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About 250 kilometers from the epicenter of the earthquake, Aceh suffered the
full brunt of the tsunami’s force. This was a catastrophe in one of the most iso-
lated and politically charged areas of Southeast Asia and a source of political in-
stability for more than a century.!8 Before the arrival of international aid workers,
the Indonesian government had quarantined Aceh. Indonesian forces regularly
clashed with the Free Aceh Movement, or GAM, rebels. The local population is as
devoutly Muslim as anywhere in the world and Sharia law is in force. For nearly
three decades, Aceh was embattled, silent and closed off from the outside world.
The earthquake and tsunami left survivors devastated and prey to the entreaties
of al-Qaida and Jamah Islamia, whose members, undoubtedly, were gathering to
hand.

The first foreigners on the scene and with the greatest lift capacity were forces
from Australia, Singapore and the United States. Troops were unarmed and relied
upon Indonesian security to conduct relief operations. As an Indonesian com-
mander remarked, “If you want to carry a weapon, you'd better choose a side.”
During the three months that the ADF conducted relief operations in Aceh, some
200 people were killed in skirmishes between GAM and Indonesian forces.

It was into this situation that thousands of troops and hundreds of civilian re-
lief workers descended. While foreign forces and NGOs scurried to organize
themselves, stoic Indonesian soldiers set about the grimmest of tasks, tirelessly
clearing waste and debris and disposing of the dead in accordance with local prac-
tice. Many of these soldiers had themselves lost loved ones. Many had no family or
homes to which to return. When the tsunami struck, Indonesian troops were con-
ducting an amphibious landing exercise. All those soldiers perished, along with
some 1,000 of their comrades at their headquarters at Banda Aceh. Offshore the
USS Bonhomme Richard Expeditionary Strike Group and USS Abraham Lincoln
provided considerable muscle and heavy lift. US Navy aviation assets were crucial
to the aid effort.

The ADF’s primary concern was to ensure that the relief effort was in accor-
dance with Indonesian priorities. The view that Indonesians knew best what Indo-
nesians required was a fundamental precept of Australian, Singaporean and
American forces. Through the Civil-Military Aid Coordination Conference
(CMAC) this view was shared by other foreign forces and the majority of NGOs.
The CMAC met daily in Medan, the transport hub of northern Sumatra. An Indo-
nesian colonel, with an Australian lieutenant colonel as deputy, chaired the meet-
ings. The CMAC was the principal means of sharing information about the
progress of the mission, road conditions, security concerns, aid priorities, bottle-
necks and expectations.
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Expectation management was a prime concern for the CMAC. The thousands
of military and civilian aid workers who descended upon Indonesia burned with
the desire to help. The mood was reflected by Dr. Fiona Terry, founder of the Aus-
tralian section of Médecins Sans Frontiéres: “Humanitarian action is more than a
technical exercise at nourishing or healing a population defined as in need; it is a
moral endeavor based on solidarity with other members of humanity.”" The role
of the CMAC (and its Secretariat comprised initially of ADF, Singaporean and US
officers, with representatives of the Australian Government Aid Program
(AUSAID), the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and the UN
Joint Logistic Centre (UNJLC)) was to manage the prosaic but crucial tasks of set-
ting priorities, allocating scarce air assets and ensuring that relief supplies were effi-
ciently and effectively distributed.

In those early weeks of the operation, certain misconceptions about the needs of
Aceh proved difficult to dispel. It fairly quickly became evident that the survivors
suffered relatively few serious injuries and that there were sufficient medical staff
and equipment for their needs. It proved challenging to stem the tide of doctors
and nurses to the region. The real needs were engineers for reconstruction, envi-
ronmental health officers to counter disease and qualified NGOs to manage the
camps of displaced persons.

A considerable amount of aid donated from around the world was undoubtedly
well intended but misguided. The warehouses in Medan were brimming with
sweaters, Western-style tinned baby food, hillocks of canned baked beans, crates of
boiled fruitcake and mounds of precooked meals for which the people of tropical
Aceh had neither the need nor the appetite. Truckloads of disposable diapers were
a mystery to these people and contributed yet more waste in a region blanketed in
litter. The pressing need was, in fact, for dried fish, rice noodles, powdered milk
and cloth diapers.?

The best NGOs were informed, organized and relatively self-sufficient. In par-
ticular, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) had vehicles and was
well organized. The World Food Program (WFP) had aircraft and their own tem-
porary accommodation. The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and
Meédecins Sans Frontiéres were experienced, politically informed and focused on
finding solutions, and Caritas efficiently directed its energies to pastoral care.

The NGOs who experienced the most frustration and were perhaps less effective
were those who were impractical, ignorant of Sharia law, failed to calibrate security
concerns into their plans, complained that the Indonesian government did not un-
derstand them and failed to appreciate that a humanitarian disaster must be ad-
dressed in its context. Some NGOs, in their callow enthusiasm, failed to appreciate
that the consent of any nation to welcome large and diverse numbers of
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international military and civilian relief workers is rarely unconditional and open-
ended. The most egregious error by a few naive aid workers was to unilaterally set
off for Aceh by road through Sumatran jungles only to break down and themselves
become “secondary victims” of the disaster requiring assistance.

The most effective NGOs were not necessarily the large, established organiza-
tions. A capable group of well-connected volunteers from a Sydney suburban
council proved effective. Surfers Without Borders diligently hired boats and ac-
cessed the otherwise inaccessible parts of western Sumatra to paddle ashore with
supplies. And, improbably, Save the Sumatran Orangutans delighted the CMAC
by arriving with a sumptuous swag of donations to put to good use—for humans.

The ADF completed its mission in Aceh in three months. “Completed,” of
course, is a relative term. The measure of success in relief operations is a matter of
delivering the greatest good in the time available. The CMAC worked efficiently,
certainly diligently, and aid was directed purposefully and quickly. It proved an ef-
fective mechanism, as OCHA describes, for bridging the “humanitarian gap be-
tween the disaster needs that the relief community is being asked to satisfy and the
resources available to meet them.”?!
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