Australia Hopes New East Timor Inquiry Won't Hurt Jakarta Ties
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CANBERRA — Australia hopes its relations with Indonesia will not be damaged by its opening of a war crimes investigation into the 1975 killing of five Australia-based journalists during an attack by Indonesian forces in East Timor, the Australian foreign minister said Thursday.

On Wednesday, the Australian federal police reopened the investigation, which was recommended two years ago by an Australian coroner who found that the deaths were deliberate and probably ordered by senior Indonesian officers.

The coroner’s 2007 findings contradicted the Indonesian and Australian governments’ official version of events: that the journalists were killed accidentally in crossfire between Indonesian troops and East Timorese defenders.

Indonesia was surprised by the investigation, Foreign Minister Stephen Smith said, while noting the decision to start an investigation was not made by his government but by independent police chiefs.

“We don’t regard these as issues that will disturb the fundamentals of the relationship,” Mr. Smith told Australian Broadcasting Corp. radio.

The findings by a New South Wales State coroner in 2007 strained Australia-Indonesia diplomatic ties because it named three former senior officers of Indonesia’s special military forces suspected of ordering the killings.

An Indonesian Foreign Ministry spokesman, Teuku Faizasyah, warned that the new investigation could obstruct bilateral relations.

Jakarta tore up its defense treaty with Canberra in 1999 when Australia led an international peacekeeping force into East Timor during the bloody aftermath of its separation from Indonesia following a 24-year occupation.

But since terrorists bombed the Indonesian island of Bali in 2002, killing 202 people including 88 Australians, police, defense forces and intelligence agencies from both countries have cooperated closely on counterterrorism, and a new security treaty was signed in 2006.

Indonesia invaded East Timor after the small half-island descended into civil war following the end of Portuguese colonial rule. Indonesia’s invasion plans were secret at the time, and direct involvement of Indonesian troops in operations in East Timor was highly sensitive.

The bodies of the five journalists — two Australians, two Britons and a New Zealander — were found burned in the East Timorese town of Balibo. Indonesian special forces and their East Timorese proxies attacked the town on Oct. 16, 1975.
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