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NGOs, Activists Fret New Role for Indonesia’s Spy
Agency
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The outgoing head of Indonesia’s State Intelligence Agency (BIN), Marciano Norman (left), talks with
the head of  the Indonesian investment board,  Franky Sibarani,  at  the signing of  a agreement
between the two institutions in Jakarta on March 31, 2015. (Photo: BI)

A mysterious new partnership between Indonesia’s spy agency and Investment Coordinating
Board (BKPM) to boost foreign investment has civil  society wary of deepening agrarian
conflict in the post-authoritarian country.

As per an agreement the two institutions struck in March, the State Intelligence Agency
(BIN) will begin compiling data for investors on the business climates of specific regions —
data on which the BKPM often lacks “accurate information,” BKPM chief Franky Sibarani
announced  after  the  signing.  Outgoing  BIN  head  Marciano  Norman  added  that  such
information  would  include  data  on  local  sympathies  and  grievances  toward  proposed
projects.

Riyatno, the BKPM’s head of legal assistance, told Mongabay the partnership was meant to
“ensure a smooth process for firms granted business licenses, so that if a problem arises, a
solution can quickly be found.” He declined to elaborate on what kinds of problems might be
forestalled by working with the BIN, but said similarly aimed agreements already existed
with agencies in charge of taxation, customs and statistics, among others.

While  little  is  known  about  the  specifics  of  the  new  arrangement,  activists  point  to
Indonesia’s long history of repression by state security forces — before and after the 1998
fall of the dictator Suharto — to warn that intelligence reports on local sentiment could be
manipulated to stymie community opposition to development projects.

“I  really  worry  about  areas  where  there  isn’t  already  a  big  spirit  of  opposition  to
(problematic) projects,” said Widodo, a land-rights activist with the Farmer’s Society of
Coastal Kulon Progo (PPLP-KP) and the author of Planting is Resistance. “There (government)
spying could have a big effect.”

Spies and Repression

Ning Fitri, executive director of the Indonesian Forum for the Environment’s (Walhi) Central
Java branch, said the long history in Indonesia of company-hired “spies” being used to sway
opinion at contested sites meant the new agreement was cause for alarm.

“Historically it’s been local preman (thugs) who are given lots of duties for the companies,”
she said. “One of those is to look for information on the local people and send it to the
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companies.”

The  BIN-BKPM  agreement,  Ning  added,  marked  the  first  time  government  had  formally
enlisted  in  the  effort.

Aan Wijaya, an activist fighting against a cement mine in Rembang, Central Java, said that
after anti-investment leaders were identified in his village by company-hired spies, preman
were paid to intimidate them at their homes.

“For minor ‘actions’, preman are hired from the ‘inside’. But for the major ones, they are
hired from outside, because then they can leave,” Aan said. “If there’s an ‘action’, they get
between Rp50,000 and Rp200,000 ($4 and $15).”

Sometimes, preman receive police protection. In Kulon Progo regency, Yogyakarta — the
site of a long-running conflict over a coastal iron mine — police were caught on film forming
a protective ring around dozens of preman as they burned 12 village guard posts to the
ground.

Development push

Runaway  land  conflict  might  seem  an  ineluctable  fact  of  life  in  a  country  where  powerful
investment interests mix with poor land titling and overlapping zoning authority. But the
scale  of  the  problem  today  —  with  thousands  of  communities  involved  in  conflict  with
companies, the state or each other, according to government estimates — not only imperils
nearly  a  million  households  and  stains  new President  Joko  “Jokowi”  Widodo’s  populist
credentials: It is a big thorn in the side of Jokowi’s plan to double foreign investment for his
grand infrastructure push.

The acquisition of a principle license is the first step for any investment project. As licenser,
it is the BKPM’s job to “oversee companies that have been granted a principle license, in
order to order to help them realize the project,” the BKPM’s Riyatno explained. The permit
accords  firms  exclusive  rights  to  buy  land  and  carry  out  impact  assessments  at  the
proposed site and gives them up to three years to acquire 51 percent of the land needed,
according  to  a  report  by  London-based  NGO the  Environmental  Investigation  Agency.
(Enforcement of the 2012 Land Law would impose a two-year deadline.)

Ning Fitri criticized the principle license system for giving investors a foothold on what might
be contested land. The system, she argued, allows firms to start acquiring the rights to plots
piecemeal,  often  through  fraudulent  means,  well  before  a  project’s  viability  has  been
established, thus sowing conflict.

“BIN wouldn’t be asked to go there (investment site) if the government didn’t give investors
these principle licenses, which ‘gets the ball rolling’,” she said. “For BIN to be assigned to
play a special role here goes against the rights of the people. It proves the government
considers land a state’s right rather than a people’s right.”

Riyatno  declined  to  say  whether  the  new  agreement  was  an  effort  to  curtail  agrarian
conflict, but since land disputes are a chief impediment to investment in Indonesia, it’s safe
to say doing so is at least one of its aims.

A misplaced strategy?
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Carlo Nainggolan, head of the environmental department at Sawit Watch, a local NGO that
monitors Indonesian palm oil — expansion of the crop is linked to half of Indonesia’s land
disputes,  government  statistics  show  —  said  the  BIN-BKPM  agreement  would  likely
exacerbate agrarian conflict,  not  alleviate  it.  “There’s  going to  be more disputes,  because
the (agreement) permits the state security apparatus to involve themselves in land conflicts
to protect concessions,” he said.

Rendi  Witular,  managing  editor  at  the  Jakarta  Post,  doubted  that  BIN  spies  would
significantly influence the outcomes at conflict sites, given the agents’ limited numbers and
questionable competence.

“Since the fall of Suharto, the capacity of BIN has been overrated,” he explained. “Those
stationed  in  the  (provinces)  are  of  poor  quality,  mostly  TNI  (Indonesian  military)  officers
about  to  retire.”

In Rendi’s view, the entrance of BIN spies on its own is less consequential than the ongoing
influence  of  the  security  forces  more  broadly.  Where  these  interests  converge,  he  said,
could prove significant. “It’s the police and the TNI that are on the front line of every land
procurement dispute,” he said. “I don’t believe BIN agents will have the power to challenge
the interests of the police and the TNI.”

Indeed, the malefactions of the Indonesian security apparatus was the subject of a 2014
year-end survey of land conflicts by the Jakarta-based Consortium of Agrarian Reform (KPA).
The survey highlighted a host of rights violations, including 19 deaths, in 417 agrarian
conflicts  where  security  forces  got  involved.  Masinton  Pasribu,  a  legislator  from  Jokowi’s
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P), publicly supported the study’s conclusions
and backed the KPA’s call to remove the security forces from the agrarian theater.

Iwan Nurdin, the KPA’s secretary-general, said that even by its own logic, the BIN-BKPM
agreement was unlikely to buoy investor confidence. “I think it actually is a negative, as it
makes investors wonder: Is it possible to invest in Indonesia without committing human
rights violations? It signals to investors that there is something wrong with the investment
board,” he said.

According  to  Iwan,  covert  strategies  will  only  make  it  easier  for  firms  to  carry  out  “land
grabs,” making it harder to resolve land conflicts that incapacitate development and uproot
families.

“The government should bring all stakeholders together, not create a partnership just with
BIN to solve this problem,” he said. “Without more transparency, land conflicts in Indonesia
are not going to be resolved.”

Copyright Mongabay 2015

The original source of this article is Mongabay
Copyright © Global Research News, Mongabay, 2015

Comment on Global Research Articles on our Facebook page

http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/25082
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/global-research-news
http://farmlandgrab.org/post/view/25082
https://www.facebook.com/GlobalResearchCRG


| 4

Become a Member of Global Research

Articles by: Global Research
News

Disclaimer: The contents of this article are of sole responsibility of the author(s). The Centre for Research on Globalization will
not be responsible for any inaccurate or incorrect statement in this article. The Centre of Research on Globalization grants
permission to cross-post Global Research articles on community internet sites as long the source and copyright are
acknowledged together with a hyperlink to the original Global Research article. For publication of Global Research articles in
print or other forms including commercial internet sites, contact: publications@globalresearch.ca
www.globalresearch.ca contains copyrighted material the use of which has not always been specifically authorized by the
copyright owner. We are making such material available to our readers under the provisions of "fair use" in an effort to advance
a better understanding of political, economic and social issues. The material on this site is distributed without profit to those
who have expressed a prior interest in receiving it for research and educational purposes. If you wish to use copyrighted
material for purposes other than "fair use" you must request permission from the copyright owner.
For media inquiries: publications@globalresearch.ca

https://store.globalresearch.ca/member/
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/global-research-news
https://www.globalresearch.ca/author/global-research-news
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca
https://www.globalresearch.ca
mailto:publications@globalresearch.ca

