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West Papua:

1969 vote a

sham

The 1969 Act of Free Choice, intended to be an act of self-determination for the people of West Papua,
was a 'sham’' and doomed to failure from the outset, indicates a landmark report commissioned by the
Dutch government. The 700-page report by historian Professor Pieter Drooglever was launched by the

Institute of Dutch History in the Hague on 15 November.

It supports the Papuans' persistent

contention that the 1969 vote was a fraud and the root cause of their problems to this day.

Suharto in charge

The Papuans' fate was sealed when Indonesia's autocratic
President, Suharto, whose army was in control of the terri-
tory, stipulated that no outcome of the Act of Free Choice
'other than a ruling in favour of Indonesia would be accept-
able to him' reveals Drooglever.

According to Western observers and Papuans who have
spoken out, 'the Act of Free Choice ended up as a sham
where a press-ganged electorate acting under a great deal of
pressure appeared to have unanimously declared itself in
favour of Indonesia,’

This led to decades of harsh military rule and violence
during which 'not a day went by...when no one died or no
one was seriously mistreated.... Figures running into the
tens of thousands have been mentioned' for the number of
people who fell victim, notes Droogléver.

West Papua's abundant natural resources have been ruth-
lessly exploited for the benefit of the military, the
Indonesian treasury, and the elite in Jakarta, leaving the
Papuan population as 'one of the poorest groups in
Indonesia'.

All this has resulted from persistent and disastrous fail-
ures of policy by the Netherlands, Indonesia and the inter-
national community. Since the 1960s, the Papuans have
suffered from the Netherlands' failure to oversee a success-
ful decolonisation process, from Jakarta's reliance on

repression to subjugate the Papuan people, and the interna- -

tional community's failure to protect the rights of the
indigenous population. Above all, the Papuans have
suffered from the failure of those in power to respect their
right to determine their own future and control their own
affairs free from violence and oppression.

Papuans' wisdom, resilience and dignity

provide hope
But, says Drooglever, hope for the future lies in 'the
possibilities of Papuan society itself, which has produced

the necessary self-control, wisdom and resilience to ensure
its survival' and in the 'dignified and insistent manner' in
which leading Papuans in church and society have brought
the voice of the Papuans to the world's attention. It also lies
in the interest shown by the international community, which
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continued from page 7

The Foreign Office has countered by saying that the use
by the Indonesian government ‘within its own borders of
proportionate force to maintain law and order, subject to
appropriate controls, is legitimate and does not constitute
repression or a human rights abuse’.

This ‘law and order’ justification deliberately ignores the
context of West Papua in which human rights are routinely
abused by security forces who cannot be trusted to use
‘proportionate force’ or exercise ‘appropriate controls’. It
also entails the disturbing consequence that British equip-
ment is being used to uphold laws — for example the law
which makes it illegal to fly the Papuan ‘Morning Star’ flag
— which are themselves flagrant breaches of fundamental
rights.

The Foreign Office says that without further evidence
that the equipment is being used in what it regards as a
repressive manner it cannot do anything. This is a familiar
approach adopted over many years to defend accusations
that British equipment was being used in East Timor and
Aceh. In effect, the British government is saying that it will
not do anything unless and until equipment is used to perpe-
trate human rights abuses. It will not intervene to prevent
abuses taking place.

‘Assurances’ worthless

In the past, the Foreign Office’s favourite tactic has been
to rely on so-called Indonesian assurances that British
equipment will not be used for internal repression or in
violation of human rights. However in answer to a parlia-
mentary question on the water cannons, the government has

admitted that such assurances are unenforceable. TAPOL
and other campaigners have always maintained that the
assurances were worthless, but were persistently ignored.
The government cynically used them to disregard the
concerns of human rights groups and victims of Indonesian
military violence so that British arms companies could
continue with business as usual.

While welcoming the official recognition that the assur-
ances have no value, TAPOL is deeply concerned that
British government is not now prepared to prevent the use
of British equipment in violation of human rights in West
Papua or elsewhere.

End-use monitoring failures

This latest development has also exposed the inadequacy
of procedures to monitor the end use of British equipment,
such as they exist. Despite the fact that the British
Embassy’s human rights officer visited Jayapura in
September, after the deployment of the water cannons, the
Foreign stated in reply to another parliamentary question in
November at it was not aware of any British equipment in
West Papua.

The government has admitted that no guidelines have
been issued to embassy staff concerning the end-use moni-
toring of equipment. Instead, in further confirmation that
its approach is entirely reactive, it has said that the core
standing tasks of embassy staff include investigating after
the event reports that equipment has been used to perpetrate
human rights abuses.

continued from page 12

a very different mindset for the GAM rank-and-file to func-
tion within the Indonesian system.

The local elections which were scheduled for April but
have been postponed till May or June, will be the first real
test of GAM’s strength and popularity among the Acehnese
people. GAM representatives will be able to put themselves
forward as independent candidates running for governor,
mayor or district chiefs. The present administration in Aceh
consists of Acehnese representing Indonesian political
parties. The elected governor is in prison on corruption
charges and technically, Aceh is run directly by the
Department of the Interior in Jakarta.

A draft law on the governance of Aceh drafted by
Acehnese institutions will be discussed in the national
parliament in Jakarta in February and March. The outcome
of the discussion and the final version of the draft law will
form the base of a new Aceh, along the lines of the Helsinki
agreement. Although GAM did not officially take part in the
drafting, there was certainly input from individual
members. Some important aspects of the special autonomy
of Aceh adopted in the post-Suharto period have been
scrapped from the draft. There is no mention of Syari’ah
law and the name given at the time to Aceh, Nanggroe Aceh
Darussalam (NAD), has been shelved.

Reconstruction post-tsunami

While peace building is high on the agenda, the post
tsunami reconstruction is also a top priority. The tsunami
tragedy on Boxing Day 2004 ranks as one of the worst

tragedies in the world, and Aceh was the hardest hit.
According to a Red Cross report in June, 131,029 people
were killed in Aceh and Nias and another 37,066 are miss-
ing, presumed dead.

On paper around US$3.5 billion is pledged by the inter-
national community for the reconstruction of Aceh, but as
with many natural disasters around the world, a large
number of technical or bureaucratic delays or problems of
corruption have hampered the speedy reconstruction of the
tsunami-struck areas.

Reconstruction and peace building are closely connected
and the success or failure of reconstruction is tied to the
peace building. Initially the official agency responsible for
reconstruction, the BRR (Badan untuk Rekonstruksi dan
Rekonsiliasi, Agency for the Reconstruction and
Rehabilitation) tried to keep a certain distance from the
peace building process but very soon they realised that
reconstruction in a conflict area like Aceh can only be
successful if it is closely linked with the peace building
process.

Part of the destruction of the infrastructure of Aceh was
manmade, including the destruction of public buildings and
houses and will need to be an integral part of reconstruction
of Aceh. In particular the reintegration of former GAM
combatants needs careful coordination between BRR,
AMM and the stakeholders, GAM and the Jakarta govern-
ment.
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