CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN PAPUA NEW GUINEA'S
BORDER RELA TIONS WITH INDONESIA

Ralph R Premdas

The period 1983-1984 will be remembered in the Pacific for
t he unprecedented inflammation of Papua New Guinea - Indonesia
relations over alleged infringements of their border agreement. 1
New Guinea, the world's second largest island after Greenland,
i s politically divided into two separate jurisdictions, the
eas t ern half called Papua New Guinea which is an independent
state,
and the western half called Irian Jaya, which is
I ndonesia's
seventeenth
province.
International controversy
a ttended Indonesia's acquisition of Irian Jaya after World \var
II during the days of Sukarno's confrontation with the Dutch.
2
While a legal accord in 1962 gave Irian Jaya to Indonesia, a
dis enchanted indigenous Irianese guerilla movement has persistently sought to dismember Irian Jaya from the Indonesian state. 3
The guerilla group called the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (OPM hereaf ter)
has had a checkered career, but recently it has grown
stronger, become bolder, and acquired wider international recognition.
To the Indonesians, the OPM, at an earlier time dismissed
as a nuisance, has emerged as a force threatening vi tal oil,
gas , a nd mineral facilities in Irian Jaya. The rebel group has
ca used the diversion of scarce resources of the Indonesian state
to bolster border security, and could provoke other internal
al ienate d groups to organise and rip the Republic apart at its
frag ile multi-ethnic seams.
For Papua New Guinea (PNG) , the
s t akes a re hi,gher if not more immediately menacing.
The use
by t he OPM of contiguous PNG territory as both a base and a sanctuar y f rom which to harass Indonesian soldiers in Irian Jaya,
has made the border the foremost issue on PNG ·' s national security
agenda .
PNG perceives the situation as fraught with extreme
danger, f or it faces a formidable, ruthless, militarily welleq uipped, authoritarian and insecure Indonesian regime. To both
PNG and Indonesia, the turmoil over the border, instigated by
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the OPM guerillas in quest of self-determination, has turned
into a major nightmare.
As far as the OPM is concerned, both
Indonesia and PNG, have become common oppressors, for both have
collaborated in joint military operations along the border to
wipe out the liberation movement. 4
The incidents in 1983 and 1984 which triggered the subsequent
tensions related to an attempt by guerilla sympathisers to hoist
an OPM flag in Jayapura, the capital of Irian Jaya, 5 to retaliation by Indonesian forces that resulted in the execution of a
leading
Irianese
intellectual, 6
and to the incursion of
Indonesian military jets into PNG air space, followed by a flood
of refugees crossing from Irian Jaya into PNG.7
Terse diplomatic
exchanges exacerbated the tensions between the two countries
and their posltlons grew more intransigent.
The Indonesian
military attache in PNG was pressured to leave while Indonesia
retaliated by deliberately dela yi ng its response to PNG demands
for explanations of alleged infractions of the border accord.
In the midst of the ongoing diplomatic squabble, Australian
jour~alists located and interviewed the OPM guerilla leader and
gave his cause extensive international media exposure. 8
This
embarrassed both the PNG and Indonesian governments for they were
accused of collaborating to destroy the human rights of the
Irianese people.
In an odd turn of events, PNG and Indonesi<3
jointly condemned the Australian government and the journalists.
PNG restricted the movement and activities of journalists generally, and the Indonesian government effusively praised the Somare
regime for its actions. 9
The malaise between PNG and Indonesia
continued however.
What would add fuel to the flames of the
dispute which had now gone well beyond the · confines of PNG Indonesian affairs, was the revelation by a leaked official
Australian defense document which purported to show that Australia
was responsible for formulating PNG' s policies towards the OPM
and Indonesia. 10
Specifically, the document argued that PNG
would be well advised to l!I:1intain cordial and hence less costly
relations with Indonesia by stamping out the OFM from its territory.
This policy posture was similar to that pursued by
Australia in its relations with Indonesia. In addition, Australia
over the years has appeased potential Indonesian aggression by
offering generous foreign aid.
The leaked document in effect
suggested that PNG's foreign policy towards Indonesia was formulated in Canberra.
PNG, which is a virtual neo-colony of
Australia,11
was seemingly surrendering its sovereignty to
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The OPM
Australian politico-military security requirements.
which represented the interests of PNG's Melanesian ethnic
brothers across the Irian Jayan border was to be sacrificed to
this end.
As the border tensions continued, it became entangled in wider
issues ranging from human rights violations to regional security.
It raised passions to inordinate heights enraging the PNG population to the point where the Somare regime could not unequivocally
condemn the OPM as a threat to PNG' s security against an Indonesian
menace. Below the dIt and the heat generated by the dispute,
however, and beyond he claims and counter-claims of righteousness, a body of fund ental issues undergirded the entire affair.
Even since the border became a source of controversy, five
cardinal features of the dispute have remained stable and
persistent:
1.

Illegitimate Acquisition of Irian Jaya. As a condition
of the Netherlands' transfer of the administration
of Irian Jaya (it was called West Irian then) to
Indonesia in 1962, it was prescribed by the New York
Agreement that a referendum be held among the Irianese
people to determine the political status of the disputed territory.
Seven years later, under the "Act
of Free Choice" in 1969, the Indonesian administration
after introducing large numbers of non-Irianese into
the country so rigged the vote that the referendum
became a farce, an "Act of No Choice" as the OPM
labelled it. 12 Neutral international observers all
agreed that the referendum was fixed. 13 But it was
this fraudulent popular exercise that finally transferred Irian Jaya to Indonesia.
Thereafter a show of
illegitimacy tainted Indonesia's governance of Irian
Jaya.
Illegitimate i 'ncorporation of Irian Jaya into
the Indonesian Republic would spawn the basis of a
resistance movement known today as the OPM.

2.

Papua New Guinean recognition of Indonesian Territorial
Boundaries.
When the eastern half of the island
(PNG) that was under Australian colonial control gained
independence in September 1975, it accepted its western
boundaries separating it from Indonesia.
At no time
has PNG challenged Indonesian claims to Irian Jaya.
Conseq uently, how Indonesia dealt with the Irianese
and the OPM became matters of domestic Indonesian
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policy.
Papua New Guinea could not comment lest it
be accused of interfering in internal Indonesian affairs.
In turn, this implied that Indonesia could demand that
PNG evict or prosecute persons or organisations located
in PNG territory who interfered in the affairs of
Indonesian Irian Jaya. PNG officially does not tolerate
the aPM operating on its soil.

3.

The OPM demand of the right to self-determination for
Irian Jaya.
The aPM has neither accepted Indonesia's
acquisition of Irian Jaya nor aceded to PNG demands
that i t desist from using the PNG side of the border
as a base and a sanctuary in its struggle against
Indonesia.
The aPM considers that PNG has a moral
obligation to assist its ethnic brothers in their
struggle against Indonesia.
The OPM knows ·that it
enjoys widespread support among the PNG people and
that the PNG government has chosen to ignore this
popular sentiment in favor of a policy of Indonesian
appeasement. 14 This proposition best explains why the
OPM persists in PNG receiving various forms of aid
from many citizens despite the fact that the PNG
government has launched many efforts to extirpate or
prosecute the guerillas and their overt sympathisers.
To be fair, PNG decision-makers have expressed open
sympathy for their Melanesian brothers' plight in Irian
Jaya, but have repeatedly denounced the use of PNG
soil or citizen support for OPM activities.
The
Indonesian government has never accepted as sincere
official PNG declarations outlawing OPM operations
in PNG.

4.

The border conflicts between PNG and Indonesia have
transpired
wi thin
the broader context of Western
hegemony over the Western Pacific.
At
no
time
has
an anti-Western military power inserted itself
in
the PNG-Indonesian dispute over Irian Jaya.
The OPM
has not sought support from foreign powers outside
the Western bloc although it has hinted that it may
yet do so. 15 PNG enjoys the implicit support of
Australia which however has attempted to restrain the
nationalist impulsiveness of PNG decision-makers in
their dealings with Indonesia.
Indonesian impulses
in dealing with PNG and OPM provocations appear to
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to be restrained by the United States.
Generally,
then, the United States and Australia have acted as
intermediaries to restrain and contain the actions
of the two protagonists in the border dispute so as
to keep the conflict within the Western Pacific hegemonic security system.
5.

No ambigui ty exists about the formal obligations of
Indonesia to PNG and vice-versa over the border.
A
body
of
agreements
already exists defining and
mediating their relations.
Hence,
PNG undertakes
to prevent the OPM using its territory in attacks
against Indonesia.
Conversely, Indonesia undertakes
not to intrude deliberately into PNG territory.
In
an agreement that each side has signed, villagers
whose settlements and lands straddle the border are
permitted to pass back and forth free1y.16
Other
aspects of the agreement cover guarantine arrangements
and joint border economic development.
But despite
this agreement accompanied by frequent consultations
and meetings, conflicts have proliferated and intensified.
The main reason sterns from the suspicions each
side holds that the other is not sincere in carrying
out its solemn obligations under the formal agreement.
Underlying the recurrent conflict is fear and suspicion
about the true intentions of the other party.
Consequently, when an elementary administrative issue
arises, instead of its being dealt with routinely,
it is fed into an environment of distrust and there
it quickly becomes charged with the energies of an
uncontrollable storm.

If the five preceding points describe the grid around which
PNG-Indonesian disagreements are generated, then there are a
few tactical issues which have repeatedly appeared as the main
elements of the conflict.
These have recurred with uncanny
regularity over the past decade so that whenever the PNG-Indonesia
conflict becomes inflamed, one can be sure that the triggering
incident falls under one or several of the following rubrics:
1.
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Indonesian intrusion into PNG territory.
Indonesian
intrusion into PNG territory occurs periodically and
it tends to trigger sharp protests from the PNG government.
The PNG-Irian Jaya border is not demarcated
by a continuous wall or fence.
It is instead inter-

an opportunity to vent their cause. To the Indonesians
who have pretended that the OPM hardly exists, this
exposure causes embarrassment. They protest that PNG
permits its territory to be used by the guerillas
(the journalists almost invariably obtain access to
OPM leaders either wi thin PNG or from crossing into
Irian Jaya fro.n PNG territory) and they follow this
up by harassing border villages from where refugees
flee into PNG.
The media coverage also puts PNG
decision-makers on the spot.
They cannot be seen
to condone OPM use of their territory, but they do
not at the same time want to appear to the public
as too hostile to their oppressed Melanesian brothers
in Irian Jaya. Strong protests by the PNG government
tend to draw even more media attention and to stir
up great popular concern.
While it can be argued
that several of the conflicts between PNG and Indonesia
over
the border have been substantially mediainstigated events, none of this should detract from
the proposition that the OPM exists and that the
struggle over Irian Jaya continues. What is important,
in our context, is that more often than not, a simple
administrative misunderstanding or inadvertent mistake
over the border ordinarily settled through quiet
diplomacy quickly becomes transformed into an international incident way out of proportion to its
objective merits.
Historical Origins of the Dispute and the OPM

Irian Jaya, known at various times as Netherlands New Guinea,
West Irian Barat, is the largest of the Indonesian provinces
containing about 22% of the country's land area. Recorded Irian
Jaya history commences from 1660 when, after becoming a dependency
of the Dutch East India Company, Tidore's jurisidiction over
the territory was acknowledged.
This recognition prevented
challenges by other European powers for the fabled spice island
trade.
The nominal rule of Tidore over Irian Jaya formed the
basis of the Netherlands Indies boundary agreement with Great
Britain in 1885 and with Germany in 1910.
Effective Dutch presence in Irian Jaya however did not begin
until 1898 when settlements were established at Manokwari in
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the North and Fakfak in the Southwest.
Even up to World War
II, the Dutch neglected penetration and colonisation of the
territory.
The significance of Irian Jaya resided in its
strategic value as a barrier against other European intrusions
into the Moluccas and the rest of the Netherlands Indies
archipelago.
Its symbolic and strategic significance apart,
Irian Jaya was also used by the Dutch during the 1920s and 1940s
to exile Indonesian nationalists. 18
Following Japan's defeat in World War II, Sukarno and Mohammed
Hatta declared Indonesian independence on August 17 1945 claiming
Irian Jaya as part of the new state of Indonesia. Their claims
to Irian Jaya rested firmly on the principle that as the successor
state, Indonesia was entitled to all the territory of its predecessor .19 The Indonesian nationalists further argued that Irian
Jaya had been part of the great Indonesian kingdom of Majapahit
founded about 1293. Indonesian leaders rebutted Dutch objections
that Indonesia lacked capital and skills to develop Irian Jaya
submit ting instead that it was the Dutch themselves who had
neglected the territory.
Dutch justification of its claim that Irian Jaya not be
included as part of the new independent state of Indonesia was
also based on the principle of self-determination for the
Irianese . It was argued that because the Irianese were allegedly
ethnically and culturally different from other peoples of
Indonesia , the Dutch had an obligation to offer them a separate
status. The Indonesians dismissed the ethnic and cultural arguments by the Dutch as irrelevant criteria for the demarcation
of national boundaries. ·While the dispute over Irian Jaya raged
from 1945 onwards, the Dutch government decided to strengthen
its case for Irian Jaya's autonomy by establishing for the first
time a permanent administration for the territory.
This uncompromising Dutch stand frustrated the transfer of Irian Jaya
as part of the Dutch East Indies to Indonesia when independence
was finally conceded in 1949. The policy led to an intensified
confrontation between Indonesia and the Netherlands .
The Konfrontasi between Indonesia and the Netherlands over
Irian Jaya was not settled until 1962. In the solution embodied
in 'The New York Agreement of 1962', Irian Jaya was transferred
under
United
Nations
auspices
from Dutch to
Indonesian
adminis tration.
This was to be the first of two phases. The
second phase which had to be enacted not later than the end of
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1969 required that the Irianese be consulted by way of a referendum as to whether they wanted to remain with Indonesia or to
be a separate autonomous state. 20 The 'Act of Free Choice' in
effect was to take place under Indonesian supervis ion a nd
control.
Few safeguards were entered as part of the agreement
to ensure that the Irianese would be given a fair opportunity
to exercise their choice. The reason for this 'oversight' is
simple to find: The New York Agreement was a face-saving device
intended to salve Dutch pride as they surrendered to the demand
under international pressure to relinquish control of Irian
Jaya to Indonesia.21
The Dutch left but not before they had prepared the ground
to form a guerilla organisation to combat Indonesia control
of Irian Jaya. The OPM or The Free Papua Movement is the direct
offshoot of Dutch rear guard efforts to instigate the formation
of a nucleus of Irianese dissidents to fight for an independent
Irian Jaya.
Once the Dutch had left in 1962, however, they
abandoned their desire to retain Irian Jaya as their client.
But many Irianese nationalists did not.
It was from this
residual group that the OPM sprang, at first Dutch instigated,
but subsequently almost entirely indigenously constituted and
led.
Often plagued by leadership squabbles and poorly armed,
the OPM nonetheless has defied all predictions of immediate
extinction. The Indonesian rigging of the 'Act of Free Choice'
in 1969 further motivated the OPM to organise and mobilise
Irianese support against continued control of their land by
Indonesia.
It is the activities of this group which lie at
the root of the present troubled border relations between PNG
and Indonesia.
The OPM has two segments.
One group, based outside Irian
Jaya, is almost entirely engaged in political and propoganda
activities.
This segment is located in Holland and maintains
an office in Dakar, Senegal.
It has appointed a provisional
government with the full panapoly of political officers including
a shadow cabinet.
We held interviews with several of these
cabinet officers in 1983, including the foreign and finance
ministers who indicated that Vanuatu would become its Pacific
political base. The other arm of the OPM is scattered throughout Irian Jaya and in areas contiguous to and straddling the
region around the PNG-Irian Jaya border.
The OPM' s guerilla
force has never been very large.
Its current leader (1984)
James Nyaro presiding over a factionally unified guerilla group
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claimed that he had 35, 000 freedom fighters. 22 The Indonesians
put the figure closer to a few hundred and label the guerillas
as 'terrorists' .23 Most reliable sources accept an estimate
of 400-600 guerillas with an extensive network of floating
recruits available for quick mobilisation and potentially running
into several thousands. 24 The arms held by the OPM are not
impressive.
Apart
from
periodic
successes
in
ambushing
Indonesian soldiers and taking their weapons, the movement relies
for the most part on bows and arrows.
But the guerillas have
nevertheless been effective to the point where they have
dissuaded
Indonesian soldiers from making
jungle patrols.
Attacking Indonesian installations and soldiers requires the
OPM to secure respite beyond the pursuit of the well-equipped
Indonesian counter insurgency forces.
This they acquire not
only from their thick jungle hideouts but also from crossing
the border into PNG territory.
To the guerillas, the border, lacking clear demarcation lines
and poorly guarded, is a seamless web through which a flow of
men, medicines, and small -weapons move.
While most of the
guerilla food and weapon supplies appear to be derived through
their own efforts and from their Irianese supporters, other
kinds of support particularly information and morale appear
to be obtained through a network of sympathisers and refugees
who reside in PNG.
Campaigns by the PNG government including
house to house searches have driven PNG overt support for the
OPM underground, but it continues to survive.
The ideological views of the OPM have not always been clear.
Prior to the 1984 unification of the OPM factions, two major
groups, one under Jacob Prai, and the other under Seth Ru~korem,
espoused t\vO different ideological commitments.
Prai preferred
a
socialist
system
while
Rumkorem adhered to
' christian
democracy' . 25 Under James Nyaro, the ideological orientation
has taken a pro-\oJestern position: 'Our country, West Papua New
Guinea, is a christian country and we do not want to turn it
to communism. '26 Nyaro,
however, has indicated that should
Western help not be forthcoming to attain OPM objectives, then
he would turn to communist sources 'as a last resort'. 27
The
OPM has never been known for its clear or cogent ideological
arguments or preferences.
At best, it was ideologically rudderless, cast adrift in a protracted struggle without the sorts
of inspiration or organisational guide as found in Mao's Long
March or Ho Chi Mihn's persistence.
Clearly, the lack of
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ideological development is a major stumbling block to the OPM's
direction.
The OPM has consequently remained isolated internationally neither getting support from East nor West.
The
Indonesians have taken advantage of this fact to label them
as terrorists engaged in wanton sabotage, kidnapping, and murder.
The OPM persists despite its isolation.
The PNG Prime
Minister has been unequivocal about the OPM: 'I make my position
very clear, that we don't sympathise with the OPM and we don't
have any sympathies with their activities. '2B Somare would prefer
to
'maintain peace and stability in the region'. 29 To the OPM
leader, James Nyaro, the involvement of PNG is not only inevitable but consistent with PNG' s security interests.
Nyaro feels
that the OPM's 'pressure helps keep the military regime of
President Suharto from making any advances.' 30 Sooner or later,
i f PNG does not act against Jakarta the OPM feels, 'PNG would
join West Irian under Indonesian military rule'.31 Hence, to
the OPM, PNG must be 'part of the struggle' .32
Since it was formed in 1963, the OPM has witnessed the gradual
and effective consolidation of Indonesian control over Irian
Jaya. Large numbers of non-Irianese from the Moluccas, Celebes,
and Java migrated to Irian Jaya so that by 1969 when the Act
of Free Choice occurred a substantial part of the territory's
urban population, concentrated in the capital Jayapura, was
non-Melanesian.
Up to the early 1980s, the Indonesian transmigration policy has brought some 250, 000 non-Irianese to join
Irian Jaya' s two million people. 33 Under a new transmigration
plan for 1984-1989, about 700,000 new non-Irianese are scheduled
to enter Irian Jaya.3 4 To secure Indonesian control, the transmigration policy operates in tandem with a systematic polic y
of Indonesianisation and Islamisation of Irian Ja ya.
Apart
from the loss of j ndigenous land that is bound to follow, the
Indonesian actions threaten to further undermine Irianese
cultural identity and even reduce the Irianese to a minorit y
in their own province.
Poli tical repression is part of the
package of 'pacifying' Irian Ja ya.
Thus, OPM resistance is founded on several bases: ' f orced
territorial incorporation into Indonesia', 'cultural imperialism',
'loss of identity' ,
'alienation of l a nd', and 'political
repression'.
From these sources, the gue rillas have garnered
widespread support both within Irian Ja ya and PNG. At various
times, the OPM has s ou ght s elf-determina tion onl y for Irian
Jaya as a separate s o ver e i gn c ountr y , but on other occasions
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it has envisaged its liberation efforts as part of a dream to
establish an independent Melanesian Federation encompassing
not only Irian Jaya and PNG, but also the Solomon Islands, New
Caledonia, and Vanuatu.
After PNG' s independence in 1975, the
Solomon Islands in 1978, Vanuatu in 1980, New Caledonia possibly
in 1988, Irian Jaya must be next.

Dynamic Aspects of the Dispute

a.

Indonesian Interests

Indonesian relations with PNG over Irian Jaya are guided
by certain national interests.
We shall discuss these under
five headings: (i) Stamping out the OPM;
(ii) Protection of
vital economic resources and installations in Irian Jaya;
(iii) Integration of Irian Jaya into the Indonesian mainstream;
(iv) Ensuring that the PNG government does not pose as a threat
to Indonesia; and (v) Maintaining its international and regional
reputation in relation to human rights and refugees.
i)
Stamping out the OPM.
Eliminating the OPM ensures that
Irian Jaya remains an integral part of the Indonesian Republic.
The OPM's existence is sustained on the illegitimacy of
Indonesian control of Irian Jaya. As such, the OPM's challenge
constitutes a fundamental threat to the territorial integrity
of the Indonesian Republic.
To obliterate the OPM, however, requires PNG collaboration
which is contained in an agreement with Indonesia obligating
PNG not to tolerate the OPM on its territory.
Article VIII
of the 'Basic Agreement between the Government of Papua New
Guinea and the Government of Indonesia on Border Arrang~ments'
signed in 1979 states:
In the spirit of goodwill and mutual understanding
and in order to maintain and strengthen "the existing
good neighborly and friendly relations, the Governments
shall continue to actively cooperate with one another
in order to prevent the use of their respective
territories in or in the vicinity of the border area
as sanctuary, . staging areas, bases or routes for any
kind of hostile or illegal activities against the
other. ' 35
Jakarta,
sympathetic

suspicious
that
PNG
is secretly
however,
is
If that were so, then safe
towards the OPM.
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sanctuaries would become available; weapons could reach the
dissidents through PNG; and Port Moresby might provide the
guerillas with the external voice it has sought for so long.
As recent as April 1984, Brigadier General R.K. Sembiring,
Commander of Indonesian forces in Irian Jaya, said 'I wish the
PNG government would stop harbouring these guerillas, giving
them the freedom to mount an operation against us and then to
return safely across the border. '36 Thus even though the PNG
Foreign Minister in May 1978 'assured his Indonesian counterpart
that the Government of Papua New Guinea will take firm and
effective measures against the OPM' 37 and the PNG Prime Minister
himself re-iterated as recently as May 1984 that 'we don't
sympathise with the OPM and we don't have any sympathies with
their activities~ ,38 Indonesian officials do not find these statements credible.3~ For this reason, Jakarta has not only obtained
periodic reaffirmation from PNG that it recognises Irian Jaya
as part of Indonesia, but it has informally invited PNG to mount
joint offenses against the OPM around the border .40 However,
PNG has refused publicly to enter into an agreement with
Indonesia for joint border patrols as an effective method of
flushing out OPM dissidents.
This sort of joint border policy
has been most successfully applied by Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur
along their common border to eliminate 'communist terrorists'.
The issue of eliminating the OPM has become embroiled with
the problem of refugees who cross the border into PNG. Indonesia
has sought to prevent the settlement of a sizeable Irianese
community in PNG.
It fears that many refugees are OPM members
who not only continue to support their movement from their safe
sanctuary in PNG but who also in their interaction with PNG
citizens disseminate anti-Indonesie.n sentiments that influence
PNG's border policies.
Consequently, Jakarta has insisted on
the return of the refugees on the ostensible grounds that they
are innocent villagers caught up in border skirmishes with the
OPM.
PNG's over-eagerness to please the Indonesians has led to
its acquiescence on the return of refugees. 41
To be sure,
, genuine' refugees are granted residence in PNG, but there are
only a few. Most refugees are returned and in a number of cases
several have completely disappeared after being transferred
into Indonesian hands.
Indonesia has, however, guaranteed the
safety of returned refugees 'providin g they were not involved
in acts violating Indonesian law and regulations'. 42 There is
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a mutual desire on both sides to resolve the refugee
Apart from the cost, PNG has had to weight the human
and humanitarian aspects of the problem. The official PNG
has been to secure Jakarta's assurance of safe conduct
returning refugees.

issoo.
rights
policy
before

(ii)
Protection of Vital Economic Interests.
Irian Jaya is
rich in natural resources mainly petroleum, minerals, and timber.
Most of these resources are exploited by US, Japanese, and
South African firms. 43 Benefits for the Irianese people are sparse
in fact, the investments wreak havoc on the habitat of the
Irianese uprooting and undermining their way of life.
The
fol16wing export-import figures for 1971-76 demonstrate the
magnitude of the exploitation:
TABLE 1: EXPORTS/IMPORTS {in US$ 'OOOl
Year
Baiance of Trade
EX,Eorts
Im,Eorts
1971
1971
1973
1974
1975

1,841
7,306
68,227
190,378
214,277

7,500
3,000
2,500
8,103
1,270

5,659
4,306
65,727
182,266
357,918

(Pacific Islands Yearbook:1981)

About 95% of the revenues for Irian Jaya exports derive from
oil and natural gas, and copper. (See Table II)
TABLE II: RESOURCES EXPORTED FROM IRIAN JAYA
Oil and gas
Copper
Prawns
Spices
Fish
Copra
Crocodile skins
Trepang
Timber/logs

1974-75
134,137
116,250
8,901
1,635

19 7 5-76

1976-77

257,.813
77,936
9,013
818

752

146

335,924
101,151
16,834
1,211
806
603
601
492
441
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These figures especially for oil and gas have increased significantly since 1976.
Revenue collected from Irian Jaya exports and profits from
foreign investors go mainly to the Indonesian central government
in Jakarta, to the military establishment, to foreigners, and
to local officials. The amount returned to the Irian Jaya provincial government is given in Table III.
TABLE III: IRIAN JAYA - ANNUAL BUDGET
(in Rp. Million; US$1=Rp. 415)
Year
1969-70
1970-71
1971-72
1972-73
1973-74
1974-75
1975-76
1976-77

Amount in Rupees (Rp.million)
3.48
3.56
3.70
5.55
6.63
13.43
12.93
12.77
(Pacific Islands Yearbook, 1981)

Oil and gas provide a financial bonanza for investors. Irianese who at one time supplied much of the labour for the oil
wells have been virtually eliminated. After the OPM successfully
sabotaged the Freeport Copper Mine at Temagapura in 1977,
Petramina, the Indonesian national oil company decided that
Melanesians should not be employed in the oil industry. The
OPM has been a major headache to the Indonesian government by
its frequent sabotage of facilities and the kidnapping and
liquidation of its opponents including non-Irianese persdnnel
and soldiers.
(iii)
Integration of Irian Jaya into the Indonesian Mainstream.
Indonesia is a fragile state marked internally by significant
regional and ethnic disparities. A perennial problem has been
to keep the Indonesian archipelago from disintegrating internally.
When Irian Jaya was acquired, the Indonesian Republic swallowed
a fairly large and indigestible chunk of territory constituting
about 22% of the entire country and populated by a Melanesian
people in many ways very different from the Asian orientation
of Java.
Initially, Irian Jaya was acquired for symbolic and
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security reasons, but subsequently, the discovery of natural
r esources added further justification for holding on to the territ or y.
To ensure that Irian Jaya became an integral part of Indonesia,
s e veral policies were pursued.
At the local level, Irianese
wer e brought into the provincial administration albeit on a
l imited basis. Noted one Australian observer:
The Irianese in the towns are undoubtedly the lowest
men on the totem pole, working as garbage collectors,
truck and bus drivers, market men and road gangers.
Increasingly they are recruited into the civil police
and a number have enlisted in the armed forces. There
is evidence of real efforts on the part of the Indonesian administration to increase economic opportunity
and there are greater numbers of Irianese in the public
service than before.
But economic development aimed
purely at increasing the opportunities for the Irianese
is still limited. 44
The Indonesians have tried to win the hearts and minds of
the Irianese through a massive educational programme which has
been paying off.
The educational effort has certainly been massive
in terms of effort and expenditure and especially
in comparison with that of the Dutch.
It has also
been aimed at the Irianese rather than the immigrant.
Irianese make up by far the largest proportion of
students at all levels and now get the · lion's share
of scholarships for tertiary and training institutes
in Java and overseas. The policy is paying dividends
in terms of increasingly large numbers of Irianese
who speak Indonesian, not only in the towns where
the lingua franca has always been pasar malayu but
in the highlands and elsewhere where Indonesian is
the language of contact as was pasar malayu under
the Dutch. I thought that the most hopeful sign about
students to whom I talked recently in Jayapura, in
Marokwari, in Merauke and in Sorong was that they
saw their future in terms of Indonesian values, in
terms of working the system to their own benefits. 45
Another policy of integration that the Indonesians have
f ollowed is transmigE:ation.
Under this program, about 260,000
t ransmigrasi, mainly Javanese rice farmers, have been settled
79

in Irian Jaya. 46 This number is scheduled to be increased by
another 700,000 between 1984 and 1989. 47 So far few serious
problems have occurred from the transmigration policy although
Jayapura, the provincial capital, is substantially not Melanesian
but Asian~8 To facilitate effective penetration of the province
as well as to seal off the border from easy access to PNG, the
Indonesians have embarked on building a major highway along
the length of the border. Called the 'Trans Irian Jaya Highway',
the 850 km all-weather road is designed to link the southern
port of Merauke with the northern port of Jayapura.
At one
point I the ~ndonesians constructed part of the road into PNG
territory.
After enacting a familiar pattern of vociferous
protest and media sensationalism, the issue was amicably settled.
The Indonesians apologised and corrected the path of the turnpike. 49 Presumably, the highway would open up the border area
for migrant occupation and economic development.
Some fear
that most of these migrants would in fact be soldiers' families,
the intent being to install an informal system of semi-military
patrol along the border. Sealing the border would at once eliminate the refugee issue and cut off the OPM from a crucial source
of support in PNG.
In turn, this would set the stage for a
'captive' Irianese population to be subjected to undisturbed
Indonesian cultural, economic, and political exposure.
Finally, a major policy objective of the attempt to secure
Irian Jaya is to prevent a segment of the Republic from seceding.
Should the OPM persist and succeed in freeing Irian Jaya from
Indonesia, then the entire fragile fabric of the Indonesian
multi-ethnic state may come apart. Commented one scholar:
Ever since the 1950s when regionalist movements
threatened the territorial integrity of the young
nation, Indonesia's leaders have been sensitive to
the dangers of secessionist sentiments in the outlying
regions of the archipelago.
I doubt i f there is
currently as much risk of secessionism or territorial
disintegration as is often suggested, for the centralising tendencies of the last two decades have been
very powerful. But it is probably true to say that
Indonesia's national unity is still a rather brittle
creation, which might not stand up' to any serious
blow to the authority of the central government.
If any part of the country were able to defy central
authority on a major issue and get away with it,
the
chain
reaction
elsewhere
could
be
quite
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disastrous. 50
Containing and squashing the OPM, then, has much wider significance to the Indonesians beyond the Irian Jaya theatre of
operations.
(iv)
Ensuring that PNG does not pose as a threat to Indonesia.
Sharing an extensive border with PNG, Indonesia has other
interests apart from those posed by the OPM. Threats to the
Indonesian government can come in two ways from PNG. First,
should a socialist party accede to power in PNG and receive
generous economic as ,.,ell as military aid from fellow socialist
regimes, this would send trepidations through the generals'
authoritarian regime across the border.
Indonesia has paid
particular attention to PNG'·s secessionl.st movements especially
those that seek out aid from socialist sources.
During the
period in the mid 1970s when Bougainville (North Solomons today)
and Papua provinces organised to secede, the separatists hinted
that they are willing to conSider socialist sources of support. 51
The Indonesian government expressed its concern and even
insinuated that it might have to take action. In this context,
then, the Indonesians armed with a superior military force may
restrict PNG's choice of regime type. Indonesia needs a friendly
and compliant PNG government next door.
In another but indirect way the PNG government poses a problem
to Indonesia.
PNG maintains a democratic system; it holds
periodic elections and its leaders are r.e sponsible to the people
for their actions.
An independent judiciary as well as an
Ombudsman Commission exists to protect citizen's rights from the
arbitrary use of executive power.
To add to this frctmework
is an economy that is relatively prosperous compared to
Indonesia. 52 PNG's example can become suggestive if not infectious.
The military regime must operate its oppressive system
with its extensive poverty and grave inequalities in a region
where PNG, another non-white polity, out-performs it on every
score. Refugees coming to PNG respond in part to the lure of
a high quality of life.
The PNG example may stimulate some
Indonesians to also want a democratic order associated with
a higher standard of living.
The Indonesian generals have often acted towards PNG as if
they did not understand the nature of democracy, or more cynically, acted to undermine that democracy. For instance, Indonesia's
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demand that the OPM be eliminated from PNG is directed in a
manner to suggest that free citizens in PNG should not be allowed
to entertain pro-OPM views. Clearly, to eliminate pro-OPM sentiments among PNG citizens will require suppression of public
opinion, the very heart of the democratic process.
Indonesia
would like to suppress press freedom in PNG especially as it
relates to journalists covering Irian Jaya and the OPM. The
Generals have gone even so far as to intervene in the PNG
elec tions of 1982 53 l¥'hen they sided with one of the con tending
parties.
It is not clear how far Indonesia will go and how
much PNG will respond to Indonesian pressure. 54 What is clear
is that the generals will brook no practice in PNG that threatens
their hold on power.
In the South Asian and South Pacific
region, Indonesia straddles the area to ensure that no regime
hostile to its interests arises.
In addition, the West looks
upon Indonesia as a major guardian of its interests in the
Pacific and Asian region and will probably ignore Indonesian
intervention in PNG affairs if it is done in the name of regional
security.

(v)
Indonesian Interna,tional Reputation on Human Rights and
Refugees.
Even though they oversee an authoritarian and repressi ve regime, Indonesia's rulers seek to avoid the stigma of
iqternational ostracism connected with a poor human rights
record. The Indonesian leaders have attempted to placate world
opinion by releasing many of its political prisoners and concealing the atrocities committed in East Timor. Many governments
which had broken relations with Indonesia have been assiduously
courted to resume diplomatic ties. In 1983 Indonesia's foreign
minister visited several Pacific island states to dissuade them
from raising the Irianese issue in the UN Committee on Decolonisation.
Irian Jaya adds to Indonesia's headaches over a tarnished
international image.
It is therefore in Indonesia's interest
to impart the view that the OPM is merely a small group of
terrorists.
Further, it has ttied to downplay the heavy flow
of refugees to PNG by ascribing blame to tribal warfare instead
of its ow acts of repression especially the recent murder of
Arnold Ap, the" Irianese curator of the museum in Jayapura.
A British parliamentary group headed by Lord Avebury has undertaken to highlight the Indonesian human rights record in Irian
Jaya .and East Timor to European and certain aid agencies .55 These
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pressures re-affirm Indonesia's need to maintain a clean record
on ~he Irian Jaya-PNG border.
b.

Papua New Guinea's Interests

The border that PNG shares with Indonesia is vi tal to PNG' s
security.
PNG's foreign minister, Rabbie Namaliu, classifies
his country's relationship with Indonesia over the border as
one of 'primary concern'. 56 He admitted that Irian Jaya border
affairs 'have been both relevant and central to our country's
foreign relations since before independence'. 57 Confronting
PNG is Indonesia's armed forces with over 200,000 troops. They
invaded Portuguese East Timor in defiance of United Nations I
protests that the military incursion was illegal. Very sensitive
to radical regional movements, Indonesia ' could easily over-react
to OPM operations if they were enlarged. To some, PNG's foremost
interest is to do nothing to aid the OPM lest Indonesian rage
be unleashed against the miniscule PNG defence force of some
3,500 troops. A friendly Indonesia, if it is not expansionist
in intent, ~ill be less costly to relate to than a hostile one.
Even Australia has chosen this course of action for itself. 58
PNG's sentiments are not against the Irianese people who
are their ethno-cultural brothers. 59 Even Prime Minister Somare,
after inveighing against th~ OPM activities in PNG, admitted
that 'I have a feeling for Irian Jayans of Indonesia. We were
divided by history. We know that we have brothers on the other
side, 'we sympathise with them'.60 PNG's position, however, is
that its security should be assigned priority over human rights.
This policy exists despite the fact that there is no explicit
quid pro quo from Indonesia against invading PNG.
The PNF
government is caught in a quandary.
While its peopl~ are
sympathetic to the OPM and the Irianese, it is compelled to
cooperate in their cross-border brothers' repression. The paradox in this position is that in the eventuality that PNG should
be attacked by Indonesia, it would need the OPM and its extensive
support in Irian Jaya to provide a buffer against Indonesian
incursions or at least to enlarge the scope of the Indonesian
undertaking to acquire all of the New Guinea Island militarily.
The pursuit of its present anti-OPM policy then could rebound
disastrously against it in the future.
The counter-scenario
to this argument is that open PNG friendship with and aid to
the OPM could bring about, in prophetic fulfilment, the very
danger it had set out to deter. For the present, the anti-OPM
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position is nothing but a gamble.
In taking its recent aggressive posture against the OPM that
includes returning refugees to the Indonesians, house to house
searches, and military campaigns along the border, PNG further
calculates that it would face no retaliation from the OPM.
In this, it may be completely wrong. Already the OPM has warned
the PNG government against its collaboration with Indonesia
and Australia. Not only will Indonesian economic ?nd government
installations be targets but also PNG," s. Colonel I. Granville
who is coordinator of PNG' s security operations over the border
revealed that PNG was preparing for such an eventuality on its
vask OK Tedi mine:
With the construction of the OK Tedi Mine, the OPM
has concentrated its forces almost directly opposite
the mine site in a reasonably large base camp.
It
can be expected that OPM activity will increase
dramatically in the near future with a view to
embarassing the PNG government in its relations with
Indonesia and to bring to world attention the cause
for which they fight.
They will be very hard to
distinguish from traditional border crossers who
continually ply from one side of the border to the
other in traditional social and economic pursuits
and those who will attempt to cross the border to
find employment in the mine.
OPM activities, once
inside the area, will include the sabotage of mine
operations including the passage of copper barges
down the Fly River, and the recruitment of sympathisers
for clandestine operations. 61
If the OPM should retaliate effectively against the Somare
government, then PNG would need to redefine its policies towards
the border and Indonesia.
In effect, PNG's anti-OPM position
at present is based on Indonesian appeasement and the prospect
of least short-run internal pqlitical stability. Any of several
events could change this outlook including a change of government
in either PNG or Indonesia.

PNG's interests are also related to the refugee problem.
No one knows for sure how many Irianese have crossed the border
and are now living in PNG.
The figures range from 10,000 to
3,000.
The short term problem points to costs of housing,
feeding, and caring for the refugees as well as of hiring
increased staff to handle immigration niatters. But in the long
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run another more fundamental interest lurks especially if
refugees were to be allowed to enter PNG without restrictions.
A stream of refugees would entail competition with PNG citizens
for jobs and services.
The PNG government has an obligation
foremost to uplift the material well-being of its own citizens
before d'i stributing scarce resources to its Irianese brothers.
Somare himself said: 'My prime purpose is to prote~t and safeguard the integrity, sovereignty and lives of our three million
people first.
I will worry about the aliens, the visitors,
the refugees later'. 62 Many of PNG's citizens and elites who
espouse a policy of aiding the OPM have yet to consider the
economic ramifications of a large flow of refugees or even the
unification of PNG and Irian Jaya. PNG is much more developed
economically than Irian Jaya. Even within PNG, there are strong
jealousies over regional inequality in the distribution of
government projects. One can envisage the sort of turmoil that
would engulf the entire nation if all provinces in PNG had to
sacrifice large parts of their budget to assist Irian Jaya
refugees to adjust or Irian Jaya to unite with PNG.
More
immediately, the rapid growth of the refugee population may
eventually lead to a backlash against policy-makers who must
solve the current unemployment difficulties in PNG concentrated
most heavily among school-leavers and urban migrants.
The final interest that PNG seeks to promote in its relations
with Indonesia relates to the maintenance of free democratic
institutions.
In several ways, the Indonesians have already
pressured PNG to make adjustments to its democratic order.
To begin with, PNG decision-makers, in order to maintain cool
heads in dealing with Indonesia, have had to conduct secret
diplomacy on the border issue so as to minimise the chances
of unscrupulous political outbidders exploiting the border flareups to promote personal political ambitions.
Hence Foreign
Minister Rabbie Namaliu had to caution members of the PNG parliament and other' leaders to 'think carefully about what they say
on the subject' (the border) and questions raised should be
'responsible
positive,
and
sensitive
to
our
national
interests. ,6~ In seeking to restrain open debate and discussion
of the issue, PNG will be abridging fundamental rights of its
citizens to free speech.
Fllrther, secret diplomacy, while it
may partly depoliticise the border, inevitably limits the
availability of information to citizens necessary for full
participation in decisions affecting their country's future.
In addition, secret diplomacy can provide shelter on national
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security grounds for government incompetence in handling issues
pertaining to the border.

Conclusion
The problems over the border will not go away because, in
part, the border itself cannot go away.
What can go away are
the recurrent crises through management by cool heads.
This,
of course, assumes that Indonesia does not have expansionist
designs and that it will cease its provocative over-reactions
to border incidents. If the difficulties thrown up by the border
can be defined as administrative and technical problems, then
they can be depoliticised and dealt with routinely. The border,
however, may prove to be pregnant with other potentialities.
From the PNG side, persons or groups who oppose the Indonesian
regime may seek to manipulate the PNG government to recklessly
confront Jakarta.
Journalists and crusaders in quest of their
own individual inquisitions may work against official PNG government· policy that recognises the legitimacy of Indonesian control
of Irian Jaya.
From the Indonesian side, domestic events may
grow to crisis dimensions requiring an external scapegoat to
distract and divert popular Indonesian grievances.
PNG could
serve as surrogate for displaced aggression.
In effect, the
border ~ifficulties can as much be reduced to technical adjustment exercises as they can be manipulated to promote larger
poli tical goals.
In any single incident, in itself, it would
be hard to project the direction of conflict resolution.
The
future is very much as open for peace as for conflicts.
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