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School Reconstruction Project

The project covers reconstruction of 65 school buildings consisting of 32 primary schools, 18 secondary 

schools, 10 high schools and 5 kindergartens, spread over 5 Sub Districts of Simeulue. The green marked 

area on the map below indicates those Sub Districts: 

1. Simeulue Timur 

2. Teupah Selatan 

3. Teupah Barat 

4. Simeulue Tengah 

5. Salang 

6 villages within the Sub District of Seunuddon, District of Aceh Utara (North Aceh):

1. Lhok Puuk 

2. Ulee Rubek Barat 

3. Ulee Rubek Timur 

4. Matang Lada 

5. Teupin Kuyun 

6. Bantayan 
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1. Introduction by CORDAID 

This joint report by Eye on Aceh and Cordaid aims to give an insight into the results of a social capital 

mapping study commissioned by Cordaid and conducted by Eye on Aceh at the end of 2006 in Aceh. 

Although the outcomes of the social capital mapping are critical for Cordaid’s work, Cordaid is keen on 

sharing the findings with other organisations and persons interested for learning purposes.

Why a mapping of social capital? 
After the Tsunami in December 2004 Cordaid, like many other organisations, struggled to develop an 

adequate response to the enormous needs in Aceh. 

When the tsunami struck Aceh, years of conflict between the Indonesian government and the Gerekan 

Aceh Merdeka (GAM, Free Aceh Movement) had isolated the population and international organisations 

familiar with Acehnese society were hard to find.

Based on experiences in other countries Cordaid discussed at an early stage the importance of paying 

attention to the conflict setting in Aceh as part of their Tsunami response programme.

Cordaid choose to conduct a conflict/social capital mapping exercise on the assumption that emergency, 

relief and rehabilitation programmes in particular and developmental programmes in general cannot 

be considered as ‘business as usual’ in a conflict situation. Working under conflict conditions requires 

a suitable change in approach, assumptions and strategy by development practitioners. Cordaid tried 

to put into practice the lessons learned from Mary Anderson’s impressive study “Do No Harm”. Sister 

organisations in our CIDSE and Caritas networks showed great interest in this exercise and Cordaid 

decided to take the lead in this mission. 

Why only halfway into the programme? 
Despite our good intentions this plan was not prioritised in the initial phases of the Cordaid Post Tsunami 

programme. As pressure was building from within the public and media to deliver visible results in 

response to the tsunami emergency there seemed to be no time to establish best practice methods in 

the pre-implementation part of the Cordaid response. When Cordaid finally had the time to reflect and 

digest the first critical feedback on Tsunami response we revisited the idea of conducting a study into 

the social impact of our emergency programme. 

Other factors also caused delays. Responsible Cordaid staff at headquarters and field level did not have 

the experience with the methodologies of social capital mapping and it took some time to understand the 

possible benefits but also the requirements. Cordaid did not have an extended network of consultants 

or organisations familiar with social mapping nor with knowledge of the Bahasa language, let alone 

Acehnese, and Cordaid had to find out how and with whom to do this. 

It was not before summer 2006 that Cordaid concluded an agreement with the organisation Eye on 

Aceh. The mapping started September 2006, when Cordaid’s reconstruction programme in Aceh was well 

underway. Cordaid recognises the mapping would have been more effective earlier on in the programme, 

which is also one of the recommendations in the mapping report.

Results of the mapping study: missed opportunities
The findings of the social mapping were an eye opener to Cordaid in many ways.  

Cordaid was aware that the construction activities in the programme had received most of the attention at 

the expense of community-oriented activities, but overall Cordaid felt that the relation with communities 

was fairly good. The social mapping challenged this idea and therefore was a wake up call. That in itself 

was an important result of the social mapping study. 

The report is not so much a tale of negative effects of a reconstruction programme in communities; it 

is in fact a story of missed opportunities. The main outcome is that Cordaid failed to develop a close 

relationship with the communities and therefore failed to identify and actively pursue opportunities to 

build on social capital. 
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Furthermore Cordaid looked at the interface with the communities in Seunuddon:  

•  The role & tasks of the Village Development Forums were revisited and were adapted where 

necessary. 

•  Consultative community meetings are organised regularly to ensure wider representation of the 

community alongside representation of the Village Development Forums. 

•  A complaint procedure was set up whereby beneficiaries could communicate their complaint directly 

to Cordaid. 

Recommendations were made to revise programme objectives 

•  Taking into account the time-frame we acknowledged that we needed to review and focus on the 

objectives related to community development in the programme. The mapping study helped us to revisit 

priorities and to focus on community development activities in our programme.   

These results can be related to the unfamiliarity with Acehnese society, pressure to deliver visible results 

fast and a limited time-frame that Cordaid, like many other organisations, maintained.  

Cordaid expected the mapping would also give greater insight into the implications of the peace process 

and the changing role this implied for the GAM. Cordaid was somehow disappointed when the mapping 

did not reflect this.  

Eye on Aceh gave a very clear explanation as to why this was not included.

“Cordaid has been working in a GAM stronghold and therefore realizes that GAM presence might have 

an effect on the Tsunami programmes. Nevertheless the mapping exercise did not reflect this as GAM 

presence in Seunuddon has been fully integrated within the community structure for a long time and 

cannot be seen as a lesser part in a community exercise. 

Seunuddon is known in Aceh as a ‘home’ for GAM. The old expression ‘GAM is the people, the people 

are GAM” is quite true in Seunuddon. GAM exists in all networks because many of the local people are 

GAM – in the broad sense of the word, not all took up arms but the area facilitated GAM’s presence.

So, for local people the issue of GAM is not an ‘issue’. Since it was not brought up in the interviews, 

FGDs or questionnaires it was not possible for the facilitators to introduce the issue – this decision had 

already been made by Eye on Aceh before mapping began. Why did we make this decision? There is an 

expression that people use when talking about the Indonesian military, it is ‘awak nyan’ or ‘their people’. 

When talking about GAM the expression is ‘awak drou teuh’ or ‘our people’. To bring up the issue of GAM 

as being somehow different with the people would have aroused suspicions of ‘cua’k’ (informers) for 

the facilitators. Since our team included local people, this was too dangerous. But the underlying fact 

remains – people in Seunuddon are comfortable with GAM.

GAM members have always dominated the entire network – formal, informal or even cultural network, but 

this is not visible – it can only be sensed, and all network members always tried to cover GAM’s presence 

within network. We must remember that during the conflict, the entire network – formal, informal or even 

cultural network, were dominated by GAM. All three villages, where the mapping took place, are strong 

bases for GAM. Therefore, all social structures in these villages were dominated by GAM members, the 

many others are sympathisers. Being a base for a GAM populated area, GAM’s influence is very bold, but 

when we ask which network or who are members of GAM, this is very difficult and nobody was willing 

to give the answer, particularly for such a brief research project like this. 

How did we address the outcomes of the mapping?
Although the results of the mapping were only available halfway into the programme the core findings 

were still relevant and Cordaid tried, as much as possible in the limited time- frame remaining, to follow 

up recommendations that were still relevant for the remaining phase of the programme. 

Cordaid first and foremost took action on recommendations related to staffing because we concluded that 

proper staffing was paramount and conditional to be able to take up some of the outcomes. 

Staffing:

•  Immediately after the outcomes Cordaid assigned a community development consultant to the programme 

and recruited a Community development coordinator for Simeulue.

•  Cordaid changed the staff structure in Seunuddon where we divided role of programme manager into 

two functions: the programme manager with a social programme / community development background 

and a construction manager with an engineering background. In this way we increased attention for 

the community development part at management level.

•  Cordaid included additional demands in the staff recruitment process. 
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3. Introduction

This report presents the findings of a social capital mapping assessment conducted in three areas of Aceh 

between September 2006 and January 2007. The assessment is designed to assist Cordaid in identifying 

whether, in what ways and to what extent its post-tsunami reconstruction programmes affected social 

capital in beneficiary villages. It also makes a series of recommendations about possible interventions 

that might help Cordaid (and its partners) to minimise any negative impact on social capital in these 

communities and how to seize the opportunity with infrastructure-related aid interventions to build upon 

social capital in the villages. 

Risk variables that are directly related to the post-tsunami aid programmes and assist in an initial 

understanding of the quality and quantity of social capital present in these beneficiary villages are: the 

presence of aid or development agencies, and a high saturation level of these agencies on village life – be 

that post-disaster or post-conflict-related. 

Further risk factors that, in the absence of agency best practise, are usually present in such circumstances 

are: lack of targeting and inequalities in who receives assistance, disparities in quality of assistance 

delivered, marginalised groups excluded from processes, lack of inclusion and transparency in programmes, 

and nepotism. 

In addition, poverty, income inequality, unemployment and underemployment, transitional political 

processes, and a relatively new post-conflict period are all factors which contribute to an understanding 

of the social capital status in target areas of Aceh.

The scope of the study is limited to the effect that Cordaid’s post-tsunami reconstruction programmes 

have had on social capital in two rural areas in Aceh: Seunuddon in North Aceh, and Simeulue, an island 

off the west coast of Aceh. In addition, a village which was not affected by the tsunami, in which EOA 

has been active for some time, was also included as a variable; Ulee Meuria in North Aceh. 

Cordaid is active in Seunuddon providing shelter for victims of the tsunami, and in Simeulue where it 

is working with the education authorities and building new schools. The third area, Ulee Meuria, was 

included as a non-tsunami, low NGO intervention area. The study examines the period that covers roughly 

the first 18 months of the Cordaid programmes.

2. Lessons learned 

Bringing objectives into line, time frame and results expected. 
Over the past few years, emergency and reconstruction programmes have been increasingly challenged to 

address wider issues. A lot of the organisations that combine or link relief, rehabilitation and development 

work, including Cordaid, are trying to incorporate an increasing number of (developmental) concerns 

into their emergency and rehabilitation programming. The aim is to at least avoid negative impact and 

where possible have a positive contribution to the peace-building process, women’s’ participation and 

empowerment, inclusion of marginal groups, the environment etc. 

Cordaid was also looking to address some of these concerns in the Aceh programme. However at the 

same time Cordaid kept a strict time-frame and decided against a longer term involvement in Aceh. 

In hindsight it was clear that this had a major impact on programme orientation, setting priorities on 

tangible results that can be reached in a limited time. To address some of the recommendations of the 

mapping study an approach is necessary that in any case allows for a much longer time-frame. 

In this respect the mapping also contributed to policy discussions within Cordaid leading to a decision 

to continue support to national and local NGOs in Aceh for a number of years. 

Social mapping as a method
Cordaid concluded that the social mapping can be very helpful to be more aware of the impact of 

reconstruction programmes on social capital, and to identify opportunities to build upon, and to strengthen 

social capital. In order to be effective the mapping process should be part of the preparation phase in 

the reconstruction programme and should be revisited during the programme. 

In this case mapping was more focused on the impact of the programme on social capital and not so 

much on how changing social relations had an impact on the programme and how the programme could 

handle this without doing any harm. However Cordaid feels the mapping has the potential to include 

these aspects too. 

It must be taken into account that the mapping is a labour-intensive and time-consuming exercise and 

therefore it may be more feasible for the mapping process to be more limited at the very busy start-up 

phase of a reconstruction programme, followed by a full mapping study when the programme is more 

established. 
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SOCIAL CAPITAL: WHAT IS IT?
There are several different meanings of “capital”; the most common are: physical capital which refers to 

physical objects (land, tools, machines etc.); financial capital which is the funds that are available to be 

invested in production; human capital which refers to the properties (skills, education etc.) of individuals; 

and social capital which refers to the connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of 

reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. 

The general assumption of social capital is that social networks have a value. Social capital refers to the 

collective value of all “social networks” (people who know each other) and the inclinations that arise 

from these networks to do things for each other (mutual assistance). It is the trust, mutual understanding, 

shared values and behaviour that connect members of human networks and communities and make 

cooperative action possible. These networks might be based on many things such as politics, villages 

and towns, interest groups, education, religion, sports and numerous other foundations.

There are also other dimensions of social capital, such as bonding (or exclusive) social capital and/or 

bridging (or inclusive) social capital. Bonding social capital tends to be more inward-looking, reinforcing 

exclusive identities and homogeneous groups, whereas bridging social capital is more outward-looking, 

reaching out to people across different social divides.   

Bonding capital reinforces reciprocity and mobilises solidarity; but bridging capital links members to 

external assets and is community-building. Unlike bonding capital, it does not reinforce the status quo. 

Social capital is not necessarily always positive; negative forms can and do exist. For example, some 

networks are exclusive rather than inclusive; closed-door networks tend not to share available resources, 

thus engendering competition and monopoly of interest representation; excess claims may be made 

on network members by those outside who want favours; networks sometimes restrict the freedom of 

their members.  Most commonly, negative social capital is seen where small, tightly knit groups which 

may function well assist their own members with practical, financial and other support, but may also be 

exclusionary and even hostile towards perceived outsiders.

How does positive social capital work?
The term social capital emphasises not only feelings of warmth towards others, but a wide variety of quite 

specific benefits that flow from the trust, reciprocity, information and cooperation associated with social 

networks. Social capital creates value for the people who are connected and – at least sometimes – for 

those outside the network as well. 

Social capital works through multiple channels: 

a.  Information flows (e.g. learning about what is happening in the local area, about candidates running 

for elections, issues in the workplace, university, etc.) depend on social capital 

b. Norms of mutual assistance are dependent on social networks: 

 •  Networks that connect people with similar interests (e.g. religious, educational, political parties, 

associations etc.) or who have similar activities (associations, workplace, sports etc.) and who live, 

work, play etc. in the same place encourage specific (in-group) mutual assistance 

 • Bridging networks that connect diverse individuals sustain generalised mutual assistance

c.  Collective action depends upon social networks although collective action can also foster new 

networks 

d.  Broader identities and solidarity are encouraged by social networks that help translate an ‘I’ mentality 

into a ‘we’ mentality

Why is positive social capital important?
• The presence of social capital helps people to solve problems more easily

• Social capital facilitates social and community development

• Social capital creates awareness of and enhances connections with others

• Where social capital is present, information flows more freely

4. RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

Cordaid has recognised that an understanding of social structures and social capital is essential in 

responding to a complex emergency such as that of the earthquake and tsunami in Aceh in December 

2004. 

A social capital study gives valuable insight into how individuals and networks interact in a community. 

Such mapping of a community and its networks and relationships are essential if one wants to be able 

to make resource allocation decisions that will have maximum impact on beneficiary communities. In the 

context of post-tsunami rehabilitation and reconstruction programmes, an analysis of the quantity and 

quality of social capital in a beneficiary community is useful in helping to facilitate the mobilisation of 

such social attributes to contribute to aid programmes. Such a study also helps to understand obstacles 

to programme efforts in a community, whether these are in the form of housing, schools, livelihoods or 

other. 

There is a relatively extensive literature on social capital, all of which agrees that social capital is a 

model for understanding community well-being which will determine the predisposition of a community 

to engage in self-help. Existing research has indicated an important relationship between stores of social 

capital and positive outcomes for health (House et al., 1988; Baum, 1999), education (Teachman et al., 

1997), effective governance (Putnam et al., 1993), sustainable development (World Bank, 1999), economic 

growth (Knack and Keefer, 1997) and human well-being (Bullen and Onyx, 2000; World Bank, 1998). It is 

widely accepted that social capital can help social, economic and general community development.

Much of the information contained in the report will already be well-known to many readers; the aim 

of this report is to make readers more aware of the link between known facts and the impact that 

programmes such as those run by Cordaid can and do have on levels of trust and reciprocity within local 

communities.  

Overall objectives
•  To assess how rehabilitation programmes are influencing and expectedly will influence social cohesion 

in the areas of operation

•  To identify concrete improvements to the programmes in order to strengthen integration of ‘do no harm’ 

principles and promote social cohesion for the programme period (until December 2007) 

•  Identify creative ideas and reference points to strengthen social capital in the area in the longer term 

Specific objectives
•  Identification of current social capital and social cohesion

•  Identification of underlying social structures, reasons for current form of social structures

•  Identification of key stakeholders in social capital development and players who could potentially 

(positively or negatively) influence social cohesion

•  Identification of key developments that have an (positive or negative) influence on social structures 

and their development 

•  Identification of potential (positive or negative) influence of the current Cordaid programmes (contents, 

players, approach, etc.) and possibilities of how to address these

•  Identification of concrete links or ways of cooperating to promote social cohesion with local authorities 

and civil society and NGOs 
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Phase One
The first phase of the study focused on the following: making contacts in the villages and facilitating a 

participatory process of mapping existing networks. The aim was to provide an opportunity for the teams 

to become more familiar with community networks, characteristics and issues in each community relating 

to social capital which could then be used for reference and as a basis for analysis in the second phase. 

The teams made use of several methods of data collection, and proceeded by making initial contacts with 

the local village hierarchy, and also with beneficiaries. The teams explained the idea of social mapping, 

and its uses, but did not refer to the Cordaid programmes specifically as this would alter dynamics; the 

facilitators would be seen as representing the donor and therefore results might be flawed. 

The amount of data generated by these three teams was vast as they built a social profile for each 

village included in the study, followed by a mapping of social capital – pre- and post-tsunami – and then 

an analysis of the impact, if any, of the Cordaid tsunami programmes on each network included in the 

mapping, and on the villages as a whole. In addition, a non-tsunami area was included in the exercise 

as a comparative case study.

Phases Two and Three
Building on data collected in the first stage, Phase Two identified the marginalised and excluded members 

of the community from formal and informal social, economic and other networks. Special effort was made 

to ensure that these people/groups would be included in the mapping exercise. Those especially noticeable 

by their absence were women, the elderly, youth and the physically and mentally challenged. 

At the end of this second phase, a consultation and evaluation process took place through focus 

group discussions (FGDs) during which participants considered whether and to what extent the mapping 

emerging from the process was a true reflection of their community. 

In the final phase, Phase Three, information gathered on the relationships between these different 

networks was compiled and analysed. The results were presented by the facilitators in a final workshop 

followed by a discussion with the expert consultative group to identify current and emerging trends that 

a) should be included in the final mapping report, and b) that might be issues of concern to be addressed 

by the local community. 

Participatory methods
The mapping process was led by community members with the Eye on Aceh teams acting only as 

facilitators in the planning and implementation phases. 

Participatory methods pave the way for a more “realistic” mapping of a community, and allow us to see 

who is most affected by erosion or a build-up of social capital. In particular, a participatory mapping 

exercise allows the voices of women, the elderly, youth and other groups, often marginalised from such 

processes, to be heard. The process of mapping itself can also tell us a great deal about the community, 

and can help build social capital among participants – such as in the case of Ulee Meuria (see below).

Semi-structured FGDs, interviews and questionnaires all took into account problems such as low levels 

of literacy in some villages and among some groups. Many participants in some villages could not speak 

Bahasa Indonesia, so interviews, FGDs and others were conducted in the local Acehnese language, and 

in Simeulue sometimes in Dafayan or Aneuk Jamee, the languages local to the island. 

5. Methodology

The study has been split into two distinct phases: a) mapping existing village networks; and b) mapping 

social capital pre- and post-tsunami. 

Implementation 
Implementation was carried out by three teams of facilitators based on area, with a “supervisory 

facilitator” based in Banda Aceh. The mapping teams in both Seunuddon and Simeulue consisted of 

four persons, while the Ulee Meuria team consisted of only two persons. Since the methodology was a 

participatory mapping process, the Eye on Aceh teams were involved only as capacity builders for local 

people, and as technical support facilitators to assist in identifying the main points for discussion.

An expert team to advise on social mapping in post-tsunami Aceh comprising three members from 

local Acehnese universities, two from BRR (Badan Rehabilitasi dan Rekonstruksi – Rehabilitation and 

Reconstruction Agency), and one local journalist played an important consultative role throughout. 

Administrative support and financial oversight was by Eye on Aceh. Responsibility for implementation, 

for final reports and analysis was also by Eye on Aceh.

Selection of villages
Four villages from Seunuddon and three from Simeulue seen to be broadly representative of Cordaid 

beneficiary villages were chosen to be included in the study. Criteria used in the selection of villages 

in the Seunuddon and Simeulue areas was directly related to the Cordaid programme, and included 

things such as the stage of Cordaid project progress, length of time in the process, size of programme, 

size of village, location (especially relevant in Simeulue because of the distance between villages), and 

‘other’ project background and up-to-date information provided by Cordaid staff in both Simeulue and 

Seunuddon. Ulee Meuria is included as a variable – not being an area affected by the tsunami, and a 

village in which there is little outside assistance. Eye on Aceh is the only NGO working in Ulee Meuria, a 

village where women were assisted to establish a cooperative business venture and there is an informal 

reading and writing school for local children. 

Village governance in Aceh
Village governance in Aceh is multi-layered and highly bureaucratic. Many of the networks in the study 

areas, and thus much of the social capital, are built around governance systems, so it is important to 

have a broad understanding of the mechanics. Key points to note include:

•  Aceh is split into 23 districts; within each district there are several administrative sub-districts with a 

chief (camat in Bahasa Indonesia) appointed by the District Government

•  Each sub-district is sub-divided into several groups of villages (mukim) responsible to the chief of the 

sub-district 

•  Each individual village has a village head (keuchik), directly elected by members of the community for 

six years, who may be re-elected only once 

•  The village head is supported by a village team consisting of a village secretary, welfare officer and 

others depending on the village needs 

•  A village board (tuha peut) is where all decisions made by the village head are discussed. Local people 

thought to be knowledgeable on issues of governance, religion, customs, customary law, tradition, 

etc. sit on the board

•  Chiefs of each sub-village (dusun) within a village are appointed by the head of the village in consultation 

with the village board 

•  The Imam Meunasah is a religious leader in the village who manages activities in the mosque  
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a very high and well-equipped military presence. Seunuddon was known as a “conflict hotspot” during 

the time of the pro-independence war in Aceh; many local people were members of GAM, the villagers 

often gave logistic and even financial support to the movement. Many GAM leaders, such as Muzakir 

Manaf, Tengku Said Adnan and others, originally came from this area. Many of the village hierarchy and 

village members generally still have strong links to GAM, some former combatants continue to live in 

the area.

Even before the tsunami hit Seunuddon, housing and infrastructure in the area was very poor. Education 

levels were low; the rate of illiteracy is higher than the average for the province. There are numerous 

health-related problems ranging from the lack of access to sufficient health care facilities, to poor 

household hygiene and poor water and sanitation infrastructure. Since the disaster of December 2004, 

there has been a flood of tsunami-related aid into the area. Many international donors and a growing 

number of international and national NGOs have been working in the area.

Group B: Simeulue
The island district of Simeulue sits 120 km west of the mainland of Aceh province and is the most northern 

island off the west coast of Aceh. The island is approximately 80 km long and 15 km wide, and has a 

population of around 72 000. The main town of Sinabang, which is situated in the south of the island, 

represents 40% of the total population; the rest reside in rural villages spread along the narrow coastal 

plain around the island. 

Due to the direction of the tsunami wave, which hit mainly sparsely populated areas of the island, and 

the fact that people were already knowledgeable about tsunamis, loss of life and infrastructure was 

less than on mainland Aceh. The island did, however, suffer considerable infrastructure loss due to the 

subsequent earthquake of March 2005. 

Though rebellion has raged periodically since 1945 in Aceh, Simeulue has hardly been affected due to 

its isolated location, and the fact that very few of the population are ethnic Acehnese. Affected by the 

nearby conflict and other problems such as its isolated location, Simeulue is considered one of the most 

impoverished districts in Aceh.

There is very little economic activity on the island, although there are two state-owned palm oil plantations; 

other incomes are derived from collecting rattan and from fishing, with a small agriculture sector centred 

around the coastal plains. Most people eke out a living by subsistence means. Provision for education 

is poor, the drop-out rate is high and adult literacy is comparatively low. Housing, water and sanitation 

are particularly poor in rural areas. Access to health care outside the island’s main town of Sinabang is 

poor, and the new district hospital built in 2004 was totally destroyed in the earthquake of March 2005. 

There are many serious health concerns on Simeulue, not least of which is malaria; the island has the 

highest recorded rates of malaria on Sumatra. A World Food Programme (WFP) report in March 2005 also 

stated that malnutrition rates are among the highest in Indonesia. 

Several donors and NGOs have been implementing programmes in this study area, including the Australian 

Red Cross, UN-Habitat and BRR with housing; Mercy Corps with livelihoods; and CARE with a large multi-

sector development programme, Save the Children, the Norwegian Red Cross with a variety of health, 

education, food and water and sanitation (watsan) programmes,. and others.

Group C: Ulee Meuria
A village in the sub-district of Meurah Mulia in North Aceh, Ulee Meuria was not affected by the tsunami 

but has suffered from the prolonged conflict between GAM and the Indonesian security forces. This village 

has 360 inhabitants, comprising 96 families with an almost equal number of men and women. The village 

was heavily affected by the conflict; like Seunuddon, Ulee Meuria was a conflict “hotspot”. 

The study areas 

Group A: Seunuddon
Village Infrastructure Livelihood Remarks
Lhok Puuk 1368 (315 

families)

Health clinic

Elementary school

Village community 

Centre

Fishing and 

farming

Bantayan 

Village

170 (44 

families)

Small health clinic

Village community 

centre under 

construction

Fishing and salt 

farming

Located close to the beach, and 

has been relocated. 

Tension concerning a merger with 

neighbouring village Matang Lada
Matang 

Lada

1268 (306 

families)

Health clinic, 

elementary school 

and kindergarten 

donated, mosque, 

village community 

centre

Fishing and 

farming

Tanjong 

Dama

86 families Elementary school 

and junior high. 

Farming Not affected by the Tsunami 

affected but located along the 

access road to the villages 

affected by it.

Group B: Simeulue Island
Seuneubok 573 (128 

families)

Majority farming 

and Fishing (11 

families)

Before 2002 one of the most 

productive rice areas. Due to a 

new irrigation system built by 

district government production 

dropped. 
Suka Karya 4874 (955 

families)

Village office, 

Clinic, schools, 

kindergarten , a 

mosque

Civil servants, 

business people, 

military, port 

workers

More ‘urban’ characteristics

Angkeo 386 (94 

families)

Farming and 

fishing

22 families relocated more in land. 

Group C:  Ulee Meuria
Ulee Meuria 360 (96 

families)

Village mosque, 

no school or 

health clinic, no 

public transport

Farming Not affected by Tsunami, conflict 

hotspot. Housing standards 

are low and no availability of 

telephone landline or electricity. 

Group A: Seunuddon 
The sub-district of Seunuddon is made up of 33 villages, eight of which are located along the coast. Being 

a remote coastal area of North Aceh, those villages closest to the shore suffered substantial human and 

infrastructure losses as a result of the earthquake and tsunami: 664 people died, 22 people were reported 

missing and 73 people were injured; in addition 1 130 houses were destroyed and 383 were damaged, in 

addition 257 fishing boats; 19 hatcheries, and 1 937 hectares of shrimp ponds were also damaged.1  

A sub-district of North Aceh and the focus of Cordaid’s community housing project, the area is acknowledged 

as a former GAM stronghold during the conflict, and was severely affected during the tsunami of December 

2004. Until the signing of the peace agreement on 15 August 2005, the area was tense and experienced 
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6. FINDINGS: Overview of networks and social capital

While aid intervention might strengthen a united community, many of the damaged and dispersed 

communities of Aceh have been further weakened by it. This has not been the case in Ulee Meuria where 

there are no aid programmes. But in both Seunuddon and Simeulue, the sudden influx of aid programmes 

and money has damaged local networks. The main reasons are: first, pre-tsunami networks were often 

based around economic or security interests, but after December 2004 the local economy more or less 

collapsed, and the conflict lessened, so these networks more or less ended. A second major reason 

why networks collapsed is because of jealousies over the distribution of cash for work and the fact that 

regular work opportunities were determined by ‘who you know, rather than what you know’, so too was 

the distribution of emergency and development assistance. With the influx of aid money, networks with 

access to this new ‘opportunity’ became even more exclusive, an arena where nepotism and pay-back 

for favours of the past was the driving force.

Prevalence of bridging and bonding social capital
Social capital in Seunuddon and in Ulee Meuria has been very much affected by the conflict. The areas 

were such a hotbed of violence, that traditional hierarchies were circumvented as communities sought 

to secure themselves against the “common” enemy. During the conflict, the more prevalent social 

capital was more or less built around networks that offered security; these tended to be religious-based 

networks such as ulama (religious leader) or the mosque. The alternative - a GAM security network – was 

also strong in these areas. Economic networks still existed, but were less important. And the more formal 

networks such as village governance systems were only strong if their existence enhanced security in 

the area.  

It was often the case, however, that being part of the network of village governance structures was more 

a source of insecurity rather than security. In many villages, the head of village and his governance team 

were often pressured by either GAM or the TNI, or both. There are many cases of the heads of villages 

being kidnapped, tortured, or simply disappearing – sometimes, as a warning to others, their bodies 

would be left in a public place.

In Simeulue, the strongest networks within the community were the clan and family-based networks. 

The sense of self-help within these groups was strong, so too was social capital. There was trust and 

reciprocity, and less fear and suspicion than existed in Seunuddon because the presence of the TNI on 

Simeulue was much less than on mainland Aceh due to the fact that GAM’s pro-independence war never 

reached the island in any real sense.

Group A: Seunuddon
In Seunuddon, networks are more or less similar in most villages. These networks reflect the social, 

economic and security contexts out of which they arose. Despite the fact that many inhabitants are from 

outside the area, the majority are local and strong family ties exist. The current state of social capital 

in Seunuddon is dependent on these conditions, and now has the added dynamic of post-tsunami 

reconstruction interventions. 

During the conflict, many networks were formed around security concerns, such as membership or 

solidarity with GAM, or religious networks such as the imam or religious scholars who were perceived 

to be neutral; in addition, family networks and friendship ties were strong. In many villages, trust and 

reciprocity was formed as a defence mechanism against what was perceived to be a common enemy: the 

Indonesian military and police, while formal leaders often became the target of GAM and the Indonesian 

security forces. 

Public infrastructure is poor; there is a village mosque, but no school or health clinic. Education levels 

are low with a high drop-out rate, the rate of literacy among adults and children is lower than average 

for Aceh, and unemployment is extremely high. The main livelihood in the village is farming. Beyond that, 

the local skills base is extremely poor. Ulee Meuria’s remoteness is caused by the fact there is no public 

transport; ojek (motorbike taxis) are available only to/from Geudong town, five kilometres away.

The poverty level in Ulee Meuria is high; government data estimates more than half of the village is living 

in poverty – around the average rate for the province. Housing is below standard, many families live 

without electricity or proper sanitation. There is also no landline telephone in the village.  

For several years Ulee Meuria was without a head of village because potential candidates were too afraid 

of being targeted by either GAM or the Indonesian military to take on the task. Only in January 2007 was 

a new head of village appointed.
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Group B: Simeulue
In the three villages in Simeulue included in this study, the basis of most formal networks is not 

diverse; it is almost entirely dependent on clanship ties, business interests or local governance networks. 

Pre-tsunami, the levels of reciprocity within these horizontal social networks was extremely high. In 

general, villages in Simeulue were places where – to a degree at least – people helped each other. In all 

three villages gotong royong was a regular event, so too was peusijuek, a system whereby the village 

celebrates the success of one person or family in being promoted at work, completing study, going to 

the Hajj, or other important events. Also, the habit of menjago – when members of the community visit a 

family that is facing difficulties, either because of death or serious illness in that family – was a regular 

event. The villagers sat together, often praying or reading the Qu’ran in a show of solidarity. Women 

and youth networks have a tradition of coming together in what is called melawat, usually only once or 

twice a year at independence day when an inter-village football match is arranged, or a feast is offered 

for the Prophet Muhamad’s birthday. 

Pre-tsunami these traditions were very strong; even in the urban area of Suka Karya these systems of 

reciprocity still existed although it had been weakened by the city way of life. But for some, such as the 

becak drivers, it was strong. 

Formal networks in the villages are identifiable as follows: the head of the village has his own network, 

broader village governance might have a separate network, while the head of each dusun also has a 

network that, depending on local circumstances, works closely with or against the village-level mechanism. 

All villages have an active youth and women’s network. But in Angkeo and Suka Karya the PKK is weak; 

with only 11 members in Angkeo. In addition to the PKK, there is a women’s group – Kelompok Embun 

Pagi – in Suka Karya with 25 members. However, this group has never really been active in the local 

economy since it was established in 2005 by the local Department of Fisheries to do activities such 

as making cakes, fish powder and crafts. However, the network is functioning in so far as it fostered 

relationships in the village.  

Other networks include farmers, fishermen, agents for cloves and fish, as well as traditional midwives 

(bidan) and traditional doctors (dukun) whose networks function very informally. Pre-tsunami, there was 

an element of bonding social capital between these networks, but it was limited in scope. 

A broad sweep of the information collected in formal and informal interviews, FGDs and in the questionnaires 

in both Simeulue and Seunuddon, shows that the vast majority (around 85%) of study participants 

identify members of their family as being those they trust most. Social and other networks come a very 

poor second to family and clan bonds. While in Ulee Meuria the family was important, almost half of 

participants in that village spoke more highly of broader networks, even suggesting the wider community 

functions as “one large family”. 

The state of social capital in Simeulue is similar to that of Seunuddon discussed above. Conflict has 

emerged between networks in the village; some old networks are breaking down. The cause of this social 

erosion is recognised by almost all as being jealousies related to the assistance programme, such as: a) 

the type of house received from donor agencies, b) the location of the school, and/or the composition of 

the school committee. While the formal village hierarchy has become the contact point for most donors 

and NGOs (including Cordaid), this network, their families and friends are seen by others as having 

benefited disproportionately from the aid assistance. The benefits come not only with the access to 

material resources, but from feelings of elevated status and power in the community. 

There is a high NGO and donor presence in three of the four villages included in the study in Seunuddon: 

Lhok Puuk, Bantayan and Matang Lada, while the village of Tanjong Dama, located just outside of the 

tsunami area, is included as a variable as it receives no assistance and thus its networks have had little 

exposure to assistance programmes. Meanwhile, Lhok Puuk, Bantayan and Matang Lada have received aid 

from many donors, including: the Lions Club, Yakkum Emergency Unit (YEU), Sahara, BRR, Vivat Padma, 

the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and others. Donors have been providing housing, 

schools, clinics, meunasah, skills training, and livelihood grants. Some of the villages in Seunuddon have 

almost reached donor or NGO saturation levels.

Many networks based on economic interests exist in each village, closer inspection reveals the extent to 

which these networks do or do not function beyond the very narrow remit of work and money. In most 

villages in this area economic networks are similar: fishing and shrimps, coconut and paddy growing, 

salt farming. The Aceh traditional fishermen’s association, the Panglima Laot, is present in eight of the 

villages in Seunuddon. But competition over aid boats and the diversion of some fishermen to participate 

in ‘cash for work’ schemes, and later to work in the reconstruction efforts has weakened this network 

considerably.

In all villages a PKK (Program Kesejateraan Keluarga - Family Welfare Programme) network is present. 

Almost all villages in Aceh have a PKK network, usually receiving small grants from local government 

departments, and on rare occasions from international donors. The degree of activity of this village level 

network waxes and wanes – usually depending on the availability of funding. Of the villages included 

here, only in Matang Lada did the women and others in the village include the PKK in the mapping as a 

permanent network. In this village, more than 100 women identified themselves as being part of the local 

PKK. The PKK in Bantayan however, is typical of most villages; the network is only really active when 

funding is received either from the government or NGOs, usually to make cakes, sew and make grass 

mats. In Tanjong Dama there is also a PKK programme of family welfare education which is, according to 

members, not going well. In all four villages, women often come together in a relaxed network to read 

the Qu’ran and other home-based activities. 

Each village has a youth network. It would seem though that there is usually no ongoing formal youth 

activity beyond daily or weekly sports. The network usually becomes more active if there is a special 

occasion, or to organise village security if there has been a spate of robberies etc., and they often visit 

other youth groups in nearby villages. In Matang Lada and Lhok Puut, the youth network was very active 

(relatively speaking) before the tsunami but has since become more interest and “protest”-based. In 

Tanjong Dama the youth network remains relatively strong and unchanged. Other village networks include 

the imam, other religious networks, and landowners.

In all villages a system of gotong royong (community self-help) is still functioning, but has (sadly) been 

severely affected by the presence of the donors; an attitude of ‘no pay, no work’ is gaining momentum 

in several villages. 

The Village Development Forums (VDF) established in each village were an initiative encouraged by 

Cordaid as a mechanism of two-way communication flow between the donor (Cordaid) and the villagers. 

Ideally composed of committees of eight, comprising an equal number of men and women, the VDF were 

elected by members of the village in a process assisted by Cordaid staff. In Lhok Puuk, Matang Lada and 

Bantayan the VDF have – to varying degrees – established themselves as networks in their own right. 

There are several other networks that are identified as still existing by the villagers, but further analysis 

seems to suggest that their function is minimal. 
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7. IMPACT OF CORDAID PROGRAMMES
 

There follows an analysis of the impact that the Cordaid programmes have had on social capital in the 

beneficiary villages. In undertaking this analysis, we must not forget that Cordaid was not alone in the 

mistakes it might have made, or in some of the less than desirable impacts its programmes have had on 

the communities. But it does stand apart from many in its desire to analyse such impacts, and to begin 

to address shortcomings. It is indeed a brave move by Cordaid to place the capacity, working methods 

and values of its post-tsunami response under the microscope of this study.

One aspect of Acehnese village life that did not suffer as a result of the disaster and subsequent 

reconstruction efforts is the authoritative positions; the village heads and village boards became even 

more important to village life as they were usually the first contact point for donors and NGOs. This 

in itself has become a problem for the complexities that Cordaid now faces in making decisions about 

longer-term disaster risk recovery.

Group A: Seunuddon
In making an analysis of the impact of Cordaid programmes on networks and social capital in Seunuddon, 

a caveat must be introduced. Compared with houses provided by other NGOs, the quality of houses built 

by Cordaid contractors is better: they are larger, and superior in style and structural quality. This in itself 

has created social divisions caused by jealousy between those who receive houses from Cordaid, and 

those whose houses are provided by another donor and are of inferior quality. Damage to social capital 

caused by this phenomenon is beyond the control of the local Cordaid team, although certain steps could 

be taken to minimise the impact. 

In Seunuddon, the building of houses by Cordaid has had a direct impact on social networks. The 

following is a summary of trends identified from interviews, questionnaires and the FGDs: 

•  The fact that the quality of the houses built by Cordaid is much better than the quality of houses 

provided by other donors has led to jealousy within villages 

•  Because Cordaid has closer relations with the village governance structures and elite, there is high 

level of suspicion by the villagers that nepotism has dictated the allocation of housing. This is in part 

because of lack of transparency and democracy in some processes 

•  There is resentment of the VDF because of its exclusive nature

•  Rumours are rife that the village apparatus has been issuing favours in the form of a new family card 

(kartu keluarga) to friends and family. This new family card is – according to local people – almost certain 

to guarantee a house from Cordaid. Thus one family might indeed receive two or more houses 

•  New village elites have prioritised self-interest and successfully marginalised the former heads of 

villages and networks that were loyal to the villages during the conflict times. In the eyes of many local 

people, Cordaid has (mistakenly) aligned itself too closely with these new elite whilst ignoring older 

structures where much social capital still exists. Within some of the networks, such as the women’s 

networks, jealousy over resource allocation has also caused problems. This is most pronounced in 

Lhok Puuk.  

In all three villages that received Cordaid houses, participants identified different strata of networks very 

early on in the mapping exercise. What became very clear is that there are generally three groupings: 

•  The first group, the elite, consists of national and international NGOs, the head of the village and 

related networks, landowners, some business owners, and the VDF established to coordinate activities 

between Cordaid and the community; military and police and the sub-district governance are also 

included

•  The second group is composed of the leaders of the village networks; village board, PKK, youth, farmers 

and fishermen, religious and sub-village leaders, their families and friends 

•  The third group is made up quite simply of the “ordinary villagers” (orang biasa) 

School Management Committees (SMCs) on Simeulue generally have a chairperson, a secretary and 

treasurer, and membership ranges from zero to all parents. SMC’s role is to act as a channel of information 

at individual schools between the parents and the council of teachers, which is primarily responsible for 

the day-to-day management of the school. The task of operations and maintaining the school is to be 

implemented by the council of teachers, led by the head teachers. In dialogue with the SMCs and head 

teacher, Cordaid initiated operations and maintenance training and planning for the schools built as part 

of their programme. The level of implementation critically depends on individuals within the school to 

initiate maintenance and development activities.

Group C: Ulee Meuria
Both bonding and bridging social capital is much higher in Ulee Meuria than in either Seunuddon or 

Simeulue. It comes from a strong system of reciprocity and economic and social networks, the dynamics 

of which have been largely unaffected post-tsunami due to the absence of aid intervention. Only the 

builders’ network has been directly affected, but in a positive way. Before December 2004, the builders 

of Ulee Meuria did not have many contacts outside the village, but have since become involved in 

reconstruction efforts. This has strengthened the network. Some of this new found ‘wealth’ will be shared 

with the village; plans are afoot to begin to rebuild some local infrastructure in the village. 

In terms of formal activities, the women’s network in Ulee Meuria is weak – only coming together to 

prepare a wedding or to read the Qu’ran. But the network is a significant source of moral and logistic 

support for the 32 women-headed households who are among the poorest in the village. 

Some time ago, Eye on Aceh’s sister organisation, the Environment Organisation of Asia, helped a group 

of women, several of whom are conflict widows, to establish a farming group in the area. In addition to 

supporting the women’s business cooperative, assistance was given to establish an informal school to 

help with reading and writing classes for local children whose level of literacy was low. A new network 

of parent volunteers, mostly women, has been established, as a result of which the status of women in 

the village has increased significantly. 

There are other farming groups, a religious network, and the youth play soccer and other sports regularly. 

There are five physically challenged people in this village, none of whom are included in any social 

networks. 

In Ulee Meuria the village hierarchy is less established as elite because during the conflict there was no 

village head. The new head of village has come from existing networks and so his resource base is not 

the usual elite grouping of village secretary, board and others, but is in fact made up of members of the 

other non-elite networks. The sense of community is very strong in Ulee Meuria; the sense of hierarchy 

that is usual in Aceh’s villages is noticeable by its absence. 
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they rarely attend meetings. And in Lhok Puuk the VDF formed by Cordaid consists of eight members; 

however, the chief of the VDF could remember the names of only the five male members while the names 

of the three female members were elusive. The VDF in this village is not active and is seen by the villagers 

to be substantially under-achieving.

Pouring oil on troubled water, the people who participate in housing coordination meetings are those 

who are on the list of Cordaid beneficiaries, therefore, participation is not open to all villagers. The 

housing programme has exacerbated existing tensions in Lhok Puuk where the former head of village 

and the new (post-tsunami) head of village have their own (competing) networks. Making matters worse, 

the majority of names on the list of those in receipt of Cordaid houses are friends and family of the new 

village elite. In Lhok Puuk, where the conflict has left a “tough” mentality, scuffles have broken out as 

a result of discussions of who should and should not receive what, and from which donor. Cordaid has 

not caused this problem, but at the same time, has not sought to resolve it either. In fact, it is quite 

possible that the Cordaid team is not aware of this because of a lack of ‘open’ communication between 

the team and the local community, and the donor-beneficiary dynamic which is prevalent in the area. It 

should be noted that tensions are not only about Cordaid assistance, but about several other donors 

working in the village.

It must be recognised that in many ways, the impact of Cordaid programmes is – to a degree – inextricably 

linked to the programmes and projects being unrolled by other donors in the area. The “passenger” 

psyche, whereby communities simply sit and wait for the deliverable – in this case, a house – is 

perpetuated by the instances such as the following example: the local Social Department gave five 

boats to the fishermen of Bantayan. The boats, however, did not meet the needs of the community, so 

several were sold by the beneficiaries for Rp 1.5 million. Other Bantayan villagers were given becak that 

had been repaired. These were also sold because: “The quality of these [becaks] is low, the money is 

more useful for daily needs. If I use this becak I will spend too much time repairing it later” commented 

Herman. In all villages surveyed, a culture of dependency has emerged; rumours abound that Cordaid 

and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) will be providing substantial livelihood grants, and that the 

ADB will also be repairing the shrimp ponds damaged in the disaster. Since all villagers do not receive 

a boat or becak which they can sell, economic and social divisions within communities are inevitably 

increasing. Without a focus on community building, and fostering goodwill within and between networks, 

a culture of opportunism and competition grows; from the results of questionnaires we can see that some 

beneficiaries are already thinking of selling or renting their new Cordaid houses.

As well as donors competing to secure approval from local government structures for project turf, local 

people have also been competing among themselves for influence. There is a belief that coordinating 

and facilitating for donors brings significant kickbacks. Whether or not it is true, it is generally believed 

to be the case and has in itself caused serious problems of distrust and suspicion. In both Lhok Puuk 

and Matang Lada the problem has changed village dynamics, while Bantayan has not experienced this 

problem because it is united in its struggle against the government to keep its village identity. But in the 

other villages the village chief and his network have been suddenly elevated to a position whereby they 

have access to resources never before dreamed of: new houses, livelihood options, training and others. 

It is understandable why there was so much interest in the position of village head, whereas during the 

years of conflict nobody wanted the responsibility. With this new development, it is the religious, youth 

and women’s networks that have been marginalised the most. 

The local imam (religious leaders) in both Matang Lada and Lhok Puuk feel left out of the process of 

distributing houses and other aid programmes. Normally, important sub-district issues would often be 

discussed at the mosque after Friday prayers, but it seems that the village hierarchies have been less 

than transparent about some aspects of the aid programmes resulting in some distance between the 

networks. Although included in the process of discussion in an informal way, the imam and their networks 

In attempting to participate and be included, Cordaid reinforced divisions between these strata, and built 

horizontal exclusiveness. In all the villages included in the study group in Seunuddon, the post-tsunami 

assistance has served to reaffirm existing divisions between the elite of the village and the majority of 

the community; attempts to build bridging social capital have been somewhat lacking. 

Whereas, before the tsunami and the subsequent influx of aid: 

“Everyone would help each other in this village [pre-tsunami], but now there is much gossip, jealousy 

and distrust. Including me, I am angry with my neighbour because they made a new family card 

so their family could get two houses. What about my friends in Tanjong Dama? Their house is also 

broken, it was attacked by the TNI [Indonesian military] during martial law [May 2003 – May 2004] but 

they have received nothing.” (Juanda, Lhok Puuk)

When asked about trust, solidarity and dependency most identified family members as being their closest 

network. In the minds of the villagers, it thus follows that those close to these elite networks will receive 

more aid, in this case a house. 

During the years of conflict there were few social clashes, jealousies or suspicions between the networks. 

Village problems were predominately conflict-related – such as when the village apparatus network did 

not function properly. The fishing and farming network was also affected; many farmers were killed or 

kidnapped as they farmed their fields in remote areas, while fishermen were often forced to pay the police 

and military to allow them to go to sea. During martial law, there was a curfew on the fishing fleet from 

evening until dawn. Since this is often the best time to fish, many fishermen simply tied their boats up 

and turned to other activities – such as helping GAM.   

The less than ideal impact of Cordaid’s programmes in Seunuddon has, without doubt, stemmed from 

the VDF. Results from the questionnaires in Seunuddon frequently voice dissatisfaction with the role of 

the VDF suggesting its role should be simply to facilitate meetings between the villagers and Cordaid. 

Instead, the Forum has become a place where decisions are made on behalf of the community who are 

rarely, if ever, consulted prior to those decisions being made. The VDFs have, according to respondents, 

stepped outside their mandate.

  

Compared with other agencies, the physical structure of Cordaid houses is, as mentioned earlier, much 

better in every sense. In general, the villagers in Seunuddon have no complaints about the houses. 

They don’t understand why the process has taken so long, but this problem could be easily addressed 

simply by ensuring better channels of communication. An issue of greater significance to the villagers is 

between contractors and local people. The contractors have brought in workers from outside the area; 

in their words because “the level of skill in this area is very low, the people are lazy – they don’t want 

to work full-time, and anyway, Cordaid did not include this condition in the contract so why should we 

employ locals who might give us trouble with the work”. The same reasons can be heard all over Aceh 

as to why fewer local people are involved in the reconstruction process. 

Village conflict
In all three beneficiary villages the VDF is without doubt close to the head of the village, landowners, 

business people and other elites. Many of the accusations of nepotism in assigning houses, and envy can 

be identified with the work of the Forum. In these villages, the VDF has become a new elite body – reviled 

by those who are not in its field of vision. Moreover, when consultations do take place, only Cordaid 

beneficiaries are included, thus dividing the community into the “haves” and the “have nots” when in fact 

decisions about housing affect the entire community – even those who are not direct beneficiaries.

In Bantayan, the VDF is made up of village elites, but is particularly weak with only three active members 

– two men and one woman. The VDF in Matang Lada has six members, only two of whom are women but 
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“These people are rich people – how do they become rich? They become rich from the programmes 

they implement here. Do they ever stop to ask what we really need and want here? No. They already 

decided what they would give us before even arriving on the island.”

On the whole, the three communities included in the study, Seuneubok, Angkeo and Suka Karya, were 

“satisfied” with the new schools being built in the villages. Some village networks were even involved in 

the process of facilitating the construction. However, in terms of comments from the communities about 

their involvement in the pre-planning, design and implementation process, there was almost universal 

dissatisfaction. Nurbaiti from Suka Karya commented: 

“Of course, we are happy to have a new school for the children, but it’s not our school – it’s the same 

as if the government gave a school. It’s not our job to maintain this school, we didn’t build it. We worry 

that Cordaid won’t give money to repair it and then it will decay.”

A theme that was common to the interviews, questionnaire and FGDs was the feeling that the process 

of building the schools should have brought some economic benefit to the local area, but in fact, very 

few local people were employed. The contractors are from Medan. According to Cordaid, it has quite 

legitimate reasons for not insisting local island people are employed, for example low skills capacity, 

commitment to full-time work is weak in a culture where people tend to work to earn money and stop 

when there is enough to fulfil daily needs, only working again as the need arises. From the perspective 

of many villagers, the reason why Cordaid did not insist contractors employ local people has never been 

fully explained, and defies logic. 

The communities are happy to accept the schools provided by Cordaid, but on the whole there is little or 

no interaction between the donor and beneficiaries beyond the logistics of supplying the building. The 

communities generally feel it is their “right” to receive a school, and there is a cynicism that Cordaid 

and its staff are probably benefiting from the project just as much as, if not more than, the communities 

themselves. In general, the women’s network was more engaged with the school process than others in 

the village, but theirs was a “soft” engagement, such as when there were “fun days” and health education 

programmes at the school; “important decisions” are/were always made by men.

complain that: “Yes, we are asked our opinion and we participate in discussions. We have even met some 

of the Cordaid team. But after meeting with us, the Cordaid staff meet again the VDF and forget everything 

we have said” (imam in Matang Lada). Meanwhile, the role of the imam in solving the problem between 

Bantayan and Matang Lada is significant and should be recognised. Usually the iman and his religious 

network is the centre of social capital building in villages in Aceh. 

Tanjong Dama  
The village of Tanjong Dama – in receipt of none of the first and subsequent early flushes of tsunami-

related aid – stands apart from the above analysis. For almost one year the people of Tanjong Dama 

and neighbouring villages watched as Cordaid cars, and a steady stream of trucks hauled construction 

materials for the coastal villages past their houses, tearing the poorly built tarmac road apart. The result 

was that their living environment quite literally changed into a dust bowl in dry times and to a flood plain 

in rainy times. Neither the head of Tanjong Dama nor his local governance network were approached by 

Cordaid staff to offer any explanation about a) the need for so many trucks to use that road, and b) the 

fact that Cordaid planned to repair the road in the latter part of their programme. 

Cordaid has in the meantime repaired the road and fixed drains – and spoken to some of the communities 

living by the roadside. But it came too late to build good relations and social capital; moreover, it has 

“soured” relations just a little with the beneficiary communities at the end of the road; the village-to-

village networks have been affected. 

Feeling they lack any real channels of communication with the Cordaid team, the local people – through 

the interviews and FGDs – have the following requests for Cordaid:

1.  Is it possible that Cordaid might build the village a meunasah? The existing menausah is not suitable 

any more; a request to BRR has so far been met with silence.  

2.  Could Cordaid help with some small livelihood programmes – especially for the poor? We don’t need 

grants; we would repay the money we borrow. 

Networks and social capital within Tanjong Dama remains unaffected, but there is jealousy about the new 

houses being given in villages only a few kilometres away, and some anger at the stories of nepotism 

and unfair distribution. There have already been heated exchanges between members of Tanjong Dama 

and Matang Lada in a local warung kopi. It is possible that if the situation is not addressed, social 

cleavages in this small area will develop into social conflict. It should not be forgotten that ownership 

of a brick-built house in Aceh is already a sign of greater status, thus Cordaid beneficiaries are seen as 

already “wealthy” by others. 

In sum, the horizontal cleavages in the social capital mapping are well defined, while bridging social 

capital is almost non-existent. 

Group B: Simeulue
There is a new saying among local people in Simeulue: “Simeulue adalah pulau NGO” which means 

“Simeulue, the island of NGOs”. This is not because of the quantity of post-tsunami assistance on the 

island, but rather because of its high level of visibility. There are many shiny new vehicles to be seen 

in Simeulue, an island where most have no means of transport, and the offices rented by large NGOs 

are much better than the buildings most people live in, which in itself has been a cause of grievance. 

While such logistic necessities are understandable given the task at hand, perceptions by the villagers 

are typical to those of Niswar: 
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Activities such as fun days and health education are surely an attempt by Cordaid to build bridges with 

the local people. In addition, monthly meetings were held with all stakeholders including head teachers, 

school committee, teachers, parents and the broader community. But their approach is top-down from 

the head teacher, school committee and others. It seems that women-only meetings were never held, 

thus women’s voices were always marginalised. 

“I always go to the Cordaid meetings because my son will go to that school [in Seuneubok]. But, I only 

go to the meetings to get updated information, I’m never asked for my opinion.” (Farah)

Apart from the women’s network, other networks in this village do not really engage with Cordaid 

although they are thankful for the school. The general assumption however, is that every village would 

have a school built as promised by the local government even if Cordaid had not arrived in the village 

to build a school, and that the government is therefore responsible for providing and maintaining the 

school. 

In all three villages the youth feel the most excluded from the Cordaid and general reconstruction 

process. In Seuneubok the youth network did help early in the process with gotong royong to clear the 

land, but as time passed and neither the school committee nor the head of village acknowledged their 

contribution, animosity brewed and the gotong royong stopped. In general, there is resentment by the 

youth in all three villages who feel the village hierarchy, Cordaid and the contractors have denied them 

their right to be included somehow in the process. Perhaps some of this stems from the hope that there 

would be employment for local people: 

“I don’t have any work; my father also has no work, nor my cousins. It’s very difficult to find work 

here. We are all disappointed and shocked that Cordaid didn’t employ some of us to build the school”. 

(Ismail) 

The locals are also annoyed because the company contracted to build the school was brought in from 

Medan. It is usual practice in Seuneubok for local people to be involved in all programmes, and since 

Cordaid did not speak to any networks here about this issue, there is a big question hanging over the 

project. “Why is it like this?” queried Yudi, a member of the youth network. Typical in the post-tsunami 

reconstruction environment, there was no channel by which the donor could be made to be truly 

accountable to the recipients of the assistance programme. 

The contractors brought in from Medan were not as sensitive as they might have been to the local 

situation, which made Cordaid’s task of positive community engagement even more problematic. The 

following is an example from Seuneubok as told during an FGD with the youth network: 

“In November 2006 we had some activities planned in the village, to involve children and also the 

women network. We asked the contractor to give a donation for logistics such as transport, food 

etc, but he refused. Then we asked to borrow one of the motorbikes, but that was also refused. We 

wanted to ask Cordaid to intervene but we didn’t dare as we are not ‘close’ with Cordaid people”, 

commented Faisal.

The dynamics of the clanship culture in Simeulue dominates an understanding of the social cohesion 

and social capital of the island. Clanship is often thought of as a traditional feature of social structure, 

an objective system of social relations and kinship obligations which are often divisive in nature. In 

the context of this analysis of social capital in post-tsunami Simeulue, these clanship ties have proven 

to have a self-sustaining logic that has largely withstood the impact of an unusually fast and intense 

level of foreign aid intervention. Although the networks have survived relatively unscathed, they are not 

necessarily a positive element of social capital as they are exclusive in nature, sharing resources largely 

only with those within, or close to, the network.

The role of women in decision making in Aceh 
Whether it be an issue about housing or schools, village drainage or roads, one thing is certain: in 

Aceh, the meetings where these community decisions are made, are almost without exception, attended 

exclusively by men. In Group A, community decisions about whether BRR, Cordaid or another donor 

would be accepted into the village to build houses, conditions of the agreement (a memorandum of 

understanding – MoU), the mechanism of implementation etc are all decisions made by the village 

governance structures, together with the wider (male) community. These meetings are often quite formal 

affairs, attended only by men. 

The school and local government hierarchy in Group B made decisions about the location and size of 

schools, all of these systems are dominated by men. Attempts to include the meaningful involvement of 

women in decision making were largely unsuccessful. Even the school committees in Simeulue are mostly 

men, with women either not being invited, or meetings held at inconvenient times that would ‘interfere’ 

with the schedule of household chores which, because of the regular and fixed religious and cultural 

routine in Aceh, is somewhat inflexible. Of course, female teachers and women heads of schools do attend 

meetings. However, there are few female head of schools, so few women decision makers. 

In Aceh, many important issues are discussed in informal meetings that often take place in the local 

warung kopi (coffee shop), which in Aceh is viewed as a man’s ‘second home.’ Most women simply do not 

go to the warung kopi. Matters resolved in the warung will be socialised to women when the men return 

home, or a decision might be made to hold a more formal meeting - usually after evening prayers, which 

again is almost always attended only by men. According to Marzuki, member of the village elite in Matang 

Lada, the discussion and preliminary decision on whether to accept Cordaid’s offer of houses rather than 

offers from other donors which appeared at the time more attractive, took place in the warung.

The results of the questionnaire used in this study confirmed that women hear of decisions after they 

are made - either from their father, husband, brothers, or through the village network. Fitri, a woman in 

Matang Lada, explains: 

“I am around 38 years old and have three children. I make most of the decisions relating to what food 

we eat, what clothes my children (and sometimes my husband) will wear today, and many others 

issues inside the house. But if you ask about matters that concern the village, well that is the job of 

the men here to discuss and decide. The women in this village are strong, but we have no experience 

in making such important decisions, so we don’t. My husband did discuss which model of house we 

would receive from Cordaid, but that level of decision is secondary.”

In tsunami-affected areas, many donor agencies are insisting women be included in committees and other 

decision-making structures. But, often women attend only once or twice; their opinions met with silence 

(or even ridiculed) by the men. The women are then left feeling even more marginalised by the process of 

the meeting – in some cases it has merely confirmed what many women in Aceh believe: some decisions 

are for the men to make, and others –usually household matters – are the business of women. 
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Before the tsunami, the students of Seuneubok attended a school in the neighbouring village of Suak 

Lamatan. A new school for Seuneubok had been promised before the tsunami, but had never materialised. 

In interviews and FGDs for this study there was a quite common perception that the new school being 

built by Cordaid is provided by the government, with Cordaid simply assisting. In Simeulue, schools are 

not really part of the community in the sense that there exists a consumer-service provider attitude 

by both parties. Given this dynamic, the mistaken perception by the community of Seuneubok about 

the provision of the school might partly explain the difficulties Cordaid is experiencing in encouraging 

community participation. 

We should not forget that in Angkeo the location of the school has caused a deep rift that has led to a 

breakdown of social capital at village level.

Conflict in Angkeo
The conflict in Angkeo that has eroded much of the social capital within the village relates to the location 

of the new school built by CORDAID. The original school was situated very close to the sea in the dusun 

(sub-village) of Suak Awar. Three of the four dusun in Angkeo village wanted the school to be rebuilt in the 

previous location as this was more central for everyone; but in the post-tsunami context the government 

had advised that no rebuilding should take place close to the sea. In Angkeo there was the additional 

problem of a lack of suitable land. Moreover, residents of dusun Sini-Sini lobbied the government for the 

school to be built in that area, where the majority of village governance structure lived.

The result is that conflict has flared between dusun Sini-Sini and the other three dusun - Suak Awar, Sri 

Lamon, and Anasah. 

Most villagers from the former three dusun were unwilling to participate in the process of preparing for 

and building the school. And there is an obvious lack of a sense of community ownership and has led 

to some people discussing the possibility of the three alienated dusun forming a new village structure. 

Social capital has not only been eroded, but between some it has broken down completely. 

The trouble does not end with the school; many in the village feel that the village chief and governance 

team are prioritising dusun Sini-Sini for development projects, to the detriment of Anasah, Suak Awar 

and Sri Lamon. 

Instead of negotiating the location of the school with the villagers, CORDAID relied on advice given by 

the education authority, the village governance structure, and the school committee that is, according to 

villagers, wholly dominated by one person – Darman.  

To summarise the impact of the Cordaid programme on the social capital of beneficiary villages in 

Simeulue, we can say that in most cases there has been no significant positive or negative impact that can 

be equivocally linked to Cordaid. The absence of a negative impact is generally not due to special efforts 

made by the Cordaid team, but is rather due to a set of fortunate circumstances. Angkeo is the exception 

where the position of the school caused problems, but this was a government, not a Cordaid decision. 

What should be stressed, though, is that the work of Cordaid in Simeulue was a missed opportunity 

to engage in community-building, repairing or building bridging social capital, and introducing ideas of 

alternative decision-making mechanisms that are more inclusive.

Those networks not based on clanship and family ties in Simeulue have been weakened; some have 

even been destroyed by this change in community norms. For example, the becak drivers’ network in 

Suka Karya, which was strong before the tsunami, has since experienced internal rifts over accusations 

of nepotism in the allocation of aid, but is working to resolve some of these problems. The becak drivers 

have also been building solidarity with other groups that also feel marginalised from the school building 

programme; the small entrepreneurs and, surprisingly, the PKK network.  

Social capital cohesion
Levels of trust and solidarity in Group B communities were strong pre-tsunami, but have begun to erode 

since the influx of aid. It seems, unfortunately, that the Cordaid programmes in Simeulue had a similar effect 

in villages as that in Seunuddon: inadvertently empowering and building social capital among the elite 

whilst missing the opportunity to work against what was an already emerging trend of exclusiveness.

In all three villages, women and other marginalised groups felt their role in all stages of the programme 

– assessment, pre-planning, planning, implementation and monitoring – was minimal. There was though, 

a general sense that they had not been deliberately excluded: 

“I was invited to a meeting to discuss the new school. I wanted to go, but it was in the late afternoon 

when I was busy cooking, so I was unable to attend. My husband went instead” explained Rosnita 

from Seuneubok. 

She continued: “It’s always the men that make the decisions in this village, we women are never 

consulted. We [women in the village] were hopeful that international women would help us to be 

involved in the new school process, but no foreign women came here – only Indonesians, and they 

only discussed with the men. Please don’t tell any donors that I said this, they might withdraw their 

support. It’s not only me who thinks like this, many women here say the same.” 

In Angkeo and Suka Karya the story was similar: that the involvement of women and marginal groups was 

minimal. In the urban area of Suka Karya, women seemed less “interested” in being involved because 

they were ‘too busy’. By December 2006, the Cordaid team had held several meetings with teachers 

in the schools on the issue of re-greening and health education, but parents or representatives of the 

wider community were not present in significant numbers, although a few women did come to some of 

the meetings. When this issue was discussed in FGDs, the most common reason given for why people 

didn’t attend the meeting was that they either didn’t know the meeting was taking place, or they thought 

their presence was not important and wouldn’t make any difference. Two women from Suka Karya who 

attended earlier meetings did not feel their presence contributed anything significant to the meeting; 

although they did say that attending the meeting had corrected some misperceptions they had about the 

social status of the teachers at the school.

The message from this example of the two women is also relevant for the Cordaid programme in general 

in Simeulue. A key factor determining which form of social capital will be produced is the nature of 

the relationship that exists between the school, the individuals that work there, and the community, 

including, but not limited to, the parents of the children enrolled. Where connections between school 

and community are weak, the schools might in fact operate as negative social capital.

Cordaid is operating in a difficult environment; in post-tsunami Aceh we can see that collective action and 

cooperation is more interest-driven, that people in these communities come together for action if it serves 

their specific interests at that time, after which they again return to their own networks – usually family 

and close friends. The schools are generally not viewed as ‘belonging’ to the community which explains 

why there is an already emerging problem of a lack of commitment to maintaining the school infrastructure 

in good order, and to democratising and expanding the school committee and structures. 
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8. CONCLUSION

Although the findings of this social capital mapping are related to Cordaid’s programme in Aceh, it 

identifies and re-emphasize issues relevant for other programmes and projects. As for Cordaid it initiated 

a process of reflection on their interventions in Aceh, these conclusions and recommendations might 

trigger other organisations to reconsider their effect on social capital and networks where they are 

working. 

There is an assumption held by some that social capital – norms, networks and trust – is automatically 

transferable from one community situation to the next.2 To date, despite the significant amount of 

post-tsunami reconstruction aid spent by Cordaid in areas of Seunuddon and Simeulue, there appears 

to have been few systematic attempts made to capture the social capital that already existed in these 

beneficiary villages and to harness that energy to help with implementation of reconstruction. 

In general what can be concluded from this mapping exercise is that Cordaid failed to avoid a problem 

common in such post-disaster circumstances; the teams took a needs-based approach. This resulted in 

the programmes being developed by Cordaid, and delivered to the beneficiaries. Yet there is significant 

evidence from elsewhere to indicate that such an approach creates an environment of dependency that 

is not conducive to real and sustainable community development. In such a situation, the beneficiaries 

become “passengers”; not only do they tend to lack the motivation to help themselves, but they often 

see their position as one that can only be improved by the intervention of others. They are, in effect, 

disempowered and alienated from the reconstruction process and its eventual outcomes. 

 

The several lessons learned from the in-depth surveys conducted as part of this mapping process support 

the need to shift the development focus away from mere “hardware”. The case is strong for building the 

capacity of local communities to make decisions in a way that is democratic, transparent and accountable. 

And to increase the management capabilities of community-based organisations through empowerment 

and diffusion of relevant organisational skills.

At the same time, the Cordaid teams must have the capacity to recognise that problems affecting 

communities are usually complex, with inter-related characteristics and issues. For example, in Seunuddon, 

the Cordaid programme was less conflict-sensitive than it might have been, and so did not pick up on 

some of the intricacies of local dynamics that would have helped Cordaid understand and address 

problems as they arose. Conflict fosters uncertainty and distrust among households and communities. 

Rebuilding positive social capital is a key component to helping networks redefine their roles; gender 

equality is also a crucial element in this process.

Aceh has now entered a period of post-conflict reconstruction and development. The social and economic 

situation within conflict-racked villages is already changing, and with that so too are social networks. 

However, the conflict has left a deep legacy in the networks and social capital of Aceh where family, 

kinship and village ties are strong, and it is very easy to facilitate the building of bonding social capital. 

Yet we know that the presence of social capital does not necessarily translate directly into a healthy 

community or to better experiences for all. This type of social capital can be exclusionary; in the case of 

both Seunuddon and Simeulue this proved to be true. 

In Seunuddon, Cordaid missed an opportunity to address some of the existing community problems and 

to help (re)build social capital in the villages. This can be directly related to the fact that the community 

was – more or less – alienated from the process. Using the elite networks as the entry point in the early 

days, and neglecting to redress this situation as the programme unrolled, Cordaid helped to empower 

the elite and build social capital that excluded ‘outsiders’.  Such social capital has then been used in 

a negative way to serve the interests of the elite minority networks whilst marginalising the majority. 

Group C: Ulee Meuria
In Ulee Meuria there is a sense of “belonging” to the community and to networks within it. Levels of 

trust and reciprocity are extremely high, and because the village receives no aid the social capital has 

been unaffected by the flush of post-tsunami aid. 

In this village the main source of information is through community networks, with the television at 

the local warung kopi, where the men gather, playing a secondary role. News has, however, reached 

Ulee Meuria about the huge volume of aid being received elsewhere in Aceh; the villagers often discuss 

whether the rumours they hear that the streets of Aceh’s tsunami-affected areas are awash with gold. 

There is some jealousy, and several members of the youth network spoke of leaving the village to search 

for work, although this has had almost no effect on local networks.

Although the community is not rich in material assets, its human resource base in terms of the health 

and development of the community is significantly higher than any of the other villages in either Group 

A or B in this study. In Ulee Meuria there is no sustainable local economy and no available capital for 

people to develop small businesses – the exception being the women’s business cooperative, but only 

a few women are involved in this. There are several requests with the Environment Organisation of Asia 

for other women’s groups to be assisted and for livelihood loans for men – the latter is not possible, as 

it is outside the organisation’s mandate. 

There are several community savings and benefit schemes in Ulee Meuria that give people money and 

rice in times of financial trouble, and also help with wedding celebrations, an annual village kenduri 

(ceremony), and gotong royong is appreciated for the process of coming together rather than simply for 

the results it produces. The social capital in this village is unaffected by donor intervention, and is a 

window into how networks functioned in Aceh’s recent past.

Legacy of the mapping exercise
The mapping team was somewhat surprised at the positive impact the mapping process itself had on 

the village:

•  After a series of FGDs was conducted in different social networks in the village, the people began to 

discuss issues that had been problematic for some time, but for which there seemed no solution, such 

as a drainage system that is now set to be repaired by networks from a neighbouring village and the 

issue of a village chief 

•  After several years with no head of village, in early January 2007 a new village chief was installed. This 

success came from some members of the village being involved in FGDs and using the same approach 

to bring people together to discuss the problem. Village structures have been rejuvenated, and continue 

to be discussed in a strategic manner through a series of FGDs and more inclusive meetings. A 

questionnaire is even being devised about the issue of a village board 

•  Village meetings take place more regularly 

•  The villagers are discussing the idea of starting a village cooperative for savings and loans since most 

in Ulee Meuria have no access to credit facilities 
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9. Recommendations

Based on the findings, recommendations have been drawn up for each of the components of the project 

cycle. In summary the following recommendations are essential in all phases:

1.  Assign staff at different organisational levels to address the social and community development issues 

to ensure balance between the hard and software of the project or programme. 

2.  Ensure participation of the community, emphasis should be placed on consultation, information-sharing, 

transparency and accountability with beneficiary communities, and also neighbouring communities.

3.  Ensure that women and other marginalised groups’ participation is ongoing, and pay special attention 

to these groups’ needs in methods of information dissemination.

4.  Build local capacity by adding resources to the existing social capital and networks that will remain 

in the village. 

5.  In the needs assessment process, it is important that a community-driven assessment be introduced, 

either through need identification of each social, governance, economic or religious network, or a 

common need identification of a community in one village, such as community infrastructure.

6.   A participatory needs assessment is an asset for the sustainability of the programme. It engenders 

a sense of ownership, where beneficiaries are not merely passengers on the “programme bus”, but 

might in fact be the drivers.

(Endnotes)

1  Unit Pelaksanaan Penanggulangan Bencana & Pengungsi – SATLAK North Aceh, April 2005.  

2  See for example R. Putnam, 1993, ‘The Prosperous Community: Social Capital and Public Life’, American Prospect, No. 13. 

In Simeulue too, Cordaid programmes have simply reproduced the existing power structures of the 

non-representative school committees and village governance structures.

Of great relevance to a Cordaid review of these programmes is the continuing marginalisation of women 

and other groups from the process. The study identified several reasons for this: a) a lack of understanding 

among the Cordaid team of the dynamics of village life in Aceh; b) a lack of capacity within the teams 

to know how to address this problem; c) an inability to see the problem, i.e. the belief that women and 

other marginalised groups were in fact being included. In terms of the “do no harm” principles, the 

Cordaid footprint is much lighter than many others. But since Cordaid does not appear to be addressing 

in any meaningful and systematic way the problematic area of women’s involvement in their programmes, 

this is where the “do no harm” footprint is heaviest, and needs to be urgently addressed. Moreover, 

in post-conflict Seunuddon, gender role transformation can help build social capital and avoid further 

violent conflict.

There is a widespread perception in Aceh that donors/NGOs are themselves opportunistic, funding-driven, 

less interested in the quality of the output of programmes than they are in their quantity, and with little 

contact with or interest in the grassroots communities. Without setting out to do so, Cordaid has also 

placed itself in this position. If Cordaid is planning to remain in any of its project areas, the inclusion of 

local members of staff as “contact persons” would begin to address this problem. 

Much of what we see in some villages, such as in Seuneubok where the youth gotong royong to clear 

the land for the school, is often mistaken by the casual observer as social capital. Yet when examined 

more closely, we realise that the cooperation is driven by self-interest (in this example the belief by the 

youth that the school would bring employment to the village) or imposed by others within the group 

(pressure on the youth by the village elders) rather than out of a primary wish to help the community. 

Such interest-driven or “third-party enforced” action is an alternative to social capital, and can do more 

harm than good. In contrast, in the absence of substantial aid interventions in Ulee Meuria, the village has 

strengthened self-help mechanisms, which has in turn built significant bridging (vertical) social capital.

In conclusion, it appears that promoting sustained efforts to either harness existing social capital or to 

build new social capital have been thwarted by the absence of a consistent participatory methodology 

that is a core understanding in both the Simeulue and Seunuddon teams. Social capital could have 

lowered the “cost” of the reconstruction programmes to Cordaid in Aceh by mobilising self-help. This 

was an opportunity missed. 
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Colophon   

EYE ON ACEH is an independent research organisation that since 2003 has been publishing reports on 

critically important theme from Aceh’s past and present. We aim to encourage debate and discussion 

among and between Acehnese, Indonesian, and foreign audiences on social, economic and political issues 

in Aceh. Our reports can be found online at our news information portal www.aceh-eye.org  




