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SITUATION OF INDONESIAN PRISONERS 

Amnesty views with grave concern the Indonesi an Government ' s 
continued r es t r iction of pol itica l opponents , many of whom are now 
i n their fifth y ear of detention uithout trial in conditions far 
be l ow any subsistence l evel for long term imprisonment . In October 
1969 the official figure was given as 116 , 000 under r estriction ; 
uno f f i c i al estimates in Djakarta are higher and arrests of 
"c ommunists " a r e sti l l regularly r eported in Java . The Government 
has now announced proposals for the release of 26 , 000 detainees , 
but even when these h ave been implemented at least 90 , 000 wi l l 
r emain in indefinite r es triction . 

Background to Detentions 

The prisoners are said to have taken part in the attempt ed 
coup of the 30th September 1965 when a group of Army officers 
murder ed six prominent general s; although many members of the 
group had communist links , it s exact r e lationship with the 
Indonesian Communist Party (PKI) r emains obscure . The Army broke 
the coup attempt , assumed power , ordered a purge of PKI official s , 
and initiated, or at least permitted , a wave of mass ki l ling which 
rapidly spread through Java , Sumatra and Bali . Perhap s 300 , 000 , 
perhaps 500 , 000 and perhaps even more a lleged communists died , and 
well over 200 , 000 were arrested . The motives behind this massacre 
appear to have been a combination of traditional prejudices -
I slamic hostility to communism ; anti - Chinese f eeling hei ghtened 
by PKI links with Peking - and r eaction to current inflation, l and 
hunge r and gener al economic disruption . 

Although it ha s never been proved that the coup attempt was 
organised by the PKI, this as3umption has been the official 
justification for the e limination of the Party; until its pro
scription in 1966, it had been a major influence in the Sukarno 
Gove rnment, claiming a memb ership of thr ee million and additional 
support of seventeen million through youth , trade union and 
cultural organisations . Indonesi a ' s popul ation is esti mated at 
120 , 000 , 000 . 

In the l ast four years some thousands of prisoners have been 
released, often on espousa l of a r e ligious faith , some h ave died , 
but the ma jority have r emained in detention in camps and prisons 
throughout Java and Suma tra . In addition there h ave been many new 
arrests . By the end of 1969 f ewe r than 200 people had been brought 
to court and tried; they had been charged with attempting to 
overthrow the Gove rnment , and sentenced to death - as in the case 
of Dr . Subandrio , the former Foreign Minister - or to long prison 
terms . Apart from these none of the prisoners have been charged 
or brought before a court . Legal access is almost neve r a llowed . 

Classification of Prisoners and Numbers* 

The prisoners have been divide d into three Categories on the 
wholly arbitr ary basis of their alleged "involvement" in the coup 
attempt : this division equa tes with the believed degree of their 
communist activities or a f filiation . In practical t erms this 
procedure was often a r andom division carried out by the Army a t a 
time when denunciation of communists was seen as a means of 
demonstrating loyalty t o the Gove rnment . Ca t egory ' A', some 5 , 000 
prisoners, is for those said to have had knowledge of the coup 
plan; in practice they are the more prominent PKI officials and 
members; these pri soners will bo detained until they are brought to 
trial at some future and indefinite date . Ca tegory ' B' contains at 
l east 10 , 000 de tainees *, for whom the Government admits it has no 
direct evidence of their implication in the coup attempt ; they 
will be indefinite ly detained , though not tri ed . Category ' C' , the 

*SEE NOTE ON FIGURES ON PAGE 6 



I • 4 

l argest group, officially comprises at l east 26 , 000 prisoners 
(the actua l figure is almost c ertainly much greater) for whom 
there is no evidence to connect them with the coup attempt , and 
who were only ordinary members of the PKI or peripherally 
connected with it , a r e due to be released without facing judicial 
proceedings. An additional group of 27 , 000 a waits c l a ssification, 
while anothe r 47 , 000 are unde r a looser form of restriction 
described official l y a s house arrest . No relea se date h as been 
set for either . Although the fate of a pri soner depends on his 
Category , prisoners ~d families are r arely t old into which 
Category a prisoner has b een placed. The figures ar e approxima t e 
since Government statistics are frequently in contradiction with 
figures from r egional authorit i es . 

A Typical Caso 

The c ase of Mr . S . is typic a l of many and will illustrate the 
position of prisoners and their f amilies . He wa s a university 
l ecturer until October 1965 when he wa s arrested, probably beca4 
he had be en a memb er of the Indone sian Scholars Association, a 
communist-aligned organis.J.tion ; he also sympathised with Lekra, 
the communist-affili a t ed cultura l organisation. He was not a 
memb er of Lekra or of the PKI . He is a Muslim . His wif e has now 
lost her job partly because h er husband is a prisoner and partly 
because she herself had applied for - but not ye t been given -
membership of L~kra in September 1965. Ther e are two children. 
Mrs. S . knows which prison he r husband is in , and that he is in 
Ca t egory ' C' ; this means she is in a more fortunate position than 
most wives . Until February 1969 she could s ee him for 15 minutes 
each month , s inc e then she has h eard nothing of him. She knows 
that his foo d i s inadequat e , ~nd that he ne eds extra f ood which 
she is permitted to de liver, but the prison is 25 kilometres from 
Djakarta , transport i s bad and sh0 has not the monGy to buy f ood . 
No l ett0rs are a llowed . Prisoners arc forbidden pencil and paper 
and can rec eive specifica lly r~ ligious books only . Mr . S . has 
pre sumably b een interrogated , he h~s not been chQr ged, he has no 
l awyer b ecause there is nothing ~ l awyer could do, and he ha s no. 
been detained for four years . 

Prison Conditions 

Little is known o.bout conditions of imprisonment; officials 
acknowledge they a r e bad , and in the context of the Indonesian 
0conomy r eports of a tota l absence of a dequa t e f acilities, of 
diseas~ and l ack of doc tors or drugs aro easy t o be lieve . Food 
has been scarce ~t a ll times; in 1966 prison comma nders in some 
regions were r eported to h~ve shot prisoners whom they could not 
fe ed . In May 1969 , the Pri son DepQrtment announc ed heavy debts, 
and cut the per capit~ a llowance for f ood by ho.lf; r a tions in 
some crunps seem in any case often to have been nomina l . Little i s 
known of medical arrangements , of the incidence of serious disease , 
or of the death r:ite .:illlong pri soners . ··Jhc ther from ineff iciency 
or policy, famili es may not know of a prison0r ' s death f or months 
or y ears . Conditions and treatment vary from place to place , and 
brutality s eems to depend on the cha r acter of the loca l commandant 
r a the r than on any c ommon practice . The detainees a r e the 
r esponsibility of the Attorney- Gener al ' s Department a nd the camps 
are run by the Army; corruption is said to be 0ndemic in many 
pa rts of the military a d.ministra tion . Access by r ec ognised . 
inte rnational organisations such as the Red Cross h as at no time 
been ullowed . Aid to prisoners can find very limited access 
through Christian church workers , but these are a n a lien element 
in a Muslim country , Qnd ca n visit only a small number of camps . 
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Government Policy on Re l ease 

Al though screening of Government employees, a rrests of 
suspe?ted c?mmunists and occasiona l killings appear t o continue , 
espe c i ally i n Ea st and Ccntr2l Java , a nd ~lthough military l eaders 
remain opposed t o measures of liber a lisation , the Indon esian 
Government h a s decided in principle that ~ s~ction of the 
"Gestapu/PKI" prisoners (those arr0st0d in 1965/6) wi l l be released . 
Concern f e l t in many countries about the prisoners h a s in the past 
been pub l icly dismissed as communist agitati on , but there is now 
a growing realisati on thJt some policy must be evolved acceptab l e 
both to the Army in t e rms of security and to the outsi de worl d i n 
terms of humo.nity . Until rec 0nt l y c oncern f or prisoners has been 
s een as politic~l sympathy f or th8 Communist Party, and few 
I ndonesi ans h ave been willing to tako the politi cal ri sk of 
a r gui ng f or basic lega l and materia l provi s ions for t he detainees . 
This climate has to s ome extent s oft ened and the libera l press 
now f ee ls abl e t o initia t e public discussion of the prisoners ' 
situati on . For advocates of a gener a l amnesty the e ssenti a l 
problem is how more than 100 , 000 peopl e , most of whom have been 
h e ld in strict de t ention in oft e n appalling conditions over f our 
years , c a n be r eab s orbed i nto a s ocie ty m2ny s 0ctions of which 
participate d in the massacre of their p ol i tica l colleagues i n 1965 , 
ben efitting from the appropriation of their jobs and prop erty , a 
society which has been consistently encourage d by r e ligious l eader s , 
by the A:rmy and by the Gov0rnment to r egard a l l prisoners as 
communists and a ll communists as na tura l enemie s . 

The a rgum0nts adv~nced against general r e l ease of prisoners 
stress the risks of a communist r eviva l which could undermine the 
country ' s tenuous politica l stability; the administrati ve 
difficultie s inhe r ent in screening prisoner s for r e l ease f or an 
ov erworked judicia ry alreo.dy unable to dec.l with its normn.l l ega l 
work (only 51% of Indonesi a n judge s a r e fully trained) ; the need 
f or national effort to be spent on ess~ntial ec onomic deve lopment 
r a the r than on political prisoners , ~nd the physical risk t o the 
prisoners of r e turning to hostile c ommunities . 

Officic.l attitudes ho.ve up to now active ly discouraged any 
rehabilita tion of prisoners . One prominent f eatur e of the way in 
which r e l eased prisoners hav8 b een ostr ~cised has b een the practice 
wher eby applicants for regul~r or skilled j obs and~ven r e sidents 
p crmi ts in s om e a roas ) , must show a police certificat e tha t they 
were not ' involved ' in the 1965 coup attempt . The procedure f or 
obtaining a certificate is a complex one liabl e t o l end itse lf to 
corruption since at l east four differen t civil and police 
signaturus must be obta ined . These certificates a r e automatic ally 
r efus ed in the cases of ux-pri$oners , the wido1vs and children of 
thos0 killed in 1965 , and , fr0quently , the near r e l a tives of those 
in detention at the present tim~ . Although the Government has on 
occasion disassociated itself from thi s pr~ctice , it seems t o b e 
ve r y gen er a l throughout most of the country . Not only doos this 
l end encouragcm~nt to loca l pre judice against ex- prisoners , but 
it creates a situation in which a r e l eased prisoner , r e j ected by 
family and ne i ghbours , may n .. itura lly gr avita t e towards clandestine 
p olitica l circles whore he bvlieves he wi l l be treated 3.S an 
individu a l and not as an outcast . The Qbolition of ' certificates 
of non- involvement ' as t hey are callod , would r Gduc e both f ears for 
released p risoners ' saf e ty a nd a l s o Government f ear s that ex 
prisonors will only swell the r anks of the under ground PKI . This 
is therefore an cssontia l prerequisit~ for any gvner nl amnesty . 

The r e l ease and r ohabilita tion of prisoners thus presents the 
Governm0nt with the need to make eff ective at a loca l l eve l a t ot a l 
change in a ttitude towards the pri s oners , hith8rto r egarded as 
pariahs . This pr0sents substanti a l administrative difficulties . 
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Indone sia is an oxtremol y underdeveloped country, de spite its 
consider able na tura l r e source s . The traditiona lly haphazard 
administra tion wa s further weakened by the condition of chronic 
economic decline l·vhich marked the closing years of Suk3.rno' s 
Pre sidency. This, combined with spira lling inf l a tion, h a s meant 
that at both loca l and nationa l l eve l s the civil s e rvice and the 
l ega l system ar e marked by in~fficiency and corr uption , effective 
power h a s move d from the civilian authoritie s to the Army, and no 
r eliabl0 chain of command ha s existed from the centre to the 
r egions . 

The policy announced by the Attorney - Gener a l on the 2nd 
Octobe r ha s throe heads . Cat egory 'A' prisoners will still be 
de t a ined for eventua l trial; Ca t egory ' B' pri s oners will be 
r e s ettled , still without any 10gul r evi ew of their cases , as 
agricultural l abourers in the economic ally b ackward areas of the 
Rvpublic; Ca t egory 'C' prisoners will in principle be released~ 
signature of a written sta t ement of loyalty to the present poli~al 
system; r eligious instruction will be provided. The Attorney
Gener a l stnt ed tha t the first 26 , 000 would be r e l eas ed b efore the 
end of 1969 . Prisoners r emaining in de t ention will , it seems , be 
used as a cheap l abour pool for gove r nment proj ects . 

Buru Re s ettlement Proj ect 

The r e s ettlement of ' B' Ca t egory det ainees has already begun; 
in August 1969 the firs t 2 , 500 wer e taken to Buru , an under
popula t ed island in the Moluccas, 3. thousand miles from Java . 
Further groups of 2 , 500 will be transporte d over the next three 
years making a long-term tota l of 10,000 . The maj ority (over 70%) 
3.I'e J avane s e . 

Even in officia l circle s t he s cheme is controversia l; it is 
known th3.t s enior officia l s in the Attorney-Gener~l's Department , 
which wa s r usponsible for th8 preliminar y surveys , opposed the 
choice of Buru on climatic and topogr~phical grounds . The isl~ 
is densely forested a t the interior with 0xtensive , and allegedl'Y' 
ma l aria l, swamps on the coa st . It is l nr ge ly uncultiva t ed; sago 
forms the indi genous food , and rice (the J avanese staple food) is 
not grown. Agricultura l imple ments, medicines, s eed, and othe r 
nec 0ssitie s must be imported by boat, but communica tion with J ava 
and even Ambon is irregular and expensiv0 . 

From officia l s t a t ements a nd from r eports of a r ecent (December 
1969) visit by journalists t o the r e settlement a r ea , it is clear 
tha t eve n within the islJ..nd the prisone r s ar e denied freedom of 
move ment and r emain in s trict de t ention . Conditions ar e , h owever, 
probably s lightly better than in many prison camps on J avu . 

The r e s e t t l ement ur ea consists of 225 , 000 acre s of uncultiva t ed 
jungle of which some 1, 665 acre s hav0 been clear ed . Enrly in 1969 
it was extensive l y f lood8d. Each detaine~ ha s been a lloca t ed a 
theoretic a l ha l f aero of l and , but a t the mom0nt they ar e engaged in 
clearing jungle and p l anting crops . 102, 000 rupiahs (about £112.) 
ha s been a lloca t ed to support the de t ainees during the first eight 
months ; after this they must provi de for th0ms e lve s . The det ainees 
live in bamboo a nd th~tch barracks, surrounded by e ight-foot barb8d 
wire f ences and watch towers. They ar e guarded by three compani ~ s 
(about 300 men) of t he loca l forc e s and eight military policemen . 
At da wn , six days a wevk they a r e lin0 d up outside the camp 
commo.nde r ' s offic0 , issu ed with tools for th~ day 's work , and take n 
to the fi e lds whe r e they work until 4 . 0 p. ra . Officia l r a tions 
consist of 500 grams of rice and bulgur wheat , 2nd 50 gr ams of 
s a lted fish a day : this i s supplemented by occnsiona l fresh fish 
from the rivers . 
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The whole Buru project is open t o serious question on a 
number of counts . The detai nees l i ve in detention camps and not 
in the free resettlemen t originally sugGested by official state 
ments . They have been moved t o the island , fo r an apparent ly 
indefinite pe~iod, without any trial, appeal or legal revi ew of 
the grounds f or detention . AS the r esettl ed detai nees were 
se l ected on the sol e basis of thei r Category, those moved to Bur u 
are those detainees who the Government has said will never be 
tried because there is no evidence against them; their conti nued 
detention is determined by the fact that at some time i n t he past 
four years they wer e believed by the army to be communi sts . The 
foreign journalists who visited Buru in December spoke t o about 
30 prisoners and c ould f i nd only one who admitted t o having held 
an administrative position in a c ommunist front group . 

A number of leading J avanese intellectual s are now on Buru , 
including Pramudya Ananta Tur the well - known writer . Few have 
experience of agricultural work . It is not kn own if and when 
families may join the detainee s and on what ba sis they can come ; 
official assurances that this will be arranged are regarded wi t h 
some scepticism in view of the fac t that in August fami l ies were 
not warned that detainees were to be moved nor were vi sits a l lowed . 

In the se condi tions it is difficult t o see resettlemen t on 
Buru as anything but permanent penal exile . 

Amnesty Proposa ls 

Amnesty has followed the Indonesian situation closely since 
1964, when detained critics of the Sukarno Government were adopted 
as prisoners , of conscience . Our first delegate visited Djakarta 
in 1966 but ~is was a time when large scale killings were sti ll 
going on . In\ July 1969 Professor Julius Stone visited Djakarta 
as an Amnesty delegate to discuss the situation of the prisoners 
with the Government . Amnesty recognises the immense problems of 
national r econstruction faced by the Indonesian Government in the 
last three years followin g the events of 1965, and also the 
genuine concern felt by some s enior officials to evolve a just and 
humane p olicy on the release of detainees . Amne sty regards as 
essential three steps to ensure that promises of r e lease which have 
now been made are adequately implemented and are extended to cover 
all untried detainees , with a minimum delay . 

1 . The establishment of independent review commissions to 
c onsider a ll those detained without trial, in all 
three Categories , and including those detainees who 
have already been moved to Buru. Tne commissions 
should be authorised to order immediate release or , 
where prima f acie evidence exists , trial by civilian 
court within a given period . Financial aid to cover 
the necessary expens~s of the commissions could b e 
requested from the United Nations and interested non 
governmental organisations . 

2 . Application to the United Nations for assistance in an 
international rehabilitation programme: 

(a) to provide re-training for detainees awaiting 
release , and assist their full re - integration on 
release ; where detainees returning to their 
homes might be in physical danger , alternative 
localities should be made available; 

(b) for the welfare and training of children deprived 
of one or both parents since 1965 ; 
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(c) for the development of existing government 
schemes to rehabilitate those widowed in 
1965. 

3. Immediately, and until such time as the commissions have 
ruled on release or trial, prisons , detention camps 
and resettlement areas should be open to visits by 
the International Commit tee of the Red Cross, who 
should be asked to take r esponsibility for the 
provision and distribution of medicines and essential 
foodstuffs. 

Footnote 

All figures for prisoner numbers are those given by the 
Attorney-General, Major General Sugih Arto, on 2 October 1969.~ 
They cannot be regarded as the final official statistics in v~ 
of differing figures given by other departments. Two examples: 
Major General Hartono, also an official spokesman and a lso on 
2 October, gave the total for 'B' Category as 15,999 - a 50% 
increase on the Attorney-General's figure ; in November, Colonel 
Widarto of the Central Java military command, said there were 
30,000 detaine e s in 'B' Category. 

December, 1969 

Amnesty International, 
London, E.C.4. 




