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continuation from page 7
20 kms east of Lhokseumawe, North Aceh. A young
woman, Zubaidad, 25, told him troops had burst into her
house, demanding to know where her husband was. He was
not at home, she told them, clutching her four-month baby
boy. They snatched the baby from her, threw him on the
ground outside and poured boiling water over him. Warned
that if they left their hut, they would be killed, neither she
nor her 15-year old sister dared to go outside to rescue the
baby ‘as the soldiers went on a killing, looting and burning
spree through the village’. By the time the troops had left, it
was too late to save the scolded baby who died next morn-
ing and lies buried in a shallow grave marked by a stone.
The village that was home to 385 villagers had been
devastated by an attack 6 May. All the houses were burnt or
trashed.The journalist, Lindsay Murdoch, no stranger to the
murderous behaviour of Indonesian troops on his country’s
doorstep in East Timor, wrote: ‘The arrival of hundreds of
fresh troops in Aceh has seen the military unleash a wave of
largely unreported violence that in some areas is worse than
the 1999 atrocities in East Timor. [The Age and Sydney
Morning Herald, 14 May 2001]

Later that month, a Norwegian journalist, Torgeir Norling,
thought he would follow up this account with an investiga-
tion of his own in North Aceh. When he arrived, with two
Acehnese activists in Peudada, they were ordered off the
bus, held at the local police station for 24 hours and then
told to leave the area, ‘because they had no official docu-
ments’. Norling reports widely for Scandinavian and East
Asia newspapers. [The Nation - Bangkok, 27 May 2001]

According to Dini Djalal, writing in the Far FEastern
Economic Review [5 July], Acehnese journalists are
routinely threatened and beaten by the police. ‘Yarmen
Dinamika, of the local newspaper Serambi, says his office
was bombed twice and seven office cars set ablaze in the
last two years.” Commenting on army press releases that
routinely identify civilians killed in crossfire, even children
and the elderly, as ‘GAM members’, Dinamika said: ‘In a
conflict like this, the first victim is the truth.’

NGOs forced to leave

Under intense pressure and facing constant threats or
worse, many local activists have left Aceh for the relative
safety of Jakarta or gone abroad. The International Crisis
Group, in a special report on Aceh published in June,
quoted a witness to the killing of three volunteers of the
torture NGO, RATA, as saying that the killings were the
work of intelligence operatives who told their victims:
‘Anyone who works for an NGO is GAM.” Another rights
activist was warned that the military only trusts half a dozen
out of the 300 NGOs in Aceh.[Far Eastern Economic
Review, 5 July 2001]

On 26 June, the head office in Banda Aceh of an NGO
devoted to protecting the interests of children, Yayasan Anak
Bangsa, was raided in the night by heavily-armed members
of the special police unit, Brimob, some of whom were wear-
ing black T-shirts. A man guarding the premises was forced
to open up all the rooms and watched helpless as the intrud-
ers ransacked cupboards and confiscated diskettes. They
refused to believe that YAB focuses on the plight of children
and wanted to know whether it was linked to the Henri
Dunant Centre (which oversees the peace talks).

Three days earlier, the Banda Aceh office the Legal Aid

ACEH

Institute (LBH) was raided by unidentified men who
destroyed a notice board on which were displayed photos of
people who have been kidnapped by the security forces.
[Tempo Interaktif 27 June 2001]

International presence crucial

It is widely acknowledged that international observers
and the permanent presence of international humanitarian
agenciesare crucially important to overcome Aceh’s isola-
tion, to provide protection to human rights activists and to
the population at large. But the intensity of military opera-
tions is causing some agencies to leave.

The decision by two UN agencies, the UNDP amd
UNICEF, to leave Aceh is a serious setback because the
presence of UN agencies is so critically important for Aceh.
The UNDP says it decided to leave because the situation
was ‘not conducive’, following the collapse of the
Humanitarian Pause agreement. OXFAM has an office in
Lhokseumawe but conditions in North Aceh are too danger-
ous for it to venture beyond the city. A Peace Brigades
International team of volunteers give what protection they
can in several cities to targeted NGOs and activists.

In a letter to the British government in July, TAPOL called
for UN monitors to visit Aceh, in particular the Special
Rapporteurs on Extrajudicial, Arbitrary and Summary
Excutions and on Torture, and the Special Representative on
Human Rights Defenders.

Strong warning from Australia

In July, the Australian foreign minister Alexander Downer
issued a strong warning to the Indonesian military not to
commit the kind of human rights abuses that were seen in
East Timor in the past, in West Papua and Aceh, because this
could lead to outrage by the international comunity.
Launching a government publication about East Timor, he
said he was concerned over reports from Aceh that pro-
Indonesian militias were being formed. ‘If the TNI go down
that path, they will be making an enormous mistake’,
hesaid. [AP 17 July 2001] *

continued from back page

proportions. In his efforts to accommodate his political
foes, the former president agreed to issue a presidential
instruction in April which provided the armed forces with
a 'legal umbrella' to conduct military operations, ending
all hope of a peaceful solution there. Numerous acts of
provocation, widespread arrests and kidnaps by the armed
forces in West Papua have led human rights activists there
to warn that West Papua could soon become a 'second
Aceh'. Regional conflicts continue unabated and there are
now more than a million internally-displaced people in
Indonesia.

The commitment of Indonesia's new president to reform
remains to be seen. Her close ties with the military do not
augur well for the upholding of human rights, for a peace-
ful solution to the conflicts in West Papua and Aceh and
for the restoration of the rule of law. Far from being able
to take such an agenda forward, she may soon find herself
mired in the same snake-pit of political intrigue that
brought her predecessor down. The struggle for human
rights in Indonesia is likely to become even more difficult
in the months and years to come. *
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