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Abstract

The Australian media has often been considered a contributor to conflict in our country’s
relationship with Indonesia. Despite strong tensions surrounding the activities of Australian
journalists in the past, especially the 1980s, there are new opportunities in the post-Soeharto
era for the media to contribute towards healthy relations of understanding between Australia
and Indonesia. Differences over issues such as East Timor and people smugglers have been
impediments to bilateral relations, but there is a stronger collaborative spirit in the wake of the
October 12 Bali bombing. The increased emphasis on security after the bombing means that
journalists and others involved in information provision can play an important role in
reinforcing the current climate of cooperation. It will be important to ensure that Australian
government-funded services like Radio Australia and ABC Asia Pacific provide carefully
targeted programs that suit Indonesian target audiences. Study of Australia and Indonesia’s
news media indicate that, in general, both countries’ journalists show clear limitations in their
reporting of the other country. Greater emphasis on providing means for Indonesian
journalists to access Australian sources and vice versa would also help to overcome many of
the current limitations in the flows of news information between the two countries. Most
programs involving Australian journalists visiting Indonesia have been temporarily halted due
to current DFAT advice that Australians delay all non-essential travel. Such cross-country
visits have significant outcomes and, in the longer term, should be increased or at least
maintained at present levels. Efforts should be made to ensure that exchanges involve
Indonesian journalists from news organisations whose audiences include the military and

political parties.




Building Australia’s Relationship with Indonesia

Australia-Indonesia Media Relations

The activities of Australian journalists have on many occasions been considered a
contributing factor to disruptions and difficulties in relations between Australia and Indonesia.
One of the best-known examples is the uneasy relations between Australia and Indonesia that
followed the publication of David Jenkins’ 1986 ‘Soeharto billions’ story on the Sydney
Morning Herald’s front page. A range of Australian governmental institutions have poured
money and effort into improving the nature of the media relationship. Journalism
practitioners, educators and academics have also spent much time in researching the problem,
writing about it and designing training/educational programs to improve the quality of
Australia’s reporting about Indonesia and to a lesser degree, Indonesia’s reporting of
Australia. Unfortunately, much of the debate focuses on what Australian journalists should or
should not have said, rather than issues of ‘relationships’. This submission is aimed at

dissecting several key elements of the relationship and their political context.

It is fitting that the Joint Standing Committee’s inquiry into Australia and Indonesia’s
relationship comes at this time, when the tragedy of the Bali bombing leaves open new
possibilities for developing the relationship. With heightened emphasis on information
accompanying an increased focus on security in both countries, the media could conceivably

play an important role in this.

Australian Coverage of Indonesia

In a 1997 article on ‘Australia-Indonesia Media Relations’ in Media & Culture Review, |
identified several factors that led to weaknesses in Australian reporting of Indonesia. My
research found that inaccurate or incomplete reporting arose because of:

e The requirement of Australian correspondents to “hit the ground running” on arrival in
Indonesia, starting to file stories from the moment they arrive, without time for settling in
and orientation.

e The lack of support in most newsrooms for time, training or study programs in Indonesian
language, history and culture. Most journalists who undertake language or other study do

so in their own time, at their own initiative and at their own expense. Some journalists
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even encounter difficulties in attaining sufficient time off work to attend programs that
come at no expense to their news organisation, such as the Australia-Indonesia Institute’s
cultural exchange programs for journalists.

® Australian journalists’ unfamiliarity with the Indonesian source culture. Many sources in
Indonesian business, politics and bureaucracy may take weeks or months to respond to
calls from journalists, if they respond at all, in contrast to their Australian counterparts
who might reply in minutes or hours. Combined with the pressures of tight Australian
newsroom deadlines, this meant that journalists were more likely to file stories that were
incomplete than they might at home.

e Reliance on other correspondents and easily accessible range of western or westernised
news sources for information and analysis. This limits the range of issues and views being

reported.

Such problems persist since I wrote the article in 1997. However, with the increase in
business and cultural links between Australia and Indonesia in the 1990s, journalists are
covering a broader range of issues — at least in the ‘quality’ press — in recognition of the

greater economic and social interest that Australians have in the country.

It should also be remembered that throughout the 1990s and early 21* century, there have
been less than a dozen Australian journalists on fixed postings (ie one year or longer) in
Indonesia at any one time. With such a small pool of Australian journalists based in-country,
the positive or negative actions of any one can have a disproportionate impact on the overall
image of Australian journalism and the quality/range of information coming into Australia

about Indonesia.

Indonesian Responses to Australian Journalism

Indonesian criticism of Australian journalists built in intensity from the time of Indonesia’s
occupation in East Timor in 1975 to hit a peak into the 1980s. David Jenkins joked in the mid-
1980s that so many foreign journalists were summoned to Indonesia’s Department of
Information to be cautioned or rebuked at the time that they almost wore a groove in the office
stairway. For a total of six years in that decade, all Australian applications for foreign

correspondents’ visas were rejected. When Australian journalists were permitted back into the
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country after 1991, they were acutely aware of this and of the range of issues that were likely
to disturb the sensibilities of Indonesian officials and what kinds of stories were most likely to
have their stories revoked. In a series of interviews with Jakarta-based Australian
correspondents in the mid-1990s, I found that the correspondents used far less of the brash,
forthright language than Australian journalists generally do in covering domestic news. They
consciously and scrupulously avoided blunt, confrontational words and phrases when writing
about sensitive topics. Critical stories also tended to focus more on issues, rather than the
individuals behind them. Correspondents attempted to avoid any appearance of direct attack or
criticism of prominent figures, most especially the then president, Soeharto, his family and his

associates.

Indonesian government reprimands of Australian and other Western correspondents strongly
corresponded with times of domestic political tension. However, the Indonesian Government is
believed to have castigated Australian journalists more than correspondents as a symbol of its
rejection of Western criticism in general. Indonesia's Foreign Minister claimed in the 1980s that
critical stories published in Australia were more likely to cause offence than equivalent stories
printed in the US, because Australia was closer. Geographic proximity means that Australia
reports far more news about Indonesia than the US or Europe do; overall, complaints that
Indonesia makes about Australia’s reporting echo those of South American countries about
reportage from the US, or that African nations make about reportage from the UK and Europe.
More coverage means more critical stories that may offend Indonesian officials. Even more to
the point, Australia’s aid, trade and investment contribution to Indonesia was minuscule in the
1980s compared to that of the US. It was economically pragmatic for Indonesian officials to
express indignation with Australian journalists rather than their American counterparts. With
improvements in Australian-Indonesian trade and social relations in the 1990s, there was a

corresponding improvement in attitudes towards Australian journalists.

The strains which have arisen around the activities of Australian correspondents in Indonesia
have often resulted from differences between Australia and Indonesia in understandings about
the roles of journalists and governments in general. Australian journalists are generally
socialised to believe that ideally (i) the government/bureaucracy should be open to public
scrutiny, (i) journalists have ‘watchdog’ role in critiquing and correcting
government/bureaucracy, thus acting as the so-called Fourth Estate of government, and (iii)
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that government/bureaucracy should be responsive to public opinion, as expressed through the
media and other channels. By contrast, during the Soeharto era, Indonesian journalists were
told that a watchdog function was inappropriate. Journalists were encouraged to support
government policy for the sake of national development and to show respect for the self-
styled ‘Father of Development’, Soeharto, and his bureaucrats. Lectures and addresses were
delivered to Australian journalists to ‘explain’ that Indonesian ‘culture’ was different, and that
Australian-style trenchant criticism was not acceptable of father-like political leaders, who
were more accustomed to deference. Australian journalists were encouraged to respect these
cultures by moderating their expression, taking care in reporting sensitive topics and showing

appropriate respect.

My ethnographic and survey research in Indonesian newsrooms indicates that are several key

problems with this line of argument.

e Relatively few of the Indonesians who believe Australian reportage about Indonesia has
been objectionable ever read Australian newspapers or media reports. Critics are often
told — second- or third-hand — that offensive things had been said about “Indonesia”.

e Australian journalists’ criticism of a particular individual, policy or action is often
conflated as being a criticism of the whole nation. This problems is exacerbated because,
(i) as discussed above, most Indonesians probably did not read/hear the original report,
and (ii) Australian journalists sometimes refer to individual political leaders as if they
were countries (eg saying “Jakarta says...” or “Indonesia has decided to...”, when in fact
an individual minister, military figure or the president is responsible for the words or
actions).

e Australian cultures are dismissed as unimportant. During the Soeharto era, Australian
journalists may have been comparatively ‘rough’ in discussing the Indonesian government
compared to the way in which Indonesians discussed domestic politics. However, in
context, in the past decade, it has been rare to see the Indonesian president discussed in
the kinds of terms that newspapers regularly used to discuss John Howard (eg Howard
was described with words such as weak, stupid, misguided and ineffectual, while it would
be unusual to see such language directed towards Soeharto, his family or his associates).
Australian reportage of coverage of Indonesia has not been more insensitive or inaccurate
than coverage of other home affairs or of any other countries.

e Indonesian cultures are misrepresented. During the Soecharto era, the definition of
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‘authentic’ Indonesian culture conveniently matched the political rhetoric of the New
Order government and protected it from criticism; the government’s definition of
Indonesian culture was not necessarily an accurate representation of the hundreds of
ethnic groups living across the archipelago. In survey I conducted with 65 Indonesian
journalists in 1996-1998, 80% expressed extreme dissatisfaction with the way in which
the Soeharto government suppressed journalistic freedom under the guise of ‘Indonesian
culture’. Most felt that the ‘culture’ of respect for father figures was a ‘political culture’
imposed by Indonesia’s leadership rather than a ‘social culture’ that sprang naturally from
their own communities.

Respect does not mean censorship. There is much evidence to indicate that until the
collapse of the economy in 1997-98, Indonesians generally agreed that Soeharto was
entitled to respect, even when he showed signs of fault, because of his contribution to
national development. This did not mean that criticism was impossible, but that balance —
a view of both positive and negative sides of the case — was needed when criticism was to
be made. There have indeed been cases of Australian reporting of Indonesia that have
genuinely been insensitive, bellicose, inaccurate, unbalanced or sensationalist. Some
Australian journalists have correctly been censured for such faults, but others have been
censured despite well-established reputations for balance and sensitivity in their writing.
Political culture is not static. The sensitivity that the Indonesian government and military
showed to Australian media criticism in the 1980s dropped markedly during the 1990s.
Foreign correspondents noted that restrictions on their activities decreased and journalists’
visas became easier to acquire. The Australian media had notably more freedom to report
critically than the local media, with the business press generally having the most freedom
of all. From about 1991 onwards, it appeared that key figures within the Soeharto
government became reconciled with a view that since few Indonesians read foreign
newspapers, it was politically pragmatic to allow the foreign media more freedom to
report critically than the local media. It was seen as particularly important that the
business community had access to information, thus explaining the freedoms allowed to
the business press. With the collapse of the Indonesian economy in late 1997 and early
1998, the local news media subsequently attained the freedoms enjoyed by the foreign
media.

Indonesians were also ‘culturally inappropriate’. Questions of whether Australian

journalists’ reporting style was ‘culturally appropriate’ neglects the fact that the same
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attacks that were directed at critical Australian journalists were also thrown at critical
Indonesian journalists. During the Soeharto era, literally hundreds of local journalists saw
their media organisations shut down because the government found them too critical for
comfort. Individuals who critiqued their government too strongly were often accused of
‘wearing foreign glasses’ or being influenced by foreign ideologies, a political caveat with

the same kind of menace as being dubbed un-American during the McCarthy era.

In summary, the real issue for local and foreign journalists in covering sensitive issues during
Soeharto’s New Order was usually not one of whether they could write ‘culturally
appropriate’ criticisms, but one of whether the critical issue was sufficiently important that

they should risk having their news organisations shut down or their visas revoked.

With crumbling of the New Order system in 1998, and Soeharto’s resignation in May that
year, the deregulated media environment allowed local, Australian and other foreign
journalists greater latitude in their reporting. Since freedom of the press to identify and
criticise government faults is seen as an important part of the move to reform, fight corruption
and build democracy, Australian journalists have been free to travel through the country and
have faced no substantial opposition to their reporting, except in some conflict areas — such as
like East Timor, Aceh and Irian Jaya/West Papua. In March 2002, when the Indonesian
authorities’ refusal to renew the foreign correspondents’ visa of Fairfax Newspapers’ Lindsay
Murdoch, concerns were raised that there would be a renewal of Soeharto-era pressures on
foreign correspondents. The visa decision was viewed by many as ‘punishment for Murdoch’s
coverage of alleged human rights abuses by the Indonesian military. Overall, however, the
assessment is that outside of the conflict areas mentioned above, successive post-Soeharto

governments have been positive in their dealings with the Australian and other foreign media.

In both the pre- and post-Soeharto era, Indonesians in government, journalism and general
society appear to generally believe that Australian reportage about Indonesia is predominantly
critical. During the Soeharto era, it was commonly assumed that it was objectionably so.
Given the inability of the domestic media to express views that deviated very far from official
viewpoints, it was often assumed that these apparently objectionable views were the
perspectives of the Australian government or the whole Australian people. Even in the post-
Soeharto era, staff in government-affiliated news organisations like the Antara wire service,
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Radio Republik Indonesia (RRI) and Televisi Republic Indonesia (TVRI) are experiencing
difficulty in separating themselves from the culture of supporting government policy. In
general, however, Indonesians are now more accustomed to the concept of the media’s
editorial independence from government. This has weakened (although not eradicated)
assumptions that news from Radio Australia, ABC Asia Pacific or even the Sydney Morning

Herald necessarily reflect Australian government or community views.

Specific mention of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation is worthwhile, since the network
has been the subject of particular Indonesian government scrutiny since the 1970s. Radio
Australia was significant for three reasons. Firstly, too the Indonesian government, Radio
Australia was unlike local media organisations, which until 1999 could be shut down by
revoking their licenses to operate, and unlike foreign newspapers, which could be banned from
Indonesia. The highly popular Radio Australia could not be stopped without jamming the signal,
which would have been costly and ineffective. Secondly, with relatively low distribution of
newspapers and magazines across the archipelago, radio has been the most significant post-
WWII media of news and entertainment. Thirdly, Radio Australia’s services had large
Indonesian audiences until the 1990s, when large numbers of commercial radio and television
stations were established, providing considerable competition for the scratchy shortwave
broadcasts from Australia. Fourthly, there was (and remains) some resistance in government and
military circles to the concept that the Australian Government cannot influence the ABC’s
editorial content, since it was believed that government funding necessarily meant government
influence. However, even government officials who have criticised Radio Australia have also
recognised the importance of its contribution as an information provider. This is the reason why,
despite their criticism of Radio Australia over the years, the Indonesian authorities greeted
suggestions in the late 1990s that Radio Australia’s services would be scaled back as a sign of

Australia’s diminishing interest in the country and the region.

With the increasing influence of television in Indonesia and the continuing significance of radio,
it becomes important for Australia to ensure that both its international radio and television
broadcasts are meaningful to Indonesian audiences, who now have a multiplicity of choices and
competitors for their attention. The commencement of ABC Asia Pacific services in December
2001 has primarily been seen as a positive move, although only limited numbers of people
(600,000 in a country of more than 200 million) with cable or satellite access in centres like
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