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Indonesia-Australia relations and the perils of success 
I ndonesia-Australia relations 

seem to have hit another snag 
this year . In early January, 

Kompas daily reported that the 
Indonesian military (TNI) was 
suspending all military coopera
tion with the Australian Defence 
Force (ADF). 

As the news was confirmed by 
the TNI spokesman, the suspen
sion made numerous domestic 
and international headlines. With 
the 24-hour news cycle, and the 
fact that Indonesia-Australia de
fense relations tend to be con
troversial, speculations ran wild 
and included some unnecessary 
ad-hominem attacks on the TNI 
commander . 

It was only after the Coordi
nating Political, Legal, and Secu
rity Affairs Minister clarified that 
the "temporary suspension" only 
covered language training activi 
ties - rather than defense-wide 
cooperation - that the dust be
gan to settle . 

At a deeper level, the incident 
underscores the perils of success 
in Indonesia-Australia defense 
relations, which stems in particu
lar from an overemphasis on (and 
occasional "public sanit izing" of) 
the TNI-ADF relationship. 

Given the geopolitical history 
between the two neighbors, Ja-

karta and Canberra understand
ably believe that the relationship 
between their respective militar
ies is vital to the broader bilateral 
relationship. The 1999 East Timor 
debacle and the centrality of the 
2006 Lombok Treaty in restoring 
bilateral relations only served to 
reinforce this perception. 

Indeed, since then, TNI-ADF 
relations have quietly flourished . 
Thousands of TNI officers have 
gone through numerous Aus
tralian schools and training pro
grams over the past decade, while 
exercises and other cooperative 
activities grew. The presence of an 
alumni association for gradua tes 
of both Ind onesian and Australian 
military education and training 
programs, !KAHAN, seemingly 
solidified the defense relations. 

These successes, however, 
may have had unintended conse 
quences. 

First, they have created, per 
haps unconsciously, the impres 
sion that defense relations had 
matured by 2016. Th is may have 
led to complacency in some in
stances; such as not carefully and 
transparently managing every 
detail of the var ious education or 
training environments. 

In other instances, it could lead 
to "tunnel vision " during crisis . 
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We can see this in one of the nar
ratives sprung from the latest in
cident: rogue genera ls with politi
cal ambitions and anti-Australian 
sentiments are to blame. After all, 
the argument goes, defense rela
tions have been so successful in 
restoring military trust that the 
suspension could not have possi
bly reflected deeper insecurities 
within the TNI over separatism 
or its own history. 

Needless to say, such narratives 
were inaccurate and coun terpro
ductive. But perhaps more im
portantly, they also sidetracked 
potential opportunities to better 
review existing defense coopera
tion programs. 

Second, the over -emphasis on 
and extra care of the TNI-ADF re
lationship may have inadvertent-

ly hin dered the broader integra
tion of defense cooperation into 
the wider bilateral relationship. 

Paradoxically, military-to-mil
itary relations have been conse
quently more susceptible to the 
waxing and waning of the domes
tic politics in Jakarta and Canber
ra. One government source told 
me that during the 2013 wire tap
ping crisis, some considered de
fense cooperation more expend
able (i.e. able to be temporarily 
suspended) because there were 
no "real and practical" ramifica 
tions in other areas of the bilater
al relationship. 

As such, we might want to stop 
seeing TNI-ADF relations as in
herently unique and therefore 
needing "special status" or "pro
tection". In stead, moving for 
ward, we cou ld consider ways to 
expand and deepen the integra
tion of defense cooperat ion with
in the broader bilateral relation
ship, rather than relying on the 
former to strengthen the latter. 

We can do so by deliberately in 
tegrating mu ltiple non -military 
stakeholders - from the police, 
Foreign Minis t ry, to scholars and 
industry players - into pre-exist
ing defense cooperation activities 
or create new ones to accommo 
date them. Th is could integrate 

the TNI further within the stra
tegic community and create ad
ditional stab ilizing layers into the 
bilateral re lationship . 

We can consider, for example, 
renewing engagement and insti
tutionalizing partnerships be
tween the civilian defense and 
strategic communi ties from both 
countries that could act as coun 
terparts and coun terweights to 
- and perhaps even commun ica
t ion channels between - the TNI 
andADF. 

In counterterrorism and mar
itime security, we cou ld expand 
joint exercises and train ing spe
cifically designed for multiple 
agencies to work together simul 
taneously . To counter illegal, un 
reported and unregulated fish
ing, for example , we need the 
Navy, coast guard and the Mari
time Affairs and Fisheries Min 
istry, among other institutions. 
Sim ilar ly with coun ter-t errorism, 
there are numerous activities 
tha t should involve elements of 
the army, police and intell igence 
community, as well as civilian 
agencies such customs or prison 
authori ties. 

Developing and expanding vari
ous bilateral joint multi-agency ac
tivities - from education to exer
cises - involving both military and 
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non-military eleme nts might also 
help alleviate some of the burea u
cratic infighting and stove-piping 
prevalent on some of those issues. 

Addit iona l cooperation be
tween the legislat ive and judi
cial branches of both count ries 
over military policies - such as 
defense planni ng and bud getin g, 
or the military justice system 
cou ld provide an addition al layer 
too. After all, defense establish
me nt s tend to be wider than mili
tary organ izations alone. 

We can also per haps consider 
possible joint defense ind ustr i
al projects - whe ther bilaterally 
or regionally with other ASEAN 
members - to strengthen the 
business side of defense relations. 
Thi s might, in the long run, help 
us jumpstart the relatively slug
gish econom ic re lations between 
the two countr ies. 

Streng thening defense re la
tions by focusing on non -defense 
policies may seem paradoxical 
but if done properly it might sta
bilize both TNI-ADF cooperat ion 
as well as the Ind onesia -Australia 
relationship. 
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