Getting to Know the Papuans in West Papua 

A General Description  

By  Rev. Neles Tebay

Introduction

West Papua is the second half of New Guinea Island. The eastern part of the island is called the Papua New Guinea and the Western part is called West Papua or as Indonesian government calls it Papua.

The paper is just to give a general description about the Papuans and their situation of West Papua. I hope that the description will help us to get to know the Papuans, and their problems, by highlighting some experiences of the Papuans under Indonesian occupation. What are the experiences of the Papuans? 

1. The Papuans are Melanesians  

The indigenous people who live in the west Papua call themselves as the Papuans. They belong to the Melanesian race, like the natives of PNG, Salomon Islands, Fiji and Vanuatu (South Pacific). They are black and with kinky hair. 

Thus the Papuans do not belong to Malay race, like the Indonesians, the people of the Philippines, and the native Malaysians. 

2. The Papuans are Christians

The majority of the Papuans are Christians, and only very few belong to Islamic religion. Until now there is no clash or any kind of tension among the Papuans Christians and the Papuan Muslims, because they share the same culture.

3. The Papuans are the Marginalized


Until 1963, West Papua was a territory of the kingdom of the Netherlands. On May 1, 1963, the sovereignty of Dutch New Guinea (West Papua) was transferred to Indonesia through the United Nations. Since then on, the Indonesian government occupies West Papua. Before the Indonesian occupation in West Papua, the whole populations of West Papua are the Papuans. But since May 1963, the Papuans have been marginalized on their own land. How has the process of marginalization been taking place? Or how are the Papuans being marginalized?


Many Indonesians have been coming to West Papua. Many of them have been coming for their own initiatives. Some of them are public services assigned by the government. 

Some others have been coming spontaneously for looking for jobs in private sectors. They have been taking advantage of the much improved scheduling of passenger ships providing cheap tickets. 

Many others are sent from densely populated Indonesian provinces to West Papua under Indonesian program of transmigration. After having provided their houses, farming lands, roads, the government sends by plane some hundreds households to occupy the provided houses in the location. In the name of national program, all the regencies in West Papua, except Biak, have been home for the government- sponsored migrants. As recognized by Todung Mulya Lubis, an Indonesian lawyer, the government always gives much service and attention to the government sent migrants and less attention to the local people in West Papua.
  


So every year, the number of the Indonesians in West Papua keeps increasing every year. In 1980, 30 percents of population in nine towns are the Indonesian who were not born in West Papua. In 1987, the total number of the Indonesian has increased reaching 65 percents. Thus in towns in West Papua, the Papuans are only 35 percents. Since the floods of Indonesian migrants are so strong, the number of the Indonesians in the cities has been increased. Consequently, the Papuans are already the minority in the cities. They live in suburban area.


Therefore, the Papuans who are already anxious about their existence as an ethnic group are helplessly watching as they are outnumbered by incoming outer islanders. 

Not only the number, but also do the Indonesians have been playing a dominant role in the society. They occupy the governmental and private offices,
 and dominate over the other areas like, of merchant, of home industries, and even in the area of prostitution. 


The Indonesian are very easy to find jobs in the governmental offices in West Papua. While the Papuans always find difficulty. The Indonesian job seekers are used to be facilitated by their Indonesian high-ranking officials. Some times the high ranking people in the governmental offices invites their people from their home villages or towns, or their brother or sisters to come to West Papua before the announcement of admission new public services. Supported by nepotism, corruption and collusion, the Indonesian job seekers could easily fine jobs in West Papua. While the Papuans who have no access to the government offices find difficulty to get job in the governmental offices. If asked why the Papuans find such difficulties? The Indonesian will say that the Papuans are unskilled, lazy, and have no capability.  


Thus in the governmental offices in West Papua, the Papuans are truly marginalized. It is therefore, the former governor of West Papua, Freddy Numbery, in the dialog between the representatives of Papuans with the former President B.J. Habibie, at Merdeka palace in Jakarta, February 26,1999, said that “The Papuans would like to govern their own land.”

4. The Papuans are the Neglected


The Indonesian government has done some activities of development in West Papua. The government builds many governmental offices, constructs roads in West Papua. The electricity in the cities runs for 24 hours everyday. Some facilities of telephone are provided. All these are focused in the cities. The principal question is who take benefit from all these in West Papua?


As the mentioned above, the majority of population in the cities are the Indonesian, not the Papuans. As consequently, the Indonesians are the ones who take benefit from the development. Thus the government carries out development in West Papua, but the majority of the Papuan do not enjoy it because they live in isolated villages, far away from the cities.


I want to present three examples to show how take benefit of the development in West Papua. First example is of the area of education. We have to acknowledge that the Indonesian government has erected many school buildings in West Papua. The government has established elementary school building in the villages, even in far-flung villages. So there is a school building in almost every village, although not cemented building as that of in the cities. 

But we have also to look critically at the quality of education. Is the educational activity going on in the villages? Almost all elementary schools in the villages are lacking of teachers. In many cases, there are school buildings without teachers.

If there are teachers assigned by the government, they complain about the lack of schoolbooks, chalks, and other necessary education facilities, the late arrival of monthly salaries, rice rations and delay in promotion. Sometimes they deliberately leave the school, not teaching the students who are the Papuans, because the teachers should go to the city for the purpose of promotion. In such situation, one is not surprised if the quality of education becomes poor. The most surprising thing is that every school year, all the student always pass the final examination, although the students could not read and write. How come? Only God and the Indonesian government know.     


While for the elementary schools in the cities are full of teachers. All the school buildings are cemented. The government provides all the printed books, chalks, and some necessary means of education. The educational activities are performed effectively. The majority of the students are the Indonesians. They enjoy good education, whereas the Papuans not. Such unbalancing situation has been taken place for year. The government knows.


Secondly, in the area of health care. In the cities where the majority of the population is the Indonesians, the government has erected some cemented building of general hospital in each town in West Papua. There are some doctors, many nurses assigned in the cities. The government provides medicines. It is true that the government also has established some public health center in each district, even in the isolated regions, but without doctor. The buildings are not cemented as in the cities. In the villages, one could see that there are less nurses. Some villages have no medicine at all. So who enjoy the government provided health facilities in West Papua? Of course, it is the Indonesians, not the Papuans.


The third example is of the area of traditional culture. West Papua is rich in terms of traditional culture. But in the public schools, the Papuan students are not taught of their traditional culture. They are taught of some Indonesian traditional culture. Thus, the Papuans have been alienated from their culture.     


Such examples are enough to describe that the Papuans are neglected in government-sponsored development in West Papua. The government carries out development in West Papua, but the ones who enjoy it are not the Papuans but the Indonesians. It is not occurred indirectly. Since the program of development is carried out according the plan by the government, so the Papuans in the villages in West Papua are also neglected intentionally. 

5. The Papuans are the victims of Oppressions


The oppression of the military supported government over the Papuans is something that is undeniable. How does the government put the Papuans under oppression?

a. The Papuans are not allowed to sing their folk songs


While in the school building the Papuans are not taught of their own culture, they are also not allowed to sing their folk songs. The Papuans are allowed to sing in Indonesian, or in any other local language of Indonesia, but not in any Papuan language. The Papuans who tried to sing in their local language were beaten, tortured, detained, and even killed by Indonesian security forces. Arnol Ap, a Papuan musician and a curator of cultural museum in Jayapura, was killed, in 1984 in Jayapura, by Indonesian security force, after having been detained in a prison.
 For the government, singing a folk song in a Papuan language means an expression of supporting the separatist movement led by the Papuan Liberation Organization or known as OPM.    

Meanwhile the government encourages the Indonesian to perpetuate local culture through the development of traditional songs sang in local language. The Indonesian tribes could freely sing their folk songs in their respective native language, but the Papuans do not. So what the Papuans experience is not only cultural oppression but also discrimination.

b. The Papuans are not allowed to recognize their cultural identity


Another form of oppression and discrimination by the government is carried out through the denial of Papuan cultural identity. The government does not allow any Papuan to recognize him/herself as a “Papuan.” For the government, if a Papuan recognize himself or herself as a Papuan, it is a clear indication of being member of the Papuan Liberation Organization (OPM) or at least as a supporter of OPM, and therefore opposing Indonesian nationality. So those who publicly recognize their cultural identity as Papuan always face with the security force. They were beaten, tortured, even killed for the reason of being separatist. As a consequence, the Papuans were very afraid of recognizing their own cultural identity.


As a substitution, the government teaches the Papuans to call themselves as “Indonesian from Irian Jaya.” The government does not apply the similar teaching to the Indonesians. Therefore, the Javanese could freely recognize themselves as Javanese, and the government never teaches them to call themselves as “Indonesian from central java”, or for the Manadonese as “Indonesian from North Celebes”, or the Batakese as “Indonesian from North Sumatra.”


Since the government never applies such ban to the Indonesians, what the Papuans have been experiencing is not only an oppression in form of denial one’s cultural identity but also discrimination.    

6. The Papuans are defenseless


In former days, the Papuans were the owners of the forest under the customary adat (traditional law) rule. The forest had an economic as well as religious meaning for the Papuans. The forest was considered as a source of food, a shelter in time of ethnic war and a place to communicate with ancestral spirits. To the Papuans, the meaning of the forest is embodied in their saying that “the forest is our mother.” As the Papuans of Amungme tribe express, “the mountain is the symbol of the head of mother, the rivers are the symbols of mother’s breast milk. So exploitation of forest and mountain is an expression of sexual abuse against our mother earth.”

However after West Papua occupied by Indonesia, the Papuans are no longer as the owners of their ancestral land. Papuan’s ancestral land/forest was plundered on the pretext of national development, their forest expropriated and exploited. Many forestry concessionaries have invaded the Papuan’s ancestral forest. Companies with their head office in Jakarta, the capital city of Indonesia, have divided the forests in West Papua. The authorities and business people who are non-Papuans have become owners of the forest and land. The Papuans, who are the true owners of their land, have now become more guardians of the forest, which belong to other people. As Todung Mulya Lubis said, “the people have lost their lands and daily activities.”
 

If a mine is discovered in a forest concession, the company wishing to exploit the mine must pay for the mining area to the concessionaire, who claims to be the owner of the land, not to the local community or the Papuans.

If a palm plantation concession is opened, the status of the local inhabitants (Papuans) changes. Before, the status was to become the owner of the land. Now they have become company labor. The local inhabitants have been made unskilled laborers, all – it is said – for the sake of enhancing their welfare. In reality they get nothing. Many forest concessionaries do not even pay taxes to the regional government. 


Once a private company has begun with its exploitation activity, the local inhabitants are not allowed to enter into the claimed forest, not even to collect firewood. Every company is always safeguarded by Indonesian security forces.   


When the native Papuans demand their rights of ownership of the forest, the private companies explain that all the business have been completed with the owners of the land and the powerful people in Jakarta. If the Papuans keep insisting to demand their rights, they will face with the security forces. The Papuans would always be labeled as OPM member, the supporters of the separatist, antigovernment, and or anti development. All these labels justified the use of force by the military and police to beat, torture, detain imprison, intimidate and even to kill the Papuans in the name of development and national stability. As recognize by John Rumbiak, a leading human rights activist, “ …  all abuses in West Papua were caused by military and police presence aimed at protecting mining firms, forest concessions and timber estates exploiting natural resources.”
 As a consequence, the government, the private companies and the Indonesian could easily grab the Papuan’s ancestral land. As the Papuans of Amungme tribe recognize, “ By using label of separatist, and gunpoint against us, the government, private companies and the Indonesians easily grab our land without consulting us.”
  


A Papuan intellectual, Michael Menufandu admitted that the Papuans were always defeated under the government slogans, such as law, for the sake of national development” or for the sake of powerful business man.”
 The Papuans of Amungme tribe
 also recognized their defenselessness, “We are not able to open our mouth to speak out our rights of the ancestral lands, because all the private companies and the national program of transmigration that grab our land are always supported by the security forces.”
  

Not only the forest, but also are the Papuan’s land easily taken over by the Indonesians. An experience of Dominikus Beanal, a Papuan living in Timika, could describe how the Papuan’s land could easily be taken over by the Indonesians. Beanal has a portion of land in Timika, the capital of Timika regency, located in the southern part of West Papua. One day an Indonesian came and took over the land without any consultation with Beanal. The Indonesian claimed that the land belonged to him. Beanal demanded that the Indonesian should return his land. Facing the demand of Beanal, the Indonesian went to the police station, informing the case to an Indonesian police. Then Beanal was arrested arbitrarily and then taken to the station by the police. He was accused of being member of the Papua Liberation Movement (OPM) by the police. If a Papuan is charged as a member of OPM, or as supporter of OPM, the Indonesian security forces could arrest him arbitrarily and put him in prison, or even slaughter him. Therefore, Beanal was detained in a Freeport company’s container for some years due to his fight for justice. Thus Beanal lost his land, and was detained in the container. The Beanal’s experience reflects the experience of the Papuans. So, in fact, the Papuans are the defenseless.

7. The Papuans are the Poor


Many people know that the West Papua is rich in natural resource. But the Papuans are the poorest among the poor in Indonesia. For some Indonesians, the Papuans become poor because of their laziness, stupidity, and backwardness. For some, the Papuans becomes poor because the government gives less attention to the development of their human resources.


In fact, there are two big mining firms, many forest concessions and timber estates exploiting natural resources. So how could the Papuans become poor among their richness of natural resources? The private companies exploit the natural resources and then take to Jakarta. While the Papuans get nothing but the suffering. Todung Mulya lubis very nicely expresses that the economical exploitation for 32 years has brought about poverty on the part of people. Since the systematic exploitation is accompanied by an authoritative political policy, people’s aspiration has never been heard.
 Todung Mulya Lubis adds that the security approach has killed freedom of expression. Thus in facing with the military, the Papuans are defenseless. As Tuarek Narkine, a tribal chief of Amungme tribe, expresses, “I always hate God, and ask Him, why he has created the mountains containing gold and copper and placed them here, in West Papua, while we have gotten nothing but the endless problems and sufferings from the Freeport.”


The natural resources are being exploited until today. But the Papuans remain poor and get nothing but the problems and sufferings. The Papuans are now like a rat that suffers of hungry in the food store. The government shows less attention to them and much attention to the natural resources in West Papua. Lubis recognized that the Papuans become poor because the people’s interest has never been the top priority of the central government in Jakarta. As Benedict Anderson recognizes, that to the central government  in Jakarta, the most important thing about the regions (Aceh and Irian Jaya) was the territory, and not the people.”
  

8. The Papuans are the victims of Manipulations


The manipulation of the Papuans by the powerful people and institutions in West Papua is expressed in some forms. The highly respected tribal chiefs in West Papua are also exploited. They were used in the interest of those who seek power or defend their power. Some candidates of regent or governor, or the leader of a governmental organization who seek approval from local people to implement national program, used the tribal chief to fulfill their interest. The tribal chiefs, in turn, raise their voice not for the good of their people but for the sake of the manipulators. The most serious problem is that the community leaders are not aware that they are being used in the interest of other people. 


The some Papuans who have joint the independent movement are even used by some military members to fulfill their interest. The separatist are used to work hand in hand with the Indonesian army to create social problems, like kidnappings, in the locations occupied by the migrants or in the area of forest concessions.
  

9. The Papuans Women as the Victims of Rape


The Papuan women have been victims of rape by Indonesian army and police. Not only the girls but also many marriage women have been objects of sexual abuses by the security forces.
 A 60 years old woman was also victim of rape by a security member. She was raped when she was working in her garden. Another example is that a three years old girl was also raped by an Indonesian soldier.
 These examples show that any Papuan women from 3 years to 60 years old have been considered to be qualified for sexual abuse by Indonesian army and police.

Mama Yosepha, a victim of sexual abuse
  


Following, I want to present a figure of Papuan woman who have been victim of rape by Indonesian army, but never give up to fight for Justice and freedom.


Yosepha Alomang, 40, is a Papua woman of Amungme tribe. She is a simple woman, and a mother of six children. She was born in the village of Mapnduma, the place where many Papuans killed by the Indonesian military. She never takes any formal education in school. Now she lives in Timika, Mimika regency, West Papua. 

She is the most well know Papua woman in West Papua. All the Papuans at least know her, at least her name. Every Papuan respects her and calls her “Mama Yosepha”, which means mother Yosepha. She is well known for her courageous confession of her bitter experience of being raped by the Indonesian army, and her commitment to the struggle for justice and peace by non-violence movement.  

She acknowledged that when she was as young in the village of Mapnduma, she saw that many Indonesian soldiers with their guns occupied the village. “I saw they (the Indonesia army members, red) slaughtered any Papuans in the village. They shot to death my brothers, my sisters and my parents. Some Indonesians wearing green clothes raped me under threat of being killed. At that time, I know they are not Papuan. I know they are Indonesian. But I do not know what was their job. Just now, I know that those people who raped me are the Indonesian soldiers.”

Based on her personal experience of being oppressed and raped, she is committed to fight for Justice and freedom. “I do not want to see other Papuan women being raped again and any Papuan live under oppression.” Then she began defending the rights of the Papuans oppressed by Indonesian military. In 1994, she was accused of being supporter of the Papuan Liberation Organization (OPM), and therefore arrested and put into jail by Indonesian military Having been released, she was able to lead some peaceful demonstrations protesting the brutality and cruelty of Indonesian security forces against the oppressed Papuan. “We the Papuans want freedom, establish independent state because the Indonesians always kill us like animal,” she said. In 1999, she was again arrested and detained in a police station in Timika. She was accused of being involved in some subversive activities. She was released, but the case has never been taken to court of justice.

Some Human rights institutions in Indonesia have been following her struggle for the God-given human dignity. In December 1999, she won an Indonesian award for human rights fighter, YAP THIAM HIEN AWARD. She was invited to fly to Jakarta to receive the award. But she decided not attending the ceremony as a protest against the Indonesian government, which gives less attention to the Papuans, in terms of justice. “You should know, that I have been fighting for justice and freedom from oppression, not to receive the award, but for the sake for the rights of the oppressed Papuans.” She is now being nominated to win Goldman Environmental Prize.

Mama Yosepha is a simple and charismatic Papuan woman who has ever been raped by Indonesian military, arrested arbitrary by the security forces, detained by police, but is still strong in the struggle for justice, peace and freedom in West Papua, through non-violent movement.

10. The Papuans are the victims of torture


Torture is a form of human right violation. The Papuans have been victims of torture committed by the Indonesian military and police. The Papuans have been experiencing many kinds torture.
 Here, I would like to present two cases of torture committed by Military and Police, just to get a general idea of how the torture occurred in West Papua for years, since 1963.


First story of torture is taken from the experience of Yance Pekey, in February 2000, in the town of Nabire.
 Yance is a young Papuan living in Nabire. One day, February 29, 2000, he was arrested by a group of Indonesian police. He was ordered by the police to crawl on the asphaltized road. Then the police tied his hands and took him to the police quarter. Then he was interrogated and tortured by police in a room at the quarter. During the interrogation, he was repeatedly beaten at his head, breast, and his back by police with their gun. Then he was ordered to lay down on the floor and kicked with shoes by a group of police. The police tied a plastic on his fingers and burnt the plastic which meant directly burnt his fingers. His shoulders were burnt with fire by the police. Then they put electric power at his hands. Responding their question, Yance decided to be killed. “For me, it is better to be killed by your gun, than torturing me.” Yance experienced the torture in the police quarter for one week. The police did not allow any body, and any institution, to visit Yance Pekey in the detention.


As a consequence of the torture, Yance felt down unconsciously. He then was taken by police to a general hospital run by the government, at 03.00 o’clock at night. The police told the nurse in the hospital that Yance was found laying down on the street so they took him there. After one day in the hospital, he was taken to his home for unsafe.


 The second story of torture is taken from the experience of Iskia Opur, 34, in the town of Manokwari, West Papua.
 Iskia Opur had a piece of land in the village of Pami, in Manokwari regency. In December 13, an Indonesian businessman went to the village to take some sands, exactly within the area of Iskia’s land. The Indonesian took some sands without any consultation with Iskia. Knowing that some body was stealing sands from his ancestral lands, Iskia went to meet the Indonesian and demanded to drop down the sands from the truck. The sands were dropped down. The Indonesian left the place, going to report the case to the police. With two members of police, the Indonesian returned to the village with the truck. Iskia was forced to follow them and taken to the police station. On the way, Iskia was beaten and tortured by the police, resulting blood came out through his mouth. Arriving at the police station, Iskia was showered with water. The police found that Iskia was already dead of torture. The Iskia’s body was taken to the general hospital run by the government. After 30 minutes the parents of Iskia arrived at the hospital, the police and other people in the hospital came to know who he was. 


Since the occupation by Indonesian government until now, the Papuans have been victims of torture. The above two experiences could help us to get a general description of torture committed by the security forces in West Papua. And all torturers have never been taken to the court. On the contrary the torturers are protected.       

11. Papuan’s life is worth less than a chicken 


Father Nat Gobay, a catholic priest of the diocese of Jayapura, reported to the national commission on Human rights that the only thing that was very cheap in West Papua was the Papuan’s life. The price of a Papuan’s life is worth less than a chicken. To kill a chicken, one must buy it first, but a Papuan can be killed any time and anywhere in West Papua, at no cost. Papuans like to say, “a cheapest thing in the land of Papua is the life of a Papuan man.”


Papuans were easily killed anytime and anywhere in West Papua with any reason. Thousands were killed by the charge of being member of the OPM. Some have been shot to death due to not fulfilling the will of the security forces. For example, Robert Young, a young Papuan, was killed in July 7, 1999, for not stopping his car at a sharp corner of a street in Jayapura, in accordance with the will of an Indonesian military member.
   


The methods of killing make for horrifying reading. Some were shot to death. Some Papuans were said to have been killed by having their bodies slashed with razors; others died after a hot iron bar was inserted into their anus. Some of those killed reportedly had their flesh made into barbeque, which was fed to their families; wives were forced to eat their husbands, and children to eat their fathers.

12. The Papuans are the victims of the Military Operations


The Papuans never know when West Papua was made a Military Operations Region (DOM), except that it ceased to be one on October 5, 1998, when then Indonesian military commander General Wiranto made an announcement to that effect. The status of West Papua was subsequently changed to that of “Security in Critical Regions” (PDR). 


However one thing is clear: the military operations have been going on for a long time. It has been systematically begun since 1965. Some military operations took place in Manokwari regency ( 1965) , Wamena ( in 1977 and 1998), Biak regency (1968, 1970, and 1998), Sorong regency (1998), Jayapura regency (1968, and 1969), and in Paniai regency (1969). Thousands of Papuans were slaughtered by the military under the pretext of killing the enemy or members of the Free Papua Movement (OPM). Although no survey has been made, the victims of the military operation were numerous. According Benedict Aderson, some 20.000 Papuans have been killed in the operations.
 The military, because it killed enemies of the Indonesian state, did not feel guilty about the killings, and even went so far as to justify the action. Thus, it seems that “the Indonesian corps can no wrong”, and in turn, “that creates a deep and painful sense of injustice.”
 


According to Jayapura based Institution for Human Rights Studies and Advocacy (IHRSTAD), the military operations in West Papua have been conducted systematically by Indonesian government since Indonesia occupied West Papua in 1963.
 Indeed, the military operations brought about human rights violations, such as intimidation, torture, arbitrary arrest, detention, rape, and even killing).
 The rights violations were still committed by Indonesian military and police, after the former president Soeharto was forcedly pulled down form his presidency in 1998. The human rights violations took place in Timika (2 December 1999), Merauke (February 16, 2000), Nabire (February 28 –March 2, 2000), Jayapura (February 28, 2000), Fakfak (March 28-29, 2000).
 

When the DOM policy was in force in West Papua, every Papuan, regardless of his profession, was always considered an OPM member. He was then automatically an enemy of the Indonesian state and his or her every word, deed, and movements were suspected and monitored closely by the Indonesian military and police.


During the latest military operations, in addition to the rights violations, people’s property was also stolen. For example, it took place in Fakfak regency, March 28-28, 2000 when the joint military operation by Indonesian army, police, pro-Indonesia militias intentionally attacked the Papuans in Weyati Village, Fakfak regency. During the operation, they were also stealing people’s property like money, radio, tape recorder, photograph, and some other expensive things.


In the military operations, people’s houses were burnt down. The military was also burnt down the Church buildings in the operation villages. For example, Indonesian military burnt down 166 church buildings during the military operation in Mapnduma 1996.
   


So due to the military operation conducted systematically, the Papuans have been victims of killing, rape, intimidation, torture, arbitrary arrest, detention, intimidation and other forms of injustices. The Indonesian military and police were also grabbing, destroying, and even burning down Papuan’s property. So it is not surprising the villagers are afraid to see or meet any Indonesian military members.

13. The Papuans are the victims of undemocratic of “Act of Free Choice


The Papuans have decided to review the history of West Papua. The young Papuans have begun to examine critically some determining events. The first event is that of May 1, 1963.  In May 1, 1963, the Indonesian government began to occupy West Papua. According to Indonesian government, May 1 is the day of liberation of the Papuan from the Netherlands occupation in West Papua. However, the young Papuans have found out that the Papuans have never been victims of intimidations, tortures, rape, arbitrary detentions, and even killing by the Dutch people. Meanwhile under the Indonesian government, the Papuans have experiences very different experience as the above mention. Muridan S. Widjoyo, an Indonesian researcher, who has done several researches in West Papua, acknowledged that the Papuans have been suffering a lot from intimidation, killings, discrimination, marginalization.
 The above mention experiences lead the Papuans to a collective awareness of being colonized, being exploited, being discriminated, being oppressed, and being powerlessness.
 The Papuans have been living in fear and enduring deep suffering. As Indonesian national Commission on Human Rights declared, “the Irianese (the Papuans, red) have for years suffered from injustices and discrimination because of those government policies.”
  According to the Catholic Church, the Papuans have been experiencing a jeopardizing fear that causes them helpless.
 Such a fear wounds their hearts that is not easily healed.

Having examined and realized the experiences under Indonesian occupation, the Papuans raise questions: Is May 1, 1963 as the day of liberation or the beginning of Indonesian oppression in West Papua?    


The second determining event was the day of so-called “the act of free choice” in 1969. In order to examine critically the practice of the “act of free choice,” the Papuans studied the guideline of the act as formulated in 1962 New York Agreement. They found out that the conductor of the act of free choice was the Indonesian government, not the United Nations Organization. Thus the Indonesian government asked the Papuans to decide if the Papuan want to separate from Indonesia or remain as part of Indonesia. It is totally different of the practice of referendum in East Timor in 1999, where the United Nations Organization acted as the conductor.


According to the New York Agreement, the act of free choice should be performed according to internationally recognized practice.  “The eligibility of all adults, male and female, not foreign nationals to participate in the act of self-determination to be carried out in accordance with international practice…”(Chapter XVIII, verse d). However the Indonesian government selected some people representing the Papuans to decide their future. Out of 815.906 Papuans, the Indonesian government selected 1026 people to participate in the act of free choice. These representatives are not elected by the Papuans.


Following the New York agreement, all the participants of the act of free choice should be the Papuans. But it was not so. The Indonesian government included many Indonesians to participate in the practice of the free choice. Thus, among the 1026 representative, there were many Indonesians originated from the islands of Java, Celebes, Buton, Kei and Tanimbar (Moluccas). So the young Papuans question: was it Indonesian’s act of free choice or the Papuan’s ?


According to those who participated in the act of free choice, out of 1026 representatives, only 175 people were given chance to read a declaration containing the decision to remain in Indonesian government. The declaration was written in Indonesian language with grammatically very perfect, whereas the tribal chief representing the Papuans were not able to speak and write in Indonesian language perfectly as expressed in the declaration. So the question is: Who prepared the declaration? The Papuans?


The participants also admitted that they participated in the act of free choice under the pressure of the Indonesian military.


Those Papuans living in foreign countries at that time were not included in the act of free choice.


These above discoveries bring about a collective awareness that there was no true and genuine act of free choice in 1969 in accordance with the 1962 New York agreement. The Papuan’s right of self-determination was intentionally denied by the government and the United Nations Organization. 


The culmination of the study was declared during the Papuan Congress 2000 held in Jayapura, that the Papuans strongly rejected the result of 1969 act of free choice and demanded the United Nations Organization to review the process and the practice of 1969 free choice in West Papua.  


As of today, the Netherlands government has been the only countries who has decided to review the act of free choice. Will other foreign countries follow the example of the Netherlands government and support the Papuan’s demand for reviewing the 1969 act of determination? 

11. What would be the best solution?


Until now there are two solutions. The First solution is offered by the Indonesian government. While deploying thousands of Indonesian military and police members in West Papua, as a manifestation of security approach, the government has decided to offer a “special autonomy.” The question is: Is the concept of special autonomy able to solve the above mention problems? The government continues implementing security approach through which the Papuans continue to become victims of killing, intimidations, and other forms of human rights violations.  


The second solution comes from the Papuans. As declared in the Papuan Congress, the Papuans have been demanding the Indonesian government to solve the case through a dialog, which is democratic and respecting for the human rights. The Papuans believe that only in the dialog, the Indonesian government and the Papuans could examine peacefully what is (or are) the root cause of problem, review the history of West Papua critically, and find out peaceful and democratic solution, while avoiding any kind of violence and without bloodshed.

II. The prophetic role of the Churches in West Papua



The majority of the Papuans are Christians. There are some Christian Churches in West Papua, like Evangelical Church (northern part of West Papua), Baptist Church (central highlands), Indonesian Bible Camp Church (Central highland), Advent Church (Northern part of West Papua), Catholic Church (Southern part of West Papua, and central highland) and so on. Among them, the three mainline Churches are the Evangelical Christian Church (GKI), Indonesian Bible Camp Church (GKII) and the Catholic Church. These three Churches have demonstrated their evangelical commitment for the Justice and Peace in West Papua.  

In this meeting I would like to share how the Churches play their prophetic role in West Papua in defending and promoting human rights.

1. Taking side with the suffering Papuans

The Churches in West Papua believe that the joys and the hopes, the grieves and the anxieties of the oppressed Papuans are the joys and hopes, the grieves and anxieties of the Churches.

Taking side with the victims of human rights violations, the Church cannot remain silent or pretending neutral between the oppressor and the oppressed. The Church cannot remain insensitive and passive, therefore, before the multiplication of denunciations of torture, ill-treatment, arbitrary detention, intimidation, raping practiced in West Papua. The Churches in West Papua believe that to keep silent about the rights violations would be a kind of denial of what the Churches teach about human dignity. 

Thus being among the victims, the Church shares their suffering and anxieties of the oppressed and cannot remain silent. Rather the Church is sent to defend and promote human rights. The Church is to defend human dignity, and to condemn injustices and attacks on human dignity. The Church, faithful to her mission in the world, shares these sufferings and cannot pass them over in silence, for if she did, her witness of love and service to people would be compromised. So, the Church stays close to the victims, in order to share their suffering and grievances, and to raise her prophetic voice, and accompany the victim in achieving the recognition and promotion of their dignity and rights as person.

2. Being Voice of the Voiceless

When the Papuans are under Indonesian government and military oppression and their demand for their fundamental rights is always responded by the use of the violence by the military and police, the Churches have been the hope of the hopeless.  The Churches in West Papua have been the voice of the voiceless Papuans. It has been manifested by speaking out of some cases of human rights violations, and inviting Indonesian commission on Human Rights to investigate the violations of human rights in West Papua.

3. Unmasking the truth of human rights violations

Some institutions in Indonesia claim that there is no human rights violation committed in West Papua, even though it is contrary to the realities. And they have been trying hard to hide the rights abuses they have committed. In such situation, the Church is called to reveal the truth of human rights Violations in West Papua. The Churches have established some institutions to work on Human Rights, like the Office for Justice and Peace at the Diocese of Jayapura, and Department of human right at the Christian Evangelical Church. The Catholic and some Christian Churches have jointly established “Institute for Human Rights Studies and Advocacy” (IHRSTAD), a Non governmental Organization which is in charge of human rights in West Papua. 

The Catholic Church has carried out some investigations on the human rights violations. The Church then have published the result of the investigations and submitted to the governor, West Papua military commander, West Papua police chief, the chairman of the provincial legislative council, hoping that they will follow-up the report. 

The result of the investigation done by a Church is usually supported by the other Churches. So the Churches then announce publicly the result of the investigation through a press conference.  

4. Supporting the Papuan’s demand for the rectification of the implementation of the 1969 popular consultation (PEPERA)

The Churches in West Papua have been supporting the Papuan’s demand for the rectification of the 1969 popular consultation. The Churches have raised the necessity of the review of 1969 PEPERA in the meeting between the former President Abdurrahman Wahid and the leaders of the Churches in West Papua, when the President came to Jayapura, to “see” the first sun shining in Indonesia for the third millennium. “Indonesian government should hold a genuine dialog to explain publicly and openly the process and implementation of 1969 Act of Free Choice”. In the same meeting, the leaders of the Churches also urged the government to democratically recognize the aspiration of the Independence existing among the Papuans, acknowledge its wrong doings committed in the past, enhance the supremacy of law, and carry out reconciliation, as well as emphasize the necessity of review the government policy of development in West Papua.    

5. Empowering the people

The Churches also have been involved in empowering people through some ways. The first is through the education of human rights through some workshops, in order to help people to know their rights and duties. The second is through facilitating and supporting the Papuan’s self-organization. And the third is through giving support to those who have been involved in defending and promoting human rights in West Papua.

6. Promoting dialog

The Churches in West Papua have been repeatedly demanding all parties to restrain from the use of violence in West Papua, and continually demanding to settle the Papua case through a genuine dialog. The appeals announced by the Churches in West Papua clearly reflect the necessity of dialog and avoiding the use of violence as a manner to settle West Papuan political case. The Churches have been supporting any peaceful movement in West Papua. The Churches also have begun to facilitate dialog among the migrants and the Papuans. 

7. Collaboration

In the defense and promotion of human rights in West Papua, the Churches have developed a good collaboration, among the Churches, with other religious tradition, with some Non Governmental Organizations either based in Jayapura or in Jakarta.

8. Some considerations of the Churches in West Papua

The Churches’ opinion to solve the political case of West Papua has been expressed by the Catholic Churches in their meeting with the fourth Indonesian President Abdurrahman Wahid. The former president has ever invited the Catholic Bishops of West Papua to listen from them about the political case of West Papua and what should be the solution according to the Catholic Church. Here I would like to present some considerations and suggestions proposed by the bishops.

“Looking into the future, we can note a number of necessary considerations and suggestions, as follows:

1. First of all, an atmosphere of openness should be created. However this can only happen if all parties are ready to "listen to others first" in order to perceive what is really going on and what the background forces are.

2. The situation can only be truly clarified by a clear confession of the ruler (state agencies, parliament and civilian government as well as armed forces/police) that mistakes have been committed. Such a confession is highly needed in order to avoid the implication that only one party can be at fault: namely the people, and that the other party is free of mistakes.

3. In order that the atmosphere we have in mind can be created, all kinds of unreasonable interrogation should be totally stopped. The ambiguous attitude of the security apparatus is not helpful at all, especially if it is mixed with the exploitation of religious sentiments. The holding of an enquete in the aftermath of the Papuan Congress by TNI personnel was yet another indication why a change in the climate heavily depends on the honesty of the security apparatus.

4. In view of the emphasis on the ‘straightening’ of history as desired by the Papuans, it is highly recommended that an evaluation of historical facts be undertaken jointly by the government and the people’s representatives in a refreshing atmosphere of openness.

5. The revocation of Military Operational Region status of the whole Papuan territory in October 1998 should have been followed by a visible reduction in non-organic TNI elements, which have frequently taken unnatural and concealed measures. There is a strong impression that their role was not reduced after the revocation of Military Operational Region status.

6. As long as the security apparatus continues to resort to violent actions, such as the one which recently occurred in Nabire, TNI/Police will continue to be experienced as human right violators; a reputation that is supported by facts. It would be excellent if the domination of the security apparatus in Papuan territory is terminated and the civilian government given a chance to prove itself as the power holder in the territory.

7. Transparency of all elements of the ruling power is urgently needed, so that what is right can be seen by the public as right, and what is wrong can be seen as wrong.

8. Dialogue is urgently needed to reestablish the role of each element of security control; in this case it is particularly important to hold a negotiation with traditional leaders about the Papuan Task Force, so that its status and role can be understood clearly by the widest section of the public. At the same time all efforts made by TNI to form a rival task force (Red-and-White Task Force) should be totally stopped. This point is very important, because in our observation a polarization between these two "security elements" is very dangerous for the social atmosphere and can polarize all “natural” struggles into unchecked radical horizontal clashes.

9. Not less urgent is law enforcement (especially of land law) in Papua. Since the state’s recognition of many elements of traditional rights was never clear, the public has begun to act beyond acceptable limits and to take justice into their own hands. This tendency became obvious in a number of ongoing land cases as well as in the closure action taken against a number of government as well as private offices. It is necessary to reformulate land law so as to respect traditional rights and at the same time guarantee the interests of ordinary people in a wide sense.

10. In order to create a “dialogue climate”, the progressive steps taken by President Wahid, such as the admission of state mistakes and the "oral" announcement of the new name of Papua should be followed up by (a) showing a serious approach to past human rights violation in Papua by the establishment of a human rights court; and (b) formally announcing the new name of Papua as a form of recognition of the Papuan people's identity. 

11. Another condition for a real dialogue is government readiness to review all economic policies that did not empower Papuan people.

12. Recognition of the Papuan National Front (FNP) is urgently needed, as in our evaluation the FNP could be used as the principal means to raise GERASEM to the level of a healthy and natural political dialogue and struggle.

13. In particular the government should give a chance to civil servants and intellectuals to play a more active role in the social movement in Papuan territory. Up to now it is obvious that intellectuals have not been present in the reorganization of the social movement, since they were "afraid", and were not allowed "to speak freely" because of their status as civil servants, etc. The absence of this group is very harmful to the present struggle and perpetuates  "ambiguity"; because it is not clear which side these community figures really belong to. 

14. Finally, it can be said that religious institutions are still trusted in Papuan territory, so that they can be relied upon as a mediating element in dialogues that are unconditionally necessary. The churches are ready to take up such a role, provided that it remains clear that Churches (or other religious elements) will not be misused by the government.

The above are our views as the leadership of the Catholic Church in Papua, and we thank you for your attention.” 

9. Some Challenges


There are some challenges that the Churches in West Papua should address. The first challenge is that some Churches leaders have yet to realize that the defense and promotion of human rights is part and parcel of the mission of the Church. It brings about some consequences, like keeping busy with the salvation of soul and neglecting the violation of human rights, being used by power holder to oppose the Church leaders who have been involved in the defense and promotion of human rights.


The Second challenge is the misunderstanding of the involvement of the Churches in defending human rights. The Churches have been defending the rights of the Papuans for the sake of human dignity, peace and God-given life. However, the prophetic role of the Churches in West Papua has been misunderstood by identifying the defense and promotion of human rights with the support of the Papuan’s aspiration of independence.


The third challenge is the absence of government’s willing to solve the violations of human rights in West Papua. It could lead to the opinion that the efforts of the Churches to defend and promote human rights have been useless. So defending and promoting human rights is simply a waste of time, energy, and money.

The Fourth is how to bring up human rights violations in West Papua within the Churches in Indonesia, Europe, America, and Pacific, so that along with the Churches in West Papua they could demonstrate their solidarity with the oppressed Papuans.
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