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Peace must be restored in Aceh

Following the breakdown of talks between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh Movement,
GAM, Jakarta declared martial law in Aceh on 19 May. All-out war has been raging since then, with
casualties mounting by the day. Tens of thousands of villagers have fled their homes and hundreds of
schools and other public amenities have been burnt down. Aceh is now under strict military control,
independent press access has been curbed and the whole province is effectively isolated and sealed off.

The people of Aceh are today living in what can only be
described as a living hell, a daily round of trauma and
extreme fear, of sweepings of villages, of the seizure of
people at random and, hours later, their bodies left lying by
the roadside.

A week after martial law was declared, a foreign journal-
ist reporting from Seunade, in the district of Pidie,
described how 'three men were gunned down as they
walked home after harvesting rice in the paddy fields. The
following day, the soldiers returned and dragged two men
out of their houses, shooting them dead in front of their
terrified families'. According to villagers, one of the three
men was a GAM member but was unarmed while the other
two were farmers. ,

One of the two men Kkilled on the following day had tried
to escape through his bedroom window but was stripped
and beaten on the dusty track outside his house. Nurbaiti,
the widow of one of the men, married her husband two
months ago. Her first husband was killed by the TNI, the
Indonesian armed forces, two years ago.

The people of Seunade, the journalist continues, 'are
petrified after the recent killings. They dare not venture out
to work in the fields and the crop of red chillies ripe for
harvesting has been left to rot.'

She writes that 'both the military and GAM are feared by
the Acehnese. Both are involved in extortion and drug-
running and both harass and intimidate civilians. But there
is little doubt that the TNI excites greater dread.' [Kathy
Marks in The Independent, 26 May 2003]

Hundreds of people are known to have been killed in the
first month of martial law, but anything approaching an
exact figure is difficult to establish. Although the military
authorities claim that all those killed are 'GAM suspects',
this is clearly a fabrication.

Accord sabotaged by the military

When the Cessation of Hostilities (COHA) accord was
signed on 9 December 2002, the prospects for a peaceful
solution in Aceh appeared for the first time to be bright. The

accord allowed for the presence of international monitors,
along with monitors from the two sides to check on imple-
mentation. The Indonesian side undertook to halt offensive
actions and pull back their troops to defensive positions
while GAM agreed to place their weapons in storage,
beyond use. The tripartite monitors were organised in Joint
Security Committees (JSC) which set up local offices.
COHA also provided for the creation of 'peace zones' and
for a couple of months, several such zones were identified.

However, although the accord had its advocates within
the Megawati government, the military in Aceh and top
ranking officers in the Indonesian armed forces, the TNI,
were clearly unhappy and soon began to sabotage the agree-
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launched by the military.

The militaristic approach will never solve anything. The
main problem is justice, dealing with all the violations. As
well as that, the government should allow people to expres-
sion their opinions. They must do something to restore
people's confidence. They shouldn't keep on sending more
troops to Aceh. This only proves that they want all
Acehnese to die. This is what experience has taught us.

Tapol: Can you describe the women's movement in Aceh?
RD: There are a number of women's organisation. There's
Flower which works of empower women in the countryside.
Another one is Relawan Perempuan untuk Kemanusiaan
(Women Volunteers for Humanitarian Action). Another is
my own organisation, ORPAD, Organisasi Perempuan Aceh
Demokratik (Democratic Acehnese Women's Organisation).
We work together on many things, hoping to inspire other
democratic organisations. We don't see men as the problem
but we are trying to involve women in the movement.

Tapol: But would you say women are more likely to join an
organisation just composed of women?

RD: Yes, that's true, which is why we have our own organ-
isations to involve women in the movement. In organisa-
tions controlled by men, women often feel that inferior or
are reluctant to play an active part. It's often the case, in
areas of conflict, that when we organise a forum for the
whole community, women are reluctant to speak up. But in
a women's organisation, they are better motivated to express
their opinions. So we need to educate women to have the
courage to speak out. But we also need to organise women
together with men as we did in SPUR.

Tapol: What led to your arrest last year?

RD: ORPAD held a demonstration to protest against the
Megawati government for not siding with the Acehnese
people. They had created a Kodam (military command) in
Aceh, and were waging military operations. Our demon-
stration was not very big but when we came out onto the
street in Banda Aceh, the police were there and some of us
were arrested. They were looking for the ones who were
responsible and grabbed eight of us.

We were taken to police headquarters in Aceh Besar.
The police were very angry. During the demo, some police-
men approached me as I was holding the microphone and
started hitting my hand with their rifle butts. They grabbed
the mike and struck my hand. They were so angry with me,
with the mike in my hand. My friends were frightened and
I did what I could to calm them down. But the police were
very unfriendly.

Tapol: How did the police treat you?
RD: 1 was questioned till late at night while my friends were
put in a cell. I realised that the police were inserting things
in the interrogation report that I hadn't said. For instance,
they quoted me as saying that ORPAD has links with GAM.
They had asked me about our links with GAM but I said
there weren't any. When I saw this, I refused to sign the
report.. They said I was inong balee (the women's wing of
GAM). When I read that, I protested as I had never said that.
It would have a terrible impact on me and the organisation.
I refused to sign anything until they had deleted these
things.

It was quite difficult for me because by this time, it was
very late, two in the morning. Although I was very tired, I
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had to read their report over and over again and tell them to
delete things that weren't true.

Tapol: What happened to your friends and what did they
charge you with?

RD: My friends were released the next day and told they
would be called as witnesses in my trial.

I was charged under Articles 134 and 137 of the
Criminal Code, for blackening the name of the government.
It was several months before the trial began. I made contact
with Syarifah Murlina from LBH Banda Aceh and a lawyer
from LBH Apik which focuses mainly on women.
Nursyahbani from LBH Apik in Jakarta was also one of my
lawyers.

At police headquarters, it was very difficult because for
much of the time I was the only woman there and all the
police were men. Sometimes they would threaten me. Or, in
the middle of the night, they would make a lot of noise so
that I couldn't sleep, or start shouting at me.

Later in prison, they treated the men like dirt. They
would go to their cells at night and start beating or torturing
them. If the men refused to confess, that was their right.
They also sexually abused the men. For instance, they
would tell them to strip naked and the police would watch
them. I didn't see these things, but I knew what was going
on. It was so horrible. Sometimes they would go into their
cells very late at night. I remember one occasion, on 17
August (Indonesia's national day). The police woke every-
one up in the middie of the night and ordered them to sing
the national anthem. If they refused, they would be thrown
into water. They did this to a group of men who were all
GAM members and forced them to sing the national
anthem.

Transfer to prison

After being with the police, I was transferred to prison,
not a special prison for women but there were several cells
for women. The other women weren't political prisoners.
Things were now a bit better as I was allowed to have
visits from friends and family, which wasn't permitted by
the police. There were lots of intel (intelligence agents) at
the police station who would always be asking me ques-
tions. I felt safer in prison. But I was interrogated a few
times by police officers, because the document submitted
by the police to the attorney, in preparation for my trial was
not acceptable - not enough evidence and that kind of thing
- and the police had to repeat some of the questioning. But
I was also questioned by some civilian officials.

But when I first arrived in the prison, some women
warders gave me a thorough body search and I had to take
off all my clothes. All we got to eat was a plate of rice and
a piece of tempe or tahu. We never got any meat or fish.

A couple of months after I was transferred to prison, I
was joined by Lesley McCulloch. There was another
woman who was an inong balee. She was put on trial but
she didn't get a long sentence because she paid them a lot of
money.

My trial lasted for twelve sessions. I never confessed to
anything. My lawyers submitted statements and I also wrote
a defence plea in prison. Although I was given permission
to do this, the officials kept watching me and got angry
when they saw me writing. They seemed to think that only
the lawyers should speak in court.

When I was moved to the prison, the warders warned me
not to try to influence the other prisoners. They kept threat-
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