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Although Indonesia has one of the largest populations in the world—which is spread
out over a massive archipelago of thousands of islands—it hosts fewer migrants and
refugees than many other countries in Southeast Asia. Foreigners represent only 0.1
percent of its total population.[1] However, the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) describes Indonesia as “a key transit country for irregular migrant
movements.” In 2013, the country intercepted approximately 9,000 migrants.[2]

As of 2015, Indonesia had a detention estate comprised of 13 long-term immigration
detention centres (rudenim or karantina in Indonesian)[3] and 20 temporary detention
facilities[4] located in 12 of the 33 provinces of the archipelago, which had a
combined capacity of roughly 3,000. Like transit countries in other regions of the
world, the growth of Indonesia’s detention capacities has been largely driven by the
policies and practices of nearby destination countries, namely those of Australia.[5]

In addition to controversial policies like the “Pacific Solutions” that aim to prevent and
deter the arrival of asylum seekers by sea by using extra-territorial (offshore)
processing centres, Australia has also signed agreements with Indonesia for
increased interception and detention of asylum seekers who apparently seek to make
to Australia. Australian NGOs have denounced this “Indonesian Solution,” arguing
that their government in effect pays Jakarta “hundreds of millions of dollars to detain
and warehouse asylum seekers.”[6]

According to academic research findings, from 2011 to 2013 Australia channeled
more than $90 million through the International Organization for Migration (IOM) for
programmes in the region, “including the upgrade and refurbishment of existing
detention facilities” in Indonesia. During the same period, Australia gave the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) some $12 million for protection activities in the
region, including support for resettlement.[7]

Australia claims that it does not directly fund immigration detention in Indonesia and
other countries. Rather, it earmarks funds under the opaque wording of “providing
care and maintenance to intercepted irregular migrants in Indonesia, Papua New
Guinea, and East Timor.”[8] As part of the Management and Care of Irregular
Immigrants Project (MCIIP 1) launched in 2007, the IOM assisted in the refurbishment
of detention centres in Tanjug Pinang (capacity was increased from 100 to 400
people with a surge capacity of 600 people) and Jakarta.[9] Likewise, among the
activities included in MCIIP 1l (2011-12) was “Quarantine Facility Renovation” in
Batam, Balikpapan, and Semarang, as well as “Updating of the Standard Operations
Procedures and Guidelines for Human Rights in Immigration Detention Centres.”[10]

Law Number 6 of 2011 “Concerning Immigration” provides that foreigners can be
placed in immigration detention to prevent unauthorized entry, stay or exit and to
effect removal.[11] There is virtually no limit to detention as Article 85 of the law
allows detention for up to ten years without judicial review. There is also no legal
framework regulating the detention of persons of concern to UNHCR. Nearly 6,000
refugees and asylum seekers were detained in Indonesia in 2014.[12]
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Children can be detained under Indonesian immigration law and hundreds of children
are detained every year, including unaccompanied children, who are often detained
with unrelated adults.[13] The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has called on
Indonesia to “Cease the administrative practice of detaining asylum-seeking and
refugee children.”[14] UNHCR and numerous NGOs like Jesuit Refugee Services-
Indonesia have pressured the country to end the detention of children and to ensure
that alternatives to detention that meet international standards are adopted and
implemented.[15]

Overcrowding in detention centres is a recurrent complaint. Conditions at facilities
can also vary considerably across the archipelago. In some detention centres,
migrants can freely move about while in others detainees remain locked up in cells.
Human Rights Watch has described conditions as “appalling” and denounced the
lack of basic sanitation and bedding. There have been numerous reports of guards
physical violence abusing detainees, including unaccompanied migrant children.[16]

Despite numerous criticisms of Indonesia’s immigration detention practices as well as
its role in encouraging detention in the country, the Australian government has
argued that “standards of health, hygiene, human rights and security in Indonesian
detention facilities are matters for the Indonesian Government.”[17]
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