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Gus Dur's M d- East ern odyssey

Ri za Si habud

PRESI DENT Abdurrahman Wahid has enbarked on a visit to a nunber of Mddle
East countries including the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia. This
trip to the volatile region would be his third during the one and a half
years of his admi nistration: he has previously visited Jordan, Bahrain
Kuwai t, Egypt and Iran. But what woul d be the significance of
Abdurrahman's trip to the region?

For Indonesia, the Mddle East is a special place. Egypt, for instance,
was the first country to recogni se I ndonesia's sovereignty after its
procl amati on of independence in 1945. Historically, Egypt-I|ndonesia
religious-cultural ties already existed in the 20th century - there was a
conmon bond of |slamand educational activities.

Islamic revivalismin |Indonesia, such as the Mihanmadi yah, was for |ong
i nfluenced by the sane novenent |ed by Janal uddi n Al - Afghani and Muhanmad
Abduh in Egypt.

Duri ng the Sukarno era, Indonesia enjoyed strong ties with the Mddle
East, and with Egypt in particular. The significant role that Sukarno and
Egypti an President Ganmal Abdul Nasser played during the 1955 Asia-Africa
Conference in Bandung - which gave birth to the Non-Aligned Movenent in
1961 - testified to this good rel ati onshi p.

Under Suharto, however, no significant progress was recorded in
I ndonesia's relations with the Mddle East countries - in all probability
because Jakarta tended to disregard the region while keeping its sight
focused on the West.

This is despite the fact that its neighbours in the Association of
Sout heast Asian Nations such as Singapore and Mal aysi a, and ot her Asian
countries such as South Korea and Japan have very good ties with the
M ddl e East.

Mal aysia is a good case in point. Wien the Lebanon war ended in 1995,
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanmad visited Beirut along with a
| ar ge entourage of Ml aysi an busi ness peopl e.

Dr Mahathir offered Beirut whatever assistance he could for the
reconstruction of post-war Lebanon, thus exenplifying the kind of
proacti ve stance a governnment could take toward a war-ravaged friend

When the Iran-1raqg War ended, it was busi ness peopl e from Korea,

Si ngapore and Mal aysi a who ventured into the region. |Indonesia al ways
| agged behind, ignoring the great market potential there.

Anot her evi dence of Indonesia's neglect of the Mddle East can be found
inthe mnimal role that Jakarta has been playing in the Organisation of
the Islam c Conference (O C) - which is domnated by the M ddl e East
countri es.

Despite his long rule of 32 years, Soeharto only once attended the O C
sunmit despite its strategic role in the strengthening of ties with the
M ddl e East. It thus becane obvious to the M ddl e East countries how
| ndonesi a regarded t hem

One explanation of this stance is: Suharto was responding to the
donmestic situation and his fears of "political Islam'. He m ght have
assuned that building ties with the Mddle East, which is predom nately
Muslim woul d be tantanount to letting "political Islani grow strong.

It was probably for this reason that |ndonesia becane the |last country
to open a Pal estinian enbassy, after Ml aysia and other Mislimcountries.

One thing to note, however, is that Egypt was the last country that



Suharto visited before his fall fromgrace in 1998.

When Abdurrahnman, or Gus Dur, cane to power and appoi nted Alwi Shihab -
a native of Mkassar, South Sul awesi, of Arabic descent - as foreign
mnister, there was hope that this would bring better ties with the Mddle
East .

Thi s expectati on was boosted because Abdurrahman hinself declared his
intention to "re-orient"” foreign policy.

I nst ead, he made a bl under and announced his intention to open ties with
I srael, the great eneny of Arab countri es.

There were at | east three possible reasons for Gus Dur's intention, the
first being his and Alwi's wish to be seen as comm tted to pluralismand
inter-faith tol erance.

Secondly, their hope that an opening of trade ties with Israel could be
a "short-cut" to the restoration of the |Indonesian econony. Thirdly, by
opening ties with Israel, Jakarta wi shed to help find solutions to the
| srael - Pal estine conflict.

In the context of Indonesia-Mddle East rel ations however, any plans to
open ties with Israel could instead bring the foll ow ng consequences:

* | ndonesi a woul d be seen as inconsistent in its support of the
Pal esti ni ans;

* | ndonesia m ght be accused of violating its own Constitution, which
explicitly rejects all forms of occupation;

* A weakeni ng of the economic and political relations between | ndonesia
and the M ddl e East;

* | ndonesia nmight be accused of further underm ning the econoni c and
political position of Palestine. Israel, for exanple, has continued inits
canmpai gn to sever trade rel ati ons between Pal esti ne and the European
Uni on;

* No | ess damaging is the flare-up of controversies within |Indonesia,
whi ch coul d be counter-productive to the canpaign to restore soci al
political and economnic conditions.

Fortunately, Gus Dur called off his plan for Indonesia-Israel relations,
thus restoring the hope for better ties with the M ddl e East.

At | east one positive sign was seen when in May 2000, economic ninisters
of sone Arab countries such as Kuwait, Oran, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Yenen held a neeting with the then I ndonesi an
econom ¢ mnister Kwik Kian Ge to study investnents here.

As reported, the governnment wanted to invite Arab investnent by offering
three types of projects; privatisation of state-owned conpanies, ventures
in conpani es that were being "dealt with" by the |Indonesi an Bank
Restructuri ng Agency, and ventures in the private sector.

The initial target of the expected US$500 nillion (RML.9 billion)

i nvestnent fund was the purchase of state-owned conpani es and | BRA-
control | ed assets.

Anong the sectors on offer included m ning, banking, nmanufacturing,
agriculture, infrastructure, tel ecomunications, tourismand
transportation. There were plans, for instance, for Saudi Arabian
i nvestnent in Bank Central Asia.

The proposed i nvestnment fund began with a Kuwait |l oan in the
Consul tative Group on Indonesia (CA) package that has yet to be
di sbursed. Jakarta suggested that the loan be turned into i nvestnent and
Kuwait agreed, as did Qatar and Abu Dhabi

Politically, Palestinian President Yasser Arafat's visit to Jakarta in
August 2000 boosted the I ndonesian inage in the Mddl e East. Al though it
woul d still be difficult for Jakarta to play a role in the Arab-Israeli
conflict, given that it has yet to settle various conflicts at hone, the
CGovernnent should not stop its efforts to inprove both political and



economc ties with the Mddl e East.

Aside fromhis blunder, Gus Dur has actually stepped in the right
direction. Together with Mrocco and Al giers, Indonesia passed a
resol ution that condemmed |srael during the Inter-Parlianentary Union in
Oct ober 2000 in Jakarta.

The resol ution hel ped clean up Gus Dur's image after it was tarnished by
reports of his closeness with sone of Israel's political elite and his
wi sh to open trade ties with the Jew sh state.

The President's speech during the OC summit in Doha, Qatar in Novenber
2000 al so helped, as it attested to Indonesia”"s comitnment to the
interests of the Pal estini ans.

In conclusion, Gus Dur's administration has help to bring about
relatively inmproved ties between Indonesia and the M ddl e East. The
remai ni ng question is: How w Il Jakarta continue fromthis point onward?

Today, when ties with the West, especially the United States and
Australia, are of questionable benefit, the Mddle East could certainly be
a good alternative.

It woul d do Abdurrahman good to enulate Dr Mahathir's stance on the
M ddl e East. Hopefully he will start doing so during his trip.
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