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MEMORANDUM






23 April 2001

JAKARTA’S NEW MILITARY OPERATIONS WILL PROPEL ACEH INTO A STATE OF ALL-OUT WAR

On 14 April, the TNI (Indonesian armed forces) commander in chief, Admiral Widodo, issued a decision setting up a special military command, KOLAOPS TNI, to take charge of military operations in Aceh for the purpose of waging all-out war to destroy GAM, the Free Aceh Movement. 

Although Presidential Instruction (Inpres) No IV of 11 April did not comply with TNI demands for the armed forces (TNI) to take charge in Aceh and left the police formally in command, KOLAOPS TNI, under Brig.General Zumroni (a former deputy commander of the army’s crack troops, KOPASSUS), will be in command of all military operations in Aceh and answerable not to the regional military command or the regional police chief but to TNI headquarters in Jakarta. 

This circumvents the policy as decided by President Wahid in his Instruction and gives the TNI a free hand to wage military operations in Aceh. This weekend, more than three thousand troops (four flights for two days running by Hercules C-140 carrying 400 troops each) specially trained for counter-insurgency, taken from the elite forces of the army, navy and airforce, have been sent to Aceh, with thousands more to follow in the coming days. 

Regardless of the terminology, the TNI is about to launch a major military operation against GAM, with dire consequences for President Wahid’s attempts at dialogue and for the population of Aceh.

Escalating level of violence

This escalation comes as the level of violence throughout Aceh has continued to intensify. Since mid-2000, the death toll has steadily increased, despite the two accords reached between the Indonesian Government and GAM for a Humanitarian Pause.

Armed conflict between the two sides has intensified; sweepings in the countryside by the Indonesian security forces (the army and the police/Brimob), searching for members of GAM, have resulted in the arrest, disappearance and often, death, of civilians. It is estimated that more than three hundred people have been killed since the beginning of the year, and that killings are now occurring at a rate of one hundred a month.

Humanitarian and human rights activists have been targeted. In December last year, three volunteers of RATA, the organisation set up to assist torture victims, were shot dead by a security force unit. Three months later, a member of the Joint Monitoring Committee for the Humanitarian Pause was killed with his lawyer and driver shortly after leaving a police office where he had just been interrogated. These atrocities have made it increasingly difficult for independent monitoring groups to investigate the atrocities, without grave personal risk.

Thousands of people have fled their homes to avoid sweepings, with dire consequences for the economy.

Civil society’s alarm

Reports from Aceh, whether by the domestic media or the foreign press, broadly agree that hostility towards Jakarta is widespread among the population. The local administration in at least three districts has broken down completely and some reports suggest that GAM members or supporters are filling the vacuum. There is no doubt that GAM has gained in popularity and support as well as in military capability. It chances of waging resistance on a wide front are much greater now than in the late 1970s or the early 1990s when it was all but destroyed by ABRI.

On the very day President Wahid issued INPRES IV, a representative delegation of politicians, administration officials and intellectuals from Aceh met the President and pleaded with him not to agree to the launching of military operations but their views were ignored. 

The fear is that the level of killings can only intensify with the civilian population bearing the brunt.

On 9 March Exxon suspended its operations at the Arun gas field. Security conditions there have not improved since then, while Exxon has not explained what level of security would persuade it to resume operations. Although the number of military guards around its facilities has been increased, it is highly unlikely that, in a situation of heightened military activity in Aceh, especially in North Aceh where the company is based, the company will be willing to resume operations. It is certainly in the interests of all concerned, including Exxon, that the slide into war be halted and serious talks be resumed.

Without international pressure, the prospects for dialogue are bleak

Even prior to the dispatch of additional troops, several attempts to reach local truces or ‘peace zones’ were unsuccessful. Although Minister-Coordinator for Security, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, insists that Jakarta still favours negotiations, this is hardly reassuring, against the background of the TNI’s avowed determination to destroy GAM, and its dispatch of specially-trained counter-insurgency troops to carry out the job.

Predictably, GAM which has undoubtedly gained political ground and appears now to be capable of recruiting many more fighters from the alienated population, has responded with scepticism. One regional commander said talks could only resume if all non-organic troops are withdrawn; while another said his troops would now wage war against the TNI. The GAM leadership in Sweden has not yet responded to this new offer of talks.

Role for the international community

The international community cannot stand by while Aceh descends into a situation of all-out war. All haste is needed to impress upon the Wahid government the need to halt these military operations and restore the basis for negotiations.

TAPOL urges the European Union:

· to initiate diplomatic moves to impress upon Jakarta the need to reverse the present alarming developments, 

· to call on Jakarta to disband KOLAOPS TNI, halt the new military operations and withdraw all non-organic troops from Aceh,

· to exert pressure on Jakarta to resume serious efforts towards a peaceful, negotiated settlement, involving all elements in Acehnese society, with the help of the Henri Dunant Centre which still stands ready to offer its services to broker a peaceful solution in Aceh.

The peace efforts of the past year must not be squandered by a reckless policy from Jakarta which can only provoke an equally reckless policy from GAM, with unimaginable consequences for the civilian population.
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