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MERCHANTS
OF MISERY
THEY come by the thousands, from Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 
Afghanistan and Iran. Some enter Indonesia—their fi rst 
transit point—legally, mostly by air, landing at the country’s 
many international airports. Quite a few sneak in from 
Malaysia, through small ports at the edge of Batam Island, 
or across border posts in Kalimantan. They all aim towards 
one fi nal destination: Australia. Some succeed, but many are 
shipwrecked on the last leg of their journey to seek refuge or 
a better life. Last April, a ship carrying 50 of these refugees 
sank in the waters off Sumbawa in West Nusa Tenggara 
province.
     Little is known, much less reported, on syndicates that 
exploit the desperate attempts of today’s boat people to 
escape their countries of origin. They operate secretly, 
through a complex and extensive network. Their agents can 
be found in small towns, from the Pakistan-Afghan border to 
remote Rote Island, East Nusa Tenggara province, charging 
thousands of US dollars to organize the boat trip they hope 
would take them to Australia. Tempo follows the trail of people 
smugglers from beyond South Asia to the shores of Indonesia.
TEMPO/FULLY SYAFI
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Documenting illegal immigrants at 
the Immigration Directorate General 
offi ce, Jakarta.F

LOATING on the open sea, 
Khaliqdad Jamdad, 39,  saw vi-
sions of his home village on the 
outskirts of Kabul, Afghani-
stan. In early April, the engine 

of the ship that was supposed to take him 
and 82 other fellow travelers to Christmas 
Island in Australian territorial waters, sput-
tered and died.

Two days earlier, Khaliqdad’s group de-
parted early morning from Pangandaran 
Beach, West Java. They boarded a motor-
boat called the Bajini Nassa, crewed by In-
donesian sailors who could not speak a 
word of English.

Next to Khaliqdad, feeling restless, were 
his wife and four children. The youngest, 
Sujad, was just 3 years old. This was sup-

posed to be the last leg of their journey, af-
ter they left Afghanistan eight months ear-
lier. “I cannot go back,” he told Tempo, in 
early May. “I sold my house and all my pos-
session to pay for this trip.”

On the third day their ship drifted east-
wards, further away from Christmas Is-
land. They ended on the shores of Wonoro-
go Beach of Gedangan District in Malang, 
East Java, hundreds of kilometers from 
their port of origin. Cold and tired, they 
were quickly rounded up by the local immi-
gration authorities.

Khaliqdad was fortunate. A week before 
he left from Pangandaran, another ship 
had sailed from Denpasar heading towards 
Ashmore Reef in Australian waters. Carry-
ing more than 50 passengers, the ship was 

reported missing near Sumbawa off  West 
Nusa Tenggara.

Over the past three years, the number 
of these boat people landing in Indonesia 
had increased dramatically. As of Decem-
ber 2011, refugees and asylum seekers in In-
donesia reached almost 4,000 people, ex-
cluding the number of illegal immigrants.

The number of refugee ships reaching 
Australia has also increased. Three years 
ago only 61 ships made it to Australian wa-
ters. The following year, this doubled to 134 
ships carrying more than 6,800 people. 
The numbers continue to increase. TE
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The Australian and Indonesian govern-
ments have had diffi  culty dealing with 
these illegal immigrants. The police in both 
countries are now certain there exists a 
people-smuggling mafi a at work behind 
the increase in the number of boat people.

“These people have built up their busi-
ness by taking advantage of people seeking 
to escape from confl ict areas,” said John-
ny Hutauruk, deputy head of the People 
Smuggling, Refugee, and Asylum Seekers 
Help Desk at the Coordinating Ministry for 
Political, Legal and Security Aff airs, in mid-
May.

For this special task, the government 
has assigned the State Intelligence Agen-
cy (BIN) to monitor people-smuggling ac-
tivities in various regions. The National Po-

trip. “I once lived in Australia for a year,” he 
told Tempo. He got there by using an illegal 
channel, boarding a boat and landing on 
Christmas Island. “Now I want my children 
to enjoy a better life.”

The agent who was able to arrange 
Khaliqdad’s family excursion was named 
Ramazan Ali, who was paid US$20,000. 
According to the custom among many fam-
ilies in Afghanistan and Pakistan, such a 
large amount of money is not directly paid 
to the agent. Khaliqdad only had to entrust 
it with someone who would turn it over to 
Ramazan once they safely reached Austra-
lia.

On the agreed-upon day, Khaliqdad and 
family crossed over to Pakistan. They were 
met there by two other agents, colleagues 
of Ramazan. “They were Hussein Ali and 
Haji Kholam,” he said. Khaliqdad then re-
ceived air tickets to fl y to Bangkok, Thai-
land. It was the fi rst phase of the trip.

At Suvarnabhumi Airport someone was 
waiting to collect Khaliqdad’s family. This 
local agent was a Thai national. Traveling by 
car, the family was then taken to Malaysia. 
All of their travel documents—passports, vi-
sas, tickets—were thrown away. They were 
now offi  cially illegal immigrants.

lice headquarters has also formed a People 
Smuggling Task Force under it Crime Inves-
tigation Unit.

There is no question that the ring of peo-
ple smugglers operates like other transna-
tional crime syndicates: using an insulat-
ed cell system. Their agents at the local lev-
el, for instance, only know the instruction-
givers directly above them. There are many 
players and branches. “It is not easy to track 
the main players,” said Johnny.

● ● ●

IN August last year, Khaliqdad Jamdad 
decided to take his family to Australia. He 
felt life in confl ict-ridden Afghanistan had 
little future for him. He had no regular job 
and often sold rice or worked at construc-
tion sites just to earn some money to feed 
and clothe his family. In such a situation, 
the possibility of undertaking a danger-
ous trip to First World areas like the Unit-
ed States, Europe, or Australia, is generally 
felt to be an eff ort to improve one’s life.

So, he sold his home and belongings, and 
had collected US$23,000 in cash, before 
seeking an agent who could arrange his 
journey to the ‘promised land.’ 

Moreover, this was not Khaliqdad’s fi rst 
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The next stop was the Larkin Bus Station 
in Johor Baru. Here Khaliqdad and his fam-
ily joined up with tens of other immigrants. 
Some were from Iran, Iraq, Syria, Pakistan, 
and other confl ict-ridden areas. They were 
then taken to the Rengit River, a mangrove 
forest area south of Johor Baru.

There were small houses along the river 
for them to stay in. The Rengit River winds 
through the dense mangrove forest, and 
into the open sea. This strategic and seclud-
ed location is ideal as a departure point to 
the next transit nation: Indonesia.

When Tempo went there in early May, 
some of the shacks along the river were 
empty. However, locals confi rmed that the 

houses were often occupied by Middle East-
ern immigrants. “Now is not the season for 
them to come,” said one resident.

Last August, when Khaliqdad’s fami-
ly was there, a Malaysian smuggler looked 
like was trying to rent some small skiff s so 
they could cross over to Batam on the terri-
torial waters of Indonesia’s Riau Archipela-
go. “They could also go directly to Austra-
lia if they wanted,” said one tekong, a local 
term for captains of such vessels.

According to one tekong who wished to 
remain anonymous, refugees who want 
to go directly to Australia, must pay up to 
15,000 ringgit or equivalent to more than 
Rp45 million. “If they just want to reach Ba-

tam, it only costs 2,000 ringgit,” they said. 
The refugees are taken by a motorized skiff  
known as a pompong. The trip takes 2-3 
hours.

Once there, they dock at a tiny port on Ba-
tam Island or on a small nearby island. Two 
points which are often used are the docks 
in Batu Merah and Tanjung Sengkuang.

Senior Police Commissioner Karyoto, 
Chief of the Batam-Rempang and Galang 
Police Departments, confi rmed an in-
crease in the number of people smuggled 

Minimarket that caters to the daily 
needs of immigrants and tourists from 
the Middle East in Cisarua, Bogor.
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LOCATED between Malaysia and Australia, Indonesia is a convenient stopover for illegal immigrants seeking a 
new life in a third country. They attempt by different means to reach Australian waters—including resorting to the 

services of people smugglers. The high number of immigrants desperate to settle in Australia has led to the growth 
of people smuggling. They say that getting on a boat offered by a smuggler is more promising, despite the dangers 

to their lives, than holding refugee status for years waiting for a visa.

TRANSIT COUNTRY
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Taking the Express Route

After paying US$4,000-6,000 per person, 
the immigrants are sent to Indonesia. This 
fee includes a new passport and travel 
costs. At each stage of the journey they are 
accompanied by members of the smuggling 
network—some of them local residents. 
Here are the routes they often cross.

1. In groups of 2-4 people, immigrants 
board an airplane from Karachi 
(Pakistan) heading for Bangkok 
(Thailand).

2. From Bangkok, the journey by plane 
continues to Kuala Lumpur (Malaysia).

3. Upon arriving in Kuala Lumpur, the 
immigrants are accommodated in a hotel 
until groups from other fl ights can join 
them.

4. The next day the immigrants board a bus 
at the Larkin bus station (Johor Bahru).

5. Picked up at the bus station, the group 
is taken to Rengit River and Kampung 
Gambu (Johor Bahru).

6. Boarding fi shing boats from the 
neighborhood of Batu Merah (Batam), 
immigrants enter Indonesia. They are 
headed for Berakit (Tanjung Pinang), 
Mata Ikan Bay (Batam), Tanjung 
Senkuang, and Nongsa Beach (Batam).

7. From Batam, some immigrants head for 
Medan. Some board fl ights to Jakarta.

8. From Medan, immigrants board buses or 
planes to Jakarta.

9. Arriving at the Indonesian capital, they 
get rid of their documents. Then they 

head to the offi ce of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) in Jakarta, declare they are 
seeking asylum, and request offi cial 
status as refugees.

10. While waiting to receive such status, 
most of the immigrants take up 
residence in Cisarua (Bogor).

KARACHI

BANGKOK

KUALA LUMPUR

MEDAN

JAKARTA

AUSTRALIA

SOURCES: WWW.APH.GOV.AU, INDONESIAN DIRECTORATE GENERAL OF IMMIGRATION, HUMAN SMUGGLING, REFUGEE, AND ASYLUM-SEEKERS HELP DESK (P2MP2S); TEMPO REPORTING
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If Caught Midstream

❭❭ Immigrants claim to be asylum-seekers 
in order to obtain offi cial refugee status 
from the UNHCR.

❭❭ They are detained by the Immigration 
Offi ce to collect their data, be 
photographed, fi ngerprinted, and make 
a case fi le. This process takes 2-3 days 
per person.

❭❭ After this, they stay at an immigration 
detention center.

❭❭ Data on immigrants is turned over to 
the UNHCR.

❭❭ If they meet the conditions set by 
the UNHCR, an immigrant can obtain 
asylum-seeker status. If not, they are 
sent back to their country of origin, 
by asking for the assistance of their 
respective embassy.

❭❭ The UNHCR can raise their status to 
refugee if there is a third country which 
is willing to take them in.

If They Reach Jakarta 

❭❭ Most immigrants contact the smuggler 
network so they can board an illegal 
boat to Australia. Some register at the 
UNHCR offi ce in Jakarta, and are given 
a letter declaring they are an asylum-
seeker.

❭❭ Immigrants who register with the 
UNHCR must wait 2-3 months to be 
called for an interview.

❭❭ The UNHCR checks on their eligibility 
to be named a refugee. The interview 
process takes six months to over a year.

❭❭ If the immigrant does not meet the 
conditions, the UNHCR recommends 
that they be deported.

❭❭ Immigrants have the right to fi le for 
an appeal one time if their refugee 
status is not granted. The UNHCR then 
rechecks their case.

❭❭ After obtaining refugee status, an 
immigrant has two options: be placed 
in a third country or return home 
voluntarily.

❭❭ Immigrants with refugee status are sent 
after 2-5 years’ time, depending on the 
willingness of a third country to accept 
them.

Tanjung Pinang
Capacity  : 600
Illegal immigrants : 340

Pontianak 
Capacity  : 120
Illegal immigrants : 79

Balikpapan 
Capacity  : 10
Illegal immigrants : 10

Medan
Capacity  : 120
Illegal immigrants : 140  

Pekanbaru
Capacity  : 80
Illegal immigrants : 126

Jakarta
Capacity  : 120
Illegal immigrants : 79

Surabaya
Capacity  : 80
Illegal immigrants : 46

Denpasar
Capacity  : 80
Illegal immigrants : 96

Kupang
Capacity  : 90
Illegal immigrants : 116

Jayapura
Capacity  : 20
Illegal immigrants : 0

Makassar
Capacity  : 80
Illegal immigrants : 61

Manado
Capacity  : 100
Illegal immigrants : 94

*as of March 2012

DISBURSED IN 
DETENTION 
CENTERS
The number of illegal 
immigrants detained 
in immigration 
detention centers has 
increased by the year. 
The capacity of the 
detention centers is 
often exceeded.

Departure Points

❭❭ Malimping Beach, Banten
❭❭ Tanjung Lesung Beach, Banten
❭❭ Citarate Beach, Cisolok, Sukabumi
❭❭ Loji Beach, Sukabumi
❭❭ Ujung Genteng Beach, Sukabumi
❭❭ Palampang Beach, Ciwaru Village, 

Sukabumi
❭❭ Pangandaran Beach
❭❭ Popoh Beach, Tulungagung
❭❭ Tablolong Beach, Kupang

Boat People to Australia

1989 26 1 

1990 198 2

1991 214 6

1992 216 6

1993 81 3

1994 953 18

1995 237 7

1996 660 19

1997 339 11

1998 200 17

1999 3,721 86

2000 2,939 51

2001 5,516 43

2002 1 1

2003 53 1

2004 15 1

2005 11 4

2006 60 6

2007 148 5

2008 161 7

2009 2,849 61

2010 6,879 134

2011 1,675* 28*

*as of June 30, 2011

Number of 
Immigrants

Number of 
Vessels

Ship Crew Members Arrested 
in Australia  

2010 321 people
2011 167 people
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in from Johor. “Scores have already been 
caught,” he said. Most recently, in April, 
the police arrested three tekongs who were 
transporting illegal immigrants into Mata 
Ikan Bay.

Khaliqdad and his group manage to avoid 
being detected by the police. Upon arriving 
in Batam, they headed for Hang Nadim Air-
port. A local agent there—this time an Indo-
nesian—was ready with their fl ight tickets 
and other documents.

Their last stop was Cisarua, West Java. 
“We were placed in a rented house in Kam-
pung Anyer,” said Khaliqdad. He and his 
family lived there for the next eight months. 
One afternoon, in early April, Khaliqdad’s 
cellular phone rang. It was his agent who 
informed him that there was a ship sailing 
for Australia. The family had to get ready to 
move in less than one day.

● ● ●

TRACKING the identities of the local 
agents who arranged Khaliqdad’s journey—
from Kampung Batu Merah to Cisarua—re-
quired the assistance of insiders, because 
communicating with these boat people in 
Indonesia is diffi  cult. They are reclusive 
and very suspicious of outsiders.

After socializing with their community 
for over a month, one asylum-seeker who 
is close to people-smuggling agents in Ja-
karta, was fi nally willing to become a Tem-
po source. He did this on the strict condi-
tion that his identity was kept secret. His life 
was at stake. “Their network is widespread 
and I don’t want any trouble,” he said.

With the help of this source, let’s just call 
him Amir, Tempo was unable to identify the 
operational levels of smuggling agents in Ja-
karta. Amir pointed out how they conduct-
ed their transactions, arranged for pay-
ment, and hired locals as couriers and fi eld 
observers.

According to Amir, there are at least three 
levels of people-smuggling agents operat-
ing in Indonesia. The bosses are at the high-
est level. They are the ones who receive the 
orders to arrange for journeys and coordi-
nate with the players below them.

At this level, one particular smuggler is 
considered to be the best. He is Sayed Ab-
bas Azzad bin Sayed Abdul Majid. This man 

from Gaznia, Jahuria, Afghanistan, was 
once on Interpol’s red list. In October 2009, 
Australia issued red notice A-4055/10-209 
and asked that he be extradited from Indo-
nesia.

To be sure, there are other bosses besides 
Abbas, such as Haji Sakhi and Amanul-
lah Rejai. But these two were arrested and 
deported last year. This left Abbas as the 
prime operator. However, the bigger they 
are, the harder they fall. Last August Abbas 
was caught by police and he is currently de-
tained in Salemba Prison, Central Jakarta.

The arrest of Abbas did not spell the end 
of his people-smuggling network. His sub-
ordinates stand ready to carry out his or-
ders.

To Tempo, Amir showed photos of some 
of Abbas’s closest helpers. There was Mu-
hamad Ali, Kadim Nono, Muhamad Ali Zaf-
ari alias Alidiz, Muhamad Ali Cote, and Saj-
jad Hussein. This is the second-level of the 
boat-people smuggling network. Some of 
them remain loyal to their big boss. Oth-
ers have begun their own business, trying 

to steal clients left behind by Abbas. Sajjad 
Hussein has been one of the more success-
ful ones. A year ago, the Australian govern-
ment offi  cially requested that this Pakistani 
be extradited.

As in a pyramid, these level-two agents 
are at the top of their respective networks 
among the immigrant community. These 
networks can have many branches. Tem-
po’s investigation in Cisarua, for instance, 
found one agent known as Habib.

The 55-year-old man from Kurdi, Iraq, 
came to Indonesia four years ago and im-
mediately started a business smuggling 
people to Australia. He is reported to dress 
fashionably, a gold necklace and brace-
let as his accessories. “At fi rst, his task was 
just to look for a house for boat people from 
Iraq and Iran,” said one resident from Cis-
arua—who asked to be identifi ed as Roni. 
The average cost of renting a house there is 
Rp400,000 per day.

After a while, Habib started appearing 
in the town more often, escorting or pick-
ing up illegal immigrants. This agent had so 
many orders that even Roni got some work. 
“I helped him fi nd villas and places to stay,” 
he said. For Roni, the pay is good, as much 
as Rp1 million.

Amir corroborated the appearance of 
this new agent in Cisarua. “His real name 
is Nabi Momini,” he said. These days, how-
ever, Habib seems to be lying low. Several 
locations he visits are empty. Accompanied 
by Roni, Tempo went around the villages 
of Cilambar, Tugu Selatan, and Cibeure-

Sajjad Hussein

IF the waiting period to be sent to 
a third country is taking too long, 
some immigrants with asylum-seeker 
or refugee status again contact the 
human-smuggling network. They seek 
information about ships headed to 
Australia. To chase their dream of going 
there, immigrants—whether or not 
they go to the UNHCR—are willing to 
pay US$4,000-US$8,000 each to the 
smuggling network to be able to depart 
for Australia.

1. After making the requested payment, 
the immigrant is picked up at a 
predetermined location.

2. Driven by an Indonesian driver, the 
vehicle taking the immigrant heads 
for the coasts of Java and East Nusa 
Tenggara.

3. Members of the smuggling network 
from Indonesia are assigned to fi nd a 
ship for the immigrant to depart on.

4. The ship’s captain and crew are 
usually brought in from Rote Island, 
East Nusa Tenggara.

Seeking Ships to Australia
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um—all of them in the Cisarua district—for 
two whole days. But no trace of him could 
be found and Roni claims not to know who 
Habib works for.

At the lowest level are the local agents. 
This is the backbone of the syndicate on the 
ground. As Indonesians, they have more 
freedom to prepare for the immigrant’s 
journey. They rent boats, contact crew-
members, and get logistics for the trip.

One fairly well-known local agent in Cis-
arua is Muhamad Tarmidzi alias Anwar 
Makassar. To Tempo, this man from Malang, 
East Java, admitted the role he played. “But 
that was in the past. I’m no longer doing 
that,” he insisted.

Another famous local agent is a man from 
Papela village, in the East Rote district, East 
Nusa Tenggara. In April, when Tempo met 
him, he asked that his real name not be dis-
closed.

Almost all of the fi shermen in Papela are 
under the control of this agent. They can be 
hired as ship’s crew, mechanics, and even 
captain of immigrant ships headed for Aus-
tralia. Their minimum pay for one trip is 
Rp10 million per person.

The fi shermen in Rote are sought after 
because they are accustomed to hunting for 
sharks as far as Christmas Island, Australia. 
“They can fi nd their way without a com-
pass, without GPS (Global Positioning Sys-
tem),” said this local agent. Each ship head-
ing south needs to be manned by three to 
four fi shermen from Rote.

“As soon as a schedule is set up, we are 
sent money to buy tickets to reach the de-
parture point,” said this man. The vessel 
they will board is already at the dock. “Our 
work is only to get them there,” he added.

Despite the high fees, the fi shermen take 
on great risks. Many drown. If they success-
fully reach Australia, most of them are ar-
rested. As of last May, 514 Indonesian fi sh-
ermen have been detained in Australia for 
cases of people smuggling. At least 30 of 
them are minors.

Head of the People Smuggling Task Force 
under the Police’s Crime Investigation Unit, 
Senior Commissioner Budi Santoso, con-
fi rmed that the names given by Amir were 
from the suspected people-smuggling syn-
dicate. “I can only confi rm that, but I am 

unable to give additional information,” he 
said, because the case was still an ongoing 
investigation.

More defi nite information came from 
Commissioner Arya Perdana, an investi-
gator in the task force. “Yes, Sayed Abbas 
has many agents in Indonesian locations 
where boat people land,” wrote Arya, via 
email. He is currently on duty as part of a 
UN peacekeeping force in Haiti.

● ● ●

AT the end of May, Tempo was able to 
meet Sayed Abbas at the prison in Salemba. 
Unlike most of his photos in the media, Ab-
bas appeared thin and pale. “I’ve lost 3 kilo-
grams,” he said in fl uent Indonesian.

He said he came to Indonesia 13 years 
ago. In Afghanistan, he was a veteran com-
batant in the war against the Taliban. “I was 
in the mountains for four years,” he said, 
without bragging. He was good at handling 
weapons. “It was common to carry a gun.”

Unfortunately, his eff orts to reach Aus-
tralia did not have a happy ending. After 
waiting for fi ve years, he has only obtained 
asylum-seeker status from the offi  ce of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees (UNHCR), the UN body which deals 
with refugees, in Jakarta.

Yet, he denied smuggling thousands of 
people to Australia. “I have been a taxi driv-
er for as long as I have been here, not a peo-
ple smuggler,” he claimed. In two meetings 
at the jail, Abbas talked at length about the 
life he left behind in Afghanistan and the 
one he led in Jakarta. For all his name drop-
ping of agents linked to the people-smug-
gling business, he keeps insisting he is not 
involved.

Abbas also claims not to know Khaliqdad 
Jamdad, the man with four children who is 
currently stuck in Sidoarjo, East Java, after 
his ship capsized last April. 

Today, Khaliqdad spends most of his 
time daydreaming and smoking. “I am al-
most out of money,” said Khaliqdad, three 
weeks ago, showing his wallet to Tempo, 
which contained a few Rp10,000 notes. ●

Sayed Abbas

Origin of Asylum Seekers*

Afghanistan 2,041
Iran    361
Iraq    184
Myanmar   244
Pakistan   213
Palestine    126
Sri Lanka    252
Somalia    245
Sudan      16
Syria        8
Yemen        5
Bangladesh        2
Cameroon        9
China       15 
 
*as of March 2012

Number of Immigrants with 
Refugee Status

2010 811 
2011* 969
2012** 1,140

*as of November 2011
**as of March 2012

Immigrants Seeking Asylum

2010 2,047
2011* 3,009
2012** 3,781

*as of November 2011
**as of March 2012

Smugglers Arrested 

2009 32 people (7 foreign nationals)
2010 35 people (5 foreign nationals)
2011 4 foreign nationals
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T
HE man who was once want-
ed by the Australian govern-
ment, left the holding room 
of the Immigration Offi  ce of 
the Justice and Human Rights 

Ministry. He has the facial attributes of a 
Hazara tribesman, who are found in  re-
gions between Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
They have pale skins, long nose, curly hair, 
and slightly slanted eyes. He has a scar on 
his right cheek. Hasan, not his real name, 
is suspected of being a people smuggler, 
operating around Indonesia for the past 11 
years.

Hasan spoke to Tempo on condition of 
anonymity. “I don’t want to embarrass my 
family,” he said in April, looking depressed. 
He was dressed in a T-shirt and shorts. He 
seemed to have lost weight. He was not 
dressed in his usual sunglasses and stylish 
clothing.

Hasan was born in Quetta, Pakistan. 
But the continuing confl ict in Pakistan has 
compelled him to leave his birthplace. He 
contacted a people-smuggling operation in 
early 2001. At the age of not quite 21 years 
old, he decided to emigrate illegally.

He fl ew from Pakistan to Singapore, 
crossed over by land to Malaysia and then 
sneaked into Indonesia. In April 2001, 
along with 140 other illegal immigrants, he 
braved the Timor Sea and sailed for Austra-
lia on a wooden boat.

However, his dream of a new life there 
sank midway. The un-seaworthy and over-
loaded vessel was pounded and pushed 
around by waves. For 14 days they fl oun-
dered about on the open sea before run-
ning aground on the coast of Sabu Island on 
Sumbawa, West Nusa Tenggara province. 
He was immediately arrested by Indone-

sian immigration offi  cials on the island.    
The United Nations High Commission-

er for Refugees (UNHCR) determined that 
Hasan had to be deported to Pakistan. 
However, he was able to hoodwink Immi-
gration offi  cials, escaping from Soekarno-
Hatta airport a moment before the plane, 
which was to transport him back to Islam-
abad, took off . He has since been listed on 
the Immigration Offi  ce’s most-wanted list.

Two years later, his ‘status’ improved, 
from that of illegal immigrant to one of the 
bosses in the people-smuggling business. 
Hasan became infamous and was often the 
topic of conversation among immigrants, 
especially in Cisarua, Bogor. “He is well-re-
spected and considered an able smuggler,” 
said a Tempo source familiar with Hasan’s 
network. The ships he provides to take im-
migrants to Australia have never run into 
trouble. It is no wonder the immigrants see 
him as a hero.

He is well-known in Australia. The gov-
ernment in Canberra accuses  Hasan of be-
ing one of the main reasons behind the in-
fl ux of illegal immigrants into Australia. 
Three years ago, Canberra asked Jakarta 
to extradite Hasan. Acting on the request, 
the People Smuggling Task Force at the Po-
lice Crime Investigation Unit twice arrested 
and detained him, namely in October 2009 
and October 2011.

At the end of last March, Australia can-
celled its request for extradition. Hasan 
currently awaits deportation, although he 
prefers to live in Indonesia. “My wife and 
kids are here,” he said, glumly.

While on the run, Hasan made a home 
in Bogor. He married Wanti (not her real 
name) in 2002. His wife and three children 
live in a brown corner-house in a housing 

complex in north Bogor.
The neighbors know Hasan as a carpet 

vendor from Pakistan who seldom comes 
home. “He was last seen around October of 
last year,” said Imam, one of his neighbors 
there. In his neighborhood, he is known for 
being generous. “His wife donated seven 
carpets for our prayer hall,” Imam added.

● ● ●

THE clock showed 11pm. The usually 
crowded streets of Cisarua began to empty. 
Yet the situation looked busy at one Inter-
net cafe in front of an eatery in Pondok In-
dah, Cisarua. Immigrants were busy on the 
computers. “All of the Internet cafes here 
are full every night,” said Mustafa, a 20-
year-old from Kabul, Afghanistan, in ear-
ly May.

Most illegal immigrants sleep during the 
day, and stay up in the Internet centers un-
til morning. They prefer nights in order to 
avoid raids by Immigration offi  cials. They 
use the Internet to communicate with their 

A Carpet Seller 
among Smugglers
Most immigrants consider him a hero. Today, his workers try 
to emulate him by setting up new smuggling rings.
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families, both those back home as well as 
those who have made it to Australia.

The immigrants religiously seek infor-
mation on how to get to Australia. “We are 
looking to see if any ships are sailing,” said 
Mustafa.

In the eyes of the immigrants, what the 
smugglers off er are more concrete than the 
refugee status issued by the UNHCR. “They 
feel refugee status is no guarantee that they 
will soon depart for a third country,” said 
Dave Lumenta, a lecturer of anthropolo-
gy at the University of Indonesia, who two 
years ago was part of a research team on 
people-smuggling cases to Australia. This 
is why immigrants with refugee status also 
seek information about ships headed for 
Australia. Like other smugglers, Hasan can  
fi nd customers easily in Cisarua.

Hasan has built up his network in the area 
with a few of his partners from the Hazara 

tribe, among them Muhammad Ali Jafari 
and Mohammad Ali Cote. He also works 
with smugglers and agents from Iran, such 
as Ali Bogor and Mohammad Jawad.

Hasan has been able to harmonize the 
diff erent characters of smugglers from Haz-
ara and Iran. Hazara smugglers, especial-
ly those from Quetta, are known for their 
experience and have networks with local 
agents. These are Indonesians who help 
with the smuggling, especially with pro-
curing ships and crew.

They use a ‘pay later’ scheme. “Immi-
grants make an initial payment, enough 
to buy food supplies and lifejacket on the 
ship,” said a Tempo source who is close to 
Hasan’s network. The money can only be 
disbursed if the immigrants they send suc-
cessfully reach Australia. This is despite the 
fact that the costs of the ship and crew can 
run into hundreds of millions of rupiah.

This is where cooperation with Irani-
an smugglers becomes important. Irani-
an immigrants are from the middle to up-

per class. They are willing to pay high pric-
es and pay up-front. “They are sent in the 
same boat with the Hazara immigrants,” 
said the same source. The money from the 
Iranian immigrants is used to fund opera-
tions on traversing the Indian Ocean.

● ● ●

AFTER Hasan was put in prison, some of 
his men tried to set up new networks, and 
some of them succeeded. However, many 
failed. Two months after Hasan’s arrest, 
Tempo witnessed a transaction between 
two former members of Hasan’s smuggler 
network. Muhsin and Amir (not their real 
names), were working to establish a new 
network.

Muhsin looked tense. Seated at the fur-
thermost table, he was facing the window 
in the Bakmi Mania Restaurant in Pancor-
an, South Jakarta. Once in a while the 26-
year-old Iranian would look outside, mak-
ing sure no police were around. “We can-
not stay long. Are you interested or not?” he 
told Amir, a middle-aged Hazara man seat-
ed across from him, speaking in Urdu.

He told Amir that he had 70 prospective 
Iranian passengers, ready to pay US$4,000 
each to be sent to Australia. The problem 
was that he did not have a network able 
to fi nd a ship and crew. For this reason he 
wanted them to become Amir’s passen-
gers. As a middleman, Muhsin asked for 
payment of US$2,000 per passenger.

Amir shook his head. Accordingly, the 
commission expected by Muhsin—US$500 
per person—was too high. This transaction 
was taking a long time to hash out. Muh-
sin was only willing to reduce his off er to 
US$1,500 each. He said he was facing fi nan-
cial diffi  culty.

Amir could not believe it. Muhsin ap-
peared quite elegant. He was wearing pairs 
of gold bracelets on his wrists, four gold 
rings which were on his middle and pinky 
fi ngers, and a gold chain around his neck as 
well. “Don’t pretend to be poor,” said Amir, 
snatching his bag and checking the con-
tents. Muhsin was off ended. He stood up, 
took back his bag, and left.

Without Hasan there to control them, 
the two smugglers were unable to work to-
gether. ●

Immigrants from the Middle East at 
an Internet cafe in Cisarua, Bogor.
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A  
MAN scales a 5-meter 
barbed-wire fence. In the 
dim lamplight, his shadowy 
form quickly disappears into 
the darkness. Aided by rope 

made of sheets, the man jumps the fence, 
then disappears.

Soon afterwards, four other men quick-
ly follow suit. On early Saturday morning, 

in early January, they attempted to escape 
from the immigration detention center—
abbreviated rudenim—in Bangil, Pasuruan, 
a small town in Tapal Kuda, East Java.

One of these men was Mehdi Alizami, 34. 
As he was about to jump the fence, his shirt 
snagged the barbed wiring. He swayed, lost 
his balance, and fell with a thud, missing 
his chance to escape.

Writhing in pain, Mehdi attracted the 
guards’ attention. Not resisting, he was 
brought in. “I was caught along with three 
friends,” said Mehdi, grimacing. This refu-
gee from Iran was met by Tempo in his new 
place of detention, the Pekanbaru deten-
tion center in Riau, in mid-May. Six of his 
friends were able to get away.

If Mehdi’s clothing had not gotten caught  
that night, things might have turned out dif-
ferently for him. A week before this failed 
escape attempt, one immigrant was able to 
call his ‘agent’ in Surabaya. An agent refers 
to  people smugglers who arrange journeys 
to Australia for the refugees.

“There was a boat going to Australia,” 
whispered Mehdi. He gazed into the dis-
tance, possibly imagining his friends who 
were able to jump the fence. They had to 
pay US$6,000 or about Rp55 million for 
one seat on a wooden boat. “A relative of 
mine arranged for the money from Iran,” 
said Mehdi. A car was waiting for them right 

Seekers of the 
Promised Land
The possibility of being shipwrecked and being held in a 
detention center does not deter refugees. They will try almost 
anything to reach Australia.
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outside the fence of the prison.

● ● ●

THERE are 13 immigration detention 
centers in Indonesia. Managed by the Di-
rectorate General of Immigration, these 
centers function as temporary detention 
sites for foreigners who enter Indonesia il-
legally. That is where they stay until the au-
thorities decide whether they will be de-
ported or not. The detention centers re-
semble prisons, others like drab, low-star 
hotels, such as the one in Pekanbaru, Riau.

The sharp increase in the number of ille-
gal immigrants from the Middle East over 
the past two years has changed the situa-
tion at many detention centers. Conditions 
at the blocks and holding cells have become 
uncomfortable due to overcrowding.

The detention center in Bangil where Me-
hdi initially stayed can only accommodate 
40 people. However, because of hundreds 
of illegal immigrants landing on the coast 
of East Java, the center has to hold over 100 
people. There are eight blocks to hold de-
tainees, each measuring 4x10 meters. This 
means the immigrants are packed like sar-
dines, sleeping in the spaces between the 
blocks, inside the mosque, or anywhere 
there is space.

This uncomfortable setting often makes 
the detainees feel hopeless and desperate. 
They get angry easier and bicker more of-
ten. The most trivial things can trigger a 
fi ght. They trade punches with the offi  cers 
as well as with other immigrants. “I once 
set a mattress on fi re because I was upset,” 
said Mehdi. On another occasion he threw 
rocks at an offi  cer on guard duty.

Iwan Rustiawan, head of the Surabaya 
detention center, recognized the gravity 
of the situation. “This is only temporary,” 
he said. Because of the excess number of 
immigrants, some detainees will soon be 
moved to other locations.

● ● ●

AFTER his failed escape attempt in ear-
ly January, Mehdi said he obtained infor-

mation of a new ship headed for Austra-
lia. Despite never meeting directly with the 
people arranging the trip, this youth is 100 
percent convinced they are legitimate. His 
success in reaching Indonesia is evidence 
enough of the ability of his agent’s net-
work.

During his conversation with Tempo, Me-
hdi spoke in Farsi. He is tall, thin, and has 
pale skin. He has a typically Middle East-
ern face: long nose, thick eyebrows, and a 
sharp gaze.

When he landed in Jakarta, in early Oc-
tober 2011, Mehdi told the Immigration of-
fi cials who checked his passport and visa, 
that he wanted to study advertising. “I 
came to Indonesia on a student visa,” he 
said, laughing.

While Mehdi was waiting for a ship de-
parting for Australia, the place where he 
was staying was raided by immigration 
offi  cials. He was then taken to the Bangil 
Rudenim, in Pasuruan.

“I was helped by the Sayyed Abbas net-
work,” said Mehdi, proudly. Nearly all of 
the refugees and asylum-seekers in Indo-
nesia know of Sayyed Abbas. His name is a 
guarantee for quality. Countless people he 
helped have managed to reach Australia.

Two weeks after falling from the fence, 
Mehdi devised a new escape strategy. Along 
with tens of others of refugees, he dug a 
tunnel. For three days and three nights 
they dug, little by little. Their tunnel was 2 
meters long, running under the fence from 
the yard of the detention center to outside 
the perimeter.

Why did he want out? “I couldn’t take 
it anymore,” said Mehdi. He lamented ex-
tensively about the bad food, overcrowd-
ed rooms, and other deprivations. For two 
months he tried living in the rudenim. One 
night, in mid-January, 42 detainees of the 
rudenim crawled through the makeshift 
tunnel. Only six were caught. Mehdi got 
away.

A bus was waiting for them outside. They 
were then taken to Cisarua, Bogor. The 
bus raced, not stopping the entire way. Af-
ter resting for the night, they were taken to 
Pangandaran Beach, West Java, at dawn. A 
ship awaited them there.

But Mehdi’s luck ran out at sea. The ship’s 

engine sputtered and died. It drifted for 
about two days before fi nally washing up 
on Wonogoro Beach in Malang. Immigra-
tion offi  cials sent him back to the Bangil 
Prison. Unable to endure conditions there, 
he asked to be moved to the Pekanbaru jail. 

● ● ●

HAD they not chosen the illegal route, the 
journey of an asylum-seeker can be lengthy 
can complicated. An asylum-seeker must 
fi rst register with the nearest offi  ce of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees (UNHCR). In Jakarta, the UNHCR of-
fi ce is in Kebon Sirih, Central Jakarta.

There, illegal immigrants must go 
through a selection process. The UNHCR 
offi  cials will determine whether or not an 
immigrant can be categorized as an asylum 
seeker. After that, it still takes time to ob-
tain refugee status. There is no certainty as 
to how long this selection process can take.

In Cisarua, one asylum-seeker has been 
waiting nine years. Some have been wait-
ing even longer. “We cannot make that de-
cision. It is fully decided by the receiving 
nation,” said Mitra Salima Suryono, Associ-
ate External Relations and Public Informa-
tion Offi  cer at the UNHCR.

Reluctant to wait, many immigrants take 
matters into their own hands. They con-
tact smuggling agents who can take them to 
Australia. As soon as they enter the nation’s 
territory they gain the right to fi le for a visa 
to become a permanent resident.

“There is no diff erence between refugees 
who arrive by boat or by plane. They can all 
apply for a residence visa,” said Ian Rintoul, 
a lawyer who usually accompanies asylum-
seekers in Sydney, Australia. After obtain-
ing a visa, work awaits them. “They can be-
come taxi drivers, construction workers, 
or gardeners,” said Ian, who is also an activ-
ist of the Refugee Action Collective. If they 
do not fi nd work, no worries, there are so-
cial security funds the equivalent of Rp12 
million per month until they can fi nd a job.

Lured by the prospect of a prosperous 
life, Mehdi did not hesitate to put his life on 
the line. Jumping a fence, crawling through 
a tunnel, and boarding wooden boats 
which often capsize are all done in search 
of a new life. ●

Tanjung Pinang Immigration 
Detention House, 2011.
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E
VERY year, thousands of ille-
gal refugees from the Middle East 
take advantage of the coastal ar-
eas of Java and East Nusa Tengga-

ra to reach the land of their dreams:  Austra-
lia. Not all of them make it. Many go back, 
after their boats run aground or sink. But as 
many of them decide to wait it out until the 
Australian government opens its doors and 
lets them in offi  cially.

In any case, their presence on Indone-
sian soil has created a unique problem. 
Aside from entering illegally, the refugees 
are likely to create social confl ict and legal 
problems. This is because they came to 
Indonesia through a complicated people-
smuggling network.

The rise in the number of illegal immi-
grants this past year has compelled the gov-
ernment to form a special unit. Since last 
March, the desk handling People Smuggling 
and Refugees comes under the jurisdiction 
of the Coordinating Minister for Political, 
Legal and Security Aff airs, and its members 
comprise technical offi  cers from the police, 
Immigration Directorate General and the 
State Intelligence Agency (BIN).

So far, there has been no breakthrough.  
The wooden boats carrying hundreds of 
illegal immigrants keep on coming. Last 
month, Johhny Hutahuruk, deputy chief 
of this special unit explained what the gov-
ernment is doing.

The wave of people smuggling 
from Indonesia to Australia keeps on 
happening. How is the government 
handling this?

We are working with the Australian 
government the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNCHR) and the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration (IOM) in 
handling the problem of people smug-

gling, refugees and people seeking refuge 
in Indonesia. Regional collaboration has 
been increased, in addition to coordina-
tion with related government agencies.

But the cases are not going down. 
Now the Puncak and Cisarua areas (in 
West Java) have become seemingly 
uncontrolled hiding places for illegal 
immigrants. 

Of course we didn’t want that to hap-
pen. We don’t want Puncak to become a 
migrant community in itself. Even now 
there are social confl icts and rising crime, 
involving narcotics. We are considering 
a refugee camp in one location, maybe 
following the pattern of handling Viet-
namese refugees at Galang Island in Riau 
sometime back. We are still thinking 
about this.  

What is the government’s strategy 
to cut the people-smuggling channel 
to Australia, given the syndicate uses 
wireless systems.

That’s how syndicates operate. This 
complicates our job on the ground. We 
have coordinated with BIN and other 
agencies doing intelligence work from 
the police, the Attorney General’s Offi  ce 
and even the Immigration Offi  ce. People 
smuggling will be a priority among intel-
ligence agencies, going all the way to the 
provinces.

What is the government actually worried 
about when it sees a rise in the number of 
illegal immigrants to Indonesia?

We are quite experienced in handling 
Vietnamese refugees at Galang Island 
during 1980 to 1990. There are social 
problems related to this development. 
They group in one place and become a 
security issue. Other government agen-
cies get impacted too. They must allocate 
some of their budget and their personnel 
to handle this problem. This interferes 
with their main tasks.   

Some have suggested that the 
Indonesian government push Australia to 
come up with a fi rm immigration policy.

We are unlikely to enter into other 
countries’ territory. Although we have a 
trilateral cooperation with Malaysia and 
Australia, it’s still just about exchanging in-
formation. Clearly, the Indonesian govern-
ment is committed to handling this refugee 
problem while respecting human rights.  

What about collaborating with the 
countries of origin, like Afghanistan, Iran 
and Pakistan? 

One cannot deny these refugees fl ed 
their countries because of confl ict. 
Unfortunately, many of them fall into the 
hands of smugglers who make money out 
of smuggling. Their reasons of going out 
of the country are valid, for business or 
tourism.   

Some people say this desk was formed 
at the urging of Australia.

That is not true. This is also our 
problem, not just Australia’s. Of course, 
we must cooperate with the countries of 
origin and of destination. But clearly this 
is also an Indonesian problem. ●

Johnny Hutahuruk, Deputy Chief, People Smuggling, 
Refugee and Asylum Seekers Desk, Offi ce of the 
Coordinating Minister for Politics, Law and Security: 

This is our problem too
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