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This paper is one of a series of occasional papers produced as part of the Department of Immigration 
and Border Protection’s Irregular Migration Research Programme (Research Programme).  

The Research Programme is intended to strengthen the evidence base on irregular migration, and is 
built on research framed in an open, inquiring manner that is objective and non-partisan. More 
information about the Research Programme can be found at:            
http://www.immi.gov.au/media/research/irregular-migration-research/ 

The Occasional Paper Series aims to provide information on, and analysis of, specific irregular 
migration issues of relevance to Australia, within a broader migration and/or global context.  

The opinions, comments and analyses expressed in this document are those of the author(s) and do 
not represent the views of the Department of Immigration and Border Protection.   

For more information contact: 

Irregular Migration Research and Analysis Section 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection 
PO Box 25 
Belconnen ACT 2616 
Email: Irregular.Migration.Research@immi.gov.au 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

1. The paper is based on fieldwork undertaken in Indonesia between 2012 and 2014.  This 
included a survey of 119 IMAs intending to reach Australia examining their experiences, 
motivations and intentions.  Additionally, several key informant interviews were conducted 
throughout Indonesia with people involved in the migration process or industry. 

2. Often migrants cannot move directly to their intended final destination because they lack the 
appropriate documentation or are not able to meet the entry requirements of that destination.  
Countries of transit are an important element in the growing complexity of international 
migration, especially for asylum seekers and others engaged in irregular migration.   

3. Indonesia is a quintessential transit migration country.  Its strong historical linkages with, and 
migration flows between the Middle East, has established it as an important transit hub for 
facilitating corridors of movement between Asia, Africa and the Middle East.  The connections 
which have been established between Indonesia and Malaysia are especially important, 
particularly as a migration pathway for IMAs intending to reach Australia.   

4. Indonesia’s function as a transit point for asylum seekers and irregular migrants who have 
Australia as an intended final destination is not new.  The country was an important transit 
point, along with Malaysia and other parts of Southeast and East Asia, for the wave of Indo 
Chinese boat people in the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s. 

5. Before taking the final boat trip to Australia, intending IMAs reach Indonesia in several ways.  
Some fly directly to Malaysia and enter on a tourist visa, before traveling to Indonesia 
clandestinely by boat – a corridor of movement which builds off the well-established 
international labour migration between Indonesia and Malaysia (much of it undocumented 
travel or involving illegal workers).  Some travel directly to Indonesia, especially those who can 
obtain a 30-day tourist visa on arrival.  Others move initially to Thailand which has long been a 
hub for trafficking in the Asia region. 

6. The migration industry plays a crucial role in facilitating movements.  In Indonesia, it is a large, 
multilayered network which is opportunistic, flexible and becoming increasingly 
professionalised.  It involves international criminal organisations, agents, subagents and sub-
subagents working embedded in major cities and local communities who work in both legal 
and illegal migration.  Almost all asylum seekers rely, to some extent, on people smugglers at 
some stage of the process, if not throughout the movement to Australia.  People smugglers do 
not arrange the complete journey from the origin country to Australia, but usually one or more 
of the legs of movement.  During the course of migration, corrupt officials help facilitate 
onward movements.  Migration is also influenced and financially supported by the social 
network of the potential movers and the extent to which they have family and friends in 
Australia.   

7. The majority of surveyed migrants in Indonesia rated the living conditions as bad or very bad, 
and many were concerned about restrictions placed on their movement or ability to 
communicate with people on the outside when in detention.  Importantly, the social networks 
of asylum seekers evolve with the progression of their migration.  Transit time spent in 
Indonesia is similar to that spent in previous transit countries, with most respondents staying 
less than a month before continuing their migration to the next destination.  While a majority of 
respondents indicated that they did not intend to irregularly onward migrate to Australia – 
preferring instead to wait to be resettled – lengthy refugee status determination processing 
times and the feeling of being trapped in a state of limbo may be drivers of onward irregular 
migration to Australia.  Despite the uncertainties of transit migration, surveyed migrants 
indicated the importance of sending remittances back home.  A strong desire to be resettled in 
Australia was displayed by three-quarters of respondents, and while seeking protection was 

3 

 



 

 
I r r e g u l a r  M i g r a t i o n  R e s e a r c h  P r o g r a m m e  O c c a s i o n a l  P a p e r  S e r i e s 

 

the underlying factor, economic reasons were also important, highlighting the multifaceted and 
complex nature of migrant decision making.   

8. Smugglers and individual operators based in Indonesia play a significant role in the final leg of 
asylum seeker journeys to Australia.  Almost two thirds of respondents made arrangements 
for the journey to Australia while transiting in Indonesia.  The Indonesian-Australian segment 
of their journey tends to be the most expensive leg of their migration.   

9. A lack of migration governance in the region means that irregular migration and transiting is 
likely to be on an ongoing challenge. 

1. BACKGROUND —THE IRREGULAR MIGRATION RESEARCH PROGRAMME 

In August 2012, the Australian Department of Immigration and Border Protection (DIBP) established 
an Irregular Migration Research Programme (Research Programme) to identify and address the 
knowledge gaps in irregular migration research, with a particular focus on placing Australia’s 
experience in a broader global and migration context.  An underlying principle of the Research 
Programme is that the research be framed in an open, inquiring manner that is objective and non-
partisan.  

The Research Programme has been established as a multi-layered and integrated program including  
in-house research and analysis, commissioned research, a small grants programme, a multi-year 
research partnership arrangement with the Australian National University and a series of occasional 
papers. 

The first occasional paper, Establishing an Evidence-Base for Future Policy Development on Irregular 
Migration to Australia (Koser and McAuliffe, 2013), identified specific research gaps in the Australian 
context and made recommendations about how to fill these gaps, drawing on international experience.  
In the first occasional paper, the authors highlighted the lack of research in Australia (and limited 
research internationally) on migrant decision making, recommending that further research be 
undertaken on decision making particularly as it relates to leaving origin countries and choosing a 
destination.  

This occasional paper has been produced from research which was commissioned under the 
Department’s Irregular Migration Research Small Grants Programme – one tier of the broader 
Research Program.  The Irregular Migration Research Small Grants Programme supports the broader 
Research Programme through the commissioning of research which offers insights into the drivers, 
determinants, and decision-making of irregular migrants. 

2. INTRODUCTION 

One important element in the growing complexity of international migration is the increasing role of 
countries of transit.  While migration is usually conceptualised as a direct movement from an origin to 
a destination, in some contemporary migrations, movement trajectories can extend over long periods 
of time and a number of intermediate locations before a final destination (planned or unplanned) is 
reached.  This is especially the case for asylum seekers and irregular migration.  Transit countries are 
increasingly significant in the migration process, yet the bulk of migration research is focused on the 
destination, and to a lesser extent, the origin country.   

Several Asian countries are playing increasingly significant transit roles.  This paper focuses on one 
example – Indonesia, which is a transit point for most maritime asylum seekers and irregular migrants 
seeking to land on Australia’s northern shores. 
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Often migrants cannot move directly to their intended final destination because they lack the 
appropriate documentation or are not able to meet the entry requirements of that destination.  This is 
especially the case where the destination is an OECD nation with sophisticated border entry controls 
and highly controlled migration systems.  Australia is such a case where a combination of its island 
geography, isolation, highly developed immigration bureaucracy and institutions and modern 
technologies of surveillance means that it can control very effectively the number and characteristics 
of immigrants.   

A country of transit can be a point where irregular migrants can arrange their entry to their intended 
destination but it is also one of the places where they are at risk of repatriation. 

4. THE INDONESIA CONTEXT 

Indonesia in many ways is a quintessential transit migration country in that it meets almost all of the 
defining characteristics of a transit country.  These include: 

• Its intermediate geographical location between the Middle East, Africa and Asia on the one 
hand, and Australia.  It is comparable to Turkey and Russia being located on the edges of 
Western Europe has meant that they have become important transit locations for irregular 
migrants from Asia and Africa and the Middle East Intending to enter Europe. 

• Its archipelago geography, comprising more than 3,000 islands, presents virtually unlimited 
opportunities to enter Indonesia by boat without detection. 

• Its strong historical linkages, involving centuries of population movement and settlement, with 
the main origin countries in South Asia and the Middle East of many groups seeking to enter 
Australia and seek asylum. 

• Its complex contemporary migration system which not only involves important flows to the 
origins of asylum seekers and the other transit nations involved in their movement but has 
seen the development of a substantial migration industry. 

• A system of government in which corruption and bribery play a significant role which opens up 
possibilities, not only for staying in Indonesia, but also in facilitating onward migration. 

It is the world’s fourth largest country by population and despite recent rapid economic growth and 
fertility decline, it has a substantial labour surplus, especially of low skill, low educated workers.  
Accordingly, there has been significant emigration with the largest group being low skilled temporary 
contract labour migration.   

The importance of Malaysia and the Middle East is especially important in creating migration corridors 
and linkages which have played a role in the contemporary movement of transit migrants with an 
intended destination of Australia.  Malaysia and the Middle East are significant origins of immigrants to 
Indonesia as well as destination of emigrants. 

The importance of these migration flows in establishing corridors of movement along which asylum 
seekers and irregular migrants can move needs to be stressed.  The connections which have been 
established between Indonesia and Malaysia are especially important.  The Malaysia-Indonesia leg of 
the migration of IMAs intending to go to Australia is an important part of the migration process.   

A key issue is that undocumented migration remains substantial, especially to Malaysia.  While this 
process is complex, it has a number of elements which impinge on the movement of irregular migrants 
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and asylum seekers using Indonesia as a transit nation with the intention of moving to Australia 
(Jones, 2000).  Some of the major features are as follows: 

• There are strong family, community and agent networks linking Malaysia and Indonesia which 

facilitate migration. 

• A strong ‘industry’ has developed with multiple stakeholders at a range of levels ranging from 

the local to the international. 

• There are a multiplicity of sea routes and coastal embarkation and disembarkation points in 

Malaysia and Indonesia. 

• There is complicity of government officials in the irregular migration in both countries. 

• Most of the movement, especially irregular migration, involves maritime journeys, much of it 

using erstwhile fishing boats and there is substantial involvement of fishermen. 

5. IRREGULAR MARITIME MIGRATION TO AUSTRALIA 

The avenue of irregular entry which has attracted most attention is unauthorised boat arrivals on 
Australia’s northern border.  These IMA arrivals are not clandestine.  They seek to be detected by 
authorities so they can claim refugee status.   

Figure 2 shows that in recent years it is Afghanistan which has been the major source of asylum 
seekers with Iran, Iraq and Sri Lanka also being significant.  In 2011-12 Sri Lankan Tamils have made 
up an increasingly large proportion of asylum seeker arrivals with more than 1,500 arriving in 2012 
before August – seven times the number in the previous year (Hodge, 2012).  There is a 
predominance of males among asylum seekers although the proportion of females increased from 5.7 
percent in 2008-09 to 16.8 percent in 2010-11 (DIAC, 2011, 27).  The largest group are young adults 
aged 18-40 (68.3 percent) although children aged 17 or less comprised 21 percent (DIAC, 2011, 28). 
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There are elements of corruption with accounts of Malaysian people smugglers working together with 
the Indonesian navy to facilitate the return of undocumented Indonesian migrant workers (Ford and 
Lyons, 2013, 216-217).  Such examples contribute to the blurring of boundaries between legitimate 
and illegal practices which have led to the ‘aspal’ route, a greying of the illegal nature of labour 
migration of Indonesians to Singapore and Malaysia (Ford and Lyons, 2011).  In this context, it is easy 
to see how smuggling operations can flourish in the Riau Islands and other locations along the north-
eastern shores of Sumatra and how they are a magnet for asylum seekers using Indonesia as a transit 
point. 

7. THE ROLE OF THE MIGRATION INDUSTRY 

It is important to acknowledge, however, that while it is possible to recognise some movements as 
being totally forced or voluntary, many migrations contain elements of both (Hugo, 1996).  In the case 
of asylum seekers coming to Australia, while for most the major reason impelling their migration was 
insecurity and fear of violence or war and conflict in the origin countries, there were clearly also 
elements of choice involved in the decision making process.  Whether or not people move is clearly 
influenced by the social network of the potential movers and the extent to which they have family and 
friends in Australia.  This is important from both the perspective of supply of information regarding the 
destination and assurance of support at the destination, but also the financing of the move itself.  The 
nexus between the community in Australia and asylum seekers is important.  Asylum seekers are in 
constant contact with their Australian contacts before and during the migration process often using 
mobile phones. 

However, it is crucial to recognise the pivotal role of the migration industry.  Agents are a very 
important element in the asylum migration process.  Very often the agents are of the same nationality 
or ethnicity as the asylum seekers themselves.  Almost all asylum seekers rely, to some extent, on 
people smugglers at least at some stage of the process if not throughout the movement to Australia.   

In most cases it seems that people smugglers do not arrange the complete journey from the origin 
country to Australia but one or more of the legs of movement.  The overall picture which emerges is 
not of an integrated international structure of tightly linked elements between origin and international 
destination but one described by Missbach and Sinanu (2011, 66) as ‘loose, temporary, acephalous 
networks’ and by Içduygu and Toktas (2002, 46) as ‘a loosely cast network consisting of hundreds of 
independent smaller units which cooperate along the way’.   

Government officials and police in transit countries also play a role in the networks.  Missbach and 
Sinanu (2011, 74) point out that there is a contrast between Malaysia and Indonesia in this respect: 

‘Unlike in Malaysia, where asylum seekers face massive repression by the local police and 
immigration authorities even if they hold UNHCR documents, the Indonesian authorities 
normally accept these documents’. 

Throughout the corridors of movement corrupt officials appear to be a key element in the people 
smuggling process. 

The dangers that many asylum seekers face cannot be underestimated and the personal tragedies 
that so frequently occur not only must be an important part of the narrative of asylum seekers, they 
can and do influence policy.  It does need to be said also, however, that these corridors of movement 
do contain networks of support and communication which facilitate and support the migration.   
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In examining the role of the migration industry, however, it is crucial to recognise a number of its 
characteristics: 

a) That it did not arise in Indonesia the 1990s purely to facilitate IMAs destined for Australia.  It 

has a history extending over centuries. 

b) The migration industry with Indonesia is very large and multilayered with the involvement of 

international criminal organisations down to large cities with agents and local communities 

with subagents and sub-subagents. 

c) There is a high level of complicity of government and government workers at all levels. 

d) It is often linked to legal migration with many agents being involved in both legal and illegal 

movement. 

e) It is interlinked with family and regional networks. 

f) It operates for both internal migration within Indonesia as well as international movement. 

g) It is extremely flexible with workers in the industry able to diversify in other activity if demand 

for their services in one area of migration should dry up.  Accordingly, the industry can be very 

quick to respond to new opportunities and it cannot be killed off by destroying one avenue for 

undocumented migration (Munro, 2011). 

h) The industry is embedded in local communities. 

i) The industry has strong linkages with the fishing industry. 

j) The migration industry has very strong, long historical connections with the Middle East and 

Malaysia which have been utilised in facilitating the flow of intending IMAs. 

k) In most cases there is not a single agent but migrants and intending migrants are passed 

through networks of agents at different points and often with new payments at each point. 

l) Co-ethnics play a key role and in the case of asylum seekers often working together with 

Indonesian colleagues.  Some of the co-ethnics are unsuccessful former asylum seekers.  The 

pre-existing Arab community in Indonesia has been the anchor around which these co-ethnic 

agents have developed. 

m) It is becoming an increasingly professionalised. 

The chains of migration industry connections reaching to the areas which intending IMAs come from or 
pass through is an important element in understanding the movement of asylum seekers and irregular 
migrants.  The connection with Malaysia is of particular importance since most intending IMAs initially 
come to Kuala Lumpur.  The migration industry has ‘seeped into’ and penetrated state institutes in 
both Malaysia and Indonesia.   

8. LIFE IN TRANSIT 

There are around 10,000 asylum seekers and refugees currently in Indonesia registered with the 
UNHCR and IOM.   

Table 3 lists the ratings of respondents on their living conditions in Indonesia. As shown below, more 
respondents rated living conditions to be bad or very bad, than good or very good.  A combined 60.5 
percent of respondents compared with about one-fifth of respondents (21.9 percent) indicated living 
conditions to be either good or very good.   
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from Malaysia and Singapore which continues to highlight the challenges in addressing the arrival of 
asylum seekers in Indonesia.  

Life in Indonesia as indicated by respondents is generally poor.  Although respondents had access to 
services, the quality of education and housing was poor.  The majority of respondents were also quite 
isolated and did not socialise with Indonesians.  Asylum seekers might be open to settling in 
Indonesia, however, with poor living conditions, indefinite processing and resettlement times, and 
negative experiences, asylum seekers will continue to seek ways to continue their migration to 
Australia. 

When it comes to onward migrating to Australia, it was found that while smugglers continued to play a 
significant role, their networks seem to be weaker in Indonesia.  Respondents transiting through 
Thailand and Malaysia often used the same network of smuggler whereby the previous smuggler used 
to travel from their last transit-point to Malaysia would arrange for another smuggler in Malaysia to 
assist with the migration.  However, there were fewer respondents who used the same network of 
agents in Indonesia.  This is not only indicative of weaker transnational smuggling networks in 
Indonesia, but also underlines the importance of independent smugglers as well as independent units 
or local service providers assisting with other aspects of the migration. 
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