Tena koutou ki a koutou


kua tae mai nei
 
ki te tautoko te kaupapa


o tenei ra. 


Welcome those of you who have found the space to join us in this commemoration.

As we gather here, we join many other groups all around the globe, who are gathering to keep alive a future which 43 years ago, West Papuans, and indeed the wider world, believed was to be theirs.   That as an independent Pacific nation, building a future for itself free of military occupation, and joining with its fellow members of the South Pacific Commission in a post-colonial world.  

In 1961 under the Dutch colonial rule, West Papua developed a Nieuw Guinea Raad, (or national parliament), which met and adopted the name of West Papua, chose a national anthem and a national flag – the Morning Star.  The Dutch recognised the flag and anthem, and these came into effect on the 1st December of that year.  The flag was raised for the first time on that day and every year since, West Papuan people have continue to raise it, often under dangerous and difficult circumstances, as a symbol of national unity and their commitment to independence.  Back in 1961, the timeline set by the Dutch for independence for Netherlands New Guinea, was 1970.  

The way forward seemed clear, but it was to be denied them.  

By September 1962, under pressure from Indonesia and the US, the Netherlands (without any West Papuan input) endorsed an agreement which would transfer authority in West Papua first to the United Nations and then to Indonesia.  And the rest, as they say, – including the widely criticised Act of Free Choice in 1969 – is history.

This story is little known in New Zealand.  Indeed, little is known of West Papua at all.  Yet there is no logical reason for this land and its people to the obscure and all but forgotten corner of the Pacific.  Irrespective of one’s views on these events, there are many reasons why New Zealanders should know and be concerned about the plight of the West Papuan people.  Consider for a moment the following:

1. This is our Pacific neighbour representing one half of the world’s second largest island, with a melanesian population of some 1.5 million and a further 700,000 transmigrants. 

2. It is a land of immense natural wealth, not only in culture and biodiversity riches which it certainly also has in abundance, but also huge reserves of those forms of wealth which attract commercial interests: gold, copper, virgin timber, oil, gas – the list goes on, but it reads like an inventory of the resources which are increasingly scarce and high priced.

3. With these resources Papua has attracted huge mining, logging and oil company interests, ready to risk the conflict and security issues in the province in order to control these resources.  These companies, including Freeport McMoran, contract the Indonesian military to protect them and many human rights abuses have occurred around these operations.

4. The West Papuan government, much less the people, sees almost nothing of the revenues or royalties from these resources.  A special autonomy law which should leave 80% of the royalties in the province has not been implemented – and nor is it ever likely to be implemented.

5. Within West Papua are stationed 50,000 Indonesian military troops, including the notorious Kopassus special forces, creating a highly militarised environment.  The Indonesian military is a thing apart from anything we know in New Zealand.  It derives only one third of its income from the Indonesian government.  The rest is from its own investments, corruption, and extortion.  And West Papua looms large on its portfolio of investments.  One must ask whether the military has anything to gain from the peaceful dialogue which in West Papuan people are calling for?

This is all an explosive mix.  And many West Papuans expect it to explode, and quite soon.  When it does, the implications will be very regional.  New Zealand will not have the luxury of being a bystander. 

Caritas is not campaigning for an independent West Papua – that is over to West Papuan people to determine.  We are campaigning for justice and human rights including:

· the right to be free of the arbitrary arrest, torture and extrajudicial killings which plague the province;

· the right to benefit from the wealth which is being rapidly extracted from their land;

· the right to the integrity of the culture and peoples;  

· the right to a true act of self-determination.

It is worth remembering also, that the 1st of December is not only the day on which West Papuans raise the flag of their aspirations.  It is also World AIDS Day.  

And while this may serve to divide the attention for both issues, the coincidence is not inappropriate.  This is because one of the tragic legacies of the military and mining incursions into the land, history and peoples of West Papua, is now the high and rapidly growing incidence of HIV virus among its population.  Not only do West Papuans struggle for peace and for basic rights to land and culture, indeed their very health and existence is under threat. 

So I ask that as we raise the Morning Star today, we do so as a symbol of the continuing vision of a more just, peaceful, and hopeful future for West Papua and for nga tangata o tera whenua.

And let us also remember that not all people are free to commemorate this day.  On 25th November, the Governor of Papua warned Papuan people not to raise the Morning Star flag.  They will do so, but it will be at great risk.
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