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Liem Sioe Liong: Bringer of Strife
BY LEE HAN SHIH
May 02, 2009
*Special to asia!

The founder of Indonesia's Salim Group has set his eyes on another empire —
this time in India.

 

In Chinese, his name means “the bringer of kindness”. But Liem Sioe Liong, a 92-year-old
billionaire who left  China nearly 70 years ago to seek his fortune, has brought lit t le more than
strife and unrest to his two host countries, Indonesia and India.

In early January farmers and protestors in the Indian state of West Bengal clashed with police
to prevent the acquisit ion of farmland in Nandigram, a sleepy riverside region 150km from
Kolkata (Calcutta), the state capital. Some hired goons opened fire on the crowd and a dozen
died. In reaction, protests and riots sprang up all over West Bengal. Buses were burnt,
schools closed and traffic ground to a halt . Nearly 1,000 were arrested, but the riot ing went
on. It  stopped only after Buddhadeb Bhattacharya, the Chief Minister of West Bengal,
symbolically tore up the acquisit ion notice and put a three-month stop to all land acquisit ion.

Liem, though not physically present, was in the eye of the maelstrom. In July 2006, his Salim
Group signed an agreement with Bhattacharya for what is called the biggest FDI, or foreign
direct investment, deal in the history of India. Salim will invest some US$4.2 billion in West
Bengal to build a chemical hub in a special economic zone, a large and a few small townships, a
100-km-long, 100-m-wide super highway and other projects. In return, the Bhattacharya
administrat ion would give them close to 40,000 acres of land, most to be acquired from
farmers and other landowners.

The chemical hub is to be built  in Nandigram, across the Haldi River from the industrial city of
Haldia. Salim requires some 15,000 acres of land, which will be taken from 29 mouzas
(villages). It  was the acquisit ion of land in Nandigram that sparked the bloodshed.

West Bengal, ironically, is ruled by the Communist Party of India. But Bhattacharya, who
succeeded his mentor Jyot i Basu in November 2000, is keen to open the dirt-poor state to
investors. His embrace of big business — one of the tycoons is Ratan Tata who agreed to
build a large car plant there — has upset many of his left  wing allies. It  also turned land
acquisit ion into the hottest polit ical potato in the Bengali parliament.

The Salim incident gave the opposit ion the perfect foil to attack Bhattacharya. They have
the backing of the farmers and small landowners, people Bhattacharya is supposed to
represent but who are increasingly voting against him. Bhattacharya’s enemies claim the
West Bengal government is forcibly taking productive farmland — which yields two or more
crops a year — from the farmers and giving very litt le in return. They now proclaim the Salim
project is dead.

Speaking against them, the lone voice on the side of Salim, is Prasun Mukherjee, Salim’s
partner in the West Bengal projects, who insists everything is “very much on”. Mukherjee is
the protégé of Bhattacharya, the former police commissioner of Kolkata. He also handles
money matters for the Chief Minister, in a relat ionship similar to that between Liem and
ousted Indonesian President Suharto from the 1950s to perhaps even today. When asked to
comment on Mukherjee’s remarks, Bhattacharya kept a stonily silence.

Opposit ion apart, everyone agrees West Bengal needs drast ic economic reforms. After three
decades of rule under Stalinist  ideology, most big businesses had relocated elsewhere.
Economically, West Bengal was in dire straits and Kolkata a “dying city” (in the words of the
late Rajiv Gandhi, one t ime Prime Minister) when Bhattacharya came to power. Bhattacharya
has done a superb job in enticing capital to his state, which under his reign has the second
highest growth rate in the entire India.

But he may have bet on the wrong horse. Salim, or Liem Sioe Liong, born in China in 1915,
went to Indonesia in 1938. He left , in fact though not in name, in 1998 after a country-wide
riot that ousted Suharto. In the 60 years he had amassed a fortune of at least US$15 billion,
but put very litt le back into the country which had been his home for a full six decades. A
shrewd businessman Liem certainly is, a good cit izen he is not.

If Bhattacharya expects Liem to help him bring West Bengal to economic prosperity, he might
do well to take a look at Liem’s record back in Indonesia, especially during the 1998 riot that
ousted Suharto.
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He lives
ostentatiously, far
apart from the
teeming masses. On
important occasions,
such as his golden
wedding
anniversary, he held
it not in Jakarta but
in the Shangri-la
Hotel in Singapore.

Since the invention of the camera, many major events have been epitomised by a single
photograph. For Iwo Jima (1945), it  was six American marines hoist ing the Stars and Stripes on
a volcanic hilltop; for Vietnam War it  was the burning girl, napalm on her back and a scream in
her mouth, running towards the camera (1972). In Tiananmen Square, the world’s imagination
was captured by a lone man, a plast ic shopping bag in one hand, planting himself squarely in
the path of a tank column to stop the metal monsters from crushing the demonstrat ing
students.

Every account of the 1998 Indonesian riot invariably shows the picture of half a dozen rioters
holding a portrait  of Liem aloof, in the process of sett ing it  ablaze. Liem’s palat ial home was
one of the first to be broken into and looted when the riot ing began.

Many said Liem had it  coming. Even his fellow Chinese
blamed him for fanning the hatred of the 200 million
native Indonesians against the 3 million or so minority
Chinese in the land. They had a point. Liem, despite
spending 60 years in Indonesia, speaks Bahasa Indonesia
badly and with a pronounced Chinese accent. He lives
ostentatiously, far apart from the teeming masses. On
important occasions, such as his golden wedding
anniversary, he held it  not in Jakarta but in the Shangri-la
Hotel in Singapore. The event cost US$3 million and was
roundly crit icised in Indonesia where a large segment of
the country lives below the poverty line.

But what really turned ordinary Indonesians against Liem
and Suharto was the unholy alliance between the two.
Their relat ionship traces back half a century, when Liem, then a fledging merchant, befriended
Suharto, a mere colonel who would soon be dismissed for smuggling. But Liem, fully aware of
the 2,000-year-old Chinese adage that the best investment is to invest in a king, stuck to his
man. His money helped Suharto to first become a general and then, in 1967, deposed
President Sukarno and took the top job.
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