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Peace process re-emerges from the rubble

At the end of January, a month after the tsunami struck Aceh, peace talks were resumed in Helsinki
between the Indonesian government and GAM, the Free Aceh Movement. Although for many outsiders
the talks came as a complete surprise, it has been confirmed that serious efforts were made last year to
resume the peace process. The very fact that peace talks are happening is a significant breakthrough.

The tsunami tragedy certainly accelerated the Helsinki
talks. Both the government in Jakarta and the GAM leaders
(mostly based in Sweden) were cautiously arm-twisted or
persuaded by the tsunami donor community to give top
priority to relief and emergency work for the population of
Aceh. The flow of money to tsunami-struck areas was
unprecedented, both from individuals and governments in
all parts of the world. The only logical approach was: Aceh
can only be rebuilt successfully once the conflict has been
resolved. The warring parties, the Indonesian government
(Gol) and GAM, acknowledged the significance of the new
conditions and agreed to start a new round of talks.

A second round of talks occurred in mid-February, again
in Helsinki, and the Crisis Management Initiative, headed
by former Finnish President Martti Ahtisaari, announced a
monthly schedule for the coming months. Observers are
cautiously optimistic that both sides have shown enough
goodwill to ensure continuation of the talks. A process of
confidence- and trust-building has started and the represen-
tatives from both sides have refrained from sticking to the
entrenched positions of independence or autonomy within
the unitary state of Indonesia.

Cautious optimism

Under the auspices of the Helsinki-based CMI, an infor-
mal meeting took place in the last weekend of January
between three Indonesian government ministers (Gol) and
representatives of GAM in a remote location outside
Helsinki. Martti Ahtisaari opened this first official dialogue
between representatives of Gol and GAM.
CMI is an NGO chaired by Martti Ahtisaari, former Finnish
president with an impressive track record of peace resolu-
tion and conflict management activities in places like
Kosovo, Namibia, Northern Ireland, Iraq and now Aceh.
The present circumstances are quite different from the
previous talks. Both GAM and Gol have the same pressing
aim of assisting the Acehnese at a time of great tribulation
and to ensure that humanitarian assistance functions well. A
breakthrough for a cease-fire is definitely possible as both

sides have made commitments to such an outcome.

The Helsinki negotiations are likely to create their own
dynamics. In the near future, the format for a cease-fire will
be discussed. Other issues such as relief work and the start
the reconstruction in the most heavily-affected areas will
also be included in the talks. It is clear to both sides that it
will be impossible to reconcile all the differences in a short
period of time. Confidence and trust-building is currently
the main aim of the Helsinki talks. Self-respect for both
sides is necessary for the achievement of fruitful, ongoing
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