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1. Australian Volunteers International

Australian Volunteers International is Australia’s largest and most experienced international volunteer
sending agency. It grew out of the Volunteer Graduate Scheme to Indonesia, was named the Overseas
Service Bureau in the 1960s and re-named Australian Volunteers International in 1999. Since 1951,
more than 6000 assignments have been completed by Australian volunteers; these have beenin a
broad range of countries, but the majority have been in the Asia-Pacific region. Australian Volunteers
International has enjoyed bipartisan support and has received financial support from the Australian

Government since the 1960s.

Most volunteer assignments are for 2 years and fill a variety of positions across a wide range of
occupational sectors, including education and training, health, agriculture, social work, in,formation.
technology, documentation and management. They work for central governments, local governments
and in civil society. All volunteers are placed in response to specific requests from host employers
who, in various ways, take responsibility for the volunteers and manage their presence and
contribution. In this way, there are safeguards that volunteers are only placed where they will be
welcomed and their skills utilised as planned. Volunteers include people who are in mid-career and

retirees as well as those who are relatively recently qualified.

The two key components of the Australian Volunteers International purpose are to:

s provide long-term, culturally sensitive and effective technical assistance which builds lasting
relationships with developing countries and knowledge about Australia

e facilitate the integration into Australian culture and life of the cross-cultural experience and

understanding gained by its 6000 program participants.

2.  Australian Volunteers International in Indonesia

For more than 50 years, Australian Volunteers International has maintained a unique and visible
Australian presence in Indonesia. The program has always been based on responding to Indonesian
requests for cooperation. It continues to play an important role in strengthening people to people
relationships while producing significant outcomes in human resource development and capacity

building in both government and non-government settings at all levels of Indonesian society.

Let me take this opportunity to express our deepest gratitude and sincere honour to

Australian Volunteers International for its dedication and commitment in providing the

qualified staff we currently need.
Professor Dr Azyumardi Azra (Rector, Syarif Hidayatulleh State Islamic University)
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The program enjoys significant support from the Government of Indonesia, with each volunteer and

every placement being endorsed at the highest level.

Approximately 360 Australians have lived and worked in a wide variety of sectors in many provinces
throughout the country. Australian Volunteers International’s program has played a significant role in
facilitating the development of people to people relationships, leading to ongoing links being

established in educational, cultural and commercial fields.

‘There’s a tradition of regarding volunteers as somehow part of our aid program. My
experience of over 30 years tells me that they re very much more than that. Certainly
we do hope that Australians who come to Indonesia or anywhere else as volunteers,
are able to help, to leave something behind, to show that they've made a difference.
But more than that, there’s no question that the volunteers take away at least as much
as they leave, and that Australia is a very significant beneficiary of that....That’s the
sort of linkage, the linkages between people beyond just the government, that not oniy
make a difference and always have, but increasingly will in the future as our two

societies progressively democratise. '
Australian Ambassador to Indonesia Mr Richard Smith, Jakarta, November 2001

3. International volunteering began in Indonesia

In 1950, at an international student conference (World University Service Assembly) held in Bombay,
India, the Australian delegation was challenged by the Indonesian delegation to take on board an
‘interesting idea. With the departure of the Dutch, and as a consequence of colonial educational policy,
independent Indonesia had a shortage of skilled people and graduates in many fields. Indonesia
would welcome an initiative whereby Australian university graduates came to Indonesia making their
expertise available. It was clear they wanted to avoid a repeat of the colonial experience whereby
whites would take on authority and prestige. The idea instead was for Australians to live alongside
and work alongside Indonesian colleagues, deliberately eschewing the barriers of expatriate life in |

favour of solidarity and thus allow genuine understanding and relationships to flourish.

The idea inspired a group of people at the University of Melbourne who developed the idea that they
would share their skills on the same rates of pay as their Indonesian colleagues, whilst learning more
intimately about the people and their lives. The late Prof. Herbert Feith was a2 member of the
committee to develop this idea and then became the first A_ustralian volunteer in 1951 when he sailed
to Jakarta to take up a position as a translator with Indonesia’s Ministry of Information. His
assignment marked the beginnings of Australia’s international volunteer program now known as
Australian Volunteers International. This was long before Western countries established their official

and unofficial volunteer programs. Indonesia was thus the birthplace of international volunteering.
' 2
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4. Significance of the program
The Indonesia program has remained a cornerstone of Australian Volunteers International. The
experiences of the first Australian volunteers in Indonesia have done mmuch to shape the organization’s

philosophy and style of operating in other areas as well. Indeed, their experience is reflected in the

organization’s Purpose:

Australian Volunteers International is committed to work towards a peaceful and just
world. It achieves this by providing opportunities for Australians to volunteer to live,
work and learn in partnership with people of other cultures. Volunteers contribute to

developing communities and bring a reciprocal benefit to Australia.

Furthermore, the volunteer program in Indonesia has added significance precisely because of the
nature of the Indonesia-Australia relationship. In large part, because it is a relationship between
neighbours, the relationship'is subject to a great deal of scrutiny. Over the last 50 years there have
been periods where the official relationship between the two countries has been tense and
problematic. Some of these have been shortlived, others have been more long lasting such as the
1963-65 period of Confrontation and in 1999-2000 over East Timor. Despite these difficulties there
is a vibrant people to people relationship which has continued and the program of Australian
Volunteers International has been instrumental in this. Many former volunteers, starting with Herb
Feith, went onto positions of significance in academia, government service, the corporate sector,
judiciary and the community sector where they have committed themselves to the relationship and

become significant interpreters of Indonesian developments to the Australian commumity.

“Many of the Australians who know Indonesia best are people who have gained their experience of
Indonesia through the AVI program”, commented Australian Ambassador, Mr Richard Smith when
launching the AVI Indonesia photo exhibition in Jakarta, November 2001. They have helped create a
significant constituency in Australia which is well informed about Indonesia and well disposed to the
people of Indonesia. Similarly Indonesians who have worked alongside Australian volunteers have

learnt that they do not fit the stereotypes as projected by media and politically motivated opinion

leaders.

Another reason for the significance of the Indonesid program for Australian Volunteers International
is that the relationships it has engendered have stood the test of time. In November 2001, a photo
exhibition was held in Jakarta, which portrayed aspects of the first 50 year period of Australian
volunteers in Indonesia. The exhibition was opened by the Australian Ambassador and was attended
by Australian corporate representatives in Jakarta in addition to Indonesian NGO leaders, politicians

and significant numbers of senior civil servants all of whom had first hand knowledge of the program.
A
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It was remarkable how many Indonesians whose experience of the program was decades old made the

effort to attend the celebration.

The impact of the program in Indonesia, however, extends beyond the individuals involved and is
mediated through Indonesian communities and institutions. The launch of the exhibition was a further
demonstration of the program’s esteem both in government institutions and civil society. The
exhibition was also shown in Melbourne where it was opened by the Indonesian Charge d’ Affaires in
Australia, Mr Imron Cotan. In attendance were volunteers frdm each of the last five decades all of

whom have maintained professional as well as personal ties to Indonesia.

Paradoxically, it could be precisely because of the tough times in the relationship that the impact of
the volunteer program has been so great. When there is tension, when there is instability or insecurity
in Indonesian social life and when a seemingly hostile spotlight is turned on the presence of foreigners
- in this case Australians - the fact that they have tended not to take flight and return home, but to take
counsel from Indonesian colleagues and neighbours and to be there with them through the tough

times, has deepened these relationships quite intensely.

At the time of the Bali bombing, there were 25 volunteers in various parts of Indonesia. Despite
frequent and well publicized Travel Advisories issued by the Department of Foreign Affairs and
Trade, and despite volunteers knowing they had organisationai support if they wanted to return to
Australia because of security concems, they elected to stay in country. Volunteers reported high
Jevels of support being offered by Indonesian colleagues and also documented a widely held sense of
dismay and shame amongst Indonesians. As one current volunteer wrote two days after the bombing:

For Indonesians, this has been devastating. The first message bf sympathy and

regret I got from an Indonesian colleague here, a pious and caring Muslim, and

lecturer in Islamic humanities, read: “I deeply regret this, My country is

ruined.”

There was a strongly expressed feeling amongst volunteers of not wanting to abandon Indonesian

friends and colleagues at this time.

Australian Volunteers International is currently in discussion with a small Islamic group which

advocates for women’s rights regarding placing a volunteer with them. On the day after the bombing

we received this message from them:
I and all our staff condole with the Australians who became the victims of terrorist attack in

Bali. I hope that the accident will not make our relation become backward in the future. In

addition, that it will become the glue between your and our institutions to work toward a

peaceful world.
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5. Experienced staff

Australian Volunteers International staff working on the Indonesia program have extensive experience
and intimate knowledge of Indonesia, its people, language, culture and development concerns. The
team is led by Mr Peter Britton, a fluent Indonesian speaker who first visited Indonesia in 1968. He
lived and worked in Indonesia in 1971-72 and as an Australian volunteer in Jakarta in 1983-84. He
has designed, mahaged and directed projects in Southeast Asia, the Pacific and Africa. In Indonesia,

he maintains a wide network of contacts among senior Government officials, NGO leaders, academics

and intellectuals.

Mr Leon Jones is responsible for managing, monitoring and developing the program in Indonesia. A
former volunteer with long experience in Indonesia, he has advanced knowledge of Indonesian/Malay

and has worked on development projects in Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and Palestine.

Australian based staff are supported in Indonesia by Mr Irbel Budaya, Australian Volunteers
International’s Liaison Officer in Jakarta. He brings a wealth of private, public and community sector

experience to the work of liaising with central Government agencies.

6. Program responsive to changing requests and epportunities

Over the last 50 years the Australian Volunteer program in Indonesia has varied in its numbers,
geographical distribution within Indonesia and in the configuration of sectors and partnerships. These
changes over time have reflected programming opportunities and constraints as they have anisen,
reflecting locally identified need and trends. Australian Volunteers, approximately 350 of themn, have
lived and worked right across the archipelago in most provinces. They have been engaged in
education, health, agriculture, community development, environment and other sectoré. They have
worked in government departments and agencies, unive_rsitics, schools and other educational

institutions as well as national level and local level NGOs.

In the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, the majority of Australian Volunteers in Indonesia were involved in
education or training in both formal and non-formal contexts. In the early to mid 1980s, the volunteer
program was concentrated in national level NGOs. By the late 1980s, this NGO activity was

supplemented with the reemergence of placements as requested in a number of Government

Departments.

In the early 1990s, the program was able to expand and in this period there was some emphasis on
placements in English language training, particularly in the vocational training sector along with
secondary and tertiary institutes. The dominant trend, however, was an accentuation of placements

with Indonesian NGOs particularly smaller, local organisations in the Outer Islands.
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7. New Strategy in the post Suharto era

The post Suharto era brought a whole new set of circumstances, including an abrupt break in the
Australia-Indonesia relationship over East Timor. It became essential for A_ustralian Volunteers
International to undertake, in early 2000, a review of its program and to develop a new strategic
framework that took into account the changes taking place in Indonesia and the altered circumstances
of its relationship with Australia. As a result of this review which involved discussions with many

stakeholders in Indonesia and Australia, several broad directions were selected as guides to the future

development of the volunteer program.

71 Decentralisation

The first of these considerations relates to the laws determining a widescale decentralisation of |
government functions from central government departments in Jakarta to district level government.
There has been enormous public discourse on the costs and benefits of this devolution of pbwer, and
understandably large amounts of bureaucratic politicking to preserve and enhance areas of authority.
However, it has become clear that district level government will now be the level of government from
which services are delivered to the people. Assuch,itisa particﬁlariy useful context in which to
imagine Australian volunteers not only sharing their skills, but learning directly about the .
communities they inhabit and serve. Australians working in the public sectbr, especially at state and
local government level, and in the community sector have skills that are particularly relevant to efforts
to make the formulation of policy and delivery of services at district level more effective and
accountable. The initial responses to this approach have been very encouraging with several district

(kabupaten) governments requesting volunteers to be with them. We expect this to increase.

7.2 Indonesian NGOs
Another consideration related to the changes that had affected Indonesian NGOs. Over recent

decades Indonesian NGOs played a crucial role in empowering civil society and promoting a climate
for reform. For much of the New Order period the politics of opposition was not possible and
activists found in NGOs a useful arena for their work. With the changes to a more open political
environment many NGO leaders were able to move into mainstream political life as party members,
MPs, lobbyists or even Ministers. Larger national level NGOs experienced in the world of advocacy,

now had direct channels for influencing policy and have been able to continue their role as pacesetters

for change.

For NGOs involved in actually delivering programs and services, there have been other changes. Vast
increases in the amounts of funds available from foreign donors, particularly for democratisation
training, saw many established NGOs abandon their traditional activities of community development
and social service delivery. There was also a phenomenon of many new NGOs appearing so as to

make use of the contracting opportunities that had presented themselves. From AVI’s point of view,
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this now meant we recognised a need to be even more selective than we had been in the past ensuring
that organisations we worked with were actually driven by a values base, committed to wider

community development outcomes, rather than simply business opportunities.

7.3 Geographic considerations

- Historically, Australian Volunteers Interational’s program in Indonesia has been extremely
widespread across the archipelago. As a result of political and social unrest, security considerations
have made certain areas unsuitable for volunteer placement including Papua, Aceh, Maluku and parts
of Sulawesi. In the course of the review, it was also discovered that as a result of many Australian aid
activities being concentrated in the Eastern part of Indonesia, this had fuelled the growth of
misperceptions amongst Indonesians expressing doubts about Australia’s intentions. There was a
mischievous theory being put about by some well placed Indonesians that Australia wanted to see
Indonesia break up. To counteract these misperceptions and to demonstrate our bona fide intentions
about establishing worthwhile relationships, Australian Volunteers International has purposely sought

opportunities for cooperation in Western Indonesia, especially Sumatra and Java.

7.4 Indonesian Islam

The allegations in Indonesia that Australians would support separatism were closely linked to
assertions that Australians were anti-Islamic and more comfortable working in the East of the country
because that enabled work with predemoninantly Christian communities. It was easy to see how this
particular notion could have gained currency particularly with the heightened sense of fear and
mistrust in the current world situation. In both Australia and Indonesia, particularly in the media,
there is more currency in simplistic stereotypes borne of ignorance than in genuine knowledge,
sympathy or empathy. In an otherwise deep and multidimensional people-to-people rélationshjp there

remains a profound lack of information and understanding amongst Australians about Islam, in

general, and Islam in Indonesia.

This presented an opportunity where Australian volunteers working with Indonesian Muslims can
demonstrate that not all Australians share what is understandably seen as the Western phobia of Islam
and are genuinely interested in the values, philosophy and ways of life of their neighbours. Just as
importantly, the knowledge and understanding these Australians develop is crucially important as a
way of informing their own community and helping to combat the xenophobic attitudes that can thrive
here as easily as anywhere. Fortunately, Australian Volunteers International staff had long known

and been known to Islamic organisations and leaders »;fho were prepared to introduce the program to
organisations and institutions they thought would welcome Australian participation. We have every
expectation that this will be a growing component of our program of cooperation and an important

means by which we can add value to the Indonesia-Australia relationship.
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