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As reconstruction moves into high gear,
it's time to listen to tsunami victims

Andrew Thornley

olitics and aid are awkward bedfel-
Plnws, but in Aceh they collide

unavoidably. The tsunami has
focused everyone’s attention on humani-
tarian assistance. But we also need to see
rebuilding and development as a way to
resolve the decades-old conflict. To what
extent are the Acehnese themselves par-
ticipating in debates about peace

The conflict
‘We want permanent peace, not con-
flict. We really hope that conflict
doesn’t return. We are already too
exhausted; too tired. We can’t say any-
thing more.’

This comment, from a woman we
interviewed in Banda Aceh, was typi-

cal. Overwhelmingly, the people we
interviewed wanted peace. They
hoped that after the tsunami there was
now an opportunity to resolve the
conflict between the Free Aceh Move-
ment, or GAM, and the Indonesian
military.

Yet despite this widespread view,
fighting resumed soon after the waves
receded. Further conflict berween the
military and GAM in the months ahead
could deepen social cleavages, divert
resources away from rehabilitadon and
add to collective trauma. Conflict may
also lead to limited access to Aceh by
international and Indonesian non-
governmental organisations and the
media.

Yet one of the problems that our
interviews revealed was that there is a
crisis of confidence in the government
amongst ordinary Acehnese. As one of
the people we interviewed expressed it:
“There is a very significant distance
between the government and the peo-
ple, or between local government and
their constituents. As far as the people
are concerned, as long as the govern-

ment or anything associated with

and conflict in their province? And
can the Acehnese have their say in
the planning of reconstructon?

In January 2005, Search for
Common Ground in Indonesia
spent a week in Aceh with a film
crew interviewing residents about
their perceptions of peace and
conflict after the tsunami. We
asked them about their expecta-
tions and concerns for the future.
We also interviewed Acehnese in
Jakarta and Medan.

This article includes just a
sample of the many voices in our
film. They do not give definitive
policy pronouncements, but
instead offer a candid snapshot of
opinion — albeit from a limited
period of time and a limited sam-
ple of people. They capture a rare
moment when Acehnese people
felt less restricted in publicly
speaking their minds.

‘What emerges is a clear con-
sensus: ordinary Acehnese want
peace. They hold strong and
informed views, yet they remain
suspicious of the authorities and
feel that their own voices are
often ignored. The post-tsunami
reconstruction effort and a new
peace process should be an
opportunity to involve them in
determining their own fate.

A woman in Lhoknga weeps as she looks at a photo of one
of her 58 relatives killed in the tsunami
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it does not disturb them, as long
as they have what they need to eat
[and] to sleep, that’s already more
than enough ... I dont know if
we can call this distrust — I think
it is more than that.”

Commentators have sug-
gested that conflict in Aceh may
be transformed irrevocably as a
result of the tsunami. In fact, the
future remains unclear. In
January 2005, a formal peace
process once more got under way.
The talks involve representatives
of the Indonesian government
and GAM. These talks may prove
to be part of a soluton. But
alone, they are not enough.
Meaningful transformation of the
conflict will require identification
of, and attention to, underlying
causes. That means listening to
the peoplé’s voices.

Participants in the formal
peace process don’t necessarily
represent the majority of people
who live amidst the conflict and
suffer most from its conse-
quences. In Aceh, there are mul-
tiple shades of grey: those in
favour of independence may or
may not ally themselves with
GAM, and those supporting inte-
gration with Indonesia may not
support the military’s tactics.
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