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PROTESTS IN WEST PAPUA



Australia’s relationship with Indonesia has
been steadily improving over recent years,
after a long period of instability and
diplomatic faux pas. However, there is a
significant hurdle which the Indonesian-
Australian relationship must overcome; the
issue of West Papua. West Papua has the
potential to be extremely destabilising for
Australian-Indonesian relations ‘like no
other foreseeable issue’.[1] 
 
The Indonesian province of West Papua has
been plagued by episodes of violence and
instability since its integration into the
Indonesian state in 1969. Violent protests
towards the end of 2019 once again brought
international attention to the issue of West
Papuan independence and claims of
historical and contemporary human rights
abuses committed by Indonesian security
forces against the West Papuan peoples. 
 
This issue has complex implications for
Australian foreign policy: both in terms of
the stability of Australia’s immediate region,
Australia’s relationship with Indonesia, and
also Australia’s international reputation and
leadership role in the Indo-Pacific region. 
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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY



However, there are options which would provide a satisfactory middle ground
whereby Australia could support West Papuan autonomy long-term, decrease
instances of violence in the province, and signal support for Indonesian
sovereignty, thereby maintaining the stability of Indonesian-Australian
relations.
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BACKGROUND

Between August to September 2019, violent protests occurred throughout the
provinces of Papua and West Papua. Protests were instigated by a video of
Indonesian police employing racist slurs against Papuan students.[2] Indonesia
sent 1,000 police into Papua, disconnected internet services and restricted
foreign journalist access.[3] The protests peaked on 23 and 24 September,
where 16 to 20 people died and 70 were injured in Wamena, the largest city in
the Papuan highlands, and Jayapura, the capital of Papua.[4] There have since
been sporadic incidents of violence in the provinces, including alleged bombings
of villages and extrajudicial killings by Indonesian security personnel[5] and
violence by Papuan separatist movements against Indonesian workers involved
in infrastructure projects.[6]
 
Papua has a long history of conflict since the its integration into Indonesia in
1969, including allegations of repression, violence and human rights abuses by
Indonesian security forces.[7] West Papuan pro-independence groups, including
Free Papua Movement (OPM), United Liberation Movement for West Papua
(ULMWP), and National Committee for West Papua (KNPB), claim the 1969
referendum leading to Indonesian control over the region was illegal under
international law, as Indonesia allegedly only permitted ‘hand-picked’ Papuans to
vote.[8] These groups continue to seek a United Nations (UN) supervised
referendum on the independence of the region.[9] 
 
Maintaining Indonesia’s territorial integrity and sovereignty is a significant part
of Indonesian President Joko Widodo’s platform.[10] In 2001, the government
enacted the ‘Special Autonomy Law’, which aimed to address grievances of many
Papuans over lack of self-government, customary land rights and economic self-
dependence;[11] however, this has been viewed by many as a purely symbolic
measure. 
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THE PROBLEM

In the short term, the violence associated with these
protests could become a human rights issue to
which Australia may need to respond. There have
been claims of human rights abuses, including
excessive, disproportionate use of force by
Indonesian security forces and extrajudicial killings.
[16] Should these human rights abuses continue or
escalate, Australia’s position of total non-
interference in Indonesia’s internal affairs may
become untenable. At worst, the situation could
become a potential case of international
intervention.
 
 

President Widodo’s government aimed to address
economic and political instability in Papua through
numerous development and infrastructure projects,
including the controversial Trans-Papuan highway,
which many West Papuans consider to be a renewed
attempt to exploit Papuan resources, and has led to
serious incidents of violence.[12]  
 
For Australia, Papua has long been a challenging
issue. Australia has made concerted efforts to
secure its relationship with Indonesia, but also has
targeted economic aid and development projects in
West Papua. The Australian Government engages
with the Papuan provinces primarily in the form of
economic aid and development projects, through
the Indonesian government and through UNICEF.
[13] West Papua was the first major diplomatic
disagreement between Australia and Indonesia,[14]
and continues to be the ‘pebble in the shoe’ of
Australian-Indonesian relations.[15]



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations regarding Australia’s policy response to Papua
seek to address some of the ongoing issues of political and civil unrest and
economic underdevelopment in Papua, while also preserving Australia’s
relationship with Indonesia.

Australia has expressed concerns regarding the escalation of violence in Papua.
[17] However, Australia’s position of non-interference is largely informed by the
Australian-Indonesian Lombok Treaty. Article 2.3, known informally as the
‘Papua provision’,[18] mandates Australia’s abstention from action which
threatens Indonesia’s sovereignty or territorial integrity. Australia’s intervention
in East Timor in 1999 created a ‘deep mistrust of Australia’s intentions with
regards to Papua’.[19] Australian intervention in the West Papuan issue, on the
grounds of human rights abuses or in support of the independence movement,
would cause serious damage to the Australian-Indonesian strategic and
economic relationship.
 
However, turning a blind eye to human rights abuses occurring ‘on our door-
step’ could have negative flow-on effects for Australia’s diplomatic position
within the Indo-Pacific region.[20] It could undermine Australia’s legitimacy as a
leader in the Pacific and commitment to the rules-based order that Australia
has long propagated in the region. It could also hinder Australia’s voluntary
commitments made as part of our candidacy to the UN Human Rights Council to
‘advance human rights in the Indo-Pacific’[21] and facilitate implementation of
human rights obligations in the region.[22] 
 
In the long term, the conflict in Papua could ‘greatly complicate Australia’s
strategic environment’,[23] as it could prove to be a source of serious instability
in Indonesia. The West Papuan issue has been divisive within the Papuan
provinces and across Indonesia, evidenced by simultaneous pro-independence
protests in various Indonesian provinces last year.[24] A fragmented, violent
Indonesia is not in Australia’s strategic interests and may undermine Australia’s
economic relationship with Indonesia.
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Australia should seek out a role as a negotiator
between the Indonesian government and West
Papuan political representatives in order to
reduce tensions and increase its reputation as a
constructive actor in the region. President Widodo
has indicated a willingness to dialogue with the
KNPB and other protest groups.[25] Australia
could act as a mediator between the government
and these groups. Recent improvements in the
Indonesian-Australian relationship, highlighted by
President Widodo’s speech to Australian
Parliament in February 2020, where he called
Australia Indonesia’s ‘closest friend’,[26] might
make Indonesia amenable to Australia’s role as
mediator, despite previous scepticism regarding
Australia’s respect for Indonesian sovereignty. 
 
Providing, or assisting Indonesia to find, a neutral
forum for negotiation and dialogue would benefit
Australia by contributing to long-term peace in
Papua. Australian assistance as a third-party
observer or facilitator may be viewed by
Indonesia as an opportunity to establish the
legitimacy of the negotiations and show their
willingness to be open and transparent. Such
negotiation could lead to an immediate de-
escalation of conflict in the region and/or a long-
term solution to provincial instability.
Alternatively, negotiations may require a more
personal ‘insider-partial mediator’ to build trust
between groups.[27] In this case, Australia could
help to facilitate these negotiations by acting as
neutral observer or providing logistical assistance.
 

1 Facilitate negotiation between
Indonesian government and West
Papuan groups
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Assisting in the re-drafting and full implementation of the special autonomous
status for West Papua could lead to longer-term stability in the region. Assisting
the implementation of West Papua’s special autonomous status is seen as the
most promising option for de-escalation of conflict in Papua by many Australian
scholars.[28] Rodd McGibbon argues that Australia should support democracy-
building efforts in West Papua through the special autonomy framework, as this
‘represents the most viable and promising framework for resolving the Papua
conflict’.[29] The protracted nature of the protests and the increasing popularity
of pro-Independence movements may encourage Indonesia to accept assistance
to implement and/or improve this autonomy status, making it more
representative and addressing issues of corruption.[30] Australia could assist in
the ‘technical issues’ involved in creating, re-drafting or implementing this
framework, such as legal drafting and bureaucratic training.
 
Such technical assistance in building this framework would be considered
‘routine and non-controversial’, rather than political.[31] Embedding these
efforts within existing diplomatic mechanisms, for instance inviting West
Papuan leaders to study tours at Australian Parliament to study governance and
democracy, or sending an Australian delegation to West Papua to assist with the
development of democratic institutions, would appease Jakarta’s concerns
regarding interference in their internal affairs. This option could foster long-
term stability by creating democratic spaces for, and facilitate the participation
of, aggrieved West Papuans within the framework of the Indonesian state,
thereby furthering Australia’s interest in a cohesive Indonesian state.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 Provide assistance for the implementation of ‘Special
Autonomous Status’
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Australia should increase its overall aid to West Papua and reprioritise existing
aid projects within Indonesia to support development in the Papuan provinces.
The benefits of increasing aid assistance to West Papuan provinces are
numerous. Australia has existing aid projects and initiatives, partnering with
Indonesia and UNICEF respectively, upon which it could build. [32] Expanding
these existing projects would also reinforcing the Indonesian government’s
preferred strategy in Papua (i.e. economic development). Australia provided $16
million aid through UNICEF Papua Rural & Remote Education (2014-2019) and
$128 million (2006-2016) for an HIV prevention initiative involving Papua,
amongst other provinces.[33] Australia should re-distribute the $335.6 million in
aid to Indonesia (2018-19) to create additional aid projects in the Papuan
provinces, particularly under Aid Objective 3 (An inclusive society through
effective governance), in the context of improving representative government
mechanisms and social service delivery.[34]
 
Facilitating development may disincentivise support for separatism by
decreasing poverty, under-development and lack of social services, particularly
when coupled with increased economic self-sufficiency for Papuan citizens.
Thus, it provides a potential long-term solution which promotes Australia’s
desire for a stable and cohesive Indonesia. Channelling this aid through existing
multilateral mechanisms would decrease Australia’s exposure vis-à-vis
Indonesia’s desire for non-interference and decrease the likelihood of
misappropriation or inefficient use of aid funds.[35]
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 Increase humanitarian aid to facilitate development in West
Papua, particularly in collaboration with UN agencies.
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CONCLUSION

Australia could play an important role in the
de-escalation of conflict in West Papua and
the potential long-term economic and
political stability of the province. However,
to maintain our strategic and economic
relationship with Indonesia, which has been
hard fought-for and fraught with setbacks,
Australia must tread lightly. The East Timor
situation is strong precedent that
Australian-Indonesian relations will suffer
from an interventionist approach to this
West Papuan issue; they could even be
damaged irrevocably. Offering practical
assistance in terms of negotiations and
implementation of an autonomy framework
for the province, as well as continuing to
provide important economic aid, could
strike the balance between respecting
Indonesian sovereignty and improving the
economic and human rights situation in
West Papua.
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