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Introduction

While nation states are willing to go the extra mile to break the 
chain of coronavirus (COVID-19) transmissions, whether by 
lockdowns, social (physical) distancing, 14-day quarantines, self-
isolation, border closures or other large-scale social restrictions, 
taking action at the regional level can become controversial. 
For countries such as Australia, the United States, Germany, 
India and Brazil that have federal government systems, allowing 
states to enact their own policies is part of their constitutional 
division, yet this does not apply to a unitary state such as 
Indonesia that rejects regional sovereignty. This paper examines 
how the province of Papua responded quickly to close its 
borders, indicating a level of distrust in the national authorities’ 
ability to protect Papuans from COVID-19. It also reasons that 
the virus is perceived by native Papuans as an existential threat 
given their already vulnerable position as Indigenous people.

As soon as President Jokowi announced Indonesia’s first 
two confirmed COVID-19 cases on 2 March and called for social 
distancing on 15 March,2 the availability of face masks and hand 
sanitiser became extremely scarce across the country, including 
in Papua Province.3 The confirmation of these cases quashed 
the rumour or opinion circulating that COVID-19 could not live 
in Indonesia due to its tropical climate. In an unusual move, 
on 24 March the governor of Papua Lukas Enembe released 
a joint statement, in consultation with Forkopimda (a regional 
leadership coordination forum), regents/mayors and several 
other stakeholders, expanding on the central government’s 
social distancing policy by writing to the minister of transportation 
in Jakarta that entry into the region by both sea and air travel 
would be restricted, excluding the transportation of goods. The 
governor said, ‘This is not a lockdown; only a restriction’ (Mawel 
and Mambor 25/3/20). The day after the letter was issued, the 
Indonesian Minister of Home Affairs Tito Karnavian disagreed 
with the statement. He argued that the central government’s 
orders are clear, aiming to prevent the transmission of COVID-
19 through physical distancing, not by closing travel from one 
region to another. On 26 March, the Ministry of Transportation 
(Directorate General of Civil Aviation) also rejected the letter, 

arguing that evaluation, coordination and socialisation have not 
yet been carried out. A national travel ban was instituted on 23 
April to continue until 31 May. This divergence in responses 
raises the question of why the Papuan government was so much 
quicker to adopt stricter COVID-19 policies than the central 
government at that time.

Reasons for formulating regional policy

As the two confirmed COVID-19 cases were announced by the 
president, panic quickly spread across Indonesia. Papua was no 
exception, with Papuans becoming even more afraid after the 
province’s first two COVID-19 cases were reported in Merauke 
regency on 22 March. This panic triggered regional leaders to 
act quickly. I argue that the reason the Papuan government 
took action faster than Jakarta was due to distrust in the central 
government’s ability to suppress human-to-human transmission 
of COVID-19, crucial considering the unpreparedness of health 
facilities in the region. This distrust arguably follows the difficult 
history of Papua’s integration into Indonesia, including the 
failure of special autonomy arrangements (Chauvel 2005:87) 
and the marginalisation of Papuans (Anderson 2015:24–25).4 
If Jakarta had been able to demonstrate its ability to effectively 
halt the spread of COVID-19, then the Papua government may 
not have limited access to the region. However, the opposite 
occurred. In just the three weeks following the president’s initial 
announcement, the number of reported COVID-19 cases across 
the Indonesian archipelago dramatically increased to 790; the 
total has now hit 11,587 cases as of 4 May. Indonesia may 
have better dealt with the spread of COVID-19 if the authorities 
could have detected it earlier and had been more transparent 
in providing information. Indeed, as early as February experts 
raised doubts about the Indonesian health ministry’s statement 
that the region had no cases of COVID-19. 

COVID-19 from a Papuan perspective

The spread of COVID-19 is perceived by Papuans as a real 
threat to their existence.5 They are already on their way to 
becoming a minority in their own land, and Indigenous people 
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are some of the most vulnerable communities on Earth. 
The impact of globalisation also fosters competition between 
Indigenous people and non-Papuans in various matters such 
as finding work, opening businesses and market access. 
Imagine the consequences if COVID-19 infects many people 
in Papua, especially in remote areas where many Indigenous 
Papuans settle. Moreover, COVID-19 relates to human security, 
a forward-looking concept that emphasises the relationship 
between security and people. When people are afraid about 
what is going to happen to their lives, that is when a sense of 
insecurity arises. COVID-19 has made Papuans afraid not only 
about their future, but also of the people they will meet, the kinds 
of food they will consume, the places they will travel and how 
immune to infections they are. Therefore, the governor’s joint 
statement to restrict access to Papua Province was a prudent 
decision to protect all Papuans, especially Indigenous ones.

Restricting people’s access to the region remains crucial as 
a preventive strategy as well as in reducing the current number 
of positive cases in Papua. Despite initially being rejected by the 
Ministry of Transportation and Home Affairs, the implementation 
of the Papua joint statement has far-reaching implications for 
stemming the spread of COVID-19. The activities of airports and 
ports are now restricted, the streets are quiet and more people 
are staying at home, though a few still break the rules. The 
Papua joint statement was strengthened by Jokowi’s 31 March 
order of large-scale social restrictions, which grants power 
to the regions, including limiting people’s movement between 
islands. As of 3 May, there have been 240 positive cases of 
COVID-19 in Papua Province; 173 people are being treated, 60 
have recovered and seven have died. This figure may increase 
depending on public compliance with government instructions. 
Most positive cases of COVID-19 in Papua have been due to 
the person having a history of travel outside the province prior 
to the restriction of sea and land travel to the region. For these 
people, it was too late for a check-up and transmission within 
their families and among the people they met was inevitable. As 
cases are increasing despite no one travelling to Papua, it seems 
local transmission is underway. 

It also should be noted that Papua Province lacks sufficient 
health infrastructure and professionals to treat its COVID-19 
patients. According to Papua’s COVID-19 response team 
spokesperson Silwanus Sumule, only two out of the 200 total 
isolation rooms across all hospitals in Papua Province meet 
World Health Organization standards, and there are only seven 
pulmonary specialists in the whole province. Hence, there is no 
better option for Papua than to prevent access to the region in 
the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.

 

Conclusion

The details in the Papua joint statement are essentially the same 
as the large-scale social restrictions proposed by President 
Jokowi, both of which are aimed at preventing the spread of 
COVID-19. The difference was the timing of border closures: 
the Papua statement on both border closures and social 
distancing was issued almost a month earlier than the national 
announcement of a travel ban, revealing a divergence between 
the responses of the central and provincial governments. 
Enembe enacted his policy because Indigenous Papuans ‘are 
particularly vulnerable’ and he is aware that the health system 
in the region may be unprepared to cope with an epidemic 
(Mawel and Mambor 25/3/20). Now is the time for the central 
and provincial governments to work hand-in-hand to defeat 
the COVID-19 outbreak. Though COVID-19 is among the worst 
pandemics the world has ever seen, we must believe it can end 
as quickly as it began. 
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Endnotes

1. The term ‘Papua’ here refers to Papua Province of 
Indonesia, not including West Papua Province. 

2. The Indonesian government altered the terminology ‘social 
distancing’ to ‘physical distancing’ on 23 March.

3. Papua Province consists of 28 regencies (kabupaten) and 
one autonomous city (kota).

4. I thank an anonymous reviewer for bringing up this point.

5. For example, there are reports of Papuan communities 
instituting their own lockdowns to protect themselves 
against COVID-19.
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