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Abstract 

The topic of immigration has a longstanding tendency to be used as a political wedge in Australia, 

securitized by politicians for political gains. This gave rise to the government’s hardline stance 

and policy towards ‘illegal’ immigration, considered to be one of the strictest in the world. Seeking 

to deter any boat from arriving at its shores, the Australian government externalizes its border 

policies to other countries in the Asia-Pacific by exerting significant influence on their migration 

policies. This paper analyses the case of Indonesia, a country that has been a thorn in the eyes of 

the Australian government since the majority of incoming asylum-seekers and refugees (ASRs) 

who arrive by boat come through this country. By contextualizing Australia’s externalized policies 

in Indonesia and the subsequent shift this created in the latter’s asylum policy, this paper raises 

awareness of the precarious circumstances ASRs find themselves in as a result: no access to basic 

rights like employment and education, nor any prospect of resettlement or local integration. 

Instead, a waiting time of up to nine years or longer is normalized. It thus argues that these policies 

serve Australia’s national interest at the cost of humanitarian concerns, causing a perilous 

deadlock situation on the ground in Indonesia: while the Australian government has pushed 

Indonesia to adopt its hard-line policy on migration through diplomatic and financial incentives, 

the latter does not have the means nor the willingness to provide durable solutions to the thousands 

of ASRs that stranded in its country as a result. Lastly, this paper questions the role of the IOM in 

carrying out migration control projects on behalf of states of the Global North, allowing for 

countries like Australia to disguise its harmful self-serving migration policies under the 

organization’s humanitarian image. It concludes with several recommendations aimed at both the 

Australian and Indonesian government, as well as the IOM and the international community as a 

whole, with the overall message that humanitarian considerations have to be placed back in the 

centre of attention of migration policies to provide durable solutions for refugees. 

 

Keywords: Migration, Asylum, Refugees, Border Externalisation, Australia, Indonesia, IOM. 

 



Refugees in limbo: The implications of Australia's externalized border policies in Indonesia 

 

1 

 

Introduction 

It is no secret that for years, Australia’s migration policies have prioritized national security 

concerns over humanitarian ones, implementing increasingly restrictive measures to deter asylum-

seekers from making the boat journey to Australia. A land built on immigration, Australia is 

paradoxically notorious for its hard-line stance and policy towards ‘illegal’ immigration, 

considered to be one of the strictest in the world.1 Driven by a longstanding tendency to use the 

topic of immigration as a political wedge, Australian politicians securitize the issue for political 

gains. This gave rise to the implementation of Australia’s controversial ‘Pacific Solution’ in 2001, 

representing a drastic toughening of its immigration laws that was largely supported by both the 

public and the opposition at the time.2 It deems asylum-seekers and refugees (ASRs) arriving by 

boat as illegal, detaining and processing ASRs offshore on either Christmas Island, Manus Island 

(Papua New Guinea), or Nauru for an indefinite period of time under inhumane conditions.3 

Although broadly dismantled in 2008, then Prime Minister Rudd reinstated the harsh offshore 

policies in 2013, declaring that "asylum seekers who come here by boat without a visa will never 

be settled in Australia”.4 While fortunately 2017 saw the closure of Manus Island’s Australian-

funded detention centres after the Supreme Court of Papua New Guinea declared these as illegal 

and not in line with the right to liberty5, the Australian government is still exerting significant 

influence on other Asian Pacific countries’ migration policies to keep ASRs away from its shores.6 

A prominent case is that of Indonesia, pressured by Australia to build more immigration 

detention centres, to conduct a ‘crackdown’ on people smuggling, and to allow Australian sea 

patrols in Indonesian waters to turn back boats, all the while receiving a large increase in its aid 

funding in return.7 Australia’s penetration into Indonesia’s way of handling migration goes beyond 

 
1 See for example: Australian Human Rights Commission, Immigration Detention at Curtin: Observations from 

Visit to Curtin Immigration Detention Centre and Key Concerns Across the Detention Network (2011); Michelle 

Peterie, “Technologies of Control: Asylum Seeker and Volunteer Experiences in Australian Immigration Detention 

Facilities,” Journal of Sociology 22, no. 2 (2019): 181-198; Michael Flynn, “Who Must Be Detained? 

Proportionality as a Tool for Critiquing Immigration Detention Policy,” Refugee Survey Quarterly 33, no. 3. (2012): 

40-68. 
2 Kevin M. Dunn, et al., “Contemporary racism and Islamaphobia in Australia: Racializing religion,” Ethnicities 7, 

no. 4. (2007): 577; Danielle Every, et al., “Constructions of Australia in pro-and anti-asylum seeker political 

discourse,” Nations and Nationalism 14, no. 3 (2008): 565.  
3 Matt McDonald, “Deliberation and Resecuritization: Australia, Asylum-Seekers and the Normative Limits of the 

Copenhagen School,” Australian Journal of Political Sciences 46, no. 2 (2011): 281-295. 
4 Bianca Hall and Jonathan Swan, “Kevin Rudd to send asylum seekers who arrive by boat to Papua New Guinea,” 

The Sydney Morning Herald, July 19, 2013.   
5 Azadeh Dastyari and Maria O’Sullivan, “Not for Export: The Failure of Australia’s Extraterritorial Processing 

Regime in PNG and the Decision of the PNG Supreme Court in Namah,” Monash University Law Review 42, no. 2 

(2016): 323. 
6 Robyn Sampson, et al., “The Myth of Transit: The Making of a Life by Asylum Seekers and Refugees in 

Indonesia,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 42, no. 7 (2016): 1136. 
7 Sampson, et al., “The Myth of Transit,” 1136. 
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state-to-state level; it disproportionately upgraded its funding of the International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) in Indonesia to undertake a variety of migration control operations in this 

country.8 For Australia, this has the added benefit of disguising its harmful self-serving migration 

policies under the IOM’s humanitarian image. As a result, 14,000 ASRs have been stranded 

indefinitely in Indonesia, a country that is not a signatory of the UN Refugee Convention and 

therefore does not provide them with basic rights. Nor do they have much chance of resettlement. 

Arguing that Australia’s externalized border policies in Indonesia are yet another example 

of the government’s noxious immigration system to serve its national interests, this paper aims to 

raise awareness of the harmful circumstances ASRs find themselves in as a result. It also questions 

the role of the IOM in carrying out migration control projects on behalf of states of the Global 

North. By first contextualizing Australia’s offshore policies in Indonesia, this paper highlights the 

implications of these actions on the ground. It concludes with several recommendations aimed at 

both the Australian and Indonesian government, as well as the IOM and the international 

community as a whole, with the overall message that humanitarian considerations have to be 

placed back in the centre of attention of migration policies to provide durable solutions for refugees 

in the long-term. 

 

An Australian-funded shift in Indonesia’s asylum policy 

Australia’s infamous use of extra-territorialized border protection and deterrence strategies aims 

to not only discourage people from leaving their home country in the first place, but also to 

discourage ASRs contemplating onward migration from transit countries like Indonesia.9 

Historically, the latter’s way of dealing with incoming ASRs - or lack thereof -, having no national 

refugee legislation and ruling out local integration, has incentivised ASRs to migrate onwards to 

Australia, a country that conversely did ratify the refugee convention and other human rights 

instruments.10 Indeed, most incoming ASRs in Australia arriving by boat come through Indonesia, 

placing this issue at the centre of their bilateral relationship11 in which cooperation on asylum 

policy has been pushed by the former since the late 1990s. Since then, a significant shift in 

 
8 Asher Lazarus Hirsch and Cameron Doig, “Outsourcing Control: The International Organization for Migration in 

Indonesia,” The International Journal of Human Rights 22, no. 5 (2018): 681. 
9 Antje Missbach, “Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Decision-Making in Transit in Indonesia,” Journal of the 

Humanities and Social Sciences of Southeast Asia 175, no. 4 (2019): 433. 
10 Amy Nethery and Carly Gordyn, “Australia–Indonesia Cooperation on Asylum-Seekers: A Case of ‘Incentivised 

Policy Transfer’,” Australian Journal of International Affairs 68, no. 2 (2014): 185 
11 Amy Nethery, “Exporting Detention: Australia-Funded Immigration Detention in Indonesia,” Journal of Refugee 

Studies 26, no. 1 (2012): 93. 
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Indonesia’s asylum policy can be witnessed, much of which is argued to be the outcome of 

Australian initiatives to export its domestic asylum policy to its neighbour.12  

Australia’s and Indonesia’s cooperation on asylum was first formalized in the Regional 

Cooperation Arrangement (RCA), taking effect in 2001, under which Indonesian authorities 

intercept irregular migrants.13 Shortly after, several measures were implemented through the Bali 

Process, an official international forum co-chaired by Australia and Indonesia established in 2002, 

to prevent people smuggling and, thereby, stop the arrival of asylum seekers by boats.14 In 2006, 

the two countries signed the Lombok treaty, in which Australia agreed to expand its reach of sea 

patrols to Indonesian waters and the international seas between Australia and Indonesia. In return, 

Indonesia agreed to crack down on people-smuggling and to allow those rescued to be brought 

back to Indonesia.15  

To finance these operations, Australia committed the large sum of AU$452.5 million in 

aid to Indonesia in 2009–10, its largest single overseas monetary commitment.16 The result of this 

collaboration was Indonesia enacting Immigration Law No. 6 in 2011, after persistent diplomatic 

efforts from Australia’s side. The act strikingly models Australian immigration law in its tough 

stance on combating people smuggling and human trafficking17, and in its aim to frame asylum 

seekers as ‘irregular’.18 2013 subsequently saw the intensification of the pushing and pulling back 

of boats from Indonesia on their way to Australia with the introduction of Australia’s Operation 

Sovereign Borders. Consequently, boats from Indonesia are no longer reaching Australia, thus 

keeping ASRs from applying for protection there.19 This message was reinforced in November 

2014, when Australia announced it would no longer resettle refugees from Indonesia who had 

registered with the UNHCR in Jakarta, indicating that now both regular and irregular pathways to 

Australia are blocked.20 In other words, the accumulation of Australia’s externalized border 

policies targeted towards Indonesia and beyond have created a ‘bottleneck’ situation in the latter 

 
12 Nethery, et al., “Australia–Indonesia Cooperation on Asylum-Seekers,” 178. 
13 Sampson, et al., “The Myth of Transit,” 1139. 
14 Missbach, “Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Decision-Making in Transit in Indonesia,” 431. 
15 Nethery, et al., “Australia–Indonesia Cooperation on Asylum-Seekers,” 188. 
16 Nethery, et al., “Australia–Indonesia Cooperation on Asylum-Seekers,” 189 
17 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 97. 
18 Susan Kneebone, “Australia as a Powerbroker on Refugee Protection in Southeast Asia: The Relationship with 

Indonesia,” Refuge: Canada's Journal on Refugees 33, no. 1 (2017): 34. 
19 Antje Missbach, “Falling Through the Cracks: The Impacts of Australia’s Funding Cuts on Refugees in 

Indonesia,” Policy Forum, August 8, 2018.  
20 Missbach, “Falling Through the Cracks.”  
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country, left to deal with a growing number of ASRs who now spend years, rather than months, in 

the country.21  

 

The IOM: an agent for migration control? 

Australia’s infiltration in Indonesia’s asylum policy can be traced further back in its workings 

through the UNHCR and the IOM on the ground. Under the RCA that took effect in 2001, 

Indonesian authorities intercept ASRs and direct those headed towards Australia or New Zealand 

to the IOM for assistance and case management.22 Only if considered as needed, the UNHCR will 

step in to assess their claims and undertake refugee-status determination, a responsibility that 

Indonesia delegated since it is not a party to the Refugee Convention. This means that while both 

the UNHCR and the IOM replace Indonesia’s role, Australia has found a practical way to work 

through IOM Indonesia, the organization that the RCA happens to particularly prioritize in its role 

as the first port of call.23 In contrast to the UNHCR, the IOM does not have a rights-based mandate, 

thereby making the organization an attractive option for states like Australia to outsource their 

migration policies.24  

Even more enticing is the IOM’s integration into the UN structures in 2016, conveying the 

impression of the organisation as being a humanitarian one, thus helping to disguise Australia’s 

pernicious migration practices as humanitarian.25 The organization’s office in Indonesia receives 

substantial funding for its work from Australia: between 2001 and 2016, Australia provided the 

IOM with a total of $238 million towards its Indonesian projects, making up more than half of 

Australia’s global funding of the IOM.26 The vast majority of these funds are used by the IOM for 

migration control in Indonesia as a way to create a buffer zone in the Asia-Pacific region, thereby 

stretching Australia’s regional deterrence agenda to its neighbour.27 IOM’s actions include: the 

detention of irregular migrants, the return of asylum seekers and refugees to their countries of 

origin, the strengthening of Indonesia's border controls, and public information campaigns to 

dissuade people from taking boats to Australia to seek asylum.28 These campaigns went as far as 

 
21 Thomas Brown, “After the Boats Stopped: Refugees Managing a Life of Protracted Limbo in Indonesia,” 

Antropologi Indonesia, no. 1 (2017): 35. 
22 Sampson, et al., “The Myth of Transit,” 1139. 
23 Kneebone, “Australia as a Powerbroker on Refugee Protection in Southeast Asia,” 32. 
24 Hirsch, et al. “Outsourcing Control,” 681. 
25 Hirsch, et al. “Outsourcing Control,” 699. 
26 Hirsch, et al. “Outsourcing Control,” 688 
27 Hirsch, et al. “Outsourcing Control,” 684. 
28 Hirsch, et al. “Outsourcing Control,” 681. 
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to portray asylum-seekers as ‘illegals’, even calling on religious leaders to consider people-

smuggling as a sin.29 This leads to question the extent to which the organisation can be considered 

independent and as promoting “humane and orderly migration for the benefit of all”, as their 

proclaimed mission states,30 especially given the counterproductive effects Australia’s offshore 

deterrence policies have on asylum-seekers and refugees who are stuck in Indonesia. These will 

be analysed in depth in the following section. 

 

Stuck in Limbo – the consequences of Australia’s offshore deterrence policies in Indonesia 

 

“Australia's success in countering people smuggling and human trafficking has helped to protect 

vulnerable migrants in our region and beyond.”31 – The Australian government 

 

As is common in other governments’ migration discourse, Australia claims that its efforts in 

countering people smuggling and human trafficking - a major part of its cooperation with 

Indonesia – help to protect vulnerable migrants in the region. A closer look at the situation on the 

ground in Indonesia proves a different picture. 

ASRs were used to benefit from a detention-free reception in Indonesia as the latter did not 

deem asylum-seekers as a policy priority and therefore did not allocate funding to detention 

infrastructure.32 However, Australian-funded increase in Indonesian immigration detention 

capacity and diplomatic pressure led to an increased tendency on the part of the Indonesian 

government to detain all incoming asylum seekers.33 This ensured “a good relationship with 

Australia at little expense to Indonesia,”34 while ASRs are left to pay the price. A 2013 report by 

Human Rights Watch shows that violence, poor hygiene conditions, and corruption are widespread 

in the vast majority of Indonesia’s immigration detention centres.35 Moreover, Indonesian 

immigration detention facilities are simply not as good as in Australia, despite the latter’s funds to 

Indonesia, and are often subject to severe overcrowding.36 Some asylum-seekers in Indonesia end 

 
29 Kneebone, “Australia as a Powerbroker on Refugee Protection in Southeast Asia,” 34. 
30 “About IOM.” https://www.iom.int/about-iom. 
31 Australian Government, Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. “People Smuggling and Trafficking.”  
32 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 98. 
33 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 96. 
34 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 98. 
35 Human Rights Watch, Barely Surviving: Detention, Abuse, and Neglect of Migrant Children in Indonesia (June 

23, 2013). 
36 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 99. 
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up in Australian-funded accommodation under IOM management. While experiencing arguably 

more freedom here than in a detention centre, asylum-seekers are still subject to a night curfew, 

have their whereabouts monitored by Indonesian authorities, and need police permission to travel 

from their area of residence.37 

Most problematic of all is the fact that Indonesia is not a signatory of the Refugee 

Convention. This means that ASRs have no access to basic rights, such as the right to work, study, 

marry, hold a bank account or travel freely, receiving minimal acknowledgement in Indonesian 

law.38 When it comes to schooling, the majority of Indonesia’s regional governments do not allow 

foreigners to send their children to Indonesian schools. ASRs children thus receive minimal 

education.39  

To make matters worse, this current state of living without any basic rights in Indonesia, 

meant to only be a short moment in transit, has turned into a state in limbo. For the UNHCR, who 

is delegated with the task of undertaking registration and refugee-status determination in 

Indonesia, it has become increasingly challenging to find durable solutions for refugees living in 

a country where local integration nor onward migration is possible, and where chances for 

resettlement are minimal.40 Added problems such as severe understaffing and a lack of resources 

for interpreters mean that refugees can now live up to nine years in Indonesia with no pathways 

available to settle.41 The UNHCR urges refugees in Indonesia ‘to assimilate but not to settle’ in 

Indonesia,42 in other words, to acknowledge and ‘embrace’ their state in limbo.  

Given the lack of options available, an increasing number of ASRs feel pressured to accept 

‘assisted voluntary return and reintegration packages.’43 Meanwhile, ASRs in Indonesia, as well 

as Indonesian politicians, are hesitant to accept the country as anything more than one of transit. 

Whereas the former considers themselves in transit, not least because Indonesia offers them no 

 
37 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 96. 
38 Nicole Curby, “The Wait: Indonesia's Refugees Describe Life Stuck in an Interminable Limbo,” The Guardian, 

October 20, 2020. 
39 Nethery, “Exporting Detention,” 93. 
40 Missbach, “Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Decision-Making in Transit in Indonesia,” 423. 
41 Nethery, et al., “Australia–Indonesia Cooperation on Asylum-Seekers,” 185. 
42 Adam Bemma, “Refugees in Indonesia Told to Assimilate but Not Settle,” The New Humanitarian, February 9, 

2018. 
43 Missbach, “Falling Through the Cracks.” 
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legal options to make their residence permanent44, the latter have repeatedly expressed that 

Indonesia is unwilling to host refugees who are unwanted by Australia for the long term.45  

Moreover, the limited support available to ASRs in Indonesia that is provided by the IOM 

is not sustainable. Having witnessed a stark drop in ASRs arriving by boat on its mainland, the 

Australian government decided to paradoxically cut its funding to the IOM in Indonesia. This 

demonstrates total neglect from Australia’s side as to the thousands of ASRs trapped in transit in 

Indonesia as a result of its own policies.46 It equally demonstrates that too much reliance is placed 

on support from international organisations like the IOM, who are in their turn overly reliant on 

sponsors.47 The consequence in practice is that a growing number of asylum seekers and refugees 

now face homelessness, as their funds are nearly exhausted and they are unable to earn a living. 

On top of that, since March 2018, the IOM has stopped accepting any new refugees into the 

community shelters they provide, as a result of Australia’s funding cut.48 The IOM’s unsustainable 

support combined with the Indonesian government’s inaction has thus resulted in a deadlock, 

where the IOM cannot admit any more people to its care schemes while more refugees keep 

running out of money and have nowhere to go.49 

 

Conclusion  

Through contextualizing Australia’s externalized border policies in Indonesia and its subsequent 

effects on ASRs who are stuck there, it is evident that these policies are yet another example of 

Australia’s toxic politics of migration. Serving national interest at the cost of humanitarian 

concerns, Australia’s externalized border policies have caused a perilous deadlock situation on the 

ground in countries like Indonesia. While the Australian government has pushed Indonesia to 

adopt its hard-line policy on migration through diplomatic and financial incentives, the latter does 

not have the means nor the willingness to provide durable solutions to the thousands of ASRs that 

stranded in its country as a result. At the same time, Australia’s funding cuts to the IOM in the 

moment it sees the number of boat arrivals from Indonesia drop painfully demonstrates the 

 
44 Antje Missbach and Gerhard Hoffstaedter, “When Transit States Pursue Their Own Agenda: Malaysian and 

Indonesian Responses to Australia’s Migration and Border Policies,” Migration and Society: Advances in Research 

3 (2020): 68.  
45 Missbach, “Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Decision-Making in Transit in Indonesia,” 433. 
46 Missbach, “Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Decision-Making in Transit in Indonesia,” 436. 
47 Missbach, “Falling Through the Cracks.”  
48 Hirsch, et al., “Outsourcing Control,” 699. 
49 Missbach, “Falling Through the Cracks.”  
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government’s self-serving stance on the issue, ignoring to take responsibility for the situation its 

policies created in Indonesia.  

Meanwhile, ASRs are the ones to suffer most from the situation this has triggered, with no 

prospect of resettlement or local integration. Instead, a waiting time of up to nine years or longer 

is normalized, during which ASRs are being told by the UNHCR to ‘assimilate but not to settle’ 

in a country where they do not get access to basic rights like employment and education. While 

the lives of ASRs may not be directly at risk, the time that they spend in Indonesia is “plagued by 

uncertainty, and their basic human rights and economic, social, and psychological needs can 

remain unfulfilled”.50  

 

In light of these implications, this paper puts forward the following recommendations: 

● The Australian government should immediately halt the externalisation of its migration 

control policies, as under these policies, the asylum seekers’ ability to find effective 

protection and a durable solution to their plight in the Asia-Pacific region is greatly 

reduced. Thus, Australia should shift its focus to humanitarian concerns rather than 

concerns of national security; 

 

● If the Australian government finds itself unable to fulfil the previous point, it should at 

least make sure it provides meaningful support to ASRs that bear the consequences of its 

policies in neighbouring countries like Indonesia. Ideally, it does so effectively through a 

UN refugee agency with a rights-based mandate, instead of funding the IOM to act on its 

behalf;  

 

● While Australia must take primary responsibility for its harmful activities, organizations 

like the IOM must also carry responsibility for their complicity. The international 

community should reconsider the organization’s role, namely as an agent that ‘promotes 

humane and orderly migration for the benefit of all’, or merely as an agent for state 

control, carrying out migration control projects on behalf of states of the Global North? 

Hence, its level of independence and subsequent effects on the ground are in need of 

evaluation;  

 

 
50 Brown, “After the Boats Stopped,” 35. 
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● The Indonesian government should question the long-term implications of its 

acquiescence to Australia’s external border policies and strengthen its position to resist 

Australia’s requests, looking for means to receive financial aid, if needed, elsewhere. At 

the same time, it should start creating a legal environment that protects ASRs by 

acceding to international treaties like the Refugee Convention and set-up its own 

independent refugee policy that includes local integration as a durable solution for ASRs. 
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