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THE PRESIDENT’SCHILDREN : THE TRANSFER OF EAST TIMORESE CHILDREN TO
I NDONESIA

On 3 September 1977, less than two years afternbgia invaded East Timor, the Indonesian president,
Suharto, and his wife, Ibu Tien, received twentyabnkast Timorese children in their private resickenn
Jakarta. The meeting with the children, who weterofeferred to as the “President’s children,” wesorted
widely in the Indonesian mediaVhy did Suharto invite East Timorese children i® dwn home, what was its
impact, and what did the meeting signify aboutrélationship that his New Order regime was tryinglévelop
with the East Timorese?

V' A
Suarya Karya, 5 September 1977

Indonesian New Order propagandists and militarglligence operators created many narratives antisryy
which they sought to legitimize the annexation a@SETimor. They repeatedly stated that Indonesth i@a
territorial or colonial ambitions in relation to eéhPortuguese colony, and claimed that Indonesiarbec
involved there because it had been requested byfitherese. Several weeks after the Indonesian anylit
invaded the capital city, Dili, on 7 December 19%% Indonesians set up a temporary government avith
Timorese acting governor who immediately informleel United Nations that the people of Timor had ehds
integrate with Indonesia. In May 1976, a groupifty fEast Timorese delegates from the temporaryegawment
arrived in Jakarta to meet with President Suhamtbfarmally request integration, which was offityalatified
on 17 July 1976 by the Indonesian People’s Cortsugt@Assembly. Indonesia’s New Order rulers claintieat
these requests were the legitimate wishes of thprityaof the populatior. However, the international
community did not recognise the incorporation o§tEEimor into Indonesid.

In the face of international criticism, Indonesi@aders maintained that they had a genuine corfoerthe
welfare of the Timorese, and that they would préleir good intentions by developing the territonyda
alleviating the suffering of the people. When thaedation of fifty East Timorese arrived in Indoiaeso
request integration, Suharto greeted them as botk&urning to the Indonesian fdldOne of his first promises
of help was to the children who had been orphammaiise their fathers or parents had been killeBréglin,
the political party in East Timor that rejectedeigitation with Indonesié.

Suharto had a genuine concern for orphaned andiabead children, perhaps because of his own ex@erias

a child, passed from one relative to another antefbto drop out of schodlin September 1975 he established
the Dharmais charity foundation to provide for tlwelfare of orphans and indigent children, and ats®
families of disabled veterans and war widdi3he Dharmais foundation focussed particularly aring for
Indonesian victims of the military campaign to on&te East Timor with Indonesia. The foundatioro atsok
the initiative and provided the funding to transfeung children from East Timor to be cared for addcated

in Java. It claimed it was necessary to remove tfrem East Timor, as the child care institutionsréhwere
overcrowded. However, the motivation for the presidto bring these children to Java was becaug@eof
sacrifice of their parents who had been killedhe struggle to integrate with Indonesia. Througlaiais,
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Suharto wanted to reward these loyal victims ofwiae by offering their children a superior educatin Java.
He also believed that an education in Indonesialdvoontribute to the development of East Tirior.

In October 1976 a group of five young children, amdy two years old, were sent to an institution hy the
Department of Social Welfare in Bandung, West Jasaother 25 children were sent to the privately 8DS
Kinderdof, also in Bandung, in 1976 and 197Vhe children came from families that supporte@gnation.
Their fathers had been killed by Fretilin, whictatmed them for working together with the Indonesiand
inviting them into East Timor. In some cases thidedin’s parents had been killed by Fretilin afitewon a
short, bloody conflict between the two main poétiparties in August 1975%.

Besides these children, the Dharmais Foundatian@lganised and funded another thirty orphans,raéfrem

each district of East Timor, to be sent to Java filitary helped to select the children and tramsgul them to
Dili, then later to Java: 20 in 1977, and 10 in 99These children had a different story from thecBOdren

described above. Most of them lost their parent$nduindonesian military attacks against theiragés and
some belonged to families that supported Fretilih.may have been a gesture to the Timorese to shem

that even the children of Fretilin could receivelationesian education. However, the children chdsehto be
10 years of age or younger, so that they would dsee to influence and train. The 20 children biduigp

Suharto’s home in early September belonged to thregeesentative orphans” from districts through&iaist
Timor.

The Indonesian nation has often been conceiveering of a harmonious family and during the New Ottis
concept was greatly strengthened. Suharto wasayedras the benevolent patriarch who guided them&t
The narratives to justify East Timor’s integratiwith Indonesia employed many familial images arelythad a
significant impact on the relationship between meisians and Timorese. The Timorese were “brotheitst
close cultural and social ties with Indonesi&hshey had requested integration with Indonesiacivtiad a
moral responsibility to accept them and save thesmfthe threat and terror perpetrated by “comminist
Fretilin Timorese were also characterised using a commadaper as “children” who had returned to the
Indonesian “family,”" and were invited, in another example of Indonesiational mythology, to return to
Indonesia—to the “lap of Mother Earti"”

Suharto’s meeting with the East Timor children &t lome in Cendana Street in Jakarta appealed y ma
familial images. It took place in the Suhartos’ lertheir family treasures visible in the press pgoaphs. The
president reportedly gave the children advice fgheer would to his children. Ibu Tien helped thessh their
hands and served them food. She was said to hdiva fenotherly” sadness for these little childrerhet
youngest only four years old—who had no one to ¢éarehem in East Timor and had to be sent so riamf
their own environment."

The news stories of Suharto meeting the childrgpeaged in the press immediately following an ofbér
amnesty to the Fretilin fighters and their approaiatly 300,000 supporters still hiding in the moimgd™
There were also calls for the East Timorese who flei overseas to return hoffeSuharto symbolically
extended the invitation to all Timorese to be péduthe Indonesian family through his overture tesd 20 small
children. They became, on behalf of East Timorpstgtive members of his family, the “President’ddren,”
and by extension of the Indonesian family.

The children in themselves proved that Timoresetadno integrate with Indonesia. The use of chiidte
represent and convey this message intensifiednisct, especially by invoking the trope of the @qphSome
of them were orphans, but not all. Some were ségrfaom their parents whose whereabouts and fate w
unknown at that time. The children were handed byeelatives who were the guardians of the childeand in

at least one case by the mother. They agreed tbtkeir children because of their difficult circuiaasces and
the offer of a free education for their childremlpone of the children, Gatot, had no knowledgdisffamily.
He was found by a soldier and given the soldiease.

The children’s experiences in Indonesia give ush&ir clues about why they were brought there. Sahar
assured the children who visited him in SeptemI85i71that all their basic needs would be fiefn official
letter from Dharmais to the St. Thomas institutian by the Catholic Church in Semarang, where Hikelen
were sent, promised that the cost of food, clotking education would be covered by Dharnfdigiccording

to Petrus Kanisius Alegria, one of the Timoresddean, Dharmais did not give St. Thomas sufficiimds to
cover even their basic needs, excluding school fEles president also explicitly promised that hipp&semar
foundation, set up to disperse fees to clever migent students, would pay the university feethefchildren
who succeeded, though Petrus never received apyftehis tertiary education from this souf€&.Once the
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children were handed into the care of the insbngj Suharto and the Dharmais foundation took mthdu
interest in them. The children had served theippse of representing and symbolising Indonesiaegsity to
the Timorese.

Nevertheless, children’s lives were involved anel phoject is also judged by what happened to tiWhile the
children at St. Thomas were generally well caragtfte manner of removal and loose connections batheir
families in East Timor exposed them to dangers.alldhe families were told that the children woblel sent to
Java. Some thought that the plan was for themtematschool in Dili and they learnt only later abtheir
transfer to Indonesi&’ Dharmais entrusted the children completely toddwe of the institution, providing no
continuing supervision of the children or reportiogparents and relatives. It would have beendliffifor the
institution to take on this role as there was waEast Timor and travel and communications wergricésd.
Cipriano from Viqueque’s mother, who gave permisdiar Cipriano to be sent to Java in 1977 (alontipour
other “representative orphans” from Viqueque), digzed only after six or seven years that, in [lipriano
had been taken by a soldier to be adopted andéwzat been sent to Java. He is still missitig.

The children lost their knowledge of their Timordaeguages and their culture in East Timor as gddapted to
their Javanese environment. There was no attetditimeir psychological needs, nor an understantlingthey
had been removed from a conflict area. One young Wwho had witnessed the Kkilling of his parentsthg
Indonesian military, suffered from psychologicaiuma in the succeeding years. There was oftenotensi
between the Javanese nuns and the older Timorgsditiog at the St. Thomas institution. The temsiesulted
from cultural differences and misunderstandings,amby from the lack of funds. The Timorese childtead to
work hard, doing both inside household tasks andkiwg outside, tending the gardens to grow extmlfd’ hey
felt that there was often insufficient food, and,growing youths, were always hungry. If they ast@dextra
food they were told they were greedy, and if thegkt fruit from the garden without permission thegre/
punished. Their unrestrained, often disobedienabielur contrasted markedly with the submissive,dadret
behaviour expected of Javanese children. In 19&4 situation at St. Thomas was reported in the local
newspaper, perhaps an attempt by the nuns to dtemtian to the fact that the government was nbififog its
promises in relation to the Timorese children. Heere the article made remarks about the childrex the
children regarded as derogatory, such as the lfiattthey ate roots never eaten by Javanese, foodlji for
animals. The Timorese were angry and refused tmgehool for one week. Five of them ran away fribim
institution. Four were quickly identified after lialy the bus driver they did not need to pay thmis fares as
they were the “President’'s children.” They were deth over to the police and returned to the insbitut
However, fifteen-year-old Henrique from Same dissgypd. According to Petrus, there was no effoffirtd
him and he has never been heard of since that fiilme.institution made some changes to accommodiate t
children’s grievances, but the disappearance ofigea left them feeling abandoned and feafflil.

A majority of the 60 children sent to Indonesia ®yharto’'s Dharmais foundation achieved a good dituca
and returned to take up responsible positions ist Hdmor. The children are grateful for their echima,
although many suffered trauma and distress beaafue dislocation, and question why it was necagsiar
them to be removed from their families and socislimnment at such a young agf€. The number of children
transferred to Indonesia by the Dharmais foundatias only small but these transfers had a wideraohp
Suharto’s example contributed to the prevailinguate that removing children from East Timor wagemerous
and acceptable way to help the many destitute mrildand to tackle the problems of backwardness and
underdevelopment. Although the removal of childveas never an official policy of the regime, neveléiss
many children were removed, and it was known amiloned by those in authority. Possibly in the raafye
4000-5000 East Timorese children were removed triesia during the occupation between 1975 and
1999°™ While some of the children were taken with thessam of their parents or families, many were taken
forcibly. Often parents did not dare to refuse fféo take their children, especially if they wemade by
soldiers. Many senior military officers followed l&rto’s example as did regular soldiers in thaint$oldiers
who removed children from East Timor usually addgteem or gave them to other families to ad8ptAs the
fighting in East Timor subsided, children were ataten from East Timor to be educated in Indonesia,
particularly by religious institutions.

The New Order believed that sending children toohessia to be educated, like all the impressive iphys
development it brought to East Timor, proved thtonesia cared about the Timorese. At the same thee
rights of Timorese children and their families notbe separated were denied, and treating therehilds
orphans ignored the responsibility of the extenfdexily in relation to the children of its deceasadmbers?™
Correspondingly, many Timorese felt that in theivily of development in the territory, the New Qradten
manipulated and excluded them and used it to justéfnying them their political rights. The story tbfe
children who met Suharto at his home provides @ lem a paternalistic and colonial relationship, #mel
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children encapsulate in microcosm the intentiothefNew Order to use development in the projedoiminate
East Timor.

Kompas, 5 September 1977
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