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INTERNATIONAL NEWS

Indonesia seeks developers for inhospitable Irian Jaya
Separatist sentiment and lack of infrastructure are among the factors deterring investors from going east, reports Clare Bolderson

INTHE town of Wamena,
high in the rugged moun-
tains of central Irian
Jaya, Indonesia's eastern-

most province, naked tribes-
people gather at the market to
sell handfuls of vegetables or
bunches of firewood. Some of
them have walked for four
days to get there.
If they are lucky they make

the long journey home to their
villages with a profit of around
300 Rupiah (17 cents). Others,
particularly the young Irianese
men, hang around the market
for days on end because they
have nothing else to do, or
drift down to the coastal towns
to join the growing numbers of
urban unemployed.
It is not difficult to see why

the Indonesian government is
conducting a "Go East" cam-
paign. It wants to persuade
both domestic and foreign
investors to turn their atten-
tion away from the industrial
heartland and population cen-
tre of Java and its adjacent
islands towards the resource-
rich but almost totally undev-
eloped areas in the east of the
country.
But it is also not difficult to

see why in the case of Irian
Jaya, the huge province bor-
dering Papua New Guinea, pro-

spective investors faced with a
total lack of infrastructure,
some of the most inhospitable
terrain on earth and the smoul-
dering remnants of Irianese
separatism are reluctant to
take up the challenge.
The task of bringing develop-

ment to Irian Jaya is formida-
ble despite its riches of oil,
minerals and fish and its hun-
dreds of miles of largely
untouched timber.
The province officially

became part of Indonesia only
in 1969 after a controversial
"Act of Free Choice" which
many people accused Jakarta
of rigging with the aid of wide-
spread human rights abuses.
Irian makes up more than a

fifth of Indonesia's total land
mass but its 1.6m inhabitants
constitute less than 1 per cent
of the nation's population.
Most of them live in isolated
villages surrounded by dense
jungle and the highest moun-
tains between the Himalayas
and the Andes.
First contact with most of

the people of the interior has
only been made in the last 30
years and anthropologists
believe there may be tribes
deep in the impenetrable for-
ests and swamplands which
have yet to be discovered.
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According to Mr Barnabus
Suebu, the provincial governor
of Irian Jaya, the first and big-
gest of Irian's many problems
is "how to break through the
isolation" .
Progress on an ambitious

trans-Irian highway is pain-
fully slow, and many people in
Irian Jaya believe that, given
the appalling terrain and
unpredictable weather, it will

never be completed. There are
almost no other roads in the
province. Seventy per cent of
all Irian's transportation needs
are served by air, many of
them by the western mission-
aries whose tiny aircraft bring
rice, teachers, doctors and God
to some of the most isolated
and backward places on earth.
The government believes

that the best way of overcom-

ing the infrastructure prob-
lems of Irian Jaya is by luring
foreign and domestic investors
there in the hope that they will
provide the basics for develop-
ment.

Mr Suebu cites the
giant Freeport cop-
per mine on Irian's
southern coast as

an example of how big compa-
nies can bring physical devel-
opment and employment
opportunities with them.
Freeport has spent around

$1bn on its operations in Irian
Jaya over the past 20years and
is now beginning to look at
ways of investing in and sup-
porting the local community.
But Freeport is just one com-
pany and there is little sign
that anyone else is following
.the example.
Less than 5 per cent of

approved new domestic invest-
ments in Indonesia last year
was destined for the eastern
provinces, including Irian. For
foreign investment, the equiva-
lent figure was a paltry 1.6per
cent, and local pressure groups
say that some of the businesses
which do go to Irian, particu-
larly in the timber sector, actu-
ally do more harm than good
by indiscriminately plundering

resources and exploiting the
local people,
Mr Suebu says the central

government in Jakarta could
do more by way of tax incen-
tives to encourage investors.
"We hope the government will
give us special treatment," he
says.
However, foreign and local

aid workers, and some of the
missionaries who Mr Suebu's
admits have been a driving
force behind bringing basic
health and education to the
people of Irian, say this "top-
down" approach is wrong.
"The problem with develop-
ment in Irian is it's all big-time
development. The key is to go
small and to go slow," says one
missionary working in the
highlands.
He was voicing the worry

that the needs of the ordinary
Irianese are being ignored and
that development efforts are
passing them by.
Education is slowly improv-

ing but cuts in government
jobs mean that even the edu-
cated have difficulty finding
work.
At the same time, there is a

growing influx to the province
of people from outside Irian.
The government's controver-
sial transmigration scheme,

which moved some 120,000peo-
ple to lrian Jaya in the 1980s,
has ground almost to a halt
but the number of spontaneous
migrants is increasing rapidly.
These newcomers are more
skilled than the Irianese, and it
is they who drive the taxis and
buses, work in the construe-
tion industry, run restaurants
and shops and dominate the
markets.
The result is rising unem-

ployment and frustration
among the native population
and growing tension between
the indigenous and non-indige-
nous communities.

The tension is fueled by
increasing alcoholism
in the urban Irianese
population, a factor

which has drawn comparisons
with the plight of Aboriginal
communities in Australia.
Irian Jaya has had a history

of separatist activity ever since
the Indonesians first took over,
and there is concern among
people working with the Iri-
anese that the growing frustra-
tion will provoke more anti-In-
donesian sentiment.
The Free Papua Movement,

or OPM, is a disparate and'
shady group but it still fights
sporadic battles and has been

known to attack ordinary local
people as well as Indonesian
soldiers.
There are also many Irianese

who work for independence
through non-violent means
and, according to Amnesty
International, there are some
80 Irianese serving prison sen-
tences for their political
beliefs.

A big separatist uprising is
unlikely, however. Tribal divi-
sions and a tradition of violent
inter-tribal warfare make it
hard for Irianese to unite in a
common cause. Instead,
observers in Irian say continu-
ing economic backwardness,
alcoholism and anger about
the influx of outsiders may
provoke the type of gang war
and violent crime that is now
rife in neighbouring Papua
New Guinea.
Mr Suebu says the needs of

the Irianese must come first.
"Our policy is to protect the
local people," the governor
says. But until Jakarta can
find a way to persuade the
right kind of investors to heed
the' call and "go east", Mr
Suebu's vision of development
based on what he calls "a link
between the big companies and
the village economies" will
remain a distant dream.
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