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Sometimes the best-laid plans go awry for all the right reasons, writes Matthew 

Moore. 

 

FRESHLY qualified in politics, Spanish and English literature, Vanessa Johanson 

was looking for a posting to "a small town, preferably Spanish-speaking", when 

she applied for a job with an Australian volunteers program nearly nine years 

ago. 

 

She got Jakarta, about as far from her request as possible. But after spending 

most of her working life in one of the world's biggest, most polluted cities, she 

now regards it as home and can't foresee a return to Melbourne, much as she 

misses her family. 

 

Fluent in the language and immersed in Indonesia's culture and crises, she says 

the excitement of being part of the country's evolution has outweighed the 

difficulties her decision to stay has involved. 

 

"I have had a bad belly pretty much the entire time I have been here, but I've 

learnt to deal with it and now it's just part of life," she says. 

 

When she arrived, Soeharto was still in power and her first job, working with an 

organisation fighting for stronger enforcement of environmental laws, was tightly 

constrained by his authoritarian regime. The fall of Soeharto, and interesting jobs 

in a fast-unfolding democracy, saw the dream of a little Spanish town quickly 

evaporate. 

 



"Where else in the world would you have wanted to be? Indonesia has been 

through amazing and fascinating changes. Life is more exciting here; politically 

it's so interesting because it seems to be slowly moving towards a country that's 

better for the people," Johanson says. 

 

Her jobs have involved efforts to be part of that movement and she's worked to 

improve the lot of ordinary Indonesians for whom she's developed a deep 

affection. 

 

Three years ago, she set up an Indonesian program for a group called Search for 

Common Ground, which operates internationally trying to resolve conflicts that 

have torn communities apart. 

 

One of those projects involves reconciling the Madurese and Dayak 

communities. Several years ago the Dayaks beheaded hundreds of Madurese 

living in Kalimantan, forcing 130,000 of them to flee. 

 

Her staff are Indonesian and she laughs with affection as she introduces some of 

them through a maze of photographs loaded on her laptop. 

 

The "cross-cultural friendships" they have given her have been one of her main 

reasons to stay, something she would miss in Australia, she says. 

 

"They are the most wonderful friendships. We would do anything for each other." 

Johanson still visits her family most years but can't think what she would do if she 

returned permanently. 

 

Australia offers too few challenges for the quick-witted and energetic Johanson, 

who seems to relish the challenges her demanding jobs make. 

 



"To me Australia feels like a great place to have a rest but my work is with people 

in developing countries. For all of the problems they have, developing countries 

are dynamic," she says. 

 

Australian friends used to think Jakarta was an interesting choice as a place to 

live but that view changed after the Bali bombings two years ago. 

 

Now, Johanson and many other Australian expatriates in Indonesia feel people in 

Australia wrongly believe they are doing something foolhardy. 

 

"Even my family now say, 'You are nuts to be there.' I find the level of paranoia in 

Australia about Indonesia is really disturbing because it goes way beyond all the 

facts," she says. 

 

Despite her affection for Indonesia, Johanson is planning to leave next month 

and go to Afghanistan to work for a year, her first real break since she arrived in 

early 1996. She'll leave her goods in Indonesia, not send them to Australia, 

because "I can't imagine after that I won't be back here." 

 

There's another reason she can't see herself going back to Australia. "Go back 

under John Howard? I am not happy with the way the Government is. I joke with 

my family, 'If you change the Government, I will come back."' 
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