
 

 

Behind closed doors: Human Rights in West Papua 

A side event during the 28
th

 Session of the UN Human Rights Council  

 

Palais des Nations, Geneva, Wednesday 18 March 2015,  
 
Co-sponsor: Minority Rights Group International (MRG), Franciscans International, VIVAT 

International, Human Rights Watch, Reporters without Borders, Asian Legal Resource Centre, 

International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), and Amnesty International 

 

On March 18
th

 2015, a coalition of eight human rights NGOs hosted a side event to the 28
th

 

Session of the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva. It was entitled “Behind closed doors: 

Human Rights in West Papua” and featured four distinguished panelists from NGO and 

media-specific backgrounds. The panel was chaired by Ms Claire Thomas, the Deputy Director 

of Minority Rights Group International and focused on the human rights transgressions that have 

continued to occur in West Papua, Indonesia. In particular, the panel addressed the lack of access 

that civil society and external media groups have had to monitor and report on these issues in 

West Papua and what changes have been made since the new government was elected in October 

2014. While the Indonesian President Joko Widodo had promised to “give special attention to 

West Papua”, it seems that there has been little done to address preexisting issues. This panel 

provided a platform for interested parties to begin a constructive dialogue on how West Papuans, 

the Indonesian government, and the international community can work together to improve the 

human rights situation in this region and address the current restrictions on journalists and the 

freedom of speech throughout Indonesia.  

 

During the panel a video clip and short film were shown. The short film was made by Papuan 

filmmaker Mr Wensi Fatubun who first spoke about the history of oppression that West Papua 

has faced and the need to reform government policies addressing the rights provided to 

indigenous communities, including basic services such as healthcare and education. The film 

highlighted police brutality and impunity in the context of the killing of four young men last fall 

in Paniai on December 8
th

, 2014, and the ensuing attacks on a crowd of peaceful protestors the 

following day. The firsthand footage showed one of the boys being carried and recorded several 

interviews with people that had been shot in a crowd. It provided a greater understanding of the 

urgency of the issues Papuans are reporting and highlighted government related malfeasance and 

impunity.  

 

The second video clip was a testimony from Mr Yones Douw, a Papuan human rights defender 

working with the Justice Peace and the Integrity of Creation of Kingmi Church in Paniai, that 

also focused on the issue of military and police based violence and the prevalence of individuals 

being unlawfully shot, tortured, killed, or detained without reason. He also indicated the need to 

protect those who work to combat land rights violations and to promote human rights, as they 

have faced some of the most vicious acts of intimidation, detention, and even death. 



 

Panelist Ms Poengky Indarti, Executive Director of the Indonesia based human rights NGO 

Imparsial, focused on the political issues Indonesia and the new President Joko Widodo must 

face if they hope to improve the situation in West Papua. She noted that as 2014 was an election 

year, even with the urging of the international community, very little constructive discourse was 

made towards addressing the grievances of West Papua. Throughout Indonesia the restriction of 

free speech has been regarded by the government as necessary in keeping the government, and 

its elections, running smoothly without public uprisings. She believes that President Widodo was 

able to gain a large percentage of the West Papuan vote due to the two visits he paid to the region 

during his campaign and the promises he made to consider the needs and rights of the Papuan 

people. Ms. Indarti, along with the other panelists, expressed concern over the lack of progress 

that has been made to fighting military impunity and the reports that a new military command 

will be established in West Papua. Connections to high-level political and military entities may 

be restraining the new President from carrying out his promises.  

 

French journalist Ms Valentine Bourrat spoke about her experience of being detained for two and 

a half months after being caught filming a documentary in West Papua last August. Her and her 

colleague Mr Thomas Dandois entered the region on tourist visas in order to have greater access 

to the communities and leaders that they wished to interview. They were eventually arrested and 

spent 11 weeks in detention, an extended amount of time in correlation to their offense of visa 

misusage. During this time there was extensive pressure from foreign governments and civil 

society calling for their release, which President Widodo granted shortly following his election. 

Ms. Bourrat spoke about the police and military driven climate of fear that she experienced 

firsthand and was told about during her interviews from community members. She reported that 

a man she had met with went missing shortly thereafter and was discovered to have been 

brutality murdered and tossed into the sea. She also referred to Mr Areki Wanimbo, Papuan 

indigenous leader, whom she met and was arrested at the same time with her. Unfortunately, 

events like this are not irregular and bodies like the UN and international media groups have 

little access to gain an understanding of or to expose the nature and breadth of related acts of 

discrimination, violence, and impunity. Ms Bourrat urged the Indonesian government to release 

Mr Wanimbo.  

 

Andreas Harsono from Human Rights Watch was also scheduled to join the panel via video call 

from Indonesia, but was unable to do so due to technical difficulties.  

 

The panel closed with a question and answer session, as well as some remarks from a 

representative of the Indonesian delegation. Concern over the lack of media access and the 

government’s practice of monitoring its citizens, particularly journalists and political rivals, was 

once more expressed, as were questions regarding the influence of the military. A need for the 

UN to have greater access in visiting West Papua through the Special Rapporteur system was 

also expressed. Attendees and panelists discussed a desire to bring Papuans together to counter 

the struggles and discrimination they face from the central government, and to ensure that they 

are fully receiving their right to self-determination.  

 

The Permanent Mission of Indonesia to the UN in Geneva expressed a need to create 

constructive dialogue without name-calling or finger-pointing. Their delegate stated that the 

government and election system of Indonesia is run more effectively and democratically than 



many of the other nations in ASEAN. He noted the need to see both sides of the issues at hand 

and to respect the legal sovereignty of Indonesia. The pretenses under which Ms Valentine 

Bourrat entered Indonesia was illegal and she faced a fair judicial process.  

 

 

Summary prepared by Ms Susan Price (Franciscans International)  


