NDONESIA has not decided
whether*to sct¥pt an Aus-
tralian offer of 1000-tonnes of
corn for use as buffer stock in
East Timor. " Bug 1o
Indonesia’s stand ?dloﬁ pub-
llcity in Australia given to the
release by Australian Catholic
Relief of parts of a letter from
the Apostolic Administrator in
Dili, Monsignor Martinho da Cos-
ta Lopes, which forecast wide-
spread famine in June.

The official Indonesian position
s that Dili's warehouses are full
and there is no rooen for the
corn. This is untrue. While the
warehouses have food and other
stock in them there is plenty of
room for corn. The real reascn
for the present uncertain situation
is Jakarta's continuing anger over
the credence given by Australian
Catholic Relief to Monsignor da
Costa Lopes's letter, which the
Government claims was mischiev-
ous and false.

The letter was certainly In-
accurate and mischievous in that
when the administrator wrote the
letier predicting famine he knew
without doubt that the Indo-
nesian administration, the Indo-
nesian Red Cross and the
International Committee of the
Red Cross in Geneva — those
responsible for handling famine
— disagreed with him. He knew
also that the fR?]d Cross_hag
already successfuily negotiate
500 tonnes of Austrahm‘io‘rn as
buffer stock and wag negotiating
another 500 tonn a fwtlt
failed to mention if his letter.

But while the a

actions are one th o fare
of 1000 tonnes of ¢ ?Drth
£340,000 and lying in sHEas on

a Brisbane wharf when it should
be in Dili warehouses Is very
much another,

The formal position is that
the corn was made over by the
Australian Government as a gift
to the international Red Cross
for disbursement as buffer stock
in East Timocr in conjunction with
the Indonesian Red Cross.

Although the Indonesian Red
Cross is autonomous, in major
policy matters it is subject to di-
rection by the Indonesian Govern-
ment. The Government approved
the Australian gift late last year
and Australia’s Minister for
Foreign Affairs, Mr Street, made a
public statement about it

After Australian Press reports
and editorial comment on the
bishop’s letter early this year the
Indonesian Government reversed
its decision to allow the gift. Mr
Street announced later that the
corn offer had been withdrawn
but added that the Australian
Government would still offer any
assistance required.

Members of the Indonesian Go-
vernment who wish the corn deal
to go ahead refer to the Austra-
lian withdrawal as a postpone-

tor's
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ment. In a sense it is, as Mr
Street suggested, But they havel
their fingers crossed,

There are - problems ahead.
While corn lasts longer than some
grains in storage there are limits.
The Red Cross wants the corn by
April. The Indonesian Govern-
ment couid risk not having buffer
stock and might ger away with
nothing worse than regional food
shortages. But it is risky.

There are reports that rice and
maize crops in Nusatenggars, the
eastern Indonesia region which
includes Timor, nearby Flores,
Sumba and other islands, are bet-
ter than expected. If this is the
case then it is possible that In-
donesian authorities could pro-
vide the two Red Cross organisa-
tions with buffer stocks from the
region,

The international Red Cross
takes a different view. It wants
the Australian corn. It under-
stands Indonesian sensitivities
over the Australian Press reports
but points out that the corn was
given to the Red Cross not to the
ndonesian Government. It takes
the view that once the corn
reaches the International Red
Cross the fact of where it came
from does not concerm the In-
donesian Government.

Unfortunately this is not how
politics works in Indonesia and
whether the corn will be permit-
ted to reach the Red Cross re-
mains a sensitive question. Opti-
mists believe it will. Certainly the
Red Cross is very anxious to get
it as it is not only of high quality
but has the advantage of being
already bagged, ready for deliv-

“ery and geographically nearby.

Moreover, if the Australian
corn is not accepted and buffer
stocks are unavailable in Indon-
esia — Timor is not the only food
deficient area in the archipelago
— then it might not prove all that
easy to get a gift of 1000 tonnes
of high grade corn at short notice,
not even from the United States.

Interested observers hope that In-
donesia's Government will be as
tolerant and sensible about what
it regards as Australian slights —
the Press is seen as the main of-
fender — as it has to be over the
statements and actions of the
Apostolic Administrator,

_The Government has been sen-
sible about and tolerant of Mon-
signor da Costa Lopes, for several
reasons, In the first place Indon-
esia’s constitution cails for religi-
ous non-discrimination. All relig-
ions have an equal right to flour-
ish under the law and under the
basic pancasila stats philosaphy.

Despite pressures, s i
intense, on the part Islm:'&

extremists and fund
for a more openly Isl
the Indonesian Govern
steadfastly pursued a po
religious tolerance.

In its predominantly or signifi-
cantly Christian provinces it has
been extremely careful not to in-
terfere with religious practice or
the rights of the clergy. While in
Irian Jaya it has permitted the
access of Islamic priests to Chris-
tian communities, in Timor
it has kept them out by one stra-
tagem and another, mainly by
pleading an unsettled security
situation.

In the second place the Go-
vernment is keenly aware that
any tension between Moslems and
Christiang in East Timor before
the coming elections ¢ould only
strengthen the hand of Islamic
parties.

In the third place, Jakarta is
very alert that the post of Apos-
tolic Administrator in Dili is a
Vatican appointment. The Vati-
can, as a sovereign State, does
not recognise Indonesia’s incorp-
oration of the province.

For this reason while the Indo-
nesian Government (and for that
matter the Indonesian Catholic
hierarchy in Jakarta and other
Indonesian centres) might well
wish to be rid of the (urbulent
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the Most Reverend Pablo Puente,
is a very experiencad
dipiomat '-'who observes a great
deal and *. litle — at
least public y\-mk would not
surprise many ihJdkarta if at the
end of this year the Apostolic
Administrator is recalled and re-
placed by an Indonesian bishop.

The people most deserving of
sympathy in the present standoff
over corn are the hard working
international Red Cross represen-
tatives who, together with a band
of dedicated Indonesian Red Cross
workers, have saved the lives of
at least 100,000 people in the 14
orst-affected Timorese villages
by a systematic distribution of
food, drugs and expert medica]
care.

In an operation costing more
than $12 million the two Red
Cross organisgtions over the past
three years have shifted thous-
ands of tonnes of food and drugs
by Hercules eircraft, helicopters,
ships and trucks.

At the height of the operation
the ICRC and PMI employed six
Mercedes trucks, four Land
Rovers, one Norman Islander, two
Alouette helicopters and one Bell
205 helicopter while the (US)
Catholic Relief Services lent ships
and barges for transport of food
and drugs to wagehouses in fam-
ine-stricken areaff such as Laga.

At its busiest™Mriod the -joint
Indonesian-internations) " Red
Cross operation ‘employed 194
people, including a resident Swiss

foctor and nine Indonesian doc-

Ts.
As the chief Asian delegate to

" the international Red Cross, Mr

David Delapraz, reported last
week, there is no longer a famine
situation in East Timor. As a re-
sult the international Red Cross
will begin to scale down opera-
tions but keep a monitoring role
until at least the end of this year.

With the welcome appearance
of UNICEF in June the aid scene
will become increasingly interna-
tionalised and other UN bodies
will begin to make an appeatance.

There is no doubt that Indone- .
sia now has a story to tell. It
would be a dreadful, counterpro-
ductive waste of all its efforts
and those of others, if it does not
begin to allow more foreign jour-
nalists and observers in to see for
themselves.

While some will never forgive
East Timor's incorporation most
will see in new roads, resettle-
ment villages and new crops, and
above all in the schools, a beiter
future for the Timorese in Indo-
nesia than they could have dreamt
of in the past under Portugal.
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Peter Hastings, fareign editor
of the ‘Sydney Morning Herald, -
is visiting Indonesia at the invi-
tation of the Indonesian Embassy. ;
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