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August 1998:Unprecedented, all-out 4 day strike of 5000 work-
ers at the Grasberg mine, over broken promises on wage increases.
Production is stopped.

(Sources: West Papua: The Obliteration of a People, Carmel Bu-
diardjo and Liem Soei Liong, TAPOL 1988; West Papua - Plunder
in Paradise, Anti-Slavery Society Indigenous Peoples and Develop-
ment Series Report 6, 1990; Multinational on the rampage: Freeport
McMoRan Supplement to the EF! Journal, undated (1996?); Down
To Earth No. 29/30 (August 1996), No. 31 (November 1996), No. 38
(August 1998), No. 39 (November 1998). Many thanks to Down to
Earth for all their help, and apologies for the 8 year gap in this
timeline between 1988 and 1996.)
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after a Dani tribeman is run down by a Freeport vehicle and his
body dumped in a ravine. Many company facilities are destroyed
or damaged, along with the government relations office, the
shopping mall and other buildings - the airport is also attacked.
6000 march south to Timika and two other company towns (one
newly built) on the 3rd day, wreaking more havoc. The mine is
closed for two days, and one tribal leader describes the riots as ”a
war on Freeport and the government”. [Sounds good to me!]

March 20th 1996: Riots in Abepura, following Dr. Wainggai’s
death in prison. Government buildings are attacked, vehicles
burned and Abepura market (where transmigration site produce
is sold) is burnt down. 4 dead, many injured, many arrests.

Early July 1996: Thousands of protestors burn down govern-
ment buildings in Nabire: the district head’s office, the court, the
transmigration and education office and the bank. Attempts to de-
stroy a Pertamina oil depot are foiled by troops. 60 prisoners are
freed from the local prison. Apparently the riots are triggered by a
decision to recruit for local administration jobs from all over West
Papua and from Indonesia.

August 14th 1996: OPM kidnaps 14 employees of the Djajanti
logging company near Timika. 2 are found dead in September -
the rest escaped or had been released. The army orders all com-
panies operating in the Timika area to accept their protection or
shut down.

July 1998:After Suharto is tragically deposed, thousands of stu-
dents in Biak, Sorong, Jayapura and Manokwari demonstrate for
an end to Indonesian rule and raise the Morning Star flag. They are
fired on with rubber and live bullets and dozens are detained. On
the island of Biak an unknown number are massacred after a five
day long flag-raising rebellion - gunned down while still asleep in
a pre-dawn raid. Others are rounded up in house to house searches,
with some (including children) taken out to sea and dumped over-
board while still alive.
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This interview with a representative of the OPM took
place in a mystery location in a well-known South Coast
seaside resort (not the one you’re thinking of), with an inept
interviewer, a cheap tape recorder, and drunks singing a
rousing chorus of ’Rawhide’ in the background.

West Papua, the western half of the island of New Guinea is
home to rich rainforest and a huge range of different tribal groups
- accounting for 0.1% of the world’s population, but speaking up
to 25% of all known languages. In 1963, this former Dutch colony
was annexed by Indonesia and became the province of Irian Jaya.
In 1969, a fraudulent referendum involving 1025 indigenous people
- the ’Act of Free Choice’ - ratified the Indonesian occupation. To
maintain its control over West Papua’s immense natural resources
- including some of the world’s best mineral deposits - Indonesia
has unleashed one of the least-known genocides of the 20th cen-
tury. Massacres, rape, torture, disappearances, the seizure of land
and cultural assimilation policies have been commonplace, with
perhaps a sixth of the 1963 population (300,000 people) killed since
the occupation began.

Indonesia’s policy of ’transmigration’ - relocating millions
of people from heavily populated Java, Bali and Madura to the
outer islands, to consolidate their grip on them - has also done
tremendous damage. But almost from the very start, this catalogue
of abuses has been met with determined and inspiring resistance,
against incredible odds, from the Organisasi Papua Merdeka
(OPM) or Free Papua Movement.

DoD: Can you describe how Indonesia took con-trol in
West Papua from 1963?

OPM: My father was included in that process. Because he is
one of the people who had contact with outside people (such as
missionaries) when Indonesia came and asked for people who give
access to us, they said ’Oh, this is one of them’, they included my
father, there were 1,025 people…

This was for the Act of Free Choice, as they call it…
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Yes, this is the story of my father himself. They selected those
people based on who they wanted, and they trained them in some
Indonesian sentences, like ’I agree with Indonesia’ or ’I want In-
donesia, I don’t want the Dutch’ - at least 5 or 6 sentences. My
father didn’t know the meaning of these sentences. After some
weeks, they tested who was doing good in those sentences and my
father passed the test, and he was asked to say one of those whole
sentences in a meeting.

So the process was basically a complete joke, would you
say?

Yes. My father is now feeling very, very sorry. He is saying
’Don’t repeat my mistake anymore.’ At the time they thought In-
donesia was coming to help, supporting independence.

Right, so they didn’t realise that they would actually be
taken over as part of Indonesia?

Actually they realised later. And all of the 1,025 are now
against Indonesia. When I am here, they are now protesting. They
are standing and they say ’I signed these and now I want to pay it
back.’

Did anyone realise that the US was very much behind
the Indonesians and was pressurising the UN to hand West
Papua over to the Indonesians?

Wedidn’t realise, but nowme and the others are learning, we re-
alise that during the Cold War the US wanted to control the Pacific
area.

Traditional Tribal Culture

How would you describe traditional West Papuan cul-
tures? For example, the relationship between the tribes
and the land has been described as the people and the land
’owning’ one another. Compared, say, to what you find here
in England, what sort of things define West Papuan society?
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weeks.TheMorning Star flag is unfurled and bridges and roads into
the area destroyed, preventing recapture. Bulldozers being used to
build the Trans-Irian Highway are blown up, halting work. The
Morning Star flag is raised twice in Jayapura.

11th March 1986: Shell installation in Podena is attacked, 50
workers and 16 policemen captured.

April 1986: 3 Indonesian soldiers and 3 Pertamina officials
killed at Sarmi. Shell had been carrying out seismic studies in this
region for several years, but these attacks forced it to abandon all
exploratory activities. There are also raids on police posts in Arso
and Abepura at the same time.

August 1986: Indonesians launch ”Operation Skewered Meat”,
deploying 4000 soldiers towipe out the OPM.The bombing of High-
land villages sends another 4000 refugees into PNG.

March 1987: Territorial friction between Papuans and trans-
migrants boils over into an attack on a transmigration site by 200
Papuans armed with machetes, killing 12 and wounding 17.

March-June 1988: Intense fighting between the army and
OPM west of Jayapura and in the Highlands leaves 150 dead from
both sides.

14th December 1988: Dr. Thomas Wainggai, along with a
crowd of 100, lowers the Indonesian flag and raises the Morning
Star in Jayapura. 37 are arrested and 2000 try to attend the May
1989 trial, which is moved to military premises; Wainggai is
sentenced to 20 years.

January 8th 1996: OPM takes 26 hostages - connected with
WWF surveys for the proposed Lorentz National Park - from a vil-
lage near the Freeport mine. 15 of them are released by March. The
army catches up with them on May 15th - at least 8 OPM fight-
ers die, and 2 of the hostages are mysteriously killed. Many army
abuses during the search for the hostages, and serious reprisals af-
terwards.

March 10th-13th 1996: Thousands of people (including
Papuan Freeport employees) riot in Freeport’s Tembagapura town,
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peninsula. A local guide is killed and a French oilman seriously
wounded after the companies ignore requests for compensation for
the loss of many sago food trees. More unrest follows as local peo-
ple hear about the stingy compensation that is finally offered. (As
of 1988, even this hadn’t been paid.)

30th November 1983: Respected Papuan anthropologist, mu-
seum curator and folk singer Arnold Ap arrested for ’subversion’.
Held until 21st April 1984, after which he was killed - probably by
Indonesian soldiers - in an extremely suspect ’escape attempt’. His
death sends shockwaves throughout West Papua and beyond.

6th February 1984: 150 OPM sympathisers serving in the In-
donesian army desert from the notorious Ifar Gunungmilitary base
near Jayapura; they ransack the battalion arms depot and flee to
PNG.

13th February 1984: Abortive attack on Jayapura - planned
for months, and intended to target the airport, harbour, electricity
supplies, fuel dumps and army installations, and to release all polit-
ical prisoners. But Indonesian intelligence gets wind of the plans.
Some actions take place, and a massive crackdown is unleashed,
with house to house searches and mass arrests decimating OPM
support in Jayapura, a former stronghold. By Junemore than 10,000
people had fled across the border into PNG.

March 1984: OPM ambush light aircraft at Yuruf border post.
Its Swiss pilot is later released after international pressure, while 2
Indonesian passengers are killed on the spot.

November 1984: Refugees facing forced repatriation from
PNG back to Irian Jaya (and possible arrest or murder) are sub-
jected to visits from an Indonesian ’verification team’, including
Irian’s deputy-governor. At the large Blackwater refugee camp the
team is humiliated, and greeted with a hail of missiles that forces
them to run for their lives. [Ha ha!]

January 1986: Unrest is organised to coincide with prepara-
tions for the April 1987 Indonesian elections. 900 OPM fighters
occupy the important Waris border post near Jayapura for two
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That’s something I have been talking about. There are many
things based on my view that are missing here, like we value the
collective way of life. We stay in one house or one building, we
know each other by names, by background, we greet eachmorning,
we greet: ’Where are you going?’ You don’t do that here. First time
I come here and I was greeting people, they seemed negative, and
I smile to people and they feel ’Who are you?’. And it is different.

What sort of relationship is there between the tribes and
the land that they exist upon?

That’s one of the things I am missing here. I first came to a big
city for a few months, then went to one of the villages over there,
and then after a few more months I came here. It is not my way,
moving every couple of months, because culturally my habit is get-
ting settled in one place, get to know the trees, whatever I have in
the nature, and they know me and I know them, even the animals,
whatever, around my life. And when I was in the city, I couldn’t
do that because I must move, and we don’t have any relation with
nature, that’s what I feel here. But in my place you can see that
people are so tied to their land…

Because the ancestors are in the land too and that’s a con-
nection going back hundreds or thousands of years?

And we feel that we can talk to the land. Many people here
don’t understand me, but we do. Like plants, like weather - I can
say for example ’Rains’, if rain comes, and I can say ’Stop, I’m going
to do this’ and it can stop. Not because of my magic or whatever
as people may suspect, but it is just normal because I understand
them and they understand me.

How has the Indonesian domination affected traditional
West Papuan cultures - for example, Operation Koteka
[1970s attempt to get Papuans to dress ’properly’ - the word
is an insulting term for the penis gourds worn by Dani
tribesmen. An Indonesian foreign minister said that they
were determined to ”get them down from the trees even if
we have to pull them down”], he punishments for raising
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the West Papuan ’Morning Star’ flag, the teaching of the
Pancasila [Indonesia’s ”national ideology”], and throwing
people off the land and so breaking that connection they
have with the land?

Really, really massive, and it is the suffering I think, where we
have been suffering very, very much.

What sort of form does this take?
I amwriting a book on this topic, to tell my people this is what’s

happening in our culture with the Christian Church. I don’t mean
that religion is wrong, but the Church itself - it has its own culture
- and they break up our own culture, the social structures. They
have their own clergymenwho say: ’Don’t listen to the tribal leader
about this - this is the correct way’, and that means they destroy
our life, which was for whole decades, for generations. This means
that we suffer, for we do not know how to step from that to this.

So you are almost caught between two worlds?
Two worlds, yes. We are confused, we become victims of this

change.We are not well informed in what to do…And the second is
the government: they have their own cultural structure that they
are imposing on us. They have governors, they have everything,
until the village level, where they also impose their own rules.They
have programs like family planning, transmigration, translocation;
if someone’s against it, they must be punished, and they have laws,
regulations, and it breaks up everything which was existing in the
past. Indonesia have a policy of uniting the diversity; everybody’s
Indonesian and must speak the Indonesian language, behave like
Indonesian people and don’t say anything which distinguishes you
from the others.

Which is a bit difficult because there are an awful lot of
cultures in West Papua, and there’s even more different cul-
tures across the whole Indonesian archipelago.

It’s logically impossible, but they are forcing it. Everybody feels
that they are killing us in the long run, they are eliminating our
right… We believe that when people take our lands, or exploit our
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weapons and supplies. Bronco bombing raids on villages on both
sides of the border with Papua New Guinea cause at least 1500
refugees to flee into PNG.

October 1978: Second OPM kidnap - some more junior officers
caught this time. The sinister, Orwellian-sounding ”smiling policy”
launched by the Indonesians (”territorial smiling” was also pursued
in East Timor) - it’s a ’winning hearts and minds’-style counter
insurgency strategy to detach people from OPM influence.

1980: ”Operation Clean Sweep” focuses on the border area,
killing over 1000 in June alone; Javanese are later settled here in
several showpiece transmigration sites on ’cleared’ land. Clean
Sweep slogan: ”Let the rats run into the jungle, so that the chickens
can breed in the coop.”

August 1980: 6 women unfurl the West Papuan ’Morning Star’
flag in the forecourt of the Governor’s office, Jayapura. Arrested on
the spot, brutally treated and raped. (There is a widely held belief
that if the flag can be kept aloft continuously for 24 hours, it will
unleash forces capable of driving out the foreign intruder.)

Late 1981: After Dutch TV crew films hundreds of OPM
supporters in the Wissel Lakes area shouting anti-Indonesian
slogans, heavy bombing and chemical weapons kill between 2,500
and 13,000 people.

October 1981: OPM assault on Abepura Prison on the out-
skirts of Jayapura, in an attempt to free political prisoners. Attack
on large transmigration site at Genyem, and kidnapping of 58
hostages from Holtekang logging camp - they are held until June
1982. Many OPM suspects are murdered and their heads impaled
as a warning.

July 1982: 9 students replace the Indonesian with the Papuan
flag outside the provincial assembly building in Jayapura and pro-
claim a West Papuan state. Four receive 10 year sentences, three 7
years and two 4 years.

Early 1983: Violence breaks out at Pertamina and Conoco’s
Inanwatan oil exploration site, south of Sorong in the Bird’s Head
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1st July 1971: OPM proclaim a free and independent West
Papua - the new constitution is distributed throughout the
country.

1975: Papuan oil workers rebel at Ayamura, Sorong, attacking
and beating Indonesian and western managers after an order to
replace native employees with Indonesians. (Pertamina - the state-
run national oil company - has a policy of not employing Melane-
sians.)

1977: Indonesians attempt to eliminate OPM bases near the bor-
der with Papua New Guinea (PNG), with 10,000 troops and aerial
bombardment. Up to 5000 people killed in this offensive.

April 1977: Many attacks on government posts by the Dani
of the Baliem Valley, Central Highlands, lasting up till July. Some
involve thousands of people, armed primarily with bows, arrows
and spears. Landing strips sabotaged again. Indonesians respond
with large-scale strafing and bombing, including the use of napalm.
Kompas newspaper says ”the Baliem River was so full of corpses
that for a month and a half, many people could not bring them-
selves to eat fish.”

May 1977:National Indonesian elections. Reluctance to partici-
pate is so widespread inWest Papua that they had to be postponed,
and in some areas abandoned altogether.

July 1977: Amungme people protest at the unilateral expropri-
ation [ie. theft] of 10,000 hectares of their hunting grounds for an
expansion of Freeport’s Grasberg mine. The pipeline transporting
copper and gold from the mine to the harbour at Timika is blown
up, along with a bridge and oil storage tanks. Freeport lose several
million dollars a day for some months. [Ahhh…] Retaliatory straf-
ing by US-supplied Bronco counter-insurgency aircraft kills 3,000
(Broncos are being used in East Timor at the same time for similar
purposes.) Indonesians begin to use chemical weapons around this
time.

May 1978:OPM ambush helicopter and capture 7 high-ranking
Indonesian officers and civilian officials aboard - later released for
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lands, or move us, that is like taking plants and seeds frommy land
to here and saying ’it can grow here because this is land, this is soil,
this country has soil and that country has soil, so we can just plant
here’ - it is impossible. It means we are killing it, even though the
plant is still alive; so it is with moving people from one village to
another, one land to the other.

Like the way in which lots of Papuan people have been
relocated from, say, the Central Highlands to the Lowlands,
and they don’t have the themalaria youfind in the Lowlands.
They know how to live in the Highlands.

But not on the coast! We suffer much. People from the coast,
they know, and they don’t have any serious malarial disease. You
go there and you can see that many people are in the hospital -
they are from the Highlands, the many troubles are with the High-
landers, with those who are moved from one place to another. Even
the Javanese, they have many, many troubles.

With transmigration, hundreds of thousands of people
have been brought over to West Papua and to the other is-
lands like Sulawesi or Sumatra, and in some cases it might
have worked, but in many cases it’s almost like they’ve been
dumped in that area. In your experience are the transmi-
grants doing badly or well?

The transmigrants and us, we are just victims of those policy-
makers, so they are also suffering, but they don’t know how to
claim or who to blame. I have been with transmigrants for about
3 years, visiting them when I was studying at the university, and
they were expressing their concern: ’We miss our lands and our
cities and this is a different land.’ They were thinking West Papua
was good for them, but it is hot, and the land is different, and how
they cultivate the rice.

Do they still try to cultivate it as they did in Java?
They tried, but they are failing - because even though they have

large lands, they don’t produce as they produce in Java. Some of
them sell their lands and go back to Java.
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Is it true that when you clear the jungle the soil itself is
quite poor; so it doesn’t work when it is cleared in transmi-
gration projects, say for the oil palmplantations, but theway
Papuans have done it does work because you are still keep-
ing most of the forest cover instead of clearing a huge great
area?

I would say that we have our own way, which is better. We
know how to balance the ecosystem, because we know very well
what will happen - without any scientific knowledge we know how
to balance it. In my culture we only cut the trees and make gardens
in a special place. We don’t hunt there, we knowwhere to farm and
where not to farm. You cannot hunt every time you want, but we
have regulations saying that this is the month or the day you can
hunt. These regulations come from our culture. We have people
in power to say ’Now you can go and hunt’, and if we plant crops,
’Now you can take your crops or not.’ I cannot say ’This is my plant
and I want to take it’ - in my culture I must wait for instructions to
take it. But it doesn’t work now. Government officials or the Army
come andwant to take it - just take it… ’This is my power, I can take
whatever I want’… and this is breaking up our culture. We told the
tribal leaders that what we have already is good.

Because the modern life is attractive to some groups? It
holds lots of promise for them?

Yes. We were thinking that influences from outside are good,
but now fromhere I see that no, wewere better off than now -many
things are missing here - like relations with the people, relations
with the nature, with the animals. I cannot find them here.

Impact of the Indonesian Occupation

This, I don’t know, may be a bit painful, but in the last
few years we’ve heard a lot about the genocide perpetrated
against East Timor, perhaps a third of the population killed.
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sciousness” in response. The OPM gradually begins to emerge
during the unrest of 1965-67.

January 1967: A rebellion in Merauke in the south-east of the
country is followed by an uprising of 14,000 members of the Arfak
tribe in Manokwari, which is declared a ’Free Papua State’. Straf-
ing and bombing by the Indonesians as part of ”Operation Annihi-
lation” [!] kills 3,500 villagers. Other groups spring up in Jayapura
(the capital), Sorong, Kaimana and FakFak.

February 1969: Uprising at Enarotali, Wissel Lakes/Paniai re-
gion in the Central Highlands, in the run-up to the ”Act of Free
Choice”. Unrest prompted at least partly by demands for the with-
drawal of Indonesian troops, to make a true ’free choice’ possible.
Defecting Papuan police reinforce local people and all Indonesians
flee the area. Wooden stakes are driven into airstrips, making them
unusable. Particularly fierce fighting around Muanemani, involv-
ing thousands of people, as Indonesians try to regain control - the
area is not ’pacified’ until 30th August. ”Operation Authority” is
introduced to ’prepare’ West Papua for its ”Free Choice”.

2nd August 1969: 1025 Papuans vote unanimously for Indone-
sia in the impeccably democratic ”Act of Free Choice”, under very
limited supervision by the UN. Indonesian Major Soewondo help-
fully explains: ”I am drawing the line frankly and clearly… I will
protect and guarantee the safety of everyone who is for Indonesia.
I will shoot dead anyone who is against us - and all his followers.”

1971: Pigs from Bali, infected with cysticercosis (pig tape-
worm), are given by Suharto as a ’peace offering’, after the brutal
suppression of the 1969 Enarotali uprising. Pigs are an absolutely
fundamental part of Melanesian life, and cysticercosis was pre-
viously unknown in West Papua - many think that this was a
deliberate act. Symptoms include psychosis and epilepsy - the
majority of the Ekari tribe are infected, and it has since spread to
the Dani. The Indonesians won’t supply the one drug that cures it,
recommending only that the people ”change their habits and way
of life”.
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Contacts

DOWN TO EARTH
59 Athenlay Rd London SE15 3EN Tel: 0171 732 7984 E-mail:
dte@gn.apc.org (Excellent organisation - produce newsletter with
a good overview of Indonesian environmental/social justice issues.
Subscriptions around £10 a year.)

PARTIZANS
41A Thornhill Square London N1 1BE Tel: 0171 700 6189 (Implaca-
ble enemies of Rio Tinto Zinc mining corporation - campaigning
on Grasberg/Freeport since RTZ got involved in ’95.)

PAPUAN PEOPLES FOUNDATION
Ottis Simopiaref PO Box 545 6700 AM Wageningen Netherlands
E-mail: simopiaref@netscape.net

PaVo
PO Box 801 3500 AV Utrecht Netherlands Tel: 31.30. 276 30 88 E-
mail: pavo@wxs.nl

OPM Support Group
Email: opmsg@eco-action.org

OPM Resistance to Indonesian Rule

1st May 1963: West Papua (now the province of Irian Jaya)
passes from Dutch to Indonesian control, on the condition that the
Indonesians hold a referendum to decide the ultimate status of the
territory within 6 years.

26th July 1965:The ’Kebar Incident’ - the first outbreak of hos-
tilities, as Papuan forestry and agriculture department employees
kill Indonesian troops, seize weapons and flee into the bush.

28th July 1965: 400 men attack infantry battalion barracks
in Arfai, Manokwari, in the western Bird’s Head region of West
Papua. Indonesians launch counter-insurgency ”Operation Con-
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Have the people of West Papua experienced similar horrific
treatment at the hands of the Indonesians?

I myself was in some of the wars, not fighting, but when I was
a child. And I saw myself, people were killed. I think compared to
East Timor, West Papua is worse.

Worse⁈
Worse, because the large numbers, the numbers of people killed,

and the treatment is worse, and also it is never exposed because of
the isolation - few people can speak English or get access to the
outside world. I am the one person from the Baliem Valley abroad
now. No one else.

And the Baliem Valley is a massive area…?
Biggest tribe in the island. We have been isolated for so long.
I am almost surprised to hear you say, and with such cer-

tainty, that it’s worse than East Timor. Just for me, sitting
here, it’s so far out ofmy experience that it’s hard to imagine
in what way anybody could have had even worse treatment
than the East Timorese.

Like, in my place, one village that was against the Indonesians,
they finished the whole village, completely bombed and killed ev-
erybody, and no one knows because it is just one valley. We live
in mountainous areas and from one valley to another we don’t
know each other. So we don’t know what’s happening in the other
tribe, and they can just easily finish, and no one will come against
- compared to East Timor which is just a small island, people know
what’s happening in their village, it’s just closer to the outside
world…

Because East Timor has a stronger national society than
in small tribes?

And also they have more people educated.They have been with
Portugal for 400 years, whereWest Papua now, we just had contact
with in the 1940s and 1960s - in Highlands, ’60s. So we don’t know
how to open our cases. (Pause.) I saw myself how people were cut
into pieces. I saw myself, when I was seven years old, I went with
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my uncle, my uncle brought me on his shoulders, and they took me
down and they cut him in front my eyes, you see…

What had he done, had he done nothing…?
Because he had a moustache and they were thinking: your hair

should be cut short and you must clean this. You must be tidy in
your clothes, if not, you will be questioned. There is a certain way
you must have your hair, how to put on your clothes. If this is
not the way they want then you are rebelling. So that’s really
treating you like you’re children, basically.

Yes! Sure. (Laughs.) The East Timorese, they have knowledge
to oppose what’s happening by Indonesia, but we don’t know. We
can’t do anything because we are too weak.

I wanted to try and give people an idea of the natural
beauty in West Papua. It seems a remarkably beautiful
and rich place - the jungles and mangrove swamps and the
mountains, the birds of paradise, the tree kangaroos, the
cassowaries and so on. Can you give people a sense of what
this is like and what’s being lost as a result of what’s going
on?

We have, compared to what I am seeing here, like, many trees,
you can see, I don’t have any words to describe it, it is natural.
We can see birds singing - yes, I can see birds singing here, but
not so many. Many, many birds, and plants - people are asking me
here ’See this bush’, but no, no, this is not bush, this is not natural.
I don’t have any words, but it is really different here, and I have
told people that this is modified world - like food and everything is
made modified, this is already modified, and my world is the real
world. (Laughs.)

So even though the villages would be growing their gar-
dens and so on, it’s still a very wild landscape. If you were in
your home village now what would you see around you?

Many creatures - particularly in the morning and in the after-
noon. Many birds are going to their nests and going out from their
nests, and we have special places where we go, for ourselves, when
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Elsewhere inWest Papua the army is threatening to close down the
information posts even though they are clearly a significant part
of the Dialogue. Nonetheless, a representative of the OPM summed
up the current mood as follows: ”Before, the hope for freedom in
West Papua was regarded as just a dream that hardly ever becomes
a reality, or as something in the air that we cannot grasp. But the na-
tional dialogue has given this dream an unforgettable momentum
in our history: the time when the Indonesian President listened to
our demand to regain our robbed independence. Both sides must
now go away and think it through - and we are thinking about it
by establishing the posts that help all West Papuans to think about
it, not just our national representatives. By doing this we have re-
claimed independence - it is already in our hands, no longer just in
the air. Now the President must decide when to give it to us, and
it is our hope that the world will approve it - without a repetition
of the act of no choice of 1969.” [Many thanks to Da Duchess, for
Dancing With Dictaphones above and beyond the call of duty.]

Resources ”West Papua: The Obliteration of a People”,
Carmel Budiardjo and Liem Soei Liong (TAPOL 1988). (A superb
introduction to the subject - upsetting and enraging.)

”West Papua - Plunder in Paradise”, Anti-Slavery Society
Indigenous Peoples and Development Series Report 6, 1990. (Avail-
able from: ASS, 180 Brixton Rd, London SW9 6AT.)

”Poisoned Arrows - An Investigative Journey Through
Indonesia”, George Monbiot (Michael Joseph 1989). (Good first
person account - often hilarious descriptions of our George’s
hapless adventures in a tropical clime.)

Indonesia’s Secret War: The Guerrilla Struggle in Irian Jaya”,
Robin Osborne (Allen & Unwin 1985).

East Timor, West Papua/Irian and Indonesia”, Keith Suter
(Minority Rights Group Report 1998.) (Available from: MRG, 379
Brixton Rd, London SW9 7DE.)
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ing that it is there for business, not for killing people, animals and
plants. This is a crazy answer - the Indonesians kill us because they
want to secure the mining. Without the companies and the mining
there will be no killing anymore, as simple as that. [It’s not all by
proxy either - Freeport’s security guards have also had direct in-
volvement in various incidents.] Indonesia and the companies will
respond to pressure - it is clear they are guilty - but now we are
trying to find out how to influence, and which angle we can use to
put pressure on them. Partly because we don’t know how to - as I
said, we are fighting now in all ways - and we need people to tell
us this is the way the British Government will listen to you, or this
is the way that America will do something for you, and we want
to listen to those ideas. It’s one of the purposes of my mission that
I’m bringing here - because my belief is that the traditional leaders
are the people, not me - I’m just like the telephone line, communi-
cating between you here and there, to the speakers of the people,
the tribal leaders. When I go back, I will be behind them, I won’t
speak in front.

Update

TheNational Dialogue initiated in February is so far proceeding
without too much trouble - certainly when compared to the ram-
pant death squad persecution in the run-up to the upcoming ref-
erendum in East Timor. Tribal leaders are sticking to the demands
for complete independence, and information posts have been set
up around the country - particularly in the towns - to publicise
the process. Worryingly however, there are reports of police and
army repression of a flag raising ceremony in Sorong on 5th July.
400 soldiers opened fire on the crowd, killing an unknown number,
seriously injuring many and detaining up to 140 people. The city
was put under strict control after the massacre, with a curfew im-
posed, all shops closed and searches underway for OPM suspects.
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we have finished completing some serious meetings [sounds famil-
iar!], and we go there just to watch the birds coming back in… we
know the places where birds go… and it is different. I am here and
it is stressful. And I want to go back quickly. People think I would
stay here as this is the modern world, but for me personally, I think
most of my people at least would agree, my life is more related to
the nature, not with this (laughs) kind of world. We know the char-
acteristics of different species from our ancestors, for example that
that is an important tree.This is passed on through the story holder.
My father is one of the story holders. And they tell stories, and we
know where we can go and where we cannot go.

Why can you go to one place but not to another?
We believe in spirits, you know, so there are some places where

we can have trouble but there are some places that are safe, and
to my forest other people cannot go, because that’s my forest, my
spirit is there and I have my power authority on my own land - and
if someone else goes there, he will get lost or get trouble, whatever.

And the Indonesians and transmigrants just don’t fit into
this at all - they seem totally alien?

I said strong word - I said ’killing us’, even though they won’t
say that; they will say we are helping you - but I do think they
realise they are killing us.

What sort of environmental impact has the Indonesian
occupation had - like the logging, the oil palm plantations,
the Trans-Irian Highway [built along the border with
Papua New Guinea, to control the region and open it up for
resource extraction], the Mamberamo Dam and so on. Does
this make it difficult to carry on the original way of life if
the forest is going, and the animals are being chased away?

That’s right. We feel that these policies are hurting us and we
are fighting back. Actually the basic idea was to preserve the life
- it is our life that we want to preserve. We don’t want any pol-
icy which comes from outside and changes everything. All people
are working to defend the culture, the survival of the people, and
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they mostly fight with the companies - they kidnapped some of the
logging companies. Then they took hostage people who were with
the World Wildlife Fund because they thought they were from the
mining company; that they had sent these people to do surveys,
to expand the mining activities. And they said ’We don’t want it -
it’s something we are fighting against, we are fighting to close this
mining company.’ After that they realise that this is not someone
here to exploit this land, but that they want to preserve the land,
and they say ’Oh no, there is something wrong here’, but it has
already happened.

When they do that sort of thing against, say, representa-
tives of Freeport [the biggest mining company involved in
West Papua] does it have the desired effect; does it get them
to actually change their ways?

Yes, that’s a big problem now, because we are defending our
traditional ways. In West Papua we have two kinds of communi-
ties - one is called kingdom, like here, we have small kingdoms,
where people listen to one king and it is inherited by his children
or brother. But there are also people who live in military commu-
nities - meaning that we live like the military, under strong dis-
cipline. And we choose our people for leadership and their com-
mand because of their skill in fighting. The kingdom is inherited,
but the military is elected. And in these military tribes, they are
fighting in their own way - and we don’t know how to fight better
in this modern world. We are just fighting back traditionally, for
this is our way to disagree. In my culture, to disagree is to fight;
that’s what I can do, because that’s what I know. And people here
from this world say that this is guerrilla fighters, terrorist groups
or whatever; from here, I can see myself in that situation. And that
is a good lesson I am learning. That’s our only way - fighting - our
way of disagreeing things. Not the way that this world wants or
approves.
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systems and TV and video, just for sharing what’s happening in
the other villages, opening their minds.

For sharing and communication in principle that’s quite
a noble aim - and look at the world I live in; it’s got all these
things already so I’m in no position to judge. But I think
you are likely to get certain difficulties with that - for in-
stance, the Indian government has deliberately introduced
TV sets into their tribal villages, to bring them into themain-
stream of Indian society and get them living a certain sort of
lifestyle.

Yes, it is a danger.
Mr. Mysterious X-tremist: Wouldn’t ecotourism destroy

your culture? The demands that the tourists put, they would
want houses, they’d want someone to clean the floor - they
wouldn’t be happy to live the same way as you do. Yes, it’s
difficult. What can we do in support of people in West Papua
here in the UK, to force Indonesia to stop their abuses, to
increase the demand for independence?

Yes, one thing is finding out actually what happened with
Freeport, the early process, because politicians say ’Where’s the
proof? So it is nonsense.’ We don’t have the knowledge of English,
or of how to deal with this modern world, but we know there was
something wrong between Indonesia and Freeport and US and
Dutch. But how can we claim this, how can we go back to the
1960s and prove that this was wrong, that’s one main problem.
The second is what made the Dutch allow Indonesia to take our
land without our agreement - only of the 1025 [in the Act of Free
Choice].

Do you think we should put pressure on companies like
RTZ, or the Indonesian embassy or whatever, to force them
to change?

Yes. We are speaking out for this. Some people are saying that
it is the armies who are killing people, not the companies - and
Freeport, for instance, denies any human rights violations by argu-
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again - that is our demand now, and they have this burden on their
minds. (Laughs). They can come back with the result that we ex-
pect them to achieve, you must say whatever it is we ask you to do.
And that’s independence.

What would be the attitude to the natural environment
in an independent West Papua? What would happen with
the logging, with the mining and so on? Obviously, people
think they have to make money, but that presupposes cer-
tain things, so…

Most Highlanders like me, we own the mining area, we are say-
ing shut it down, because we can make money from different ways,
not only from digging up and breaking our ecosystem. Develop-
ing eco-tourism, that is our main concern now, because we have
learned from countries in South America where they have done
this, and I will push this idea because we have five tribes [around
the mining area], and I am from one of the tribes, and I will impose
this, mining companies - we can allow them 5 years and then it
doesn’t help us.

Assuming the Indonesians left, what would the eco-
tourism money go towards? If money wasn’t seen as
necessary before then what’s changed, what new needs do
you have now?

Yes, even though, like me, we feel that money is important,
there are people in the Highlands saying now ’What’s money for?
We can’t eat it.’ I think only people like those politicians and edu-
cated people will think about themoney. Not the local people, more
money is not their concern - their concern is: ’We don’t want to die,
we don’t want to disturb our lands, we don’t want these trees to
be cut down.’ If they live in the traditional house, their concern is
different. But those people who have education, we need money
only for, say, communication systems - how we can communicate
between tribes is one of the most difficult problems now. All over
West Papua, it is important for us to build up telecommunication
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Presumably that means that in fighting the traditional
way you are often fighting with the traditional tools, like
spears or bows and arrows, is that right?

Yes. So you’re up against the Indonesian Army…
Yes (Laughs). With its helicopters, and guns, and…
Jet fighters (Laughs).
And all sorts. Although it sounds like the OPM experi-

ences a remarkable amount of success considering how the
odds are stacked against them; and it seems like that is partly
because they know the terrain so well, they know the land,
and it is very difficult to track people down in the jungle.

And also we know how to manipulate - we can work with the
land, with nature. We can ask rain to come, it is easy, and we can
ask the landlords, I mean, the spirits…

The landlords? Not these sort of landlords, here in the
pub⁉

Not this kind here. (Laughs) No! No! The landlords tell them,
send them back to their own camps, and they will do it, they can’t
find us. I can just walk around the village…

In English, we might say that it ’bewilders’ them.
Yes.They don’t knowwhere to go and they get lost, even though

we are just watching them.
So you’re saying you are almost invisible to them.
Invisible. Because we are with our nature. They know us and

we know them, and the nature, and they will help us, for we help
them.

The Indonesians stand out, but you don’t. You blend into
it.

Yes.
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Freeport and Grasberg - Multinational
mining scum in action

What is your impression of the role of foreign compa-
nies, because obviously this is very relevant to people in the
UK, where a lot of these companies are based. The example
that springs tomind immediately is themining, particularly
the Grasberg mine operated by Freeport [The world’s rich-
est gold mine, and the third biggest copper mine]. Grasberg
seems very similar to RTZ’s Panguna mine [See ”A Tragedy
on Bougainville” in DoD No. 5] in that Indonesia gets an aw-
ful lot of revenue from it, as Papua New Guinea does from
Bougainville. I was wondering, what is the significance of
Freeport, and since 1995, RTZ? [now working with Freeport
at Grasberg in a mammoth joint venture.]

In particular Freeport has had a long history, even before West
Papua came to be Indonesian. We need help in this case to find out
what really happened between the Indonesians and the Dutch and
the US, because we think there is a vested interest. And they didn’t
care about the people, and they didn’t care about the environment,
they only cared about what they benefit. Like in the Act of Free
Choice, no UN representatives were allowed to enter West Papua
because Indonesia said ’it’s risky now, you can’t go’, but at the same
time, Freeport people were operating, and this is a question mark.

Am I right in thinking that Freeport were very close
to Suharto [evil murdering bastard, recently deposed as
Indonesian dictator - shame he didn’t get the Ceaucescu
treatment] as well?

Yes - Suharto was the commander-in-chief in taking West
Papua into Indonesia… There’s a lot of money changing hands in
all of this. Today we have the Dutch Amro Bank - it has shares in
Grasberg. I think it is helping Freeport to develop the new contract
now, the second contract, for the extension of another 50 years
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coming in from Grasberg and elsewhere. I thought they’d
also just announced a new 5 year plan for the transmigration
programme - giving a strong incentive to keep West Papua
down, under their thumb, and keep the money rolling in. I
don’t mean to be pessimistic, but I can see how it might be
business as usual.

It is not easy for Jakarta to let us go, because we feed Jakarta,
that’s what we say. If they lose us, it means Jakarta will have prob-
lems, especially in finances.

So they have this strong demand for independence build-
ing up in West Papua now after 36 years, and yet one of the
reasons why they have been there all this time is because
it is a huge money spinner, so they don’t want to sacrifice
the money. I can see how they might try and manipulate the
tribal leaders, and so forth.

Yes, that’s my worry. The Church are promising that they are
doing their best not to be tricked by the government, but we can’t
totally believe it, because Indonesia is there in power. But what
I personally believe is that Theys Eluay cannot be influenced by
whoever, because he has his own position already clearly stated in
front of the government; there are 70 people, but only one person
himself, our hope is in him.

How open are the discussions going to be? Are people
back in West Papua going to know what’s going on or will
it be behind closed doors?

It has been a long story about the Act of Free Choice, which
was that we were blaming each other. My people are blaming my
father, he did something wrong, and we don’t want that to be re-
peated again, because it disturbed our culture relationship. So now
we want to be open, we want to be transparent, we want the 70 to
be more responsible to us, because…

There’s going to be hell to pay if they don’t!
Yes. If you do it twice… you knew what happened before and

you have learned the risk of those mistakes and don’t repeat it

29



And there is a tribal leader who was involved in the Act of Free
Choice, he is now the leader of the West Papuan tribal council.

This is Theys Eluay, the guy who recently got arrested for
discussing independence. Is he out of prison now?

He can’t be kept in prison, because he has people - if he is im-
prisoned, thousands of people will come, so they can’t do anything
to him.

So this is like a breakthrough, really - my impression is
that it is starting to build up what you could call an irre-
sistible momentum - the spirit was so strong, the momen-
tum was so strong… So strong.

That it’s going to be very difficult for Jakarta to sell them
out.

Now Jakarta is offering autonomy, and autonomy plus, as they
call it - but people are saying ’Not these two, we want indepen-
dence, your agenda is yours, but this dialogue is from us, not the
government agenda. We proposed, we initiated, we suggested and
our goal is independence.’ So in these weeks, January, February,
it is very clear, they are open, people acclaim now ’Yes, we want
independence.’ They can be honest about it.

That’s great. Aren’t people still being repressed as well
though? Isn’t it true that anybody who proclaims indepen-
dence will be punished, because it is a betrayal of Indonesia?

That can happen, for somebody. If I say that, it is easy for In-
donesia to take me to prison, because I am nobody, I am not a tribal
leader, I have no people.That’s whywe are saying…nobody can say
this, just the tribal leaders can say this. Even the Governor is just
saying ’OK, we support national government policy’ - he hasn’t got
authority from the people, so if he is against, or for independence,
he won’t have support.

But to an extent, the Indonesians have never had author-
ity, they just relied upon military might - so I’m not sure
how it’s any different now. Because Indonesia has severe eco-
nomic problems, I assume that they need to keep the money
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of exploration. RTZ are also involved. Then there are the Korean
logging companies. And most of the logging companies belong to
Suharto. He was involved in West Papua through [his infamous
timber baron crony] Bob Hasan. And they belong to the Army as
well. So, in the logging camps, there is the army.

The army doing the logging work?
Yes. So people like the Forest Department cannot do anything

because they are civil servants. ’We are Army and we are bring-
ing this, so you cannot say anything, you cannot ask for a letter,
permission, or whatever…’

So that’s just pure corruption.
Pure corruption.
Can you tell us what effects the Freeport mine has had on

the local people?
There are five tribes around the mining area. They are moved

first - we say translocated, which is just the same as transmigra-
tion. In particular the Amungme has the land where Freeport is
based; Tembagapura town [Freeport’s ’company town’] is where
the Amungme come from, where they live. They are crying,
shouting, speaking out, telling stories about how they relate to
that mountain, that land, that this is what you are doing, this is
what you are destroying in this way. People die and suffer from
diseases because their world has changed, psychologically actually
they suffer. There are many psychological problems that have
never been cured up to now.

Because they’ve been wrenched away, if you like.
Yes.
Isn’t one of the OPM leaders from that area originally -

what’s his name?
Yes, Kelly Kwalik, who took the WWF hostages, he was from

there.
And he’s taken actions against the mine, because he

comes from there… It’s a gold as well as a copper mine -
presumably that means you get a lot of pollution from the
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mine itself, like mercury and so on. Is the quality of the
rivers suffering as a result, as has happened on the Amazon,
and people are less able to use it?

Yes, it’s true. Culturally, we don’t boil water to drink, we can
just drink. We know what river we can drink directly, and some
of those are polluted now; and we also fish on the rivers. In 1990,
in the mid-1980s, there were people dying because of drinking the
water. They didn’t know, they hadn’t experienced this before. They
were just crossing the river, and they drink, and they died. And it
was in the local newspaper but nothing happened afterwards, no
response from the government over it.

So no clean up.
No. If you go to Freeport, before you land you can see the waste

of the company - rivers come down amidst dirt, dirt river, because
of the waste running off it, and you can see many plants dry out
and you almost cannot see any living plants. And it’s dry. Hectares
of… you can see a big strip of destruction alongside the river, from
the airplane…

If the spirits are in the land, how is it viewed in the tra-
ditional beliefs if a huge great crater is being dug out of the
land?

They, especially the tribal leaders, they cry, just like children,
you know, because they feel that they are being killed. We have
houses for men where we gather together, and we talk, we discuss,
and the elders tell stories: ’this is actually what it should be, now
it’s changing’, and they cry. By that way they tell the younger gen-
eration what is happening. Like my father tells stories - and they
give us advice, ’do this, don’t do this’, and when they tell these sto-
ries, they cry. But that’s what they can do, they can’t do anything
else. (Pause.) The reason the government gives is that it is going to
help you, develop you - because you are primitive, left behind.

Assuming that people wanted jobs in the mine anyway,
is it not true that very few of them go to West Papuans; it’s
mainly a thing for foreigners or Indonesians?
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culture, where women can talk, and now women are feeling, ’We
can say something for the people now, and this person cried be-
cause of us, which didn’t happen when men were talking to him.
We changed him.’ The men agree, we can’t do that to that point.
Only women can do that. Women have some abilities to do certain
things, and that’s why we are saying ’OK, you have done some-
thing, now go on, develop what you can do next.’

West Papua After Suharto - What does the
Future Hold?

I was wondering if the prospects for West Papua have
improved since the downfall of Suharto. Habibie [Suharto’s
replacement] has talked of independence for East Timor
- is anything similar on the cards for West Papua? I know
talks were planned for sometime this year. West Papua
seems a lot stronger since the fall of Suharto - pro-Papuan
demonstrations in Jakarta, a series of flag raisings across
West Papua, and as you say, the spirit of independence is
more widespread now.

I’ve just read emails from West Papua, reporting that the na-
tional dialogue with President Habibie and us will happen on 26th
of February. They’re in Jayapura now, and 70 people will fly out
tomorrow to Java for that dialogue, led by Church leaders, who
are playing very important roles now. They are saying ’No manip-
ulation, no games from the government. No trickery. We want to
let people say whatever they want, whether it is against, or for In-
donesia, it doesn’t matter.’ What we want is that they talk for them-
selves - the Church for West Papua is saying ’We are new Church,
we work for the people, we help people to speak out for their own
rights’, so they have selected 70 people from the whole. I can say
that this is the second Act of Free Choice.

Well, yes, that’s what I was afraid of in a way.
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fluence - and the wives also have influence but not as much. (BOX)
[IMAGE]

(BOX) [IMAGE] You don’t have to be mad to work here…
Jim Bob Moffett’s pearls of wisdom: ”We are thrusting a spear of eco-
nomic development into the heartland of Irian Jaya… We’re going
to mine all the way to New Orleans… This is not a job for us, it’s a
religion.”

You were saying that Jim Bob cried when he came to
Freeport. I have to say that it’s not unknown for business
leaders to be hypocritical and to cry what we call crocodile
tears [by far the most likely explanation, given Freeport’s
behaviour before and since the visit] - but people took that
as a sincere and meaningful thing, is that right?

Yes, they did. Bob cried when Yosepha Kwalik, the woman who
led themeeting, threw her noken [awoven bag inwhichAmungme
women carry babies and piglets] at him, and said ”My son Moffett,
in the past I put you inside my noken, I took you with me wherever
I went, but I did not realise that you actually suck my blood until
it’s all drained, and I remain only in bones without flesh. Now I
pick you out of my noken and will throw you far away.” She asked
him to reconsider what he and his company have been doing.

And that was linked to the fact that for the first time
women were spokespeople as opposed to the men being the
representatives. People thought this was a breakthrough
when they met Jim Bob, and this was partly linked with the
fact that it was the women who had spoken to him.

Yes. We thought women are talking for our people, which never
happened before now, and a lot of sympathy among our tribal peo-
ple, that now it is women who are talking for us, and let us support
it.

And they didn’t mind that even though it had been per-
haps against the previous customs?

Culturally, they had no problem.The people supported her, they
say ’Go woman, say more.’ That was the first historical step in that
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True. Because I can say only 20% are West Papuans working
there.

And what sort of jobs are they doing?
This 20% are only going underground - not sitting in the office.
Right, they’re doing the dirty work.
Yes. Up to now, I can say only one person from the tribes is

working, sitting in front of a computer in the office, with a tie and
everything. But for those who are in the ground, it is risky work.
They can die and it doesn’t matter; you have signed the contract.
235

Is it true that Tembagapura is an incredibly luxurious
place, with a Sheraton hotel, golf course, helicopter pads
and all this other stuff as well? It just seems really out of
place…

It’s sad. I go there, I cry, because from that luxury world you can
see its real owners walking round in traditional dress. I am from
there, and when I see my people, just in the airport, it is very, very,
very insulting and sad. They look down on us there - as if to say
’Who are you?’.Theywill ask you that if you go to the airport or the
hotel - they don’t want you there, because you are disturbing the
place. There are some families who we work for - I can call that a
form of slavery actually. They just pay you back with rice. Because
their reason is ’You don’t have rice’, that’s the rationale. ’You don’t
have rice here, you don’t eat as much fish as we do, because we
have companies and we have police and we can feed you - but you
need to work here, cut the grass, clean the yards, the whole day you
can work here, and do everything we want you to do, and then at
the lunchtime come and have rice.’ That’s how we get paid.

But isn’t there plenty of food that you could growanyway,
or you could find in the forest?

We have sweet potatoes, but not rice.
And rice is seen as better?
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Yes , that’s what happens now. And local people see all this rice,
that it makes these people rich, cars and everything. This is food
for this class of people.

It’s almost like it is power to have that sort of food.
Yes. Food is like identity, who that person is.
So that’s why theywork there rather than eating the food

from the jungle?
That’s right. Crazy, isn’t it⁈ (Laughs).

The OPM and Resistance to Indonesian Rule

We’ve been talking about things that are quite depressing
and downbeat in a lot of ways, but from what I’ve heard, the
West Papuan movement seems to be getting stronger. Could
you tell us a little bit about the OPM? Is it true that, as has
been said: ’We are all OPM. OPM is in the hearts and minds
of everyWest Papuan’? I was also wonderingwhat you could
tell us about the OPM structure and history, how it operates
as underground networks in the cities, and as guerrillas in
the bush. What is the current state of play between the OPM
and the Army? I saw that there was a cease-fire between the
Indonesians and the OPM units in one part of the territory,
so does that signify a certain change as well?

Yes. The first question is about history, right? I think it was
started from 1st December 1963, where it was planned. And then,
I can say we are because we’re Papuan, OPM and West Papuan is
the same.That fromWest Papua, we are just the same, even though
in front of the government officials, people will say ’I am not OPM,
no.’ But if you go to them in their house, they will talk differently,
and cry in front of you that they are suffering because of their peo-
ple, and that they feel ’OPM is for us’. We think getting a position
in Indonesia is important - when we get a position we can talk,
we can do something. We cannot say in front of the people, ’I’m
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Now it is changing, but in general, women almost have no voice
in government, in local, traditional government. They have their
voice in some certain aspects, like regarding food, how we have
guests, how to serve the guests, who will do what, who will con-
tribute this food and on what day and these kind of things - how to
distribute foods when we have great feasts, how to divide the food
into groups. In the case of food, delivery, family business, women
have power, we listen to women, but not about the government,
about fighting.

Is there any call from the women to have a greater say?
This week, for the first time they have a conference of women

in West Papua. Women who were raped, who were treated badly
during the wars, when the army take them to their bars, and those
women who have gathered together, now they are speaking out for
themselves, saying ’Now, we want to be heard.’ It has happened
from the last two years, when we had protest against the mining
companies, when the president of Freeport came…

Jim Bob! [Moffett, highly eccentric head of Freeport]
Yes. Bob came to the area, the men didn’t say anything, they

told the women, ’Go and tell him, because he is from a mother,
that’s why he is alive, he is Bob because of his mother’ - and his
mother is more important than his father, based on our culture…

Sorry, explain that, I suspect that’s an important, subtle
point…

Like, if my father and my mother give me advice which is con-
tradictory, I will prefer to listen to my mother, culturally.

That seems strange to me - the women traditionally have
had less input into decision making because their domain is
the family, but you, a man, will listen more to your mother
than to your father. It seems slightly paradoxical…

Yes, yes. (Much merriment.) In public decision making, gather-
ing opinions, themen are allowed, not women - but these leaders, if
they still have their mothers alive, they go and see them for advice.
If I tell you the value of advice, actually the mothers have more in-
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Do tribal leaders make the decisions for themselves, or
with lots of input from the rest of the tribe - because I can
see how they might not respect the wishes of the tribe as
much as they should, not pay as much attention…

There is a trouble in the kingdom system of leadership, mostly
on the coast - they don’t care about people, but the people are still
loyal to their king. But in the Highlands, they elect people based
on what they do, and they can be set down in just a day.

So they can be brought down in a day if they’ve annoyed
people too much, so they’ve got to be quite careful!

They must do much consultation - they can’t force people to
do things. If I were tribal leader, I must be convinced, I must have
assurance, that my people will do what I’m saying. I must be sure
that they are in agreement, and we have the proof in our tribal dis-
cussions and many consultations, and we have made up our minds
in our men’s house, and I must go on with that decision - and that
means they will do it. We don’t say leader actually (laughs), in our
language we say someone in front. ”Leaders” here have agendas,
and it is like theywant to influence people for their agendas, butmy
father is a leader, and I know how he leads. I never see his agenda
force other people; he accommodates the agendas from people, he
values, he collects agendas, and then examines them. He tells peo-
ple: ’Your idea is good, but I think this will happen, what do you
think about this?’ I don’t know more about the kingdom system,
but it’s more like top-down.

Women in the Struggle

This is another thorny subject, but when you talk about
themen’s house, I wonder howmuch input the women have
into the decision making process. Do women make their
voice known as well?

24

against it’, because we want to be in the government, and know
more about what’s happening in there, and then we can work for
our people.

So there are people who are gaining influence or work-
ing undercover in the colonial power structure, but are there
still people out in the jungle carrying out armed operations?

Yes. Kelly Kwalik, who took the hostages, is actually the re-
gional commander in Freeport’s area, he is responsible for the fight
against it, and there is another leader, Matthias Wenda - he is com-
mander in chief. And they are basically fighting for rights and sur-
vival and these issues we are talking about. About the cease-fire -
actually that can happen because I am here. It has just happened
because we understand more now how we can do that. TPM is
the name of the armed force, OPM is the civil organisation; just
like Sinn Fein and IRA, it’s similar. (Laughs.) We are learning now
what method the world will listen to us more. We began the tra-
ditional way, with fighting, but now let us have a cease-fire and
then see who is actually killing the people. The army tells the local
villagers, ’That’s because of the OPM’, although actually, logically,
this Indonesian army killed them, but they then point out, ’OPM
caused you to die, why do you want to agree with the OPM, let us
join and fight them with you.’

Do they get many takers for that? Do people actually be-
lieve it?

Emotionally, they say ’We want to fight’, but culturally they
can’t; they know that we are fighting for them, and we are fight-
ing for our land, for our culture, for the survival of the commu-
nity.They know this because we tell the stories to keep this culture
widespread, for everybody. They will get the emotion for one, two
days, because of the people dying, and the crying, and everything.
They will say, ’Oh yes - OPM, that’s why we are being killed and
we hate them.’ But then after some days, they rationalise what’s
actually happening to them, and there are people telling stories…
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This is like the storykeeper thing, it gets brought into the
story cycle…

Where the men gather together and sleep in one house, they
discuss broad topics, including this, and they have arguments, and
they come out with conclusions: ’The Indonesians are manipulat-
ing the situation, actually the OPM are helping us, they are really
fighting for us.’

The 1984 attack on Jayapura [the West Papuan capital]
backfired badly, and lots of the underground networks of
OPM sympathisers had to flee from there. Did the OPM re-
cover the strength in its underground networks?

Now we have problem in the bush, not in the city. The un-
derground is now stronger. It has changed because Suharto has
stepped down, and the underground is even more clear now, we
can’t stay underground anymore - it’s come above ground - now
everybody is claiming, ’I am for freedom, openness.’

What is the OPM vision for a free West Papua? How
would the people like to live free of the Indonesians? I
assume that it would be independent of Papua New Guinea.
PNG hasn’t had the occupation or anything like that, but
does have serious problems, say with Bougainville, the
illegal [and legal!] logging, government corruption and so
on. I was just wondering how you might manage to avoid
repeating those mistakes. It would be great to have the
Indonesians gone, but what follows?

We have been talking about this because this question came
from many people. They say you want the Indonesians out, but
you will still have another government. Government is the same,
whatever government it is, they do the same thing.

There is that problem!
Yes! Because government want to always allow companies in,

contracts, and mining companies. My view - and I think most of
my people from the Highlands would agree with me - is to come
back to the traditions, that’s what we would like to promote, where
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every tribe has their own leadership, it is governed by a council of
acknowledged tribal leaders. I have read a book on government
in Switzerland and it was a good example, how they made their
country, where local leadership is strong, that’s the most effective.

Post-Suharto, Indonesia is talking about devolving power
more down to the local level, and by-passing the provincial
level. How do you then avoid repeating the same old prob-
lems with corruption, but at a new smaller scale? It’s per-
haps less of a problem in the traditional tribal set-up, but I
can still see temptation, and grounds for corruption, espe-
cially if there is lots of money floating around on offer from
the corporations and others. It’s a difficult question, I know,
everybody worries about this…

We are worrying now, because we ourselves are talking - ’ OK,
we want to fight, but then after we get it, what would we do?’ We
will have another war between the tribes, between the government,
and be just like PNG, because this is one island and this is going to
be our problem as well. My tribe is the biggest tribe in the island,
and people on the coasts are thinking, ’Oh, maybe this tribe will
become authoritative.’

Like situations you have in Nigeria, say, where one tribe
monopolises government.

And this is one thing that is in the future, after I go back - we
must sit and talk between the academics, between the politicians,
among the West Papuans ourselves, we want to clarify this, set up
this before…

Do the ordinary people have the same input into this sort
of discussion process?

Our tribal leaders, particularly in this year now, are standing in
front of the government saying that they want to defend us, which
has not happened before, but now they are planning it: ’I am tribal
leader, I want my people free, free from you’, and I want that to go
on, for them to speak for the people, not politicians, not educated
people or whatever.
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