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DECISION CASE

Trading independence for self-government:
the 2005 Aceh settlement
Indonesia / Diplomacy · 31 October 2026 · macrolens.lk/research/case-aceh-peace-2005.pdf

Abstract
In December 2004, days before the tsunami, Indonesia's new government and the Free Aceh
Movement agreed to meet; the wave that killed at least 128,000 Acehnese turned that meeting into
a settlement. Five rounds in Helsinki produced the August 2005 memorandum: GAM set aside
independence for self-government, and Jakarta conceded local political parties, an amnesty,
seventy percent of natural-resource revenues and a European-ASEAN monitoring mission
empowered to rule on disputes. Within five months GAM had surrendered its 840 weapons, 24,000
troops had withdrawn and 1,424 prisoners walked free. Former rebels have contested every
election since, winning and losing power. The war has not returned in twenty years; the promised
human-rights court and full truth commission largely have not arrived. This case examines the
autonomy trade: what each side conceded, why it held, and what Sri Lanka, still waiting on its own
long-delayed provincial council elections, can conditionally draw from it.

Context: a war behind a closed door
On 4 December 1976, Hasan di Tiro proclaimed the Free Aceh Movement (GAM) and declared the
independence of Aceh, the resource-rich province at the northern tip of Sumatra that had resisted
Dutch rule for thirty years before being absorbed into Indonesia. The first rising was crushed by
1979; di Tiro fled abroad. The second, from 1989, met the Indonesian army's "military operations
area" (DOM) period of 1989-98, a counter-insurgency that broke GAM's field strength while
alienating the population (human rights groups documented widespread abuses). The third rising
followed Suharto's fall in 1998: GAM rebuilt to the point of controlling much of the countryside,
and a Swiss-based private diplomacy organization, the Henry Dunant Centre, brokered a
"humanitarian pause" in 2000 and then a Cessation of Hostilities Agreement (COHA) in December
2002. The COHA monitored a ceasefire while the political question stayed open; within five
months it collapsed, and in May 2003 Jakarta declared martial law and launched its largest
offensive of the war. By its own admission GAM lost about half its strength between 2003 and
2005. Across three decades the conflict killed an estimated 15,000 people (attributed estimate;
figures vary).

Two failures framed everything that followed. Militarily, neither side could finish the war: the
2003-05 offensive hurt GAM badly without eliminating it. Politically, the COHA design - silence the
guns first, negotiate status later - had given each side reason to suspect the other was buying time
(attributed assessments).
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The decisions
The first decision was to reopen the channel before anything forced it. The ticket that won
Indonesia's first direct presidential election in September 2004, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono and
Jusuf Kalla, came in committed to negotiation; Kalla had probed a reopening while still a minister
in the previous cabinet, and he now contacted the GAM leadership in Swedish exile directly and
through intermediaries. The new mediator was Martti Ahtisaari, the former Finnish president
and his Crisis Management Initiative. Both sides confirmed a first meeting in late December 2004 -
days before the wave (Aspinall).

The second decision was the tsunami's use, not its occurrence. On 26 December 2004 an
earthquake of magnitude 9.0 off Aceh's coast sent the tsunami across the province's western and
northern shores; official counts record at least 128,000 dead in Aceh alone, rising toward 169,000
including the missing (attributed figures). The standard telling makes the wave the cause of peace.
The evidence supports a narrower claim: the talks had already been agreed before it struck, and
the tsunami gave both leaderships a public reason to do what battle fatigue already pushed them
toward - "a convenient pretext the parties used to return to talks and abandon long-held
positions" (Aspinall). It also broke Aceh open to an international relief presence, which made
external monitoring less extraordinary.

The third decision was Ahtisaari's formula. Where the COHA had put a ceasefire first and politics
later, Ahtisaari inverted the sequence: "nothing is agreed until everything is agreed." No
demilitarization until the broad political settlement was on paper. The rule raised the cost of
walking away from each round and forced the core issue onto the table early.

The fourth decision was GAM's. In February 2005, early in the five rounds, the movement
announced it would set aside independence and accept "self-government" within the Indonesian
state. The concession was real but not cheap: the self-government GAM tabled included local
political parties, control over local resources, an Acehnese police answerable to the governor and
protections against future erosion. Still, the demand that had made agreement impossible for
three decades was off the table.

The fifth decision was Jakarta's matching concession: local political parties. Indonesian party law
required national branch networks, which gave national parties an iron grip on every legislature
and executive post; letting an Aceh-only party exist meant an exception to the unitary template
and, hardliners warned, a legal machine for separatism. Kalla, who had made his name settling
the Maluku and Poso conflicts, argued the concession through cabinet and parliament (Aspinall).
The memorandum commits the government to create the legal conditions for local parties within
12 to 18 months (MoU 1.2.1).

The sixth decision was the security exchange, and it was symmetric. GAM would hand over 840
weapons in four verified stages; in parallel the government would withdraw all non-organic
military and police, capped afterward at 14,700 organic soldiers and 9,100 organic police. Both
sides put a number on their part of the bargain, and both numbers were verifiable.
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The seventh decision was monitoring with teeth. Jakarta, burned by East Timor, had excluded the
United Nations; it accepted instead an EU-led Aceh Monitoring Mission (AMM) with monitors
from five ASEAN states, Norway and Switzerland - unarmed, but empowered to investigate, to
decide disputed amnesty cases and to rule on alleged violations (MoU section 5). Previous
monitors had documented; these would adjudicate.

The last decisions were about speed after signature. The MoU was signed in Helsinki on 15 August
2005 by Law and Human Rights Minister Hamid Awaluddin and GAM's Malik Mahmud, with
Ahtisaari facilitating. Amnesty came first, before a single weapon was collected: more than 1,400
GAM prisoners were released by 31 August 2005, on schedule (International Crisis Group).
Decommissioning and troop withdrawal followed in four matched stages to the end of December.
And in 2006 GAM's successor structures contested elections - the movement that had fought for a
state now ran to govern a province.

Decision chain
1976 Hasan di Tiro proclaims the Free Aceh Movement; first rising crushed by 1979

1989-98 DOM counter-insurgency breaks the second rising; abuses documented, grievance
deepens

Dec 2002 COHA ceasefire-first accord; collapses within five months; martial law May 2003

Sep-Dec 2004 Yudhoyono-Kalla elected; Kalla reopens back-channels; Ahtisaari engaged; first
meeting agreed days before the tsunami

26 Dec 2004 Tsunami kills at least 128,000 in Aceh; province opens to international presence

27 Jan-17 Jul
2005

Five Helsinki rounds under "nothing is agreed until everything is agreed"

Feb 2005 GAM sets aside independence for self-government within Indonesia

Mid-2005 Jakarta concedes local political parties - the most contested issue of the talks

15 Aug 2005 Helsinki MoU signed: autonomy, amnesty, 70% resource revenues, binding
monitoring

Aug 2005-Jan
2006

1,424 prisoners amnestied; 840 weapons decommissioned; 24,000 non-organic troops
withdrawn

2006 Law on the Governing of Aceh; December elections won by ex-GAM figures
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Measured outcomes I: what the settlement delivered
The war ended, and it stayed ended. GAM handed over 1,011 weapons, of which the AMM
accepted the committed 840; on 27 December 2005 it formally dissolved its armed wing, the TNA.
Indonesia completed the withdrawal of 24,000 non-organic troops on 29 December 2005, leaving
the capped organic forces; the AMM confirmed both tracks complete on 5 January 2006. The
amnesty covered 1,424 GAM members released from prisons across Java and Sumatra
(International Crisis Group). Sporadic violence flared around later elections, including attacks on
Partai Aceh offices in the 2009 campaign and a grenade attack on inauguration day in 2012, but
organized conflict did not resume in the twenty years to 2025 (attributed assessments).

The political conversion worked. In December 2006, sixteen months after signature, Irwandi
Yusuf - a former GAM figure running as an independent - won the governorship with 38 percent
of the vote, taking 15 of 19 districts. In April 2009 Partai Aceh, the movement's party, took 46.9
percent of the provincial legislative vote and 33 of 69 seats. It won the governorship in 2012 with
55.9 percent; it lost it in 2017 when Irwandi, now heading a splinter party, beat Partai Aceh's
candidate 37.2 to 31.7 percent - former rebels competing against former rebels in an ordinary
election; and it won again in November 2024, when Muzakir Manaf, once GAM's military
commander, took 53 percent and was inaugurated governor on 12 February 2025. The AMM itself
drew down as the settlement held: 226 unarmed monitors at deployment in September 2005,
reduced to 36 by September 2006, mission closed that December at a total cost of about 15 million
euros. Ahtisaari received the 2008 Nobel Peace Prize, with Aceh among the cited achievements.

The fiscal transfer was real and large. Aceh retains 70 percent of natural-resource revenues under
the MoU, and the special autonomy fund channelled 88.43 trillion rupiah to the province between
2008 and 2021 (Finance Ministry figures).

Measured outcomes II: what it did not deliver
Justice provisions stalled at the border between promise and law. The MoU promised a human
rights court for Aceh and a truth and reconciliation commission. The 2006 Law on the Governing
of Aceh limited the court's jurisdiction to crimes committed after the MoU - excluding the entire
conflict - and no such court has been established in the twenty years since (ICTJ; Amnesty
International; attributed assessments). The truth commission was tied to a national body whose
founding law the Constitutional Court annulled in 2006; an Aceh truth commission was created by
local bylaw in 2013 and commissioners served from 2016 to 2021, but without the national
framework its reach stayed limited (ICTJ; KKR Aceh reports). The MoU's clause that civilian crimes
by soldiers be tried in civilian courts also remains unimplemented (attributed). Symbolic issues
fester: the Acehnese flag, endorsed by the provincial legislature in 2013, is still not recognized by
Jakarta (CNA, 2025). Aceh's governor Muzakir Manaf claims only about 30 percent of the
agreement has been carried out - an advocacy figure from a party to the agreement, but a
measure of how contested implementation remains twenty years on.
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The peace dividend was uneven. Aceh's poverty rate stood at 12.33 percent in March 2025, against
8.47 percent nationally (BPS). Between 2013 and 2020 the province left 7.7 trillion rupiah of its
special autonomy fund unspent even as needs persisted (Finance Ministry), and researchers
describe a reintegration economy in which former commanders converted networks into
construction contracts - peace through patronage as much as through development ("combatants
to contractors," Aspinall). Corruption reached the governorship itself: Irwandi Yusuf was arrested
by the Corruption Eradication Commission in 2018 (Reuters).

And the settlement rested on conditions no one designed. GAM entered the talks weakened, by its
own admission halved by the 2003-05 offensive; the government entered with fresh electoral
legitimacy and a vice president who wanted the deal. Whether the formula would have held
against a stronger insurgency is a question the record cannot answer (desk interpretation).

Transfer limits
Aceh is a province of a unitary republic that already had special-autonomy arrangements on the
books; the MoU deepened an existing legal category rather than inventing one (Aspinall). The war
was asymmetric and relatively contained - a provincial insurgency, not a civil war for the state
itself - and the military balance in 2004-05 favored Jakarta. The tsunami's window, the
international relief presence, and a mediator accepted by both sides were contingent
circumstances. Indonesia was a consolidating democracy where elections could genuinely
convert rebels into governors. None of these conditions is transferable by choice. Most
fundamentally, Aceh's settlement was negotiated from a hurting stalemate; Sri Lanka's war ended
on the battlefield in May 2009, so the bargaining structure that produced Helsinki does not exist
there (desk interpretation).

Lessons for Sri Lanka (conditional)
1. If negotiations ever reopen, settle the political formula before the security sequence. Sri Lanka's
own 2002 ceasefire agreement followed the COHA design - quiet the guns, talk status later - and
died the same death. Helsinki's inversion is the available evidence for doing it the other way (desk
interpretation).

2. Trade the two maximums at once. GAM gave up independence; Jakarta gave up the party
monopoly. Each concession was the other's political cover. Partial trades leave each side exposed
at home (desk interpretation).

3. Give monitors rulings, not just notebooks. The AMM decided disputed amnesty cases and ruled
on violations; Sri Lanka's 2002-06 Nordic mission could investigate and report but not bind.
Verification that cannot adjudicate becomes a chronicle of the process failing (desk
interpretation).

4. Convert the movement into a party quickly. Sixteen months ran from signature to Aceh's
December 2006 vote. The faster armed organization becomes electoral organization, the less
space spoilers have to argue the pen was surrendered for nothing (desk interpretation).
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5. Money is a clause, not an outcome. Seventy percent of resource revenues and 88 trillion rupiah
across 2008-2021 still left Aceh poorer than the national average in 2025, with trillions unspent.
Devolved finance without execution capacity is an IOU (desk interpretation).

6. Deferring justice keeps the file open. Aceh's missing human-rights court and stalled truth
commission are the live politics of the settlement twenty years later. Sri Lanka's own
accountability file - where a September 2026 UN Human Rights report warns that momentum
risks stalling - will not age out on its own (desk interpretation).

Conclusion
The Aceh settlement is usually told as a tsunami story. The record supports a colder reading: a
weakened insurgency and a newly legitimate government used a catastrophe to make trades they
already needed - independence for self-government, a party monopoly for a provincial exception,
guns for ballots, verified by monitors with authority to rule. Twenty years on, the security half of
the bargain is complete and the justice half is not, and that gap is precisely the part Sri Lanka
would recognize: provincial council elections have been pending for years - the Election
Commission was still pressing Parliament for the enabling amendments on 18 October 2026 - and
the accountability questions outlasted every administration. Wars end by settlement or by
victory; the case of Aceh suggests that what is negotiated is only ever half finished, and the
unfinished half does not disappear (desk interpretation).
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