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Thousands gathered at Bait-
urrahman Grand Mosque 
in Banda Aceh on Aug. 

15 to commemorate 21 years of 
peace between Indonesia and 
the separatist Free Aceh Move-
ment (GAM)

Some participants raised 
GAM’s red, black and white cres-
cent-star fl ag and chanted “Free 
Aceh”, while others lowered In-
donesia’s national fl ag and re-
placed it with the former sepa-
ratist movement’s fl ag.

These were politically signif-
icant acts in a province where 
GAM fought a nearly three-de-
cade armed struggle for indepen-
dence before the 2005 Helsinki 
agreement ended the confl ict.

And it was not an isolated in-
cident. In December 2024, for-
mer GAM members raised the 
crescent-star fl ag during the 
movement’s anniversary, with 
one former combatant express-
ing hope that it would eventu-
ally fl y across Aceh. The fl ag 
appeared publicly again in De-
cember 2025, at which point 
Indonesian soldiers dispersed 
crowds displaying it.

The return of these inde-
pendence symbols and slogans 
comes as Aceh continues to re-
cover from severe fl oods and 
landslides that struck the prov-
ince in late November 2025.

A different natural disaster, the 
2004 tsunami, helped create con-
ditions that accelerated the peace 
process between Aceh and Jakar-
ta. Yet two decades later, it is crit-
icism of the central government’s 
response to the latest emergency 
that has served to intensify ex-
pressions of independence.

I see the resurgence of pro-
independence sentiment in Aceh 
not simply as evidence that sep-
aratism is returning, but also as 
a reminder that national belong-
ing is continually negotiated be-
tween states and citizens, and 
can be harmed by perceived ne-
glect in times of need.

GAM’s struggle was about 
more than opposition to poli-

cies made in Jakarta. Founded 
in 1976, the movement present-
ed Aceh as a distinct nation that 
should be independent from In-
donesia. GAM drew on Acehnese 
history to portray independence 
as the restoration of a sovereign-
ty that had existed when Aceh 
was an independent sultanate. 
The nearly three-decade confl ict 
killed thousands. Civilians bore 
much of the violence, with Indo-
nesian security forces and GAM 
both implicated in abuses.

The devastating tsunami of 
2004 acted as a catalyst to peace, 
shining a light on the suffering 
of Aceh’s population while open-
ing the doors to international aid 
and presence.

The armed confl ict offi cial-
ly ended with the signing of the 
2005 Helsinki agreement, but it 
did not make Acehnese nation-
alism disappear. Instead, it made 
room for Aceh’s political distinc-
tiveness within Indonesia. The 
agreement gave Aceh extensive 
self-governing powers, allowing 
local political parties, expand-
ing political representation and 
granting the region the author-
ity to enact provincial laws. Sub-
stantial discretion over econom-
ic affairs and natural resources 
was handed to Aceh, although 
lingering grievances over reve-
nue-sharing provisions related 
to the province’s gas fi elds re-
main to this day.

The political settlement large-
ly succeeded in ending the orga-
nized armed campaign for inde-
pendence. But while the armed 
movement ended, pro-indepen-
dence ideas and symbols did not 
disappear entirely.

Peace did not depend on Aceh-
nese abandoning their distinct 

political identity and simply be-
coming Indonesian; it depended 
on changing the terms of their 
relationship with Indonesia.

The November 2025 fl oods and 
landslides killed more than 1,000 
people and forced more than 
1 million to relocate. Aceh was 
among the hardest-hit provinces.

It brought citizens into much 
more direct contact with the Indo-
nesian government and made peo-
ple dependent on public authori-
ties for assistance and recovery.

Calls for Jakarta to designate 
the fl oods and landslides a na-
tional disaster began soon after 
they struck, but President Prabo-
wo Subianto rejected them, ar-
guing that Indonesia had suf-
fi cient capacity to manage the 
crisis. Prabowo’s rejection of 
foreign aid, in particular, led to 
widespread anger in Aceh and 
provided a strong contrast to the 
response in 2004, when interna-
tional assistance was crucial to 
the post-tsunami effort.

Almost a year later, signifi cant 
challenges persist in Aceh. As of 
Sept. 7, only 649 of the 34,777 
permanent homes needed for 
those displaced had been com-
pleted. The latest available data 
also showed that 93 regional road 
segments remained nonfunction-
al, while only 188 of 676 bridges 
had been restored as of Aug. 8.

But why do grievances over the 
government’s response turn into 
pro-independence talk in Aceh?

History offers part of the an-
swer. A strong Acehnese identity 
has not always meant wanting to 
leave Indonesia. Acehnese lead-
ers supported Indonesian inde-
pendence from the Dutch co-
lonial empire in 1945, and even 
the Darul Islam rebellion of the 

1950s, which sought to trans-
form Indonesia into an Islamic 
state, did not seek an indepen-
dent Acehnese country. Opposi-
tion to Dutch colonial rule, fol-
lowed by Islamic networks and 
solidarity, helped connect Aceh-
nese elites to the wider Indone-
sian political community.

It was only later, as relations 
with the central government de-
teriorated, that independence 
became the goal.

This history suggests that 
Acehnese nationalism is not a 
fi xed political force that peri-
odically resurfaces unchanged. 
Different understandings of the 
nation can compete and be re-
negotiated as political condi-
tions change. Acehnese and In-
donesian national identities are 
therefore not necessarily mutu-
ally exclusive; their relationship 
has changed as the political re-
lationship between Aceh and Ja-
karta has changed.

The return of “Free Aceh” 
chants and GAM-associated sym-
bols shows that, more than two 
decades after the peace agree-
ment, independence remains 
available as a political language 
for expressing dissatisfaction 
with Indonesia, especially in mo-
ments like natural disasters that 
have hurt government legitimacy.

The continued use of “Free 
Aceh” slogans and separatist 
symbols shows that belonging to 
Indonesia is not simply settled 
by peace, autonomy or the pas-
sage of time. Nor can national-
ism be understood simply by 
looking at how countries build 
identity through schools, maps, 
fl ags and ceremonies.

Rather, nationalism works 
both ways: Indonesia promotes 
a shared identity, but Acehnese 
also negotiate what belonging to 
Indonesia means through their 
interaction with the state.

Perhaps the more important 
question, then, is not why inde-
pendence talk has returned, but 
what has kept Aceh within Indo-
nesia for the past 21 years.

The House of Represen-
tatives’ passage of the 
agrarian reform bill into 
law on Sept. 22 signals 

an era of close alignment be-
tween the executive and legisla-
tive powers, a convergence made 
evident by the swift enactment 
of this strategic legislation.

However, such expedited law-
making inevitably raises con-
cerns regarding the thorough-
ness of the legislative process. 
In particular, questions persist 
over meaningful public partici-
pation and the accommodation 
of affected stakeholders, both of 
which are critical to preventing 
substantive legal defi ciencies. A 
national agrarian policy govern-
ing millions of hectares of land 
and trillions of rupiah in invest-
ments should not be the prod-
uct of haste. The ramifi cations 
of this decision will ripple di-
rectly through the palm oil sec-
tor, the backbone of the national 
economy, which generates tens 
of billions of dollars in foreign 
exchange annually and supports 
millions of livelihoods.

An industry of this scale re-
mains acutely vulnerable when 
left without clear spatial and 
land-use certainty. Its trajectory 
hinges on the government’s re-
solve to restructure land gover-
nance into a framework that is 
equitable, predictable and con-
ducive to long-term investment. 
While legislative deliberations 
offered initial promise in resolv-
ing existing ambiguities, critical 
gaps remain.

From a governance and bud-
getary effi ciency standpoint, 
lawmakers made a defensible 
choice in dropping the proposed 
Agrarian Reform Implementing 
Agency (LPRA), initially National 
Agrarian Reform Agency (BRAN), 
and its supervisory board, avoid-
ing further institutional bloat. 
Yet delegating the establishment 
of the LPRA to a presidential 
regulation (Perpres) creates dis-
tinct legal vulnerabilities.

An agency instituted via Per-
pres possesses far less institu-
tional legitimacy, executive au-
thority and budgetary security 
than one established by statute. 
This arrangement leaves agrari-
an governance susceptible to the 
whims of shifting political cycles 
rather than anchoring it with-

in a permanent, statutory body 
equipped to arbitrate inter-min-
isterial confl icts.

More positively, the mecha-
nism for determining priority 
areas for agrarian reform has 
shifted toward a more proactive 
posture. The burden of verifi ca-
tion no longer rests solely on 
local communities; the state is 
now obligated to systematical-
ly identify and verify land data. 
This transition is essential for 
safeguarding smallholder farm-
ers who, despite managing the 
majority of the country’s oil 
palm acreage, are frequent-
ly locked out of formal supply 
chains due to administrative 
discrepancies or unilateral state 
forest demarcations.

Even so, the new law carries 
signifi cant potential for regula-
tory friction due to incomplete 
harmonization with preexist-
ing legal frameworks, notably 
the 1960 Basic Agrarian Law, the 
Forestry Law, the Plantation Law 
and the land provisions of the 
Job Creation Law. Without clear 
jurisdictional boundaries be-

tween technical ministries and 
newly minted regulatory instru-
ments, the law risks prolong-
ing land disputes on the ground 
rather than resolving them.

To ensure this legislation gen-
uinely advances agrarian rights 
and public welfare without com-
promising the investment cli-
mate for the palm oil sector, four 
conditions must be met.

First, hierarchy of title and 
conservation clarity. Legally is-
sued Land Ownership Certifi -
cates (SHM) held by communities 
prior to the issuance of Business 
Use Rights (HGU) must be rec-
ognized as absolute titles. Con-
versely, legally issued HGU that 
predate competing claims must 
be accorded equal, incontrovert-
ible legal standing. Furthermore, 
High Conservation Value (HCV) 
and High Carbon Stock (HCS) ar-
eas within concessions must be 
explicitly exempt from classifi -
cation as “abandoned land”, en-
suring that corporate conserva-
tion commitments do not invite 
punitive state sanctions.

Second, equitable protection 

and dispute due process. Equal-
ity before the law must be up-
held. Legitimate HGU holders 
and community titleholders 
alike require equal protection 
against unlawful occupation. 
All land disputes must be ad-
judicated through the formal 
judiciary or institutionalized 
mediation mechanisms, not re-
solved via discretionary admin-
istrative decrees.

Third, fl exible operational ceil-
ings. Restrictions on plantation 
acreage must avoid rigid, one-
size-fi ts-all caps. Instead, lim-
its should align with established 
statutes while accounting for 
economies of scale, regional ag-
roclimatic variations and capital-
intensive commitments to down-
stream processing infrastructure.

Fourth, nonretroactivity and 
partnership consistency. To 
maintain investor confi dence, 
new rules must strictly adhere to 
the principle of non-retroactivi-
ty. Regarding the mandatory fa-
cilitation of 20 percent commu-
nity-managed plantations, the 
regulatory framework must align 
strictly with the productive part-
nership models established un-
der the Plantation Law.

Finally, the successful imple-
mentation of the Agrarian Re-
form Law depends on the inte-
gration of an open, transparent 
and unifi ed land registry. With-
out a reliable single-map frame-
work, overlapping boundaries 
among commercial concessions, 
conservation zones and custom-
ary lands will persist.

Agrarian reform cannot be re-
duced to a mechanical land-dis-
tribution exercise; it must serve 
as the foundation for an equi-
table economic transformation 
that balances public welfare with 
commercial viability. Given the 
speed of the law’s enactment, 
rigorous public and legislative 
oversight of its implementing 
regulations is indispensable.

The national palm oil sector 
requires enduring legal certain-
ty, one that safeguards small-
holder rights while shielding 
strategic investments from per-
petual dispute. Striking this 
equilibrium will be the defi nitive 
test of Indonesia’s agrarian gov-
ernance and its capacity to an-
chor sustainable, inclusive eco-
nomic growth.
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In the age of AI,
purpose is
becoming a 
business strategy

I started my career as a bank-
er and currency trader. If 
there was anywhere to learn 

the logic of profi t fi rst, it was the 
trading fl oor.

I subsequently moved into 
leadership and learning roles 
at American Express, Gold-
man Sachs, Coca-Cola and Mor-
gan Stanley. At Goldman Sachs, 
I helped build and run its Pine 
Street leadership academy; at 
Morgan Stanley and Coca-Cola, I 
served as Chief Learning Offi cer. 
Across these very different or-
ganizations, one idea remained 
remarkably persistent: The pri-
mary purpose of business was to 
maximize shareholder returns. 

For much of the past half-
century, that assumption has 
been associated with Milton 
Friedman. But the world in 
which it fl ourished was very 
different from the one business 
leaders inhabit today.

Companies once possessed 
something enormously valu-
able: information asymme-
try. They knew considerably 
more about their operations 
than their employees, custom-
ers, investors or the public did.
That advantage is disappearing.

We have entered what I call 
the “Glass-house economy”, an 
era in which artifi cial intelli-
gence, social media and univer-
sal connectivity are making cor-
porate behavior radically more 
transparent.

Supply chains can increasing-
ly be scrutinized from end to end. 
Worker treatment is searchable. 
Environmental externalities are 
more readily audited. Executive 
behavior can become part of the 
permanent public record, while 
a customer’s experience can be 
broadcast to millions rather than 
captured quietly in a survey.  For 
business leaders, that changes 
the economics of purpose.

Companies have spent years 
talking about ESG, sustainabil-
ity and responsible business. 
There has undoubtedly been 
some progress. But too often, 
these ideas have existed along-
side business strategy rather 
than at its center.

The danger is that sustain-
ability becomes an exercise in 
compliance: Meet the disclosure 
requirement, achieve the appro-
priate rating, publish the report 
and move on. That may satisfy 
a framework. It does not neces-
sarily solve a problem.

This is why I believe the conver-
sation needs to evolve from ESG 
toward what I describe as ESL—
with the “L” standing for leader-
ship.  Purpose, in this formula-
tion, is not philanthropy. Nor is it 
a license to ignore shareholders. 
It is about identifying a genuine 
human, social or environmen-
tal need and fi nding a profi table 
way to address it sustainably.

Consider Doi Tung in north-
ern Thailand. The project began 
in 1988 in an impoverished, de-
forested region associated with 
opium cultivation. Instead of 
treating poverty as something 
to be alleviated indefi nitely 
through charity, it developed le-
gitimate economic alternatives 
around coffee, macadamia farm-
ing, handicrafts and tourism.

It subsequently worked with 
brands including IKEA and Muji, 
reinvested in reforestation and 
zero-waste production, and 
achieved fi nancial self-suffi cien-
cy by 2001, despite having lived 
through the Asian fi nancial crisis. 

The lesson is important. For 
sustainability itself to be sus-
tainable, solving a problem ul-
timately needs to create eco-
nomic value.

There is sometimes an assump-
tion that purpose-led business is a 
luxury available only to large cor-
porations with enough resourc-
es to absorb the costs. Examples 
from both Asia and beyond point 
in a different direction.

Jamsetji Tata began embedding 
worker welfare into his business-
es in the 19th century, long before 
the Tata Group became the glob-
al conglomerate it is today. Wa-
ter systems, sanitation, provident 
funds and pensions were incorpo-
rated from as early as 1874.

Outside Asia, Faber-Castell 
offers another version of the 
same principle. The family-con-
trolled company committed to 
sustainable forestry in Brazil 
during the 1980s, partly to se-
cure its timber supply for the 
long term.

Those cases matter because 
they show that purpose-led 
business is not the preserve of 
large corporations, nor is stew-
ardship geographically con-
fi ned. What makes Asia’s op-
portunity distinctive is the scale 
and visibility of such businesses, 
and the continuing role many 
play in national economies.

Many Asian family enter-
prises already possess qualities 
that today’s environment in-
creasingly rewards generational 
thinking, close community re-
lationships and an instinct to 
consider what will be handed 
to the next generation. The op-
portunity is to turn values into 
deliberate strategy and measur-
able business practice.

None of this means purpose 
and profi t will always align neat-
ly. Paying a living wage before 
regulation requires it, investing 
in a genuinely sustainable sup-
ply chain or abandoning a prof-
itable but harmful product can 
impose real short-term costs.

What has changed is the oth-
er side of the calculation. Repu-
tational, legal, talent-retention 
and capital-access risks can now 
materialize much faster when 
companies ignore the expecta-
tions of their stakeholders. 

That makes authenticity in-
creasingly valuable, and green-
washing increasingly dangerous. 
There are some straightforward 
tests.

Is a company’s stated pur-
pose refl ected in its core prod-
ucts and capital allocation, or 
merely its communications? 
Does the commitment survive 
a bad quarter or a change of 
chief executive? And would its 
claims withstand scrutiny from 
an investigative journalist, a 
disgruntled former employee or 
an AI-assisted fact-checker? In-
creasingly, they will have to.

In a radically transparent 
economy, candor can create more 
trust than polish. Sometimes the 
strongest evidence of responsible 
leadership is not another glossy 
sustainability report, but an or-
ganization being willing to ex-
plain where it is falling short and 
what it intends to do about it. 

The implications for leaders 
are practical. Take one impor-
tant decision currently sitting 
on the management table and 
test it against the organization’s 
stated purpose as rigorously as 
you test its fi nancial return. Ask 
what societal or environmen-
tal problem your core business 
can solve profi tably rather than 
leaving sustainability to a sepa-
rate function. 

This is not an argument for 
abandoning profi t. It is an argu-
ment for understanding where 
sustainable profi t will increas-
ingly come from.

AI will become more capable 
of seeing patterns across corpo-
rate behavior. Connectivity will 
continue exposing inconsisten-
cies between what organizations 
promise and what they do. Em-
ployees, customers and investors 
will become better equipped to 
make judgements accordingly.

The effects will not necessar-
ily be dramatic or immediate. 
Companies rarely collapse over-
night because they lack purpose. 
More often, the consequences 
accumulate gradually through 
diminished trust, weaker talent 
attraction, reputational damage 
and pressure on margins.

But over time, that accumu-
lation matters. The companies 
most likely to thrive in the Glass-
House Economy will therefore 
not be those that choose purpose 
over profi t. They will be those 
that understand that, increas-
ingly, purpose is how enduring 
profi t is created.
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All hands: Members of The Power of Mama, an all-female volun-
teer fi refi ghting group, take a break on Aug. 29 while extinguishing 
wildfi res at an oil palm plantation in Sungai Putri, Ketapang, West 
Kalimantan.
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Twenty-one years on, Aceh’s peace holds, 
but old grievances are resurfacing

We have entered 
what I call the 
“Glass-house 

economy”, an era 
in which artifi cial 
intelligence, social 

media and universal 
connectivity are 

making corporate 
behavior radically 
more transparent.




