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Summary

New Zealand could be a highly effective player in bringing about progress towards peace in West Papua.   But New Zealand is doing little - why? 

From the point of view of the concerned public there are three barriers to involvement in the West Papua issue: lack of the relevant historical background,  lack of transparency in the government's foreign policy making,  and lack of awareness of what is happening in West Papua.  

Historical background: New Zealand did not always support Indonesia's claim to West Papua.  In fact in the 1950s New Zealand gave its support to the Netherlands and its plans to assist West Papua to achieve self-government and self-determination.

Subsequently,  the West Papuan people and their aspirations for self-determination were cruelly betrayed by Western nations including New Zealand.  The United States and its allies decided to back Indonesia's claims to West Papua for reasons associated with cold war rivalries and the pursuit of geo-strategic influence in Asia.  

The United Nations legitimised a process that was a travesty of its founding principles when Indonesia conducted a so called "Act of Free Choice" in 1969.  The UN's role in this process is a lasting blot on the reputation of that institution.

Foreign policy making: The wheels and cogs of foreign policy making are usually kept out of sight,  but it is possible to gain a clear insight by use of reports obtained under the provisions of the Official Information Act.  New Zealand consistently gives higher priority to good relationships with Indonesia than to the rights of the West Papuan people. I contend that New Zealand's role in pushing for improved human rights is largely ineffective, because representations are always carefully phrased to avoid giving offence to Indonesia.  

New Zealand has a moral responsibility to address the issue of the right of West Papuan people to self-determination, and to back the strong lead already taken by Vanuatu at the United Nations and at the Pacific Islands Forum. New Zealand should also re-examine its past foreign policy and the support given in the 1960s to Indonesia's campaign to annex West Papua. It should also support the international campaign to call on the United Nations to review its actions associated with the 1969 "Act of Free Choice".

---------------

There are three barriers for New Zealanders to participation in foreign policy debate about West Papua.

1. External - lack of information about what is happening there.

2. Internal -  lack of transparency about the government's foreign policy making - it is often only by official information act requests that one can obtain some understanding of  what lies behind the carefully chosen words in official media releases.

3. Lack of a historical background 

I want to start with some history from a New Zealand perspective, and then go on to look at current New Zealand foreign policy.  I leave it to John Rumbiak to talk about what is currently happening in West Papua. 

West Papua is a tragedy of the post colonial era.  The legitimate aspirations of its people were side lined in favour of the political expediency of powerful nations

New Zealand did not always support Indonesia's claim to West New Guinea or Netherlands New Guinea.  In the 1950s, when tensions were building between Indonesia and the Netherlands,  New Zealand backed the UN in rejecting Indonesia's claims.

In November 1957 the NZ representative to the UN 
 said that NZ had no doubts whatever about the full and complete sovereignty exercised by Netherlands over the territory. "It is not by yielding to Indonesia's demands that the interests of the inhabitants of Netherlands New Guinea will be served.  This will be achieved by allowing them, by their freely expressed wishes, to decide their own destiny.  And it is the Netherlands, not Indonesia, which has solemnly affirmed its willingness to grant this choice to the people of the Netherlands New Guinea when they have achieved that state of advancement at which such a decision can be made."

The Hon F.L.A. Gotz headed a New Zealand delegation attended the inaugural meeting of the New Guinea Council on 5 April 1961.  This was an important part of the Dutch process of introducing self-government.

In 1962 the Dutch were pressured by the United States to accept that West Papua would be transferred to Indonesia after a period of temporary UN executive authority . The story of how and why the United States decided to back Indonesian control is too complex to relate here.  Suffice to say that it was closely tied up with cold war rivalry between the superpowers and western fear of Jakarta being "driven into the arms of the Soviets" as one National Security advisor expressed it.

Indonesia backed its claims with the infiltration of paratroopers just a day before the "New York Agreement" was signed by Indonesia and the Netherlands on 15 August 1962.  Indonesian troops remained in West Papua throughout the short -81/2 months of the UN administration before full control was handed to Indonesia.

NZ Prime Minister Holyoake stressed  in the UN
 when talking about the 1962 New York agreement that a  "just and lasting solution must be based on the principle of self-determination".  Even if Indonesia was taking over the administration: "until the Papuans have made their choice, responsibility for ensuring that at the appointed time they are able to do so freely and under the most favourable conditions remains with the UN."

Relations between NZ and Indonesia after  Suharto's 1965-66 rise to power became markedly warmer.  In 1967 the Indonesian Embassy was established in Wellington. In 1968 Foreign Minister Adam Malik visited New Zealand - the first Indonesian minister to visit since 1961. He paved the way for the visits of other Indonesian  parliamentarians to New Zealand, and for a series of official military and business visits to Indonesia.

In 1970 the Ministry of Foreign Affairs annual report said that  "in the international field Indonesia continued to play a restrained and constructive role" It would have been hard to guess from the report that there were any qualms about the conduct of the so-called "Act of Free Choice"in the previous year:

"The incorporation of West Irian within Indonesia was completed with the holding of an Act of Free Choice from 14 July to 2 August which resulted in the decision of the people of West Irian to remain part of Indonesia, and the endorsement by the UN General Assembly of this Act. The Indonesian Government has indicated its determination to to press ahead with the development of West Irian." The report also proclaimed 

"New Zealand continued to enjoy an excellent relationship with Indonesia."

But this was not the whole story: 

A letter obtained under the provisions of the Official Information Act  
 written for the information of the Minister of Foreign Affairs and Trade' describes the "Act of Free Choice much more critically.  "UNGA resolution 2504 was adopted by 84 votes for (including New Zealand) none against and 30 abstentions.  Nevertheless the use of the qualified phrases 'takes note' and 'in accordance with Indonesian practice' by the UN General Assembly and the UN Secretary General implies a less than resounding endorsement by the UN for the process by which the terms of the 1962 agreement were fulfilled."

For several months in 1969 around the time that the Act of Free Choice was taking place, numerous critical news reports and editorials appeared in New Zealand papers.  

Auckland Star "Special" May 13 1969: "Most of the trouble has its origin in the 1962 United Nations settlement of the dispute between Holland and Indonesia by which the Dutch handed over what was then Dutch New Guinea.  Sukarno had clamoured for it for more than 10 years.  Although the people of  New Guinea had nothing in common with Indonesia except a history of Dutch domination, their "liberation" was a useful cause for Sukarno in his campaign to whip up Indonesian nationalism."

The Australia External Affairs Minister Mr Gordon Freeth backed the plan and described the people as "primitive" , conveniently overlooking the fact that Australia was able to organise a genuine electoral roll for the first election held in Australian New Guinea (Now Papua New Guinea) in 1964. 

Auckland Star July 19, 1969: "Only 1600 miles away in New Zealand's near north, a tormented and impoverished little country is being subjected to the farce of what must be the most contrived 'free election' outside of the communist bloc....Nothing is more certain than when the election is completed on August 4 West Irian will have voted overwhelmingly for union with Indonesia.  Whatever choice is possible when the Indonesian authorities have told the West Irianise that any move for self-government will be regarded as treason and has jailed hundreds of people who have advocated this?"

The same article referred to some- 30,000  troops being deployed to quell nationalistic uprisings.

Journalist Garth Alexander wrote a piece for the Herald in June 1969
 where he described the United Nations mission as totally under the control of the Indonesians.  He said that the UN representative Mr Ortiz Sanz was physically surrounded by Indonesian officials and translators and probably believed Indonesian propaganda.  However, other media reports make it clear that Mr Ortiz Sanz was told what was happening in notes and petitions furtively delivered into his hands by desperate West Papuans.  Mr Alexander met with tortured prisoners, prisoners dispatched to Java 'for further interrogation and vocational training' and people who had been severely beaten for admitting that they wanted independence.

The Sydney Morning Herald wrote a hard hitting editorial and journalist Hugh Lunn (one of the few outsiders to observe the "Act of Free Choice") quoted from it in articles he wrote:
:"The Indonesian govt has assembled its thousand stooges whose farcical "consultations" will decide the political future of their 800,000 disenfranchised countrymen; they have been told that only one decision -union with Indonesia - will be tolerated and that any other will be regarded as treason and active dissidents are being harried by troops and planes and imprisoned (a former Dutch barracks has been equipped as a concentration camp) or driven into exile.

The United Nations voted on November 19 1969:

"The farce over West Irian is now completed" was the headline for the New Zealand Herald of November 22 1969:

" Ethnically, culturally and historically, the natives of West Irian have no ties with the Malay people of Indonesia.  Their territory has become part of Indonesia through a combination of the blustering sabre-rattling of ex President Sukarno and the smoother no less cynical so called Act of Free Choice staged by the Suharto government and the resignation of the rest of the world.

African states and had tried to buy time for further consultations on the Act, but they were unsuccessful. A Ghanaian amendment calling for a subsequent act of free choice failed.  

I now "fast forward" to the beginning of the new century - a time of change in both Indonesia and New Zealand- and a time of greater awareness of West Papua's suffering.

NZ policy on West Papua since the present Labour Government came to power has been focussed on avoiding any disruption of New Zealand's relationship with Indonesia.  This is a very similar situation to the accommodation that New Zealand practised with respect to East Timor after it was invaded in 1975.

New Zealand officials worked on a form of words that would hopefully keep everyone happy;  give no offence to Indonesia while still responding to public opinion in NZ:

The advice from the New Zealand Embassy, Jakarta 10 July, 2000 obtained under the Official Information Act discussed the bilateral implications of "regional unrest".
  The Embassy recommended that expressions of concern about human rights abuses or "demarches" should be framed as far as possible to avoid giving offence to Indonesia:

"What this means for New Zealand, if the evolution of our domestic public opinion parallels the US, Canadian or Australian trends, is a requirement to make demarches, that in the current Indonesian climate, will probably have little impact on Indonesian policy while straining our relationship with Indonesia.  Such strains are unavoidable in the circumstances but it may be possible to contain them somewhat.  Anything we say may be better received if we have on record some statement about support for Indonesia's territorial integrity."

The following formulation formed the basis for responses to the questions of the media and human rights groups: 

"New Zealand wishes to see a stable, prosperous, united and democratic Indonesia and supports President Wahid's efforts to resolve differences with Aceh and Irian Jaya peacefully through dialogue and consultation." 

New Zealand is careful to refrain from any use of the 'i' word (independence) or the 's' word (self-determination).

"Indonesia would view outside representations of support for West Papua's independence as an attempt to undermine Indonesia's territorial integrity.  This would have negative consequences for relations with Indonesia and would weaken New Zealand's ability to make effective representations to Indonesia in support of a peaceful resolution of its differences with West Papua."  

The international West Papua solidarity movement is similar in many ways to the East Timor solidarity movement.  Its focus is on the complicity of Western governments in the crimes against the people of West Papua.  In the case of West Papua , the United Nations bears a particular responsibility for the betrayal of West Papua.  This is cruelly ironic given that the UN charter states as one of its purposes that friendly relations among nations must be based on "respect for the principle of of equal rights and self-determination for all peoples" and the UN was given the role of helping non self-governing countries move towards independence. 

This is why the movement chose in 2002 to launch its campaign to call on the United Nations Secretary General to instigate a review of the UN's conduct in relation to the "Act of Free Choice".  The campaign has prominent support from luminaries such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu, and the backing of many politicians, including a majority of the elected representatives in the Irish parliament.

The New Zealand Government refuses to support the campaign in spite of personal appeals to every parliamentary candidate at the time of the 2002 national elections.  Instead Government declared its support for "peaceful dialogue"and the "full and timely application"of a special autonomy law enacted by Indonesia in 2001 but never fully implemented.  There is however some support in the Parliament for the Review campaign - it comes from the 9 Green MPs, I Progressive MP (Matt Robson) I United (Larry Baldock) and the latest addition Tariana Turia of the Maori Party.  Labour MPs are notably missing!

Foreign Minister Phil Goff made a tentative initiative to offer New Zealand's assistance with mediation for West Papua in 2002.
  However, he was careful to say that he would only pursue the offer if both parties asked him to.  He seemed to be backing down almost as soon as the offer became public:

"What we're basically putting on the table is New Zealand's readiness, if requested, to give assistance to help in the resolution of the situation in West Papua.

"That is not to say we are trying to impose on them.  The decision rests in Indonesia's court if and when it thinks it is appropriate."He thought it was an "outside chance"that New Zealand would be called on. "Indonesia has always been wary about third party involvement in what it regards as essentially a domestic affair."

There are just two signs that some change has taken place in the corridors of power.  

The first is that the diplomats who visit West Papua have reported back on their findings in a manner which is more frank and critical than was the case for the East Timor reports of previous decades. However, neither their reports nor any of their observations were in the public domain.

In 2000, an Embassy representative visited the Freeport mine area near Timika,  and his somewhat censored report has been released under the provisions of the official information Act.  He commented that his visit was very much a "Freeport PR exercise".
  He said it was clear to him from his conversations that the impact of the development had been to create "a heady brew of social unease".

He described the enormous Freeport mine area as in many respects "a foreign enclave"and a "microcosm of the development challenges that Indonesia faces in Irian Jaya,[as West Papua used to be known by Indonesia] and a symbol of the processes that arouse indigenous resentments".  Other visits have taken place under conditions of close scrutiny by teams of minders who prevented the diplomats from meeting with representatives of the Papua Presidium Council (PDP):

The diplomats' conclusions (also only released after an Official Information Act request) were stark: 

"According to a number of interlocutors there is an underlying climate of fear throughout the province.  Despite unanimous assertions by all our official contacts in Biak that security was not an issue there,  [name expunged] said that this was 'a false peace at the point of a gun'. It had been that way since the flag raising incident in July 1998 when an unknown number of demonstrators were killed by TNI.  Others said that the security situation in Irian Jaya had been deliberately blown out of proportion by people in Jakarta in order to justify the presence of increased troop numbers. ... Support for some form of independence is very widespread among indigenous Papuans most of whom feel aggrieved at their treatment by the rest of Indonesia, notwithstanding the (arguably) significant infrastructure and development brought to the province.  The only conservative voices we came across were those of Papuans in the government and non-Papuans, though even some of our indigenous contacts conceded that many Papuans did not really understand what independence entailed."

A second potentially positive sign is that Foreign Minister Phil Goff has agreed to meet with visiting West Papuan independence leaders,  sometimes against the advice of the Ministry. 

The way was paved by John Otto Ondawame, an International Spokesperson for the OPM Free Papua Movement, who toured New Zealand at the invitation of the Indonesia Human Rights Committee in October 2000. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs advised:
 " On balance we assess that a meeting between Ondawame and you or another Minister would not be advisable."  However,  Phil Goff stated in a handwritten note across the bottom of Ministry Official Paul Tipping's letter: "I will meet with him so as to hear all perspectives and to put NZ's position in particular with regard to the need to continue to seek a peaceful resolution."  

However, New Zealand is badly shown up by Vanuatu.  Foreign Minister Barak Sope made a passionate speech in the UN General Assembly on 28 September 2004, in which he said: "The United Nations  must be consistent in its decisions for the recognition  and  respect of the fundamental rights to self-determination for the people of West Papua. The truth surrounding the so called Act of Free Choice must be exposed to the Melanesian sisters and brothers of West Papua, and the rest of the international community, the saddest of all is the UN  general Assembly resolution on West Papua in 1969. How can the UN continue to ignore the cries of over 3 million people for justice?

"As world leaders, we have time and time again, expressed serious concerns and dissatisfaction that certain decisions and actions  by the United Nations or its organs were not consistent with the purposes  and intentions of the Charter. However, with  the case of West Papua absolutely nothing has been done to rectify the gross violation of  internationally accepted practice.  It is therefore our joint responsibility to address this grey area in history," Sope said.

He continued, "The  continuing disputes and concerns raised on the legality of UN-endorsed  instruments which have been concluded during those years,  such as the New York Agreement of 1962, to govern the UN administration  of the so-called  Act of Free Choice in West Papua is a clear example challenging the integrity and validity of the  UN resolutions at that time.

In our opinion the UN conducted exercises were a total farce conditioned only to suit the  geo-political climate of that period.

"The United Nations cannot and must not continue to turn a blind eye on its own past failures.  It is morally,  politically and legally wrong to do so," Sope said. "The Netherlands, which  was the former colonial authority, in particular, should also recognize that they should shoulder some responsibility in helping to resolve the unfortunate situation of West 

Papua in a peaceful and transparent manner.  Why is no one accountable for those unjust decisions affecting the lives of millions today?"

Sope called on the United Nations to establish a Special Commission of Inquiry to review the  UN's conduct in relation to the1969 Act  of Free Choice.

He asked that the UN send a fact-finding mission to examine the situation in West Papua with regard to human rights abuses and other related issues and asked for the re-inscription of West Papua on its List of Non-Self-Governing Territories.

During the 2003 Pacific Islands Forum, which took place in Auckland,  I was involved in an intense campaign of lobbying Pacific delegates to take a stand on West Papua.  A large contingent of West Papuan leaders and international solidarity activists put the West Papua issue before every Forum delegation.  It was a valuable opportunity to have the annual Forum take place in a major city instead of its more frequent location in a much less accessible Island capital.

In 2003,  the West Papua paragraphs of the Forum Communique included not only concerns about ongoing violence but also a call on Indonesia to "bring to justice the perpetrators of serious crimes committed in the province of Papua".  However, this statement was effectively neutralised because it also affirmed Indonesia's  "sovereign authority" over West Papua. 

New Zealand along with Australia exerts a disproportionate influence at the Pacific Islands Forum, an influence it has so far failed to use to support the rights of the West Papuan people. 

Before the 2004 Pacific Islands Forum in Samoa,  solidarity groups for West Papua lobbied all of the Heads of State to grant observer status to West Papuan representatives and to support the re-inscription of West Papua on the UN list of non-self-governing countries.  The New Zealand Government evaded giving a clear response.  In a departure from the practice of the previous four years,  West Papua did not even rate a mention in the Forum communique. 

Of course,  it is going to take more than words in a communique to bring about justice for West Papua. But it is instructive that Indonesian authorities place considerable emphasis on the Forum outcomes,  and on New Zealand's role in the process.  The declassified documents include copies of letters from the Indonesian Embassy which record appreciation for New Zealand's support for Indonesian sovereign control of West Papua.

Just as in the case of East Timor,  western nations like New Zealand have it in their power to exert pressure for change.  There is growing international pressure on the nations involved - the Netherlands, Australia and the United States to undertake a review of their historic role in the 1960s .  New Zealand could act as a catalyst by opening up the books on its own role in those years, and by taking a leading role in the campaign to get the United Nations to review its actions at the time.

The prestigious Yale Law School has already said that there are strong grounds for affirming that the West Papuans have undergone genocide.  Current abuses and intimidation are hidden behind Indonesia's news blackout.  New Zealand should be at the forefront of the calls for an international fact finding mission to go to West Papua. 

If the price of  staying on side with Indonesia is the continued betrayal of the West Papuan people and their death as a people surely the price is too high?  

We should not leave it to far away Ireland or economically vulnerable Vanuatu to make the running alone in this crucial campaign.
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