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executive and legislative bodies but insisting on the armed
forces’ role being limited to defending the country against
external attack, she said.

Sidney Jones of Human Rights Watch focused her re-
marks on the problems which campaigning for a referen-
dum is likely to confront. There were several regions in
Indonesia confronting similar grievances: human rights
violations, cultural infringements, transmigration and the
theft of natural resources. The Indonesian state was facing
pressure from many quarters in addition to Aceh. This
might well harden the attitude of the central government to
calls for separation.

She raised some key questions. If East Timor obtained
its independence, would this make things easier for Aceh?
She had her doubts. She also warned that it would be ex-
tremely difficult to persuade the UN to become involved in
conducting a referendum in Aceh, after having devoted so
much energy to solving the question of East Timor.

Jana Mason of the US Committee for Refugees gave a
very useful address on the problems confronted by
Acehnese political refugees, regarding which the Commit-
tee has published a report entitled: The ‘Least Risky Solu-
tion': Malaysia’s Detention and Deportaion of Acehnese
Asylum Seekers. [Copies available from US Committee for
Refugees, 1717 Massachusetts Avenue NW, Suite 200,
Washington DC 20036.]

The texts of most of the speeches are available on the
IFA website, see www.aceh.org/forum/dcconference.

In Aceh, Habibie visit leads to scuffles

President Habibie made a five-hour visit to Banda Aceh
on 26 March in an attempt to calm passions but it was
hardly a success. After a visit to the governor’s office, he
was whisked off to Baiturahhman Mosque for Friday pray-
ers, followed by a ‘dialogue’ with a carefully selected
audience of dignitaries, and he then left straight for the air-
port to return to Jakarta. The day before the visit, the gov-
ernment announced the release of thirty Acehnese political
prisoners, an obvious PR move to curry favour.

Students had been campaigning for days to boycott the
visit unless he came with a clear decision to hold a referen-
dum in Aceh. On the day of the visit, security forces were
out in force to prevent thousands of students from crossing
a bridge to get near the mosque. When students tried to
break through the barricade, there were scuffles and many
people were injured. Warning shots were fired and tear-gas
canisters were fired into crowd; the wind blew the gas
back, forcing many of the troops to flee.

Inside the mosque, Habibie delivered a lengthy ad-
dress, offered apologies for past sufferings at the hands of
the security forces and promised to finance a programme to
re-build damaged properties, set up new religious schools
and pay for the burial of some of the victims of DOM vio-
lence. Needless to say, this did not impress the Acehnese.
Even the governor of the province, Syamsuddin Mahmud,
Habibie’s host, had harsh words to deliver. He said there
was a sense of deep dissatisfaction in Aceh for past treat-
ment. He went back in history to show why measures taken
by the centre since 1945 had failed to satisfy the popula-
tion. They had been granted special status in 1959 but a
law on regional government in 1974 had annulled what
advantages this had given by suppressing political freedom,
especially freedom of expression. Anyone who criticised
the government was accused of rebellion. It was as a con
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sequence of this, he said, that the Aceh Merdeka Move-
ment had emerged.

Faudri, a student in the audience, told the President
bluntly that the people did not want any more promises
from the government because it only prolonged the suffer-
ing. “What we want is a clear political commitment. The
only comprehensive solution for Aceh is a referendum,’ he
said [Republika, 27 March]

Referendum campaign and flag-raising

The Habibie visit provided the impetus for yet more
calls for a referendum. The following day, a student or-
ganisation in Medan, the FMPRA, or Student Front to
Support a Referendum in Aceh, sent a delegation to the
main TV station. It demanded and was granted time to
broadcast a statement calling for a referendum. [Kompas,
28 March]

A couple of days later, 24 students from several univer-
sities began a hunger strike calling for a referendum and
rejecting the setting up of a military command in Aceh. It
was also reported that the chairman and deputy chairman
of the regional assembly, the DPRD, along with the leader
of the armed forces faction in the assembly, had all signed
a statement supporting a referendum. [Waspada, 1 April]

Since then there have been many demonstrations with
students and high school pupils scrawling the word
‘referendum’ on walls and hanging up banners across
streets and on buildings. More recently large crowds have
taken to the streets not only shouting referendum slogans
but waving the Aceh Merdeka flag and pulling down the
Indonesian red-and-white national flag. On 24 April, the
Medan-based daily, Waspada, reported that following a
bloody incident in Lhokseumawe earlier in the week (see
below), Aceh Merdeka flags had been unfurled everywhere
in Aceh ‘with no one daring to pull them down’. They have
appeared not only in cities and suburbs but in many dis-
tricts; in many places leaflets containing the flag have been
plastered on the walls of houses, on shop windows and on
road-signs.

The banner- and flag-raising incidents, often accompa-
nied by the pulling down of the Indonesian flag has led to
scuffles some of which have turned violent, between the
pro-referendum crowds and the security forces.

AFP described a colourful rally on 18 April when hun-
dreds of people including scores of young children paraded
through Lhokseumawe’s main avenue for several hours,
cheered by hundreds of onlookers, waving the Aceh Mer-
deka flag.

‘This was the first time ever that the independence flag
has been openly displayed,’ a resident said. He added that
most homes in the villages in the northern Aceh district
were flying the flag.

The flag has a bright red background contrasting with
the white crescent and star symbol trapped between two
thick black horizontal stripes. [AFP, 19 April]

On 19 April, thousands of high school students went to
the local military command, Kodim, in Sigli, Pidie to de-
mand that referendum banners that had been torn down be
restored to their places. The local commander rejected the
demand and ordered his men to disperse the crowd by
force. Shots were fired into the air and then in the direction


http://www.aceh.org/forum/dcconference













hie

il






ult
























nc


mailto:tapol@gn.apc.org
http://www.gn.apc.org/tapol

