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Indonesia’s jihad fighters rejected in West Papua

By Neles Tebay

The Papuan tribal chiefs have declared that the Papuans respect for and are ready to work hand in hand with the people coming from outside of West Papua in order to create West Papua as a territory which is free from violence, oppression and greed. The declaration was taken on February 28, 2002, in the Papuan tribal chiefs’ congress held in Jayapura, the capital of West Papua, located in the eastern part of the province. 

However, three weeks later, on March 25, 2002, the Papuans have strongly rejected the presence of Indonesian citizenship and foreigners (Pakistanis) who are suspected to disturb and destroy the inter-religiously harmonious coexistence in West Papua. This time, the rejection was raised in Sorong, located in the western part of the Province. Why?

*******************************


Sorong is a small town in West Papua, situated at the western end of the island of New Guinea. It is the nearest West Papua’s town to the province of Maluku.  


The Papuans in Sorong are used to live in harmony with the Muslim for long time. But since last year the Papuans begin to see some new Muslims with strange appearance. They are new comers to West Papua. They are easily identified with their white head band, long white clothing covering most of their bodies, and with Osama Bin Laden’s style –beards. Some of them are Indonesians, and some other look like foreigners. The Papuans have never seen people with such appearance. They find out that these new comers freely entering into West Papua by both some wood-made private ships and passenger ships from the Province of Maluku and another newly established province of North Maluku. Who are these new comers? Eventually, the Papuans come to know that they are members of Jihad fighters, or laskar jihad.


The total number of these incoming outer islanders is constantly increasing in West Papua. The new comers have their own forum for communication, which is “Ahlus Sunnah Waal Jamah.” The office is located just 50-100 meters from local police station in Sorong.

Someone from the office of the Ahlus Sunnah Waal Jamah told Reverend Marthin Luther Wanma of the Evangelical Christian Church through phone that the office was established to facilitate and support Islamic social workers in Sorong. It is a branch office of the Jihad militia’s headquarter in Yogyakarta, Central Java, with Jafar Umar Thalib as the supreme commander. Jafar Umar Thalib is an Afganistan-trained Islamic militant. The same person admitted that the establishment of the office was permitted by the chairman of Sorong branch Indonesian Islamic Council (MUI) and the local police chief. 

************************************



Muslims and Christians in West Papua have lived together in harmony thus far, but the presence of militant Islamic group Laskar Jihad could threaten the balance. The Papuans are anxious due to the presence of these laskar Jihad’ members and begin to suspect their activities. Are they to facilitate the Islamic social workers in Sorong? They come from the provinces where the sectarian conflict between Muslim and Christians occurred resulting more than 8000 people killed within three years. 

As reported by the South China Morning Post (January 23, 2002), the Laskar Jihad group claimed that their presence in Maluku was to assist their Muslim brethren with health and education. However witness reports and film footage show they readily engaged in fighting Christians there. The armed forces have been accused of paying and assisting Laskar Jihad for their own ends, but they deny backing any unlawful activities.  Laskar Jihad has also been active in the sectarian conflict in Poso, Central Sulawesi, where hundreds have died and many more have been displaced.


Based on the information received from its volunteer in Sorong, Jayapura-based Institute for Human Rights Studies and Advocacies (ELS-HAM) reported that the jihad fighters had begun selling Laskar Jihad Bulletins in public, distributing Islamic pamphlets, showing video record about the sectarian conflict between Muslim and Christians in Maluku and North Maluku Provinces. Since such things have never happened before, so the Papuans begin to question the motives behind the presence of the jihad fighters and their activities. 


Since the motivation behind the presence of laskar jihad members is very suspicious, the Papuans have taken some preventive actions. Some 20 Church leaders, eight Papuan tribal chiefs and five Papuan youth leaders have gathered and discussed how to prevent any sectarian conflict. Having learned from the experience of sectarian conflict in Maluku and North Maluku provinces, they strongly rejected the presence of the Jihad militias. “We firmly reject the presence of Jihad fighters and its communication forum ‘Ahlus Sunnah Waal Jamaah’, particularly in Sorong and generally in Papua,” they declared in their statement issued on March 25,2002, in Sorong. 

They also rejected all forms of provocative pamphlets, Laskar Jihad Bulletins, VCD about the conflict in Maluku and North Maluku, which are intended to provoke people to be involved in a sectarian conflict.


The Papuans have already declared the territory of West Papua as a zone of peace. They welcome any people who want to support and maintain Papua as peaceful zone. But they also reject any people who intend to create conflict and war on the land of Papua. It is therefore, in February’s congress of the all-Papuan tribal leaders declared, “the Papuans respect for and are open to work hand in hand with anybody coming from outside of West Papua in order to create Papua as a territory which is free from violence, oppression and greed.” 

While respecting for and honoring to non-Papuans living in the land of Papua, regardless of culture, religion, and race, the Papuans express that those who come to West Papua with bad intention are not welcomed. Supporting the statements taken by the all-Papuan tribal leaders, the Papuan leading figures in Sorong declare, “We strongly reject the presence of Indonesians and foreigners (Pakistan) with the purpose of provoking and destroying inter-religiously harmonious coexistence in Sorong and in other parts of Papua.”


The Papuans have sent their declaration to Sorong regent, local police chief, Papua police chief, Papua military commander, Papua governor, some ministers in Jakarta and to the President Megawati.

Local police chief, Faisal, as reported by Gatra Com, March 26, 2002, was saying that he would not tolerate any action and activity that disturb peace and order as well as the present inter-religiously harmonious coexistence in Sorong.  


The religious leaders, including Catholic, Christian Protestant Churches, and Islam, in Sorong regency should play leading role in taking some preventive actions in order to avoid any sectarian conflict.

*********************************


There is another dimension characterizing the presence of the Jihad fighters in West Papua. Journal Media Dakwah Umat Islam, Edition 30 November 2001, was published with the headline “Revival of Islam in Papua.” Out of the four articles under the headlines, two reports were entitled “Papuan Muslim do not support Rebellious Movement of Theys”, and “They Hiyo Eluay is scared of us”. 

Theys Hiyo Eluay was the chairperson of the Papuan Presidium Council calling for a genuine dialogue to the Indonesian government to solve the Papuans’ demand for the right to self-determination denied in 1969. He was abducted on November 10, 2002, in Jayapura, the capital of West Papua, and found dead on November 11, in Skow Village, which was near the border with Papua New Guinea.  


In the Laskar Jihad website, www.laskarjihad.or.id, last year, the Papuans Christians were considered as Kafir or pagans, and therefore should be converted into Islam. The Jihad militias also consider the Papuan Christians as pro independence and therefore should be crushed down.


Sydney Morning Herald (January 22, 2002) reported that the militant Muslim group, Laskar Jihad, blamed from killing hundreds of Christians in Maluku Islands had infiltrated West Papua. The laskar jihad group had sent more than 100 of its armed fighters into the Papua district of Fak-fak, training the East Merah Putih (Read and White) militia, an anti-independence militia. One of the ELS-HAM’s volunteer and his family in Fak-fak had been repeatedly threatened with death after he told police about a laskar jihad training camp. However a spokesman for laskar jihad in Jakarta denied the group had a presence in Fak-fak.  

In the Bulletin of Laskar Jihad published in January 15, Christian religion is accused of being protector of separatist movement in the provinces of Maluku, North Maluku, Poso in Central Sulawesi, Nusa Tenggara Timur and Papua in order to destroy the Unity of the Republic of Indonesia. East Timor is taken as an example. 


One jihad militia in Makasar, the capital of South Sulawesi Province, admitted to an AFP journalist in February 2002 that the purpose of sending the Jihad militias to West Papua is to assist Indonesian military in fighting against the Papuan separatists. The Jihad fighters have four prominent bases in West Papua, namely in Fak-fak, Sorong, Manokwari, and Biak. 


The opinion of the laskar jihad is in line with that of the security forces. John Rumbiak, a leading human rights activist in West Papua, admitted that the security forces had been considering Christians groups as being supporters of the Papuan’s independent movement. "Now the security forces have also made accusations that Christian groups are merely hiding behind the veils of human rights while they are actually waging a separatist movement," John said, as quoted by the Jakarta Post daily, March 22, 2002. 

            As reported by Papua post daily, December 28,2001, the coordinating minister for security and politics, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, was saying that the Papua case got more attention due to the rejection of Special autonomy by Papuan people. The next day, as reported by AFP, December 29, 2001, the President Megawati ordered the military to crack down on separatist group and not to worry about committing human rights violations. Kompas daily, March 11,2002, reported that Indonesian Army Chief urged Irian Jaya (West Papua) not to listen to separatist. “The danger of disintegration continues to threaten Papua. There are increasing signs that a group who support separatism was still trying to influence the Papuan people,” Chief of Army staff, Gen Endiarto Sutarto, said as reported by Kompas daily, March 11. 


The Papuans know that once sectarian conflict erupted, then it will give way to the government to send more additional troops, including military and police, to Sorong and other parts of West Papua. Thousands of troops have already been sent to West Papua. The Papuans are afraid if many more Papuans will be killed by the reason of settling the erupted conflict.


Until now there is no response from the part of the Indonesian government. Are the Indonesian military and police supporting the presence of the laskar jihad in West Papua? Does the Indonesian military consider the mission of laskar Jihad to fight against Papuan separatist helpful in maintaining the Indonesian territorial integrity? The clarification is needed in order to avoid further misinterpretation against Indonesian military. Otherwise the security forces will be blamed for supporting the Laskar Jihad. And this will then give bad image to the Indonesian military.  

 
In order to solve the Papua case, the Indonesian government should respond the Papuans’ demand for a genuine dialogue. Only through dialogue, could the Papuans and the Indonesian government identify the problems, find out the root causes of the problem, and together determine some peaceful solutions. The security forces could play a leading role by supporting the central government to hold a genuine dialog with the Papuan Presidium Council. This will be a great contribution from the part of the Indonesian military in reforming Indonesia toward a democratic country.

******************************  


Laskar Jihad is originally based in Java. President George W. Bush administration has identified a strong Qaeda-linked terrorist presence in Indonesia. American intelligence officials have been quoted as saying that Laskar Jihad is linked to Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda terrorists. The Afghanistan-trained Laskar Jihad leader, Jafar Umar Thalib, denies any link with al-Qaeda. 

Quoting Intelligence source, USA Today, March 20, 2002, reports that Indonesia is an excellent hiding place for al-Qaeda. Dozens of al-Qaeda operatives have found safe haven in Indonesia. Al-Qaeda also had a presence in Indonesia before Sept.11. It trained a local Islamic militant group called Laskar Jihad. American Intelligence, as reported by International Herald Tribune, March 23-24, 2002, believed that the country was a fertile breeding ground for al-Qaeda and the center of operations for a group that had planned attacks on American targets throughout Southeast Asia.

Megawati’s government has been slow to act. The government has weak control over its far-flung islands. The police have failed to find key suspect, and at least one Islamic militant believed to be closely tied to the terrorist continues to operate openly. American analysts believe that Megawati hesitates to take more decisive steps for fear of undermining her own government, which depends on the support of Islamic political movements. 
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