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I.  Introduction 

Indonesia often prides itself as a country blessed with inexhaustible wealth, with 
its rich natural resources, strategic location and a population that is culturally diverse. In 
actuality, however, a nation could only be considered “wealthy” if it is able to manage 
and take advantage of its rich natural resources, geographical location and the condition 
as well as quality of its inhabitants, in short, able to offer prosperity and welfare to 
every element of the nation.  Indonesia is indeed blessed with rich natural resources, 
both on land as well as at sea.  The fact, however, remains that up to the present there 
are still a large number of Indonesians who have yet to enjoy the prosperity as mandated 
by the State Constitution. This matter is closely linked to the government and its 
apparatuses’ will and ability to implement a state administration system that is not only 
accurate, but also on course. A system that could transform the natural resources into 
capital that provides just and equal prosperity to each and every single Indonesian. 

Indonesia is known to the world as an Archipelagic State, a state that consists 
mainly of water than land (88% water/sea and 12% land). It took the international 
community approximately 25 years after the proclamation of the “Djoeanda 
Declaration” to acknowledge Indonesia as an Archipelagic State.  And, it was not until 
1982, when the United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 
Jamaica formally acknowledged Indonesia as an “Archipelagic State”. For Indonesians, 
the “Djoeanda Declaration” is the main pillar that determines the establishment of 
Indonesia as an Archipelagic State, furthermore, the declaration itself is deemed as an 
extension of the values and aspiration of the independence, which was stated in the 
“Sumpah Pemuda” (Youth Pledge) of October 28, 1928, and the Proclamation of 
Independence of August 17, 1945. 

The “Djoeanda Declaration” emphasizes that, “…The geographic condition of 
Indonesia as an Archipelagic State that consists of thousands of islands with its own 
unique characteristics. In order to maintain the nation’s territorial integrity, and to 
safeguard the state assets, every island, including the seas is to be considered as one 
single unity…”  The Declaration serves as a legal platform and political objective that 
specify the “structure and characteristics” of the Indonesian people and territory as an 
integrated entity, and that the Government of Indonesia has the obligation to ensure the 
wealth owned by the nation is used for the benefit of the people. 

II.  The Indonesian Mindset 

Twenty-eight years after the United Nations acknowledged Indonesia as an 
Archipelagic State, Indonesia’s State Officials are, to a certain extent, still struggling to 
alter their mindset and understanding of the fact that national development should be 
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grounded on Indonesia’s position as an Archipelagic State.  Although many State 
Officials are beginning to realize the importance of the country’s maritime resources for 
national development, in reality however, they are still unprepared to make the most of 
these maritime potentials.  What Indonesia is experiencing is a situation where maritime 
affairs are still viewed as a discourse, moreover, many still perceive Indonesia as being 
at a cross road when it comes to determining its concept of development. What is clear 
is that up to today, the Government still do not have “an integrated concept on policies 
pertaining to the development of the Indonesia’s maritime potentials” or even a clearly 
defined “Ocean Policy”. This condition has lead to a waste in the exploitation of the 
Indonesia’s potentials as an Archipelagic State.  As a result, after 65 years of 
independence, Indonesia must accept the fact that it has fallen behind its neighboring 
countries, whose level of prosperity were once “far below” Indonesia, in fact, there are 
countries without any natural resources, but have now “surpassed” Indonesia. 

Over the course of 20 years, many concepts have been discussed, talked about 
and presented in seminars by various parties on the topic of utilizing Indonesia’s rich 
maritime resources in the development of the national economy, but the fact remains 
that what has been achieved is still far from expectations. Therefore, we need to find the 
core of the problem and the reasons behind these conditions. One of the underlying 
factors is our “mindset”. The existing mindset is so deeply ingrained because of the 
Dutch colonialist’s success in forcefully shifting the people’s mindset from that of the 
sea to land. As a consequence, and due to the Dutch’s policy of playing one against the 
other, every ethnic group in the country were too busy vying against one another that 
the maritime mindset was ultimately put aside. The colonialist’s intention was to 
manipulate the coastal waters, including the seas, and dominate all domestic and 
international sea trades in order to reinforce their stronghold over the entire archipelago. 
The issue at this point is, how could we shift the mindset of all Indonesians, who now 
live in an independent and sovereign state, and to return to being a maritime nation. 

III.  Indonesia and Maritime Politics 

The extent and diversity of Indonesia is evident from its eastern to western tip. 
The country stretches across 4,500 km with 5,8 million km2 of water and 1,9 million 
km2 of land and comprises of approximately 18.000 islands, both big and small, 
including 80.000 km of coastal areas. Indonesia has a population of approximately 240 
million that is made up of around 220 ethnic groups, all of which carry their own unique 
culture, tradition, mindset, mentality and dialects, some of which are truly distinct from 
one another. 

As a nation with a vast sea region and inhabited by such a diverse population, 
Indonesia must be able to address the following questions and challenges: To what 
extent does the government of Indonesia able to exploit the unique characteristics of its 
rich maritime zone to provide prosperity to its people, as well as in maintaining and 
defending the sovereignty of its territory? Mismanagement of the existing maritime 
resources would undoubtedly be detrimental for the people of Indonesia, specifically in 
terms of welfare, equal distribution of the people’s social and economic levels and the 
inability to alleviate poverty. 

Up to the present, the development of the Indonesian maritime affairs has yet to 
conform to the principles of an Archipelagic State, because the political platform upon 
which Indonesia’s development is founded is more focused on the development of the 
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land areas.  Today, the country’s rich maritime resources have not been fully exploited, 
in fact, it has generated greater losses, as many of Indonesia’s maritime resources are 
under the control of foreign parties.  Foreign party’s hegemony within Indonesia’s soil 
are mainly in the field of transportation, fishery, sea ports and various other forms of 
management, and it is also a well known fact that every year Indonesia must suffer a 
significant amount of losses in terms of foreign exchange. 

The losses suffered by Indonesia are mainly due to the still unintegrated system 
of governmental policies.  In the field of shipping, for instance, Indonesia is “forced” to 
follow the liberal system that allows foreign ships to freely pass through Indonesian 
waters and even transport local goods domestically. Inter-island shipping that, among 
others, controls the distribution of food provisions and other major necessities for the 
inhabitants of Indonesia that spread across the thousands of islands will become an 
Achilles heels in the politics of maintaining the unity of Indonesia if managed by 
foreign parties.  Disruption in the flow and distribution of food provisions as well as 
daily necessities will without a doubt result in political problems. 

IV.  The Influences and Strategic Interests of Foreign Parties in Indonesian Waters 

One other reality that must be faced by Indonesia is the bilateral relations that 
Indonesia has established with many countries that have specific interests in Indonesia’s 
geographic location and natural resources. History shows that the activities and attitude 
of foreign parties in Indonesia have not always been built upon open and friendly 
relations.  The “devide et impera” strategy that resulted in the respective falls of many 
of Indonesia’s Sultanates into the hands of the colonial power is still used today to 
influence the bilateral policies of the Indonesian government by means of “playing one 
party against the other”. Under the current conditions, the challenge faced by Indonesia 
is will it be able to anticipate and successfully resolve the matter while at the same time 
maintain its unity and prevent itself from falling prey to the politics of devide et empera 
by foreign parties and achieve a brighter future. 

The Indonesian waters also play an important role in the global economy.  
Indonesia lies at the center of two oceans that connect two continents, furthermore, the 
waters surrounding Indonesia serves as an important trade route and for the 
transportation of energy supplies that are highly needed by the industrial nations in East 
Asia from the Middle East.  This is proof of Indonesia’s strategic territorial position for 
the survival of several industrial nations. 

From the geopolitical and geostrategic standpoint, Indonesia’s geographic 
location has also attracted the interest of several developed nations, including those 
known as the super powers, hence the potential for a possible conflict of interests to 
arise between these developed nations within Indonesia’s waters. Consequently, the 
geopolitical and geostrategic interests of these foreign parties, will, directly or 
indirectly, lead to a rivalry in influencing the Indonesian government’s policies through 
diplomatic channels, and certainly leave an impact on the development of the 
Indonesian political conditions. Indonesia’s economic, social and defense policies are 
often times also influenced by the development of the ever-changing global politics. 

As a general illustration, The South China Sea, which is adjacent to the 
Indonesian territorial waters, is a strategic region that has attracted the interests of such 
developed nations such as the United States, the People’s Republic of China and Japan. 
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Although the Cold War has ended and relations between the United States and China 
are at a mutually beneficial level, strategically the United States still perceive China as a 
threat and vice versa. As a nation that implements a free and active international policy, 
it is imperative that Indonesia has the capability to embark on a foreign policy that 
places stability at the forefront for the purpose of achieving a peaceful and harmonious 
South East Asia. 

V.  Between Poverty and the Nation’s Unity 

As an archipelago, Indonesia is susceptible towards the escalating risk of inter-
racial and ethnic conflict. This possibility exists because the country’s population 
resides in areas that are separated by seas, and the fact that there is often a striking 
imbalance of prosperity within the islands. The instrument to unite the nation, therefore, 
lies in a series of political, economic and cultural policies that place greater importance 
on fairness and that are founded on an “emotional bond” that will strengthen the 
people’s sense of nationality. Evidence shows that a sense of nationality, the will to 
achieve prosperity and the fulfillment of a just society are intertwined. If the 
management and administration of a country are deemed imprudent and unfair, then 
there is a huge possibility for political disintegration to occur. In contrast, nationalism 
will emerge if there is prosperity and wealth. 

Even today, certain regions of the country are still confronted by the threats of 
the separatist movements, which could potentially disrupt the Unitary State of the 
Republic of Indonesia. Ethnic differences and islands that are separated by large seas, 
including prevailing poverty in certain regions, may also trigger the people’s aspiration 
to separate from the Unitary State of the Republic of Indonesia, especially when there is 
an interactive support of foreign parties. There are also allegations that the approach 
used by those responsible for domestic security is deemed confrontational rather than 
persuasive in nature. 

As a nation that lives by the norms of its customs and traditions, it is only 
appropriate that a more preferable cultural approach, rather than a confrontational one, 
is chosen as a positive alternative in order to establish a stronger sense of nationalism. 

VI.  Border Issues 

Indonesia shares its borders with such neighbors as Malaysia, Timor Lorosae, 
Papua New Guinea and Brunei Darussalam. The country also shares territorial waters 
with Australia, Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, the Philippines and Thailand.  Sharing 
borders with several neighboring countries, however, also brings about a number of 
bilateral issues, even though the South East Asian countries are bound by a regional 
cooperation through the establishment of ASEAN. It is undeniable that Indonesia is 
confronted by numerous border issues, which, among others, include smuggling, 
neighboring countries that operate as “fencers”, criminal actions, piracy, illegal fishing, 
extradition issues, workers issues and others. In order to tackle all of these issues, 
Indonesia would require a firm and well coordinated government system, including an 
orderly and efficient administration system.  Border issues also means that Indonesia is 
placed at a dilemmatic position, as the country will have to face the difficult decision of 
maintaining national interests or maintaining regional solidarity, because good relations 
with neighboring countries will certainly bring positive impacts on national 
development. A territorial sea border also adds pressure to the sensitivity of Indonesia’s 
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bilateral relations with its neighboring countries and often includes the involvement of 
military powers or border patrols. 

Indonesia has 92 outer lying (frontier) islands that require special and serious 
attention.  Proper management of these islands, and other smaller islands that lie near 
the border areas, will definitely add strategic values towards the country’s National 
Defense System and in consolidating the sovereignty of the Unitary State of the 
Republic of Indonesia.  These outer lying (frontier) islands are an important element of 
the “National Security Belt”. Hence, to succeed in maintaining these islands, which are 
located in the border areas, would require a sustainable improvement of the local 
people’s welfare.  Poverty-ridden border areas are an impediment that would weigh 
down Indonesia’s effort to maintain the unity of the nation. 

VII.  Educational Development 

Indonesia’s huge population could serve as an asset, but this could only be 
realized if an education system capable of generating productive human resources is in 
place. Education would accelerate the people’s awareness and sense of nationalism, 
however it would all be difficult to achieve if there is still an uneven distribution of 
welfare and justice. A nation with maritime characteristics like Indonesia, whose 
population is disproportionately spread out across the various islands, along with the 
diverse cultures and traditions of its ethnic groups, would require strong cultural and 
political bonds that could bind these differences into a solid national strength, a 
strength that could confront any forms of threats, including the threats of disintegration. 

VIII.  Closing 

The Indonesian constitution mandates that Indonesia strives to achieve peace 
and harmonious relations with every nation in the world. In order to fulfill this mandate, 
Indonesia needs to be able to take innovative actions or activities that could make the 
most of the nation’s maritime potentials.  Innovative actions that are directly linked to 
the strong cultural bonds of the nation for the purpose of national prosperity, defending 
the sovereignty of the state, nurturing the unity of the state in a just and humanitarian 
manner, as well as in reaffirming and strengthening law enforcement to fight every legal 
violations, including corruption and manipulation. In addition, these innovative actions 
must also serve the purpose of carrying out stringent diplomacy to defend the national 
interests of Indonesia, including in establishing friendly relations and fostering peace 
with all nations of the world. Also important are firm political attitudes in facing the 
numerous issues that occur in the border areas with our neighboring countries. 

When it comes to bilateral issues, military force should only be used in extreme 
or unavoidable situations. There is also a theory that states regional stability could only 
be achieved if there is equal military and economic strength among the nations within 
the same region. The ASEAN cooperation is without a doubt an effective instrument to 
prevent bilateral tensions, however, we should not always sacrifice our national interest 
for the soul purpose of creating regional stability.  
 
 
 
 
 



 

 194 

References: 

Oentoro Surya: “Politik Kemaritiman”, Biografi Politik Magazine, 2009; 

Rizald Max Rompas: “Prospek Pengelolaan Pesisir dan Pulau-Pulau Kecil, 2008; 

Rear Admiral (Ret) Rosihan Anwar: “Perspective on Security Cooperation in Asia 
Pacific”, 2006 

Prof. Dr. Hasjim Djalal MA : “Membangun Budaya Bangsa Bahari”, 2007 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




