A Future for West Papua?

The church office in Jayapura is perched high on a hill overlooking Numbay Bay. It’s a magnificent scene and one could be forgiven for thinking Papua is an idyllic tropical paradise. Below on the harbour foreshores, kampongs squat neatly over a turquoise sea. Fish are plentiful and there is an abundance of fresh crab and calamari.
Yet, all is not well in Papua. Indigenous Papuans will soon become a minority in their own land as mass migrations from Java and Sulawesi swamp local communities. Mining companies and oil palm industries are pressuring locals to give up their land.
According to international human rights monitoring groups, more than 50% of children under 5 years are undernourished, only 41% of Papuan children are immunized and the maternal mortality rate is three times higher in Papua than it is in other parts of Indonesia. 
The doctor-patient ratio in Papua is more than five times the average in Australia while Papua experiences the highest HIV/AIDs infection rate in Indonesia. The church estimates there are 343,000 cases across Papua with nearly 80% of these cases involving young people in the 15 to 39 age bracket. An estimated 50,000 people will die from the virus in the next ten to fifteen years.

Only 10% of Papuans have a high school education while just 1% complete tertiary education. Development favours newcomers while many parts of Papua are under military control. Security forces operate with impunity and many local people are terrified. Key Papuan leaders are subject to threats. Unexplained, mysterious disappearances are all too common.  
Rev Jemima is the Moderator of the 650,000 strong Evangelical Christian Church in the Land of Papua. I met her recently and while Jemima is short in stature and mild in nature, she demonstrates an immense amount of courage and determination. 
Jemima gets to the point quickly. “We are very uncertain here in Papua” she says. “Our future is extremely dim….soon we will be strangers in our own land”.   
I listen intently as Jemima continues… “our future is with Indonesia… but what kind of future is this?” Jemima then takes a deep breath and says… “the Gospel comes to liberate us…. but what kind of freedom do we experience here? 
These comments begin to make real sense as I am informed by others about “black lists”, threatening phone calls in the middle of the night and fears about being kidnapped or even eliminated by unknown “hostile forces”.
Down the corridor of the church office I am introduced to staff working in the area of human rights monitoring. They too, are amazing people and their story is worrying. There is a virtual gag on criticism. Anyone who dares to challenge the official Indonesian line on Papua is likely to be labeled a “separatist” while I am told “Milisi Merah dan Putih” is now well established across the region. 
A similar “milisi” or milita was established in East Timor back in 1999 with the purpose of undermining the United Nations sponsored referendum that eventually saw East Timor become independent. 
At that time thousands of East Timorese were harassed and killed. Now “Milisi Merah dan Putih” seems to be ready to do its nasty work in Papua. Locals are certain its there to sift out and eliminate perceived anti-Indonesian activities across the country. 

Milisi Merah dan Putih has a tragic pedigree. Unemployed, disenchanted youths are recruited and trained by the Indonesian military. They are then paid a monthly salary to effectively menace ordinary Papuans. 
East Timor was literally “trashed” by these marauding youths and it was a strategy also employed in nearby Ambon where thousands of young unemployed Muslims in Java were recruited and sent to fight a “jihad” against the Christians. People are worried. Will Papua be next?     

Papua barely makes the news these days while we are often informed Papua is not the land of horrors it used to be. In view of President Susilo Bambang’s recent visit to Australia and in the light of Indonesia’s amazing transition to democracy, I can understand why positive, affirming relationships between Canberra and Jakarta are a priority. But let us not forget the Papuans.
Jemima and the Evangelical Christian Church in the Land of Papua care about the survival of Papuan people. Militia threats, continuing mass migration from other parts of Indonesia, military occupation, poor health services and diminished education opportunities simply undermine trust and they destroy Indonesian credibility in the region.
Where to now? UnitingWorld is committed to working with the Evangelical Christian Church in the Land of Papua in the area of health, education and advocacy. 

The church operates four health clinics and we are committed to supporting work on Numfor Island (near Biak) with the operation of a facility specializing in mothers and babies. In the area of education we have been supporting volunteer English language teachers while preparations are being made to assist the church develop an English language curriculum for elementary and primary schools. This will fast track gifted Papuan students. We then plan to support the development of a new tertiary institution to offer indigenous Papuans opportunities to engage in university studies. 
Our focus is also on leadership development within the church and the community. Short-term, intensive English language programs to take place in Australia will offer Papuans the opportunity to develop communication skills and to engage with the wider global community. This will provide capacity to assist key leaders as they represent Papuan concerns and become effective advocates for their people.
All is not well in Papua. However, our partner church colleagues are determined to make a difference. The Uniting Church in Australia listens to their voices and we will be there now and in the future to support them.
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