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Preparing the field: 

Founding the Australian 
Consortium for ‘In-Country’ 

Indonesian Studies
David T. Hill

When looking back from even the relatively recent vantage point of 
30 years, much of the early history of the ACICIS has slipped from public 
memory, with the retirement and dispersal of those who played key roles 
in its development, as well as the departure of early records to warehoused 
archives and digital graveyards. This therefore is an attempt to record, 
albeit from a highly personal perspective, the early years of the consortium, 
to retrieve from failing memory some of the initial challenges and strategies, 
and to capture something of the spirit of collaboration that supported the 
concept in its first decade of transformation.

Other chapters in this volume set the broader scene regarding Indonesian 
studies and the teaching of Indonesian language in Australia. Suffice it to say 
here that, as early as the 1970s, Australian students had some opportunities to 
undertake ‘study tours’ or ‘summer intensive’ courses in Indonesia. The first 
study tour of which I am aware was in January 1972, led by Colin Freestone 
and Philip Kitley, then teachers at North Sydney Boys High School, who 
took about 20 high school and university students to Java and Bali for 
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four weeks.1 Subsequently, there were various academic programs run in 
Indonesia and accepted for credit by some Australian universities.2 The most 
highly regarded and enduring was the summer intensive Indonesian course 
at UKSW in Salatiga. It began in 1974 under the pioneering leadership 
of George Quinn, then at the University of Sydney.3 Such programs were 
reliant on the goodwill of the organising staff involved, and academic credit 
was at the discretion of the student’s home university.

The Murdoch ‘Year in Asia’ initiative
In 1990, Murdoch University in Perth, Western Australia, took two major 
steps in research and student learning that were to have significant impact 
upon Australia’s understanding of, and engagement with, Asia.

First, a young team was awarded a Special Research Centre (SRC) grant 
by the Australian Research Council to establish the Asia Research Centre 
on Social, Political and Economic Change, the first such SRC in the social 
sciences or humanities. The establishment grant of $6 million over nine 
years was an achievement ‘unheard of outside the sciences’ (Asia Research 
Centre, 2012, p 10). Over the next two decades, under directors such as 
David Goodman, Richard Robison and Garry Rodan, the centre developed 
an international reputation for what came to be dubbed the ‘Murdoch 
school’ of political economy (see, for example, Hutchinson, 2021).

Simultaneously, the School of Asian Studies at Murdoch University 
pioneered the introduction of a specialist four-year Bachelor of Asian 
Studies degree, which extended the conventional three-year Bachelor of Arts 
(Asian Studies) with a year at university in Asia so students specialising in 
either Chinese, Indonesian or Japanese could develop fluency. In subsequent 
years, several other Australian universities (most notably The Australian 
National University [ANU] and University of Technology Sydney) adopted 
a similar ‘year in Asia’ option for language specialisation, substantially 
enhancing graduates’ proficiency.

1	  I attribute much of my later appreciation of the benefits of ‘in-country’ study to the powerful 
impact that participating in this North Sydney Boys High School’s study tour had upon me. 
2	  I categorised the various university exchanges available in the early 1990s in Hill, 1994, ‘Taking 
stock: in-country Indonesian studies and the case for an Australian Consortium’, 31−44.
3	  For decades, Quinn was the only non-Indonesian with a degree from an Indonesian university in 
Australia, in his case a Bachelor of Arts (Sarjana Sastra) from UGM.
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When I joined Murdoch University in 1990, one of my key tasks was to lay 
the foundation and take academic responsibility for the newly introduced 
‘Year in Indonesia’. Because students would depart for Asia in their third 
year of study, I only had a couple of years to put something in place for the 
first cohort. Initially numbers were relatively modest, with about half-a-
dozen students per year. I undertook exploratory trips to Indonesia, visiting 
various universities and government departments, to put together a package 
of study and to ensure that necessary governmental approvals and visas 
would be acquired.

While the aim was for the students to enrol in undergraduate subjects 
at an Indonesian university taught in Indonesian, they initially required 
a semester of intensive language preparation. To facilitate this, Murdoch 
took advantage of membership of the United States−based Council on 
International Educational Exchange (CIEE), which then ran a small 
intensive Indonesian-language semester program for foreigners at the 
Institute of Teacher Training and Education (IKIP) in Malang, East Java. 
While the timing of this program was aligned with the US academic 
calendar, the location in Malang had the advantage of being within Western 
Australia’s sister province of East Java, which meant Murdoch students 
studying there could apply for modest financial assistance from the Western 
Australian Government.

At the successful completion of this first semester, the students relocated 
to UGM in Yogyakarta, where they entered regular undergraduate courses, 
with a slightly reduced loading to take account of their linguistic challenges. 
Within their units of study, the students had to complete all usual 
assessments, graded by UGM staff.

In those initial years at Murdoch there was a palpable sense of participating 
in an educational initiative with huge potential to improve the language 
competence of Australian undergraduates. These students, who opted for 
a very challenging year in Indonesia, with minimal ‘on-the-ground’ support, 
were trailblazers for the thousands who have since followed.

However, there were considerable challenges, primary among them 
the complex and time-consuming process of obtaining the appropriate 
Temporary Residence Visa (VITAS) for students, which required approval 
from various government departments. Because this took more than a year 
from the time of application to issuance, if a student was to go to Indonesia 
in the third year of their degree, they had to apply for their visa at the end 
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of the first year. This posed a major decision at that early point in their studies. 
Clear, accurate information with individual counselling was necessary to 
ensure they understood the challenges and the personal independence 
and resilience required. Once the students arrived in Indonesia, their visa 
(VITAS) had to be converted to a Temporary Residence ID Card (KITAS), 
an additional time-consuming bureaucratic process.

Advising students on visa preparation and then navigating the various 
offices in Indonesia through which the application had to flow required 
considerable staff time. In several cases, the requested visas did not arrive 
prior to the students’ planned departure for Indonesia. Some had to enter 
with short-term visas, then leave the country to receive their appropriate 
visa before re-entering Indonesia to continue their studies. This was not 
desirable for either Murdoch or the students.

Once students departed for Indonesia, they had to rely largely on their own 
initiative, with minimal oversight from Murdoch staff. The CIEE employed 
a Resident Director (RD) on the ground in Malang, who did assist Murdoch 
students. This provided them with supervision during their initial semester 
settling into life in Indonesia. A change in the CIEE RD at IKIP Malang 
provided an opportunity for Murdoch Asian Studies staff member Paul 
Stange to take up that position.

After the students moved from Malang to Yogyakarta, general oversight was 
offered from UGM’s international office. However, I was concerned that, 
in an emergency, particularly involving personal security, such oversight 
may not meet the duty of care expected of an Australian university. In an era 
before mobile phones, even contacting students quickly was fraught with 
difficulties. In effect, they were left largely to their own devices.

In 1993, Australian media reported that, completely unrelated to the 
Murdoch Year in Asia, a La Trobe University student, Shannon Smith, 
sent to study at Universitas Hasanuddin in Makassar was so disappointed 
with the lack of academic and pastoral support that he initiated legal action 
against La Trobe (Carruthers, 1993).4 This underlined the significant pitfalls 
if overseas study programs were not professionally managed, with students 
adequately supported.

4	  La Trobe settled after a pre-trial hearing mid-1995. Smith, who completed a PhD in Indonesian studies 
at ANU, provided considerable encouragement and support for ACICIS in later roles in the Department 
of Education, Science and Technology, and at the Australian Embassy in Jakarta (2005−2010).
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I endeavoured to visit the in-country students annually. It provided little 
oversight but did impress upon me what a challenging environment it was 
for them. On one occasion I visited Yogyakarta just after that year’s students 
had moved there from Malang. I managed to track down three of them in 
their newly rented house in a crowded central Yogya laneway. As I knocked 
on the front door, it swung open to reveal the three squatting around 
a metal contraption on the white-tiled floor of their little still-unfurnished 
home. As they looked up at me, breaking into huge grins, they wondered 
if I could advise them on how to work their recent purchase from the local 
market: a liquid fuel cooking stove! Their pleasure in setting up their new 
home, with all the technological, linguistic and cultural skills it required, 
was written all over their faces. Adjusting to living and learning in Indonesia 
threw up constant challenges well beyond those of the classroom.

Attempting to provide supervision and detailed management of the 
operation from Murdoch was very time-consuming, particularly given 
the limited number of students. What inspired me was returning students 
demonstrating a dramatic improvement in their language skills, evident 
when they took my final fourth-year unit on interpreting and translating, 
and developing close friendships with Indonesians as they became part of, 
and contributed to, that community.

The concept of a national consortium
News of Murdoch’s Year in Indonesia spread. We started to get applications 
from students around the country, some from as far away as Tasmania, 
wanting to transfer or ‘cross-enrol’ institutionally to undertake a year in 
Indonesia as part of their degree. While delighted the new qualification was 
valued, I worried we did not have guardrails in place to deal with the risks.

I doubted any single Australian university could provide the level of 
necessary pre-departure and continuing in-country support and oversight 
that would be required to maintain a high-quality, well-supervised year-
long academic program in Indonesia. Concomitantly, pressure was 
mounting within Australian higher education to cut ‘small’ courses deemed 
by university administrators to be ‘uneconomic’ in favour of large courses 
generating higher fee income. Without a substantial body of students 
undertaking a program, the funds flowing through to a university from in-
country student enrolments would most likely be insufficient to cover the 
staff labour involved.



EXPERIENCING INDONESIA

24

Many university ‘exchanges’ at that time were attempted within an 
international University Mobility in Asia and the Pacific (UMAP) program, 
which was premised on an equal bi-directional exchange between universities, 
obviating the need for financial fees transfers. This proved largely unworkable 
between Australian and Indonesian universities, where individual student, 
staff and institutional financial capacities varied considerably. Such UMAP 
agreements rarely bore fruit after their initial signing. The failure of such 
agreements added urgency to the search for a more resilient and flexible 
model to facilitate Australian students’ study in Indonesia.

Existing shorter-duration in-country programs, such as that pioneered by 
George Quinn at UKSW or later offered by Monash University at UGM 
during the summer holidays, appeared heavily dependent upon the goodwill 
of individual staff members, who contributed much of their time voluntarily 
beyond their remunerated teaching load. To achieve sufficient enrolment in 
a year-long in-country program, thereby covering fully staff inputs, would 
require a different financial model, such as one that combined student 
volumes from multiple universities for optimal administrative efficiencies.

My concerns were shared by my Murdoch colleagues. School head Tim 
Wright drew to my attention a Commonwealth Department of Education, 
Employment and Training (DEET) application round for National Priority 
(Reserve) Funds. I applied to explore the concept of a national consortium 
whereby universities could collaboratively develop a common framework 
and infrastructure for in-country studies in Indonesia, and received the 
maximum allocation of $100,000 in 1994.

Early implementation
Action was required on two fronts. As Project Director, I spent 1994 
establishing the framework for the consortium, promoting the concept to 
all Australian universities that offered Indonesian language, and signing up 
members. From the second semester that year, Paul Stange was engaged 
as Project Officer in Indonesia to set up arrangements there, negotiating 
student placements with potential partner universities and liaising with 
government entities.
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I took every opportunity to promote the concept, including at a national 
conference on Indonesian language teaching at Flinders University, 
Adelaide, in April 1994.5 My proposal for a consortium ‘to streamline 
and facilitate entry into certain extended residence courses, ensuring their 
quality, accessibility, and protecting the interests of their participants’ was 
well received (Hill, 1994, p 43).6 In July I followed with a workshop at the 
Asian Studies Association of Australia conference at Murdoch to publicise 
the concept as the project gained momentum.

The vision was of a consortium specialising in placing Australian 
undergraduates into Indonesian universities, providing a comprehensive 
academic and support service, meeting a responsible duty of care ‘on the 
ground’ beyond that achievable by any single university. This offered 
advantages not only to those Australian universities with strong existing 
Indonesian studies programs but equally to those not capable of providing 
students with their own in-country courses. Drawing input from all 
member universities, ACICIS would administer and manage students from 
pre-departure right throughout their in-country experience. In assisting 
students to integrate into, learn from and contribute to the Indonesian 
community rather than forming an isolated clique, there were longer-
term benefits beyond the immediate administrative efficiency for member 
universities and in-country support for students. With students from around 
Australia sharing their experience of in-country study, an esprit de corps 
and new national dynamism in Indonesian studies could develop among 
these emerging scholars and aficionados, a catalyst enhancing bilateral 
relations and constituting a network of Indonesia-trained graduates in the 
Australian community with enduring friendships formed in Indonesia, 
with Indonesians and Australians. In short, the consortium would provide 
‘economies of scale’ yet optimal arrangements for both member university 
staff and students.

After setting up a small Secretariat office at Murdoch, I sought to draw up 
legal documents for the establishment of the consortium while convincing 
universities to join and to send their students without delay. Detailed, 
accurate information and promotional materials were prepared for both 
universities and their students. As I still had teaching responsibilities, much 
of this administrative work was undertaken by part-time Secretariat staff, 

5	  My Innovative Languages Other Than English in Schools (ILOTES) Conference presentation was 
published as Hill, 1994.
6	  See also Firdaus, 2019.
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particularly John McGregor and Ruth Stone. We quickly found, to our 
dismay, that no relevant template memorandum of understanding (MOU) 
was available at Murdoch to form the basis of what had already come to be 
known as ‘ACICIS’ from the unwieldy grant application description of an 
‘Australian Consortium for ‘In-Country’ Indonesian Studies’. We had to 
start from scratch, without in-house legal counsel, fashioning an agreement 
fit for purpose. Supporters in other universities assisted with examples. 
Each member university would sign an MOU with Murdoch, which was 
the consortium’s host. It was a simple strategy that stood the test of time 
until membership increased and new legal arrangements were necessary to 
streamline processes in subsequent years.

I was delighted when University of Technology Sydney (at the urging of 
David Goodman, formerly at Murdoch) became the first to sign the MOU. 
La Trobe University and Monash University soon followed. As the other 
Australian university with a Year in Indonesia program, it was an important 
endorsement when the ANU Faculty of Asian Studies Dean, Ann Kumar, 
handed me their signed MOU at an ACICIS Reference Group meeting 
at ANU on 17–18 November 1994. By 13 December, the UQ and the 
University of Sydney had signed their MOUs, with Curtin University and 
Flinders University soon thereafter. The University of Western Sydney, 
University of New England (UNE), Swinburne University, the University 
of Melbourne, Northern Territory University and Griffith University 
indicated a high likelihood of joining by early 1995. Thus, by the close 
of 1994, the consortium had widespread support, with seven universities 
committed and six likely.7

I was emboldened to apply for, and was granted, additional funds of 
$100,000 in 1995 for a pilot semester in-country in Semester 2 that year, 
open to all member universities. This second tranche of DEET funds enabled 
the employment of Paul Stange as the first ACICIS RD in Indonesia from 
July 1995 to December 1996. His previous experience as the CIEE RD in 
Malang and his knowledge of the Indonesian higher education bureaucracy 
greatly benefited the establishment of ACICIS in Indonesia. Most notably, 
he negotiated MOUs with our first two partner universities in Indonesia, 
UGM in Yogyakarta and UMM, in addition to an overarching agreement 

7	  ‘Report of Discussions: Reference Group Meeting, ANU, 17–18 November 1994’, dated 13 December 
1994 (in author’s possession).
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with the Indonesian Department of Education and Culture, ultimately 
gaining Cabinet Secretariat endorsement of ACICIS (under the Australian–
Indonesian MOU for Educational Exchanges, January 1995).

The MOU with UGM included the provision of a rented house for the 
RD in the university’s staff accommodation compound on campus, which 
would double as the ACICIS office. Paul Stange also negotiated the specifics 
of student enrolment in the two universities and in individual units of study. 
He prepared detailed orientation material for incoming students, including 
such topics as accommodation options, personal safety, formal university 
enrolment procedures and details of recommended subjects.

A key task, both in Indonesia and in Australia, was to liaise with the 
relevant Indonesian authorities, to keep them informed and to engage their 
assistance to ensure all necessary legal and immigration protocols were 
followed. From the outset they were keen to increase the flow of Australian 
students to Indonesia and fully supported ACICIS. This was particularly 
evident regarding the Indonesian Embassy in Canberra and specifically 
the Consulate General of Indonesia in Perth, through whose offices all 
ACICIS visa applications were submitted. To facilitate a clear passage of visa 
applications, they were submitted in a single batch, which could then be 
traced more easily through the various government agencies whose approval 
was required. One of the benefits of universities acting collectively was that, 
with staff in Indonesia and agreed bilateral protocols, the visa approval 
process accelerated.

Technical challenges
The working environment then was very different from today. Despite 
academic and administrative staff at Australian universities having access 
to office computers with email capacity since the 1980s, wireless telephony 
and digital voice communication technology were still in their infancy. 
There were no mobile phones. There was no Voice over Internet Protocol 
telephony. International phone calls were extremely expensive, with 
connections to Indonesia often erratic. The ACICIS RD’s home office 
had no telephone line, and with the limited infrastructure available in 
Yogyakarta, it would be two months before one could be connected.
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Communication was either by airmail post or by facsimile. Typically, 
about once a week, I would draw up a one- to six-page document, which 
I would fax from the Murdoch school office machine (or occasionally from 
my home). It would often take more than a dozen attempts to dial the 
recipient in Yogyakarta before a sufficiently reliable connection would be 
established for the transmission. Until the RD had a phone line, I would 
send the fax to the UGM Student Union’s post and telephone service office 
on campus. Once received and when staff were available, someone from the 
student union office would cycle down to the RD’s home to hand-deliver 
the fax. To reply, the RD would then take an equally time-consuming route 
in reverse. Such communication was arduous, with the possibility of lost or 
unclear documents.

Nonetheless, by early 1995 we had a viable administrative structure in place 
and applications from 29 students for the inaugural semester, commencing 
in August 1995. They represented seven of the 15 member universities in 
1995, across most Australian states.8

Collegial and institutional support
One of the great benefits of a consortium approach was the sharing of 
experience and lessons learned. In compiling the initial information for 
prospective students, ACICIS drew heavily on the material I had prepared 
for the Murdoch Year in Indonesia. One pivotal issue for prospective member 
universities was determining academic credit for studies at Indonesian 
universities. In this, Murdoch’s precedent was generally accepted. Similarly, 
there was much curiosity about how other universities were funding 
participation by their students in in-country studies. This was linked to 
the particular subject code used by the Department of Education for such 
enrolments, as different codes had different funding allocations attached. 
There was much to be gained by sharing such knowledge.

8	  First semester enrolments at ACICIS were Murdoch (13), University of Western Australia (5), 
ANU (3), Curtin University of Technology (3), Western Sydney University (2), Griffith University (2) 
and Monash University (1). This diverse cohort included, among others, Simon Butt (now Professor of 
Indonesian Law and Director, Centre for Asian and Pacific Law, the University of Sydney), Ian Wilson 
(now Senior Lecturer and Fellow, Indo-Pacific Research Centre, Murdoch University) and Deryn 
Mansell (author of the 2014 Indonesia-based novel Tiger stone, Black Dog Books).
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From the outset, ACICIS was supported by Indonesianist colleagues 
around the country. Senior Indonesianists, such as George Quinn (ANU), 
Colin Brown (Griffith University), David Reeve (University of New South 
Wales [UNSW]), Barbara Hatley (Monash University) and Virginia 
Hooker (ANU), each of whom had decades of experience in Indonesian 
and Australian higher education, provided their support and insights from 
the inception. The original DEET funding application had specified the 
formation of a national Reference Group to whom I, as the Project Director 
and funding recipient, would be accountable. It guided the development 
of the consortium, its members co-opted pro bono from universities 
around the country.9

The collaboration at the heart of ACICIS was only possible because, in 
general, Indonesian studies in Australia, unlike some fields of endeavour, 
is not riven by deep personal or academic rivalries or conflicts. Colleagues 
were generally supportive of each other and willing to contribute generously 
to common activities from which they might draw no direct personal or 
professional enhancement. Senior scholars encouraged me, offering help 
and support without seeking remuneration or public credit. On numerous 
occasions, when I took annual or research leave, I was able to call upon 
members of the Reference Group (most frequently David Reeve, who, for 
most of ACICIS’ past, was pro bono Deputy Consortium Director) to relieve 
me. They gave freely of their time, providing mentorship and wise counsel, 
well beyond what might reasonably be expected by a junior colleague.

Crucial too was the relatively unique environment provided then by 
Murdoch University. When I was granted the initial DEET funding, I was 
only a lecturer with limited teaching experience and no prior leadership 
roles within Murdoch or nationally. Yet, I was fully encouraged by my dean 
and, once funding was announced, directly by the Vice-Chancellor Peter 
Boyce. As already noted, it was a period when Murdoch was attracting 
national attention for its initiatives in research and teaching about Asia. 
Established only in 1974 with Asian Studies as one of the foundational 

9	  The initial Reference Group, first convened by teleconference on 7 July 1994, consisted of David 
Hill (Chair), Kateryna Longley (host representative), Peter Worsley (University of Sydney), Stuart 
Robson (Monash University), James Snedden (Griffith University), Zifirdaus Adnan (Murdoch), 
Supomo Suryohudoyo (ANU) and George Quinn (NTU). The composition evolved.
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areas, Murdoch’s junior staff benefited from the relatively flat, unhierarchical 
administrative structure and an institutional preparedness to foster and 
support innovation.10

As I settled into undergraduate teaching and managing the Year in Indonesia, 
I was also encouraged to continue my research. Encouraged by Richard 
Robison and after seed funding from the Asia Research Centre, in 1994 
Krishna Sen and I successfully applied to the Australian Research Council 
for a three-year grant to write a book on Indonesian media. Research 
leave for the book enabled me to have the second semester of 1996 in 
Yogya, at arm’s length from ACICIS activities, but still able to observe its 
development. While such research pursuits did occasionally shift my focus 
from ACICIS, the consortium benefited from the latitude and innovation 
fostered by sections of Murdoch in which I was situated.

While the costs of running ACICIS were covered in 1995, even as we were 
preparing for the pilot semester commencing that August, it was apparent 
that it would be challenging thereafter to cover the vital expense of the RD’s 
salary and that of a part-time administrative officer in the Secretariat. Because 
no further National Priority (Reserve) Funds were available, I constantly 
sought alternative sources, with limited success. I travelled to Canberra 
most years to lobby sections of the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade (DFAT) and the Department of Education in search of institutional 
funding for ACICIS and, more generally, for in-country study in Asia.11 
In the first decade I received supplementary support on six occasions from 
the DFAT Australia–Indonesia Institute and twice from the Department 
of Education’s Regional Links Program. While limited, such funding was 
vital. In 1998, the private Western Australia Sangora Foundation also gave 
us funds so the ACICIS Reference Group could have a face-to-face meeting 
in Perth. Generally, our meetings were conducted by teleconference to avoid 
the expenses involved in travel and accommodation.

10	  When Murdoch was founded in 1973, the precursor of Curtin University (then the Western 
Australian Institute of Technology) was already teaching Indonesian. To avoid a perception of duplication, 
Murdoch chose to teach the Malaysian variant (bahasa Malaysia) of the core language of Malay rather than 
the Indonesian variant (bahasa Indonesia). By the 1990s, shifting student (and staff ) interest drove a staged 
transition to teach Indonesian.
11	  I was therefore delighted in 2014 with then-Foreign Minister Julie Bishop’s launch of the NCP to 
support such in-country study in Asia.
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Responding to the financial exigencies of ACICIS, we increased the (initially 
largely symbolic) annual membership levy to a more meaningful level. This 
encountered reluctance from several members to shoulder the actual costs of 
the consortium; they had been more used to neutral ‘fee waivers’ under the 
ineffective but reciprocal UMAP scheme. While semester-long programs 
were our focus, we considered a shorter summer practicum format to 
broaden the appeal of studying in Indonesia and to increase enrolments 
and revenue. In 2002 ACICIS trialled a Journalism Professional Practicum 
(JPP), a field selected partly because of existing professional connections 
with Indonesian media and partly because of the centrality of media coverage 
to bilateral understanding. It proved popular, attracting a different cohort 
of students than those with Indonesian language majors. Such shorter 
programs became more central to our operations. Over time, ACICIS was 
to move conceptually far beyond its Indonesian language department base 
to develop programs with broader discipline appeal.

As the operations of ACICIS grew, both in the number of university 
members and the reach of our courses across more university departments, 
the financial and legal arrangements became more complex. Universities 
had to determine the appropriate unit within their structure to liaise with 
ACICIS and pay the requisite fees. In addition, any legal or financial changes 
relating to ACICIS needed to be processed by each of the universities (and 
if relevant, their legal offices). With around two dozen universities joining 
the consortium over the course of the first decade, dealing with each of these 
offices required considerable coordination, time and administrative effort.

Responsiveness on the ground in Indonesia
In Indonesia, communication has become easier with a landline phone 
along with internet connection in the RD’s residence (albeit still somewhat 
erratic). To ensure that the RD and I could be contacted around the clock in 
emergencies, we soon acquired mobile phones and recognised the security 
benefits of having students constantly contactable via mobiles. They became 
essential. The RD ensured all students could be readily contacted and their 
safety and whereabouts determined within minutes. The office fax machine 
fell into disuse.

Challenges were not solely financial or technological, as the first decade 
included a string of events that threatened Indonesia’s image as a safe 
destination for Australian students. Most significant were the ousting of 
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President Suharto (21 May 1998), the East Timor vote for autonomy from 
Indonesia on 30 August 1999 (and Australia’s involvement in peacekeeping), 
the Bali bombings (12 October 2002), the Australian Embassy bombing in 
Jakarta (9 September 2004) and Schapelle Corby’s arrest for drug smuggling 
(October 2004), followed by that of the ‘Bali Nine’ drug smugglers 
(April 2005).

Each of these incidents required swift assessment and responses by ACICIS. 
Support networks in Indonesia were key, as one case illustrates. Prior to his 
fall in May 1998, public opposition to Suharto’s New Order was mobilising 
across the country, especially on campuses, with occasional military 
crackdowns upon anti-government protests. It was a stressful time for RD 
David Reeve, who was constantly monitoring and evaluating the situation. 
ACICIS students had a front-seat view of daily politics. It was a period that 
baptised many who subsequently became political analysts. It was also an 
alarming situation for home universities, all of whom had to be kept abreast 
of developments.

I was fortunate to have a good personal relationship with then UGM Rektor 
(Vice-Chancellor) (1998–2002), Ichlasul Amal, as we had both been PhD 
students under Herb Feith at Monash University in the mid-1980s. I was 
able to ring him and raise our concerns for the safety of ACICIS students, 
whose accommodation was spread out around the city and who were 
therefore difficult to assemble in an emergency. Spontaneously, Professor 
Amal made an extraordinarily generous offer, inviting any ACICIS students 
who felt unsafe to stay in the Rector’s official residence on campus, where 
they would be welcome for as long as was necessary.12 This moving offer 
demonstrated how profoundly UGM staff took the safety and welfare of 
ACICIS students. While no students took up the invitation, students and 
ACICIS staff appreciated the strong institutional support available should 
circumstances deteriorate. It also reassured Australian universities that their 
students were getting the highest level of care and attention from ACICIS 
and our host universities.

More concerning, as it was interpreted by some as targeting Australians, was 
the tragic bombing of two Bali nightspots on 12 October 2002. It had an 
immeasurable impact on Australian–Indonesian relations and incalculable 
consequences for the hundreds of victims. It presented ACICIS with our 

12	  Professor Amal lived in his family home off campus, so his official residence was vacant but still 
guarded by university security.
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most serious security challenge and required a thorough reassessment of our 
activities. The Consortium’s Risk Management Plan was implemented 
immediately. The RD, then Joost Coté, was providing vital oversight of 
all aspects of in-country operations, particularly regarding security and risk 
assessment. He liaised with the Australian Embassy security officers and 
staff, Indonesian host universities, local police and security organisations, 
and a variety of other informal sources of information on local conditions. 
Without delay, all ACICIS students in Indonesia were contacted and their 
safety assessed. Staff assessed the security implications and then managed 
the academic and personal consequences for students and their home 
universities around Australia. With 20 universities in our consortium at that 
time and 48 students in Indonesia, keeping all relevant staff and students 
informed involved significant logistics.

After almost-daily teleconferences, the Reference Group decided on 
17 October to advise ACICIS students in Indonesia to return to Australia. 
Liaising with home university staff, we set in train mechanisms to ensure 
they could either complete alternative academic assessment or return to 
Indonesia to resume their studies when circumstances permitted. While 
Australia-based staff liaised with home universities to minimise disadvantage 
for students, the RD remained in place, liaising with our partner universities 
and local networks. When the decision was made by the Reference Group to 
recommence programs the following semester, our enrolment had dropped 
to 14 students and the rebuilding began.

That so many such challenging incidents occurred, within a brief period, 
presented enormous difficulties for staff, who had to undertake rigorous 
assessment of the safety and security risks each incident posed for students, 
as well as maintain an accurate flow of information to the students in 
Indonesia and contact people in the home universities back in Australia. 
Staff were often working under considerable pressure, beyond what might 
be routinely expected of an international study program. We appreciated 
the continuing support from both Australian and Indonesian authorities. 
Support came on occasion from unexpectedly influential quarters. In March 
2003, Joost Coté obtained a letter from the Governor of Yogyakarta, Sultan 
Hamengku Buwono X, addressed to me as Consortium Director, copied to 
the local police commissioner, attesting to the safety of Yogyakarta for our 
students. I shared it with ACICIS member universities as evidence of the 
extent of support from key institutions in Indonesia.
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The capacity of ACICIS to weather such ruptures and maintain a safe and 
secure learning environment for students enhanced the consortium’s obvious 
value for member universities, which relied greatly upon ACICIS’ assessment 
of the situation in Indonesia. ACICIS gradually cemented itself into the 
bilateral architecture, evident by occasions such as Prime Minister John 
Howard’s visit to UGM in February 2002 to meet UGM staff and ACICIS 
students, including our 500th student, Jennifer Robinson (from ANU; now 
a prominent international human rights lawyer). It was a further measure of 
ACICIS’ recognition within Australia’s Indonesian studies landscape when, 
in 2003, an Australian Parliamentary subcommittee report on Australia’s 
relations with Indonesia quoted extensively from ACICIS’ submission and 
recommended ‘that additional funding be provide[d] to the Department of 
Education, Science and Training to enable it provide an annual grant to the 
Australian Consortium for ‘In-Country’ Indonesian Studies, for running 
and salary costs’ (Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs Defence 
and Trade, 2004, Recommendation 20, pp 161−163). While regrettably no 
such annual grant was forthcoming, it was encouraging that ACICIS had 
been so recognised by the Parliament.

Staffing
One of the challenges of the first decade was attracting appropriately skilled 
applicants for the complex and demanding role of RD. While Secretariat 
staff provided most pre-departure information for students, it was the 
RD who provided them with pastoral and academic support from arrival 
and orientation throughout their studies, in addition to ensuring host 
universities supplied all necessary academic grades and reports, sometimes 
well after a student’s return home. Most RD appointments required lengthy 
negotiations with an appointee’s home university regarding leave and 
financial arrangements. In essence, while ACICIS wanted senior academics, 
it was hard-pressed to find or afford them! Fortunately, we were successful 
in attracting academics of extremely high quality, fluent in Indonesian 
and with years of university experience.13 After inaugural RD Paul Stange 
returned to his substantive position at Murdoch, he was succeeded by David 
Reeve, who spent three years in Indonesia, including the very unsettling 

13	  Appendix A lists all RDs.



35

2. PREPARING THE FIELD

period of the fall of President Suharto. Gerry van Klinken and Helene van 
Klinken, both of whom had several years of previous experience teaching in 
UKSW, then shared the position for several years.

However, it was sometimes hard to retain RDs, several of whom served 
only for a year. Remuneration was modest in comparison with a senior 
Australian academic’s salary, and the position took its toll, involving 
availability outside office hours and responsibilities surpassing typical 
expectations on an Australian campus. Given the time and expense involved 
in recruitment, frequent turnover was undesirable. Fortunately, at the close 
of our first decade, ACICIS recruited an ACICIS alumnus, Phillip King, 
who was completing his doctorate. It proved a very strategic and successful 
appointment, with King overseeing a significant expansion of ACICIS’ 
programs and enrolment numbers and remaining in the position for eight 
years, from 2005 to 2013. Still ACICIS’ longest-serving RD, he provided 
the stability, continuity and leadership that was required for the next phase 
of ACICIS’ development (as he recounts in his chapter in this volume). 
It was a significant step, too, in generational change, as ACICIS alumni 
began gaining key positions in the consortium.

When RDs were sometimes spending only a year in-country, the continuity, 
support and knowledge of locally engaged ACICIS administrative staff 
was invaluable. Early staffer Lestari Widyastuti formed close friendships 
with many students in the initial years. After she passed away prematurely 
in 2007, a scholarship for Indonesian undergraduates was set up in her 
memory by ACICIS friends. Sinta Padmi was a UGM Indonesian language 
tutor for ACICIS students in 2004, who then volunteered to act as an 
ACICIS student guide, before starting full-time work with ACICIS in 
November 2007. She served in a variety of roles with ACICIS until 2025, 
finally as Program Manager in Yogyakarta, accumulating considerable 
institutional knowledge.

Apart from the full-time RD in Indonesia, I spent a ‘notional’ one day per 
week on oversight and management of the consortium, greatly assisted by 
an administrative officer – initially part-time, eventually full-time – in the 
Secretariat across the corridor from my Murdoch office.14 The Secretariat 
processed applications, provided information and pre-departure advice, 

14	  I particularly acknowledge the significant contribution of the late David Armstrong, an ACICIS 
alumnus who served as Secretariat Officer and Manager from 2002 to 2013, single-handedly steering 
operations for much of that time.
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and liaised with member universities and students to maintain the efficient 
operations of the consortium. Virtually all Secretariat staff over the years 
have been ACICIS alumni.15

Assessing the first decade
By the close of its first decade, ACICIS was the largest consortium of its kind 
in Australia, including virtually all Australian universities with any profile in 
Indonesian studies. Its key achievement was offering a single collaborative 
mechanism through which students from any member university could 
undertake study for academic credit at an Indonesian partner university, 
with the consortium providing full administrative support from the time 
a student applied for the program until they returned home. Crucially, 
this relieved the home university of the weight (and associated cost) 
of pre‑departure and in-country infrastructure.

Ten years after the first ACICIS students arrived in Yogyakarta, and 11 years 
after I had publicly launched the concept of ACICIS at a Flinders University 
conference, I returned to Flinders again for an Indonesia Council Open 
Conference in September 2005. Having been asked to discuss the ‘lessons 
of the first decade’, I noted ACICIS was having to allocate increasing 
attention to security and risk management procedures, revising legal 
documentation and agreements, financial procedures, academic quality 
assurance and appropriate employment arrangements for Indonesia-based 
staff. The consortium was moving beyond the brash excitement of its initial 
establishment phase, recognising the need for complex administrative 
bilateral procedures to take advantage of opportunities for institutional 
expansion. The future of ACICIS still depended substantially upon 
government financial support, student interest in such in-country study, 
and broader community attitudes towards Indonesia and hence Indonesian 
studies. It was likewise clear that our greatest asset was our alumni, who 
were already making their mark in key professions, government and 
the community.

15	  Appendix B lists most Secretariat staff since inception.
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Conclusion
As ACICIS approaches its 30th year of operations, it may be tempting, from 
the outside, to regard it as the result of far-sighted vision and good planning. 
It would be flattering to think that was the case. More realistically, from 
within, I felt it tottered and teetered from one tiny step to the next only by 
the grace of generous and comradely support. At each critical point, someone 
would step forward to provide what was required. Such institutions rise or 
fall on collegial contributions, not individual competence. Timing too was 
crucial, for the university environment, both at Murdoch and nationally, 
was soon to become more determinedly centralised, rigidly hierarchical, less 
supportive of innovation, and more risk-averse.16

Nonetheless, it is very satisfying to trace the generational transition that 
has taken place within ACICIS. At the 2015 Indonesia Council Open 
Conference in Geelong after yet another ACICIS presentation, I was asked 
by a colleague whether provisions were being made for generational change. 
I was pleased to note that then-RD, Elena Williams, was an ACICIS alumna, 
that Secretariat Manager, Liam Prince, similarly was an alumnus, along 
with most Australian-based staff. When I retired as Consortium Director 
in July 2018, the Reference Group’s selection committee appointed Liam 
and, for the first time, an Indonesian scholar, Adrian Budiman, as RD. 
A quarter of a century after a generation of Indonesianists established the 
consortium, there has been a successful transition to a new generation of 
scholars and administrators, bringing their new vision to the future of this 
collective endeavour. From a handful of largely volunteers or part-timers, 
it has developed into a stable professional organisation, with dozens of 
committed, well-trained staff. It is a future few would have imagined in 
1994 when that first grant application sought government seed funding.

Despite the rigours of in-country study, the occurrence of various incidents 
that temporarily disrupted bilateral relations and social stability in Indonesia, 
multiple changes of government in both countries, and numerous funding 
and policy shifts over those decades, ACICIS has weathered the passage. 
In the first decade’s 20 semesters, more than 700 Australian students studied 
through ACICIS in Indonesia, credited to their Australian degrees, with 
about 200 staying for a full year, developing exceptional levels of Indonesian 

16	  In 2016, ACICIS moved to UWA. By 2020, in effect, Murdoch’s Asia Research Centre had been 
disestablished (although in 2024, a new Indo-Pacific Research Centre was created in its footprint). 
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language fluency and cultural competence. In that 20th semester, there were 
40 students in-country, from 11 of ACICIS’ 18 member universities. Since 
inception, student satisfaction has been consistently high, with more than 
98 per cent of respondents to anonymous student evaluation questionnaires 
each semester recommending ACICIS to other students in their universities. 
The consortium was offering an expanding array of study programs, from 
semester courses and field studies to six-week internships.

As the chapters in this volume illustrate, the impact achieved by all who 
contributed has been profound on the lives of the individual student 
participants and their communities. It has been a pleasure to observe 
ACICIS fertile contribution to the field of Indonesian studies and to the 
bilateral relationship.
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