus ke kantor atau lembaga 
yang jaraknya sangat jauh dari desa ini, apalagi 
kalau urusannya tidak bisa selesai satu hari.” – 
Kapolsek dari Aceh Tengah230 

“For example, this house I’m staying in, this is not 
my house, I’m just staying here temporarily; my 
house is over there (not far from here).  The owner 
of this house doesn’t live here.  Before, his house 
was in his forest garden, but it was burned down, 
and he got this house as a replacement.” – Village 
head from Aceh Tengah 

“Contohnya rumah yang saya tempati ini, ini bukan 
rumah saya, saya hanya menumpang saja, rumah 
saya di sana (tidak jauh letaknya). Pemilik rumah 
ini tidak tinggal di sini. Dulu rumahnya di kebun, 
kemudian terbakar, dan memperoleh bantuan 
rumah ini.” – Kepala Desa dari Aceh Tengah231 

“In a village in Pintu Rime Gayo, there is a 
relocation settlement for conflict victims that come 
from Aceh Timur, Pidie, and Aceh Tengah.  Tagore 
(the current Bener Meriah district head) built about 
100 housing assistance units there.” – Civil Servant 
from the Agriculture Agency of Bener Meriah 

“Di desa Pintu Rime Gayo, terdapat relokasi 
pemukiman korban konflik yang berasal dari Aceh 
Timur, Pidie, dan Aceh Tengah. Di sana dibangun 
rumah bantuan lebih-kurang sebanyak 100 unit oleh 
Tagore (Bupati Bener Meriah sekarang)” – PNS 
Dinas Pertanian Bener Meriah232 

 

The civil servant quoted immediately above is suggesting that Tagore placed political and 

financial motives before the needs of conflict victims from disparate and distant parts of Aceh 
who were put into houses built in a very remote sub-district of Bener Meriah. 

Some Unfulfilled Needs 

Over the course of the MSR research, it became apparent that some needs were left unmet.  
Although many roads have been built and rebuilt since the tsunami and peace agreement, many 

respondents repeat the need for good roads, especially in the highlands, where productive farmers 

have such hard time bringing their produce to markets.233 

 

                                                      
230 See interview transcript C.05.  The policeman is referring to Bener Meriah’s separation from Aceh 
Tengah and the subsequent challenges for residents there to conduct any business in the new district capital. 
231 See interview transcript C.01 
232 See interview transcript C.24 
233 See Image 3 
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“If the roads were good, then it would be easy to 
improve the people’s economy once again.” – Bener 
Meriah District Governmnet Official 

“Jika jalan sudah bagus, nanti akan mudah 
membuat ekonomi masyarakat bangkit lagi.” – 
Kabag Pemerintahan Pemda Bener Meriah234 

Althought most conflict IDPs have returned home, most remain undocumented and some have 

moved to other locations since they lost their homes in their home villages.  Their very 
displacement makes them harder to track and their needs continually slip through the cracks. 

 
“In a small house made of wooden planks there 
lives more than one family, with several people per 
family.  And there are others who live in the homes 
of other people because they have not gotten any 
housing assistance yet.” 

“Dalam sebuah rumah kecil, rumah papan, ada 
yang tinggal lebih dari 1 KK, dengan beberapa 
jiwa/KK. Dan ada juga yang masih menumpang di 
rumah orang lain karena belum ada rumah 
bantuan.” – Kepala Desa dari Bener Meriah235 

Mostly overlooked in post-conflict recovery efforts in Aceh are the needs of children, and 

additional research is needed about the existence of child combatants during the conflict in Aceh. 

 
“I’m looking after two conflict orphans, the children 
of my deceased older brother, and until now there 
has been no assistance for their education.  I am 
unable to pay for their schooling because I also have 
my own children that I have to send to school.” – 
Villager from Aceh Tengah 

“Saya juga mempunyai tanggungan 2 anak yatim 
piatu korban konflik, anak almarhum abang saya 
dan hingga sekarang tidak ada bantuan sehingga 
bagaimana nasib pendidikan mereka karena saya 
tidak sanggup menyekolahkan mereka, karena saya 
juga punya anak-anak sendiri yang harus saya 
sekolahkan.” – Warga Desa dari Aceh Tengah236 

In former conflict areas throughout Aceh, agricultural lands are overgrown and ruined because 

residents were either not allowed or too afraid to maintain their once-productive gardens and 

fields.  A simple but necessary jumpstart for local economies would be to provide temporary 

financial assistance to families who want to reclaim their lands and get them productive once 
again.237 

Conclusions 
A common sentiment among respondent opinions about post-conflict recovery is antipathy and 

lack of confidence in local government to handle the assistance programs for their community.  

Many feel that all post-conflict recovery benefits are attributable to foreign agencies and NGOs, 

without realizing that local government is almost always closely involved in the implementation 
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of post-conflict programming, whether the funds are from the government or donor agencies.  

BRA has earned a terrible reputation out in the districts, sometimes for good reasons but often 

unfairly as well.  On the one hand, one of BRA’s biggest mistakes was allowing people to expect 
a lot when BRA knew they would not be able to meet such high expectations.  BRA and other 

government agencies failed to properly communicate a number of key issues:  limitation of funds 

available, a need to prioritize the most affected, eligibility criteria, delivery mechanisms, and 

timelines for delivery.  On the other hand, everyone in Aceh regards themselves as a conflict 
victim and it is unrealistic to assume that everyone can receive compensation for their losses.  

One recommendation is for BRA and other government agencies to engage in better public 

relations and other visibility efforts so that communities recognize their own government’s 

involvement in assistance programs.  Socialization needs to be a priority in planning for future 
programs and interventions, not a secondary issue or afterthought. 

 

Social jealousy surrounding the implementation of post-conflict recovery programs is seen as a 

potential source of future conflict in local communities. The balance between recovery and 
compensation for civilian conflict victims on the one hand and the reintegration benefits for 

former combatants and militia members on the other is one of the biggest sources of tension.  

Ordinary conflict victims rightly view post-conflict recovery as a humanitarian effort, which 

makes the political accommodations and reintegration assistance for former conflict actors an 
important source of social jealousy in local communities.  Combined with run of the mill 

inefficiency, bureaucracy, and petty corruption in the implementation of programs, as 

summarized in many of the factors listed above, frustrations run very high.   

 
Many of the interviews quoted above come from respondents in the Central Highlands, and this 

possibly reflects unique conditions in that region where the delivery of post-conflict assistance 

has arguably been the poorest, especially when it comes to housing for conflict victims and 

compensation for anti-separatist combatants.  The poor implementation of housing programs in 
Bener Meriah and Aceh Tengah, marred by widespread corruption, as noted by the human rights 

activist from Takengon quoted above, is the single post-conflict assistance-related issue that led 

by far to the highest number of protests and demonstrations since the peace agreement, with 

repeated mass demonstrations of conflict victims in Banda Aceh throughout 2008.238 
 

The programs that lead to tensions in the community are almost invariably related to physical 

assets such as housing reconstruction and the provision of livelihood supports.  Long-standing 
                                                      
238 These demonstrations are documented in the World Bank’s monthly and bi-monthly ACMU (Aceh 
Conflict Monitoring Update) reports, available online at http://www.conflictanddevelopment.org 
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tensions between groups in local communities are often exacerbated because of the competition 

and perception of unequal distribution over limited physical assistance resources.  This led some 

MSR researchers to conclude that recovery programs focused on intangible forms of assistance 
such as health care (including mental health), education, peace building activities and training 

programs are more successful and enjoy more wide support from communities. 



  153 

Appended Images 

 
 

 
 

Images 1 and 2:  Unfinished Bridge to Burlah Village, Ketol Sub-district, Bener Meriah 
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9 IDP conflict victims live together in this crowded 4x4m shack 

Image 3:  Highland Farmers Can Not Bring Their Produce to Market

Images 4 and 5:  Multiple IDP Families Live Crowded in Tiny Makeshift Shacks 
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9 IDP conflict victims live together in this crowded 4x4m shack 

 
 

Images 6 and 7:  BRA Housing Assistance in Pante Pirak sub-district, Aceh Barat
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Images 8 and 9:  Children’s Learning Center, Bener Meriah
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Image 10:  Livestock Assistance, Bener Meriah
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Image 11:  BRA Housing Assistance, Aceh Tengah

Image 12:  New Marketplace, Ketol Sub-district, Aceh Tengah
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Preface 
This case study presents a brief summary of field research findings about anti-separatist groups in 
Aceh, in particular the so-called “militia” groups that opposed GAM’s struggle for Aceh’s 

independence from Indonesia, and fought to defend the territorial integrity of the Indonesian state, 

often with support and funding from Indonesian government and security forces.239  Findings are 

descriptive and cover the conflict years from 1998 until the peace agreement in August 2005, as 
well as the post-conflict years since then. This report is one of several community-based case 

studies contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-

Conflict Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among 
                                                      
239  Forum Komunikasi Anak Bangsa (FORKAB), an organization representing the interests of GAM 
combatants who surrendered to Indonesian forces during the conflict, can also be considered part of the 
constellation of anti-separatist groups in Aceh, and is the subject of a separate case study for the MSR.  
This case study focuses on the anti-separatist so-called “militia” groups. 
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donor, government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  

The community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for International 

Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  This 
particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by two (out of three) of the MSR 

community-based qualitative research teams on two separate occasions:  in Pidie, Aceh Tengah 

and Bener Meriah from 26 July until 3 August 2008, and then in Aceh Barat, Aceh Selatan, and 

continued research in Aceh Tengah and Bener Meriah districts from 11 until 20 August 2008. 

Abstract 
While some anti-separatist groups emerged in Aceh upon the initiative of local communities 
threatened by GAM during the conflict, many others were developed and supported by 

Indonesian security forces and politicians as a particular counter-insurgency strategy that 

compelled participation from the civilian population.  This case study looks at the genesis of both 

of these kinds of anti-separatist groups (so-called “militias”) in Aceh, with a focus on the central 
highlands and the west coast regions of Aceh province.  MSR researchers in the highlands 

encountered extreme reluctance and fear among informants when asked to discuss militia groups 

such as PETA that still exist and have the capacity to mobilize in the region.  MSR researchers on 

the west coast discovered that anti-separatist groups there still exist, but in name only, and whose 
members have largely dispersed, rallying only for post-conflict reintegration assistance.  In both 

regions, there is a close association between anti-separatist militia groups, FORKAB, and local 

provincial secession movements, where they come together beneath a common set of politicians 

that patronize all three constituencies.  As a coalition, they pursue a mutual interest in preventing 
the handover of increased political power to their former enemy, GAM/KPA. 

Introduction:  Anti-Separatist Groups in Aceh 
Any history of the Indonesian Republic’s security forces must include the origins and roles 

played by local irregular forces, or militia groups.  The first incarnation of the Indonesian armed 

forces, during Indonesia’s revolutionary war of independence from the Dutch, was largely a 
loosely coordinated network of local self-defense groups, some of which were trained by the 

Japanese during their World War II occupation of the archipelago.240  During the early Sukarno 

years of Indonesia’s independence, the Indonesian military faced a challenge in trying to absorb 

and regularize militia groups across the archipelago.  But it was not until the Suharto regime that 
Indonesian military and police forces formalized a role for civilians in national security policy.241  

                                                      
240 See for example Anderson, B. R. O. G. and Cornell University. Modern Indonesia Project. (1972). Java 
in a time of revolution : occupation and resistance, 1944-1946. Ithaca, Cornell University Press.  
241 See Barker, J. (1998). "State of Fear:  Controlling the Criminal Contagion in Suharto's New Order." 
Indonesia 66(October 1998).  
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Designed primarily as coordinated surveillance for neighborhood criminal activity, national 

security forces in Aceh adapted this model for anti-insurgency efforts during the conflict, 

compelling thousands of civilians to participate.  During the time of the Indonesian government’s 
Zone of Military Operations (Daerah Operasi Militer, known as DOM) in the 1990s, the names 

of these groups reflected ideologies of Indonesian patriotism such as “Unit Ksatria Penegak 

Pancasila” (Noble Warriors for Upholding Pancasila) and “Bela Negara” (Defend the Nation).242  

By mid-1991, Aceh’s governor Ibrahim Hasan, estimated that sixty thousand civilians had been 
mobilized for anti-insurgency efforts.243  

 

Between the end of DOM in 1998 and the declaration of a Military Emergency (Darurat Militer, 

known as DM) in Aceh in May 2003, communities in the central highlands of the province 
organized their own self-defense groups in response to attacks by GAM that especially targeted 

Javanese transmigrant villages.  As Indonesian security forces moved against GAM into the 

highlands, they further encouraged the development of civilian self-defense groups, providing 

training and financial support, sometimes even providing weapons, and eventually requiring 
villages to organize their own groups not just in the highlands, but in villages all over Aceh.  Each 

local self-defense group had its own name, but collectively civilians and GAM called them 

“militias” (milisi) rather than the more formal name “anti-separatist groups” (kelompok anti-

separatis).  The largest of these groups to emerge was PETA (Pembela Tanah Air, the Homeland 
Defenders) based first in the highlands, but eventually coming to speak for anti-separatist groups 

all over Aceh, particularly after the peace agreement.  PETA and other groups were notably not 

included in the peace agreement, as technically in the eyes of the Indonesian government there 

were no militia groups, and therefore they were never required to surrender their weapons, which 
remains a point of contention with GAM.  Since the agreement PETA have lobbied for 

reintegration assistance in spite of their exclusion from the formal peace agreement.  The anti-

separatist groups from regions that are predominantly ethnic Acehnese are effectively defunct, 

whereas in the ethnically diverse central highlands, PETA is still a force to be reckoned with, and 
arguably a potential spoiler to the peace process, as suggested by a variety of violent incidents 

there that sustain fear and tension in the region more than three years after the peace agreement.   

 

For these reasons among others described below, it may be too early to conduct a rigorous social 
history of anti-separatist groups in Aceh that accounts for community perceptions.  During two 

                                                      
242 See Robinson, G. Ibid."Rawan Is as Rawan Does:  The Origins of Disorder in New Order Aceh."
 pp.143-4 
243 Kell, T. (1995). The Roots of Acehnese Rebellion, 1989-1992. Ithaca, N.Y., Cornell Modern Indonesia 
Project Southeast Asia Program Cornell University. p.75  
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brief rounds of fieldwork, the MSR research teams found it difficult to talk to ordinary people and 

learn about their feelings about these groups with any systematic methodology.  What follows is a 

description of the origins of anti-separatist groups in the highlands after DOM, their activities at 
that time and up until after the peace agreement, and community perceptions about these groups 

as much as the MSR research teams were able to gather in a limited and partisan fashion.  The 

case study then concludes with a comparison to the remnants of similar groups on the west coast 

of Aceh.   

 

Anti-Separatist Groups in the Central Highlands 

It was Rian, in all his complicated and tenuous affiliations with conflict actors on all sides, who 
recounted for MSR researchers the origins of anti-separatist defense groups in his home 

community.  According to Rian, during the year 2000 GAM launched a new and aggressive 

offensive in the highlands of Aceh unlike any campaign before it, this one characterized by 

                                                      
244 see interview transcript C.12 

Box 1:  Life History of a Nominal PETA Member 
Rian (not his real name) is considered a member of PETA today simply because he has joined 
PETA’s current enterprise of managing the tax collection and security of the Takengon bus 
terminal (see Images 1 and 2 below), though he claims not to have been part of their counter-
insurgency operations during the conflict.   
 
He comes from an ethnic Gayo landholding family of modest means in Bener Meriah, and for 
many years of the conflict maintained a neutral position between the opposing sides of the 
conflict as he worked primarily as a “marketplace thug” (preman pasar) in Timang Gajah sub-
district, where he had some friendly associations with some GAM members.  His father is a 
retired TNI officer, and during the conflict GAM forces killed Rian’s younger brother simply 
because of his father’s connection with the Indonesian military.  Because GAM targeted Rian’s 
brother, but not Rian himself, the TNI, perhaps aware of Rian’s friendly association with GAM in 
Timang Gajah, suspected Rian of having sympathetic ties with GAM, and so captured him, 
tortured him, and left him for dead at the Timang Gajah police station.   
 
Rian survived this attack, and the police were able to nurse him back to health and prevent TNI 
intelligence officers from hunting him down.  Rian denies the TNI accusations, and as a son of a 
TNI officer claims he was educated to always support the unitary state of Indonesia.  Today he 
rents a house in Takengon with his wife and children, works at the bus terminal, and on the side 
Rian coordinates the documentation of human rights abuses for SPKP (Solidaritas Persaudaraan 
Korban Pelanggaran HAM, the Solidarity Association for Victims of Human Rights Violations) 
in one of the sub-districts of Aceh Tengah.  Rian’s story highlights the challenge of making sense 
of conflict events based on partial narratives, especially in the highlands where the anti-separatist 
groups are a significant but unacknowledged conflict actor, and particularly for ethnic Gayo, 
whose loyalties were often misrecognized and always suspect.244 

Origins
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violence directed at Javanese transmigrant communities.  Before this time, GAM activists in the 

highlands had kept a low profile, rarely resorting to violence in their effort to promote GAM’s 

struggle against the Indonesian government.  The new offensive in 2000 featured GAM soldiers 
from the north coastal areas of Aceh where the ethnic Acehnese living there had suffered the most 

under Indonesian anti-insurgency efforts during the DOM period.  The Javanese transmigrants 

were seen as agents of Indonesian colonialism in Aceh, and GAM attacked these communities 

resorting to provocative actions such as house burnings, murder, and other crimes against 
humanity.   

 

In early 2001, the Javanese transmigrants in Rian’s community organized themselves into self-

defense groups at first upon their own initiative in order to prevent further excess violence against 
them by GAM.  Their weapons were machetes, swords, knives, and spears… no firearms, 

although they did try to build their own homemade firearms (pistol rakitan) before TNI arrived.  

There was no support from TNI at this time; in fact TNI had not arrived yet in the highlands to 

start their sweeping operations against GAM; these self-defense groups were on their own.  For 
many anti-separatist groups that trace their origins to this time during the conflict, the name milisi, 

or militia, is not appropriate because in Indonesia the term carries the recent connotation of 

training, support, and development by Indonesia’s armed forces, as recalled by the history of 

military-supported militia groups in East Timor.   
 
“Actually, they don’t agree with being called 
‘militia’, because they organized not upon 
TNI’s orders, but upon their own initiative and 
their own conscience.” – Rian, member of the 
Front/PETA of Takengon Terminal 

“Sebenarnya mereka tidak setuju dijuluki 
milisi, karena mereka lahir bukan atas 
kehendak TNI, melainkan karena inisiatif dan 
kesadaran mereka sendiri” – Rian, Seorang 
anggota Front/PETA Terminal Takengon245 

 
In mid-2001, TNI troops from other parts of the archipelago, reporting directly to a central 

command in Jakarta (the so-called inorganic troops, or BKO forces), arrived in the highlands, 

including Rian’s community.  TNI began to support the local anti-separatist groups with training 

and membership increased.  Anti-separatist groups also received organizational support from the 
Takengon branch of Pujakesuma (Putra Jawa Kelahiran Sumatera), an umbrella network for 

ethnic Javanese born in Sumatra that lent credibility to these nascent self-defense groups and 

generated mass support among ethnic Javanese living in the Aceh highlands.  However as anti-

separatist groups grew in strength and number, a minority of members launched a series of 
arbitrary and heavy-handed attacks upon civilian communities, contributing to the state of fear 

                                                      
245 see interview transcript C.12 
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brought on by chaotic and unpredictable violence in the highlands already perpetrated by both 

GAM and TNI. 

MSR researchers working in the highlands of Aceh detected a palpable sense of hesitation, 
caution, and fear when asked about anti-separatist groups in their area and other conflict-related 

issues.  The apparent reluctance to speak and resulting lack of information is in some ways just as 

informative and revealing as an honest and uncensored interview.  Current events and the facts on 

the groups offer some suggestive explanations.  First, anti-separatists in the highlands are not 
formally acknowledged in the peace agreement, and therefore were not required to surrender their 

weapons.  PETA, now speaking for all anti-separatist groups, never demobilized their forces.  

Second, PETA’s ideological position enjoys support from political elites such as district 

government officials, national politicians in Jakarta, and security forces still based in the 
highlands, who have the means to mobilize PETA for political purposes.  Third, the identities of 

PETA members are not widely known in the region, and Rian’s story above suggests that the line 

between criminal thug and armed militia remains undefined.  Though largely absent from public 

view, PETA still has an unquestionable capacity to mobilize, as evidenced by the Atu Lintang 
incident.  Their indeterminate status has left them out of the formal peace process and yet they 

persist as a potential spoiler.  In the highlands, with such a diverse population, one can never be 

sure about the ideological commitments of the people passing through the community.  Such 

conditions in the highlands of Aceh lead not only to suspicion of the MSR researchers visiting 
from Banda Aceh, but also suspicion of nearly anyone, including one’s neighbors.   

As if speaking for the whole Gayo community in the highlands of Aceh, the not so unbiased head 
of SPKP (Solidaritas Persaudaraan Korban Pelanggaran HAM, the Solidarity Association for 
Victims of Human Rights Violations) worries more about the so-called militia groups in the area 
more than GAM:   

“If we look back to the conflict, GAM’s 
presence was actually beneficial for the 
people here.  If there was no GAM here, all of 
the Gayo would have been killed by the 
Javanese and the TNI.  GAM never bothered 
the Gayo here, the Acehnese and the Gayo 
have no quarrel between them.  The problems 
that frequently occurred were between the 
militias and the Gayo community.” – Head of 
SPKP, Aceh Tengah 

“Jika kita lihat pada masa konflik, 
keberadaan GAM itu sebenarnya sangat 
menguntungkan bagi masyarakat di sini. 
Kalau tidak ada GAM, sudah habis orang 
Gayo terbunuh oleh Jawa dan TNI.  Di sini 
GAM tidak pernah mengganggu Suku Gayo, 
Aceh dan Gayo tidak ada masalah.   Masalah 
yang kerapkali terjadi adalah antara Milisi 
dan sebagian masyarakat Gayo.” – Ketua 
SPKP, Aceh Tengah246 

 
An elderly man from Timang Gajah told MSR researchers his experiences with the local militia 

                                                      
246 see interview transcript C.06 

Challenges in Soliciting Community Feedback About Highland Anti-Separatist Groups 

Box 2:  “Now They Have Forgotten Us” 
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group in his community during the conflict and after the peace agreement.  A militia member 
once took the elderly man’s motorcycle, claiming it would have to be kept safely at the police 
station for the duration of their evacuation from their home village due to conflict violence.  But 
after conditions returned to safety, the man discovered that his motorcycle was no longer at the 
police station, but rather being used by the militia member himself.  Because of the militia’s 
attitude, the man never reclaimed his motorcycle from him.  He let the militia man keep it but 
remained disappointed and grew to hate the militias:  “Let him take it from me, I guess I’ll buy 
another one,” he said.  Aside from this incident with the motorcycle, the man told MSR 
interviewers that the local militia group has not done anything on behalf of the community to 
receive post-conflict housing reconstruction assistance, even though during the conflict the 
community assisted militia groups in maintaining safety and security.  “Now they have forgotten 
us,” the elderly man sighed plaintively.247 
 

As mentioned above, and also below in the West Coast section of this case study, local anti-

separatist groups take names with Indonesian nationalist overtones, many of which recall historic 

events associated with Indonesia’s struggle for independence from the Dutch.  The name PETA, 
Pembela Tanah Air, the Homeland Defenders, has its origins during the Japanese occupation.  

The Japanese trained Indonesians in an effort to create a local military force to support the 

Japanese in the war effort.  PETA members in turn unsuccessfully rebelled against the Japanese, 

though the event remains a marker in Indonesian national history.  Although PETA technically 
disbanded after the Japanese surrender, PETA members were an important element in the nascent 

TNI during the revolutionary war against the Dutch, including General Sudirman and supposedly 

former President Suharto himself.248 

 
Although the term “militia” among anti-separatist groups themselves is disdained for its 

connotation of being a stooge puppet force of the TNI, most people in Aceh use the term freely in 

reference to them.  Other names commonly used include “Front” which comes from a conflict-era 

group called Front Perlawanan Anti-GAM, or the Anti-GAM Resistance Front.  Today most local 
anti-separatist groups throughout Aceh with their distinctive names, though most groups in the 

lowlands of Aceh are now defunct, fall under PETA as an umbrella group, even though PETA 

itself is not a recognized legal entity.249   In order to get past this legal technicality, PETA 

members access government resources through its anti-separatist cousin organization, FORKAB, 

                                                      
247 see interview transcript C.31 
248 Ensiklopedi Nasional Indonesia, (ed. 1989) 
249 PETA as a counter-insurgency militia has no legal recognition, but PETA members in their latest 
Takengon incarnation as bus terminal racketeers have secured legal recognition from the Aceh Tengah 
district government… not as anti-separatists, but as tax collectors. (see Images 1 and 2 below) 

Anti-Separatist Group Names 
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composed of former GAM combatants who surrendered to the TNI before the peace 

agreement.250 

As potential spoilers to the peace process, though not a party to it, it has been a challenge to 
accommodate anti-separatist groups in reintegration efforts.  The solution has been to become 

members of FORKAB, who are recognized by BRA and eligible to receive ten million rupiah in 

reintegration assistance.  FORKAB membership, in turn, far exceeds the actual number of GAM 

combatants who surrendered before the peace agreement.  In the highlands alone, PETA claims 
8000 members, and 36,000 members throughout Aceh province, though such numbers are nearly 

impossible to verify. 

Anti-Separatist Groups on the West Coast 
During the final years of the conflict, i.e. the military emergency (DM) from 2003 until 2005, the 

TNI aggressively supported the development of militia groups up and down the west coast as part 

of their response to GAM’s massive recruitment expansion there following the end of DOM.  
These groups fit the more colloquial Indonesian understanding of the term milisi in that they were 

formed specifically under TNI supervision.  Every village head was required to supply at least ten 

young men for recruitment into local militia groups.  A village head from Aceh Barat in the sub-

district of Kawai XVI described to MSR researchers how the local militia group called Front 
Cempala was developed in his community: 

 

Box 3:  Recruitment and Funding for Front Cempala, Aceh Barat 
Front Cempala,251 a local militia group, was founded in 2003, covering ten villages in the sub-
district of Kaway XVI in Aceh Barat district.  Their enthusiastic leader, Yusrizal, in his early 
forties, was one of the ten village heads included in the recruitment effort.  (“In this village there 
isn’t a single person who supported, much less joined, GAM”)  They had received orders from 
the local military command to procure ten men from each village.   
 
The well known vice leader of Aceh Barat’s district parliament (DPRD), Tjut Agam, in office 
since 1994 until the present day (2008), provided Front Cempala with political and financial 
backing.  They received training from the military in various marching drills as well as forest 
search techniques for hunting down GAM members with a machete.  For all their hard training, 
none of the Front Cempala recruits were ever able to find any GAM combatants, but they 
routinely carried out their orders from TNI to search for GAM in the forest.  The reason given for 
carrying out these operations was to stop GAM from kidnapping, extorting, and murdering 
people in their community.   
 

                                                      
250 See related MSR case study on FORKAB. 
251 “Cempala” is an Indonesian acronym for Cerdas, Energik, Mandiri, PintAr, Loyal dan Amanah, which 
translates roughly as Clever, Energetic, Self-sufficient, Smart, Loyal, and Trustworthy. 

BRA Assistance for PETA 
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The village heads petitioned the Iskandar Muda Regional Military Command in Banda Aceh, as 
well as commanders based in Jakarta, for firearms, but their requests were denied.  Today, three 
years after the peace agreement, the militia recruits have long ago stopped their forest search 
missions and Front Cempala continues to exist in name only.  Each member of Front Cempala 
was entitled to receive ten million rupiah in reintegration assistance, less a two hundred thousand 
rupiah fee, though no one is sure who took the fee or why it was taken.  Today Yusrizal is not 
convinced that the resistance movement against GAM is truly over:  “we don’t dare claim that 
there are no more separatists.”252 
 

Yusrizal’s enduring vigilance for separatists does not measure up against the current situation 

wherein GAM, now KPA, have relinquished their aspirations for independence from Indonesia.  

It turns out that Yusrizal’s patron (and neighbor) in the Aceh Barat district parliament, Tjut Agam, 
not only supported anti-separatist militia groups such as Front Cempala during the conflict, but 

since 2003 he has also been one of the main sponsors and leaders of the ABAS (Aceh Barat 

Selatan, South West Aceh) provincial secession movement.  Furthermore, this politician also 

sponsors FORKAB in Aceh Barat.  That these three constituencies in Aceh Barat – militia groups, 
FORKAB, and ABAS provincial secessionists – all converge upon a singular set of politicians 

who patronize them, leads to rampant speculation, though difficult to prove, that BRA 

reintegration funds for anti-separatists such as FORKAB and militia groups, may be diverted 

toward ABAS campaign activities in Meulaboh, or simply stolen by the political elites there.  The 
irony here is that while GAM/KPA has given up separatism in favor of a political process, the 

anti-separatist groups are advocating another kind of separatist agenda (separation from Aceh 

province, not Indonesia) for ALA in the highlands and ABAS on the west coast. 

Conclusions:  Anti-Separatist Groups in Aceh 
The following points summarize some of the main findings about anti-separatists, and in some 

cases what MSR researchers were unable to find can be almost as instructive as what they did 
find: 

 

1. More than three years after the peace agreement, anti-separatist groups still exist.  A 

diversity of groups throughout the province has unofficially coalesced beneath the 
umbrella name PETA, whose legal status remains technically unrecognized.  While 

PETA are not formally part of the peace process, they remain potential spoilers to it.  

                                                      
252 “Yusrizal” (not his real name) quotations are drawn from interview transcript B.36 

Convergent Constituencies in Aceh Barat
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2. PETA remains strong in the highlands of Aceh where a diversity of ethnic groups resides. 

PETA is seen as a ground force capable of achieving political ends through intimidation 

and occasional acts of violence.   
3. Soliciting community perceptions about anti-separatist groups, especially in the highlands, 

remains difficult.  Respondents in the highlands are very reluctant to discuss the existence 

and activities of PETA suggesting that levels of fear remain high.   

4. Anti-separatist groups in predominantly ethnic Acehnese parts of Aceh are effectively 
defunct, existing in name only, and coming together primarily for lobbying the 

government for reintegration assistance, which has been achieved for some through 

affiliation with FORKAB.   

5. Though largely inactive, anti-separatist groups enjoy patronage from politicians with 
close ties to both FORKAB and provincial secession movements such as ALA and 

ABAS.  These constituencies are united in their opposition to GAM/KPA and its political 

vehicle Partai Aceh, and see provincial secession as an effective strategy to undercut 

GAM/KPA’s rise in Aceh politics.  Implicit in this political coalition of post-conflict 
actors is the potential for mobilization as spoilers to the peace process.  

1. The format of MSR’s qualitative research did not allow for a deeper investigation of anti-

separatist groups, particularly in the Aceh highlands.  An air of mystery and fear 

surrounds PETA, their activities, and their patronage.  Almost none of the MSR 
researchers’ informants were willing to introduce PETA members to the MSR team.  And 

yet, no one doubts their existence and capacity for mobilization given the events during 

the past year.  This requires more grounded and patient research methods.  On the west 

coast, there is less mystery and fear, but still a sense that there are inscrutable patronage 
networks and links to other groups that continue to back former militia groups there, if 

only in name. 

2. Perhaps one of the primary goals of future research would be to sort out the funding 

networks that support anti-separatist groups in Aceh, FORKAB included.  The close 
associations between anti-separatists and provincial secession movements in both the 

highlands and the west coast deserve particular attention. 

3. Highland and west coast communities are relatively isolated compared to the post-

conflict areas of the east coast, contributing to a sense that provincial secession is 
necessary in order to bring proper recovery efforts there.  Isolated rural communities have 

few sources of information about the peace process coming from Banda Aceh and Jakarta.  

Frequent dialogue with and attention paid to these parts of Aceh in peace building efforts 

Recommendations
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yields an improved “marketplace of ideas” for populations subject to the fear and tension 

created by potential spoilers of the peace process.   
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Image 1:  New Signs in Takengon Announce PETA Management of Bus Terminal 

Image 2:  New Signs in Takengon Announce PETA Management of Bus Terminal 
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Image 3:  Anti-Separatist T-Shirt From Conflict Era
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Preface 
This case study presents brief biographical sketches of eight different ex-political prisoners from 

Aceh.  Findings are descriptive, emphasizing their life histories related to the conflict in Aceh, 
their incarceration as political prisoners, and what has happened to them during the three years 

since the peace agreement. This report is one of several community-based case studies 

contributing qualitative research findings to the Multi-Stakeholder Review of Post-Conflict 

Programming in Aceh (MSR).  By definition the MSR is a collaborative effort among donor, 
government, and humanitarian organizations concerned with post-conflict issues in Aceh.  The 

community-based case studies are funded by the Australian Agency for International 

Development (AusAID) with additional staff support provided by the World Bank.  This 

particular case study is based on fieldwork conducted by all three of the MSR community-based 
qualitative research teams on two separate occasions: from 26 July until 3 August 2008, and then 

again from 11 until 20 August 2008. 

Abstract 
This case study briefly documents the biographical experiences of eight different former political 

prisoners (TAPOL-NAPOL) from Aceh, with an emphasis on their conflict and incarceration 
experiences, and what they have done with their lives during the three years since the peace 

agreement.  The findings are descriptive and generalized simply as follows:  First, there is a wide 

variety of ways that people in Aceh came to be political prisoners during the conflict.  The 

diverse narratives from eight former political prisoners in the five profiles presented below are 
impressive in their defiance of simple categorization.  Second, there are thousands of former 
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political prisoners that were released before the peace agreement who have never received any 

recovery or reintegration assistance during the three years since the peace agreement, even for 

those whose documentation of their cases is complete.  Third, while this case study is hardly a 
representative sample, the difference between those who received recovery and reintegration 

assistance and those who did not suggests that a lot of peace-building can be achieved in Aceh by 

following up with those who still demand acknowledgement and compensation for their loss and 

injury during their incarceration.  Finally, the experience of assisting the original 2000 amnestied 
prisoners was one of the easier chapters in Aceh’s ongoing peace process.  Additional success 

might be achieved by delivering similar assistance to the thousands of other former political 

prisoners in Aceh still waiting for their piece of Aceh’s post-conflict recovery. 

Introduction 
The Indonesian acronyms TAPOL and NAPOL stand for tahanan politik and narapidana politik 

respectively.  In English they can both be roughly translated as “political prisoner” but the 
technical political difference between them is that TAPOL denotes political prisoners pending 

trial, where tahanan is a detainee.253  NAPOL denotes political prisoners formally convicted in 

court, where narapidana is a convict with a judicial verdict over his or her head.254  Human rights 

activists on behalf of Acehnese political prisoners would argue that the difference between 
TAPOL and NAPOL is essentially meaningless because in settings of conflict, and especially 

settings of military emergency, the implementation of law hardly follows the rules of judicial 

procedure, with many Acehnese rebels and civilians detained and/or convicted arbitrarily, 

sometimes incorrectly.  So in practical use, at least in Aceh, the two words are usually combined 
into one catchall phrase, TAPOL-NAPOL, which covers all types of political prisoners regardless 

of the judicial procedures used in each case. 

 

Upon the signing of the Helsinki peace agreement in August 2005, 2000 political prisoners from 
Aceh were given amnesty by the Indonesian government in the weeks and months that followed, 

as agreed in the MOU itself.  These fairly lucky 2000 men and women were given due process by 

the Indonesian government with facilitation by the Aceh Monitoring Mission (AMM) and the 

International Organization for Migration (IOM).  They received five million rupiah in transitional 
reinsertion assistance over the course of five months after their release, nine million rupiah in 

                                                      
253 Tahanan is the status of a prisoner prior to his or her trial, when he's still under the responsibility of 
security forces (during investigation), then a prosecutor (when his file is handed over by police to a 
prosecutor), then a judge (last stages of trial before verdict). 
254 After a tahanan has been sentence, he or she becomes a narapidana and becomes the responsibility of 
the penitentiary administration.  
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vocational training and small business startup assistance, as well as ten million more rupiah in 

direct cash from BRA. 

 
Less lucky were the political prisoners who were released either before or long after the MOU.  

Most of these thousands of uncounted and poorly documented TAPOL-NAPOL never received 

any reinsertion or reintegration assistance, as they were not counted among the 2000 amnesty 

beneficiaries mentioned in the peace agreement.  Few people deny that they should be eligible for 
the same benefits as the 2000 amnestied prisoners, but the mechanisms and budgets to support 

such a process, presumably by BRA, remain unknown, at least according to the former political 

prisoners the MSR staff spoke with in the field. 

 
One of the major administrative barriers that former political prisoners face when trying to access 

reintegration assistance is the procurement of official letters from the agencies that held them 

prisoner.  There are a number of reasons why these letters are difficult to obtain: 

1. Some political prisoners were held by intelligence forces, in which case there is no 
formal acknowledgement of their detention.  The prisoners themselves often never find 

out which agency or unit detained them.  Most of these political prisoners were released 

long before the peace agreement. 

2. Other political prisoners were held captive by occupying forces that were imported from 
other parts of Indonesia (known as BKO) and reported directly to a central command in 

Jakarta, and have since left Aceh according to the terms of the peace agreement.  After 

BKO forces leave, most former political prisoners are unable to track down these former 

occupying forces to obtain letters from the particular administrative units that detained 
them. 

3. Some former political prisoners may know exactly which local police and military 

agencies held them captive, but these agencies may refuse to acknowledge conflict-era 

detentions without any clear reason. 
 

It is widely agreed that former political prisoners are entitled to some form of reparations and 

reintegration assistance.  Most political prisoners lost assets and livelihoods and assumed massive 

debts in order to pay off security forces for lighter sentences or to save their lives.  While in 
captivity, many political prisoners were tortured and sustained permanent disability as a result.  

After the peace agreement, thousands of former political prisoners did the administrative work of 

procuring letters that verify their past detention and registering with their local BRA office to 

apply for assistance.  But apart from the 2000 that received amnesty right after the peace 
agreement, the vast majority of former political prisoners have received no assistance at all.  This 
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case study briefly documents the biographies of eight different political prisoners in five different 

profiles, only one of whom received assistance through the amnesty process following the peace 

agreement.  The striking differences documented below between those who have received 
assistance and those who have not make a strong case for revisiting the issue of former political 

prisoners in Aceh three years after the peace agreement. 

Ex-Political Prisoner Profiles 

Dona was born in a village in Bandar Dua sub-district, Pidie (now Pidie Jaya) in 1978 and 

completed her education up through elementary school only.255  Her village was known as a 

training ground for GAM rebel forces during the conflict.  The story of how Dona decided to join 
GAM and receive military training recalls the story of many other young recruits who joined 

GAM to avenge the wrongs committed against friends and family by Indonesian security forces 

during the 1990s, but Dona’s reason to join is still unique compared with other revenge narratives.  

One day Dona fell sick with a fever and a terrible pain in her lower abdomen.  When brought to 
the village healer, the healer told Dona that the spirit of a woman who had been raped by TNI 

soldiers had possessed her.  When she felt better, a sense of moral outrage grew out of her spirit 

possession experience and in 2001 she decided to get military training under the direction of a 

well-known GAM commander at the time, the now deceased Teungku Abdullah Safei, when 
GAM offered training for women recruits.  At least with some military training Dona would have 

the strength and skill to defend herself if anyone tried to perpetrate any sexual violence upon her.  

Her training lasted three months and then she went home to help her parents with their farming.  

When the conflict got worse, Dona decided to hide in Medan from 2001 until early 2004 where 
she worked as a babysitter.  When she went home to visit her family, the Rajawali Brigade that 

was operating in Bandar Dua at that time found and arrested her.  She spent two days under 

intense interrogation at the Rajawali post until she was transferred to a cell at the district police 

station in Sigli.  At her trial she was sentenced to three years in prison, but her family sold 15 
mayam worth of gold to pay off the security officials in order to reduce her sentence to only 10.5 

months, which she spent in a prison in Sigli.   

 

During her sentence, Dona composed her own lyrics to popular Acehnese and Indonesian songs, 
lyrics that reflected her experiences and her friends’ experiences during the conflict.  Her favorite 

was a song titled “Cut Bang,” with lyrics that she sang in Acehnese to her MSR interviewer: 

 

                                                      
255 Dona’s (not her real name) story and direct quotations are drawn from interview transcript B.45. 

Dona, Pidie Jaya



  177 

English Bahasa Indonesia Bahasa Aceh 
The neck was slit and brought to 
the beach / The blood poured out 
like a heavy rain / Oh Lord the 
man I loved is no longer here / It 
felt as if the Earth quaked at the 
moment Cut Bang died / My life 
carries on without direction 
anymore 

Leher dipotong dibawa ke pantai 
/ Darah mengalir seperti hujan 
lebat / Ya Allah tak ada lagi 
orang yang sangat aku cintai / 
Bumi terasa berguncang saat Cut 
Bang tiada lagi / Hidup ku 
laksana tiada arah lagi 

Di koh takue di ba u pante / 
Darah dilee ban ujeun keunong 
sa / Ya allah hana lee ureung 
yang that lon cinta / Rasa bumoe 
meuguncang saat Cut Bang hana 
lee / Udep lon disinan ban angen 
ba 

 

She composed 15 sets of song lyrics and gave them as gifts to her friends in jail.  While in jail, 

she had a boyfriend, another prisoner who would bring food for her.  Today they are still together 
although he has gone to Malaysia to find work, and she is not sure if he is serious about marrying 

her when he comes home.  Dona was released from jail on 25 December 2004, the day before the 

tsunami.  Today she works at home helping her parents make traditional Acehnese snacks such as 

pulut bakar and she also works for farm wage labor in the tobacco fields.  She makes just enough 
to send her younger siblings to school, two of which were able to pursue higher education in Sigli. 

 

After the peace agreement, Dona heard from her friends that ex-combatants and ex-prisoners 

were entitled to reintegration assistance from BRA to start a small business.  Dona prepared all 
the necessary paperwork such as a letter confirming her prison sentence and submitted it to the 

BRA office in Sigli.  At the very least, Dona hoped to pay back the 15 mayam worth of gold that 

her parents sold to reduce Dona’s jail sentence.  However as of July 2008, Dona still had not 

received any assistance from BRA or any other agency.  She has visited the BRA office in Sigli 
twice to enquire without results.  In frustration she told her MSR interviewer: 

 
“There are others who have received assistance 
three times, and I haven’t even gotten anything 
once.  There are even people who get reintegration 
assistance who don’t deserve it, but they have close 
connections with government officials.” 

“Orang lain saja ada yang sudah tiga kali 
menerima uang tersebut, saya satu kali pun tidak 
pernah, bahkan banyak orang yang tidak ada hak 
pada dana reintegrasi mendapatkan dana tersebut 
karena dia dekat dengan pejabat terkait” 

 

In the end she gave up, thinking that “little people” such as her do not have the power to demand 

their rights for reintegration assistance.  She has decided that the peace is only for the former 
combatants that hold high office. 

 
“Back then we fought together for the Acehnese 
people, we even experienced for ourselves what it 
was like to sleep in the forest, meanwhile some of 
those who hold high office today never knew what 
it was like to sleep in the forest, they never felt the 
pain as we did when we were in jail, but now they 
have forgotten us small people.  If there were no 

“Dulu sama-sama berjuang untuk rakyat Aceh, 
malah kami langsung yang mengalami bagaimana 
tidur di hutan, sedangkan mereka yang kini ada 
jabatan, tidak semuanya pernah merasakan tidur di 
hutan, tidak pernah merasa sesakit kami di penjara, 
tapi sekarang ini mereka lupa pada kami orang 
kecil ini. Kalau tidak ada orang lapangan seperti 
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field operatives like us, how could our struggle ever 
have succeeded?  I feel like it was all in vain and 
I’m disappointed with this struggle.” 

kami ini, mana mungkin juga perjuangan ini 
berhasil. Saya merasa sia-sia dan menyesal dalam 
perjuangan ini”  

Four young men named Muhammad ranging in age from 24 to 26, all from the same village in 

Pidie Jaya, all spent time as GAM prisoners in Keudah Prison in Banda Aceh, the same prison 
where current Aceh governor Irwandi Yusuf was also incarcerated and then liberated by the 

destructive forces of the tsunami of 26 December 2004.256  The four Muhammads from Pidie Jaya 

were also set free by the tsunami, which destroyed the jail, and they all returned home and kept a 

low profile until the peace agreement in August 2005.  Despite the miraculous conditions of their 
survival and escape, these former political prisoners were sad and disappointed, also embarrassed 

in their own community, during the focus group discussion with MSR researchers in July 2008.  

Nearly three years after the peace agreement, none of these men have received any reintegration 

assistance from BRA or any other agency.  M. Saleh was arrested as a GAM member during the 
military emergency and had completed 18 months of his two-year sentence by the time of the 

tsunami.  Today he works as a fisherman and farmer.  M. Hasan was accused by TNI of burning 

down a school in his village.  Today he works as a fisherman and also as an agent for selling baby 

grouper fish for local fishery stocks.  M. Nurdin was also arrested for burning down a school and 
spent two and a half years in Keudah prison where TNI officials tortured him regularly until the 

tsunami released him.  Today he works as a truck driver working the route from Sigli to 

Takengon, where he earns only Rp100,000 per week, and has no land for any extra income from 

farming.  M. Hermansyah was also arrested for burning down a school and sentenced to two years 
in Keudah Prison in Banda Aceh in June 2003. 

 

All four Muhammads were registered and verified with BRA, all of them have letters that testify 

to their incarceration, and they have all submitted proposals to BRA, but as of July 2008 none 
have received any reintegration assistance even though many of their fellow GAM members have 

gotten their various reintegration packages.  These young men are ideal candidates for vocational 

assistance and small business development.  M. Saleh spoke for all four when he said: 

 
“We are all full of disappointment and sadness 
because until now we haven’t received any 
assistance while others with similar experiences as 
ours have gotten funds for small business 
development.” – M. Saleh, Pidie Jaya 

“Kami semua penuh kekesalan dan kesedihan 
karena sampai sekarang belum menerima bantuan 
apa apa sedangkan orang orang lain yang sama 
nasib dengan kami sudah mendapakan bantuan 
berupa dana untuk dijadikan sebagai modal 
usaha.” – M. Saleh, Pidie Jaya 

                                                      
256 The narrative and direct quotes from the four Muhammads (not their real name) are drawn from 
interview transcripts B.47, B.48, B.49, and B.50. 

Four Muhammads, Pidie Jaya
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In 1998 when he was still a young teenager, Nur noticed that whenever TNI came to his village in 

the Jangka sub-district of Bireuen for a sweeping operation, the soldiers would take young men 

away who would never return.257  Those who did return had either serious physical or mental 
injuries.  Nur decided it would be safer to leave his village and join GAM up in the mountains.  

While there he was not a weapon-wielding soldier for GAM, not least because he was so young, 

rather he worked as an assistant.  When Nur came home to visit his parents, he discovered that the 

only men left in the village were the elderly, and he was the only young adult male in the 
community, so he was promptly arrested by the TNI stationed in his village and sent to prison in 

Porong, near Surabaya in East Java.  He spent two and a half years of a life sentence there until 

the peace agreement in August 2005, when he was given amnesty by the Indonesian government 

and sent home. 
 

Like all prisoners who were given amnesty in the weeks and months immediately following the 

peace agreement, Nur was able to access reintegration assistance provided by the government in 

collaboration with the International Organization for Migration (IOM).  Immediately upon release, 
Nur was given two million rupiah for reinsertion assistance, and then received two more 

installments of 1.5 million rupiah over the course of the next five months to help smooth his 

transition back into his home community.  Several months later, Nur received a nine million 

rupiah vocational assistance package for small business development from IOM, which he used to 
buy a motorbike.  He uses the motorbike to sell fish in his community and other surrounding 

villages.  He also received an additional ten million rupiah from BRA, which he used to pay off 

debts that he incurred while he was in prison.  Shortly after returning home, Nur proposed to a 

young woman and got married.  Today, at age 23, Nur lives with his wife and together they have 
a 19-month-old baby son. 

 

The MSR interviewers spent one hour interviewing Nur together with his wife and baby son at 

their home.  He spoke with enthusiasm, cheer, and confidence as he described the happiness, 
success, and peace in his new life since his amnesty from prison.  Nur is obviously one of the 

luckier ex-political prisoners in post-conflict Aceh today, for he not only was able to access 

reintegration assistance, but he was also successful in his efforts to restart his life after prison.  

Nur is grateful for the the reintegration assistance he received, without which he would not have 
been able to pay off his debts, get married, and start a family: 

 
                                                      
257 Nur’s (not his real name) story and direct quotations are drawn from interview transcript B.52. 

Nur, Bireuen
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“I am so grateful and give thanks to God because 
with the peace process I was able to get out of jail 
and return to my home village.  Now I can live in 
peace, without fear.  If there was never any peace I 
don’t know what my fate might have been; without 
peace I certainly wouldn’t have been able to get 
married, I wouldn’t have a wife.  For sure I would 
never know the meaning of having a life with a wife 
and child, because I would have spent the rest of my 
life in jail.  Now we are free to do our activities 
anytime and anywhere, and there is nothing left for 
us to fear.” 

“Saya sangat bersyukur dan berterima kasih karena 
dengan adanya proses perdamaian ini saya bisa 
lepas dari penjara dan bisa pulang kekampung 
halamnya dan kini sudah bisa hidup tenang tanpa 
rasa takut.  Jika belum damai saya tidak tahu bagai 
mana nasib saya dan jika tidak damai tentunya saya 
sampai hari ini belum menikah, belum ada istri. 
Yang pastinya saya tidak tahu arti sebuah 
kehidupan bersama sang istri dan anak, karena 
saya akan menghabiskan umur saya dipenjara. Kini 
kita sudah bebas beraktifitas kapan saja dana 
dimana saja dan tidak ada lagi yang harus kita 
takuti” 

Rian is considered a member of the anti-separatist group PETA (PEmbela Tanah Air) today 

simply because he has joined PETA’s current enterprise of managing the tax collection and 

security of the Takengon bus terminal, though he claims not to have been part of their counter-

insurgency operations during the conflict.258  He comes from an ethnic Gayo landholding family 
of modest means in Bener Meriah, and for many years of the conflict maintained a neutral 

position between the opposing sides of the conflict as he worked primarily as a “marketplace thug” 

(preman pasar) in Timang Gajah sub-district, where he maintained friendly associations with 

local GAM leaders.  His father is a retired TNI officer, and during the conflict GAM forces killed 
Rian’s younger brother simply because of his father’s connection with the Indonesian military.  

Because GAM targeted Rian’s brother, but not Rian himself, the TNI, perhaps aware of Rian’s 

friendly association with GAM in Timang Gajah, suspected Rian of having sympathetic ties with 

GAM, and so captured him in March 2001, tortured him, and left him for dead at the Timang 
Gajah police station.  Rian survived this attack, and the police were able to nurse him back to 

health while he was in jail and prevent TNI intelligence officers from hunting him down.  Rian 

denies the TNI accusations, and as a son of a TNI officer claims he was educated to always 

support the unitary state of Indonesia.  Today he rents a house in Takengon with his wife and 
children, works at the bus terminal and drives a motorized becak affiliated with PETA’s terminal 

workers’ union, and on the side Rian coordinates the documentation of human rights abuses for 

SPKP (Solidaritas Persaudaraan Korban Pelanggaran HAM, the Solidarity Association for 

Victims of Human Rights Violations) in one of the sub-districts of Aceh Tengah.   
 

Rian is the kind of conflict victim that does not fit into easy categories, a common situation in the 

central highlands, particularly among ethnic Gayo, whose loyalties were often misrecognized and 

                                                      
258 Rian’s (not his real name) story and direct quotations are drawn from interview transcript C.12.  A 
similar version of Rian’s story also appears in the MSR case study about anti-separatist groups in post-
conflict Aceh. 

Rian, Aceh Tengah
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always suspect.  Nevertheless Rian was tortured and spent time in prison as a political prisoner, a 

suspected GAM member, however preposterous the accusation may have been given Rian’s 

family associations with TNI.  His experience is hard to categorize and perhaps it is not surprising 
that Rian has received no assistance since he was released from prison.  For this, Rian implicitly 

blames BRA, which he sees as blatantly biased toward assisting former GAM and GAM 

sympathizers: 

 
“There are problems with BRA’s manner, because 
their assistance is not transparent, distributed 
unevenly, corrupt, and monopolized too much by 
KPA members working within the organization, to 
the extent that other conflict victims are ignored.  Of 
course BRA has given assistance to victims in the 
community, but not that much, and there are still so 
many others that haven’t gotten anything.  Only 
those who are close to BRA crony officials benefit, 
such as KPA or ex-GAM, the others don’t.” – Rian, 
Aceh Tengah 

“Ada masalah akibat ulah BRA, karena bantuan 
tidak transparan, tidak merata, KKN, dan terlalu 
dimonopoli oleh KPA di dalamnya, sehingga para 
korban yang lain diabaikan. Memang BRA ada 
memberikan bantuan kepada masyarakat korban, 
tetapi tidak seberapa, dan masih banyak sekali 
korban yang tidak dapat. Hanya orang-orang yang 
dekat dengan oknum-oknum BRA itu saja yang 
diuntungkan, seperti KPA atau mantan GAM, 
selainnya tidak.” – Rian, Aceh Tengah 

Hasbi Lacak fought in the Peurelak region of Aceh Timur under the command of Teungku Ishak 

Daud before he was killed.259  Hasbi’s task was to handle mortar weapons.  He has a strong build, 

stands 155cm tall, and looks more like a fisherman than a former GAM combatant.  He comes 
from a family of fighters:  “I have relatives in Kopassus [TNI elite forces] and the police, as well 

as seven other relatives who joined GAM.”  Hasbi never thought he would join GAM, in fact 

during the 1990s he once worked as a driver for TNI forces.  When his uncle was shot dead in 

2001, accused of being part of GAM, Hasbi moved to Malaysia and worked legally for two years.  
Returning in 2003, TNI forces arrested him and accused him of being part of the overseas GAM 

contingent in Malaysia, and put him in jail for six months.  When released, feeling resentful and 

angry, Hasbi joined GAM for real in early 2004 and went through military training to become a 

GAM fighter.  During the military emergency when TNI penetrated the interiors of Aceh Timur, 
GAM forces were severely weakened and dispersed, and Hasbi was forced back to the town of Idi 

Rayeuk where he lived undercover and on his own.  Eventually he was captured and sentenced to 

jail for nine years, but escaped after only nine months when GAM forces were able to burn down 

the jail and set the prisoners free.  He rejoined GAM forces up in the mountains and stayed there 
until the tsunami; Hasbi called a relative in TNI and asked if he should surrendur and his relative 

told him that he would be better of going to Malaysia instead of surrendering.  So Hasbi escaped 

to Malaysia and sought asylum through UNHCR.  Upon showing MSR interviewers his expired 

UNHCR ID card, Hasbi said, “During the conflict, it was more dangerous to carry a UNHCR 
                                                      
259 Hasbi Lacak’s (not his real name) story and direct quotations are drawn from interview transcript A.11. 

Hasbi Lacak, Aceh Timur 
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refugee card than to carry a weapon because they were afraid that Aceh would become an 

international issue, an embarrassment to Indonesia.” Hasbi’s younger brother, also GAM, was 

accepted for asylum and now lives in Canada.  Hasbi returned to Aceh after the peace agreement. 
 

Referring back to his experience in jail as a political prisoner in Idi Rayeuk, Hasbi told a 

memorable story that highlights many of the lingering tensions that remain in closely knit 

communities where even relatives from the same family were involved with different and 
opposing armed forces during the conflict: 

 
“I had a memorable experience while I was in jail.  
A BRIMOB [mobile police brigade] officer, also 
from Idi Rayeuk, named TH, tortured me.  But at 
that time there was another BRIMOB officer from 
Surabaya who watched over me, and he treated me 
well.  For 28 days the BRIMOB officer from 
Surabaya never hit me.  He even gave me food and 
cigarettes.   
 
One day, TH came into my cell and arrogantly 
asked ‘Where is the political prisoner?’  He shouted 
at me: ‘You’re so great joining GAM, my men, my 
family, many of them are dead.’  I answered, ‘that is 
my business, now I am a political prisoner.  You 
don’t have the right to hit me anymore.’  TH didn’t 
care, he took a knife and brutally cut up my ears and 
my back.  I said to TH, ‘You, as a person from Idi 
shouldn’t act like that, the BRIMOB guys from 
Surabaya are nicer to me.’  The BRIMOB officer 
from Surabaya actually forbid TH from doing that 
and told him, ‘TH, don’t do that, you’re from Idi, 
one day you’ll meet him again.’  I know TH’s 
family, I know his parents and his younger siblings.  
I was so angry then. 
 
When I got out of jail, I called TH to let him know 
that I was out.  He didn’t believe me, but I 
convinced him when I told him, ‘If you don’t 
believe me just ask your parents, I have already 
visited them.’  Even though I held a grudge against 
TH, I didn’t do anything to his parents.  When I 
visited TH’s parents, I reminded his father to tell 
TH not to bother returning home, because if I meet 
him again I will shoot him. 
 
After the peace agreement I once met TH again.  I 
was sitting in a coffee shop with some other security 
forces.  Suddenly he showed up and said hello.  ‘I 
don’t know you,’ I said to him, ‘you’re better off 
just moving (your seat) away, I’m afraid something 
unpleasant might happen.’  The last information I 
heard about him, TH is sitting in the Aceh Timur 

“Ada sebuah pengalaman berkesan selama saya 
berada dalam tahanan. Seorang Brimob asal Idi 
Rayeuk bernama TH, menyiksa saya. Padahal saat 
itu ada aparat lain yaitu brimob asal Surabaya 
yang menjaga saya. Brimob Surabaya 
memperlakukan saya dengan baik. Selama 28 hari 
dalam tahanan Brimob Surabaya tersebut tidak ada 
memukul saya. Rokok dan makanan mereka 
berikan. 
 
Suatu hari, TH masuk ke dalam ruang tahanan 
saya, dengan arogannya bertanya “Mana tahanan 
politik?  Ia memaki saya “kamu enak sekali masuk 
GAM, anggota saya, keluarga saya, banyak yang 
mati”. Saya menjawab “ itu urusan saya, sekarang 
saya tahanan politik. Abang tidak ada hak untuk 
memukul saya lagi”. TH tidak peduli, ia mengambil 
pisau, mengiris telinga dan punggung saya dengan 
kejamnya.  Saya bilang ke TH “Kamu, orang Idi 
jangan begitu, mereka yang Brimob Surabaya 
bagaimana baiknya dengan saya”. Brimob dari 
Surabaya sebenarnya sudah melarang. “TH, jangan 
kamu lakukan itu, kamu orang Idi, suatu saat kamu 
akan berjumpa lagi dengan dia”. Saya mengenal 
keluarga Tajul Huda, mengenal ibu-bapak dan 
adik-adik dia. Saya merasa marah sekali saat itu. 
 
Saat saya keluar dari LP, saya menelepon TH 
memberitahukan saya sudah keluar dari penjara. Ia 
tidak percaya, namun saya meyakinkan dia dengan 
berkata “Kalau kamu tidak percaya tanya saja 
sama orang tua kamu, saya sudah mengunjungi 
mereka”. Walaupun saya mendendam kepada TH, 
tetapi saya tidak mencelakakan orang tuanya.  
Ketika mengunjungi orangtua TH, saya 
mengingatkan bapaknya supaya TH jangan pulang, 
karena kalau berjumpa saya akan saya tembak.  
 
Pasca MoU saya pernah berjumpa kembali dengan 
TH. Saat itu saya sedang duduk disebuah warung, 
dengan aparat juga. Tiba-tiba ia datang ke tempat 
saya dan menyapa saya. “Saya tidak kenal dengan 
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police station prison for five months because he was 
involved in a crystal meth case, an undocumented 
motorbike, and a stolen car.” – Hasbi Lacak, Aceh 
Timur 

kamu, sebaiknya pindah (tempat duduk) saja, saya 
takut akan terjadi sesuatu yang tidak mengenakan” 
saya bilang kepadanya. Informasi yang terakhir, TH 
sudah mendekam dalam tahanan Polres Aceh Timur 
selama 5 bulan karena terlibat kasus sabu-sabu, 
sepeda motor bodong (tanpa dokumen) dan mobil 
curian.” – Hasbi Lacak, Aceh Timur  

 

When Hasbi discussed his brother’s asylum in Canada, he compared the assistance his brother 
received to his own, claiming that while his brother received all kinds of transitional assistance 

from UNHCR and the Canadian government, he has not received anything here in Aceh despite 

his status as a former political prisoner.   

 
“I once submitted a proposal for ex-political 
prisoner reintegration assistance to the BRA office 
in Banda Aceh, but until now I haven’t gotten 
anything.  Then I heard that there was assistance for 
conflict victims with physical injuries, and so I 
returned with another proposal. [Hasbi was once 
shot in the shoulder and the back.  Because of the 
shooting he received treatment in Malaysia.] I 
received assistance for my injuries eight months 
later from the BRA office in Idi Rayeuk.  The total 
amount was ten million rupiah, but after they cut 
one million, I only got nine million.  Until now I 
only received that compensation for my injuries, but 
I haven’t received anything for my status as a 
former political prisoner nor for my house that was 
burned down.  But I’ve heard that other ex-political 
prisoners have gotten assistance.  Until now I still 
hold onto my letter that verifies my es-political 
prisoner status.” – Hasbi Lacak, Aceh Timur 

“Saya pernah mengajukan permohonan bantuan 
Napol kepada BRA Banda Aceh, namun hingga kini 
belum ada hasilnya. Kemudian saya mendengar ada 
bantuan untuk korban cacat konflik, saya pun 
kembali mengajukan permohonan bantuan. [Hasbi 
pernah terkena tembakan peluru di bahunya dan 
punggung belakang. Akibat tembakan itu ia sempat 
dirawat di luar negeri Malaysia] Saya mendapatkan 
bantuan cacat sekitar 8 bulan kemudian melalui 
kantor BRA Idi Rayeuk. Jumlah yang diberikan 
Rp.10 juta. Namun setelah dipotong satu juta, saya 
hanya mendapat Rp. 9 juta. Sejauh ini cuma 
bantuan korban cacat yang saya terima. Sedangkan 
bantuan sebagai napol ataupun rumah terbakar 
saya belum saya terima. Tapi saya dengar orang 
lain ada yang mendapat bantuan napol. Sampai 
hari ini saya masih menyimpan surat keterangan 
napol.” – Hasbi Lacak, Aceh Timur 

 
Today Hasbi Lacak is doing well for himself, even working together with TNI officers on local 

business projects.  “I often meet with the people I once fought with, and we joke about it now… 

‘Oh, you’re the one who shot me in battle!’ and we laugh together.”  He has no interest in getting 

involved in future conflict, preferring to pursue business interests instead such as selling rubber 
and chocolate at prices that are much better now than they were during the conflict, and without 

extortion from security forces.  He is active in local Partai Aceh politics, the new local political 

party representing the political interests of former GAM, and manages the campaign activities for 

16 villages, where he is convinced that PA will win 100% of the vote:  “And that’s because the 
people support us and we’ve never had any problems with or treated the community badly!”  
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Conclusions 
In general, former political prisoners who were released before the peace agreement have not 

received any reintegration or recovery assistance more than three years after the peace agreement.  
Meanwhile, at least 2000 political prisoners received amnesty and comprehensive reintegration 

assistance during the first year following their release from prison.  This is a source of social 

jealousy and a point of contention for the thousands of other former political prisoners who have 

not yet received any acknowledgement of the suffering, loss, and injury sustained during their 
incarcerations. 

 

The brief biographies recounted above point to the vast difference in experience between Nur 

from Bireuen on the one hand who received amnesty and reintegration assistance, and the seven 
other former political prisoners described above who did not.  There are complicated narrative 

histories such as Rian’s from Aceh Tengah and Hasbi Lacak’s from Aceh Timur who defy simple 

categories of the “political prisoner,” their stories slip through the cracks and their eligibility for 

reintegration assistance remains a thoughtful question.  But there are also the obvious cases such 
as Dona’s and the four Muhammads from Pidie Jaya who have simply been overlooked because 

they were released (or they escaped) before the MOU. 

 

The issue of former political prisoners and their demand for acknowledgement and compensation 
is a straightforward pursuit, especially for those who are able to provide the correct 

documentation.  IOM and BRA’s experience assisting the original 2000 amnestied prisoners was 

one of the easiest chapters in Aceh’s peace process.  Following up with the wide range of other 

documented political prisoners in Aceh might be more complicated than the original amnesty 
2000, but it is a far less intractable and much more gratifying task than most of the other 

unfinished business in Aceh’s ongoing peace process.   


