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[The] Chief of the Indonesian Military asked that the relocation process be 
accelerated because it relates to the dignity of Indonesia.

(Pendopo Meeting Minutes, Banda Aceh, January 9, 2005)

The government's relocation plans don't make sense ... The government needs 
to decide if it represents the government or the people.

(Mukhim Elder and IDP, Lhok Nga, February 2005)

When you have seen one, you have seen them all.
(UN-OCHA Report on Relocation Barracks, Aceh Barat, March 2005)

Introduction

Within days of the December 26, 2004 tsunami that killed at least 127,000 people 
and left more than 30,000 missing and some 500,000 displaced from their homes in 
Aceh, the Indonesian government announced that international humanitarian 
assistance was needed for the emergency relief and reconstruction efforts. The tsunami,
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it soon emerged, had left in its wake massive destruction to infrastructure, livelihoods, 
and homes, especially along the west and northwest coasts of Aceh. It had also served 
to rupture the virtual closure of Aceh to the outside world achieved by the Indonesian 
government's implementation of martial law and a state of military emergency on May 
18,2003.1

Unsurprisingly, the issue of relocation of those displaced from their homes due to 
the tsunami quickly surfaced as a central concern of Indonesian government 
authorities, displaced persons themselves, and international humanitarian 
organizations. As suggested by the brief snippets above, and the discussion to follow, 
however, the government's announced relokasi pengungsi program2 has raised many 
troubling questions, including questions concerning the role of the military, the rights 
of displaced persons, and the intervention of international humanitarian organizations 
in areas of protracted conflict. In this regard, the Indonesian authorities' evident 
enthusiasm for so-called barak-barak (barracks)—against the expressed wishes of 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) as well as the considered opinions of I/NGOs 
(international non-governmental organizations)—merits particular scrutiny, not least 
because of the recent military operations (Operasi Terpadu, Integrated Operation) that 
featured forced displacement of civilian populations as a deliberate counterinsurgency 
strategy in Aceh.3

This paper seeks to capture something of the lived experience of displacement in 
the aftermath of the tsunami, whether in areas marked by "deep" militarization and 
conflict or in areas located closer to the provincial capital, with all its myriad 
manifestations of an internationally recognized "complex humanitarian emergency." 
To a considerable extent, research for this paper draws on observations, informal 
interviews, reports, and other material collected during a visit to Aceh in February 
2005. Thus, no attempt has been made to anchor the following discussion in 
scholarship on Acehnese history and society, nor to provide running updates on post
tsunami reconstruction and peace negotiations. Instead, it is hoped that the 
preliminary glimpses offered here will serve in some small measure to engage further 
research as an uncertain future continues to loom before the vast majority of displaced 
persons in Aceh today.

A Roadmap for Relocation

On the drive up from Medan, large tents along the main road to Lhokseumawe 
were the first signs of the massive displacement of tsunami survivors in Aceh. Of

1 This virtual closure remained largely unaffected by the formal "upgrade" to a state of civil emergency 
one year later, which remained unchanged until President-elect Susilo Bambang Yudyohono introduced a 
new framework for so-called "civil order" and "adjusted" security in Aceh on May 18, 2005 (Regulation
38/2005).
2 Pengungsi is used interchangeably in Indonesian to denote "refugees" (who have crossed an 
internationally recognized border) and internally displaced persons, or IDPs. See the UN Guiding 
Principles on Internal Displacement for the rights and protection guarantees of IDPs, as well as the role 
and obligations of local and national governments.
3 For an early assessment, see Lukman Age, "IDPs Confined to Barracks in Aceh," Forced Migration Review 
(Special Issue, July 2005): 22-23. For brief overviews of conflict and displacement, see the papers by Ali 
Ramly Aulia and Eva-Lotta E. Hedman in Aceh under Martial Law: Conflict, Violence, and Displacement, ed. 
Eva-Lotta E. Hedman (Oxford: University of Oxford RSC Working Paper No. 24, July 2005).
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course, there had been other haunting reminders of displacement along the east coast, 
where conflict and violence left a landscape scarred by countless empty buildings, with 
gaping holes instead of windows, doors, and roofs, marked by graffiti and tattered 
Indonesian flags in places. The expansion of military and paramilitary presence in 
Aceh in recent years contributed to extensive displacement as the accommodation of 
such forces had seen the construction of new facilities, ranging from roadside shacks to 
entire compounds, as well as the appropriation of former lumber yards, electric power 
plants, and agricultural lands.

The tarpaulin structures by the roadside near Geudong, south of Lhokseumawe, 
were still a long ways from the utter devastation visited upon entire communities on 
the west coast, including the provincial capital of Banda Aceh, where most 
international relief efforts and media attention have been focused in the aftermath of 
the tsunami. They sheltered some 250 internally displaced persons from two fishing 
and farming communities (kampung), including one day ah or local Koranic school. 
When the waves hit these small communities on December 26, those who could fled 
inland, seeking shelter on the grounds of the nearby mosque (masjid) or local public 
school. As the scope of the destruction to homes and livelihoods in these communities 
became clear, local authorities moved survivors into tents, marked by the Departemen 
Sosial RI insignia, along the main road, readily visible to passersby, as well as to 
soldiers manning the nearby TNI (Tentara Nasional Indonesia, Indonesia's armed 
forces) post.

Acehnese elder at roadside tent camp near Geudong, south of Lhokseum awe

In the early phase of the massive international humanitarian assistance efforts in 
Aceh, when convoys of trucks with relief goods were roaring past this site in the 
direction of Banda Aceh on the west coast, this comparatively small roadside tent 
camp outside Geudong attracted some attention, as evidenced by the water cisterns
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with the MSF—Medecins Sans Frontiers logo prominently displayed in front. 
Unfortunately, the water from these cisterns was "no good," according to camp 
residents, and they did not dare to drink it on account of its murky appearance and 
strange smell. The one instance of direct delivery of relief goods to this tent camp, also 
in the early days, had prompted local government officials to send a clear message that 
IDPs were not to accept any such assistance, but should instead refer any erring do- 
gooders to the subdistrict office (kantor kecamatan). According to one of the village 
elders, he was roughed up by a man who accompanied visitors from the subdistrict 
office when this message was delivered; ever since, all international relief goods to 
reach the tent camp had been channeled through local government authorities. As a 
result, residents claimed, there was no distribution of milk and only very small 
amounts of sardines, as well as a limited supply of bottled water, provided. It was 
suggested that such supplies had been hoarded and perhaps sold or otherwise traded

Young Acehnese w oman in tent shelter, near Geudong, south of Lhokseumawe

While many children living in the tent camp were once again attending their old 
school, for the adults life remained, in many ways, on hold. With homes and 
livelihoods destroyed or severely damaged and their futures uncertain, survivors 
struggled to return to their communities to begin clearing up, rebuilding, and perhaps 
fishing during the day, but found this very difficult due to a lack of resources and 
assistance. The distance of about five kilometers from the camp to their old
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communities posed a real problem, as it cost Rp. 5,000 by local transport, each way, 
and there were few opportunities to earn cash.

In this situation, it is perhaps unsurprising that residents of this tent camp were 
eager for their next relocation, this time into the so-called barak-barak reportedly under 
construction within one kilometer from their old communities. The tent camp residents 
viewed the barracks as a temporary arrangement, preferable to living under the 
tarpaulins along the main road during what they envisaged as an interim period for 
reconstructing their homes and rebuilding their villages. They had not been informed 
of any target dates for completion of or relocation to the barracks. No other alternatives 
appeared to be under consideration by local government officials, whom the camp 
residents identified as the source of all available information about relocation. At no 
point had these IDPs themselves been invited to voice their concerns or to participate 
in any aspect of the decision-making process about the relocation and reconstruction of 
their communities. In addition, no IDPs had been involved in the actual construction of 
the barracks to date, despite the obvious importance of finding gainful employment 
and earning some much needed cash for these communities, a necessity repeatedly 
emphasized by camp residents.

On arrival in Lhokseumawe, another, much larger, tent camp of tsunami-displaced 
people could be found by the mosque, near Pusong. With their tents stretching out 
along the shore line, at a safe distance from the sea and yet within sight of their old 
homes, this community of fishermen and their families had also suffered considerable 
loss to life, property, and livelihood due to the tsunami. Some of this destruction was 
readily visible even in the twilight of the magrib prayer, as survivors pointed out 
partially destroyed homes or the gap left by a missing house that had been severed 
from its neighbors and carried out to sea by the waves. Stopping to chat on their way 
back from evening prayers, people from this community also spoke, with a 
knowingness and humor suggestive of a certain urban sensibility or savvy, of their 
experiences with local government officials and others in the aftermath of the tsunami. 
While most of the international humanitarian assistance and attention had passed them 
by, as truck convoys or airlifts loaded with relief goods headed straight for Banda 
Aceh, this community had become a beneficiary of the national political party, PKS 
(Partai Keadilan Sejahtera, the Prosperous Justice Party), which was making up for the 
shortcomings of local government by providing a steady supply of fresh drinking 
water. In contrast to the tent camps along the main road, this settlement seemed to be 
of little interest to the local military; no soldiers could be found in the immediate 
vicinity. (The military presence remained quite visible in other parts of Lhokseumawe, 
however, not least along the main strip near the Pusong market, where heavily armed 
soldiers in combat boots, fatigues, and unmarked T-shirts kept moving in and out of 
sidewalk eateries during the evening. This kind of display, while not lost on anybody 
present, also remained studiously ignored, as if nothing was out of the ordinary, thus 
effecting the very state of exception, or emergency, that has been the rule in Aceh.)

On the road to Bireuen (Bireuen district), barak-barak could be seen along the main 
highway, past Jeunieb (Bireuen). The structures had yet to be completed, but there 
could be no mistaking these timber-framed, tin-roofed, and, yes, barrack-shaped 
buildings. Half a dozen were in various stages of near completion, although there 
appeared to be little activity for a construction site. Any future residents of these
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barracks will have TNI and Brimob (Brigade Mobil, para-military police mobile 
brigade units) posts as their closest neighbors, and precious few others.

Barracks under construction along the main highway near Jeunieb (Bireuen)

A short distance ahead, tsunami survivors from five kampungs were encamped 
under tarpaulin structures located along the main road across from a TNI post and a 
handful of small, adjacent houses, none of which pre-dated the martial law era in Aceh. 
Indeed, Batee Geulungku has remained primarily a military posko (command post), 
with a Brimob post around the bend of the road. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this IDP 
camp also appeared, at least in part, to be inscribed within the local arrangements and 
common practices that have emerged "on the ground" as government soldiers and 
civilian populations encounter each other in the context of "civil emergency" in Aceh. 
Thus, TNI soldiers required and camp residents supplied information about the 
identities of the 713 survivors displaced from these five villages, without any 
discernible intermediary role reserved for civilian government officials. Similarly, IDPs 
awaited and TNI soldiers provided updates on the next relocation into the barracks, 
which were under construction in the near vicinity of—or possibly even on the 
grounds of—a new battalion-sized military compound located on an otherwise empty 
stretch of elevated land stretching along the main road. There was a trickle of 
crossroads visitations, in both directions, involving village elders (teungku), 
accompanied by other men from the IDP community, seeking to make representations 
to the local officer in charge, and also involving soldiers, one on one, or in pairs, 
strolling around the tent camp, automatic weapons slung across their shoulders. Under 
the tarpaulins, a boy of almost three was cradling his most priced post-tsunami 
possession—a piece of wood in the rough shape of an automatic weapon, with a rope 
to hang around his little neck.
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Acehnese tsunami survivors at roadside tent camp in Batee Geulungku (Bireuen)

At the last stop in Bireuen district, another tent camp was scattered across an open 
area stretching out between the main road and a bend in the river near Batee Iliek. 
Located opposite a military command post and a larger TNI compound also visible— 
although just barely—from the road, this IDP camp featured a large tent designated for 
the twenty-odd troops stationed inside from Posko Kemanusiaan Terpadu TNI-AD, Yonif- 
742/SWY. Soldiers, in full combat gear, could be seen walking around the camp, as well 
as in and out of the tents where IDPs were housed. According to one student volunteer 
in this camp, the soldiers did not appear to be tasked with assisting IDPs in any way 
other than, perhaps, to receive deliveries of fresh water and food from international 
humanitarian organizations, and to accompany any other would-be visitors to this site. 
Upon their first arrival to this camp, the student volunteers had been asked to provide 
rice for these troops, a request they seemed to regard with a mixture of feelings 
ranging from "what-do-you-expect?" to "I-can't-believe-it." They did oblige, however, 
and thus remained a presence in this camp, the only one that was neither military nor 
IDP.

The location of this IDP camp also made it a destination, as well as a transit point, 
for a certain amount of "social" interaction and activities by soldiers stationed at the 
TNI posts across the road. Thus, the grounds surrounding the camp continued to be 
used by these troops for games of football and for access to what appeared to be a 
popular spot on the river for water play, with a rope strung across the current to an old 
bridge foundation. Across the new bridge, there was also a Brimob post, decked out in 
a way reminiscent of the skulls-and-bones aesthetics of Guns 'n Roses, as if belonging 
to a bizarre cult rather than a branch of the state security forces. (Countless Brimob 
posts along the way similarly suggested, from the outside, tropical adaptations of the 
urban jungle rock club or, perhaps, crack house, thus marking certain areas as "bad 
neighborhoods" of a kind. Heavily armed Brimob troops stalking to market in Grong- 
Grong [Pidie] also appeared not so much in mufti as in an oddly stylized display of
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bandanas, dark sunglasses, and unmarked T-shirts, as if making a fetish of a certain 
"bad boy" imaginary.)

Dan ... Bila Esok Datang

In Banda Aceh, the devastation wrought by the tsunami lingered everywhere—in 
stories of loved ones lost to the deadly waves, in obituaries with photographs placed in 
the local newspaper, in the rubble of entire neighborhoods crushed under a wall of 
water. The sheer scale of the loss in lives is difficult, perhaps impossible, to 
comprehend, and there is strong evidence to indicate that, in some of the worst 
affected areas, there are disproportionately fewer women, and almost no children, 
among the survivors. The damage to homes and livelihoods, public infrastructure and 
government offices, military complexes and two crowded prisons, was also massive, 
and readily visible. As the waves effectively redrew the shoreline in certain places, 
some areas, including former residential neighborhoods, remain under water.

From Peunayong to Kampung Mulia, Lambaro Angan, and Kampung Lampriet in 
Banda Aceh, the trail of destruction left in the wake of the tsunami was overwhelming 
and the desolate landscape of rubble disorienting. Here and there, scattered houses 
were still standing in the midst of this wasteland, a few seemingly untouched by the 
force of the elements, many more with gaping holes or entire walls ripped out to reveal 
the debris of a life world swept away in the waves, buried under the rubble, and 
partially excavated by rescue teams and survivors. Among this debris lay scattered a 
pair of women's shoes, a man's KMP (kartu merah putih) identity card, a child's toy, a 
photograph of a young female student, a piece of paper with a handwritten poem in 
Indonesian ... Dan ... Bila esok datang ... (And ... If tomorrow comes ...). Among the 
survivors, two middle-aged men who had lost their wives and children surveyed 
adjacent properties, clearing up amidst the rubble, arranging some furniture in front of 
their houses, in a forlorn display of lives turned inside out. Nearby a couple of teenage
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boys were hard at work collecting "scrap metal" from the rubble, standing knee-deep 
at times in the foul waters of the ditches lining the "roads" in this post-tsunami 
topography. In the background, one of the many large fishing boats hurled across these 
former neighborhoods by the towering waves had come to rest on a half-collapsed 
house. Further south, on the west coast, only the mosque was left to break up the 
bleak, vast horizon that had opened across a seemingly endless stretch of destruction 
in Lhok Nga (Lhoknga). A couple of kilometers inland, a single house could be 
spotted, evidently severed from its own foundation, squatting precariously on another.

Barracks under construction in Banda Aceh, with crews counting "returnees" 
from the Klang Valley, Malaysia

These were but brief glimpses of (former) neighborhoods in some of the tsunami- 
affected areas in Banda Aceh and Lhok Nga, no longer recognizable even to survivors 
who once lived and worked there, nor easily negotiated, especially for those displaced 
to tent camps or elsewhere at some considerable distance.1 * * 4 Instead, most of the activity 
and traffic in such areas stemmed from clean-up operations, camp visitations, and field 
surveys conducted by one of the many l/NCOs, UN affiliates, and foreign military 
missions present in the area after the tsunami.5 In many ways, the areas emptied of 
former residents by the tsunami thus remained, in no small measure, illegible and 
inaccessible to survivors some six weeks after their destruction. Meanwhile, the newly 
arrived international humanitarian workers and others without prior local knowledge 
of Banda traversed a terrain mapped out by the "Humanitarian Information Center" 
(HIC) of the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN
OCHA), based on information supplied by the Australian Army. The Banda Aceh city 
map produced by HIC and dated February 22, for example, featured some twenty new

1 In Banda Aceh, the tsunami reportedly left Ule Lhee village with an area of 54 ha, compared to the pre-
tsunami measurement of 67ha, a decrease that was due to sinking. Republic of Indonesia, "Master Plan for
the Rehabilitation and Reconstruction of the Regions and Communities of the Province of Nangroe Aceh
Darussalam and the Islands of Nias, Province of North Sumatera" (April 2005), II-9. See 
www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/ db900SID/SODA-6BFAHE?OpenDocument.
5 An "Organization List" prepared and distributed by the Humanitarian Information Centre (HIC), 
Sumatra, identified 320 such organizations. Dated February 24, 2005, author's file.

http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/
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"offices" of I/NGOs, UN affiliates, and donor institutions, crowded in a comparatively 
narrow stretch of the city. It was at these offices, and those of Indonesian government 
agencies and administrative departments, that some forty "sectoral working group 
meetings" per week were held at the time,6 thus effecting a certain regularity in the 
circulation of people and information, including considerable crosstown traffic to reach 
these destinations, not least by means of chauffeured four-wheel-drive vehicles in the 
case of the larger (UN) agencies. By contrast, in the so-called "tsunami-affected areas," 
colored green on the same map mentioned above, only three locations were marked: a 
gas station, a BPN (Badan Pertanahan Nasional, National Land Agency) government 
building, and a Brimob post, as if nothing else of interest or import remained.7

Indeed, the massive influx of international humanitarian assistance into Banda 
Aceh in the aftermath of the tsunami, including some of the world's most experienced 
emergency relief workers, had itself changed the face of the city, for the time being. 
Having first emerged as an emergency tent-camp in its own right, the "UN 
Compound" on Jl. Jendral Sudirman promptly expanded to incorporate not only UN
OCHA, but also the World Food Program (WFP) and the "Joint Logistics Center" 
(JLC), as well as the HIC-administered information and communications tents, 
complete with networked computers, for visitors permitted entry by the security 
guards at the main gate. The International Organization for Migration (IOM), which 
was the first "IO" to be granted official access by the Indonesian government to IDP 
populations and camps in the martial-law era, was prominently located just across the 
street from the UN Compound. By contrast, the United Nations High Commissioner 
on Refugees (UNHCR), which, across the Straits in Malaysia, has played a critical role 
in spotlighting the plight and protection needs of Acehnese refugees, had an office 
tucked away in a residential area of Banda Aceh (by March it was forced to dismantle 
its admittedly compromised mission in Aceh altogether).8

Meanwhile, a different kind of re/mapping was underway with local and national, 
military and civilian government officials taking stock of the situation in the province 
formerly known as Aceh (officially renamed Nanggroe Aceh Darussalam [NAD] under 
the Special Autonomy Law). In what appeared to be record time for organizational 
responses to complex humanitarian emergencies, Bappenas, the Indonesian 
government planning board, in collaboration with key international donors, made 
public two "technical" reports on January 19 to provide a "Blueprint" that expressed 
their intention "to start making decisions on setting priorities and considering how to 
develop a strategy for reconstruction."9 While the Jakarta government's own so-called 
"Master Plan" for the rehabilitation and reconstruction of Aceh and other affected 
areas was not released until April 2005, draft versions of this document, or certain 
aspects thereof, were in circulation at least as early as February, thus anticipating,

6 See, for example, "Sectoral Working Group Meeting Forecast," HIC, February 25, 2005, author's file.
7 The BPN is the government authority tasked to assess land holdings and to issue new ownership 
certificates to affected populations in the aftermath of the tsunami.
8 The UNF1CR has since been invited to return to assist the government in the recovery and rehabilitation 
of the province of Aceh, as outlined in a "Memorandum of Understanding" dated June 10, 2005.
9 Bappenas (Government of Indonesia), Indonesia: Preliminary Damage and Loss Assessment/The December 26, 
2004 Natural Disaster (Jakarta: The Consultative Group on Indonesia, January 19-20, 2005); and Indonesia: 
Notes on Reconstruction/Assessment/The December 26, 2004 Natural Disaster (Jakarta: The Consultative Group 
on Indonesia, January 19-20, 2005).
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perhaps in crucial ways, its eventual release in April (see further below).10 Indeed, a 
series of government statements, reports, and initiatives focused on the reconstruction 
of Aceh seemed to reflect—and reproduce—the state's resolve to maintain strict control 
of the relief efforts, as these documents included repeated public calls for centralized 
coordination and official registration of all concerned actors and activities. The 
government's vision contrasted sharply with the early reformasi-like flurry of 
humanitarian assistance provided by volunteers—arriving from other provinces, with 
Islamic groups, NGOs, medical and humanitarian organizations, even political parties 
and private corporations—found on the street corners of Banda Aceh in the early post
tsunami weeks.11

While in many ways unsurprising and arguably "legitimate," the Indonesian 
government's push for a kind of hypercentralization of humanitarian relief and 
reconstruction efforts also revealed a pervasive concern with control and surveillance 
in Aceh, "Special Autonomy" notwithstanding.12 As it was only in the aftermath of the 
tsunami that Aceh re-emerged from the virtual lock-down effected by the declaration 
of martial law in May 2003, Indonesian civilian and military officials displayed 
considerable anxiety about the arrival and activities of international humanitarian 
organizations, other I/NGOs, foreign volunteers, reporters, and militaries. This anxiety 
was evident in countless statements—and clarifications—from civilian and military 
officials about the presence and role of such foreign missions on Indonesian territory. 
As early as January, "deadlines" for the withdrawal of foreign military assistance were 
made public. By February, all international humanitarian and other organizations were 
required to register their personnel and/or volunteers for the issue of an official ID 
card to be worn at all times, with an expiration date prominently printed on the front. 
(Beyond this date, their continued presence and activity in Aceh was subject to 
government approval of an extension; as a result, the issuance of these cards served as 
a warning sign of the future for many I/NGOs.) In March, some organizations, 
including the UNHCR, were closing their offices in Aceh, with large unspent 
allocations remaining in their budgets and much unfinished business left behind. By 
April, the month when the Indonesian government's Master Plan was finally made 
public, organizations whose work the local authorities did not find to be sufficiently 
focused on, or needed for, the reconstruction phase of the disaster-relief efforts were 
unlikely to remain operational in Aceh.

As for affected local populations, there was also evidence of old habits of control 
and surveillance intruding on and shaping the nature and direction of government 
(and other) interventions in post-tsunami Aceh. If the tsunami waves served to unravel 
the "KMP regime" introduced under martial law in Aceh, civilian and military officials 
were remarkably quick to call for the official registration of individual tsunami 
survivors and the overall mapping of IDP camp or shelter locations. Of course, the 
tasks of identifying and locating displaced populations were integral to humanitarian 
assistance efforts, and, moreover, to the governance and administration of post
tsunami Aceh. However, the drive of official authorities to restore the capacity for

10 Republic of Indonesia, "Master Plan."
11 See Edward Aspinall, "Indonesia after the Tsunami," Current History (March 2005): 105-109.
12 On the dynamics of centralization and its powerful effects in Aceh, see especially Tim Kell, The Roots o f 
Acehnese Rebellion (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Modern Indonesia Project, 1995), and Geoffrey Robinson, "Rowan is 
as Rowan Does: The Origins of Disorder in New Order Aceh," Indonesia 66 (October 1998): 127-156.
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"seeing like a state" could not but recall the widespread practices associated with 
military or para-military checkpoints, roadblocks, and so-called "sweeping" operations 
that had been used to establish the identity, movement, and, invariably, affinity of local 
populations during recent counterinsurgency campaigns.13

The government also moved with great speed to announce its relokasi pengungsi 
program, with particular emphasis on temporary "barracks" rather than the 
rehabilitation or construction of permanent housing. Having first identified a target 
number of twenty-four barrack camps to house some 35,000 IDPs in "phase one" of 
this project, the government promptly revised these figures upwards, to thirty-nine 
such temporary relocation sites to accommodate 35,000 households, or some 140,000 
displaced persons.14 The swiftness and ease with which the Indonesian authorities 
involved UN agencies and NGOs in a "Joint Liaison Unit" to further this project also 
appeared remarkable, not least in the face of considerable apprehension in 
humanitarian circles regarding the encampment of displaced populations. As for local 
populations, there was evidence of concern and even outright opposition to the 
proposed barracks solution from the outset.15 Indeed, against the backdrop of recent 
counterinsurgency campaigns in Aceh, which have featured large-scale forced 
displacement of civilian populations, sometimes as a deliberate strategy of war under 
martial law, it was hardly surprising that, in the aftermath of the tsunami, there was 
little rush to join in the barracks relocation initiative.

There were also early and recurring reports to indicate that some of these same old 
habits for maintaining control and surveillance, further compounded by the predatory 
political economies that have flourished in Aceh, resurfaced in regard to the 
distribution of humanitarian relief and assistance. At the daily briefing meetings held 
with Indonesian government officials at the Governor's Palace in Banda Aceh, TNI 
representatives frequently requested to receive more information on such assistance, 
including calls for regular "distribution coordination meetings" at a military hangar.16 
Anecdotal evidence also indicated that the practice of stockpiling or warehousing relief 
goods in military hangars allowed for considerable irregularities in the distribution, 
ranging from the skimming of such goods to benefit troops and their families, to the 
withholding of deliveries from displaced persons of alleged separatist sympathies (in 
several cases, IDPs who resisted relocation to barracks were accused of being

13 In the words of Indonesian Army Chief, Major-General Bambang Darmono: "If the people live in the 
resettlement while we are working with the reconstruction, I think [it is] much easier to deliver food to 
them. Much easier to give them everything. And of course, also very easy to secure them from the GAM 
side." Interview with Sarah Ferguson, "The fortunes of war," ninemsn, February 13, 2005.
14 See especially Bakornas PBP, Bulletin, No. 32 (January 25, 2005) and No. 39 (January 31, 2005). See also 
Bakornas PBP, "Report of Joint Government/United Nations/NGO Rapid Assessment Mission of New 
Relocation Sites," www.humanitarianinfo.org/sumatra/assessments/doc/GoI_UN- 
joint_assessment_report_on relocation_ sites.doc) (dated January 2005). Bakornas PBP stands for the 
National Disaster Management and Refugee Coordinating Board.
15 See, for example, "Indonesians Wary of Relocation Centers," Washington Post, January 31, 2005. At 
Kreung Sabe, south of Calang on the West Coast, for example, villagers were reportedly "determined to go 
back and rebuild as soon as possible and ... don't want to go into camps," according to UNHCR Asia- 
Pacific Bureau director, Janet Lim, cited in "Indonesia: UNHCR Tailoring Shelter Solutions to Meet Aceh 
Needs," UNHCR Update, February 4, 2005. For a related report, see "Satlak Aceh Timur tak akui pengungsi 
Kuala Idi Cut," AcehKita, March 9, 2005.
16 See, for example, Pendopo meeting, Banda Aceh, January 16, 2005 (source: UN-OCHA HIC, Banda 
Aceh), author's file.

http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/sumatra/assessments/doc/GoI_UN-joint_assessment_report_on
http://www.humanitarianinfo.org/sumatra/assessments/doc/GoI_UN-joint_assessment_report_on
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separatists).17 As suggested by the large banners greeting humanitarian relief convoys 
and others travelling across the main road from Medan to Banda Aceh, there was 
evident anxiety about predatory practices even within the military: Jangan memberikan 
apapun...! Kepada aparat keamanan selama perjalanan anda. (Koplihkam 2005) (Don't give 
anything ... To [members of the] security apparatus at any point on your journey.18) Of 
course, beyond the pilfering of relief goods, the billion-dollar budgets associated with 
the reconstruction of Aceh suggest more opportunities for graft and corruption, 
including the building of relocation barracks, and the awarding of contracts, for 
example, to military businesses or corporations with strong links to government and 
(former) military officials.19

Roadside banner near Idi Cut (Aceh Timur): "Apabila ada masalah mampir ke pos TNI. Kami 
siap membantu." (Satgaspur I Yonif 2001 Raider). Translation: "If there is a problem, 

go to a TNI post. We're ready to help."

17 Author's interviews. See also "Aceh Working Group Concern over TNI Monopoly," AcehKita, January S, 
2005. (The monopoly in question here is over aid distribution, and, according to Rafendi Djamin at 
Imparsial, "has created corruption and bureaucracy." Ibid.) For reports on the linking of humanitarian 
assistance to (alleged) IDI1 political sympathies, see, for example, this one from Aceh Timur: "Refugees 
Accused as GAM if Reject the Relocation" AcehKita, February 23, 2005.
18 The banner quoted here appeared a few kilometers away from another one displayed near Idi Cut on the 
east coast, which read: Apabila ada masalah mampir ke pos TNI. Kami siap membantu. (Satgaspur I Yonif 2001 
Raider) (If there is a problem go to a TNI post. We're ready to help.) "Satgaspur" refers to Satuan 
Gabungan Tempur (Joint Operations Force); "Yonif 2001 Raider" to Batalyon Infantri 2001 Raider; and 
"Koplihkam 2005" to Komando Pemulihan Keamanan 2005.
19 In Bireuen, for example, every barrack project reportedly involved the military at each stage of the 
construction: in supplying wood, workers, and security. Author's interviews. As for large reconstruction 
projects, the Jakarta-based Artha Graha bank and business conglomerate, in which the Indonesian military 
is reported to have significant stakes, has been linked to the West Coast of Aceh. The current bank 
chairman is retired major-general Kiki Syahnakri, indicted in absentia by a UN war crimes tribunal for his 
role in East Timor. His former close associate in East Timor, colonel Geerhan Lantara, who is now Korem 
commander on the West Coast of Aceh, provides an "organic" link of sorts to some of the hardest hit 
areas, including Calang and Meulaboh. See "Beradu Cetak Biru," t empo, February 13, 2005, and Aspinall, 
"Indonesia after the Tsunami." See also, "Military Business Amidst GAM Hunting" (parts I and 2), 
AcehKita, May 2 and 7, 2005, and the illuminating comments by George J. Aditjondro in "Aceh Damai, 
Bagaimana Nasib Bisnis Militer?" Radio Nederland, Juli I 9, 2005.
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While this drive for a hypercentralization of tsunami relief and reconstruction 
efforts had powerful and perhaps lasting effects, it never formed a seamless web for 
representatives of the Indonesian government, international humanitarian 
organizations, or, indeed, affected local populations. Other competing dynamics also 
influenced the parameters of interventions in post-tsunami Aceh. First of all, 
Indonesian political processes and institutions—ranging from the rivalry between the 
president and his vice president to the expanded legislative powers of the parliament 
and the enduring influence of the military (including in business corporations)— 
exerted critical influence on the nature and direction of responses to the disaster. 
Moreover, while mindful of their respective official mandates, and the limitations 
thereof, international humanitarian organizations at times demonstrated considerable 
capacity for constructive engagement with (local) official authorities, and, as a result, 
perhaps gained a surprising measure of discretion in implementing relief and 
reconstruction assistance. Finally, the relative weakness of organized civil society in 
pre-tsunami Aceh notwithstanding,20 there was early evidence of considerable activism 
among survivors, who found themselves in a peculiar place where they had, on the 
one hand, lost nearly everyone and everything, and thus perhaps felt that they had 
little left to lose, and, on the other hand, gained renewed recognition as "internally 
displaced persons" with specific rights and needs under international humanitarian 
and human rights law. In this regard, the return to Aceh of some of the best and the 
brightest, who had left during the brutal repression of student, human rights, and 
other civil society movements in 2000-01, further added to the "social capital" available 
for local affected populations in post-tsunami Aceh.

Close Encounters of the Third Kind

Some of these rather more complicated dynamics could be glimpsed during a 
meeting of invited representatives from the Indonesian government, international 
humanitarian organizations, local affected populations, and NGOs. Organized and 
hosted by Mercy Malaysia in its "model" shelter camp along Jl. Jenggala in Lhok Nga 
(the district [kecamatan] to the immediate south of Banda Aceh), this meeting was to be 
chaired by representatives for UN-OCHA (Banda Aceh), with other internationals 
present, ranging from Medecins Sans Frontiers to Pompiers Sans Frontiers. In 
numerical terms, the largest representation at this meeting was comprised of local 
people, who included the head of a cluster of five villages (mukhim), the leader of one 
devastated kampung, a female high-school teacher, a college student (also working for 
UNICEF in the area), a female NGO worker, and also several of the IDPs living in the 
camp itself. Among the Acehnese and Indonesian participants, there were also one or 
two medics and a few associates of a corporate conglomerate who had set up Posko 
Jenggala in a neighboring kampung. The single most important presence at this

20 See Aguswandi, "Breaking the Deadlock: Civil Society Engagement for Conflict Resolution," in Aceh 
under Martial Law: Conflict, Violence, and Displacement, ed. Eva-Lotta E. Hedman (Oxford: University of 
Oxford RSC Working Paper No. 24, July 2005), pp. 45-52.
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meeting, however, was the subdistrict head himself, Mr. Rasidi, a recent Jakarta 
appointment dispatched to replace the former camat lost to the tsunami.21

On arrival at the shelter camp, the UN-OCHA staff was given a tour by the 
Malaysian medical doctor, Dr. Jumila, who was the real dynamo behind this particular 
Mercy project. A comparatively small camp, housing some six hundred displaced 
persons, many from the same kampung, it was indeed something of a showcase, 
featuring immaculate white tent structures for (extended, or adapted) individual 
households, proper wash- and bathroom facilities with clean water drawn from wells 
that the camp residents themselves had helped dig, and even a nursery where a dozen 
children listened in rapt attention to their teacher reading a storybook, while two 
young women, also from the kampung, looked on, as part of their assistant-teacher 
training. This camp was also home to a lovely little girl, aged three, whose 
extraordinary survival and eventual reunion with her father almost a month after the 
tsunami struck their home was already the stuff of legend. (It was said that she had 
been found curled up, and severely emaciated, in an open refrigerator, which, having 
served as her lifeboat in the furious waves, somehow was wedged stuck when the 
floodwaters receded, thus saving her, twice over, from being carried out to sea.22)

Once the camat arrived, the meeting opened with a welcome address by Dr. Jumila 
and a round of introductions, flagging the names and concerns of participants' groups 
and organizations. The camat spoke of the destruction in Lhok Nga, where a total of 
eight villages were destroyed, leaving some eleven thousand survivors out of a pre
tsunami population of more than twenty thousand. He also underlined the damage to 
government buildings, pointing out that currently government officials could only 
work out of temporary offices. He expressed notable concern about what he identified 
as a lack of coordination in the distribution of humanitarian assistance, and, as a result, 
a perceived, wasteful overlap of efforts in Lhok Nga.

A flurry of comments followed that focused on the distribution of food and 
medical assistance, with the Posko Jenggala delegation identifying a number of 
problems attributed to the lack of "central coordination"; some camps had received an 
oversupply of foodstuff and other relief goods, resulting in the loss of perishable food, 
while other IDP locations had received insufficient deliveries and suffered from 
shortages. Participants wearing T-shirts with the imprint Posko Jenggala Lhok Nga also 
spoke of problems with consistency and follow-up in the medical assistance provided, 
warning that there was too much medication being made available to a local populace 
allegedly prone "to keep all medicines given." (The MSF representative in attendance, 
a doctor, suggested that patient cards be adapted to allow for comments only in 
English and Bahasa, "so that other medics can read" the assessments and prescriptions 
of colleagues.)

Struggling to get a grip on a meeting they had been invited to chair, the UN-OCHA 
representatives eventually joined in by asking for more information about the so-called

21 According to a local newspaper reporter, such appointments had initiated the arrival of a growing 
number of non-Acehnese officials to fill the ranks of the local civilian government bureaucracy in the 
aftermath of the tsunami. Author's interview, Banda Aceh, February 24, 2005.
22 An Associated Press picture of the emotional reunion of father and daughter traveled through the world 
media. See, for example, International Herald Tribune, January 25, 2005. The story was (re)told in the camp 
by Dr. Jumila of Mercy Malaysia in the presence of the little girl herself and her father, Mustafa Kamal.
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"watsan" (water and sanitation) situation among affected populations in Lhok Nga, 
and, in particular, the coordination of (or gaps hampering) humanitarian efforts meant 
to address this problem. The camat replied that "no mapping" of the watsan situation 
had yet been undertaken, and that government officials had no "mechanism" for 
finding out about this situation other than approaching, seemingly at random, if at all, 
"local NGOs" for such information. The UN-OCHA field representative, a young 
career officer newly arrived in Banda Aceh on dispatch from another assignment, who 
lacked any prior knowledge or experience of Indonesia, was clearly stumped, while 
her Bahasa-speaking colleague, who had arrived on his own initiative as a volunteer 
only a few days after the tsunami, was essentially relegated to acting as translator 
despite years of experience as a researcher in the country, including several visits to 
Aceh.

It was only at this point in the meeting, with the meta-discourse on "mapping" and 
"coordination" seemingly exhausted or in something of a tailspin, that members of the 
tsunami-affected communities in Lhok Nga added their own voices to those of the 
representatives of local government, business-backed posko, and UN-OCHA. As local 
high school teachers and village elders spoke, they focused attention on two critically 
urgent concerns of the displaced populations in Lhok Nga: the resumption of 
schooling for their children and the reconstruction of homes for their communities. 
With final exams scheduled in April, for example, the destruction of the (only) high 
school in Lhok Nga had left some three hundred surviving students and twenty-six 
surviving teachers (there had been five hundred students and forty-five teachers before 
the tsunami) without sufficient teaching materials and support. According to the 
female teacher at the meeting, neither the local government nor the I/NGOs had made 
any serious efforts to assist in improving this situation, even in the aftermath of the 
initial emergency phase, and with final exams fast approaching.

Speaking on behalf of the five-hundred-odd survivors of kampung Weuraya (Lhok 
Nga), with a pre-tsunami population of more than 1,700 people, village leader Md. 
Noor was the first person at this meeting to articulate the desire of IDPs to return 
home. "Everybody is committed to returning home," he repeated in a calm and 
steadfast voice as he looked around the table, as if to make sure that his message was 
not lost on anybody present. As if on cue, Dr. Jumila, whose Mercy camp was largely 
populated by people from kampung Weuraya and who had thus been working closely 
with Md. Noor and others from this community, picked up the thread. She recounted 
the plans and preparations in place for the construction of, initially, one hundred 
homes for IDPs from kampung Weuraya, a project that would draw on the residents' 
enthusiastic participation and material assistance from Mercy Malaysia. In the absence 
of government approval, however, this project, which enjoyed the full support of the 
affected community and generous financial backing from Mercy, remained moribund 
under the broader rubric of the existing Blueprint and the anticipated Master Plan for 
the reconstruction of Aceh. The game plan of Dr. Jumila, it appeared, was to woo the 
seemingly amiable Mr. Rasidi into giving special dispensation for the Mercy project to 
go ahead, perhaps in the hope that, as a new appointee, he would not be hampered by 
old conflicts in his area of jurisdiction, while at the same time he might be eager to
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seize opportunities to foster cooperation with local communities.23 With her own 
departure imminent, she was also clearly eager to see some tangible and lasting 
"results" of the Mercy mission she had so energetically promoted over the course of 
several weeks.

If the need for special dispensation from the camat to allow for this specific 
reconstruction project was the ostensible reason for this meeting, the matter did not 
stop here. Indeed, there was no mistaking the intensity and urgency with which local 
representatives of displaced persons in Lhok Nga expressed a collective desire to 
return to rebuild their homes and communities. A wiry man with a weathered face, 
now lined deep with the sorrow of having lost everyone in his immediate family, Mr. 
Cipta, the head of a cluster of five mukhim, spoke without mincing words, his eyes 
fixed on the camat: 'The government's plans don't make sense. There are twenty-one 
new sites for relocation, but they are all outside Lhok Nga. Go ahead and there will be 
another war. The government needs to decide if it represents the government or the people."

Another participant, from a local NGO that pre-dated the tsunami, intervened to 
add that, in many instances, displaced people had already started going back on their 
own to rebuild their homes and communities together, without government or other 
assistance. In response, the camat referred to the lack of government guidelines to date 
and, at the same time, invoked the authority of the anticipated Master Plan on such 
matters, thus retreating into a position of "appointed officialdom, awaiting further 
instructions." Asked to clarify the length of time people from Lhok Nga would be 
expected to remain in temporary relocation shelters, or so-called barak-barak, the camat 
confirmed that it could last for one to two years.

This announcement sparked another burst of rapid-fire speech from Mr. Cipta, 
who argued that the government might now say that people would be able to return to 
their pre-tsunami homes and communities in one or two years time, but the issues of 
land-titles and property claims were already "getting murky." He told of bulldozers 
arriving in some places, leveling everything. As a result, he said, "there is no way of 
telling where the boundaries once were . . . "

At this point, Mr. Rasidi returned to the "problem of coordination," which he 
identified as the real source of any concerns about property boundaries and their 
eventual disappearance. Claiming that this was not about "political will" or the lack 
thereof, the camat suggested that the bulldozing of rubble in certain places, whether by 
the Indonesian military or I/NGOs, reflected, again, the overall lack of central 
coordination, and, in particular, the failure to consult his office prior to these actions. 
Curiously, however, he also maintained that "the less bureaucracy, the better" in 
response to the call by Lhok Nga village elders for more comprehensive and 
transparent efforts to promote land surveys and legal titling to involve kecamatan, 
dumai, and desa authorities. At this point, Mr. Cipta merely shook his head.

After the meeting, Dr. Jumila escorted the small UN-OCHA delegation on a pre
scheduled midday visit to a relocation camp in Lhok Nga, where the camat, having 
granted official permission for this "field trip," offered a quick guided tour. A mother

23 There were reports of military activity in this area in the aftermath of the tsunami, with five people shot 
dead, all alleged GAM (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, Free Aceh Movement) supporters according to the 
Indonesian armed forces, a claim disputed by others displaced from the same kampung.



18 Eva-Lotta E. Hedman

and two young children were the only occupants to be found in a recently erected 
barrack. While showing visitors the room occupied by herself, her two children, her 
brother-in-law, and his surviving older son, she said very little, and seemed uneasy in 
the face of all the attention.

The room, which may well have met the 5-by-2 meters "official" requirement, 
appeared gloomy and stifling, with nothing but small mosquito-netted screens along 
the beams for light and ventilation, but it was neat and tidy, with two sacks of rice and 
some cooking oil and fresh water containers lined up against one wall, and sleeping 
mats, a few clothes, and other textiles against the other. Overall, this showcase 
relocation site, which had yet to be completed, was to include several barracks, each 
one measuring the approved ll-by-30 meters and containing twelve similar units. In 
addition, each barrack was to share one kitchen and two bathroom facilities, as well as 
a public hall for meetings and worship. None of these public facilities was on display 
during this official visit, presumably because they did not exist. There were also no 
provisions in place for water, sanitation, or electricity on this relocation site.

Nonetheless, the local government was already encouraging people to move in 
here, as evidenced by the mother-of-two chosen, unbeknownst to herself, as the public 
face and authentic voice of IDPs in this encounter with international humanitarian 
assistance officials. Speaking softly as the small international delegation moved on to 
the next pre-announced visit with the camat, she revealed that only two other units in 
this barrack were occupied by people displaced from her old kampung. The other 
occupants, all men, were unknown to her and her surviving (extended) family. Some 
of them, it seemed, had been recruited to work on the large relocation site across the 
road where many more barracks were under construction. As a result, the social milieu 
of the already occupied relocation units and its immediate surroundings appeared not 
unlike that of a construction site, with workers living on site, in makeshift 
accommodations, for the duration of a project. The widow housed in the barrack in 
Lhok Nga rarely ventured outside, she said, and did not allow her young children, a 
boy of almost four and his five-year old sister, to play beyond the landing outside the 
room where they now lived.

In Lieu of a Conclusion

Arguably, there are reasons to be hopeful for the next generation in Aceh. With a 
peace deal on the table and the president urging troops to cease offensives against the 
armed rebel group, GAM (Gerakan Aceh Merdeka, Free Aceh Movement), there is 
perhaps a real opportunity to curb the Indonesian military's influence upon Acehnese 
society and politics, including the post-tsunami reconstruction thereof. The continued 
significance of international donors and actors in the aftermath of the tsunami may 
also serve to strengthen the forces for demilitarization and democratic governance in 
Aceh, provided that the new transnational business of reconstruction looms larger on 
the horizon than the old parochial, predatory practices. However, with vast sums of 
money raised by foreign governments, organizations, and individuals held hostage to 
parliamentary politicking in Jakarta, there is little evidence of progress to date in the 
reconstruction of permanent housing, roads, bridges, and other infrastructure in Aceh.
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As for the half million people, including many children, displaced from their 
homes and communities by the tsunami, the vast majority have yet to become involved 
in the deliberations and decisions that most intimately affect their lives—decisions 
about if, when, and how to return to the places where their homes once stood. 
Nonetheless, with little or no support from outside, many displaced communities have 
proceeded to take direct action, whether in returning to clear rubble, mark property 
boundaries, or rebuilding—one house at a time. There is also evidence of remarkable 
resilience among people who face displacement and relocation in the aftermath of the 
tsunami, perhaps, in some measure, due to the lived experience of prior rounds of 
forced displacement, and, in particular, the pattern of seeking refuge with "host" 
families. Whether the professed claims of brotherhood from Jakarta in the aftermath of 
the tsunami will have any enduring resonance in Aceh in the future may hinge, at least 
in part, on the capacity of the government of Indonesia to guarantee the rights and 
protection needs of internally displaced persons.


