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Australia’s Response to the West New Guinea Dispute,
1961 to early 1962 :

Actions Towards Tolerating the Transfer of
West New Guinea’s Sovereignty to Indonesia

Hiroyuki Umetsu
Abstract

In mid-January 1962 the Australian Cabinet made a critical decision to virtually endorse
the placing of West New Guinea (WNG) under the Indonesian Government’s control — the ter-
ritory which had been the object of bitter dispute between Holland and Indonesia after World
War II. This decision meant the alteration of the stand which Australia had hitherto taken, that
is that the Dutch should retain full sovereignty and control over WNG and that Indonesia
should not incorporate it into its territories. As well, the decision represented the Australian
Government’s intention to accept the permanent partition of New Guinea in a new form. More-
over, the Cabinet’s decision was the representation of the Australian Government’s determina-
tion to accept a great change in the strategic circumstances of the Southwest Pacific, which
would be manifested in the form of the disappearance of the ambit of Dutch influence and the
expansion of the sphere of Indonesian influence.

The purpose of this article is to discuss Australia’s response to the WNG dispute with spe-
cial emphasis on the period 1961 to early 1962 and to examine the question why Australia ac-
cepted a permanent settlement of placing WNG under Indonesian domination. It is contended
that the major factor that urged the Australian Government to tolerate the transfer of WNG to
Indonesia was its desire to avoid turning the Indonesin-Dutchdispute into a war and to prevent
possible Communisation of Indonesia. Anxiety over the occurrence of a Dutch-Indonesian war
and the consequent possible impact of the war on Indonesia’s future political alignment was the
main determinant in forming the Australian Government’s stance to condone the emergence of
the Indonesian Government as a future ruler of WNG.
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