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In 1969 the Indonesi.::.n Government announced the establishment of a 
"resettlement" ~rea on the ,I1oluccai1 island. of Buru, where 10, <.;00 politic al 
detainees would. be transported in. the course of the next three years . The 
aim vas that t :iey should form a permanent and self-supporting a5ricul tural 
community to vhich they would be restricted. Chosen from 9ategory 'B', many 
of these detainees have been in prison, without trial, since October 1965. 
They are regarded as committed Marxists and active -members of the Communist 
movement before 30th September, 1965*• The Government admits t l1at there is 
no evidence on which they coulG be tried, but refuses to release them. They 
are therefore scheduled for indefinite detention. 

The first group of 2,500 detainees was moved to Buru in August 1969, 
folloued by a further 5,000 in oid-1970; 2,500 more are due to arrive at the 
ond of .1971. It is not clear uhether the final total will stay at 10,000; 
it may rise to 15,000. Official statements have suggested that similar resettle­
ment areas may also be set up in other parts of the Indonesian archipel~go. 
The Buru scheme is described by the Government as being part of a national 
transmicration policy to alleviate population prepsure in Java and encourage 
economic-&Towth in the under-developed regiops of the Republic . But the detainees 
on Duru remain prisoners in all essential respects: they live under close 
military supervisiop, are required to work lon5 hours as agricultural labourers, 
have no prospect of leaving the island, and under~o extensive· "mental rehabili ta­
t ion" which aims to replace "Communist" beliefs by a Christian or Islamic 
religious faith. 

. 
At the moment Duru is a wholly masculine community, but the Government 

has promised that some vives will be allowed to join their husbands , beginning 
in 1972. Ultimately the detainees and their families are to form a settled 
community of over 40, OOO, but whether or not this aim ·vill be realised is far 
from clear. Permission for family reunion appears to depend on a man's "mental 
attitude" - which presumably refers to his willingness to renounce Iiarxist 
beliefs . If the detainees "prove themselves t,o be eood citizeus", their families 
can GO to Buru , saitl President Suharto in Ap!il 1971. 

Buru is an island of 9,600 sq . kilometres - about a third of the size 
of Holland or equal in area to .Bali . It is a thousand miles from Java, close 
to Ambon , the main island of the Eoluccas. It has a natural population of 
only 30,000. Host of the land is un1Jopulated forest, S\Tamp or jungle. There 
is one small hospital in the capital town of Namlea; schools are non- existent 
and the best means of communication remains the \.'ai A.1.J\l river. There is a 
little trade between Buru and 1\mbon . 

, Three official reasons for the choice of Buru have been given: its 
remote gee,gra~·.hical position, over 1, OOO miles from Java and so "far · from 
sensitive political areas"; its small population - under 5 to the sq. kilo­
metre compa~ed with 100 plus in Java, and its fertile soil . But t he island's 
suitability for this type of settlement has come under sharp criticism from 
a large number of observers and Indonesian expert s . They arguethat since it 
is wholly under-developed - \Tithout even roads or any effective communications -
all essential commodities from medicines and drugs to agricultural tools must 
be broueht by ship, an irregular and costly proceeding in this region, and 
one \Thich it may be hard for political deta inees to arrange . The interior is 
densely forested: trees mu~ t be felled before the land can be cleared for 
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cultivation. The coast is largely mangTove swamp , and at least part l y infested 
Hith malaria- carrying mosquitos . The indigenous.inhabitants .number about 
30 , 000, although the number is declining, and form an ethnical l y heterogeneous 
and fragmented society: \Thether Iiuslims, Christi8ns or animists , they are 
likely to be deeply hosti l e to the settlement of ' Communist ' detainees on the 
island. 

Probably in response to this criticism, the Government has allowed 
visits from an International Red Cross delegat i on (riarch 1971), a group of 
journalists (December 1969 ) ancl from a well- kno"m Dutch writer , Bep Vuyk (March 
1971). Their published reports do not support fears tha t Duru in 
a ne)T Devils Is l and . But it must be remembered that we have no 6Ccount of 
livi na conditions from the detainees themse lves , that al l visits are organised 
by the military administrat ion, and that. the camp set as ide for intellectual s -
inevitab;y the most articul ate spokesmen - has been excluded from each itinerary. 
On the other hand , a lthough these reports draw an attractive picture of what 
is an essentially bl eak situation, there is no reason to doubt that detainees 
have spoken honestly \rhen they compared their live.s on Buru favourably with 
the earlier time spent in camps or prisons on Java·. 

The detainees live in 13 separate encampments - TEFAATS (an abbreviat i on 
of Tempat Penmanfaatan 'place of rehabilitation ') - placed along the \'!ai Apu 
river , and occupyinc, about 335,000 acres . Originally barracks were built , 
but 1971 visitors described a few huts an& houses which had been constructed in 
preparation for the families . Basic accommodation consists of bamboo and 
thatched barracks, perhaps 100 ft . in l ength , and equipped i ns i de with a four 
f oot raised platform around the walls on \lhich detainees eat , sleep , and use 
as stora0e space. Immediately after their arrival in 1969 , the first group 
lived in camps surrounded b:; an eisht foot barbed uire fence , with \Tatchtowers 
at the corners: they lTere closely c uarded by a detachment of 300 so ldiers. 
Life is now said to be much freer and visitors claim that some of the external 
characteristics of a penal settlement have disappeared . But no one has reported 
on al l the. camps nor is it poss ible to knou the normal regime uhen visitors 
are not present . 

For the first eight months after arriva l, detainees were provided with 
food , clothing , agricultural tools and seeds . Af ter this they had to live 
on what they grewo The official diet consisted of 500 grams of rice and bulgar 
wheat and 50 grams of sal.t fish . :Cach detainee is theoretically a l l ocated 
half an acre of land. to cultivate , but in prac tice uork seems to be on communal 
fields . For families , the a llocation wil.l be raised to 4 acres . The first 
harvest in 1969 (official fizures) brouGht in 316 tons of rice and 425 tons 
of secondary crops - cassava , sueet potatoes , etc . In 1971 this is due to rise 
to 360 tons of rice and 600 tons of other crops . 

1972 has been chosen as the year in which wives may start to move to 
the island; the 1969 broup of detainees will by then have adeQuate food to 
feed an increased community. 

In the middle of 1971, uives were therefore asked to register their 
wish to move to Duru . A very swall proportion - about 25~ - did so . They 
had been told they could take onl;}r 1 child with them; the ... r kne\r that the move 
was permanent and that there was no prospect of returninb to J ava . In the 
six years since the majori ty of men were arrested there has been virtually no 
communication bet\Teen them anc their uives . Occasional family vi s its , sometimes 
only one a year, were theoretic a lly permitt ed to prisons in Java; in most 
cases fanilies uere not even told that a _>ri s oner \Tas on the Buru list until 
after he had been transported . There was a brief period early in 1971 when 
letters could be exchanged lTith t hose on buru, but this then ended. The divorce 
rate amon.::; prisoners' wives is hiuh, after so many years .iorcetl separation, whi l e 
many \Ti ves have never officially been told that their husbands are on :Suru • 
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The most detai l ed publ ished account of Buru came from Bep Vuyk in Narch 
1971. Dra\ling on personal knouledge of Buru C).nd on her oun eJ:perience in 
detenti on duri ng the Japenese occupation , she came to relativel y favourabl e 
conc lusions about l i ving conditions in the three camps she saw . 

"Complex IV looks like one large test garden with nursery fields 
and fields ready for harvest . iiaize is grown , cassava, various 
variet i es of vegetables and beans . The one- year coffee plantation 
l ooks c ood, in another complex the first tobacco has been 
harvested, at the ooast .salines have been constructed, fishponds 
have been dug, into Fhich mudjair , a quick grouing fresh water 
fish was released. On a newly constructed sa1-1a a man works with 
a motor plough •• • • There are four of these small motor ploughs , 
he tells us, but they are frequently broken and one has to wait 
for spare parts from Java . It i s preferable to plough with cattle , 
Balinesian cous being used . " 

"In the centre of this complex is a large open field to uhich l ead 
five roads . Along these roads the fami l y houses will be bui l t . 
\Tork has started on t he first two . This field will become the 
centre, where there wi l l be an office , a Catho l ic and a Pr otest ant 
church , the places havinc been a lready a llocated. The mesjid 
(mosque) is nearly finished - an atap roof and half open wooden 
walls . Here a primary and secondary school will be bui l t . " 

Detainees selected for ~uru are under 45 and in good heal th; (the aver­
a ge life expectancy in Indonesia is 47). It is planned tha t each camp wi l l 
have an out- pa tient clinic , run by doctors and nurses assigned by the Ministry 
of Health and assisted by detainees . Set a gainst Indonesia ' s national shortage 
of doctors (6 , 000 for the 110 million popula t i on), and the doctors ' own reluc­
tance to work in such a remote place, thi s seems an unrealist scheme . Despite 
valuable help from the churches and the Red Cross, there is an acute shortage 
of drugs and medical equipment . 1Lnti - biotics , anti - malarial drugs and 
vitami ns are urgently needed; a proportion of the detainees suffer from eye 
diseases - perhaps the effect oI long det ention and malnutrition . 

Tieligious and politica l teaching forms a regular part of the detainees ' 
life; they are encouraged to follow a particular faith and Is l amic , Protestant 
and Roman Catholic places of \Ior ship were among t he first buildings to be 
erected . The political philosophy underlying this spiritual training is 
reflected in one Indones ian journalist' s comment :_ 1It is hoped that after a 
span of time the men will again become loyal citizens of the Republic and __ aban­
don their I1arxist i deas ••• or any intention of anti- Indonesian activities •. 
In the first year 1 , 300 detainees uere baptised into the Protestant and Roman 
Catholic f aiths . 

The Buru scheme is the direct responsibility of th e Attorney General , 
General Sugih Arto . He maintains tha t all det a inees on the island have been 
PKI (Communist Party) cadre s . In practice , many \lere members not of the PICI 
but of the mass cultura l , youth, and trad e union movements affili a ted to the 
Communist Party, which claimed a combined membership of 17 million - many of 
\Thom were not convinced Iiarxist s . Visitors have comment ed on the youth of 
some detainees, pointing out t hat men of 22 in 1970 can only have been 17 when 
they were arrested. · One young man told visiting journalists tha t he had been 
arrested s imply because he had played football in a left-wine student team on 
30th September, 1965 . 

A substa11tial proportion of the de t aine es are writ ers , teachers , lauyers, 
or s cientists , who have lived an urban life, have no experi ence of manual \Tork 
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and , in any case , are trained in skills which fe\·! countri es can afford to 
waste . For them , this hard a~ricultural labour and total absence of books 
( exce.'..)t reli&i ous uorks) , ne1:r~~)apcrs or ev ~n pen and paper , are very particu­
lar hardshi ps . In Septen:ibe:;:- 1971, the Attorney General wac asked by foreign 
journalists if .J.. r ar.uudyu _nantn. ~ur , the f a1.1ous Indonesi.::m au tho:c , uas allm.·red 
to ·;rite . 1_e :.:-eplied: ' Oh yes , but he l1as no pencil and paper yet '. 

During 1969 ~nc1. 1970 , Indonesian offici2.ls uere adamant that the Buru 
settlement was permunent , thc. t r :iJ ' detainees '\·TOulC. never be re leased and 
that thi s w~s thus their only opportunity to ' make lives like those of other 
peopl e 1 • nut immediately after the 1971 elections t 1.10 senior ~inisters '\·1ent 
on record. as sayinG t .• at this policy mi~ht be ievie1 rnd i n 1972 or 1973 , and 
' B ' detainees could t uen be re- classifiet into 1 c 1 , and released, or into 
'L', to be tried . 

In the past , Indonesi<:t.n arGUfJents in favour of Buru have str essed two 
points : that Indonesia is an under-develope~ countr y and normal l ivi ng condi­
tions for a l l but t:1e elite are usually frubal and sometimes harsh ; that the 
problem of Javanese populat i on density (70~ of the populati on occupy 7~ of 
the total land area) is so acute tha t resettlement on the outer is l ands is 

, 

the only realistic ansuer . . hile both are true , neither takes into account 
that the ~etainees on £uru are not voluntary settlers , cannot leave the isl and , 
and are sent there as 1poli tical undesirables r. i 1hc scheme is ·thus not one 
of eenuine resett lement but of indefinit e penal exile for individuals whose 
offence was to sup ort the Communist Party , or its affiliate£ , at a ti1:ie uhen 
it was a lec~l political party holclint; 257~ of the s eat s in Parliament . The 
Attorney General expressed the situation ~raphical ly to foreign diplomats in 
Januc.::.:y 1971: ' ue consider that it is dangerou s to allow them (the Duru 
detainees) to return to the community; they are still like ~ thorn i n our 
flesh r. 

Suggested !lction 

.. r ite to: Gener al Sugih .lrto , the Attor ney General 
Kedjaksaan , 
Kebajoran Baru , Djal ... arta • 

.ask that your prisoner 1 s case be revie\red and re- classified as 

ii.dam Iialik , the Foreign ilinister 
Depa rtmen Luar Negri (Deparlu ) , 
Djalan aman ;edjambon 6 , Djakarta. 

' C' Category . 

Your adopted prisoner '.rempad :Penmanfaatan (Tapol ) , 
?ulao Buru , Indonesia . 

*Background to Detention 

On 30th September , 1965 , a left- wing coup l1as attempted in Djakarta 
and six prominent fSGnerals \!ere murdered . The army took pouer and ordered 
a total purge of all PKI officials; this rapidly became a wave of popular 
revanchism in which severa l hundred thousand a lleged communists uere killed 
in Java, Bali and Sumatra , and ')erhaps tuo hunclrcd thousand more arrested . 
At least 70 , 000 remain in cletention . The PKI was banned . 

The Government has no~ decided to release over half the detainees -
those regarded as no loncer beinv active communists, and classified bJ the 
Army as Category 1 C'. Detainees in 1 B1 Cateaory (perhaps 15 , 000) are to 
remain indefinitely in detention , 1hile those bel ieved to have been F~I 
leaders before 1965 (5 , 000) 1rill ·be brought to court and tried . 




