
Interlude

Hundreds of Papuans who fled to Papua New Guinea for political and security 
reasons have returned voluntarily to Indonesia. Often leaving both friends and 
relatives behind, they are returning to build new villages in Indonesian Papua. 
Tempo journalist, Martha W. Silaban accompanied the refugees on their journey 
home which was organized by the Indonesian government last November. This is 
her report.

Going Home for Good
Repatriates arriving 
at Sentani Airport, 

Jayapura, Papua.
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Y
OSEPHINE Solowop’s wide 
smile and shining eyes pro-
vided a glimpse into her hap-
py heart. The dark-skinned 
woman was leaping for joy for 

this was the day she tread once again the 
land of her birth after having lived doz-
ens of years as a refugee in the Province 
of Manus in Papua New Guinea. “Come 
on,” she shouted loudly waving for the 
people behind her to descend from the 
Hercules C-130 transport plane.

Landing at Sentai Airport in Jayapu-
ra on a Thursday afternoon last No-
vember, the 35-year-old woman looked 
quite trendy as she stepped off the plane 
wearing a T-shirt and blue jeans, a pearl 
necklace and pale-green earrings. Two 
tokens—small bags woven from bam-
boo—hung around her neck. “It’s the 
Manus tradition,” she said proudly, her 
lips aflame in bright-red lipstick.

She moved forward without falter-
ing. After shaking hands with Indone-
sian officials and the welcoming com-
mittee gathered at the side of the Hercu-
les transport, she moved ahead for her 
medical check at the Papua quarantine 
office which included having her blood 
pressure tested. Her next stop was to 
have her documents checked including 
her travel papers which she had in place 

of a passport. All in order. With dozens 
of other repatriating Papuans she then 
went to a green tent for refreshments 
where they were provided with cakes in 
boxes.

After such a long day they deserved 
some refreshments. Starting at 4am, 
Yosephine began one of the most im-
portant journeys of her life: leaving the 
place where she had been living for years 
as a refugee to return to the village of 
her birth. She woke, bathed and packed. 
Her husband and three children did the 
same. They then left for Wewak Airport 
in Papua New Guinea. They had spent 
the night at the barracks of a battalion 
of the Royal Pacific Infantry Regiment 
in Wewak. There were dozens of rooms 
available in a three-story building and 
a large grassy field where the children 
could run and play.

The Indonesian embassy came to pick 
them up. From Manus they had come 
by ship via Madang. The trip took two 
days. “We really enjoyed the journey,” 
she said. “But the kids are now fed up 
with eating biscuits,” she said. The re-
mains of water bottles and biscuit 
wrappers were visible among the large 
bags where the repatriates had their be-
longings—Papuans returning to their 
home villages. 

● ● ●

YOSEPHINE had lived in Manus 
since she was a little girl. She is mar-
ried to Titus Solowop who is from Pa-
pua New Guinea. They have three chil-
dren. Yosephine’s father passed away 
30 years ago and her mother died five 
years ago. She made the decision to re-
turn to her homeland after her brother 
Peter Welip invited her to go back with 
him and farm their traditional lands. 
“I shall work with him,” she said. She 
succeeded in persuading her husband, a 
civil servant, to come along too.

“Papua is now safe and everything 
is fine,” said Peter who was sitting not 
far from his sister. According to him the 
change had come at the turn of the new 
century. It was because of this that he 
had not hesitated to return to the village 
of his homeland. As the oldest broth-
er and the head of the ancient customs 
and traditions of their extended family 
it was his duty to organize the boundar-
ies of their land and ensure that no one 
else infringed upon them. They were 
heading for the Regency of Keerom, one 
of the 14 districts opening up in Indone-
sian Papua.  

Barracks owned by the Royal Pacific Infantry 
Regiment in Wewak, Papua New Guinea.
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Peter explained that he and his fam-
ily had been refugees in Papua New 
Guinea for nearly 40 years because of 
the political situation in Indonesian Pa-
pua. Since 1972 he has been farming 
other peoples’ land in Manus. The few 
times he went to Jayapura to meet his 
relatives he crossed the border illegal-
ly. “But this time I am going home for 
good,” said Peter who is fluent in both 
English and Indonesian. He left his old-
est sister behind in Manus. According 
to the traditions of Manus the head of 
the adat (ancient customs and tradi-
tions) must be the oldest woman in one 
line of descent. “So later we can at times 
go and visit them,” said Peter.  

It is the importance of his customs and 
traditions that caused this man of slight 
build to dress and hurriedly make his 
way to the airport. He also took along 
his mother-in-law, his wife and his 
three children. He brought three yel-
low files filled with important fami-
ly documents. He smiles often. In his 
hand he carries a brown suitcase made 
in the 1990s. His enthusiasm is unim-
paired despite the flight being delayed 
for four and a half hours. The Hercules 
finally took off at 10:30am. “I just want 
to return to the land of my birth,” says 
the man who was born on 29 November 
1959.

According to the Indonesian Ambas-
sador to Papua New Guinea, Bom So-
erjanto, the Indonesian government fa-
cilitated the voluntary repatriation of 
Papuans to their ancestral land. Many 
chose to return because they were living 
in increasingly difficult conditions and 
were threatened with being forcibly re-

moved from their illegal settlements as 
well as the uncertain future of the OPM 
(Free Papua Organization) and its sym-
pathizers. Other contributing factors 
were that they have always been close 
to the staff at the Indonesian embassy 
in Port Moresby and that the Province 
of Papua has now received special au-
tonomy status from the Indonesian gov-
ernment thereby giving them the hope 
of living a decent life in Papua.

Head of the Foundation for the Inde-
pendent Group Supporting the Auton-
omous Region of Papua in the Repub-
lic of Indonesia, Adolf Hanasben, says 
that they have been working together 
with the Indonesian government. From 
2006 to 2009 a repatriation formula was 
worked out. Then, however, because of 
bureaucratic reasons the program was 
never carried out. “Now the new Indo-
nesian ambassador is far more open,” 
said John Messet a former OPM fighter 
who is active in the foundation.

Bom said that there was a time when 
the program to repatriate Papuan refu-
gees came to a halt without any further 
information forthcoming from the In-
donesian side. It was only in October of 
2009 that the program became definite. 
Since then the Indonesian government 
has carried out identification and ver-
ification of Indonesian Papuans in Pa-
pua New Guinea. As many as 348 people 
fulfilled the legal requirements for re-
patriation, of both Indonesia and Papua 
New Guinea, and were ready to be repa-
triated to Indonesian Papua. They have 
filled in forms requesting Indonesian 
citizenship, declaring their allegiance 
to the Republic of Indonesia, declar-

ing their willingness to relinquish any 
foreign citizenship they may hold, re-
questing travel papers, as well as filling 
in the Voluntary Repatriation Registra-
tion Form from the Border and Special 
Project Division.

In the end as many as 438 people de-
cided not to go. “Some are still working 
in Papua New Guinea waiting for their 
possessions to be sold. Some are wait-
ing for their pensions or bonuses from 
the government or companies that they 
have been working for. Some are wait-
ing for insurance claims and so on,” 
says Bom who accompanied those repa-
triating to Indonesia as far as Jayapura.

The repatriation was carried out in 
phases. The first phase was carried out 
on November 19 when 149 people were 
flown out on two Hercules C-130 trans-
ports belonging to the Indonesian Air 
Force, from Wewak to Jayapura. They 
were transported from Manus, Madang, 
Lae, Bulolo, Goroka and Wewak. In the 
second phase which took place three 
days later 169 people were flown from 
Port Moresby. They came from Buka, 
Rabaul, Daru and Kiunga.  

In the third phase on 29 November 
nine people were flown on a regular 
Air Niugini flight from Port Moresby to 
Vanimo. A day later their journey was 
continued overland, the responsibili-
ty for which was handed over to the (In-
donesian) Papuan regional government 
at the Indonesian-Papua New Guinea 
border. The final phase was carried out 
on 13 January 2010 when 14 people were 
transported from Vanimo. “The last lot 
were coming on their own. Their repa-
triation was not sponsored by the (Indo-
nesian) Papuan regional government,” 
says Bom. The reason given by the Pap-
uan regional government is that they 
had not yet received a disbursement of 
funds, forcing them for the time being 
to halt repatriation activities last De-
cember. The Indonesian embassy then 
took the initiative of trying to repatri-
ate them, however once they reached 
(Indonesian) Papua they would have to 
provide their own funds for living. Be-
fore last October, but since the start of 
the campaign encouraging Indonesian 
Papuans to repatriate in order to make 
the special autonomy status for Papua 
a success, 136 Papuans repatriated on 
their own without any help from the In-
donesian government or the Papua re-
gional government.

Repatriates boarding the Indonesian 
Airforce Hercules C-130, Wewak Airport, 
Papua New Guinea.

GOING HOME FOR GOOD
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● ● ●

ACCORDING to Bom about 10,000 
people illegally crossed the borders at 
Kiunga, Vanimo, Daru and East As-
win in 1968. They are the people who 
opposed the New York Agreement of 
1963 and the Act of Free Choice of 1969. 
This was partly as a result of the agi-
tation and intimidation of various po-
litical and military wings of the OPM. 
Some of the refugees managed to obtain 
temporary residency permits in Papua 
New Guinea. However, in 1970 some 
were sent back to Indonesian Papua be-
cause amongst other reasons they were 
involved with the OPM and carried out 
criminal acts in Papua New Guinea.

John Messet told Tempo how he was 
deeply traumatized as a result of his ex-
periences in 1969. “People were being 
killed all the time,” he said. He fled with 
the help of the Australian government. 
For 24 years he lived in Kiunga. Then he 
went first to Holland and then Sweden. 
In 2007 he returned to Indonesia but his 
wife and child remained in Sweden. He 
then together with Adolf Hanasben and 
Alexander Yoku, came up with the idea 
of repatriating Indonesian Papuans 
back to Papua.

However in 1984 there was a new 
wave of refugees that fled to Papua New 

Guinea from Indonesian Papua. At the 
time, according to Bom, there was an 
attempt to seize power from the Indone-
sian government in Indonesian Papua. 
Many Papuan youths were promised 
weapons which he says were supposed 
to come from the Victoria Headquar-
ters in Vanimo, Papua New Guinea. 
However the arms that were promised 
never materialized and the attempted 
coup d’etat failed. The effect was that 
the number of refugees in Papua New 
Guinea rose. The Papua New Guinea 
government has been concerned about 
their presence. It also ceased repatriat-
ing them in the mid-1990s.

Since 2000 more than 10,048 refugees 
are recorded as having transferred to 
Camp East Aswin which was set up by 
UNHCR (United Nations High Com-
mission for Refugees). Another 2,000 
refugees live in the towns. In the Eight 
Mile District of Port Moresby, a group of 
refugees illegally occupying a site there 
has already received several warnings 
from the court that they are to be re-
located. “It is this relocation case that 
has pushed the government to facilitate 
their repatriation to Indonesia,” says 
Bom.

The repatriation program was 
planned so as to involve various gov-

ernment departments and ministries 
as well as the Indonesian Army and 
the head of the Indonesian Police. “It 
is part of the first 100 days program of 
President Yudhoyono,” explained Teg-
uh Wardoyo, Director of the Director-
ate for the Protection of Indonesian Cit-
izens and Indonesian Legal Entities of 
the Department of Foreign Affairs. 

Until the mid-January repatriations, 
according to Bom, none of the refugees 
have returned to Papua New Guinea. 
Nevertheless there are refugees who 
traverse back and forth across the bor-
der because some personal matters 
have still not been taken care of yet in 
Papua New Guinea. The 2009 program 
came officially to an end when the In-
donesian embassy in Papua New Guin-
ea returned its remaining funds to the 
Department of Foreign Affairs last De-
cember. “I cannot yet provide you with 
a balance sheet but we have used the 
funds as frugally as possible,” said Teg-
uh who was unwilling to provide any 
figures. At first the repatriation pro-
gram was intended for 1,300 people.

While Teguh and his staff are still 
busy with these matters Yosephine, Pe-
ter and the other repatriates are already 
starting a new chapter in their lives.  
                      ■

Repatriates 
at the Pasir 
Putih Training 
Center, 
Jayapura.
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THE repatriation of Indonesian Pap-
uans to Indonesia is like trying to 
collect the shards of a broken piece 

of ceramic which have scattered every-
where. They are brought to refugee cen-
ters in Wewak and Port Moresby, in Pa-

pua New Guinea. It was as though the 
Indonesian Ambassador to Papua New 
Guinea, Bom Soerjanto were carrying 
out a military operation. This former 
air force artillery offi cer leased a com-
mercial vessel to pick up the repatriat-

ing Papuans from Manus and brought 
them to Madang. The total amount of re-
patriating refugees was 334 people. An-
other 23 people were transported by Air 
Niugini, a commercial airline, to Vani-
mo and then by bus overland to the bor-
der between Papua New Guinea and In-
donesia. 

■

Operation Repatriation

Repatriating Papuans were transported from Buka, Rabaul, Daru, 
Kiunga and Port Moresby: on two fl ights by an Indonesian Air Force C-
130 to Jayapura (169 people)

1. Kiunga 2 x 30 = 60 people (19-20/11/2009) —> with a 
commercial airline —> Port Moresby (19-20/11/2009) —> by 
air 3 hours (Hercules C-130, 22/11/2009) on two fl ights —> 
Jayapura

2. Daru 11 people (20/11/2009) —> by commercial airline —> 
Port Moresby (20/11/2009) —> by air 3 hours (Hercules C-130, 
22/11/2009) on two fl ights —> Jayapura

3. Goroka 6 people (following) and Lae 2 people (20/11/2009) 
—> by commercial airline —> Port Moresby (20/11/2009) —> 
by air 3 hours (Hercules C-130, 22/11/2009) on two fl ights —> 
Jayapura

4. Port Moresby 96 people (22/11/2009) —> by air 3 hours 
(Hercules C-130, 22/11/2009) on two fl ights —> Jayapura

Repatriation from Port Moresby 23 people … by commercial 
airline —> Vanimo —> by bus —> Skouw-Wutung

The repatriation from Manus, Bulolo, Goroka, Lae, Madang and Wewak 
required two fl ights with an Indonesian Air Force C-130 transport to 
Jayapura (142 people)

1. Manus (2 people disembarked at Wewak for medical treatment 
—>51-2=49) (16/11/2009) —>by sea 16 hours —>Madang (6 
people) (17/11/2009) —> By sea 10 hours —>Wewak (14 people) 
(18-19/11/09) —> By air 1 hour (Hercules C-130, 19/11/2009) on 2 
fl ights —>Jayapura

2. Bulolo (8 people) (16/11/2009) —> overland 2 hours—> Lae ( 2 
transferred to Port Moresby —> 61-2=59 people) (17/11/2009) —> 
Overland 6 hours —> Madang (17/11/2009) —> by sea 10 hours 
—> Wewak (18-19/11/2009) —> By air 1 hour (Hercules C-130 
transpot, 19/11/2009) on two fl ights —> Jayapura

3. Goroka (6 people) (16/11/09) —> Overland 4 hours —> Lae 
(17/11/2009) —> Overland 6 hours —> Madang (17/11/2009) —> 
By sea 10 hours —> Wewak (18-19/11/2009) —> By air 1 hour 
(Hercules C-130, 19/11/2009) on two fl ights —> Jayapura

(SOURCE: INDONESIAN EMBASSY IN PORT MORESBY, 2010)
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Jayapura

Port Moresby

Manus

Madang

Wewak

Bulolo

Lae

Goroka

Daru

Kiunga

Vanimo

Skouw-Wutung

INDONESIA

PAPUA NEW GUINEA

Repatriates from Lae leaving to 
Wewak, Papua New Guinea, by 
buses (top left).

Repatriates from Manus sailing 
to Madang, Papua New Guinea.  
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D OZENS of Papuans repatriat-
ing to Indonesian Papua stood 
in line. One by one they re-
ceived T-shirts with white col-

lars with small Indonesian flags print-
ed on them in the Pasir Putih Workers 
Training Hall in Tanjung Ria, Jayapu-
ra. After smilingly receiving their gifts, 
they each hurried off to their rooms to 
gather their toiletries and bathe. After 
bathing they put on their second new T-
shirts. The day before they had received 
T-shirts on which were printed ‘Volun-
tary Repatriation 2009’.

A day passed in Jayapura. The repatri-
ates were pampered with various gifts. 
“I slept so comfortably and was given 
endless food,” said Yosephine Solowop. 
She was smiling broadly. She, her hus-
band and children had been sleeping on 
soft kapok mattresses as well as being 
provided with tasty meals for break-
fast, lunch and dinner. “They eat a lot,” 
whispered one of the women staff in the 
kitchen. Ten and twenty thousand ru-
piah bills were also handed out. Several 
people used the money to buy betel nut 
and lime for chewing as well as for tele-
phone cards.

They were also entertained. Twenty-
one-inch television screens were play-
ing at the edge of the field, in the cor-
ner of the dormitory and in the hall. The 
beat of Papuan pop music could also 
be heard almost all day long. “At night 
we dance,” said Yosephine. According 
to her no one became drunk. A net was 
hung up in the middle of the hall so that 
they might play volleyball and the rest 
of the space was for the children to play 
in: there they could run about.

The hall had been almost magical-
ly transformed in order to make it com-
fortable for the refugees. The manag-
er of the dormitories in the hall, Willem 
Rank, said that it had been painted, the 
bathrooms repaired and new mattress-
es bought about a week before the repa-
triates arrived. “Before the mattresses 
were really thin,” he said. In one dormi-

tory there are now 15 new mattresses. 
He did not know what the cost was for 
making the hall presentable.

During their stay at the hall, Govern-
ment Medical Services offered the re-
patriating Papuans free medical ser-
vices. The Medical Services Vehicle 
could be seen parked outside. “Anyone 
ill could receive medical care every day 
until 10pm and if needed there was also 
a doctor on call,” said Pamatoa, the Co-
ordinator of the Papua Crisis Center. 
Next to him sat a woman doctor.

Several programs had been planned 
for the repatriating Papuans such as 
measuring the nutritional status of 
children in order to give them the ap-
propriate added nutrition where nec-
essary, fogging of the rooms to prevent 
the spread of malaria, blood samples 
were taken to test for malaria and chil-
dren were immunized against small-
pox and polio. Pamatoa said that one 
child had already been brought to the 
Dok IX Hospital because it was suffer-
ing from malaria. The child had been 
given a medical examination because 
it was discovered to have a fever, dur-
ing the first medical checkup at Sentani 
Airport.

A day after their arrival 13 of the re-
patriates asked for medical care. A 
large proportion of them were children 
suffering from scabies and respiratory 
difficulties. One of them was 9-year-old 
Werry. He limped a little in his right leg 
where the wound caused by his scabies 
infection had spread to his thigh. “Many 
of the children are suffering from such 
wounds,” said Pamatoa. 

In another corner immigration offi-
cials were looking very serious as they 
collected data on the repatriates. They 
were collecting information concerning 
each individual in order to plan their re-
turn home to various towns and regen-
cies such as Keerom, Mimika, Jayapu-
ra, Boven Digoel and Merauke. “There 
are 21 families that wish to return to 
Keerom,” explained an immigration of-

ficial. According to him Keerom seems 
to be the most favored regency for repa-
triation at the moment.

However, the process did not proceed 
without difficulties and irritations, for 
a large portion of the repatriating Pap-
uans could not speak Indonesian and 
most of the Indonesian officials could 
only speak English haltingly. Many of 
the repatriates were fluent in Tok Pisin 
which is the official language of Papua 
New Guinea. As a result there was a lot 
of incorrect information.

So the Indonesians began to teach 
the Papuans Indonesian by singing to-
gether. When the Papua New Guinea 
songs were playing in the hall (Indo-
nesian) Papuan pop songs were intro-
duced in between the songs. “We need 
to learn Indonesian. Let’s start by say-
ing selamat pagi instead of good morn-
ing,” said Ian Numberi, the coordinator 
at the hall who was enthusiastically in-
viting the Papuans to sing along.

Nevertheless, when their (Indone-
sian) Papuan relatives came to visit 
them they could happily mix together 
because usually either their husbands 
or wives could translate the Indonesian 
into Tok Pisin or the reverse. Except for 
small children already in school, most 
of them could only speak Tok Pisin and 
English as they were taught at schools 
in accordance with international stan-
dards, in Papua New Guinea.

The repatriating Papuans stayed a 
week at the hall. “They will receive 
a year’s worth of financial support, 2 
hectares of land and vocational train-
ing such as planting for farmers, the use 
of fishing equipment for fishermen until 
they can stand on their own,” said Teg-
uh Wardoyo of the Directorate for the 
Protection of Indonesian Citizens & In-
donesian Legal Entities of the Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs, in Jayapura.

Nevertheless according to John Nor-
rotouw, according to what he was told 
by relatives who had repatriated, the 
regional government of (Indonesian) 
Papua had provided each family with 
Rp17 million for survival. No money 
was provided for the land or for the edu-
cation of their children.

As for the possibility of receiving 
more support from the Indonesian gov-
ernment, the head of the Independent 
Group Supporting the Autonomous Re-
gion of Papua in the Republic of Indo-
nesia Foundation, Adolf Hanasben, has 
already warned the repatriating Pap-
uans. “We have said that there will be 
help but do not think that all of it will 
come from the government,” he said.     ■

Free Gifts and 
Facilities
For a week the repatriating Papuans were made 
comfortable and provided with various facilities and 
gifts in preparation for a return to life in Indonesian 
Papua.

Interlude
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sian Papuan refugees home. According 
to data received by Tempo from the In-
donesian embassy, in Papua New Guin-
ea the minimum wage is around Rp2.5 
million a month. A liter of petrol costs 
US$1.20 (US$1 = Rp9,200), a bus ticket 
costs about US$0.40 and a quarter of a 
barbequed chicken with potatoes costs 
US$6.

John explained that each repatriat-
ing family received Rp17 million last 
December to help them to survive. They 
received no money to clear the land or 
for their children’s education. John and 
Vien have decided to send their chil-
dren to private schools where they only 
have to pay half the usual fees. “Educa-
tion is the most important thing for the 
future,” he says. He spent nearly Rp2.5 
million for the educational costs of each 
child. 

Their three children have started go-
ing to school again this January. “They 
are enjoying it although they are in new 
surroundings,” says John who is in Jay-
apura for the first time. They complain 
most about the difficulties of learn-
ing Indonesian because in Papua New 
Guinea English was the medium of in-
struction.

Teihinus Wally, 55, also felt the cost of 
living sharply. This father of 11 was un-
able to afford the cost of sending all his 
children to school. Five of his children 
were forced to drop out of the first half 
of secondary school and only two made 
it through the second half of secondary 
school.

Sandy Yuristouw did not want to be 
a victim of the high dropout rate at Pa-
pua New Guinea schools. This return-
ing Papuan who originates from Goro-
ka and is 37 years old went immediate-
ly to take care of all the administra-
tive matters that had to be dealt with at 
the Indonesian embassy in Port Mores-
by when she heard about the repatria-
tion program. Her husband Alex Yuris-
touw had migrated to Papua New Guin-
ea in 1982.

Their main reason for joining the vol-
untary repatriation program was the 
education of their children. “I want 
Sandra and Jane to be educated in the 
seminary,” says Sandy. Her husband 
can start his business by selling betel 
nuts in Jayapura rather than in Papua 
New Guinea. “We are thankful to the 
Indonesian government for helping our 
children in this way,” says Alex.  

■

THE house on stilts was painted a 
faded white. It measured 30 me-
ters square, with a roof of cor-
rugated tin, walls construct-

ed of wood and a little plastic to patch 
things up. The bathroom was an out-
house located next to the house. “I pay a 
rent of 10 kina per month for this,” said 
Vien Norrotouw, 50, who lives in Port 
Moresby. The amount is equivalent to 
Rp34,000.

Her husband John Norrotouw is a se-
nior civil servant who earns a salary of 
Rp2.5 million every two weeks. They 
have five children, three of whom are at 
high school. The cost of their education 
is Rp10 million at a private school of in-
ternational standard. “School is very 
expensive here. So many people drop 
out of school,” says Vien who is home-
sick for Jayapura.

Her longing to go home is strength-
ened by the fact that she has lived for 
almost 25 years in Papua New Guinea 
without citizenship. She is also unable 
to help subsidize the family income by 
opening a little stall outside her house 
to sell food or drinks. “I am afraid that 
it will be torn down,” explained the 

housewife.
Fortunately, two of her children have 

received scholarships from the Indo-
nesian government to study at the Uni-
versitas Parahyangan and the Univer-
sitas Pendidikan Bandung. “They are 
quite intelligent,” says John when he 
was contacted by Tempo magazine last 
Wednesday as he accompanied 14 re-
patriating non-government sponsored 
Papuans to Jayapura. Nevertheless he 
did not choose to return to Indonesian 
Papua.

According to the head of the Inde-
pendent Group Supporting the Auton-
omous Region of Papua in the Repub-
lic of Indonesia Foundation, Adolf Ha-
nasben, around 20 children have re-
ceived scholarships to study in Jogja-
karta, Malang and Bandung. He says 
that the cost of living in Port Mores-
by is far higher than in Jayapura. Peo-
ple are experiencing financial difficul-
ties; which is understandable when one 
compares their salaries with the cost of 
educating their children and the cost of 
living. This is why people like Vien have 
reacted positively to the Indonesian 
government’s program to bring Indone-

For the Sake of the 
Children
The cost of education in Papua New Guinea is very high. It is 
one of the reasons many families are choosing to repatriate to 
Indonesian Papua.

Papuan children awaiting repatriation. 
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GOING HOME FOR GOOD

F ROM one end to another of the 
border crossing between Skouw 
and Wutung people are walk-
ing, many pushing metal shop-

ping trolleys filled with rice, boxes of 
biscuits and bottled drinks. People are 
smiling and greeting each other un-
der the hot sun. This is the normal at-
mosphere along the border between the 
Republic of Indonesia (Skouw) and Pa-
pua New Guinea (Wutung).

At least twice a week, Papua New 
Guineans from Sandaun province buy 
their weekly staples at the market lo-
cated on the border, close to the head-
quarters of Yonif (Infantry Battalion) 
713 in Skouw, in the district of Muara 
Tami of Jayapura. One of the shoppers 
is a woman named Valentina. “I am go-
ing to the shopping center,” she says. 
What will she be buying? Spontaneous-
ly she responds that she is off to buy cig-
arettes and calls her child of 1 1/2 years 
old to accompany her.

She arrived by car which she parked 
at the border post at Wutung in Papua 
New Guinea. Then she walked 600 me-
ters to the Border Checkpoint at Skouw 
in Indonesia. She then wrote down her 
name and her needs in the book lying on 
the table of the Customs & Excise offi-
cial. “Those who don’t have a border 
crossing card can cross by just writ-
ing their names down in the book; but 

usually just on market days, to go shop-
ping,” said Parulian Pardede, head of 
the Jayapura Border Control & Cooper-
ation Section. Twice a week the market 
is filled with shoppers from Papua New 
Guinea.

According to Parulina, prices at the 
border market in Skouw are lower than 
in Papua New Guinea. Hordes of shop-
pers cross over during the two market 
days twice a week. When Tempo visit-
ed Skouw last November the two mar-
ket days fell on Thursday and Sunday. 
Transactions were carried out in kinas 
(the currency of Papua New Guinea) or 
rupiah. In Port Moresby, by way of com-
parison, transactions are only conduct-
ed in dollars or kinas.

In Wutung there is also a market but 
the traders there do not sell daily staples 
but rather souvenirs such as handbags, 
mugs, shawls and T-shirts. Most of them 
are labeled with the Papua New Guinea 
flag which consists of a bird of paradise 
and a formation of stars in bright colors: 
red, yellow and black. There are also 
betel nut and betel leaf sellers. One can 
also buy wooden carvings in the form 
of totem poles measuring 1-2 meters 
in length along the two lanes of the as-
phalt road. The road to Wutung stretch-
es out for about 600 meters.

Other than that visitors to Papua New 
Guinea must pass through an area of 

no-man’s land measuring 5-10 square 
meters. After that comes an archway 
inscribed with the words, ‘Welcome to 
Papua New Guinea’ and ‘Welkam tu Pa-
pua Niugini’ (in Tok Pisin, the official 
language there) and on the other side of 
the archway are the words, ‘Good bye. 
Thank you. God be with you’. And ‘Gud 
bai. Tengkyu. God instaap in yu’. 

To reach the border from Jayapura re-
quires about two hours. The road which 
has many bends is not tiring because of 
the beautiful scenery that is such a de-
light to the eye. As one approaches the 
border it is necessary to report to the 
Muara Tami Sectional Police and Indo-
nesian Army Post; also to park one’s car 
and walk through the border archway. 
This is an area that has long been rife 
with conflict.

Dozens of years ago many Indonesian 
Papuans crossed the border into Papua 
New Guinea because of political diffi-
culties. There they spread out to various 
provinces in Papaua New Guinea. The 
border between the two countries lies 
at 141 degrees along the east longitude. 
If we look at its history the border was 
drawn up by the British and the Dutch 
on 16 May 1895 by way of the Hague 
Treaty. The British received the territo-
ries to the east and the Dutch received 
the territories to the west of 141 degrees 
east longitude.

The line can only been seen via the 
position of the border checkpoint posts, 
for the rest it is simply an imaginary line 
that divides villages, ancient customary 
lands and gardens. It is not surprising if 
the Indonesian Papuans still have close 
links to the Papua New Guineans. The 
parts of Papua that border directly on 
to Papua New Guinea are (from north 
to south) the town of Jayapura (Skouw-
Wutung), Keerom regency, the Bintang 
Mountains, Boven Digoel and Merauke. 
The border post at Skouw-Wutung is 
an international cross point that was 
opened to the public in the year 2000. 
Last November and in mid-January, 23 
of the repatriating Papuans came home 
via this route.

The two governments plan to official-
ly open this as a commercial route be-
tween the two countries. “The Papua 
New Guinea delegation have commit-
ted to opening the Skouw-Wutung Bor-
der Checkpoint once the Wutung Bor-
der Checkpoint facilities are ready,” 
said the Indonesian Ambassador to Pa-
pua New Guinea, Bom Soerjanto, quot-
ing the minutes of the Joint Border 
Committee Meeting on 7-11 December 
2009 in Jakarta.           ■

The Skouw Shopping Center
Located two hours from Jayapura, the town of Skouw twice a 
week becomes the main shopping center for people living at the 
border between Indonesia and Papua New Guinea. It is scheduled 
to become the trade channel between the two countries.
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Skouw-
Wutung border 
crossing.

Interlude


