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Preface

This report is the result of a 
collaboration between TAPOL 
and awasMIFEE!. TAPOL is a 

UK-based NGO formed in 1973 that 
promotes human rights, peace and 
democracy in Indonesia. awasMIFEE! 
was a project started in 2012 to monitor 
the establishment and expansion of ‘Food 
Estates’ which saw Indigenous land cleared 
in Merauke Regency, Papua province. 
awasMIFEE!’s reports are available on its 
website (awasmifee.potager.org), including 
a “West Papua Oil Palm Atlas”, published 
in 2015. ‘TAPOL’s website (tapol.org) 
contains recent reports, briefings, and 
submissions to international bodies; our 
work and campaigns can also be found on 
Facebook (TapolUK), Twitter (@Tapol_
UK), and Instagram (tapol.uk).

We hope that this report informs the 
public, policymakers and West Papuans 
and Indonesians about Food Estates, 
especially the loss of Indigenous land, 
their potentially ruinous ecological results 
and the questionable reasons for their 
establishment.
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In April 2020, as the Covid-19 pandemic was beginning across the world, the Indonesian 
Government announced plans to convert hundreds of thousands of hectares of land into 
rice-producing ‘Food Estates’ in Central Kalimantan. The plans were intended to prevent food 

supply shortages which could potentially have been caused by the pandemic. By July 2020, similar 
plans had been announced in North Sumatra, South Sumatra, East Nusa Tenggara and Papua 
provinces. West Papua has previously seen a million-hectare Food Estate, the Merauke Integrated 
Food and Energy Estate (MIFEE), launched in 2010.
 
A previous report to this one examined how the Food Estate project is being rolled out across 
Indonesia, looked at new legislation being brought in to support it, and criticised the rollout of 
Food Estates as a pandemic response. It focussed especially on how it is likely to impact West 
Papua, where over three million hectares in the south of Papua Province is under consideration 
for Food Estate projects. This second report will focus more on one particularly troubling aspect 
of the Food Estate project – the role that the military and Ministry of Defence (MoD) have 
assumed in the management of Food Estates. Again, although the MoD’s Food Estate plans have 
national scope, the analysis will concentrate on West Papua, which is already the most militarised 
part of Indonesia.  The effects of further expansion is especially concerning in a region where 
human rights violations linked to state security forces have become engrained in West Papuans’ 
everyday realities as they live through a conflict which has endured for more than half a century.

The Ministry of Defence identified in 2021 two areas where it intends to develop rice and cassava 
plantations in Merauke Regency of Papua Province. Although wrapped in a logic that food 
security is part of national security, this report will allege that the MoD’s involvement in Food 
Estates is a form of military business, which was supposed to be outlawed in the democratic wave 
that followed the end of Suharto’s rule, but actually continues in many forms and drives further 
militarisation, as it incentivises the presence of military units in rural communities. 

While concrete details on the Ministry of Defence’s plans remain scant, this report aims to 
anticipate its possible implications and impact, taking the opportunity to examine the different 
forms of military business known to exist in West Papua, as well as the recent history of human 
rights issues involving the military and local communities as agribusiness has expanded in West 
Papua over the last decade.



Background: 
How the military 
is muscling 
in on Food Estates

Food Estates, or govern-
ment-sponsored meg-
aprojects for agribusiness 

expansion, have been proposed 
for Indonesia since Suharto’s 
plans for a Mega Rice Project 
in the 1990s, but most of the 
proposed projects have only 
been partially developed, if at 
all. Shortly after the COVID-19 

pandemic struck in 2020, the 
Indonesian government started 
making plans for a new set of 
Food Estates, which it claimed 
would ward off potential food 
security problems arising from 
the pandemic. The initial pro-
ject would be in Central Kali-
mantan, on the site of the failed 
Mega Rice Project, but would 

rapidly be rolled out in other 
provinces, including Papua 
Province.

Several ministries were mobi-
lised, including the Ministry 
of Environment and Forestry 
(MoEF), which was tasked with 
identifying suitable areas and 
carrying out strategic environ-
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mental assessments. The news 
that the military would also 
be involved came on 7 July 
2020, when President Joko 
Widodo invited Prabowo Sub-
ianto, the Minister of Defence 
and his two-time rival for the 
presidency, to oversee the 
implementation of the Food 
Estate programme. Jokowi 
reportedly explained this role 
by saying that food security 
was part of national security. 

It was subsequently clarified 
that the MoD would be 
collaborating with other 
ministries, rather than taking 

an overall coordinating role. 
However, it moved rapidly 
- within a few months the 
military had started clearing 
forest in Central Kalimantan 
province for a cassava 
plantation. Satellite images 
show the first major clearance 
took place in November or 
December 2020. Within six 
months of starting work, at 
least 640 hectares of forest had 
been cleared. 

The legal grounds for such a 
project are shaky at best. The 
area cleared was located within 
the forest estate, and classi-

fied as production forest, which under Indonesia’s forestry law should not normally have been made 
available for agricultural development. However, the MoD has defended its action as a pandemic 
response, claiming that it was making use of legislation to ‘borrow’ forest estate land for emergency 
reasons, a similar permit to that a mining company wishing to operate within the forest estate area 
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would need to obtain. The MoEF has 
now facilitated future similar projects 
through specific legislation allowing 
Food Estates to apply to use forest 
estate land. 

Moreover, the new cassava plantation 
lay outside the area of interest for 
Food Estate projects in Central 
Kalimantan which had already been 
published by the MoEF. This may be 
seen as an early indication that the 
MoD, in partnership with the military, 
intended to develop its own Food 
Estate programme opportunistically, 
largely independent from that 

being developed by other government 
ministries. The approach was confirmed in 
a presentation in February 2021 when the 
MoD revealed the scale of its ambition in 
Central Kalimantan. 

It announced that it would commission 
a strategic environmental assessment for 
Food Estates in the province covering a 
total of 486,184 hectares. The first priority 
tranche would be 33,796 hectares. This area 
is largely separate from the 308,666 hectares 
for which the Ministry of Environment and 
Forestry had commissioned its own strategic 
environmental assessment, with only minor 
overlap. 

The military intends that its plans to take a 
major role in Indonesia’s farming industry 
will be channelled through a ‘National 
Strategic Logistic Reserve Agency’ (Badan 
Logistik Cadangan Strategis Nasional, 
BCLSN) which would operate under the 
Ministry of Defence. Although the BCLSN 
has not yet been formally created by the 
government, the MoD is putting considerable 
effort into promoting its initiative, 
dispatching high-ranking military officers to 
hold meetings with local governments and 
looking for land, including in areas which 
have not been included in announcements 
about Food Estate projects by other parts of 
government. On one of many such visits, to 

“ Food 
Security 

is Part of 
National 

Security “ 
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Nabire in Papua province, Naval Colonel Muhaimin 
reportedly said that the visits were on the direct 
orders of Prabowo Subianto and that they would take 
place in all provinces of Indonesia except Yogyakarta 
and Bali.

A February 2021 presentation by the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry listed all the proposed 
locations where military-run food estates would 

be managed under the BCLSN. At that time, the 
Ministry had received applications from the MoD 
to use 540,848 hectares of forest estate land for its 
Food Estates in nine provinces (Bangka Belitung, 
West Sumatra, Aceh, Riau, West Kalimantan, East 
Kalimantan, Central Kalimantan, Maluku, and West 
Sulawesi). An additional nine areas were proposed in 
seven provinces, where applications had not yet been 
made, totalling 513,967 hectares. 179,211 hectares 

of this last area was in Merauke Regency in the far southeast of Papua 
province. These areas are truly massive – by comparison, the entire island 
of Bali covers 541,600 hectares. 

A few more details of the MoD plan in Merauke emerged in a presentation 
for a public consultation in August 2021. The 179,211-hectare area was 
split into two large blocks, one in the western part of Merauke Regency 
where the MoD proposed growing cassava, and another block near the 
Papua New Guinea border to the east, dedicated to rice. Both areas have 
been included in previous food estate plans for the area – the western 
block is very close to areas where Indigenous communities successfully 
resisted sugar cane plantations planned by the Mayora and Astra groups 
in 2013. After a spatial analysis which discounted some areas based on 
zoning, primary land-cover, hydrology and peat the MoD proposed that 
the area suitable for cultivation was 71,825 ha, split roughly between 
the two blocks. There was no sign in the presentation that the MoD had 
conducted a meaningful survey of Indigenous land rights in its analysis 
or engaged in a process of Free Prior Informed Consent with local 
Indigenous groups.

Across Indonesia cassava appears to be one of the principal crops which 
is being targeted by the MoD. Although cassava is consumed regularly 
across Indonesia, it is only an important staple food for a minority of 
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people. However, despite the supposed rationale for military involvement being to ensure food security, 
the indications are that a range of non-food uses are also being considered for harvested cassava. In its 
presentation of its Central Kalimantan project in February 2021, a spokesperson for the military included a 
graphic showing other uses of cassava, including animal feed and as a feedstock for bioethanol and industrial 
processes. Media reports of presentations promoting the BCLSN also suggest that bioethanol is an intended 
use for the cassava it will grow. 

Another sign that the MoD is going beyond its mandate to respond to food insecurity threats and seeking 
out potential business opportunities emerged when it was revealed that it had established its own company 
called PT Agro Industri Nasional (shortened to PT Agrinas). PT Agrinas was set up on 23 March 2020 and is 
owned by two foundations controlled by the Ministry of Defence. The board is made up of retired members 
of the military and members of Prabowo Subianto’s Gerindra party. In contrast to Indonesia’s many existing 
state-owned enterprises which are accountable to the government as a whole, under PT Agrinas’s obscure 
ownership structure the beneficiaries of the company will not be transparent.

PT Agrinas has a website which has announced that the business sectors it plans to get involved in include 
fisheries, food production and selling carbon credits from protected forests. Viewed on a commercial basis, 
these are all sectors for which its position close to government may be expected to bring benefits. In fact it 
has already been caught up in a corruption scandal. PT Agrinas was one of the four companies linked to the 
Gerindra party which obtained licences to export lobster larvae from former fisheries minister Edhy Prabowo 
(who is a Gerindra party member). He was found guilty of accepting bribes and sentenced to five years in 
prison.
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Both the MoD and PT Agrinas have responded 
to journalists’ enquiries with attempts to distance 
PT Agrinas from the food estate programme, 
saying it has so far not played a role in the 
Central Kalimantan cassava project. However 
an investment pitch produced by PT Agrinas 
and sent to the South Korean government 
made the link very clear, including a map of 
the project area. Maps of future projects by PT 
Agrinas are also included, which appear to match 
Food Estate locations proposed by the BCLSN, 
including Merauke. The pitch suggests an export 
orientation, proposing using modified cassava 
flour to replace wheat in instant noodles which 
are popular in both Indonesia and Korea.

An older version of PT Agrinas’s website 
highlighted plans for Papua, claiming to have 
access to an area of 40,000 hectares in Merauke 
Regency and another 20,000 hectares in Jayapura 
Regency (in Northern Papua Province), with no 
further details of more exact locations or whether 

any permits have been obtained. The website also 
gave an address for an office in Merauke.

At the BCLSN presentation in Nabire mentioned 
above, Colonel Muhaimin appeared to confirm 
a close relationship between the BCLSN and PT 
Agrinas, reportedly saying that initial work would 
be carried out by the military but then that the 
land would be handed over to PT Agrinas. 

He also highlighted another controversial aspect 
of the Indonesian military’s recent attempts to 
expand its reach, reportedly saying that local 
people would be recruited in accordance with 
the 2019 law on National Resource Management 
for State Defence (UU23/2019). This law lays 
the groundwork for a mandatory basic military 
training programme and introduced a concept 
of ‘reserve components’ (komponen cadangan) 
for national defence, worded in a way that 
both human and natural resources could be 
commandeered for military use. Muhaimin 
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explained that young people between 18-35 
would be recruited and given four months 
basic military training, and then deployed 
into brigades, battalions and companies. 
Detailed proposals on using ‘reserve 
component’ labour on farmland run by the 
military or Ministry of Defence have not yet 
been announced publicly at the national level 
and despite many unanswered questions, the 
emerging picture is of military recruitment of 
civilians to military-owned businesses. This 
militarisation of plantations highlights the 
framing of food security as national security 
and a part of the military’s ambitions to 
extend its power over non-military aspects of 
Indonesian society.

In Papua, frequent ‘horizontal’ conflicts have 
broken out in areas where plantations have 
been established, meaning conflicts between 
Indigenous supporters of plantations, who 
have often been courted or employed by 

the companies, and opponents who seek to 
defend forests and traditional livelihoods. 
Such conflicts are highly damaging to 
community cohesion and can involve 
violence. If a portion of the community is 
recruited to these reserve components in 
order to work on the new Food Estates, and 
is given military training and potentially 
arms, there are legitimate fears of even more 
damaging conflict breaking out around the 
Food Estate areas.

The Ministry of Defence’s involvement in 
the Food Estate programme may be read 
as an attempt by the military to extend its 
economic and institutional power, part of 
a wider agenda to regain some of the role it 
held during the Suharto era. The following 
sections examine some of the context around 
how this agenda concretely affects the civilian 
population in West Papua.
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West Papua 
A militarised region

West Papua is the most militarised 
region in Indonesia, and numbers 
of security force personnel 

have increased in the last 20 years. A 2011 
study by the human rights group Imparsial 
estimated that at that time, there were up to 
16,000 military personnel in West Papua, 
not including the police. In another study 
from 2013, it was estimated that there were 
some 22,220 military personnel and up to 
14,584 police officers, or one soldier for every 
162 people in West Papua, compared to one 
soldier for every 558 people nationally. There 
was also one policeman for every 247 people 
in West Papua, whereas in Indonesia as a 
whole, the ratio was one to 631.

It is likely that the number of troops has 
increased substantially since these studies 
were published, as a new Regional Military 
Command (KODAM XVIII/Kasuari) was 
built in Manokwari in 2016. The navy has also 
been building a third Armada Command for 
the East Indonesia region, based in Sorong 
regency, Papua Barat province, which could 
see 8000 members of the navy move to the 
province. In 2019 the government gave the 

go ahead for a new Joint Regional Defence 
Command headquartered in Timika. 

Three new infantry battalions were raised in 
West Papua in the immediate aftermath of the 
reformasi movement which followed the fall of 
Suharto, doubling the previous number. These 
combat units are additional to the territorial 
structure. 

The expansion programme has continued ever 
since. Military outposts along the border with 
Papua New Guinea (PNG) have mushroomed; 
the latest reliable count is from 2011, when there 
were 114 posts. At that time around 4044 troops 
were deployed to guard the border, The military 
presence in the interior also continues to expand, 
as new road infrastructure makes more areas 
more accessible. 

As well as regular military personnel, troops 
from Kopassus special forces, Kostrad (the 
Army Strategic Reserve Command), Navy 
and Air Force are also based in Papua. Police 
numbers have also increased, partly due to the 
proliferation of new civilian administrative 
districts over the past two decades, which the 
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security forces are legally able to mirror with new infrastructure of their own. As well as its regular 
forces, the police operates its militarised arm, the Mobile Brigade (Brimob), which has bases around 
West Papua. Several intelligence agencies are also very active, including the National Intelligence 
Agency (BIN), military intelligence (BAIS) and the police intelligence directorate (Dit Intelpam).

The military claim that the militarisation of West Papua is necessary due to the ongoing 
conflict over the territory’s political status. They believe that more troops are needed to counter 
secessionism by the armed resistance movement TPNPB, implementing a ‘security approach’ which 
many have criticised as counterproductive, especially as civilian West Papuans are not involved in 
armed resistance yet suffer most from the aggression. There has 
been a strong independence movement 
since the 1960s when Indonesia 
started to control the 
territory, and 
armed 

struggle has historically been a 
part of this. Over the last 15 years, large urban 
mobilisations have become a more visible, and increasingly 
common form of mobilisation for independence. There has been a 
resurgence of armed conflict since 2017, but this has so far been almost entirely limited 
to the central highlands, far from the areas which are targeted for agricultural expansion in West 
Papua’s south. 

However, the level of militarisation of West Papua is not solely a response to the security threat 
posed by pro-independence rebels. The military has its own institutional agenda and has sought 
to preserve and increase its power. The reframing of food security as part of national security in a 
way which legitimises military business is merely the latest way it has sought to flex its muscles in 
non-military areas. In the next section we show how a failure of military reform has allowed diverse 
forms of military business to flourish, paving the way for the military to further extend its role into 
civilian affairs, alimenting and adding further complexity to the landscape of conflict.
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Reform failure: 
how the military and police have 
been allowed to stay in business

The military has had to adapt to various different political arrangements since Indonesia’s 
independence but has always sought to maintain some degree of political power. One of the 
main sources of political power is its territorial structure, in which military units mirror 

civilian administrative divisions down to the village level, allowing it to maintain a large military 
presence in West Papua and other areas. Through this territorial structure soldiers and policemen 
are well placed to take advantage of a wide range of local business opportunities, which also bring 
economic power and some level of budgetary autonomy from the civilian government. For these 
reasons military businesses became institutionalised during the Suharto dictatorship.  Military 
business is a broad term which encompasses a wide range of formal and non-formal means of 
income generation that either benefit the military as an institution or its individual members. 

Since natural resource industries are an important source of wealth in West Papua, many military 
businesses are linked to those sectors. Understanding existing businesses and the economic and 
political incentives they present may aid in deciphering the military’s current interests in operating 
Food Estates. 

After the end of Suharto’s rule, a core demand of the movement to democratise Indonesian society 
(known as the reformasi movement) was security sector reform. A decision was taken to divide 
ABRI, or Armed Forces of the Republic of Indonesia (Angkatan Bersenjata Republik Indonesia) into 
military (TNI -Tentara Nasional Indonesia) and police (Polri – Polisi Republik Indonesia) in April 
1999, at which point the TNI’s role was to be concerned with national ‘defence’ whilst the police 
would deal with maintaining ‘security’ and ‘order’. ABRI’s political role, including the share of seats 
in parliament it had enjoyed under Suharto, was ended. There was therefore pressure for the TNI to 
abandon its territorial structure, as local law enforcement now fell under the sole remit of the police. 
New legislation in 2004 indicated (albeit with some degree of ambiguity) that the territorial structure 
should be disbanded, suggesting forms of organisation which provide opportunities for political 
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interests should be avoided, and that military structures should not always shadow the government’s 
administrative structures.

As the government came under pressure to implement security sector reform in the post-Suharto 
era, army officers were determined to preserve their territorial structure and its opportunities for 
business. The 2004 TNI law (Law 34/2004) decreed that all military-owned businesses should be 
handed over to the government within five years, and that individual officers must not engage in 
business or politics, but the government failed to ensure that the law was implemented. In 2009, 
as the five-year deadline to hand over all military businesses to the government approached, 
then-President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono created a loophole which would allow the military to 
continue to engage in business legally, by issuing a set of regulations which allowed military-owned 
co-operatives or foundations (yayasan) to run business activities, instead of direct control by the 
military itself.  This has become one of the mechanisms through which military business is run 
today. It is a similar arrangement to the ownership structure of PT Agrinas, except in that case the 
foundations are under the control of the MoD, rather than the military itself.

The economy of militarisation 
in Papua

Military self-financing often brings it into conflict with the civilian population and can also 
prolong existing conflicts, drive corruption, extortion and environmental destruction. 
This has been the case in West Papua where many business activities by the military and 

police have involved directly or indirectly profiting from the abundant natural resources available. 
An analysis of recent examples of some of the different types of military businesses, particularly as 
they relate to the plantation industry and other resource extraction sectors, shows how this can work 
in practice.
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Formal enterprise, through military 
foundations or co-operatives

Because of the 2009 loophole which allowed military-owned foundations or cooperatives to 
own businesses, it is possible for military enterprises to be sanctioned by law. There have 
previously been two reported attempts by military-owned cooperatives to manage land in 

and around the concessions of palm oil plantation companies in West Papua, but it is not clear 
whether either was successful.

• In 2010 PT Henrison Inti Persada signed a memorandum of understanding with a cooperative 
linked to the military, Pusat Koperasi Kartika Cenderawasih, to develop 1000 hectares of oil palm 
plantations, which would have been located outside the company’s concession in Maladofok 
village.

• In 2015, after the Mahuze clan had continued to oppose the clearance of their ancestral land 
for PT Agriprima Cipta Persada’s palm oil plantation, the civilian company which had held 
the contract for land clearing was reportedly replaced with the Kartika Setya Jaya military 
cooperative, which is connected to the District Military Command (Kodim 1707) in Merauke. 
The Mahuze clan found out about this when soldiers came looking for clan chief Agus Dayo 
Mahuze to serve him with a letter stating that the cooperative would be taking over the contract, 
and to show him a copy. This was a clear act of intimidation against the Mahuze clan which at the 
time was engaged in resisting the company taking over their land.



Government-mandated projects   

The Indonesian government frequently tasks the military with roles which would normally 
fall within the domain of civilian state or private entities, and allocates budgets to these 
programmes. During the Suharto period, the military legitimised its presence 

at all levels of society with a programme called ‘ABRI Masuk Desa’ (The armed 
forces go to the village) in which soldiers would ‘help’ villagers with local projects 
such as building community infrastructure. This had the advantages of giving 
a paternalistic image of the military as a benign protector, monitoring 
any possible subversive activities at the local level and giving a legitimate 
cover to being in a local area where other illegal business could be carried 
out. This program was not cancelled in the reformasi period after Suharto’s 
fall, but has changed its name to ‘TNI Manunggal 

Membangun Desa’ (armed forces unite for village 
development), and is still active throughout Indonesia.

In West Papua the military has also gained some very lucrative 
contracts from the central government. In 2013, President Susilo 
Bambang Yudhoyono signed Presidential Regulation 40/2013 
which launched a massive new road-building program, funded 

by the national government. Forty new roads were to be built, 
fourteen of which would be built by the military. Since Joko 

Widodo became president, he has also shown strong support 
for this programme, which is in line with his plans to accelerate 

infrastructure development in Papua.

The military have also been directed to undertake agricultural 
development programmes, which is likely to have inspired their 

current role in Food Estate development. In January 2014 an 
agreement was signed between the Ministry of Agriculture and the 

military, tasking the military with developing new rice fields throughout 
the country. In West Papua, sites were cleared in almost every regency 

under this programme. The 2017 target for Papua Barat province was 
1,999 hectares. Data for Papua province was not available, but the 

army claimed to have developed 2,000 hectares of rice fields in 
Merauke Regency alone in 2017.

Since this agreement may be seen as a potential model for 
military involvement in Food Estates, it is concerning that 
in a report by the National Audit Board (BPK) in 2019, 
a string of problems were uncovered with this military 
rice programme, including land which was not developed, 

and land unsuitable for rice cultivation which was cleared 
without a survey. The total losses to the state amounted to 403 

billion Rupiah [$27,000,000]. The audit also found that areas 
of protection forest (hutan lindung) had been cleared in parts of 

Sumatra.  In West Papua too, the areas chosen for these new rice 
fields were sometimes within the forest estate, implying that the 

proper process for obtaining permits had not been followed.
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These development projects obviously put the military in the front line of agricultural and 
infrastructure development, and there is a clear risk that land can be taken for these projects without 
the full, free, prior and informed consent of local populations, since many people may be afraid 
of opposing a military project. There are few stories of direct conflict related to these activities, 
but anecdotal reports from villages indicate that insufficient care is being taken to ensure this 
development is in line with the wishes of local people and customary rights-holders.

A report from Wajian village in Raja Ampat Regency indicates that the military were also not 
rigorous in obtaining the consent of the communities for whom they were supposed to be 
developing the rice fields. Most of the Wajian villagers had no interest in becoming rice farmers, 
and so just looked on as soldiers cleared an area of forest and sago. By the time the military moved 
on, the trees were cut down but the area was strewn with tree trunks, still unsuitable for rice 
farming without further work. Customary rights holders were left demanding compensation for the 
destruction of their land, for a project which was supposed to be for their benefit.

The military team then moved to Limalas village, on Misool island, also in Raja Ampat. The villagers 
here, which include some Indigenous Papuans but is mostly home to families who migrated from 
different places in Maluku many years ago, were much more enthusiastic at the new opportunity the 
programme presented, and were keen to learn techniques of rice cultivation. However, interviewed 
while work was in progress, they also acknowledged that the programme seemed to be little more 
than sending troops in to cut down the trees. No environmental or social impact assessments were 
carried out before work started. Crucially, there was also no plan for how the land was to be divided 
once the rice fields were ready, nor had an arrangement been facilitated between the rice farmers and 
the customary land-rights holders – both matters which have the potential to cause serious conflicts. 
In this case, rice fields were developed, but since the areas remained within the forest estate, it would 
be impossible for future rice farmers to get legal title for their lands.

A failure to follow the procedures expected of civilian state bodies or private companies appears 
to be a hallmark of military-led projects. Many military-led road-building projects in West Papua 
have also failed to comply with environmental legislation requiring an environmental impact 
assessment to be carried out before construction work begins. In one case, this provoked criticism 
from UNESCO after a new road was built through the Lorentz National Park World Heritage Site 
before an EIA had been prepared. A dieback of nothophagus trees in the vicinity of the new road was 
observed, which was believed to be potentially connected to the development, albeit as a secondary 
cause after climatic factors.
 



Security to private companies

Military and Brimob often take the 
role of security guards to protect 
the interests of private companies, 

and are frequently implicated in violent 
repression against Indigenous people and 
company workers who have grievances 
against the company.  Some cases are detailed 
in the next section.

There is no legal mandate for state security 
forces to take on this role, apart from a 
handful of large companies identified in 
Presidential Decision 63/2004 as ‘National 
Vital Objects’: locations, buildings or 
installations or businesses which provide 
a livelihood to many people, support the 
national interest or are an important source 
of national income. These sites are mostly 
major mines or large industrial facilities. The 
police are given the job of providing security 
to companies on this list, and they may ask 

for help from the military.  In West Papua only 
two companies are classed as National Vital 
Objects, Freeport McMoran’s gold and copper 
mine and BP’s Tangguh natural gas project.

There is therefore no valid legal basis for 
police and military to receive money from 
other private companies, yet frequent reports 
of security personnel stationed around 
plantations indicate that it is common 
practice. There are military or Brimob forces 
stationed at almost all plantations in Papua, 
and they are believed to be paid by the 
companies. In areas near the border with 
Papua New Guinea, the army is in control, 
in other areas it is usually Brimob which is 
contracted to do security work on plantations. 
It is rare for details of arrangements to emerge, 
but a 2004 report by human rights group 
Kontras into military business around PT 
Tunas Sawa Erma’s plantation in Boven Digoel 
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interviewed local stakeholders who stated 
sums paid to each soldier (100,000 Rupiah) 
and their commanding officers (250,000 
Rupiah). The informants (some of whom 
were military personnel who had received 
this money) believed that larger sums were 
being paid in Jakarta. As a consequence of 
this security role, military and police often 
do not take a neutral position in any disputes 
between Indigenous Papuans and plantation 
companies, but instead use their position of 
power to support companies’ interests.

This relationship between companies and 
state security forces often starts during the 
process of land acquisition. It is common 
for members of the military and police to be 

Illegal businesses

Military and police involvement in the illegal logging and mining industries is believed 
to be widespread, however the precise dynamics of this involvement have only been 
uncovered in a few cases. It appears that illegal logging in particular is carried out 

by individuals in the security forces rather than the police or military as an institution, but it is 
probable that their superiors are aware of this activity, and turn a blind eye, possibly after being paid 
off.

The highest-profile illegal logging case in West Papua in recent years involved the police. A mid-
ranking police officer, Labora Sitorus, operated a sawmill through his company PT Rotua, which 
processed vast amounts of timber from around Raja Ampat and the Bird’s Head peninsula, much of 
it illegal. Labora Sitorus was sentenced to two years in prison for illegal logging in 2014, and then 
to eight years in 2016 after money laundering charges were brought to a retrial. However, he never 
faced trial for corruption, despite the evidence of payments totalling 10.9 billion Rupiah paid to 33 
police officials over a 15-month period. The recipients ranged from local policemen to officials in 
national police headquarters in Jakarta.

Military and police officers may work in partnership with a businessman who organises the 
logistics, and the soldiers (or police) then ensure that the business does not face obstacles. Often, 
a logging company will have some permit for legal logging in order to maintain a cover, but 
supplements this with a lot of illegal logging. In the 2005 crackdown on illegal logging in West 
Papua, Operasi Hutan Lestari II, four military officers and four policemen were believed to have 
received money illegally from a Malaysian businessman, Wong Tse Thung, whose two logging 
companies extracted thousands of cubic metres of timber using a license intended for local 
Indigenous people.

present in any meetings the company organises 
to consult with local communities, and they are 
often asked to be witnesses to any agreement. 
This presence alone can be sufficiently 
intimidating that Indigenous people get the 
impression that accepting the plantation is 
inevitable but direct threats intimidating people 
to support company plans are also common.

Once a company is operating, military guards 
will support a company’s position in any dispute 
which might break out. These disputes may 
arise from complaints about pay and working 
conditions, or claims by Indigenous people 
that the company has taken their land without 
consent or fair compensation.
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Military and police checkpoints are also believed to routinely take bribes from trucks laden with 
illegal timber. The amount offered has recently been estimated at 100,000 – 200,000 Rupiah per 
truck in South Sorong Regency, based on conversations with drivers.

Many rivers flowing out of mountainous areas contain recoverable gold, and the gold mining 
industry provides easy profits, both for military-run companies and protection rackets targeting 
civilian informal miners.   A small gold-mining company, PT Tunas Anugerah Papua, owned by 
local Papuans, had been operating on the Moseiro River near Nifasi village in Nabire Regency, 
with the support of local villagers due to a generous profit-sharing policy. However, in 2016 
another company, PT Kristalin Ekalestari, which had reportedly previously conducted exploration 
activities before leaving the area in 2009, returned to set up a base-camp right next to PT Tunas 
Anugerah Papua, staffed by 30 army personnel. The company did not have a clear and valid licence 
to mine.  Local people have reported that army Colonel Bosco Haryo Yunanto spoke directly as the 
company’s representative. After facing several months of opposition, PT Kristalin Ekalestari pulled 
out of the area in mid-2017.

In 2018, news started to emerge that large amounts of alluvial gold were being found in the remote 
jungles of Southern Papua which are home to the Koraway people, and a gold rush quickly ensued. 
Early reports indicated that many members of the Kopassus special forces were present in the area.

There are also frequent reports of police or military involvement in smaller scale illegal business, 
including illegal alcohol trade, the sex industry and the wildlife trade. Many of these activities are 
located in areas which are home to natural resource industries. They are also likely to adversely 
impact Indigenous Papuans, given the serious problems with alcoholism amongst the Indigenous 
community and the epidemic of HIV/AIDS which is growing at an alarming rate. HIV prevalence 
in West Papua is the second highest in the world outside Africa and is disproportionately affecting 
West Papuans.
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Military and Police Backing 
for the Plantation Industry:
A chronology of violence and 
intimidation 

These cases are examples of how the military and police have supported the plantation 
industry over the last decade. It should be stressed that the list is intended to give an idea of 
the different types of incidents of violence, intimidation and manipulation encountered. It is 

not exhaustive and many incidents are likely not to have been reported to human rights monitors. 
They may be indicative of the possible modes of violence which could accompany Food Estate 
development.

2013, Merauke: Police Mobile Brigade working for Mayora Group, which 
was trying to get permission from customary landowners to develop 
a sugar-cane plantation in Merauke, threatened Indigenous people in 
Yowid that they would be treated as OPM members if they did not sign a 
document from the company. The police also told them they believed their 
adat house was being used to store weapons. Intimidated by the police, 
several Indigenous leaders signed, without being aware of the contents of 
the letter.

April 2013, Boven Digoel: As the Menara Group was trying to obtain 
proof of consent of customary landowners for its plantations in Boven 
Digoel it employed a local police officer, Abdullah Sanmas, to a position 
it called ‘field co-ordinator’. Villagers from Anggai and Meto villages have 
reported that he would use threats to ensure they signed their land to the 
companies. Police accompanied the company’s survey teams. When asked 
about his authority, Abdullah Sanmas reportedly said he was acting on 
the orders of the head of Indonesian police Da’i Bachtiar, and the local 
Bupati. In fact, Da’i Bachtiar was no longer police chief by this point, 
but had been on the board of Tadmax Resources Bhd, which bought two 
concessions from the Menara Group. This powerful Jakarta police chief ’s 
name appears to have been evoked so that Indigenous people felt they 
didn’t have an option to refuse the company. One villager said that in a 
meeting in Getentiri village which was intended to produce an agreement 
about the plantation, the meeting was full of police and military, and local 
people did not get the chance to state their views to the company. One man 
was reportedly punched when he complained about being hungry in the 
meeting.

2 March 2014, Nabire: A group of Brimob officers with support from the 
Nabire police headquarters went to PT Nabire Baru’s plantation area to 
arrest a local man called Otis Waropen. Because he often went to the forest, 
he was accused of being a courier, bringing supplies to OPM guerillas. In 
fact the reason was because he had his vegetable garden there. Community 
leaders were eventually able to negotiate his release.
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April 2014, Keerom: Two months after a demonstration by workers in 
PT Tandan Sawita Papua’s plantation over pay and working conditions, 
two Papuan men who were believed to be have been involved in the 
demonstration were arrested and held for nearly three weeks in the local 
police station. The two men, Alexander Tnesi and Marthen Watory, were 
only released after they were forced to sign a statement saying they would 
be dismissed from the company, and they would not make any further 
demands to the company.

7 February 2015, Merauke: Members of the Marine Corps working as 
security for PT Dongin Prabhawa reportedly broke up a party where some 
drunken fights had broken out. The marines fired warning shots to try to 
disperse the people, but Talema Waitipo was shot and seriously injured, 
and Yance Doga also needed hospital treatment after being stabbed, 
reportedly by a bayonet.

15 May 2015, Sorong: Dozens of people were arrested outside ANJ’s 
offices in Sorong in one of a series of demonstrations organised by people 
from the Iwaro ethnic group to protest at PT Permata Putera Mandiri’s 
appropriation of ancestral land in Metamani district. Two of the men 
arrested, Obet Korie and Odi Aitago, were imprisoned for several months 
for minor damage to the gate of the company’s premises which took place 
during this action. The company preferred to use the law to criminalise 
opponents than to seek a fair resolution of the land dispute. Another case 
of criminalised dissent took place in the ANJ Group’s other plantation, 
PT Putera Manunggal Perkasa, in December 2014, when Ayub Aume and 
Daud Duge were also charged with criminal damage and held for many 
months.

15 November 2015, Nabire: A community leader from the Yerisiam ethnic 
group, who live around PT Nabire Baru’s plantation, stated that in four 
years (2011-2015) there had been at least seven cases of physical violence 
and another eight cases of intimidation involving Brimob guards who were 
acting as private security for the company. Some examples of this violence, 
which was often directed at individuals known to oppose the company, 
include: In June 2013, customary landowner and employee Titus Money 
was assaulted while handcuffed after he protested his wages were late. 
Brimob guards pointing guns at and threatened to shoot Immanuel Monei, 
an Indigenous landowner who complained that PT Nabire Baru was not 
honouring an MoU it had drawn up promising to employ local people in 
construction work, in this case a barracks. Brimob guards smashed up the 
house of Yunus Money, causing his family to flee to the forest, possibly as 
a response to previous community protests against Brimob’s aggressive 
approach.
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20 December 2015, Marvel Doga: a young Papuan man who had been 
working for the company PT Tandan Sawita Papua, went with friends to 
the company office to demand the Christmas bonus which companies are 
normally expected to pay. Soldiers stationed near the company’s offices 
judged the men to be aggressive and fired live ammunition, killing Marvel 
Doga.

5 August 2016, Merauke: As part of a dispute over customary land 
ownership in PT Bio Inti Agrindo’s plantation in Merauke, members of 
the Mandobo ethnic Group from Selil, Aiwat, Subur and Naga villages 
set up blockades under customary law on land which they said belonged 
to the Mandobo, whereas the company had negotiated access only with 
the Marind ethnic group. The military arrived, including a commander of 
Kopassus special forces, and fired at the Mandobo protestors, one bullet 
narrowly missing the head of one of them,  Linus Omba. Other men were 
beaten and Titus Kambutengga’s phone was smashed to prevent him taking 
pictures of the aggression.

23 October 2017, South Sorong: In relation to the same land dispute as 
the 2015 criminalisation case in PT Pusaka Putera Manunggal’s concession, 
an Iwaro man from Puragi village named Yan Ever Mengge was seriously 
beaten by three Brimob guards after he had confiscated the keys to a 
bulldozer that was operating on his customary land. Local people had 
declared a sasi (customary law) prohibition on the company’s work, before 
resolving the dispute, which it had agreed to do in a meeting with the local 
government some months before.. Yan Ever Mengge was left with serious 
injuries, including vomiting blood, bruises all over his body and was 
unable to walk. It was several days before the company arranged to bring 
him to the nearest hospital for treatment.

21 August 2018, Tambrauw: As members of the Mpur ethnic group 
were protesting against PT Bintuni Agro Prima Perkasa clearing land for 
a corn plantation in Arumi village, a member of Brimob, working for the 
company, struck a villager named Oktavianus Maninbu repeatedly with his 
rifle butt, causing severe bruising to the man’s back and shoulder.

16 May 2020, Boven Digoel: After realising that his garden had been 
destroyed by company excavators, Marius Betara went to the field office 
of PT Tunas Sawa Erma to complain. The manager he spoke to called a 
police officer who intercepted Marius Betara as he was leaving, beating 
him repeatedly around the head. Marius Betara started feeling unwell a few 
hours later and died shortly afterwards.
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Ignoring trauma 
from the past

51 houses were burnt to the ground in several 
villages. Killings and rapes were also recorded 
in a period of violence which went on for 
several months. The National Human Rights 
Commission has placed the events on its list of 
gross human rights violations, which should 

have meant that the case would be taken to 
a Human Rights Court, which 

was legislated for in 2000 (Law 
26/2000).

However, in seventeen 
years, the National 
Human Rights 
Commission has 

failed to bring this 
or any other case to 
justice. During this 

period, the Ministry 
responsible for forestry 
has continued to treat 
the area as ‘business as 
usual’. Two new logging 
concessions have been 
issued, accompanied by 
new military violence: 
in 2009 three 
residents of Sararti 

and Ambumi 
villages were 

punched and 
tortured by 
members 

of army battalion Yonif 753 at PT Kurniatama 
Sejahtera’s basecamp.  In 2017, Forestry and 
Environment minister Siti Nurbaya released 
land for an oil palm concession to PT Menara 
Wasior, despite clearly-expressed opposition 
from local community members. 

Since the 2001 case originated in a dispute 
between local people and the logging industry, 
and the state has accepted that a gross human 
rights violation took place, to continue to issue 
permits for the same kinds of operations before 

Violence and brutality from state security 
forces has been a fact of life for over 50 
years in West Papua, and has affected areas 

throughout the territory. However there has been 
no process of truth and reconciliation for any past 
human rights violations that have taken place, 
although the memory of those events are still very 
present for many Papuans, along 
with the trauma that causes. 
Existing trauma can make 
the effect of any new 
conflict related to natural 
resource industries much 
worse, and make it more 
likely that Indigenous 
people will be further 
marginalised from the 
new development, rather 
than benefiting from it.

This factor is not 
taken into account in 
planning new plantation 
developments. One area 
where this has become 
a major concern is in 
Wondama Bay Regency, 
near the town of 
Wasior.   

The same 
area was 
the scene of 
a major military operation in 
2001, directed against the Indigenous population 
of the area. The wave of repression at that time 
came after protests took place against a logging 
company, PT Dharma Mukti Persada. During the 
course of the protests, unknown armed individuals 
had killed several Brimob officers. The police and 
military responded by launching a major sweeping 
operation throughout the surrounding region, 
ostensibly looking for the perpetrators but also 
terrorising the entire civilian population.  At least 
94 people were arrested, many were tortured and 
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this case comes before a human rights court shows a high level of disregard for the suffering that 
Indigenous people in the area have experienced.

Trauma from interaction with the military is not limited to a few isolated incidents such as the 
ones described above, nor is it restricted to conflict around the political status of West Papua. 
A 2009 Human Rights Watch report revealed multiple incidents of violent abuse by Indonesian 
special forces against Indigenous Papuans in the Merauke area, where the MoD Food Estate is 
planned. None were related to political conflict. During a series of participatory action research 
sessions by Asia Justice and Rights around West Papua in 2015-2018, 65 of the Papuan women 
participants, out of a total of 249 had experienced state violence, an illustration of the scale of the 
problem.



Conclusion

The ambitions of the Ministry of 
Defence to oversee the conversion and 
cultivation of hundreds of thousands 

of hectares of new agricultural land across 
Indonesia are billed as a response to a food 
security crisis, but can also be interpreted as 
a major expansion of military business. This 
report considered how these plans for Food 
Estates under the authority of the MoD are 
likely to impact West Papua.

Full details of plans for MoD-run Food Estates 
in West Papua are yet to be announced, but 
MoD presentations have referred to an area of 
179,211 hectares in Merauke regency and high-
ranking military officers have also reportedly 

visited other areas to look for land.  The 
MoD has announced its intention 

to form a national agency, the 
BCLSN, which would oversee 

its agricultural projects 
nationwide. It has 

been allowed to legally establish and operate 
a company PT Agrinas which would produce 
and process a variety of foods. This may be 
regarded as a corruption risk since there is 
a lack of clarity around who will benefit if it 
should turn a profit.

If and when the plans take shape, they will 
add to an extensive portfolio of police and 
military business interests known to exist in 
West Papua, ranging from cooperatives and 
foundations, to involvement in government-
mandated projects, to providing ‘security’ to 
corporate plantation and mining interests and 
establishing illegal businesses.

This report does not attempt to directly link 
these business ventures to the escalation of 
conflict between the state and Indigenous 
Papuans which has been observed in recent 
years. Nevertheless the government should 
carefully consider the potential that a link 



does exist before proposing any broader roles or mandates for the armed forces or MoD. There is a 
history of violent or repressive incidents arising where state security forces have collaborated with 
resource industries such as plantations, makes it legitimate to identify this as a driver of certain 
types of conflict. Moreover, it seems reasonable to anticipate that the potential for military business 
could be a major motive for further militarisation of resource-rich West Papua. It also enables 
military build-up in practice since the additional income streams make it more economically 
feasible to station large numbers of troops in West Papua, thereby enabling the continuation and 
consolidation of the territorial structure which assigns military units to every level of civilian 
society.  

The early period of democratisation in Indonesia after Suharto’s rule saw civilian attempts to reform 
the military’s territorial structure and businesses, but they did not succeed in completely closing 
opportunities for military enterprise. In West Papua the military has been able to both increase 
troop and base assets during the democratic period, and has sought out opportunities to extend its 
business interests. 

The current attempt to launch MoD-run Food Estates can be interpreted as a push for further 
power for the military. Related to this is the recent legislation on reserve components – including 
creating military reservists which could provide some of the labour force on the agricultural land. 
This has become a concern in West Papua, the fear being that the opportunity for paid work as 
military reservists on agricultural projects will become a tool to produce conflict within Indigenous 
communities, for example between those who accept joining the reserve forces, and those who wish 
to defend ancestral land. 

When the military has been tasked with non-military functions by the government in the past – 
examples in West Papua include roadbuilding and clearing of new rice-fields – it has often failed 
to comply with government regulations including environmental assessments and restrictions on 
use of the forest estate. Similar patterns have already been exhibited in the MoD’s first Food Estate 
venture in Central Kalimantan. There is therefore deemed to be a high risk that in West Papua, the 
free prior informed consent of indigenous people will not be a priority.


