Rumble in the Jungle
Fighting for Freedom in West Papua

This interview with a representative of the OPM took place in a mystery location in a well-known
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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 ot the island of New
Guinea is home to rich raintorest and a huge range ot
ditterent tribal groups—accounting for 0.1% ot 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 reterendum
involving 1025 indigenous people—the “Act of Free
Choice’—ratiied the Indonesian occupation. To
maintain 1ts control over West Papua’s immense nat-
ural resources—including some ot the world’s best
mineral deposits—Indonesia has unleashed one of
the least-known genoades of the 20th century.
Massacres, rape, torture, disappearances, the seizure
of land and cultural assimilation policies have been
commonplace, with perhaps a sixth ot the 1963 pop -
ulation (300,000 people) killed since the occupation
began.

Indonesia’s policy of ‘transmigration’—relocating
millions of people trom heavily populated Java, Bal
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 ot
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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 19637

OPM: My tather was included 1n that process.
Because he 1s 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 1s one of them’, they
included my father, there were 1,025 people...

This wasforthe Act of Free Choice, as they call it...
Yes, this is the story of my father himselt. They
selected those people based on who they wanted, and
they trained them in some Indonesian sentences, like
‘1 agree with Indonesia’ or "I want Indonesia, 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 doimng good 1n
those sentences and my tather 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 tather is now teeling very, very sorry. He is
saying "Don’t repeat my mistake anymore.” At the
time they thought Indonesia was coming to help,
supporting independence.

Right, so they didn’t realise that they would actu-
ally 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 '
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?
We didn’t realise, but now me and the others are
learning, we realise that during the Cold War the US
wanted to control the Pacific area.

Traditional Tribal Culture

How would you describe traditional West Papuan
cultures? For example, the relationship between
the tribes and the land has been described as the
people and the land ‘owning’ one another.
Compar ed, say, to what you find here in England,
what sort of things define West Papuan society?
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 lite. We stay
in one house or one building, we know each other by
names, by background, we greet each morning, we
greet: "Where are you going? You dont do that
here. First time 1 come here and 1 was greeting peo-
ple, they seemed negative, and I smile to people and
they teel “Who are you’”’. And it is ditterent.
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more different cultures 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 lands, or
move us, that is like taking plants and seeds from my
land to here and saying "it can grow here because this
1s 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
trom 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 r esis-
tance to the malaria you find in the Lowlands.
They know how to live in the Highlands.

But not on the coast! We sutter much. People trom
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 trom the
Highlands, the many troubles are with the
Highlanders, with those who are moved trom one
place to another. Even the Javanese, they have many,
many troubles.

With transmigration, hundreds of thousands of
people have been br ought over to West Papua and
to the other islands 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 transmigrants
doing badly or well?

The transmigrants and us, we are just victims of
those policymakers, so they are also suftfering, but
they don’t know how to claim or who to blame. I
have been with transmigrants for about 3 years, vis -
iting them when I was studying at the university, and
they were expressing their concern: “~We miss our
lands and our cities and this 1s a ditterent land.” They
were thinking West Papua was good tor them, but it
is hot, and the land is ditferent, and how they culti-
vate the rice.

Do they still try to cultivate it as they did in Java?
They trnied, 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.

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 transmigration projects, say for the oil
palm plantations, but the way Papuans have done
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it does work because you are still keeping most of
the forest cover instead of clearing a huge great
area?

1 would say that we have our own way, which is bet-
ter. 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 know where
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 it
we plant crops, ‘Now you can take your crops or
not.” I cannot say “T'his 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 otticials or
the Army come and want to take it—just take it...
“I'his 18 my power. I can take whateverl 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 trom outside
are good, but now trom here I see that no, we were
better off than now— many things are missing here —
like relations with the people, relations with the
nature, with the animals. I cannot tind 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 geno-
cide perpetrated against East Timor, perhaps a
third of the population Kkilled. Have the people of
West Papua experienced similar horrific treat-
ment at the hands of the Indonesians?

I myself was in some of the wars, not fighting, but
when | 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 ot
people killed, and the treatment is worse, and also it
1s never exposed because of the isolation—tew peo-
ple can speak English or get access to the outside
world. I am the one person trom 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.
























