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Abstract  

Land distribution to former combatants and war victims constituted a key element in peacebuilding 

and post-conflict development agenda in Aceh following the 2005 Helsinki peace agreement. 

However, despite its promise to consolidate peace process, it ironically resulted in perpetuation of 

wartime antagonism as well as in formation of new forms of agrarian inequality. This article 

points out to practices of ‘securitisation’ by conflicting parties (Buzan et al 1998) as a key factor 

behind these regressive, unintended outcomes. Some issues around land distribution—either as 

part of reintegration assistance or as part of post-conflict developmant programme—have been 

elevated to ‘security matters’ by competing parties as a political move to serve their stakes. Under 

this situation, those with powers succeeded to profit from land distribution programmes at the 

expense of war victims and low rank combatants. 
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MAKING PEACE OR SUSTAINING CONFLICT?  

SECURITISATION OF LAND PROVISION PROGRAMMES IN POST-WAR ACEH, INDONESIA 

MOHAMAD SHOHIBUDDIN 

 

“Security methods help to constitute securitized subjects such as ‘the terrorist’ ...  

and securitized objects such as ‘dangerous liquids’ ... against which security practices  

can be/are mobilized.” (Aradau, Huysmans, Neal, & Voelkner, 2015, p. 10) 

1. Introduction  

Land provision constituted a crucial element in peacebuilding and post-conflict development agenda 

in Aceh following the peace agreement between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh 

Movement (GAM). This peace agreement, signed by the two parties in Helsinki on 15 August 2005, 

specifies farming land as the first among three forms of assistance for reintegration agenda.
1
 On top 

of that, for the wider post-conflict development agenda, the provincial and district governments in 

Aceh have exercised some agribusiness programmes which also include provision of land to small 

farmers. In both two schemes—land provision for specific reintegration assistance or for wider post-

conflict development agenda—farming land was promised to broad beneficiaries who include former 

combatants, political prisoners and war victims. 

Assigning land provision with a key role during peace transition is not a unique case for Aceh. 

In fact, it represents the global practice which emphasises the importance of land programmes for 

humanitarian action, peacebuilding, and post-conflict reconstruction. Policy narratives that can be 

drawn from the literature on this issue include: the significance of resource tenure reform to address 

conflict arising from political grievances, the importance of land distribution as a ‘peace dividend’, 

and the critical role of land governance to prevent conflict renewal and to sustain peace (see, for 

instance, Bruch et al., 2009; Leckie, Ed., 2009; Pantuliano, Ed., 2009; Unruh & Williams, Eds., 2013).  

However, despite the potential of land programmes to prevent future conflict and strengthen 

peace, evidences from post-conflict and post-disaster situation demonstrate that adverse outcomes 

might be resulted as well from this kind of intervention. For instance, the enhancement of property 

right administration while neglecting past property theft would be perceived as illegitimate and 

would hamper state-building process in post-conflict setting (cf. Atuahene, 2009). The problematic 

process of war veterans’ reintegration and IDPs’ return, especially concerning land access, might 

trigger more tensions rather than provide trust building measure (Abu-Lughod, 2000; Myers, 1994; 

Smit, 2012). Some researchers even describe the critical function of peace intervention and post-

disaster development either in justification of regressive agrarian changes during the war (Elhawary, 

2008) or in the forced reinforcement of capitalist mode of production (Binford, 2010; Klein, 2007). 

In the context of Aceh, while land programmes were claimed to be a significant measure to 

consolidate peace by providing an inclusive distribution of ‘peace dividend’, it turned out that the 

                                                           
1
 The 2005 peace agreement between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh Movement is available 

here www.aceh-mm.org/download/english/Helsinki%20MoU.pdf. 

http://www.aceh-mm.org/download/english/Helsinki%20MoU.pdf
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outcome were otherwise. Thus, rather than strengthening peace on the ground, land programmes 

perpetuated old kind of antagonism which dates back to conflict-era contestation. And instead of 

addressing agrarian inequality, it facilitated land (re)concentration on the hands of local elites and 

domestic plantation companies. In short, land programmes created many problems which ironically 

have done harm to the peace process. 

So far, we have little insight on why and how such regressive outcomes could be resulted in 

Aceh. Some contributions on post-conflict reintegration emphasise the play of power by competing 

parties in Aceh (Barron & Burke, 2008; Thorburn, 2012; Wandi, 2012), while others point out to the 

institutional constraints of reintegration policies (Avonius, 2011; Bappenas, 2007), as the key factors 

behind those regressive outcomes. However, since none of these works focus on land issues, how 

these factors inflicted concretely on the exercise of land provision are not fully addressed. Similarly, 

concerning post-conflict development programmes, Aspinall’s contribution (2009a) on the role of 

construction sector during Aceh’s peace transition is very relevant; however, this work confined its 

focus on the participation of GAM members in this sector without any link to land issues. And while 

his notion on ‘patrimonial peace’—that is, the way GAM members have been reintegrated into 

Indonesian political economy through predatory and clientelistic patterns in the construction sector 

(p. 4)—has does some importance to this study, however the stakes in land and agribusiness sector 

are broader than material interests as Aspinall implies, since it also concerns with political and 

symbolic stakes.  

This article argues that ‘securitisation’ of some key peace processes is the main factor behind 

unintended, adverse outcomes of land distribution programmes in Aceh. By the term ‘securitisation’ 

here I refer to a theoretical framework developed by the Copenhagen school (Buzan, Wæver, & De 

Wilde, 1998) which suggests that the security issue should be seen as a ‘securitising move’ by 

powerful actors rather than something constitutes an objective threat in itself. It is essentially a 

politicising move through which certain matters are elevated to ‘security concerns’; thus, necessitate 

‘the politics of emergency’ bypassing democratic and/or necessary technical procedures. 

Furthermore, as every securitising act will necessarily assumes ‘a state of exception’—that is, “the 

self-authentication of a political community through the fabrication of an existential threat to its 

existence” (Van Munster, 2012)—discourse of identities will undoubtedly stand out especially in 

authenticating ‘the self’ and ‘the other’. Elevating certain issues to be ‘security concerns’, thus, will 

enable exceptionalist claims over certain stakes by powerful actors “through which antagonistic and 

mutually exclusive identities of ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’ are forged” (ibid.).  

In the Aceh context, it turned out that soon after the end of conflict issues concerning former 

combatants and provision of land have been securitised by some concerned parties (especially pro-

Indonesia proponents and GAM) as a political manoeuvre to allow them demanding extraordinary 

measures against the other party. Along this process, a reference to wartime identities was often 

articulated by competing actors to justify their interests and to strengthen their stakes. But more than 

just “to justify the various predatory economic behaviors” (Aspinall, 2009a, p. 17), I argue here that 

the securitisation around former combatants and land provision has also much to do with a highly 

important stake in post-war Aceh: the control over loyal subjects and territory or, in other words, over 

different projects of state making. In this sense, instead of creating a ‘patrimonial peace’ as Aspinall 

argues in the context of combatants’ involvement in the construction sector, the securitisation of 



3 
 

certain aspects of land programmes by one party would eventually trigger counter-securitisation and 

its related measures by the opposing party; thus created more tension and grievance rather than 

peace and social harmony.  

To elucidate how the securitisation around various schemes of land distribution took place 

during critical period of peace transition in Aceh, this paper will reconstruct policy processes around 

two land programmes and its complicated implementation. The central focus will be given to the 

processual changes over time, various actors involved, the role played by local setting, critical 

junctures and trajectories of intervention. The specific context of Aceh when it transitioned from 

conflict to peace is certainly very relevant to consider here since region with state-emergency status 

has been pacified through a special autonomy settlement, state authority has been delegated to local 

level, power configuration has shifted accordingly in a dramatic manner, new arena of contestation 

has emerged, and new actors came to the fore. 

This article based on an intensive fieldwork in Aceh province, located at the most western 

tip of Indonesian archipelago. The area under study is the central highlands of Aceh known as Gayo 

Highlands, especially Pantan Perempusen sub-district in Bener Meriah district.
2
 Period of fieldwork 

was spread over 10 months during which the extended case method (Burawoy, 2009) was used to 

follow policy processes, dynamic interaction around land distribution execution, its links to broader 

context, and different trajectories in each scheme of land provision. Data collection included the 

use of interviews, group discussion, participant observation and secondary data gathering at the 

village, district and provincial level. 

The article’s structure begins with a short description on two schemes of land provision, 

after which securitisation process in each scheme will be discussed in detail. The last part of this 

paper is an analysis and conclusion. 

2. Two Schemes of Land Provision  

“Managing land tenure is one of the most persistently troublesome issues  

in peacebuilding processes.” (Unruh & Williams, 2013, p. 1) 

To reveal the complexities and contestation around land distribution programmes in post-war 

Aceh, two schemes of land provision will be examined here: the first is land provision as part of 

reintegration assistance; the second is as part of oil palm agribusiness programme. While the first 

scheme of land provision represented a specific measure within reintegration agenda, the last 

scheme constituted a broader intervention under post-conflict development agenda. 

The first scheme is a provision of farming land for reintegration assistance as required by 

the 2005 peace accord. According to article 3.2.5 of this accord, in order to ensure the smoothness 

of reintegration process, the Indonesian government has to provide long term economic assistance 

which includes suitable farming land, employment and adequate social security. In addition, the 

peace accord also requires the rehabilitation of destroyed or damaged property as a consequence 

of the conflict (article 3.2.4). Such post-conflict reintegration and rehabilitation assistance has to be 

provided to three categories of beneficiaries: former GAM combatants (a total of 3,000 combatants 
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 All references to places under district level (villages, sub-districts, plateau, etc) are pseudonyms. 
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are mentioned in the peace accord), to pardoned political prisoners and also, interestingly, to all 

civilians who have suffered a demonstrable loss due to conflict (article 3.2.3). 

In its own stipulation, the peace agreement thus promises an inclusive and transformative 

(rather than an expedient) model of post-conflict reintegration.
3
 It promises assistance to broader 

segments of society rather than limited it only to those actively participated in the conflict. And 

instead of short-term reinsertion assistance, it emphasises long term programmes such as land 

provision which will address sustainable economic development of its beneficiaries.  

However, despite this comprehensive promise and coverage, it is hard to derive from the 

peace agreement any clear stipulation on the aims of reintegration, on the criteria for selecting its 

beneficiaries, let alone on three types of reintegration assistance promised. During the peace talks, 

debates on terminologies to describe reintegration programmes as well as on beneficiaries of the 

programmes took most of times, while the above “practical issues” were left aside for later discussion 

during the implementation process. Situated in the highly politised landscape of post-war Aceh, 

such ambiguity has contributed to some complications of reintegration process, and even eventually 

led to the liquidation of land provision from reintegration agenda.  

The second scheme of land provision is distribution of smallholding plantation plots under 

oil palm agribusiness programme exercised by Aceh provincial government. Unlike reintegration 

assistance which was a specific measure required by the Helsinki peace accord and was managed by 

the ad hoc body Aceh Reintegration Agency (BRA), oil palm programme was part of government’s 

regular development programme and was managed by Forestry and Plantation Office (Dishutbun) 

of Aceh provincial government. Moreover, it didn’t exclusively target war-related beneficiaries as the 

case of land provision as part of reintegration assistance. Yet, since this second scheme has assumed 

to exercise a conflict sensitivity approach in selecting its beneficiaries, it falls properly under post-

conflict development framework. 

Apart of this, the main purpose of this programme was however to compensate the failure 

of reintegration programme in providing land to its beneficiaries, especially to former combatants. 

Irwandi Yusuf, governor of Aceh by that time,
4
 explained this purpose as follows: 

“I need to explain [the reason] why I decided to initiate a programme on oil palm 

estates assistance for former GAM combatants. It was the main responsibility of the 

central government [to provide land as reintegration assistance], but this assistance 

was annulled by GAM leaders. They proposed instead a cash assistance of IDR 25 

million [around US$ 2,500] for each combatant… I am quite optimistic that given 

each combatant is provided with two hectares of oil palm estate [through this 

programme], all former combatants will be able to improve their economic 

condition by themselves” (Antara News, 26.01.2012). 

Assigned to be the provincial flagship programme, a plan to develop around 15,500 hectares 

of smallholding oil palm plantation in 13 districts/municipalities throughout Aceh provinces was 

commenced in 2008. This programme specifically targeted four categories of beneficiaries: poor 

households, disadvantaged people (dhuafa’), war victims, and former combatants (Syahril, 2011, p. 

                                                           
3 On the difference between a transformative vs expedient model of post-conflict reintegration, see Jennings (2008). 
4
 A former GAM leader who was elected as governor of Aceh on 2006 local election. 
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1). While the inclusion of war victims and former combatants as beneficiaries of oil palm programme 

would contribute to the reintegration agenda, however no coordination with the provincial and 

district levels of BRA has been pursued by technical executing officers during all stages of programme 

implementation.
5
 Not surprisingly, the specific configuration of local setting and power in each 

project area was the major factor in directing who benefitted the programme and who was excluded 

from it, as exemplified by the case of the programme implementation in Bener Meriah district. 

In the following, more discussion on these two schemes of land provision will be presented 

with special attention will be given to some security practices during the preparation and execution 

of the two programmes. 

3. Land Provision as a Reintegration Assistance  

"Reintegration programs are often envisioned to serve multiple and not necessarily compatible  

ends—political, socio-economic, humanitarian, as well as security." (Avonius, 2011, p. 24) 

Providing land to buy the peace is not a new phenomenon in Aceh. In fact, it is a typical approach 

used by the Indonesian government to solve two episodes of rebellion in Aceh: Darul Islam 

insurgency (1953-1959) and GAM insurgency (1976-2005).
6
 In the first instance, plantation of tea, 

oil palm, rubber and coffee was delivered to insurgency leaders following the peace agreement in 

1959 (Abdul Gani, 2009). However, low rank combatants and supporters of the movement were 

excluded from this particular benefit. Similarly, in the second instance, earlier peace attempts in early 

2000s by the Indonesian government were marked with offering the rebels some economic benefits, 

including land provision. For instance, since 2003 Aceh’s Governor Abdullah Puteh as well as some 

district governments allocated farmland to surrendered GAM combatants who had undergone a ‘re-

education’ programme in government camps (Aspinall, 2005, p. 11).  

A bigger deal was pursued by the Coordinating Minister of Social Affairs Jusuf Kalla during 

2003-2004 to persuade a chief commander of the Aceh National Army (TNA), Muzakkir Manaf, to 

surrender. It resulted in “Points of Agreement between the Indonesian Government and GAM” signed 

on 31 October 2004.
7
 According to this agreement, “the state-owned plantation area PTPN 1 and 

its assets in North and East Aceh would be turned over to the provincial government for distribution 

to GAM members.” From this land allocation, “each GAM leader would receive twenty hectares, 

fighters who turned in a gun would receive five, and ordinary members would receive three, all with a 

full certificate of ownership.” In addition to this, “the government would set aside Rp [IDR] 60 billion 

to compensate beneficiaries to be selected on the recommendation of Muzakkir. None of the funds 

could be used for weapons or illegal activity” (Hamid, 2006, pp. 505–509; ICG, 2005, pp. 2–3). 

Aspinall describes these attempts to buy peace through land provision as an ‘inducement approach’ 

                                                           
5
 Interview with technical executing officer of this programme Muhammad Syahril, 15.02.2013 and email 

communication with the third head of BRA M. Nur Djuli, 17.03.2014. 
6
 The first was a rebellious movement under the banner of Islam (see Sjamsuddin, 1985; Van Dijk, 1981), while 

the second was essentially an Aceh ethno-nationalist independent movement (see Aspinall, 2009b; Kell, 2010).  
7
 The status of two negotiators who represented GAM in this agreement was disputed by some GAM sources. 

According to Kingsbury (2006, p. 18), those two negotiators were in fact not appointed by Muzakir Manaf. On 
the contrary, Head of North Aceh district Tarmizi Karim and the Indonesian intelligence officer made a deal 
with them to offer land and other compensation to Muzakkir Manaf to give up and leave Aceh.  
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since the government promised “GAM leaders economic compensation and other rewards while 

leaving the existing political structures intact” (Aspinall, 2005, p. 17).  

Reintegration or Economic Facilitation?  

Given this backdrop, it is understandably that when the peace talks were undergoing from January to 

July 2005 under the auspices of the Crisis Management Initiative (CMI), this approach of 

inducement was also brought into the negotiation table by the Indonesian team. In the first round of 

talks, they pushed the existing special autonomy law for Aceh as the framework of peace negotiation, 

while at the same time “offered GAM members a full amnesty, jobs or land for GAM fighters, and 

palm oil plantation and money for the leadership” (Kingsbury, 2006, p. 29). This position represented 

a conflict settlement outlined by Jusuf Kalla (this time he was the Vice President) which consisted of 

three components: amnesty, economic compensation and political solution (Awaludin, 2009, p. 36). 

GAM responded to the government’s position by refusing the proposal on special autonomy 

as a negotiation framework and reiterating what it regarded as a common ground between the two 

sides: achieving a ceasefire and supporting the international aid effort to tsunami victims (Kingsbury, 

2006, p. 28). At the same time, GAM was very critical to economic compensation offered by the 

Indonesian negotiators. Until 2005, such offers represented government’s attempt to induce GAM 

fighters to give up, and it had involved a ‘re-education’ process for surrendered GAM members in the 

government camps (Barron & Burke, 2008, p. 35). Therefore, as a counter, in the second round of 

peace talks GAM negotiator Nurdin Abdurrahman censured this offer as “nothing but an attempt to 

bribe GAM” (Awaludin, 2009, p. 111). Furthermore, in this round GAM proposed ‘self-government’ for 

Aceh as a framework for negotiation, arguing that the Indonesian version of special autonomy refers 

to the status quo, while “‘self-government’ to something corresponding to self-determination or 

genuine autonomy” (Kingsbury, 2006, p. 42).   

Concerning the reintegration issue, GAM was indeed very ambivalent during this early peace 

talks, and even it initially objected to use the term reintegration (Marhaban, 2012, p. 197). Therefore, 

when GAM in the second round filed ‘Three Point Program’ proposal as a framework for discussing 

‘self-government of Aceh’, issues on reintegration and economic compensation were not raised in 

this proposal. The discussion on such issues could only take place during the third round of talks as 

it was raised by Martti Ahtisaari, the mediator of the peace negotiation (Awaludin, 2009, pp. 160–

175).  

Two factors explain GAM’s ambivalent position on this matter: ideological standpoint and 

security consideration. Concerning the first factor, GAM perceived itself as the guardian of Acehnese 

society and claimed that the relation between their fighters and the people was so close like the 

sons and daughters of the people. As former GAM negotiator Nashirudin Ahmad puts it strongly: 

“The relation between [GAM] fighters and the people was so close that the border 

between the two was practically non-existent. Combatants were the sons and 

daughters of the people; we were fed, sheltered and looked after by the villagers. 

Together, we fought for a better Aceh. Indeed, without this support, we could have 

never survived 30 years of war and hardship. The only period of relative separation 

took place during the worst military operations in Aceh, from 2003 until the tsunami 

in 2004, when we were forced to leave the villages and hide in the mountains in 
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order to save the lives of our comrades and the general public.” (Quoted in Wandi, 

2012, p. 182). 

From this point of view, the notion of reintegration was nonsensical since GAM members 

had never been dislocated from their society and, accordingly, no ‘reintegration’ was needed (Frödin, 

2008). For GAM, their return to society was like “a father returning to his family, a husband returning 

to his wife” (Marhaban, 2012, p. 197). Instead of the term ‘reintegration’, GAM negotiators therefore 

preferred more generic and less judgemental term of ‘economic facilitation’ as it “avoids the strong 

division between combatants and the community as well as within combatants” (Wandi, 2012, p. 

184).  

The second factor which explains GAM’s position on reintegration issues relates to security 

consideration, especially concerning the total number of GAM combatants. Fearing the recurrence 

of peace collapse as the case of two previous peace agreements,
8
 GAM negotiators underreported 

their gun-carrying combatants who would be subjected to the demobilisation and disarmament 

programme. In the last round of peace talks, when details on security arrangement were discussed 

with the Indonesian army, GAM negotiators mentioned as much as 3,000 military troops to be 

demobilised (article 4.2) and 840 arms to be handed over (article 4.3). This 3,000 figure was in fact a 

securitised number since it was far below the real number of GAM combatants. Likewise, 840 arms 

mentioned by GAM negotiators to be written down in the peace agreement did not constituted 

the whole arms held by GAM.
9
 

While trying to downsize GAM’s actual military strengths for security consideration, GAM 

negotiators at the same time tried to ensure that all members and supporters of GAM would entitle 

to economic benefits from the government. Such benefits, thus they argued, should constitute 

community assistance for larger recipients rather than an individual assistance solely directed at 

GAM combatants.
10

 Accordingly, they insisted that GAM non-combatant supporters as well as 

communities that have suffered during the years of armed conflict would be equally looked after 

(Beeck, 2009; Wandi, 2012). For this purpose, ‘economic facilitation’ was seen as an appropriate term 

since it means broader coverage rather than the term ‘reintegration’. The compromised formulation 

on this issue was one that close to GAM’s standpoint, as can be seen in article 3.2.3 of the Helsinki 

MoU as follows: 

                                                           
8
 The 2005 Helsinki ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ was not the first attempt to find a conclusive settlement 

to the Aceh conflict. Two agreements had been achieved before—the 2000 ‘Humanitarian Pause’ and the 2002 
‘Cessation of Hostilities’ peace agreements—both were produced through a series of peace talks facilitated by 
a Swiss based Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue (HDC). For more discussion concerning these two agreements 
and their collapse, see Aspinall & Crouch (2003) and Huber (2004).  
9
 However, these numbers of combatants and weapons are far beyond the figures of GAM’s military strengths 

estimated by the Indonesian intelligences. Before joining the last round of negotiation, the army estimated 
that GAM fighting guerrillas were around 1,084 to 1,193 persons, supporting GAM members were around 1,076 
to 1,224 persons, while arms possession was around 383 to 435 units. Therefore, the army officers were very 
surprised with the numbers mentioned by GAM negotiators, as they would satisfy enough if GAM committed 
to demobilise 2,000 military troops and to hand over 383 arms (Ponto, 2013, pp. 95, 109). Unlike other issues, 
negotiation on security arrangement was carried out through indirect, mediated mechanism and involved the 
delegation of Indonesian army (rather than the core of Indonesian team) and GAM negotiators. Such 
mechanism has enabled this unexpected outcome to materialise.  
10

 Interview with a member of GAM negotiating team M. Noer Djuli, 31.12.2012. 
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“Gol and the authorities of Aceh will take measures to assist persons who have 

participated in GAM activities to facilitate their reintegration into the civil society. 

These measures include economic facilitation to former combatants, pardoned 

political prisoners and affected civilians. A Reintegration Fund under the 

administration of the authorities of Aceh will be established.” 

In regards to the measures of economic facilitation, GAM negotiators refused that kind of 

economic inducements for combatants as well as unspecified regular development assistance that 

Indonesian government offered during the peace talks (Avonius, 2011, p. 24; Awaludin, 2009, p. 36). 

GAM prepared two plans for negotiating economic compensation and its beneficiaries in the third 

round of peace talks. The economic benefits that GAM negotiators listed in Plan A include ‘suitable 

farming land’ and ‘employment in the provincial administration’, while Plan B also includes ‘a 

compensatory pension’ in case of incapacity for work. In addition, ‘rehabilitation of all property both 

public and private destroyed or damaged by military or police operations in the period since July 1, 

1998’ was listed in Plan A but not in Plan B. These economic benefits should be provided to ‘all 

recognized combatants’, ‘all political prisoners’ and ‘all civilians who have suffered a demonstrable 

loss due to military activity’ (see Kingsbury, 2006, pp. 52, 59–60).  

The final proposal that GAM brought to the negotiation table was the highest bid in both 

two plans (Kingsbury, 2006, p. 84). According to GAM negotiator M. Nur Djuli, GAM succeeded to 

push almost all items listed in GAM’s proposal, with the Indonesian team only modified it for just a 

few wording.
11

 Thus, article 3.2.4 of the Helsinki peace accord stipulates that: 

“GoI [Government of Indonesia] will allocate funds for the rehabilitation of public and 

private property destroyed or damaged as a consequence of the conflict to be 

administered by the authorities of Aceh.” 

In addition, article 3.2.5 details provision on economic benefits and its beneficiaries as follows: 

“Gol will allocate suitable farming land as well as funds to the authorities of Aceh for 

the purpose of facilitating the reintegration to society of the former combatants 

and the compensation for political prisoners and affected civilians. The authorities 

of Aceh will use the land and funds as follows: 

a)  All former combatants will receive an allocation of suitable farming land, 

employment or, in the case of incapacity to work, adequate social security from 

the authorities of Aceh.  

b)  All pardoned political prisoners will receive an allocation of suitable farming 

land, employment or, in the case of incapacity to work, adequate social security 

from the authorities of Aceh.  

c)  All civilians who have suffered a demonstrable loss due to the conflict will 

receive an allocation of suitable farming land, employment or, in the case of 

incapacity to work, adequate social security from the authorities of Aceh.”  

GAM’s insistence to formulate a broad framework of post-conflict economic assistance thus 

called for strong involvement of national state in providing ‘peace dividend’ to broader segment of 

society, although its execution would be managed by local governments in Aceh. In this regard, 

Aceh’s peace transition is quite different from the dominant liberal peace and reintegration in other 

                                                           
11

 Online conversation through facebook messenger, 17.03.2014.  
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parts of world.
12

 For instance, in post-war El Savador, Binford (2010, p. 551) observes that the state 

had effectively withdrew from some key peace processes, and most economic assistance for former 

combatants, including land transfer programme, was meted out in the form of loans in contrast to 

grants of wartime assistance for conflict victims and refugees. 

Apart of that, it is hard to derive from the Helsinki peace agreement any clear stipulation on 

the aim of reintegration since its ultimate goals were left general and ambiguous. Thus, while the 

term ‘economic facilitation’ was accommodated in article 3.2.3, yet the purpose of providing farming 

land and funds was differentiated in article 3.2.5 into two different things: (1) ‘for the purpose of 

facilitating the reintegration to society of the former combatants’, and (2) for ‘the compensation for 

political prisoners and affected civilians’. This differentiation, however, doesn’t clarify whether the 

ultimate aim of reintegration was basically that of compensation to provide ‘reparations to all those 

suffering losses regardless of their socio-economic situation’? Or, since article 3.2.5 came under 

‘economic facilitation’ framework, does its aim was essentially to enhance ‘longer term social and 

economic opportunities for vulnerable groups whose vulnerability could make them spoiler’? (Frödin, 

2008, p. 55). As the agreement did not provide detailed instruction of how the reintegration was to 

be realized, a lot settlements was to be negotiated locally between the two parties, the implementing 

body and other concerned actors. 

Without any clear stipulation on this critical issue, and no public discussion on reintegration 

goals has ever happened in Aceh afterwards, the ambiguity and fluidity around reintegration evolve 

to be a negotiating point in its own right. This enabled two parties of the peace accord to securitize 

reintegration programme in order to push some specific agenda for obtaining other gains. As the 

following section will make clear, securitisation around former combatants was a starting point in 

this contestation from which compromise on certain concessions was pursued—regrettably with 

some adverse effects to reintegration and peace consolidation. 

Securitisation of Former Combatants 

Two other measures concerning former combatants, which closely related to reintegration, were 

also laid down in the Helsinki peace agreement: ‘decommissioning’ and ‘demobilisation’. This 

section will elucidate how securitisation of former combatants, especially around these two measures, 

took place in the early stage of peace transition, and how it raised a whole set of different challenges 

which impacted adversely to the reintegration process in Aceh. 

In accordance to UN’s peacekeeping operation, the Helsinki peace accord stipulates three 

main steps for peace transition: disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR).
13

 As explained 

by Liesinen (2008, p. 49), this operation typically starts from ‘the collection and control of weapons 

and weapon systems’ (disarmament), ‘releasing or disbanding an armed unit’ (demobilisation), to 

‘facilitating the return of ex-combatants to civilian life’ (reintegration). Thus, in addition to provisions 

on reintegration, the peace accord states that “GAM undertakes to demobilise all of its 3.000 military 

troops” (article 4.2). Furthermore, article 4.3 stipulates that “GAM undertakes the decommissioning of 

                                                           
12

 A matrix comparing various peace agreements (including on reintegration) is provided by Kroc Institute for 
International Peace Studies, University of Notre Dame. See: https://peaceaccords.nd.edu/matrix/topic/. 
13

 More detail on DDR notion and approach, see UN’s DDR resource centre here: http://www.unddr.org/.  

https://peaceaccords.nd.edu/matrix/topic/
http://www.unddr.org/


10 
 

all arms, ammunition and explosives held by the participants in GAM activities,” and accordingly 

“GAM commits to hand over 840 arms.”  

While the main criteria for decommissioning measures are obvious—with weapons numbers, 

unit strengths and a tight timeframe are stipulated clearly in the peace accord—no single provision 

can be found concerning the conclusive, or even eventual, dissolution of GAM. During the peace 

negotiations, a demand for GAM dissolution was raised two times by the Indonesian negotiators with 

Sofyan Jalil once did press a time limit on the use of the name ‘Gerakan Aceh Merdeka (GAM)’ and its 

flag. GAM negotiators refused this demand in a strong manner, and even resisted any proposal to 

write down a provision on eventual dissolution of GAM in the peace agreement. They argued instead 

that the dissolution of GAM would happen naturally if the peace can be established and all peace 

agreements can be put into reality (Awaludin, 2009, pp. 275–279). 

On the other hand, one set of combatants in the war had been excluded in the peace accord: 

the pro-Indonesian civil defence organisations. During the peace talks, GAM team continuously raised 

their concern on the existence of pro-Indonesian militias and strongly urged for their conclusive 

disband. This issue was raised consistently by GAM negotiators either in drafts ‘Plan A’ and ‘Plan B’ 

prior to the third round of talks (Kingsbury, 2006, pp. 48–63) or in the final formulation of ‘Helsinki 

GAM Political Proposal’ filed to the third round of peace negotiation (ibid., p. 80-84). Responding this 

demand, and in tandem to GAM negotiators’ rejection to dissolve GAM, the Indonesian team denied 

the existence of any such militia groups during the peace talks. At the end, the agreement adopted a 

more neutral formulation to deal with the existence of militias by imposing a criminal offence for 

anybody carrying weapons without any authorisation. Thus, article 4.9 of the peace agreement states 

that “GoI undertakes the decommissioning of all illegal arms, ammunition and explosives held by any 

possible illegal groups and parties.”  

As a matter of fact, GAM was very disappointed with this final formulation as it constituted a 

radical shift from the earlier draft.
14

 Therefore, a day before the signing of peace agreement, GAM 

brought its concern on the existence of militias to the public attention through international media. 

This concern was then highlighted at its strongest articulation in the GAM Final Statement read by 

Malik Mahmud during the signing ceremony. The statement said: 

“The government of Indonesia has since denied that any militias exist in Acheh
15

... 

However, we know that many militia organisations do exist in Acheh... It is difficult to 

believe that the Indonesian Police will take weapons from militias that have been 

given to them by the TNI. According to reports that we have from Acheh, militia 

members have recently been saying that after GAM is disarmed they will kill GAM 

members. If GAM defends itself against these militias, this will be the excuse the TNI is 

looking for to re-launch military operations against GAM. This will end the peace 

process.... 

We now call on the international community to voice its opposition to the continuing 

presence of militias in Acheh at this time of working for peace. And we humbly 

                                                           
14

 Earlier draft of this provision (1 July 2005) states that “GoI undertakes the decommissioning of all arms and 
ammunition held by the militias with the assistance of the Aceh Monitoring Mission (AMM)...” The radical shift 
from this draft means that the issue of militias was excluded from the peace accord; hence, they would not be 
formally disarmed during the decommisioning process (Kingsbury, 2006, p. 167) 
15

 ‘Acheh’ is a spelling used by GAM to reject the imposition of 1973 Indonesian new spelling system. 
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request the international media continue to focus on the militias in Acheh, so they 

cannot commit atrocities without being exposed to the world.” (Quoted in Kingsbury, 

2006, pp. 177–178) 

With this kind of compromised agreement, issues around former combatants’ disarmament 

and demobilisation turned to be a matter of fierce contestation among two parties soon after the 

signing of the peace accord. In this regards, former combatants from both sides (GAM soldiers and 

pro-Indonesian militias) were elevated into ‘securitised subjects’ with each party simultaneously tried 

to push some extraordinary security measures against the opposing side. This kind of contention 

has finally created a damaging effect on the reintegration process as will be elucidated below. 

As the peace accord only provides the main criteria for decommissioning process without any 

stipulation of how it has to be carried out practically, a lot settlements has to be negotiated during 

the implementation phase. At first, to avoid a sense of humiliating surrender, already in Helsinki 

GAM team member Irwandi Yusuf had expressed the hope that the collection of weapons should be 

held in secret since GAM needed dignity, respect and safety (Merikallio, 2006, p. 163). The Aceh 

Monitoring Mission’s
16

 planners managed to accommodate this wish as they understood that any 

sense of humiliation could have meant new violence in the future. Accordingly, the first concept of the 

decommissioning operation was based on the wishes of GAM as well as the best practices of previous 

operations. Kalle Liesinen, the AMM’s Head of Decommissioning, summarised this concept as follows:  

“Arms were to be handed over only to an international body. The decommissioning 

teams were constantly moving from one location to another, collecting weapons and 

registering fighters for reintegration without much publicity. The GAM was supposed 

to organise demobilisation events of their own in the presence of international 

monitors.” (Liesinen, 2008, p. 52)  

However, during the early months of peace transition the Indonesian government demanded 

the presence of army and police at all weapon collection sites. Thus, in the 3rd CoSA meeting
17

 on 

30 August 2005, the government demanded a detail procedure to be set up for weapons collection 

and combatants’ registration. The procedure would require that GAM fighters, in tandem with giving 

up their weapons, would be registered as ex-combatants and would formally enter a reintegration 

programme (Merikallio, 2006, p. 206; Ponto, 2013, pp. 352–353). Later on, in the 4th CoSA meeting 

on 3 September 2005, the government further demanded that its representatives should be allowed 

to attend all decommissioning events as witness (Ponto, 2013, p. 355). 

As a counter move, GAM leaders announced that they would collect the weapons by 

themselves and bring it to a location that they, rather than the AMM decommissioning team, would 

decide. On the first decommissioning event in Banda Aceh on 15 September 2005, GAM disclosed 

the exact location only in the morning of the event. Surprisingly, it was located in the middle of 

Banda Aceh in front of the army’s main garrison. In this event, GAM handed over the weapons to 

the AMM decommissioning team as their promise. The weapons, however, were not delivered by 

                                                           
16

 Aceh Monitoring Mission (AMM) was a mission established by the European Union and ASEAN contributing 
countries with the mandate to monitor the implementation of the Helsinki peace agreement. 
17 CoSA, which stands for Commission on Security Arrangements, was a periodic meeting to discuss and solve all 
issues related to the implementation of Helsinki peace agreement. The meeting was between representatives of the 
Indonesian government and GAM facilitated by the AMM. 
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GAM combatants individually since they did not emerge from the hiding as everyone has expected. 

Instead, the weapons were packed in some sacks and delivered in bulk by a few GAM representatives 

(Liesinen, 2008, p. 55). 

The absence of GAM fighters on decommissioning events made the initial plan to register 

them on the spot and to directly include them in reintegration programmes could not be pursued. 

Senior GAM leadership had decided that “their cadres would formally return to communities when 

they felt that it was safe and in a manner that they ... would decide” (Burke, 2008, p. 60). Moreover, in 

this decommissioning event GAM representatives declared openly that “the demobilization would be 

dealt with later, and that the reintegration was to be negotiated separately”. This means that DDR 

operation was confined to disarmament, causing a great disappointment to the decommissioners 

who expected to oversee the continuous link from the demobilisation and disarmament measures to 

the provision of reinsertion and reintegration benefits (Liesinen, 2008, p. 57).  

The Indonesian government responded this situation by demanding a list of names of 3,000 

GAM fighters to whom the reintegration benefits were going to be provided. The same demand was 

voiced by the AMM and other international agencies as they concerned with accountability as well 

as with global ‘best practice’ expectations. Thus, in the 8th CoSA meeting on 20 September 2005, the 

government required that the list should be provided before the first reinsertion package to GAM 

combatants could be disbursed. “Without the list of names there would be no money, no land or 

projects,” thus the government insisted strongly (Merikallio, 2006, p. 206). 

The list of names quickly became a bone of contention as the government and the AMM 

demanded the list, while GAM had no intention of providing it to the government or even of showing 

it to the AMM. In several CoSA meetings between 20 September 2005 and 11 February 2006 (the 8th 

and the 29th CoSA meeting respectively), this demand was repeatedly raised by the government and 

the AMM. In response, GAM’s representatives continuously refused to provide the list since they 

concerned with the safety of their cadres. As asserted by GAM’s senior representative Irwandi Yusuf, 

giving names of combatants would provide the army ‘a hit list’ should the peace collapse.  

“If the peace project should start to go off track, this list, once in the hands of the 

army, could easily turn into a hit list. Anyhow I don’t understand why the army in 

particular is so enthusiastic to obtain the list of fighters; they have nothing to do with 

the reintegration project. The more they demanded it, the more nervous I become... 

We would rather be without money than take the risk. A few dollars is very little 

compensation for a person’s head.” (Quoted in Merikallio, 2006, p. 206) 

Similarly, the number of 3,000 combatants mentioned in the peace agreement did in itself 

pose some complexities. As above mentioned, the number was in fact a political figure which was far 

below the real number of GAM combatants. It seems that this number did not include the many 

GAM members whose roles during the war were in auxiliary functions such as intelligence and 

logistics. And certainly, it did not include the female combatants (Marhaban, 2012; Schulze, 2010, p. 

20).
18

 Given this situation, GAM’s reluctance to provide the list also related actually to a thorny 

problem of selecting real beneficiaries among pool of GAM members.
19

 

                                                           
18

The World Bank-led survey estimates the total number of GAM combatants to be around 14,300 (Noble, Thorburn, 
Barron, & Abbas, 2009, p. 18). On one occasion, GAM leaders publicly claimed that the total number of former gun-
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In this regard, GAM leaders tried to push the government to provide reintegration benefits 

to the ‘victims of conflict’ as part of their attempts to include as many GAM members as possible 

under the generic community assistance programme. Thus, while rejecting to provide names of 

combatants, GAM leaders offered to provide names of ‘conflict victims’ from their front in the 9th 

CoSA meeting on 24 September 2005. The AMM, however, ignored this proposal and instead urged 

GAM leaders to give a priority to 3,000 combatants (Ponto, 2013, p. 372).  

To avoid a stalemate, and to show a gesture of good will, the government decided to give 

3,000 GAM combatants IDR 1 million each, three times in all, as the reinsertion packages (Merikallio, 

2006, p. 206). The first reinsertion package was disbursed in early October 2005 and all packages 

were completely disbursed by early January 2015. However, the government insisted that a list of 

combatants’ names should be provided by GAM before the longer term reintegration assistance, 

including provision of land, could be started.  

Supporting the government’s position, the AMM in its press release on 12 December 2005 

declared that it has “encouraged GAM leadership to take the necessary decisions in what regards 

former combatants’ registration.” The AMM even expected to receive a list of names from GAM by 

the end of December 2005 (Ponto, 2013, p. 433). Since GAM failed to meet this deadline, on early 

February 2006 the AMM sent a letter to GAM Prime Minister Malik Mahmud in Sweden and asked 

him to encourage GAM leadership in Aceh to provide the list (Ponto, 2013, p. 480).  

As the demand for a list of names was raised again and again by the government with GAM 

leaders always refused to provide, the list turned to be a bargaining card for both parties to pursue 

other concessions. For GAM leaders, refusing to provide a list of names and prioritising ‘victims of 

conflict’ from their front constituted a move to broaden the coverage of reintegration benefits from 

those limited to 3,000 combatants to include larger GAM combatants and supporters. For instance, 

GAM senior leaders Zakaria Saman and Usman Lampoh Aweh declared in the 29th CoSA meeting (11 

February 2006) that the reintegration assistance should target larger former combatants and ‘victims 

of conflict’, with GAM would prioritise the last group since it has listed their names. Meanwhile, 

economic programmes that the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) has prepared for 

reintegration assistance should be delivered to amnestied political prisoners rather than to former 

combatants, and accordingly GAM leaders would not provide a list of combatants’ names to IOM 

(Ponto, 2013, p. 480).
20

 

On the other hand, for the Indonesian government, demanding a list of GAM combatants’ 

names reflected not only an obsession for the accountability, but most importantly it constituted an 

attempt to push demobilisation of GAM combatants. With GAM leaders refused to give the list of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
carrying combatants was 15,000. In private conversations, some GAM leaders have set the number as high as 30,000 
(Thorburn, 2012, pp. 95–96). The survey also estimates that approximately 680 women were in GAM’s military 
structure, while circa 3,800 women played a variety of supporting roles (Noble et al., 2009, p. 25). 
19

 In retrospect, some GAM leaders acknowledged that the strategy to downsize GAM’s actual military 
strength has brought a damaging impact on the combatants’ reintegration process, and that GAM was trapped in 
its own deceit. On this issue, see for instance a public discussion at a facebook wall which involved some GAM 
leaders as follows: https://www.facebook.com/Nadine.Angelique.NA/posts/987308104629606. 
20

 For IOM, the fact that no combatants to register during decommissioning events and the absence of a list of 
demobilised fighters to assist made its reintegration programme stalled. As the result, the funds provided by 
EU for this purpose had to be returned by this organisation to Brussels (Liesinen, 2008, p. 57). 

https://www.facebook.com/Nadine.Angelique.NA/posts/987308104629606
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demobilised combatants, and instead managed to include ‘victims of conflict’ from their side in the 

reintegration programme, this move has eventually triggered a counter-measure from the Indonesian 

army which now started to advocate the interests of anti-separatist militia groups. This is despite the 

fact that the government from the beginning did not recognise the existence of any such groups.  

To manage the implementation of reintegration programmes, on 15 February 2006 Governor 

of Aceh established the Aceh Reintegration Body (Badan Reintegrasi Aceh, BRA) in accordance with 

the Presidential Instruction No. 15/2005 on ‘the Implementation of Memorandum of Understanding 

between the Government of Indonesia and the Free Aceh Movement’. This Presidential Instruction, 

among others, requires the Aceh’s Governor “to plan and execute reintegration and empowerment 

programmes for those participate in the Free Aceh Movement which begins with the acceptance, 

training, facilitation to return, and provision of a job.”
21

 By this time, members of anti-separatist 

groups began to push the government to be regarded as ‘victims of conflict’, and thus they were 

entitled as well to the reintegration assistance (Merikallio, 2006, p. 212).  

In response to this plea, a senior army officer who represented the Indonesian government 

in the CoSA meeting insisted that a sustained peace could not be secured if members of anti-GAM 

groups were left empty-handed in the reintegration process. On early April 2006 he even nominated 

Sofyan Ali, an anti-separatist militia leader, for a seat in the BRA board. This proposal was then be 

adopted in the decree of Governor of Aceh dated 13 April 2006 on the new structure of the BRA, in 

which both GAM and militia organisations were represented in the board of BRA. GAM, however, 

opposed strongly this decision and brought this issue to the 33rd CoSA meeting on 29 April 2006 

(Ponto, 2013, p. 509). On 10 June 2006, as a protest to the army’ insistence to keep Sofyan Ali in the 

board of BRA, three GAM representatives resigned from the board, and urged the Governor of Aceh 

to restructure the BRA (GAM’s Press Statement, 10.06.2006). This was followed by two representatives 

of the civil society organisations who resigned from the BRA two days later (Detiknews, 13.06.2006).  

The joint statement by some civil society organisations on this critical event described best 

what the securitisation of former combatants (and its counter-securitisation by the opposing party) 

might impact adversely to the existence of BRA and its performance. The statement said:  

“The poor performance of the BRA is due to its early set up which contradicted to its 

mandate to implement reintegration programme as mentioned in the Helsinki MoU... 

Firstly, the BRA was set up to be part of the political agenda... as reflected in the 

composition of the BRA board which was imposed to accommodate the existing 

actors who had participated in the conflict. As the board of BRA composed from the 

representatives of groups in the conflict, it is hard for the BRA to be an independent 

agency... Secondly, it is also related to the structure and mandate of the BRA itself. In 

this regard, the existence of a division on political, legal and security issues has 

contributed to the absorption of BRA in the political play which resulted in its poor 

performance.” (Joint statement by Human Right Working Group, Kontras, Imparsial, 

Elsam and Aceh Working Group, 12.06.2006) 

                                                           
21

 As can be seen, the sequential steps for assisting combatants’ reintegration as mentioned in this Instruction 
reminds the ‘re-education model’ for surrendered GAM members that the government had previously exercised 
before the signing of the 2005 peace agreement. 
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A compromise was then pursued through a restructurisation of the BRA by confining its 

board only to those coming from ‘professional background’. The BRA was then restructured on 19 

June 2006 as a purely government agency without allowing any faction in the conflict to have a seat 

in its board, whether they came from the Indonesian army, GAM, or anti-GAM militia groups.
22

 At 

this time, GAM leaders declared that it would accept reintegration benefits to be disbursed to 

members of pro-Indonesian militia groups as well as to surrendered GAM members who had 

converted to the Indonesian side. However, they would never tolerate the involvement of these 

anti-GAM elements in the decision making position in the BRA (Barron & Burke, 2008, p. 44). For 

this acceptance, GAM leaders in return demanded that more GAM members and supporters should 

be included as well in the reintegration programme. 

Thus, in addition to former combatants and political prisoners mentioned in the peace 

agreement, four new categories of beneficiaries were established through this compromise. From the 

GAM side, a new category of ‘GAM non-combatants’ was created, despite the fact that some of 

them were really gun-carrying combatants. Furthermore, prisoners released before the general 

amnesty were also included as beneficiaries of reintegration assistance. Meanwhile, from the 

Indonesian side, two groups were accommodated to entitle to economic benefits in the 

reintegration programme: (1) ‘Defenders of the Homeland’ (Pembela Tanah Air, PETA) which now 

became a generic term for all anti-separatist groups, and (2) surrendered GAM members who had 

converted to the Indonesian side and now come under the banner ‘Communication Forum for 

Children of the Nation’ (Forum Komunikasi Anak Bangsa, FORKAB).  

The numbers agreed for each category was a compromised figure as well. As Avonius put it, 

“the numbers ... are likely to be a result of bargaining rather than reflecting the real situation, as 

both ‘pro-GAM’ and ‘anti-GAM’ numbers seem to match each other” (Avonius, 2011, p. 17).
23

 This 

resulted in the total 22,939 beneficiaries from two opposing parties in the conflict, with the number 

for both parties was apparently comparable to each other, as can be seen in Table 1 below. 

Table 1.  Categories of Beneficiaries from Those Actively Participated in the Conflict 

 

Source: Reformulated from the BRA (2010)  

                                                           
22

 Interview with the second head of the BRA, Prof. Dr. Yusni Saby (10.07.2013). 
23

 In this regard, negotiating the number of beneficiaries for PETA was the most difficult issue. As explained by 
the BRA’s head of economic empowerment division,. Islahuddin Abdurrahman (2009, p. 527): “The PETA leaders 
were very brave to force us. I firstly has to convince them to limit the beneficiaries from PETA. Previously they 
didn’t want to put any limit. The more they could assist their members, the more they became popular.”  

Categories of Active Participants 

in the Conflict 

Total  

(Persons) 
Remarks 

1. GAM combatants 3,000 Article 3.2.3 of the Helsinki MoU 

2. Amnestied prisoners 2,035 Article 3.2.3 of the Helsinki MoU 

3. GAM non-combatants 6,200 New compromised category 

4. Prisoners released before the general amnesty 1,500 New compromised category 

5. PETA 6,500 New compromised category 

6. FORKAB 3,704 New compromised category 

GAM Fronts  12,735 Categories 1+2+3+4 

Anti-GAM Fronts  10,204 Categories 5+6 

TOTAL BENEFICIARIES 22,939  
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By creating four categories of beneficiaries beyond the Helsinki MoU provision, it turned 

out that those being active participants in the armed conflict from two opposing fronts were the 

parties receiving most of reintegration assistance. Meanwhile, the third category of recipient in the 

peace agreement, the victims of conflict, still missed out from much of reintegration assistance. 

However, despite this tendency to create more categories of recipient from conflict participants, it is 

worth noting here that the very existence of female GAM ex-combatants was still neglected. No 

attempt has been made to specify the rights of this specific group in the reintegration programmes, 

either by the government or by GAM itself (Marhaban, 2012).  

Given this specific outcome, which resulted from the securitisation of former combatants, it 

turned out that the reintegration programme, instead of delivering long term economic facilitation, 

has mostly provided compensation in cash payment channelled through wartime hierarchy as will be 

elucidated below.  

Reintegration without Demobilisation 

The initial plan set up by the central government in late 2005 for reintegration programme included 

an allocation of national budget which amounted to IDR 200 billion for the rest of 2005 and IDR 600 

billion for 2006. According to Barron and Burke (2008, p. 42), this budget was planned to cover 

provision of financial aid and land for ex-GAM combatants, housing funds for those lost homes, 

financial compensation for affected civil servants, support for transmigrants to return to Aceh, support 

for members of anti-separatist groups, and establishment of vocational training centres. 

Since the beginning, this seemingly comprehensive plan was soon caught up in a thorny 

problem due to securitisation attempts exercised by the two parties, especially around former 

combatants from both sides. As discussed in the earlier section, the most critical issue in this regard 

was a contention around a list of combatants’ names. Technically speaking, without the combatants’ 

names and their whereabouts, it was really difficult for the government to accountably disburse any 

reintegration benefits to the real beneficiaries. This is especially true for the provision of land—the 

first economic benefit in the peace agreement—since it would necessitate a crucial step to match 

the location of farmland with its beneficiaries. 

During the disbursement of reinsertion packages, the government—in the absence of a list 

of names—has obliged to approve GAM’s demand to channel the packages through its regional 

commanders.
24

 The following mechanism for disbursing the packages was then agreed upon during 

the 11th CoSA meeting on 1 October 2005. Firstly, GAM would give the numbers of combatants in 

each region to the AMM without mentioning their names. Secondly, the numbers would be passed 

on by the AMM to the representatives of the government, and then by the later to the head of 

district. Thirdly, the head of district would allocate reinsertion funds from the national budget in 

accordance to these numbers. Finally, the head of district would deliver the funds to GAM regional 

commander with the presence of the AMM (Ponto, 2013, pp. 381–382).   

                                                           
24

 GAM divided Aceh territory into 17 regions (wilayah) which corresponds to the province in Indonesian 
administration system. Each wilayah is composed of four districts (daerah), each comprising several sagoë. The 
lowest administrative unit remains the village (Schulze, 2004, p. 12). 
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While this mechanism reflected the government’s good will to assist GAM combatants in 

the early stage of peace transition, yet it did not meet the expectation of both the government and 

the international organisations concerning the best practice of DDR and the ideal virtues of liberal 

peace. According to this expectation, treating former combatants individually in their reintegration 

process was a necessary measure to discharge them from an armed unit. Furthermore, engaging 

them as autonomous individuals was also believed to promote the liberal virtue of ‘possessive 

individualism’, the very value which will nurture the notion of citizenship among former fighters 

while reducing divisive communal affiliation (Nagle, 2010, pp. 227–229).  

In contrast to the above expectation, during the reinsertion process GAM military wing—the 

TNA—were strengthened even further as its command structures were used to channel the packages 

to former combatants in the villages (Beeck, 2009, p. 31). The AMM was completely not happy with 

this situation since former fighters were not formally discharged from the TNA, nor its command 

structure were dissolved. “We were not happy with this because they were not demobilising,” thus 

the head of decommissioning team, Col. Liesinen, pointed out (quoted in Schulze, 2010, p. 20). The 

government also expressed the same concern, and therefore during the 29th CoSA meeting on 11 

February 2006 the demand for a list of combatants’ names was again strongly emphasised.  

GAM leaders, however, perceived the issue differently as they wanted to control the 

allocation of reintegration assistance rather than having it disbursed individually to combatants. 

Firstly, by doing so GAM leaders tried to keep a grip on its fighters, so that they would be kept away 

from criminal activities (Merikallio, 2006, p. 207). Secondly, just as important for GAM leaders was a 

wish to reinforce their own command structure as they transitioned from an armed rebellion to 

social-political movement (Barron & Burke, 2008, p. 38). In short, rather than individual-based 

reintegration model, GAM leaders envisioned a collective, group-based reintegration process that 

they perceived to be the best means “to oversee the former combatants' demobilisation and 

transition to civilian life and ensure their economic wellbeing” (Wandi, 2012, p. 186).  

Accordingly, instead of preparing the disband of GAM, the leadership of GAM established 

the Aceh Transitional Committee (Komite Peralihan Aceh, KPA) after its military wing, the TNA, was 

liquidated on 27 December 2005 following the accomplishment of the decommissioning process. 

This new entity interestingly “has largely kept in place the strictly hierarchical territorial organization 

it developed during the war years,” and it “replicates almost exactly the structure and terminology of 

the old TNA” (Aspinall, 2009a, p. 11). As can be expected, the government was very disturbed with 

the establishment of the KPA as they suspected it as not less than a continuation of the TNA under 

new name. GAM leaders, however, justified this transitional body as “a crucial means for the 

movement to maintain cohesiveness as well as to internally assist the transition process.” Thus, 

from the combatants’ perspective, the challenge is not whether they would mobilise again, but 

rather “the purpose for which they mobilise” (Wandi, 2012, pp. 186–187). 

With the BRA prepared to execute economic facilitation programme by March 2006, GAM 

leaders demanded that the programme for GAM ex-combatants to be disbursed through the new 

established KPA, without firstly going to combatants’ registration procedure or having to provide 

the list of names as demanded by the government. The sensitivities around this issue created a 

significant gap between the destruction of weapons and the implementation of reintegration 

programmes, resulting in former combatants returned to their communities without immediate 
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assistance. The BRA responded to this situation by changing the delivery approach from ‘combatant-

driven disbursement’ in the reinsertion assistance to ‘project-driven disbursement’ for reintegration 

assistance.  

Following this change, by April 2006 the government gradually dropped its insistence on a list 

of GAM combatants’ names and let the BRA to exercise a project-driven approach to disburse 

economic facilitation programme. By then, the reintegration assistance was disbursed through a 

proposal-based micro-enterprise project set up by groups of former GAM combatants and led by 

local GAM commanders. Project proposals were to be vetted by senior GAM and government officials 

as a joint committee at the BRA to ensure some transparency (Burke, 2008, pp. 61–62). In May 2006, 

965 former combatants in 20 groups received an approval from the BRA for their proposed projects 

which varied from purchasing fishing boat to establishing farming, brick factories, transportation 

enterprise, etc. The government promised to provide IDR 25 million for each combatant to engage 

in this kind of joint enterprise with the first 50% were disbursed in advance and the remaining 50% 

were to be given after the project had been verified by the BRA (Avonius, 2011, p. 17). Through this 

approach, the government expected to obtain the list of former combatants indirectly through the 

membership of proposed joint enterprise. 

The distribution of the money was, however, confronted with some surprising problems as 

suspicion between the two parties remained strong. This time the BRA attempted not to disburse the 

money through GAM regional commanders, rather it sent the money to all applicants by post. As the 

post office required a photocopy of the identity cards before giving the money, GAM thought that 

“this was once again a government plot to get the list of former GAM fighters”. With this suspicion, 

during spring 2006 only a fraction of the money was available for distribution to members of joint 

enterprise groups. After some times, GAM leaders finally agreed to let its members, who were willing 

to engage in reintegration activities, to disclose their identities (Merikallio, 2006, p. 211). However, the 

delayed process of disbursement and other practical problems provide a backdrop in which most of 

the money have been distributed in cash by head of group to their members instead of starting a 

project. Only four groups in Aceh Tamiang, North Aceh and Pidie districts have run economic projects 

according to what they had proposed to the BRA (Abdurrahman, 2009; interview with the fourth head 

of the BRA Haniff Asmara, 10.08.2012).  

The same situation can be identified as well in the disbursement of reintegration assistance to 

pro-Indonesia militia members which now come under two organisations: PETA and FORKAB. Like in 

the case of KPA, the BRA also relied on PETA and FORKAB networks to identify the real beneficiaries. 

Interestingly, in the first case the leadership of KPA has to give a proof to the BRA which confirmed 

that members of micro-enterprise projects were really GAM ex-fighters. Meanwhile, in the case of last 

two organisations, the militia members “would get official confirmations from the district military 

commander” which meant that this contradicted to the government’s insistence during the peace 

negotiations that “the militia had nothing to do with the army and was an illegal group” (Merikallio, 

2006, p. 212).  

As the above discussion has demonstrated, the security practices committed by the two 

parties around reintegration assistance have ironically facilitated the maintenance of combatant 

identity and the reinforcement of conflict-era organisational hierarchy. To receive the reintegration 

assistance, former combatants hang on to their identity as combatants as well as to their ties with 
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former commanders. At the same time, leaders of KPA, PETA and FORKAB “were able to use this 

expectation of future assistance to maintain networks for progressing political and business agendas 

for their own personal gain” (Noble, n.d., p. 12). Thus, rather than encouraging former combatants to 

abandon their communal affiliation and become autonomous citizens, the ways reintegration process 

were securitised and contested have led to a situation in which ‘remobilisation through reintegration’ 

was more prominent rather than ‘reintegration with demobilisation’.  

From Land Provision to Cash Assistance 

The initial plan for reintegration assistance prepared by the government in late 2005 has indeed 

included provision of farming land to former GAM combatants. The term ‘suitable farming land’ as 

mentioned in article 3.2.5 of the peace accord implied that provision of this assistance would include 

its financialisation to make land productive and create profits.  

According to the second head of BRA, Yusni Sabi, the government by this time has in fact 

prepared land in state owned-plantation estate ‘PTPN 1’ for distribution.
25

 This plantation estate, as 

mentioned earlier, had been promised to GAM fighters long before the 2005 peace agreement, i.e. 

during initial attempts by the government in 2004 to induce GAM leaders to surrender, or to bring 

them to the negotiation table. In this earlier promise, the sequential steps for allocating plantation 

estate to GAM fighters had been clearly outlined by Jusuf Kalla, starting from its fragmentation into 

individual plots, its titling and distribution, to its delivery mechanism.
26

  

However, in the absence of a list of names, this long planned promise could not be resumed 

for reintegration purpose. On the other hand, it seems that the grouping of ex-GAM fighters on this 

plantation estate was something that GAM would never accept since it might facilitate government 

control and surveillance. Later on, as the peacebuilding proceeded, some securitising moves 

committed by both parties around key aspects of reintegration process has eventually led to some 

complications which further hampered the execution of land provision. 

As the previous section has elucidated, in March 2006 the BRA has decided to commence 

the economic facilitation programme. In doing so, the BRA changed the approach of reintegration 

programmes from that of combatant-driven to project-driven assistance. By then, the economic 

facilitation programme was disbursed through a proposal-based micro-enterprise projects which 

involved 965 former combatants separated in 20 groups. However, except for four groups, the 

financial assistance for starting micro-enterprise had mostly been distributed in cash to the group 

members. Consequently, the BRA then refused to channel further instalments of funds as previously 

planned (Avonius, 2011, p. 17). 

Recognising that such approach would not work anyway, the BRA thenceforth decided to 

switch the economic facilitation programme from providing a working capital to the groups of 

combatants to be one time cash payment of IDR 10 million for each former combatant (Haniff 

Asmara, interview on 10.08.2012; cf. Abdurrahman 2009). This new approach to disburse reintegration 

assistance through quick cash payment soon constituted a generic template for other categories of 

                                                           
25

 Interview with Yusny Sabi, 10.07.2013. 
26

 The document “Further Explanantion on Points of Agreement between the Government of Indonesia and 
Free Aceh Movement”, signed by Jusuf Kalla, was quoted in full as annex in Hamid (2006).  
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beneficiaries who had actively participated in the conflict.  All conflict participants (except amnestied 

prisoners who have received two packages of assistance from IOM at the time of their release) were 

provided with IDR 10 million/person for their economic facilitation (see the third column in Table 2).  

This kind of cash assistance was further preferred by the leadership of GAM to substitute 

provision of farming land to 3,000 former combatants. As land provision would never be realised due 

to some complication which far beyond the authority and capacity of the BRA—delivering farming 

land to thousands of beneficiaries would necessitated a major land reform in the province—GAM 

leadership finally demanded an additional cash payment to substitute the promise of land provision. 

Yet, among other conflict participants, only 3,000 former GAM combatants were finally provided with 

an additional of IDR 15 million/person for farming land substitution (see the fourth column in Table 

2); hence, creating some controversies and grievance among other potential beneficiaries.  

Table 2. Cash Assistance for Those Actively Participated in the Conflict 

 

The decision to substitute farming land with cash payment dates back to late 2005 when the 

GAM leadership raised such a proposal at the 43rd CoSA meeting on 4 November 2006. Zakaria 

Saman, who replaced Irwadi Yusuf as GAM senior representative at the AMM,
27

 legitimised this 

proposal by pointing to the fact that former GAM combatants were not farmers anymore. After years 

of fighting in the jungle, they were in urgent need off cash assistance rather than land, for they had 

just returned to the society and had to start new livelihoods. However, it seems that the decision to 

prefer cash payment related to the very fact that GAM by that time was preparing for the first time to 

                                                           
27

 The recall of Irwandi Yusuf as GAM senior representative at the AMM, and its replacement by Zakaria 
Saman, was caused by an internal friction within GAM leadership ahead of 2006 local executive election in 
Aceh. This friction was related to political decision on GAM reposition in the election. Sweden-based senior 
leadership of GAM preferred to ally with the national Islamic party, Partai Persatuan Pembangunan (United 
Development Party, PPP), to nominate its senior cadre, Hasbi Abdullah, as a vice governor of Aceh. On the 
other hand, middle range of GAM leadership based in Aceh with strong supports from the majority of local 
commanders preferred to use a legal opportunity for independent candidacy stipulated by the Law 11/2006 on 
Governing Aceh to nominate Irwandi Yusuf as governor of Aceh.   
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compete in the local executive elections; hence, there was a desperate need for cash to finance its 

cadres’ nomination for heads of the executive throughout Aceh province. 

 However, the non-transparency of this agreement
28

 has left uncertainty over what the cash 

substitution was supposed to be and its consequence for the provision of land assistance. The 

Indonesian government asserted that the extra funds were a substitution of farming land in 

accordance with GAM leaders’ own decision. However, as noticed by Avonius (2011, p. 16), “others 

insist that former combatants would still have the right to demand land based on the MoU article on 

reintegration.” For instance, GAM negotiator in the Helsinki peace talks M. Nur Djuli, during his time 

as head of the BRA, pushed the Indonesian government to annul the agreement on substituting land 

with cash. For him, such an agreement was illegitimate, even though it was proposed by the GAM 

leadership, since it violated article 6 of the Helsinki peace accord on dispute settlement mechanisms. 

He even emphasised that this violation constituted the start of further violations and inconsistencies 

around the implementation of the peace agreement (interview, 13.12.2013 and email conversation, 

15.03.2014). 

Apart of this controversy regarding the decision to substitute land with cash assistance, it 

didn’t however say anything about the similar substitution for other recipient categories. Therefore, in 

theory, other groups of beneficiaries were still entitled to land grant as stipulated by the Helsinki 

MoU. However, even though 3,000 former GAM combatants were excluded from this particular 

assistance, the total number of potential beneficiaries is still too high to handle: 6,200 GAM non-

combatants, 2,035 amnestied prisoners, 1,500 remissioned prisoners, 6,500 PETA members, and 3,704 

FORKAB members. This is not to mention thousands potential beneficiaries from the category of 

conflict victims. According to Haniff Asmara (interview on 01.08.2012), the real beneficiaries entitle to 

land grant were estimated to be around 50,000 persons. Supposing that each person would receive 2 

ha, at least 125,000 hectares of land were needed for this purpose, including those land dedicated for 

public facilities. It was not clear since the beginning from where this huge amount of land would be 

obtained.  

Given this backdrop, by early 2008 the general mood among the leadership of BRA was to 

remove land provision from the reintegration agenda and, instead, preferring its fulfilment through 

regular development programmes run by provincial and district governments. Since then, the BRA 

under M. Nur Djuli’s leadership has focused on providing cash payment for economic facilitation, 

housing reconstruction assistance and diyat payment,
29

 while setting aside land provision from the 

whole BRA agenda.  

However, this preference was not shared by the subsequent BRA leadership headed by T.M. 

Nazar, who took over from Nur Djuli on April 2010. Under T.M. Nazar leadership, the BRA again tried 

to include land provision as part of the reintegration programme. A new programme called 

‘reintegration village’ (pergampongan reintegrasi) was prepared for the fiscal year 2011. This 

                                                           
28

 Haniff Asmara, the fourth head of the BRA, acknowledges that discussion of land substitution was put in the 
schedule of the 43rd CoSA meeting, but no official minutes of meeting from this CoSA meeting mentioned the 
agreed decision (interview, 02.04.2013). 
29 Diyat is financial compensation in accordance with Islamic law stipulation to compensate people killed or 
wounded unlawfully. The total of the diyat fund was Rp 15,000,000 disbursed in five rounds (Rp 3,000,000 per year) 
to the immediate family members of those killed. 
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programme was designed to provide housing and farming land in a compact settlement complex, 

which remarkably resembled the very controversial transmigration programme. Through this 

programme more than 70,000 recipients were supposed to be receiving 2.5 hectares of farming land 

and a house. However, the programme was planned to target exclusively former conflict participants: 

ex-GAM combatants, political prisoners, and members of PETA and FORKAB. Conflict victims from all 

categories were excluded. Five districts were selected to participate for this programme: North Aceh, 

Bireuen, Nagan Raya, Central Aceh and East Aceh. The BRA planned to allocate approximately IDR 

73,3 billion in its 2011 budget proposal, almost one fifth of the total budget proposed to the 

government (Avonius 2011: 19). 

This plan would never be realised due to lack of support and budget funds from the central 

government. From the beginning there was no clear arrangement about where and by what legal 

status the required land for this programme would be acquired. The idea to resettle former 

participants from opposing sides in the conflict in one place was also opposed strongly by GAM 

(interview with Haniff Asmara, 02.04.2013). Most importantly, the dramatic reduction to the BRA’s 

funding in 2010 and 2011 meant that this agency could hardly cover its operational costs, even more 

fund its unrealistic programmes. Instead of allocating funds for this programme, the central 

government urged the BRA to conclude all reintegration programmes by 2011 (which was already far 

beyond the initial plan to complete the reintegration process by 2007).   

Haniff Asmara, who took over the leadership of BRA in early 2011, didn’t share his 

predecessor’s plan to provide land through ‘reintegration village’ programme. He acknowledges that 

this issue was not the main agenda of the BRA in 2011. However, under his leadership the board of 

BRA began to consider idle transmigration areas as potential areas to execute a land provision 

programme. Many transmigration areas in Aceh were emptied by their fleeing residents during the 

period of conflict, and some areas continue to be idle since their residents are not willing to return 

due to war trauma. Two transmigration areas in Pidie and Pidie Jaya districts which comprise around 

6,000 hectares in total were identified for this plan. Confronted with legal complexities in releasing 

land that had been assigned as a transmigration area, an option to give land rights other than full 

ownership was debated within the board of BRA. The idea was to give usufruct rights to some 

potential beneficiaries, which would enable them to access land in transmigration areas (interview 

with Haniff Asmara, 01.08.2012). Unfortunately, due to the lack of sufficient support and funds from 

the central and provincial government, it is unlikely that this plan will ever be realised. Thus, until the 

termination of the BRA in 2012, provision of farming land as part of the reintegration programme was 

still in a stalemate. 

Reintegration Assistance for Victims of Conflict 

Delivering assistance to conflict affected civilians was faced with some thorny challenges as well. In 

particular, this is due to the fact that it was not always clear who are the conflict affected civilians 

entitle to the reintegration programme. The Helsinki peace accord, while quite exceptional in 

including conflict victims as recipient of reintegration assistance, didn’t provide any detail on what 

was meant by “affected civilians who have suffered a demonstrable loss due to the conflict”. Hence, it 

has been left to BRA as the executing agency of reintegration programme to specify criteria for 
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identifying conflict victims and determining relevant assistance to compensate the loss due to the 

conflict.  

By mid of 2006, the Indonesian government has formulated two general programmes of 

reintegration targeted to conflict victims: social support and economic facilitation. The first 

programme was to compensate a demonstrable loss civilians suffered during the conflict which 

included murder of family member, destruction of private property, physical or mental illness, 

involuntary displacement. This characterisation of ‘demonstrable loss during the conflict’ was then 

used as a broad criteria for defining the victimhood. Meanwhile, the last programme was to facilitate 

their economic recovery through some livelihoods enhancement activities. Land provision for conflict 

victims was completely gone from the reintegration agenda since the beginning.  

Five categories of conflict victims—formulated in accordance to the above mentioned 

criteria—were targeted as eligible recipients of the two programmes which were further detailed into 

several types of relevant assistance (see Table 3 below). As Table 3 demonstrates, the initial plan of 

reintegration programme to affected civilians is quite comprehensive in terms of both programme’s 

coverage and categories of recipients. However, in contrary to other groups, the promised assistance 

to victims of conflict has not been successfully delivered.
30

  

For social support programme, as much as Rp 206,352,000,000 have been disbursed by the 

BRA for diyat fund, but Rp 150 billion more are still needed to accomplish this assistance to 30,128 

families (a significant increase from the initial estimation). The verified needs of housing have far 

surpassed the initial estimation of 9,071 units to be 29,378 units. Until end of 2010, still 3,053 units 

have to be built to accomplish the whole housing needs. As many as 30,109 conflict orphans have 

been identified by the BRA, and by end of 2010 only 15,300 orphans were covered by education 

scholarship.
31

 There was unfortunately no information in the BRA’s 2011 report concerning medical 

assistance that has been provided to those mentally or physically ill. As a rule, any claim for medical 

assistance would be handled as they come. 

To elaborate further some problems in the delivery of reintegration assistance to conflict 

victims, the following discussion will be confined to economic facilitation programme since it is 

related closely to the main topics of this article. As Table 3 shows, initial scheme to exercise this 

programme was through submission of group’s proposal for micro-project enterprises which similar 

to the scheme of economic facilitation programme to former combatants. The proposal would be 

vetted by the BRA’s committee to determine its feasibility. The ultimate goal in this micro-enterprise 

project is to nurture indigenous entrepreneurialism along peacebuilding process. The pacific benefit 

of entrepreneurialism is strongly emphasised in the liberal peace since it is not only correlate with 

greater prosperity, but “it also teaches actors of how to be individuals rather than mere components 

of a communal culture” (Nagle 2010: 228). 

                                                           
30

 A comparison of this initial plan with BRA’s report on programme realisation up to 2010 might illustrate this 
gap (BRA 2011). All conflict participants, except 587 remissioned prisoners, have been covered by cash 
assistance for economic facilitation. Meanwhile, from 62,000 victims of conflict eligible to this kind of 
assistance, only 38,575 persons who have in one or another way received some benefits. Unexpectedly, initial 
plan to facilitate the return of those internally displaced, including transmigrant refugees, was by then out of 
the BRA’s agenda. 
31

 The BRA’s scholarship program was discontinued in 2009 when the Aceh Government launched a general 
scholarship program through Provincial Office of Education (Avonius 2011: 22). 
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Table 3. Categories of Conflict Affected Civilians and Types of Assistance (as mid of 2006) 

Categories of Conflict 
Affected Civilians 

Components 
Total 

(Initial 
Estimation) 

Types of Assistance 

Social Support 
Programme 

Economic 
Facilitation 
Programme 

1. Immediate family 
members of those 
killed/lost during conflict  

a. Immediate family 
members of Geuchik and 
Imeum Mukim

*)
 killed/lost 

during conflict 
b. Immediate family 

members of civil servants 
killed/lost during conflict 

c. Immediate family members 
of TNI/Police corps

**)
 

killed/lost during conflict 
d. Immediate family 

members of civilians 
killed/lost during conflict 

332 families 
 
 
 
426 
families 
 
1,000 
families 
 
19,597 
families 

Diyat Fund and 
scholarship for 
the orphans 
 
Idem 
 
 
Idem 
 
 
Idem 

Proposal 
based micro-
projects 
 
Idem 
 
 
Idem 
 
 
Idem 

2. Those whose houses 
were burned, destroyed 
or severely damaged 

No specification 9,071 units Cash assistance 
for house 
reconstruction 

No 
information 
available  

3. Internally displaced 
persons (IDPs) 

a. Transmigrant refugees 
 

b. Local community refugees 

17,517 
families 
18,483 
families 

No information 
available 
Idem 
 

Facilitation to 
return 
Idem 
 

4. Those mentally or 
physically ill due to 
conflict 

No specification Unspecified Medical 
assistance 

Proposal 
based micro-
projects 

5. Those having permanent 
disability due to conflict 

No specification 2,000 
persons 

Diyat fund and 
medical 
assistance 

Proposal 
based micro-
projects 

Source : Interpreted and reformulated from BRA (2006a) and Bappenas (2007) 

Note    : 
*) 
Geuchik is head of village; while Imeum Mukim is head of indegineous territorial entity 

consisted of several villages. 
  **)

This category was eventually dropped from the eligible recipients (interview with Yusny 

Saby, 10.07.2013).  

However, this scheme, as Schulze (2007: 19) notice, “did not work well as the criteria [of 

conflict victims] were so broad that virtually everyone could put in a claim.” Once publicised, tens of 

thousands of application flood the selection committee as the community’s expectation was 

overblown by this scheme. By July 2006, the BRA had received almost 50,000 proposals and covered 

in total around 700,000 persons (interview with Prof. Yusny Saby, 10.06.2013; Saby 2009; Barron and 

Burke 2008). As the scheme proved to be unworkable, the BRA exercised new approach in delivering 

assistance to conflict victims. The initial scheme allowing groups’ proposal application was cancelled, 

creating resentments and mass protest at the BRA’s office. A new policy was then introduced by the 

BRA to change the delivery method from that based on micro-projects proposal application to be 

one based on community-driven development approach.  

In this new approach, a block grant was given to the village community which would in turn 

determine deliberatively to whom and for what purpose the money would be disbursed 
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(Abdurrahman 2009). The established World Bank-funded Kecamatan Development Programme (KDP) 

was used to manage and channel the funds to targeted villages. The combined criteria on population 

density and conflict intensity at sub-district level were exercised to determine the different sizes of the 

block grants for each village (see Table 4). 

Table 4. Size of Village Block Grants (IDR) 

 
Population Size 

Large Medium Small 

C
o

n
fl

ic
t 

   
In

te
n

si
ty

 High 170,000,000 150,000,000 120,000,000 

Medium 120,000,000 100,000,000 80,000,000 

Low 80,000,000 70,000,000 60,000,000 

Source: Morell et all (2009) 

During August 2006 to August 2007, this BRA-KDP programme has successfully disbursed Rp 

217.75 billion to individuals or groups in 1,724 villages in 67 sub-districts (one-third of all sub-districts 

in Aceh) located in 17 districts in Aceh. In terms of its beneficiaries, as many 233,115 persons (38.6% 

of it were women) have benefited directly from economic activities, while 209,026 persons (of it 46.7% 

were women) have indirectly benefited from infrastructure and other projects. In average, 90% of 

beneficiaries were conflict victims, ranging from 80 to 100% across districts (BRA-KDP: 2007). 

Instead of channelling the funds through conflict-era organisations, BRA-KDP programme let 

village communities to be ones who decide the beneficiaries by themselves. As the final assessment 

document of BRA-KDP Programme (2007) demonstrates, a preponderance of these funds (80 to 

100%) reached the intended beneficiaries: conflict affected civilians. This kind of a more community-

based approach to reintegration, as Myrttinen (2012) put it, “could possibly have avoided the 

emergence of ex-combatants’ group displaying predatory behaviour, better socio-economic 

integration across the board, increased gender equality and avoiding socially damaging competition 

between various groups.” Otherwise, it would probably be determined by belonging to a male-

dominated ‘in-group’ of ex-combatants, or by having patronage with this veterans’ group (p. 240). 

However, after just a single round of implementation, the BRA-KDP programme was 

terminated on August 2007. By this time, GAM negotiator at the Helsinki peace talks, M. Nur Djuli, has 

been appointed as the new head of BRA by Governor Irwandi Yusuf. In contrast to his predecessor’s 

policy, M. Nur Djuli perceived the BRA-KDP programme as having just a little connection with the 

Helsinki MoU provision on reintegration. For Nur Djuli, the Helsinki MoU requires that the 

reintegration programme has to be targeted to “affected civilians who have suffered a demonstrable 

loss due to the conflict.” Accordingly, the BRA should compensate only conflict victims individually, 

and not communities at large (M. Nur Djuli, interview on 31.12.2012). 

Thenceforth, the economic assistance to conflict victims was resorted into quick cash 

payment with little impact on peace consolidation or livelihoods improvement, reproducing the same 

pattern that has been applied to other recipient categories. Under Nur Djuli directive, the BRA then 
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initiated a bottom-up re-verification process to identify a total number of conflict victims in Aceh. This 

resulted in a total of 62,000 persons who entitle to quick cash assistance from the BRA.
32

 

Ironically, it is this last category of beneficiaries—civilians affected by conflict—that still 

missed out on much of the assistance. By the end of 2010, 23,425 persons among conflict victims 

(more than one third of the total number of conflict victims identified by the BRA) still had not 

received any cash payment for economic facilitation programme (Avonius 2011).
33

 

4. Oil Palm Programme to Compensate Unfulfilled Land Provision 

“I need to explain [the background] why I decide to initiate a programme on oil palm estates 

assistance for former GAM combatants. It is the main responsibility of central government  

[to provide land], but this assistance was annulled by GAM’s leaders.” (Irwandi Yusuf, 2012) 

While the attempt to provide suitable farming land through reintegration assistance has 

failed, the promise of land, nevertheless, constituted an appeal and remained an “unfulfilled peace 

promise” in its own right. Addressing this appeal, therefore, was what constituted the dominant 

narrative behind several agribusiness programmes framed as post-conflict development assistance, 

including the oil palm estates development programme.  

The agribusiness programming was made possible by the availability of huge funds from the 

central government that the Aceh provincial government controls, thanks to the Helsinki peace 

agreement. In addition to Aceh’s regular entitlements under the national fiscal balance system, Aceh 

has received a special share in oil and gas revenues as well as a special autonomy fund. The last 

allocation amounts to 2% of the national general grant allocation (Dana Alokasi Umum) for a period 

of five years and to 1% for an additional period of 15 years (until 2027). Since 2008, following the 

enactment of Law 11/2006 on the Governing of Aceh, and its implementing regulation in 2007, an 

extra budget windfall from special autonomy fund was delivered to Aceh province. It became the 

largest contributor to the dramatic increase in Aceh provincial revenue, as can be seen in Table 5 as 

follows.  

  

                                                           
32

 This total number of conflict victims identified by the BRA was far less than the MSR ARLS survey. According 
to this survey, approximately 1,5 million people or 39% of the Aceh province population consider themselves to 
be victims of conflict. The common forms of victimhood included displacement, trauma, damage to property, 
disruption to primary livelihood source, and physical injury or illness (MSR 2009: 28). 
33

 In fact, among those people calculated as has received the cash assistance, a largest number of recipients 
(22,500) were just a proxy and not the actual number. As Avonius (2011) has observed, this number occurred 
during the BRA-KDP program implementation in August 2006-August 2007. Since the BRA-KDP program was 
targeted to village communities rather than individuals, thus the number does not refer to the real number of 
individual beneficiaries. Instead, according to Avonius, it was the BRA who calculated it afterwards by dividing 
the total sum spent by the agreed ten million Rupiah per person (p. 18). 
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Table 5. Aceh Provincial Budget Windfall, 2007-2010 (IDR 000,000,000) 

 

Source: Islahuddin (2011) 

Manufacturing Oil Palm Programme 

This dramatic increase in provincial revenue has given the Aceh government a budget leeway to 

exercise such populist programmes as oil palm estate development for smallholders. Unlike the 

reintegration programme which was managed by the BRA, the oil palm programme was managed by 

the Forestry and Plantation Office (Dinas Kehutanan dan Perkebunan, Dishutbun) of Aceh province as 

part of regular development programmes. This programme did not exclusively target conflict related 

beneficiaries. However, the assumption was that the programme would be guided by a conflict-

sensitive approach in selecting its beneficiaries; thus, it fell properly under the post-conflict 

development framework.  

In fact, this programme—which attempts to provide land and develop oil palm estates for 

smallholders—was assigned as a provincial flagship programme in 2008 by Aceh’s Governor, Irwandi 

Yusuf. According to Governor Irwandi Yusuf, the main purpose of the programme was to compensate 

earlier decisions by GAM leadership in substituting farming land with cash payment. At the same 

time, it also constituted a key part of the fourth component in the document ”Aceh Green: Economic 

Development and Investment Strategy for Aceh, Indonesia.” The fourth component (among eight 

components) of this document, endorsed by Governor Irwandi in mid-2008, is about development of 

smallholding estates and its related infrastructure, in partnership with private and parastatal estate 

companies. Under this component, about 250,000 hectares of land with suitable agro-ecological and 

climate conditions were to be allocated for land reform or smallholder plantations, to produce five 

main crops for the global market: oil palm, coffee, rubber, cocoa and nutmeg.
34

 

                                                           
34 Besides 250,000 hectares for “land reform/smallholders plantation zone”, the “Aceh Green” vision also envisaged 
four other zones to establish sustainable land use management: 3,1 million hectares for “the core zone/ protected 
forests”, 250,000 hectares as “restoration/replanting protected forests zone”, 350,000 hectares for “community-based 
production/community forests” zone, and a significant amount (not specified) for “capture fisheries and an 
aquaculture zone” (Aceh Green: 5-6). 
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By early 2008, Dishutbun of Aceh prepared a plan to develop new oil palm estates for 

smallholders in 13 districts/cities throughout Aceh provinces (see Map 1). Four goals were to be 

achieved through this programme: (1) economic empowerment for smallholders, (2) agribusiness 

development based on crops with high economic value in the global market, (3) job creation, and (4) 

a multiplier effect for other business sectors (trade, transportation, processing industry, etc). For the 

first goal, this agribusiness programme specifically targeted four categories of beneficiaries: poor 

households, disadvantaged people (dhuafa’), victims of conflict, and former combatants (Syahril 2011: 

1). Anti-GAM militia members were deliberately not included in this programme.  

Map 1. Oil Palm Estates Programme, 2008-2010 

 

Note: Number of hectares in this map refers only to areas classified as “LC areas”, and do not 

include the second category of land, the “IC areas”. 
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This oil palm agribusiness programme was executed through a mechanism called as ‘swadaya 

berbantuan’ scheme, literally means “assisted self-execution” mechanism. The term refers to the fact 

that programme participants receive some assistance from the government on a condition that they 

have to organise themselves into groups to collectively develop their allocated oil palm estate plots 

by themselves. The assistance package that farmers received through this government programme 

include land clearing, certified oil palm seedlings, chemical inputs and farming tools—all delivered by 

contractors through a bidding mechanism. In addition, the assistance also included a one-time cash 

payment for land preparation and planting of the oil palm seedlings and two times cash payments for 

maintenance of plants during the initial two years. The government assistance also includes land 

provision of 1 to 2 hectares according to local situation. 

There are two categories of land included in this agribusiness programme. The first is termed 

as “LC areas” (LC stands for land clearing)—a generic term to designate “idle,” unproductive land 

assumed to be state land and needing to be cleared by heavy equipment before being prepared for 

oil palm seedling planting. In the initial plan, 13,500 hectares of land were targeted to be cleared and 

converted into smallholding estates (see Map 1). However, the legal and tenurial status of this 

category of land is not always clear, which eventually led to many land disputes and other 

complications in the course of programme implementation. Some “LC areas” are indeed free, 

unoccupied state land allocated by the bupati (head of district) specifically for this programme. Yet, 

some other “LC areas” are in fact land that has been occupied before, but it was left behind by its 

owners due to security concerns during conflict periods. Still, other “LC areas” overlap with state forest 

areas or with protected Leuser Ecosystem Areas (Kawasan Eksosistem Leuser, KEL), violating the very 

essence of the “Aceh Green” vision. Thus, the site needed to be shifted to another location during the 

evaluation process in early 2010, creating other complications and disputes. 

The second category of land included in this programme is termed “IC areas” (IC stands for 

inter-cropping). This is also a vague term used to designate private land belonging to the local 

community; it needed to be included in the programme because it was located within, or adjacent to, 

the designated programme location. The owners utilised their land for different purposes before the 

coming of the programme; therefore, oil palm estate development in this category was initially 

exercised through an inter-cropping method, in order not to disturb existing plants (thus, this 

situation accounts for the term used for the second category of land). The total “IC areas” planned to 

be developed as oil palm estates was 2,000 hectares. Added to the first category of land (“LC areas”), 

the total area targeted for smallholding oil palm estate development was 15,500 hectares throughout 

Aceh province (Disutbun of Aceh Province 2010). 

In the Gayo Highlands—the area of this research—oil palm programme is located in the most 

north-westerly part of Bener Meriah district, adjacent to Bireuen and North Aceh district, a coastal 

region dominated by ethnic Acehnese people (see location marked with ““ in Map 2). In this sense, 

the oil palm programme area is located in “a boundary zone” between ethnic Gayonese 

predominantly highland region and ethnic Acehnese predominantly coastal region. Accordingly, the 

local demography of this place is characterised by a mixed population, whose formation goes back 

only to the early 1970s through several waves of migration, involving various ethnic backgrounds. 
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Meanwhile, in terms of ecological characteristics, this zone is located at elevations ranging from 500 

to 700 meters above sea level.
35

 

Map 2.  The Gayo Highlands 

 

Source: Adapted from Bowen (1991). 

It is worth mentioning here that this boundary zone was in fact targeted for various 

agribusiness programmes in the aftermath of conflict. Despite the oil palm programme initiated by 

Governor Irwandi in 2008, a sugarcane programme was introduced in different villages in the same 

area in 2009 by Bupati Tagore Abubakar.
36

 The last programme targeted an entirely different 

segment of conflict victims—mostly Javanese refugees who had fled to other provinces during 

wartime—while excluding former combatants from benefitting the programme. Thus, the two 

                                                           
35 The significance of this boundary zone, as well as a historical sketch of the formation of its mixed-population, will 
be provided later. 
36 During civil war, Bupati Tagore was a leader of an anti-GAM militia group, Brigade Leuser Antara or ”Milisi Gayo 
15”. He was elected as Bupati of Bener Meriah in 2006 local executive election. 
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agribusiness programmes in this area represent competing attempts to securitise post-conflict 

agribusiness programmes as both strive to use the programmes as a means to control the population 

and the territory in this boundary zone.
37

 

On the paper, some official documents provided by Dishutbun of Bener Meriah show the 

accomplishments of this programme execution. One document is a record of the handover of oil 

palm estates to the programme participants (Berita Acara Serah Terima Kebun), which states that by 

22 December 2010 Dishutbun of Bener Meriah had delivered blocs of already developed oil palm 

estates to heads of farmers’ groups. Every bloc consists of 30 hectares on average to be distributed 

equally by the head of each group among group members (one hectare each for conflict victim and 

members of the local population, and two hectares each for former combatants). Thus, oil palm 

estates were delivered as a block to heads of groups rather than as individual plots to individual 

farmers. Although the programme was aimed to be a mechanism for land distribution, this record of 

handover however doesn’t mention any legal right to land for its recipients, let alone giving them an 

individual land title. It is, legally speaking, a handover of oil palm plants without stating anything 

about the legal status of the land where the plants are grown. 

While the programme was described as being accomplished on the paper, the factual reality 

demonstrates a contrasting picture. Almost all oil palm plants delivered to the farmers were damaged 

and there were only a few oil palm plants standing in farmers’ fields. Some heads of groups found 

that the area of oil palm plots in their allocated blocs is less than the amount needed to cover all 

members. Two groups of farmers even found that their blocks are not cleared yet, let alone 

developed into oil palm estates (interview with several heads of groups and their members on 

different occasion between January and April 2013).  

Meanwhile, some farmers sold their oil palm plot only one to two years after receiving it. In 

rural Aceh, as in many rural areas outside Java island, only a few land transactions are registered with 

a public notary or the sub-district head.  The transactions registered with the sub-district head 

indicate an increase in the sale of land in the oil palm programme location, from 2007 to 2012. The 

most dramatic increase of land sale took place in 2011, a year after the delivery of oil palm plots to 

farmers. In 2011 alone land being transacted in this location reached as much as 6,996,129 m
2
 (almost 

700 hectares) from a total of 381 registered land transactions. This total land transaction constituted 

42.38% of all land deals registered at the sub-district level (see Table 6). 

The standard explanation of this big discrepancy given by government officials is the coming 

of a group of elephants to Buntul Gayo village where the oil palm programme is located. In August 

2011 the invasion of elephants in this village was widely reported in some local newspapers and 

online media. Although the Agency for Natural Resource Management (Badan Konservasi 

Sumberdaya Alam or BKSDA) has attempted to push these wild elephants back to the forest using 

well-trained elephants, the decline of the elephants’ natural habitat and the fragmentation of its 

traditional movement corridor (see Appendix 1) meant that such attempts were completely useless. 

                                                           
37 For more discussion on the sugarcane programme and its securitisation, see my paper “Post-conflict Capitalism, 
Development and Power in Aceh, Indonesia: A Case of Sugarcane Expansion in the Gayo Highlands.” This paper was 
presented at the Moving Matters Programme’s seminar, Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research, University 
of Amsterdam, on 21 November 2013. 
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After a while, these wild elephants returned to areas surrounding Buntul Gayo village, and have 

remained there until the present. 

Table 6.  Land Transactions Registered with Sub-District Head 

 

Source: Buku Register Petugas Pencatat Akta Tanah 

While this explanation reflects a factual reality, it only represents half the truth. Making the 

invasion of elephants the scapegoat is actually an effective way to mask complications and even 

manipulations in the course of the programme design and its execution. In the following paragraphs I 

try to follow the various stages of programming, from its inception to implementation on the ground. 

I try to illustrate the messy processes in more detail, the impact on changes in land access and 

control, and the consequences for the peace process and agrarian change. 

Allocating Land for Oil Palm Programme in the Gayo Highlands 

The key policy process precipitating the oil palm programme in Bener Meriah district was a decree 

issued by Bupati (District Head) of Bener Meriah, Tagore Abubakar on 9 August 2007. Tagore gave 

land permits (izin lokasi) of up to 850 hectares to former GAM combatants in Linge region to use for 

developing oil palm estates (Linge is a name preferred by GAM to designate the Gayo Highlands). 

Yet, rather than giving the permit to GAM’s post-conflict transitional body—the KPA—Bupati Tagore 

managed to deliver it to Ibrahim (pseudonym), a former GAM commander in Linge region connected 

to the Bupati  through familial relationships.
38

 A larger land permit, which covers as much as 2,500 

hectares, was issued in the same location by Bupati Tagore in early 2008 for the same purpose: 

development of oil palm estates for smallholders. This permit includes previous land allocations given 

to Yayasan Teungku Haji Ilyas Leube (YTHIL) and new allocations for conflict victims and the local 

population.  

  

                                                           
38 To receive this land permit, Ibrahim established a foundation whose members come from former GAM combatants 
and family members of Tengku Haji Ilyas Leube. The foundation was named “Yayasan Teungku Haji Ilyas Leube” (YTHIL) 
to commemorate his father, the late Teungku Haji Ilyas Leube, who was among legendary leaders in the Aceh rebellion 
movement. He participated as a high ranking leader in the first episode of insurgency in Aceh 1953 (under the banner of 
Darul Islam), and  was also involved in the GAM separatist insurgency in 1974. During the period of the more recent 
insurgency, he was Minister of Justice, until his murder by the Indonesian army in April 1982. 

Year Total Number 

of Land 

Transaction 

Land Being 

Transacted 

(M
2
) 

Value of Land 

Transacted 

(IDR) 

Average Price 

per Ha (IDR) 

% Column 2 to the 

Land Transaction at 

Sub-District Level 

2007 1 20,000 5,000,000 2,500,000 11.11 

2008 232 4,789,822 909,950,000 1,899,757 52.49 

2009 257 4,729,925 1,125,400,000 2,379,319 41.25 

2010 130 2,180,199 572,750,000 2,627,054 26.37 

2011 381 6,996,129 1,637,250,000 2,340,223 42.38 

2012 179 3,205,853 1,083,950,000 3,381,159 29.06 
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Map 3. Land Allocation Permit for Oil Palm Estates Development Programme  

 

Source: Dishutbun of Bener Meriah 

Controlling a separated land allocation in the oil palm programme location (see areas with 

horizontal shading allocated for YTHIL in Map 3), and having good links to Governor Irwandy Yusuf 

forged during the years of civil war, Ibrahim managed to secure important roles in some key stages of 

the oil palm programme implementation. He concluded a good deal with a contracting company in 

Banda Aceh, PT EMP, which enabled him to participate, and finally to win, the bidding process for oil 

palm seedlings procurement. A cooperative linked to him, KPR, obtained a contract for land clearing 

in the oil palm programme area. Furthermore, using a different legal entity, CV. ESA, he succeeded in 

obtaining a permit from the Aceh government to cut, utilize, transport and trade all timbers in the 

area of land cleared. Unfortunately, lacking in managerial and technical expertise, his involvement as a 

contractor in this programme led him, and the whole programme as well, into trouble. 

In 2008, the oil palm estates development programme was commenced in Bener Meriah 

district, funded from the provincial government budget. Out of 2,500 hectares initially allocated for 

this programme, only 1,000 hectares were finally included in the programme. From this total, 578 

hectares (divided into 20 blocks) were allocated for conflict victims and the local community, while the 

remaining 422 hectares (divided into 7 blocks) were allocated for members of YTHIL (whose members 

come from former GAM combatants and family members of Tengku Haji Ilyas Leube). Recipients 

from the first category (conflict victims and the local community) would be granted one hectare of oil 

palm estates each, while two hectares each would be granted to recipients in the second category 

(YTHIL members). 
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Map 4. Blocks of Land Targeted for Oil Palm Estates Development 

 

Source: Dishutbun of Bener Meriah 

It is worth mentioning here that the tenurial status of land allocated for this programme was 

continuously contested in the course of programme implementation. In fact, a significant portion of 

the area designated for the oil palm programme is private land abandoned for years by its owners 

due to the conflict. Although the Bupati’s decree on land permit (izin lokasi) clearly states that “In the 

case of private land, land acquisition should be arranged directly between the concerned parties 

through consultation and consensus or other means agreed by both parties,” yet there was no special 

committee or clear mechanism established by the district government to deal with this critical matter, 

let alone an adequate budget to provide some sort of compensation to former land owners.  

In practice, this very sensitive and critical matter was left to the head of the village to handle. 

The head of the village has, in turn, established a local committee consisting of six members (Panitia 

Enam) to deal with all issues related to land acquisition in the oil palm programme area and its 

redistribution. Lacking real power and authority, the Panitia Enam failed to negotiate equally with big 

landlords or strong land owners (especially those having military backgrounds or official positions in 

government offices) who refused to agree to the re-distribution of their land for use as oil palm 

estates programme. On the other hand, the Panitia Enam has effectively exercised their power over 

former small landholders, especially those who hadn’t yet returned to the village by the time of the 

inception of the programme in 2008. This situation led to the exclusion of a significant area of land 

inside the area designated for the oil palm programme location, land mostly belonging to a few 

landlords and strong land owners (see white block marked with “A” in Map 4). 
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Complication around the Program Execution 

Given this backdrop, the land clearing process was in trouble from the beginning. Quite often, after 

land had been cleared, people who claimed to be the land owners came to the field and reclaimed 

the land. If the claimant was strong enough to defend his or her claims, the land clearing would be 

shifted to other places. Such a messy process meant that land parcelisation in each plantation block 

was difficult and did not proceed according to the plan. In theory, every block would consist of 

approximately 30 hectares, to be distributed equally among group members. But due to land 

disputes with people claiming ownership, the area cleared in some blocks met only a small portion of 

this target; thus, additional land needed to be found within the oil palm programme area. And since 

the volume of contract for land clearing was measured by time allocation rather than by the total area 

to be cleared (that is, by total hours of operation of heavy equipment to do the clearing), it is 

understandable that given such a chaotic process the limit of time allocation was completed before 

the target set for all blocks could be achieved. As a consequence, many members from various 

plantation blocks still had not received their plots by early 2013. Moreover, by mid-2013 when I left 

the field no clearing at all had been carried out on two plantation blocks.  

The situation become worse when the planting of seedlings, scheduled to be started on mid-

2009, had to be delayed. It turned out that oil palm seedlings in eight districts (including Bener 

Meriah) proved to be uncertified seedlings, originating from un-authorised nursery. On 17 February 

2009 all illegal oil palm seedlings were burnt by the Aceh government at an official ceremony. The 

contractor was required to substitute new, certified oil palm seedlings; otherwise, the case would be 

brought to court. The new seedlings were available only one year later, creating a significant lag 

between land clearing and seedling planting. Due to this lag, by mid-2010 farmers found that their 

land was covered by shrubbery, even reforested in some places, and thus needed to be cleared again 

before planting could begin. The provincial government indeed provided some cash for land 

preparation and seedling planting; however, no budget allocation was available for re-clearing land, 

as this step was assumed to have been carried out by the contractor doing the clearing.  

To address this unexpected situation, and in response to farmers’ reluctance to do land 

preparation and seedling planting by themselves due to inadequate cash assistance,
39

 the Disutbun 

of Bener Meriah decided to collect the first distribution of cash assistance and used it for hiring wage 

labours. A young local figure, experienced as a worker in oil palm plantations, managed to mobilise 

some wage labourers and obtained a contract from Dishutbun of Bener Meriah to prepare the land 

and plant the seedlings. This situation deviated from the swadaya berbantuan scheme: land 

preparation and seedling planting was not conducted by farmers themselves. Instead, it was 

contracted to a group of wage labours who did the job under the supervision of technical staff from 

Dishutbun of Bener Meriah.  

Being poorly paid and having no sense of belonging, those labours performed their job 

perfunctorily and not in a proper manner. Many seedlings didn’t grow well due to improper planting 

                                                           
39 During socialisation of oil palm programme, the general perception which arose among farmers was having oil 
palm estates developed entirely by the government from which they would receive a well-developed oil palm plots. 
Such perception—which is not true at all due to the scheme of oil palm programme as swadaya berbantuan—was 
growing any way among farmers, and it was partly triggered by this kind of promise during previous attempts by a 
cooperative to consolidate land in this area and offer it to some investors to be built as oil palm plasma estates. 
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techniques, and some plants were destroyed and eaten by wild pigs due to imperfect fencing. Thus, 

when the second lot of cash assistance for plant maintenance was disbursed in early 2011, only 700 

hectares of oil palm estates, out of 1,000 hectares targeted by the programme, had surviving plants: 

460 hectares for conflict victims and local community members (out of 578 hectares), and 240 

hectares for members of YTHIL (out of 422 hectares).  

Further devastation to the oil palm estates occurred in mid-2011 when a group of elephants, 

losing its natural habitat, entered the village and ate almost all the young plants in the oil palm area. 

More than 20 elephants reportedly entered oil palm estates and some even approached settlement 

areas. Another elephant invasion took place in November 2012, creating more calamities for the local 

people. Not only destroying oil palm estates, the elephant invasion caused the death of one person 

and another was heavily wounded. Following this incident, there was a dramatic increase of land sale 

recorded from this area, as already mentioned earlier and illustrated in Table 6.   

Not only were many farmers dispossessed of their land through distress land sales, many 

others who kept their estate plots were confronted by people who claimed to own the land and 

demanded its return. The most striking case was the claim by an officer of the Indonesian Special 

Forces Command (Komando Pasukan Khusus, Kopassus) based in Jakarta over circa 80 hectares inside 

the oil palm programme area (the areas with vertical shading in Map 4).
40

 In early 2013 he sent two 

soldiers from his unit to Bener Meriah district to recover his rights over this large tract of land, 

claiming that he bought the land in the 1990s, during his participation in a “red net” counter-

insurgency operation. One may question why he did not raise his claims  earlier—the oil programme 

was already over for some years, and the land he claimed distributed to farmers, some plots even sold 

by the new owners to other parties. Until I left the field, this claim had not been resolved, but a 

rumour circulated that the district government was considering finding another location to 

accommodate the officer’s claim. 

Still related to land issues, two farmer groups hadn’t received oil palm estates from the 

government as of mid- 2013, due to an un-accomplished land clearing process. This is despite the 

fact that all budget allocated for land clearing has been disbursed by the government to the 

contractor. As already mentioned, the cause was the continued emergence of overlapping claims to 

land in the oil palm area during land clearing. At this time, farmers who had not received their plots 

urged Dishutbun of Bener Meriah to distribute among them the three cash payments already 

allocated for them by the programme, despite having no oil palm estates as promised by the 

programme. So they all received their allocation of money and put their signature on receipts; this 

explains why, on paper, all stages of the programme have been accomplished. 

Exclusionary Processes during the Programme Execution 

From the above description we can draw the conclusion that one of the most salient features of the 

oil palm programme in Bener Meriah district is that most people who were granted access to land 

through this programme soon lost it, while powerful actors succeeded in maintaining and even 

accumulating their access to and control of land. A close examination of the political-economic as 

                                                           
40 The officer married a Gayonese woman when he was sent to Aceh as a soldier to do “red net” counter-insurgency 
operation. 



37 
 

well as ecological factors underlying the programme implementation reveals at least five exclusionary 

processes at all stages of programme execution which work to the disadvantage of small farmers and 

benefit the well-connected and powerful minority. This explains why even during the early years of 

the oil palm programme, a rush for land deals took place massively in this place which covers a large 

tract of land. Such land deals—which constitute local rather than global land grabs—were committed 

by those socially, politically and economically powerful, such as local big farmers already with large 

land holdings, rich people from the cities, government officials, military members, a former 

combatant leader and, most notably, oil palm companies. In the following paragraphs I will describe 

briefly five processes of exclusion in the course of the oil palm programme implementation. 

1. Exclusion based on Wartime Identities  

The first process of exclusion is one based on wartime social identities, and relates closely to 

social-political and policy processes which favour one category of the population over another, 

defined by their actual and perceived position during the conflict period. As can be observed in the 

controversy surrounding beneficiaries of the reintegration programme (see Section 3), justification of 

the various categories of recipients was based on wartime identities. The tendency to use conflict-era 

identity categorisation was not limited to conflict participants, it was also used to differentiate 

different groups of civilians affected by conflict. The problems this caused are especially noticeable in 

the case of the oil palm estates programme in Bener Meriah district, as it is located pricesiley in the 

boundary zone which is characterised by a highly heterogeneous population. 

Located adjacent to predominantly ethnic Acehnese coastal districts (i.e. Bireuen and North 

Aceh districts), the oil palm programme area was situated in what can be depicted as “the boundary 

zone” (in ecological, social, administrative, political and even military senses). In ecological terms, this 

area constitutes a transitional zone from a low land to high land region. In demographic terms, this 

zone is characterised by a multi-ethnic, yet socially segregated, society reflecting different waves of 

migration from different ethnic groups to the area since the early 1970s; each tended to concentrate 

in different settlements and specialise (at least initially) on different crop production. Beginning in the 

early 1970s, Gayonese people from the northern and southern Gayo Highlands came to this place, 

and initiated a further wave of Arabica coffee expansion to the periphery of the highlands. A decade 

later, some Acehnese people from the east coast migrated to this place as workers for the logging 

companies; while another Acehnese migration came from the west coast to introduce patchouli 

cultivation into this area. Last but not least, since the late 1980s the second and third generation of 

former Javanese contract-labours
41

 migrated to this place, and initially specialised in food production. 

This was followed by another wave of Javanese migration some years later originating from several 

transmigration areas in Bireuen and North Aceh districts. 

During the conflict period, the area constituted a contested zone between the Indonesian 

army and rebels forces following GAM attempts to expand territorial control beyond their traditional 

bases, after the collapse of the New Order regime in May 1998. Some anti-GAM militia groups were 

                                                           
41 Since the colonial period, many Javanese people came to the Gayo Highlands as contract-labours in tea and coffee 
plantation estates as well as in resin plantation forest. After the took over of colonial plantation following the 
nationalisation policy in 1950s, still many Javanese people came to this place as contract-labours at State Owned 
Plantation Companies (Perusahaan Perkebunan Negara).  
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also very active in this area during the years of war as a response to GAM offensives into the Gayo 

Highlands. Therefore, this area saw many war atrocities during the conflict period, such as brutal 

killing committed by GAM combatants, the Indonesian army and militia groups. While Javanese 

settlements were attacked and forced to evict by GAM during 1999 and 2000, similarly the Indonesian 

army has deliberately displaced people from almost all remote villages since 2001, as part of its 

counter-guerrilla strategy. This  displacement by the Indonesian army was followed by the 

government’s attempts to reorganise settlements, as a means to control the territory and population. 

Thus, in Buntul Gayo village, four new settlements sites were built during the conflict period to 

relocate displaced persons from three adjacent villages dominated by Gayonese people, as well as 

evicted Javanese transmigrants from Bireuen and North Aceh districts.  

The presence of new groups classified as “conflict victims” thus characterises the 

demographical landscape of this area. On the other hand, displaced people from Buntul Gayo village, 

especially Acehnese people, fled to coastal districts during conflict periods as they did not receive 

adequate support and protection from the government.
42

 When they mobilised their return in 

December 2005, Acehnese refugees confronted considerable difficulty and the unwelcome attitudes 

of district government officials, as well as anti-GAM militia members (CHSE 2006). This situation raises 

a fundamental question: who are conflict victims and which group is most entitled to government 

assistance? As a matter of fact, most Acehnese refugees from this village missed participating in the 

oil palm programme, as only few succeeded in returning there before 2008—a criteria for eligibility in 

the oil palm programme, specified by Panitia Enam.  

2. “Intimate Exclusion”  

The second process of exclusion, “intimate exclusion,”
43

 relates to a contested process of 

intra-community decision making: deciding who among community members gets the best 

allocation of the limited resources from the oil palm programme. This process was highly contested 

as can be seen by comparing the recipients decided by Dishutbun of Bener Meriah with those finally 

agreed upon by Panitia Enam; a committee established by the head of village to deal with issues 

related to land distribution.  

In this process, a gender-biased preference was overwhelming, since unmarried adult women 

were excluded from the programme in contrast to unmarried adult men. Panitia Enam decided that 

each spouse of families living in the village by the inception of the programme in 2008 would be 

granted oil palm plots. If the familiy had adult members (those above 17 years old), even if not 

married, they would also receive the same allocation. However, the last provision didn’t apply to 

women. Thus, among family members only unmarried adult sons (and not their sisters) were entitled 

to an allocation of oil palm plots. 

The distribution of individual plots among group members was exercised through a lottery 

mechanism. The deviation from the swadaya berbantuan scheme meant that nobody knew their plots 

during the phase of seedling planting and its maintenance, and the lottery took place only after the 

                                                           
42 During the years of war, Acehnese people were perceived to be supportive, or at least sympathetic, to the rebels. 
Being a minority in the Gayo Highlands, such perception made them an easy target of violent rampage comitted by the 
Indonesian army or anti-separatist groups. 
43 I borrow this term from Hall et al (2011). 
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formal hand-over of oil palm estates from Dishutbun of Bener Meriah to heads of groups. However, 

since each spouse was entitled to different plots (one plot for husband and another for wife), Panitia 

Enam accommodated a demand to allocate these two plots in adjoining locations, by combining it 

into two hectares for every couple. This decision necessitated the restructurisation of group 

membership, since each spouse might be assigned to different groups in the decree of the head of 

Dishutbun of Bener Meriah. It seems that during the registration process, all potential beneficiaries 

were registered by the government as individuals (not as units of families). As a consequence, 

members of a single family might be assigned to different groups. When it came to the land 

distribution stage, Panitia Enam agreed to unite separated plots in different blocks into a single block, 

but limited it only to plots belonging to spouses, not to all family members. 

Due to un-accomplished land clearing, attempts to restructure group membership led to a 

chaotic situation, as the required targets in every block could not be met. Thus, when land cleared in a 

particular block was less than the amount needed to cover its members, intra-group competition 

would unovoidably exploded, as farmers competed to secure their respective plots. Furthermore, this 

process also led to inter-group competition as some farmers sought to ensure their spouse’ plots was 

included in the same bloc as theirs, despite each belonging to different groups. 

The distribution of oil palm plots among members of YTHIL was managed by the foundation 

executive and not subject to Panitia Enam terms. It turned out that Ibrahim’s extended family 

members dominated the beneficiaries from this category. Meanwhile, former GAM combatants from 

the Linge region were in fact not fully represented in the membership of YTHIL: some of them were 

not registered to the programme, and thus missed out from the oil palm programme. 

3. Exclusion Resulting from Local Power Asymmetry  

The third process of exclusion relates to specific power configurations in this “boundary 

zone”; the power imbalances which have a significant impact on land access and control. Some 

Indonesian army members hold effective control over a significant part of this area, including through 

land ownership. Such control goes back even to the early 1960s, when a retired Aceh army 

commander got land concessions of up to  2,000 hectare in this village, as already mentioned; it was 

used to establish a  joint venture business with Technoexport State Commercial Enterprise from 

Bulgaria. Similarly, a forest concession given to PT Alas Helau, a logging company linked to Prabowo 

Subianto (former General Commander of Indonesian Special Force Command, Kopassus, and the 

losing candidate in the recent presidential election in July, 2014) covered forest area surrounding this 

village. During the conflict period, some Kopassus members sent to this place for counter-insurgency 

operations married Gayonese women and then bought land from local people. This was the case in 

the claim raised by a Kopassus officer in 2013, over a significant area of land inside the oil palm 

programme location.  

Bupati Tagore is another powerful actor, a typical landlord elite in the Gayo Highlands. He 

controls large tracts of land, including in Buntul Gayo village. Before elected as Bupati at the 2006 

election, Tagore Abubakar was a leader of Leuser Antara Brigade, one among several anti-GAM militia 

groups in the Gayo Highlands during the civil war period. After he failed to extend his term in the 

2012 election, he successfully secured a seat in the national legislature in the 2014 parliamentary 

election. From the GAM side, the former local commander Ibrahim is quite influential in the area, 
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since he secured for himself several crucial roles during the oil palm programme implementation, as I 

have already outlined. However, his influence is diminishing nowadays, as he failed to deliver the oil 

palm seedlings on time and to accomplish the land clearing process.  

Last but not least, powerful economic actors, such as domestic oil palm companies, managed 

to benefit significantly from the chaotic situation surrounding the execution of the oil palm 

programme. Three oil palm companies, owned by Acehnese businessmen and based in neighbouring 

Bireuen district, succeeded in capturing the momentum surrounding the oil palm estates programme 

and succeeded in accumulating land and expanding their own oil palm plantations. PT BK is a notable 

case. Established in the mid-1990s, it has operated in the area much longer than the other two oil 

palm companies. Thus, PT BK comprehends better the complexity of land tenure on the ground and is 

well-connected to networks of local actors. Therefore, it is understandable that this company 

succeeded in exercising mechanisms to accumulate land and to expand its plantation during this 

critical moment in the post-conflict period (see below). 

4. Exclusion Related to a Hostile Ecological Environment 

The fourth exclusion relates to specific local ecological constraints and fragility, because of 

the physical characteristics of the area (topography, land suitability, etc.), as well as human and animal 

intervention (frequent forest and grass fires, elephant invasion, etc.). Such ecological challenges 

constitute a specific mechanism of exclusion, since managing and handling it necessitates particular, 

expensive technological interventions. For instance, digging trenches surrounding oil palm plantation 

to prevent elephant invasion, as carried out on a large scale by PT BK; this is very costly and far 

beyond the financial capacity of small farmers. Only rich farmers are capable of protecting their oil 

palm plots with such a solution. 

Furthermore, this mechanism of prevention of elephants from some oil palm estates has a 

direct impact on estates outside the trenches. While the elephants cannot enter the company’s 

plantation, they are, at the same time, directed into estate plots unprotected by the trenches. In fact, 

this was what actually happened to farmers’ oil palm plots in 2011. 

Another aspect of trench construction is its function in facilitating plantation expansion, 

especially when carried out by oil palm companies. As practiced by one oil palm company in this area, 

PT BK, the trenches also serve as a rights erasure mechanism, by changing the micro landscape and 

establishing territory demarcation. This company started by constructing a trench in the inner layer, 

and as it expanded its land, the oil company would fill the old trench and create a new one as an 

outer layer. In fact, this mechanism was used deliberately by the company to direct its plantation 

expansion into a settlement area in a neighbouring village, Burni Mulie (a pseudonym), that had been 

vacated by its residents during the conflict period. In this sense, trench construction constitutes a 

mechanism for land grabbing. 

5. Exclusion Resulting from the Economic Scale of Oil Palm Production 

The last process of exclusion relates to the economic scale of certain crop production. It is 

exclusion which relates to a differentiation process around a particular crop with certain 

characteristics. As widely known, oil palm is a commercial crop characterised by being capital 

intensive and with a long waiting period before harvesting. Such crops, characteristically, will create 
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structural constraints, which will work differently for farmers from different socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

The data I have presented demonstrate that the programme faced many difficulties and was 

a complicated process at all stages of its execution, in most cases working negatively against the 

interests of smallholders, victims of conflict and even ranking former GAM combatants. Ironically 

these groups are excluded through the oil palm estates programme, as the programme itself 

facilitates their exclusion through the five processes I have discussed. In the following table I 

summarize the process of exclusion which I observed in the field, and the impact of different 

trajectories of land exclusion or land control on the various groups in society. 

Table 7. Trajectories of Land Exclusion/Accumulation 

 

5. Conclusion  

Throughout this paper I have discussed the critical “land question” issue, in the context of 

post-conflict reintegration assistance and smallholding oil palm agribusiness programme. Concerning 

the first, I have elucidated how the land promise was an essential part in peace agreements in Aceh, 

during its first two episodes of insurgency. Yet, the implementation of such promises has always 

resulted in problematic outcomes. Following the 1959 peace agreement, the provision of land grants 

was limited to a few leaders of the DI/TII insurgency movement, while the majority of combatants 

were excluded from this provision. Meanwhile, even though the 2005 peace agreement was 

characterised by a promise of more inclusive distribution of the peace dividend, including distribution 

and granting of land, such promises were only partly realised (in the form of land substitution by cash 

payment), with some groups of former GAM combatants getting priority over other combatant 

groups and over larger groups of victims of the conflict. 

Some Identified Trajectories 
Those Excluded 

from Access to Land 

Those Successful in Accessing 

or Accumulating Land 

Cases where already-existing access to land 

is maintained by its exclusion from the area 

designated for the oil palm programme 

Potential beneficiaries Former landlords and land 

owners with strong bargaining 

power 

Cases where people who have access to land 

lose it due to (through) the oil palm 

programme 

Former land owners 

without strong 

bargaining positions 

Participants of the programme 

Cases where people who lacking access to 

land are prevented from benefiting from the 

oil palm programme 

Those not able to 

return early; unmarried 

adult women 

Those who stay or return early; 

those resettled into this village; 

adult men 

Cases where people who get access to land 

through the oil programme lose it 

Those lacking legal 

security; those lacking 

capital and technology 

Heads of farmers’ group; local 

rich farmers; rich people from 

cities; government officials; oil 

palm companies 

Cases where strong actors strive to regain 

their historical claim to land inside the area 

of the oil palm programme 

Those lacking legal 

security and 

bargaining capacity 

Former land owners with very 

strong power to annul  

government programmes 

 



42 
 

The failure to fulfil the land promise in Aceh indicates some fundamental limits to the notion 

of land grants as peace dividend. While land grants were meant to buy peace from former 

combatants and to prevent them from being spoilers, the issue of internal distribution among 

combatants themselves become the main challenge. This is especially notable in a context where the 

heterogeneity of former combatants is widely acknowledged, as in Aceh’s case where combatants 

also included those who stood against GAM during the conflict period. Another exacerbating factor 

was the fact that the actual number of former GAM combatants was far beyond the number 

stipulated in the Helsinki MoU; while combatants from the anti-GAM front were not addressed at all 

in the peace agreement.  

Furthermore, if land was promised to a broader number of recipients than merely to former 

combatants, the critical issue becomes selecting real recipients and handling the high expectations of 

potential beneficiaries.  To include victims of conflict as potential beneficiaries, it is necessary to define 

in detail the selection criteria of victims of conflict entitled to this specific assistance. The main 

concern is not about a generic definition of victimhood, such as the ten criteria formulated by the 

BRA, but more about which victims of conflict are in urgent need of a land grant for their livelihood 

recovery.   

As this paper demonstrates, such challenges could not be managed properly during the 

implementation of the reintegration programme. Instead of providing land, most reintegration 

assistance for former combatants was in the form of quick cash payments channelled through the 

hierarchy of their wartime organisations, whereas many conflict victims are, by and large, still 

excluded from the same assistance.  

In fact, the complications around the implementation of the land provision programme lies in 

the closely securitised and politicised nature of post-conflict reintegration and development in Aceh. 

In such a situation, the exercise of land provision was soon fraught with tense competition replicating 

the antagonisms that existed during the period of conflict; indeed even ramifying the competition in 

the new fields of reintegration assistance and post-conflict reconstruction. Given the strategic role of 

land as a source of economic, social and political gains, it is now evident that the contestation around 

land grants as peace dividend in Aceh has led to the endurance of wartime antagonism and the 

creation of new social tensions, rather than to consolidation of peace and the reintegration process. 

The complications around land provision, created by post-conflict power configurations, have 

been an underlying factor in all agribusiness programmes in Aceh, especially when land provision was 

included as part of its assistance. As the case of oil palm agribusiness programme in Bener Meriah 

district has shown, even when redistributive policies are put in place—which should ensure inclusive 

access to land resources—the resulting outcomes are very different and even opposing the initial 

purpose. Situated in a very complex setting of local land tenure and post-conflict power 

configurations, as well as the conditions of a hostile ecological environment, the oil palm programme 

has, in the end, facilitated a process of exclusion, which works against some powerless groups while 

benefitting politically, socially, and economically powerful actors.  

This situation finally led to two unintended adverse consequences: firstly, as a peacebuilding 

measure, while the oil palm agribusiness programme assumes it is helping to provide inclusive peace 

dividend, but instead it has negatively contributed to perpetuating and even strengthening 
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“fragmented citizenship,” in which the entitlement to post-conflict programmes is pursued through 

an articulation of conflict-era identities. Secondly, as a social justice measure, the programme sets out 

to address the agrarian dimension of separatist conflict, but ironically it has facilitated more land 

(re)concentration among local elites and some domestic oil palm companies at the expense of 

smallholders and local people. Thus, rather than strengthening peace and social harmony, the 

agribusiness programme has contributed to a situation where more tension is brewing. 

It can be concluded, therefore, that land grants and agribusiness assistance as peace 

dividend, in the context of a highly politicised and securitised post-conflict configuration in Aceh, 

have had significant adverse consequences for lasting peace rather than contributing to peace 

consolidation and social reintegration as hoped. In this regard, it seems that the framing of land 

grants and agribusiness assistance as peace dividend needs to be reconsidered for the sake of a more 

fundamental land reform agenda within the framework of transitional social justice in post-conflict 

Aceh. [] 
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