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A 'Reformasi toll road',
Kendari, South-East Sulawesi

It is early 1998. The economy is in crisis, inflation is out of
control, and riots are sweeping the country. Still, President Suharto
clings to power, and Golkar nominates him as its candidate for a
seventh term in office. By May, angry students are demonstrating

outside Parliament in Jakarta, demanding Suharto's
resignation, political reformasi (reform), and an end to
'corruption, collusion, and nepotism'. They are joined by
poor urban workers, hit hard by the economic crisis. On 12
May four students from Trisakti University in Jakarta are
shot dead by security forces, following a peaceful
demonstration. The shootings precipitate mass riots, with
hundreds of thousands of people out on the streets in cities
all over Indonesia. Finally, on 21 May, Suharto is forced out

of office. A regime which lasted 32 years has finally fallen, and now
everything will change.

Or will it? Since the euphoria of mid-1998, Indonesia has seen some
dramatic changes, but in many ways the fundamental structures of the

• A demonstration in
support of reformasi.
Young people, especially
university students, were at
the forefront of the street
protests in 1998.
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political, economic, and judicial systems remain basically unaltered.
There are some encouraging signs. Parliament, taking its representative
role seriously for the first time, is starting to find its critical voice in debates
about government policy. The liberated media and an energetic non-
government sector have enlivened political and social debate. On the other
hand, many prominent figures from New Order days remain in influential
positions, and the pervasive collusion between the bureaucracy, the army,
and the private sector is unchanged. Ordinary Indonesians, frustrated by
the slow pace of change, see little improvement in their daily lives.

Habibie: riding the wave of reform

When Suharto resigned and his Vice-President took over the leadership,
few people expected it to remain in his hands for long. B J Habibie, a
German-educated aeronautical engineer, was viewed as an unreconstructed
New Order man, unlikely to bring about the radical change that people
were demanding. In fact, he remained in power for 17 months, and, swept
along by the momentum of the reformasi movement, presided over some
important pieces of reforming legislation.

Under Habibie, electoral laws were reformed to allow multi-party
elections. As part of these changes to the formal political system, the huge
power of the President was restricted, and the military's representation in
Parliament was reduced. Habibie's government also rescinded some of the
more repressive labour laws, relaxing the restrictions on the right of
association and the freedom of the press, and released political prisoners.
New laws on regional autonomy were drafted.

East Timor's painful parting

Perhaps the most unexpected event of Habibie's interregnum was his
declaration, in January 1999, that the East Timorese should be offered a
referendum to decide whether they wished to remain part of Indonesia.
East Timor, a former Portuguese colony, had begun a process of
decolonisation after Portugal itself democratised in 1974. In 1975 the
country was invaded by Indonesian troops, and the following year was
officially annexed as the Republic's twenty-seventh province. Although the
annexation was never recognised by the United Nations, no determined
action was taken, either by the Portuguese, or by the international
community as a whole, to repulse the Indonesian offensive. A guerrilla
resistance movement, later led by Xanana Gusmao, survived in the East
Timorese mountains throughout the occupation. By 1999, Gusmao had
been in prison in Jakarta for seven years. In 1996 the exiled East Timorese
Minister for External Affairs, Jose Ramos Horta, and Carlos Belo,
Bishop of East Timor, shared the Nobel Prize for Peace.

Habibie's announcement was a calculated gamble. If Indonesia won
the referendum, the world would recognise East Timor's incorporation
into Indonesia. But the risk of failure was considerable. All senior generals
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T East Timor, August 200I:
a poster urging people to
vote in the election for a
new government
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had invested much of their careers in the East Timorese campaign
(not to mention the considerable assets held by New Order military and
political figures in East Timor). The military also feared that if East Timor
achieved independence, this would set a dangerous precedent for other
regions with secessionist aspirations, including Papua and Aceh, and lead
to general national disintegration. In East Timor, life under Indonesian
occupation was marked by violence and fear, which only increased in the
months leading up to the referendum, as integrationist militia, organised,
armed, and encouraged by the Indonesian military, undertook a campaign
of disruption and intimidation, causing the ballot to be postponed twice.
The Indonesian government refused to allow a UN peace-keeping force
into the territory, and remained responsible for maintaining security.

On 30 August 1999, the East Timorese voted overwhelmingly
in favour of independence. Immediately the result was announced,
the pro-Indonesia militia embarked on an obviously pre-planned programme
of violence and destruction. Thousands of buildings were destroyed;
citizens were raped, terrorised, and murdered, the UN compound was

besieged, and tens of thousands of people fled
or were forcibly evacuated over the border to
camps in West Timor. A specially formed UN
force eventually regained control of East Timor.
However, pro-integration militia, only partially
disbanded and disarmed by Indonesian troops,
continue to control the West Timor refugee
camps where, by mid-2002, an estimated
50,000 East Timorese remained trapped.
There is a widespread feeling that the failure
to protect the rights of East Timorese refugees
was a failing of both the Indonesian government
and the United Nations.

In April 2002, Xanana Gusmao was
elected as President of an independent East
Timor. At the same time, 18 leading figures
allegedly involved in the shocking events in
East Timor, including Abilio Soares, the former
Governor, and Timbul Silaen, the former Chief
of Police, went on trial in Jakarta. At a specially
established tribunal, the men were charged with
failing to keep the peace in East Timor. Many,
including Silaen, were acquitted. Soares was
jailed for only three years for abusing human

rights. The trials have been criticised by many observers, including the
United Nations. Many view them as an elaborate farce, designed to satisfy
US conditions for a resumption of military links, and to stave off calls for
an international tribunal.

HO PAM£
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• A street mural depicts the
presidents of Indonesia; from
right to left Sukarno, Suharto,
B.J. Habibie, Abdurrahman
Wahid, and Megawati
Sukarnoputri.

Wahid: civil society takes the lead

In June 1999 some 112 million Indonesians voted in the first democratic
elections since 1955. Forty-eight parties participated. The Democratic Party
of Struggle (PDI-P), led by Megawati Sukarnoputri, the daughter of
Sukarno, the first President of the Republic, won the largest share of the
vote, followed by Golkar. In October, members of the People's Consultative
Assembly voted for the new president. The election was won not by
Megawati, but by Abdurrahman Wahid, known affectionately as Gus Dur,
the respected cleric and leader of the country's largest Muslim
organisation, Nahdlatul Ulama. Megawati was elected as his Vice-President,
and it was hoped that this partnership would unite the anti-Golkar
movement and provide a stable platform for continued reform.

Gus Dur's eccentric approach to politics won him both admirers and
enemies. His supporters hailed him as the wise fool, out-manoeuvring his
opponents with his wily approach. His position as a moderate Muslim
who vigorously defended Indonesia's religious pluralism, yet remained a
respected figure in the Islamic world, was particularly valuable. Critics
claimed that he often contradicted himself and was fond of making
announcements without consulting his cabinet. Added to this, his poor
health - he suffered a serious stroke in 1998, and is almost blind - was a
cause for concern. Nevertheless, he did continue the programme of
reform, relaxing some of the restrictions on Chinese Indonesians, and,
controversially, proposing to lift the ban on communism. He also further
loosened the army's grip on political power.

Wahid's challenge to the power of the military eventually contributed
to his downfall. As time went on, even those who had at first welcomed
Gus Dur as President began to feel disenchanted with his performance.
He was accused of involvement in a corruption scandal involving the State
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logistics agency. After a series of increasingly desperate exchanges with
Parliament, he was finally impeached by a special sitting of the upper
house in July 2001, on the grounds of corruption and incompetence.
His place was taken by the Vice-President, Megawati.

T Student demonstration
on the streets of Jakarta,
March 2002: the Pinocchio
mask, symbolising lies and
corruption, lampoons the
Parliamentary Speaker,
Akbar Tanjung.

Megawati: her father's daughter

Megawati's lineage as the daughter of President Sukarno has guaranteed
her status as a popular symbol of resistance. Her political vision is very
simple, and strongly reminiscent of that of her father: a unified,
democratic Indonesian nation-state, with no concessions to separatists.
In stark contrast with Wahid, she rarely gives interviews or makes political
speeches. Critics have interpreted her silence as evidence of her lack of
understanding of the political environment; her supporters claim that the
maternal figurehead is actually a shrewd team player.

Under Megawati, Indonesia remains one of the most corrupt
countries in the world. Some progress has been made in recent years:
there is more reporting of corruption, and a number of high-profile cases
have recently come to trial. Akbar Tanjung, Golkar Chairman and Speaker
of the House of Representatives, was arrested in March 2002, accused of
embezzling nearly US$ 4 million from the State logistics agency in 1999.
He allegedly used the funds to finance Golkar's election campaign. At the
same time, Indonesia was following the progress of the trial of Hutomo
'Tommy' Mandala Putra, son of former President Suharto, accused of
involvement in the murder of the judge who presided over his own
corruption trial.

Independent watchdog agencies, such as Indonesia Corruption
Watch, are playing an important part in monitoring government activity,
and holding it accountable for abuses. But such agencies are powerless
unless their investigations are backed up by an independent and

competent judiciary. There is
still suspicion that many recent
high-level prosecutions were
motivated by political rather
than judicial priorities. Several
senior bank and government
officials who have been
investigated on corruption
charges since 2000 have
escaped heavy sentences.
For ordinary people, however,
taking a grievance to court is an
expensive process, unlikely to
result in success; a popular
saying in Indonesia warns:
'Report a lost chicken, and in the
end you lose a goat too'.
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Power to the regions: opportunities ...

Regional autonomy may not sound like the most revolutionary or controversial
concept, but its implications for local democracy and accountable government
are among the most hotly debated issues in Indonesia today. Under new laws,
passed in 1999 and implemented in 2001, considerable power is devolved
to elected regional parliaments; each in turn elects its own leader, the Bupati.
Only fiscal policy, the judiciary, religious matters, and defence and foreign
policy are reserved for central government. A new system of revenue sharing
has altered the financial relationship between central and local government,
with more locally raised revenue remaining in local hands.

Although the legislation on local autonomy was drafted rather hastily
and has some serious flaws, many people are optimistic about the new system,
especially those who were on the receiving end of some of Jakarta's misjudged
development schemes. Nuruddin A Rahman is a teacher and senior religious
figure in Madura. He feels that Madura has been ignored by Jakarta and left
behind by the rest of Indonesia in terms of development: "The people of Madura
have become spectators', he says. Central government was good at building
things that people did not actually want: physical construction projects
which did not improve the general standard of living. Instead, what is needed
is sympathetic development which does not destroy the local culture and
environment. Pak Nuruddin explains: 'Build up Madura, don't build in Madura.
Regional autonomy ought to help people to refuse things they don't want.'

Autonomy should also help people to attain things that they do want.
Under the new legislation, responsibility for education is devolved to local
government. There is a basic compulsory national curriculum, but this is
kept to a minimum, to allow for regional variety and the inclusion of
practical skills-training. Regional languages are finding their way on to the
school timetable. In Wonosobo, in central Java, a syllabus which includes
material on conservation and forest management is being introduced, to
coincide with local government legislation which transfers the responsibility
for maintaining forest lands to local people. It is hoped that this will make
education more relevant and stimulating for Indonesia's children.

There is widespread support, too, for the closer link between revenue
raised in a region, and local government spending power. People also hope
that, by making local government directly accountable to a local electorate,
the process of governance will become more transparent and less open to
corruption. It could also help to restore public confidence in government if
popular local figures with strong support are elected. K H Imam Buchori
Kholil AG is standing as a candidate for Bupati in Bangkalan, in Madura.
If he wins, this will unite elected, traditional, and religious authority, because
he is descended from a line of revered local scholars and leaders, as well as
being the local chairman of the Islamic organisation Nahdlatul Ulama.
'People in Madura recognise the authority of their father, their religious teachers,
and the government, in that order,' says Pak Nuruddin. A combination of all
three, then, might be what is needed to lend government some long-
overdue legitimacy.
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T There are concerns that
decentralisation could lead
to increased ethnic
discrimination against people
such as these Butonese
mothers and children,
displaced from Maluku by
communal conflict

... and threats

On the less positive side, there are concerns that regional autonomy will
simply transfer problems of corruption and inefficiency to the local level,
with regional leaders establishing powerful personal fiefdoms, and the
benefits of local control over revenue extending only to a small elite.
In some areas, regional politicians have voted themselves substantial pay
rises, and have benefited from expensive overseas trips - not the kind of
activity guaranteed to inspire the confidence of a sceptical electorate.

Others worry that regional autonomy will increase the chances of
tension between natives of an area and newcomers. Ethno-centrism has
become increasingly evident in several areas since 1998. It is feared that
local government could come to mean ethnic government, discriminating
against Indonesians from other areas. Indeed, there have been reports in
some regions of non-indigenous people being excluded from civil-service
positions.

More generally, there has been a concern that neither government
nor electorate were properly prepared for the handover of power, which
has left some local authorities floundering, and many citizens uncertain
about the role of the new institutions. Critics claim that the mechanisms
for delivering this new empowerment remain obscure, and people have
been left with high expectations of a prosperous future, but only a vague
sense of how this could be achieved.

Regional autonomy is clearly not a panacea which will cure all of
Indonesia's problems. It does have real potential for rebuilding trust in
government, and enabling local participation in decision making, but if
this opportunity is abused by local figures seeking power on the same
terms as the New Order, the consequences could be extremely damaging.
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R E G I O N A L A U T O N O M Y I N A N O U T - O F - T H E - W A Y P L A C E

The Kei islands in Maluku are on the margins of Indonesian political life. Living 2500 kilometres from
Jakarta, residents of this small group of islands are used to being neglected and dictated to by central
government.The Bupati (leader of the regional parliament), centrally appointed under the old system,
was the focus of vigorous protests at the time of the reformasi demonstrations in 1998, accused of
corruption and nepotism by student demonstrators.

Understandably, many people are optimistic about the new local autonomy law, and are hopeful that it
will give them a greater voice in debates about how their islands are run. A local government official
explains that, with more control over the budget, Kei will be able to respond to its own priorities.
'We can make more plans for the future, and can target the money where it's needed, which in Kei is to support

the fishing industry, and to improve human resources. It will also mean more direct benefits for local people.

For example, under the new rules, ten per cent of the income from harbour taxes collected in Tual [the capital]

will have to go directly to Tual itself There is also a hope that the changes will forge closer and more
constructive relationships between village-government structures and the higher levels of local
government, and so avoid the imposition of unwanted development projects, although it will not be easy
to reverse the effects of a generation of neglect: 'Why are we being listened to only now, after being ignored
for 30 years?' asks one man, bitterly.
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THE RISE OF POLITICAL ISLAM?

Islamic groups have played an important role in Indonesian politics since independence.Yet, despite being
home to the largest Muslim population of any country in the world, Indonesia is not an Islamic state.
Although there has been renewed interest in religious
activities over the last few years - record numbers of
Indonesians are making the pilgrimage to Mecca, for example -
this did not translate into electoral success for Islamic parties
in the 1999 general election.The emergence of militant Islamic
groups such as Laskar Jihad, sending forces to participate in
conflicts between Christians and Muslims in Sulawesi and
Maluku, has prompted many observers to speculate on the
potential for the rise of fundamentalist Islam in Indonesia.
However, these groups do not appear to enjoy much popular
support among Indonesian Muslims in general (despite the
evidence on the football shirt, right).

Since the events of 11 September 2001, domestic Islamic
groups were angered by the US retaliation in Afghanistan,
which they saw as an attack on Islam, and Megawati found
herself trying to balance their concerns with the need to
maintain good relations with the United States. Nevertheless,
there are influential voices of moderation in Indonesian Islam.
Unlike Malaysia and the Philippines, Indonesia has not so far
been identified as a major centre for transnational Islamic
terrorist networks.
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Unity in diversity?

• A traditional priest at a
ceremony in West Sumba.
Some isolated traditional
communities were
'encouraged' by the New
Order government to
abandon their customary
practices and participate in
official development
programmes.

•4 Above: A game of football
in Mardika.

Below: Friday prayers in the
Al-Akbar Mosque, Surabaya

Difference and the Indonesian State

Indonesia's 200 million citizens represent a wealth of differing ethnic and
cultural traditions. The national symbol, the mythical garuda bird, clasps in
its claws the legend Bhinneka Tunggal Ika - 'unity in diversity'. Under

Suharto the emphasis was placed firmly on
unity (or rather conformity), at the expense of
diversity. In an attempt to forge a sense of
Indonesian identity, New Order nationalists
went to considerable lengths to understate
and depoliticise ethnic and cultural
differences. It was felt that allowing free reign
to ethnic expression would undermine the
stability of the country. A good example of
this is evident in the Taman Mini theme park
in Jakarta, where various regions of the
country are represented only by innocuous
exhibitions of traditional costume and
architecture.

The 'model' New Order Indonesian was
based on an idealised view of the Javanese
peasant: hardworking, God-fearing, and

obedient. There were designated roles for particular sections of society:
students should concern themselves with acquiring skills useful for
national development (and not get involved in politics); workers should
accept their employer's paternalistic role in determining their salaries,
and should strike only in exceptional circumstances. Women's roles were
primarily defined as wives and mothers, nurturing the next generation.
Although there was nothing to prevent a woman having a career, or
deciding not to marry (and women have had equal rights to vote and stand
for election to Parliament since the country's independence), the social
pressure to conform to this model was (and still is) strong.

Many groups, especially upland hunter-gatherers or shifting
cultivators, who did not match the ideal image, were labelled backward
or primitive, and lined up for 'development' - or simply ignored.
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The Bajau village of
Tolando, in Buton, is
approached in a slightly
unconventional fashion -
along a 200-metre coral
walkway, straight out to
sea from the beach.
Around 400 people live
here, in wooden houses
built on tall stilts above
the water. The term
'Bajau' is applied to a
variety of seafaring
peoples who live in
scattered settlements
across island South-East
Asia.Today only a small
number of Bajau actually

live in boats or 'sea houses', but small children still learn to paddle canoes almost before they can walk.
'Bajau children walk differently from their land-living schoolfriendsF', says the village secretary.

Indonesia does not officially admit to having any indigenous peoples.
Instead, it has 'isolated tribes', who, according to the government, have not
yet benefited from the advantages of modernity, and need assistance to
become proper citizens, through education, settled agriculture, and the
acceptance of government-planned development projects. (Homosexuals,
on the other hand, do not exist at all in the government's eyes.
Homosexuality is not therefore illegal, and Indonesia has a thriving and
distinctive, if relatively small, gay culture.)

Upland communities, while still facing considerable threats to their
way of life from logging and mining companies, are beginning to make
their voices heard through non-government organisations. Ethnic
difference has become impossible to ignore, as inter-ethnic conflict flares
in several regions. 'Unity in diversity' needs to be reinterpreted to take
proper account of all sections of Indonesia's population.

Adat: living traditions

Although the government, in its concern to encourage a modern concept
of citizenship, chooses not to acknowledge the differences between
Indonesians, cultural diversity is alive and well. You do not need to move
far from the shiny steel and glass towers of big business, or from the
corridors of a government ministry, to discover that much of Indonesia
lives by a set of rules and practices determined not by macro-economics or
State policy, but by centuries of locally based tradition, belief, and custom.
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Adat is the Indonesian term given to the hundreds of codes of traditional
law and behaviour operating within the archipelago. The nature, extent,
and strength of traditional practices and beliefs vary greatly. Adat can
determine how land (or sea) is owned, distributed, and used, and can
regulate the exploitation of natural resources. It can establish who is
allowed to marry whom, on what terms, and how husband and wife should
behave towards each other. It can also provide a community with moral
guidance, and specify punishments for transgressors. Adat can prescribe
rituals and ceremonies to mark life-cycle events and points in the
agricultural calendar, or as acts of thanksgiving to the ancestors. In short,
adat can influence all aspects of life: economic, political, moral, spiritual,
and social. It is seen by many as the social 'glue' that is necessary for
communities to live peacefully together.

The attitude of the State towards adat has been ambiguous.
The Dutch recognised the importance of local systems of authority;
they codified much adat law and used it to reinforce governance at the
local level. Although this sometimes resulted in rather grotesque distortions
in order to serve the colonists' interests, it did for the most part allow for a
continuation of local customs. But under the 1979 Village Government
Act, village leaders had to be elected from a list of candidates approved by
government officials. The criteria for candidacy included a minimum level

of education and
literacy, which
excluded many adat
leaders. The Act has
been blamed for the
destruction of
traditional cultural
and political systems
in many areas.
Coinciding with rapid
urbanisation, which
also tends to reduce
the influence of
traditional authority,
this is widely believed
to have contributed to
much of the conflict
and unrest that has
plagued Indonesian
society in recent years.

At a Butonese ceremony, held to mark the first time a child's feet touch the
ground, an old woman spins the baby slowly around under a rack which
holds parcels of cooked rice. He is then laid on a large banana leaf and
smeared with oil. A big party follows, attended by all the family's friends and
relatives.The baby's mother admits that she doesn't quite understand what's
going on: 'I'm from Jakarta - we've come home to my husband's village for the
ceremony - it's all new to me!'
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T Church and mosque stand
side by side in the Kei
Islands, Maluku. In Kei,
traditional leaders were
successful in resolving conflict
between Christians and
Muslims.

A revival of adat?

The regional autonomy legislation of 1999 gives greater freedom to
villages to organise their own leadership structures. It is believed that this
could stimulate a revival and reform of adat traditions, and there are mixed
feelings about the likely effect. Some feel that this shift could actually
reduce people's opportunity to influence the governance of their community.
Traditional societies are often strictly hierarchical, with rigid class or caste
systems or gender roles determining people's position in the community,
and making it difficult for a low-ranked person or a woman to fill a position of
authority or be heard in public forums. The other concern is that an increased
interest in adat will exclude newcomers who were not born into a particular
society, and that this will lead to an increase in inter-ethnic tension.

On the other side, supporters of adat claim that its revival would
reintroduce a sense of community into a society badly bruised by decades
of intrusive State intervention. Adat codes could provide a much-needed
alternative moral framework for a population disillusioned by Pancasila,
and deeply mistrustful of their political leaders. Enthusiasts for adat argue
that there is no reason why a revised form of traditional leadership cannot
be used to build a new model for life in the twenty-first century.

An example of the potential of adat to rebuild communities is found
in the Kei islands in Maluku. Here, traditional leaders were able to halt the
escalation of inter-religious violence that swept across many islands in
central and northern Maluku in 1999, and bring a swift end to the unrest.

_ Antonius Silubun, one of the adat leaders from
Kei Besar, explained that when violence broke
out between Christians and Muslims, he and the
other elders travelled around to all the villages
and hamlets on the island, reminding people
that community tradition was more important
than religious affiliations. After that, although
violence still raged elsewhere, Kei Besar was
peaceful. 'We protected each other', Pak Antonius
explains. 'Christian villagers sheltered Muslim
neighbours whose houses had been destroyed. Even
though people who had lost loved ones were angry
and upset, they still listened to us.' Local

government officials were powerless to intervene, as nobody trusted them.
"The people here have nothing at all. We don't live in grand houses, but we do
know about adat.'

Language and literature

More than 600 languages and dialects are spoken in Indonesia, some by
many millions of people (for example Javanese and Balinese), others by
only a handful of older people in an isolated village. The majority have
never existed in written form (only eight have an indigenous written
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literature), and many have not been fully documented. The official national
language is Bahasa Indonesia, a version of the Malay spoken in the Malay
peninsula and the western part of the island of Sumatra. A form of coastal
Malay had been in wide use as a lingua franca along coastal shipping
routes for centuries. The development of a national language was a
powerful element in the independence struggle. While the Dutch colonial
authorities had been reluctant to educate many Indonesians in Dutch, for
fear of insubordination, the nationalists knew that an independent State
would need a common vernacular means of communication. Most people
speak a local language as their mother tongue, and in many rural areas it
is not unusual to find people who do not speak Indonesian with confidence.

The development of Indonesian as a literary language was, in the
first half of the twentieth century, closely related to the growing nationalist
awareness among thinkers and writers in Java and Sumatra. Pramoedya
Ananta Toer is one of Indonesia's best-known writers. His Buru Tetralogy,
written while he was imprisoned on Buru island in Maluku under the New
Order, traces both the development of nationalist feeling in the Dutch East
Indies and the growing sophistication and subtlety of Bahasa Indonesia
itself. Banned in Indonesia for many years, his writing is now being
reissued and revalued. Other notable chroniclers of the independence
struggle and the early years of the new nation include Mochtar Lubis,
whose Twilight in Jakarta was first published in 1963.

The language today

With the increasing censorship and oppression of the New Order regime,
the 1970s and 1980s was a rather barren period for Indonesian literature.
Now that censorship laws have been lifted, there is a new vitality in the
country's literature and journalism. Several hundred new media licences
have been granted since 1999, and many new magazines and journals
have appeared.

It is impossible to spend any time in Indonesia without becoming
familiar with some of the numberless abbreviations used in daily speech
and writing. Some are straightforward acronyms: KKN is Korupsi, Kolusi
dan Nepotisme, the slogan of the reformation movement; TNI is Tentara
Nasional Indonesia, the Indonesian Army. Others are far more inventive
and need some disentangling. DepDikNas, for example, is Departemen
Pendidikan Nasional, the Department of Education, and a balita is an anak
bawah lima tahun (a child under five years old). Acronyms can cause
considerable confusion, because the same letters may refer to several
different things. There is also fun to be had: KKN may refer to a serious
political critique, but it is also kuliah kerja nyata, the practical community
service which university students have to complete before graduation;
this phrase in turn is adapted to kawin kemudian nikah, or 'sex before
marriage', as a wry comment on what student community service often
involves!
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A A huge dragon statue at
the Chinese temple, Surabaya.
In 2002 it was the scene of
the first full-scale celebrations
of the Chinese New Year to
be permitted for a generation.

Chinese Indonesians: privilege and prejudice

Tuesday 12 February 2002, early evening, Chinese Temple, Surabaya:
around 5000 people are gathered excitedly together. The occasion? Imlek -
Chinese New Year 4699, the Year of the Horse. Inside, the temple
shimmers with gold-leaf decoration. People bring offerings of fruit and
stand in front of altars, holding great bunches of incense sticks above their
heads with both hands. A huge pile of discarded incense lies smoking
outside; the air is thick with it and swelters in the heat of hundreds of
candles. Outside, a gigantic sculpture depicting two rearing dragons,
mouths wide open, surrounded by Chinese figures, frames the evening
sky. Chubby Chinese children run around as preparations are concluded,
and people take their seats in front of a stage for the celebrations. A fairly
standard picture of cultural commemoration, you might imagine - an
annual event.

Not so. This is the first time Chinese New Year has been celebrated
on this scale in Indonesia since repressive legislation restricted Chinese
cultural and economic activities in the late 1950s. Anti-Chinese feeling in
Indonesia is rooted in economic interests and rivalries, and is particularly
acute during periods of political and economic upheaval. Despite their
economic success, Chinese Indonesians still occupy a precarious position
within Indonesian society.
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Instruments of the government: a double-edged sword

Traders have been visiting Indonesia from China for more than a
thousand years, but there were surges of migration in the seventeenth and
nineteenth centuries. During the colonial period, the Dutch welcomed
Chinese immigrants and allowed them to form a commercial middle class
between native Indonesians and the colonial elite. From the earliest times,
Chinese people were set apart from the rest of the population, often
compelled to live in designated areas, or wear certain clothes to identify
them. Chinese people were not allowed to own land, so they turned to
trade, with considerable success. Although Chinese people were often used
to mediate between the native population and the colonial authorities, they
did not acquire any significant political power, and soon became the target
of local resentment, acting as scapegoats during periods of economic
hardship.

In 1959, amid growing social unrest, Sukarno passed a series of
restrictions on citizenship for Chinese Indonesians, who were banned
from owning businesses in rural areas. Less than a decade later, the
Suharto government passed Presidential Decree No. 14/1967, extending
the trading restrictions to include involvement in transport, food, and
banking, and imposing heavy additional taxation on ethnic Chinese
traders. This law banned all public cultural activities and religious
practices, and prohibited the use of Chinese language and script in any
medium, apart from one approved newspaper. The numbers of Chinese
who could enter the civil service, the universities, and the military were
limited. Chinese Indonesians had to carry specially marked identity cards,
and were encouraged to take Indonesian names.

Ethnic Chinese today, numbering about seven million, constitute
only three per cent of the Indonesian population, but are thought to
control between 70 and 80 per cent of non-land, private corporate wealth.
Aside from a few fabulously wealthy families, however, most of them are
small traders and shopkeepers. During the New Order, the notorious term
cukong (financier) described the close relationship between Chinese men
and women in business and the government officials who took advantage
of the Chinese minority status to profit from providing protection and
influence. By the 1980s the Suharto family's fortunes had become closely
intertwined with the continuing success of the Chinese. The Chinese
tycoons remained dependent on the military to protect them from the
rancour of the general population. As long as the economy remained
healthy, however, their position was safe.

This state of affairs was not to last. As the economic crisis gripped
the nation in early 1998, the government revealed that Chinese people
owned nine of the top ten business groups in the country, and that 13 of
the top 15 taxpayers were Chinese. Anti-Chinese feeling erupted across the
country, as prices of basic goods rose sharply. Chinese shopkeepers who
raised their prices accordingly were seen as profiting from the crisis, and
Chinese businesses and shops were attacked and burned in many areas.
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DeshengWang is 50 years old and has lived in
Surabaya all his life. His family has lived in
Indonesia for three generations. Although some
of his relatives have married Javanese people,
he can't forget the Chinese blood in his veins,
and calls himself a Chinese Indonesian - 7 sti//
have yellow skin!' Desheng Wang is cautiously
optimistic about the future. 'Things will take two
generations to work out Democracy is as yet only a

thin veneer - only skin-deep.' He feels that the

Chinese community is still not allowed to speak
freely (and he didn't want to be photographed).
7t's great that we are not now limited to only one

officially sanctioned newspaper, for example. But all

this can be taken away, even the freedom to practise

our traditional ceremonies.'

In May 1998, as the general economic and
political crisis deepened, the Chinese
community was the target of violent attacks
during riots in Jakarta. More than 1000 people
were killed in two days of carnage, many in
burning shopping malls. Human-rights groups
allege that nearly 170 Chinese women were
systematically targeted for rape, of whom about
20 subsequently died. It is widely rumoured that
the violence was condoned, if not organised, by
the authorities, keen to find a scapegoat to
deflect attention from the government's own
failings. After the riots, many Chinese
Indonesians took their money out of the
country, and not all have returned.

T Prayers to mark the New
Year at the Chinese temple,
Surabaya. Many ethnic
Chinese welcome the recent
relaxation of restrictions on
their community, but remain
fearful that the new-found
freedom could be revoked.

A cautious new start

President Wahid revoked the 1967 Decree in 2000, and Imlek has now
been declared an optional holiday. In 2002, many of the Chinese-owned
factories in Surabaya, a city with a large Chinese population, were closed
throughout the holiday period, and even the President took the day off.
There are calls to give Imlek the same status as other religious holidays.
Mandarin schools are springing up all over the city, and the Chinese-
language press has blossomed. But many other discriminatory laws
have not yet been reviewed, and the momentum of reform seems to
have slowed down. Even slower to change are generations of ingrained

prejudice towards
the ethnic Chinese
community.
It remains to be
seen whether the
spirit of reformasi
has the ability or
the will to extend
to a permanent
change in the
position of
Chinese
Indonesians.
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Agriculture:
back to the future?

T Rice is the staple food
of many Indonesians, and
women play a central role
in its cultivation.

With a huge population to sustain, and increasing numbers living in
urban areas, the state of agriculture in Indonesia is extremely important.
More than half of Indonesians are farmers, mostly on small, family-owned
plots of land; very often women perform many of the central agricultural
tasks. In Java and Sumatra, and parts of Sulawesi and Nusa Tenggara,
as well as all urban areas, rice is the staple food, and paddy fields occupy
a large proportion of agricultural land. In other areas, particularly those
with poor or drier soils, maize or tubers such as cassava and sweet potato
are the main subsistence crops. Several varieties of vegetable are grown
widely, as are a huge range of fruit trees, providing mangoes, papaya,
durian, citrus fruits, jackfruit, and bananas, among many others. Farmers
also produce several cash crops for export, including copra, cocoa, tea,
and coffee.

Recent years have brought particular problems for farmers in
Indonesia. A succession of droughts and floods has upset planting and
harvest patterns, and reduced yields. The effects of the economic crisis,
while less severe for most farmers than for urban workers, have put
pressure on reserves and a strain on resources. Farmers have responded to

these challenges in a range of ways,
reflecting their ability to combine
traditional wisdom with modern
thinking to best effect.

Rice production and the Green
Revolution

In the years following independence,
Indonesia's rice production failed to
keep pace with population growth,
which led to a large deficit by the
early 1970s. Indonesia was the world's
largest importer of rice by 1980.
Seeing that rapid industrialisation
would only lead to more urban mouths
for farmers to feed, the New Order
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A Pounding rice in a Sumba
village. For a brief period in
the 1980s, Indonesia was
self-sufficient in rice.

government began a drive to self-sufficiency by
expanding the area of agricultural land available
for rice cultivation, at the same time as using the
new technologies of the so-called Green
Revolution to intensify production.

The policy was successful - but at a very
heavy price. Rice production increased threefold
under the New Order; in 1984 Indonesia
achieved self-sufficiency, and was even able to
provide food aid to Africa. By the mid-1990s,
however, the less desirable effects of this policy
were clearly apparent. Intensification demanded
new high-yielding rice varieties, a uniform
planting and harvesting schedule, and artificial
fertilisers and pesticides in large quantities.
To encourage farmers to adopt the new methods,
and to stimulate domestic industry, the
government subsidised the cost of pesticides
and fertilisers by up to 82 per cent until the
mid-1980s. The rumus tani, or 'farmer's formula',
explicitly linked the price of rice with the cost of
fertilisers. Use of chemical inputs shot up,
as did the government's subsidy bill.

The hidden costs of modernisation

Not only were the costs to the government
considerable, but farmers found that increased use of chemicals gradually
destroyed local eco-systems, leading to a growing dependency on chemical
pesticides and fertilisers. There has been an increase in pesticide-resistance,
and a reduction of natural predators. Run-off water from irrigated land full
of pesticides has polluted rivers, damaging fish stocks and contaminating
supplies of drinking water. Now that the subsidies have been withdrawn,
and production has been handed over to private businesses, fertilisers and
pesticides have become more expensive. Not only that, but it is now more
difficult for the government to regulate the use of toxic chemicals, and
many farmers have suffered ill-health through their use.

Indonesian farmers traditionally combine rice-growing with raising
fish and ducks, and growing fruit and vegetables. This combination helps
to maintain a stable eco-system which is an effective form of pest control,
as well as providing a variety of food for the family. But self-sufficiency
in rice demanded a continuous cycle, yielding two or even three crops
per year. This meant that the traditional planting of legumes and vegetables
after the rice harvest was discontinued in many places, and the planting of
fruit trees alongside rice paddies also declined. Local rice varieties were
rejected in favour of Green Revolution hybrids, the seed for which cannot
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A A farmer herds his ducks
along a road in Java. Ducks
thrive in the wet environment
of the paddy fields and
provide an additional source
of food and income for
farming families.

be saved: it has to be bought fresh each time. Along with the additional
expense, this led to the loss of collective systems for saving seed in rice
banks for the next planting, and for insurance against a failed harvest.
Perhaps most significantly, the rigid, top-down system permitted no local
decision-making or analysis of environmental conditions, and made no
allowance for the role of farming in cultural and religious traditions.
In Bali, for example, irrigation systems and the agricultural cycle are
traditionally determined by priests of the water temples, not by government
directive. In many areas, women's traditional roles in the cycle of planting
and harvest have been diminished. The result has been a loss of local
farming expertise, a feeling of powerlessness among farmers, and a
decline in community feeling as collective traditions are weakened in the
struggle to meet ever-higher production targets.

Since the mid-1990s, national rice production has been in decline.
Prices for external inputs such as fertiliser, driven up by the economic crisis,
and increased competition from cheap imported rice have made rice
production less and less viable for many farmers. The main beneficiaries
of government policies of price control and fertiliser subsidy were the
20 per cent of farmers who own more than half a hectare of wet rice paddy
and could use the new technology to its full advantage. Many small farmers
have fallen into debt and subsequently lost their land through having to
take out large loans to pay for inputs. Others, especially on crowded Java,
have sold their land to developers; between 40,000 and 50,000 hectares of
rice fields are converted for non-agricultural purposes every year on Java
alone, which produces sixty per cent of the national crop.
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Much of the reduction, however, is a planned response by farmers to
the threat of drought. Rice is more dependent on sufficient water supplies
than any other staple crop, so when El Nino delayed the rains at the end of
1997, many farmers had already insured themselves against total harvest
failure by planting maize, soybeans, and tubers alongside (or instead of)
rice. Since the end of the New Order, farmers have once again begun to
make their own decisions about how to farm their land. The result in some
areas has been an increasing diversity of crops, a diminishing reliance on
chemical inputs, and a renewed sense of pride and ownership among
farming communities.

T Pak Sukahar with his crop
of organic strawberries

Alternatives to the Green Revolution: organic farming in Java

At first glance, Pak Sukahar's farm looks much like any other in central
Java. There is rice paddy, a vegetable plot, and a cow in a stall. Look closer,
however, and a couple of things stand out. A thick hedge divides his plot
from neighbouring land, and the end of every row of vegetables is planted
with red flowers. Pak Sukahar's farm is organic. The hedge protects his
crops from the chemicals used on other farms nearby, and the red flowers
attract pests away from the vegetables.

Javanese farmers are finding that their land, requiring more and
more chemicals to maintain yields, is gradually becoming infertile.
It's not surprising, therefore, that some have decided to try to break the
cycle of increased chemical use by making their farms organic. It's a slow
and labour-intensive process, but there is a growing market for organic
produce, and it means that small farmers are less dependent on expensive
external inputs.

Although Pak Sukahar began the organic conversion of his land in
1991, it took five years to clear it of chemicals and to develop suitable seed,

returning to traditional
local varieties which can be
saved from season to
season. As well as rice,
Pak Sukahar grows a
wide variety of fruit and
vegetables, including
chillies, onions,
strawberries, and lettuce.
The more varieties you
plant, he explains, the
less danger there is of
everything being destroyed
by pests. Strawberries are
the current bestseller.
Pak Sukahar's plot yields
about 4kg every three days,
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which he can sell to supermarkets for Rp25,ooo a kilo (about /2.00).
The return on rice is not so great: a kilo of organic rice sells for only
RP500 more than conventional rice, but as he sells through a co-operative
he gets a stable price for the whole season, and is protected from
fluctuations in the market.

Pak Sukahar makes his own organic fertilisers and pesticides, using
animal dung, compost, and micro-organisms. He even sells some of his
fertiliser, but says that, although he could easily monopolise the local
market, he prefers to teach others how to make it.' Conventional farmers
only think about their sales income, and don't consider how much they spend on
chemicals. It's one of the reasons why I went organic', he says.

T West Sumba: ploughing
rice fields with buffalo is often
more effective and efficient
than using machinery.

The real farming experts

Pak Mahdjo has a rice farm in the village of Seyegan, near Yogyakarta.
He and other local farmers have been experimenting with organic methods
since 1991. The New Order government was very suspicious of anyone
who did not follow the government programmes, and the farmers were
kept under strict surveillance by local officials. 'We had to be brave!', he says.
Since reformasi they are not harassed by the authorities any longer,
but still it is hard to persuade people to change their farming habits.
Many of the young farmers nowadays have grown up with New Order
policies and know nothing of traditional farming methods. The economic
crisis has encouraged increasing numbers of people to become more

# 1 •

INDONESIA 49



Demand for organic produce is slowly growing,
as wealthier consumers seek out healthier,
tastier, chemical-free food. But public awareness
of the meaning of'organic agriculture' remains
very low in Indonesia. More and more traders
are claiming that their products are organic, but
there is no way of knowing where this rice
actually comes from. As yet there is no national
certification or labelling scheme.The government
hopes to make Indonesia one of the largest
organic producers by 2010, and has established a
Commission to certify organic products; but
there is concern that this could discriminate
against small farmers, if they have to meet
stringent processing requirements which only
larger businesses can sustain. Farmers' groups in
central Java are working with NGOs, consumers,
and academics to develop an organic 'mark',
based on agreed standards, which will inform and
protect the consumer, at the same time as
respecting the identity of individual farmers and
supporting a more community-based approach
to farming.

self-sufficient through organic methods, to save
money on chemical inputs. The farmers form
groups of around 35 people to improve the
efficiency of their small plots. This way they can
share the costs and labour involved in ploughing
with buffalo: 'It's a much better method than
using a tractor, as all those feet mean that the soil
is ploughed deeper, and buffalo don't require any
expensive spare parts!'

Pak Mahdjo has been in demand recently
by university researchers keen to learn the
secrets of his success. 'We just learned about
making fertiliser through trial and error,' he laughs,
'but the scientists want to know how many grammes
of everything we use!' He says their organic rice
tastes sweeter, keeps better, and feeds more
people per kilo. It is good-quality food, which
does not require much cash outlay: ' Why grow
organic rice and eat instant noodles?'

Farming Sumba-style

• A cartoon critical of the
government's Green
Revolution agricultural policy,
which coerced farmers to use
chemical fertilisers

The island of Sumba lies at the eastern end of
the Nusa Tenggara chain, which begins in Bali
and ends in Timor. Although it is relatively
small - only 210 km from end to end - both the
landscape and the culture are distinctive. The
drier eastern part is mountainous, with high
grassy plateaux and deep, forested river valleys.
The west is wetter and more densely populated.
Sumba is known for its beautiful woven ikat
cloths, and for the visually spectacular nature of
its traditions. Huge megalithic stone tombs
punctuate the landscape between the traditional
bamboo houses, built on stilts with high-peaked,
grass-thatched roofs. The annual Pasola festival
draws huge crowds. Sumba is a good example of
a rural Indonesian community struggling to

make a living, often under difficult circumstances, and trying to combine
traditional and modern influences to best effect.

Thirty or forty years ago the staple foods on Sumba, as in many areas
in eastern Indonesia, were maize, cassava, some dry-rice varieties, and
various other types of tuber. Nowadays, much of this area is planted with
wet rice. Using Green Revolution rhetoric, the New Order government
persuaded many eastern Indonesian communities that it was more civilised
to eat non-indigenous rice varieties, and that those who relied on
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• During Pasola, an annual
Sumbanese festival, mounted
'warriors' charge at each
other, armed with spears.
Although the government tries
to fix the date in advance, in
order to attract tourists,
traditional priests have the
final say.

traditional crops were less advanced. In effect, the goal of rice self-sufficiency
came to mean persuading everyone to grow and eat rice, regardless of
whether it was appropriate for local conditions.

The result was a neglect of root crops in preference for rice; but, with
the restrictions of technology and the environment, Sumbanese farmers
can supply themselves with rice for a maximum of only five months of the
year. Sumba is now heavily dependent on rice imports, especially from
nearby Flores, which of course must be paid for. One kilo of rice costs as
much as two kilos of maize or cassava, which leaves little spare cash for
sources of protein and vitamins. As a result, there are regular hungry
months in many Sumbanese households. A brief period between harvests
has always existed, when traditionally people would go foraging in the
forest to supplement their food stocks - the Sumbanese call it mandara.
Nowadays this is less and less of an option, as access to forests is restricted
and the pressure on resources becomes greater. Regular food shortages are
becoming more of a problem, forcing many people into debt to feed their
families. This shift from subsistence agriculture to a system which requires
cash for the purchase of basic foodstuffs has occurred in many parts of
rural Indonesia.

A plague of locusts

Another threat to Sumbanese livelihoods is the locust. Community
workers say that the infestations appear to occur in 15-year cycles,
devastating all kinds of crops, and ruining seed stocks for the following
year. The unusually dry weather in recent years has compounded the
problem. Locals suggest a different explanation for the plagues. They say
that the locusts were sent by the gods to purge the land and restore
harmony after it was poisoned by over-use of chemicals. Proof of this,
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A A woman from a farmers'
collective in East Sumba
demonstrates damage to
crops caused by locusts.

they explain, is in the fact that, after government
officials attempted to kill the locusts with yet
more chemical sprays, their vehicle slipped on
the bodies of the insects and skidded off the
road. Not long after that, fields owned by one of
the officials were attacked by the locusts and
completely destroyed.

Group therapy

Whatever the cause, the effects are clear.
A combination of ill-advised government policy
and serious pest problems has left Sumbanese
agriculture in a precarious state. However,
local people have developed a series of measures
to try to protect themselves from these
uncertainties. Traditionally, planting and
harvest activities are done co-operatively, with
informal working groups pitching in to help to
work everybody's land - a common practice all
over the archipelago. More recently, with the
help of local NGOs, many fanners have organised
themselves into more permanent fanning groups,
running small-scale savings and credit schemes
and rotating livestock-breeding programmes,
and establishing lumbung paceklik, or 'famine
rice barns', to save seed for planting in the

following year, or for emergencies when harvests fail.

Although the weather, the locusts, and other pests have recently
strained these resources to the limit, and many people have had to sell
livestock to meet needs for food and education, the groups are still going
strong. The social as well as economic benefits of such groups are clear.
Many of the groups are run by and for women, offering members the
chance to meet regularly away from home, and a valuable opportunity to
share concerns and ask advice about a wide range of issues, including
health and child care. The groups have also been the focus for classes in
Indonesian language and basic literacy and numeracy, designed to help
local people to understand and defend their rights. One woman explained
that now they know if they are being cheated by traders, and they can
understand what is going on at government meetings. Other training
sessions, run by the local NGOs, include courses on gender awareness.
One woman says, 'Before, it was only the teachers who knew things.
Now that we get invited to all kinds of things, even if we don't become experts,
we at least learn something.'

52 INDONESIA



C U L T U R E A N D A G R I C U L T U R E : T W O PARTS OF A W H O L E

High in the hills above the town ofWaitabula, in western Sumba, the village ofTotok perches on a steep
ridge, commanding breathtaking views towards the sea.This is not rice-growing country: the land is steep

and stony, and there is a chronic
shortage of water. Local farmers
grow maize and cassava, and are
experimenting with onions and fruit
trees.Times are hard: the last onion
harvest failed because of bad
weather, and villagers' crops have
been affected by pests.Their
explanation for this run of misfortune
is straightforward.The village's sacred
ceremonial house, centre of cultural
and ritual life, is in a poor state.
The original one, with a roof soaring
seven metres high, burned down
many years ago. Its replacement, with
a roof of only four metres, has never
been satisfactory and needs
rebuilding, but there is no money to

do this: the correct procedure requires not only construction materials but also substantial animal
sacrifices. Although they are nominally Christian (If the government asks, we're Catholics! says one
traditional elder, 'but actually we have two religions, and ceremonies for both'), people's lives in Totok are
organised around traditional beliefs and practices.The annual calendar is marked by a cycle of rituals
which trace the pattern of the agricultural year, combining thanksgiving for harvests with rain-making
ceremonies.Tradition remains a most powerful force in village life, influencing everything from morality to
war (conflict with neighbouring villages is not uncommon), and is a source of great pride and community

cohesion. But Totok
people are also keen
to participate in the
wider world, and are
putting traditional
expertise to economic
use by selling home-
forged knives in local
markets: 'Just because
we are far from the city
doesn't mean we don't
have skills'.

-^ Queuing for water in
Totok village
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A A women's savings and
credit group, Waingapu,
East Sumba. Group meetings
give members a valued
opportunity to discuss
child care and health matters
with other women.

Empowering women

Although most men on Sumba now seem to support their wives' activities,
this was. not always the case. There was an increase in levels of domestic
violence when the women's groups were established, as some husbands
resented the time that their wives spent out of the house, apparently
neglecting their household duties. The solution has been to involve families
as a whole in the groups. One woman, who is a group co-ordinator,
explains how she feels far more confident now about speaking up in public,
and that the experience has had a positive impact on women's representation
in other areas of village life. 'Before, if someone spoke to me in Indonesian,

I would be afraid to reply.
Now, when the men meet in
the traditional assembly to
discuss issues relating to
weddings and dowries, the
women have their say as well.
Before, we just used to be in the
kitchen, and our voices were
never heard.' The division of
labour in the household has
also become more equal, with
men sharing more of the
domestic chores, such as
cooking and collecting water.

Young people are
encouraged to contribute the
skills that they learn at school,
by keeping the groups'

accounts and managing the administration. It is one way of persuading
young people to consider staying in their communities. As in many rural
areas of Indonesia, there is a tendency for educated young people to aspire
to civil-service positions: an office job, however poorly valued and low-paid,
is seen as more prestigious than working the land. Very often this
ambition leads the most talented young people to leave rural areas.

It is too early to say whether initiatives such as the farmers' groups
will alter this trend. Other problems, such as the stranglehold of local
middlemen over produce markets, have yet to be resolved. Some farmers
are excluded from joining groups because they live too far away. But the
Sumbanese farmers are full of enthusiasm and ideas for the future.
One group are planning to experiment with new cash crops such as coffee
and vanilla alongside subsistence agriculture, and hope that the local NGO
will help them to use traditional pest-control methods more effectively.
According to one group member, 'The farmers' group means we can begin to
think ahead a little, rather than simply living from day to day.'
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The struggle for land
and resources

T Jakarta, February 2002:
residents wade through the
water in the capital city's
worst-ever recorded floods

February 2002 saw some of the worst-ever floods in central Jakarta.
While serious flooding is a regular problem in many areas, the chaos
caused in the capital city made the issue impossible to ignore. Five-star
hotels and even the President's palace were awash, the road to the airport
was impassable, and people had to be rescued from their houses in boats
after water levels rose to a peak of eight metres in some parts of the city.
Thirty people lost their lives, and hundreds of thousands of people were
forced to flee from their homes.

It was quickly recognised that this was no natural disaster. 'Jakarta is
paying for its sins', said people in other areas. Whether or not one can
attach a moral significance to the floods, it is clear that a corrupt political
and administrative system has not helped matters. Collusion between
government officials and large real-estate developers weakened the
implementation of planning regulations and permitted widespread
deforestation on the steep slopes around Jakarta. The rainwater poured
off the hillsides, with nothing to impede its advance.

The story is not unique to Jakarta - far from it. Decades of State-
sponsored exploitation of Indonesia's natural resources, with little regard

for environmental consequences,
have made communities all over the
country increasingly vulnerable to the
effects of droughts and floods, forest
fires, and landslides. The government's
failure to recognise traditional land
rights has weakened local people's
sense of connection to the land on
which they rely. The involvement of
multinational corporations in exploiting
natural resources has further
disempowered local people.
Nevertheless, some communities are
trying to regain control of their
environment and protect themselves
and their livelihoods from disasters,
whether natural or man-made.
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UNDER THE VOLCANO

The morning of 22 November 1994 began much as any other in the hamlet ofTurgo, on the slopes of
Mount Merapi near Yogyakarta in central Java. Farmers left their homes in the early morning to work
their fields and tend their animals. One family was preparing for a wedding party. Mount Merapi, one of
the world's most active volcanoes, had been showing signs of increased activity for several months, but
that morning nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Around ten o'clock the wedding guests began to arrive.
An hour later a pyroclastic surge swept down the mountain without warning and engulfed the whole area.
Forty-three villagers died.

There are definite advantages to living on the slopes of a volcano. Eruptions in 1954 and 1961 left a thick
covering of ash, which makes the soil extremely fertile. Land is more plentiful on the mountain than on
the more crowded plains below. However, the pyroclastic surge took everyone by surprise.The official
early-warning system, which is rather bureaucratic, failed to alert the villagers in time.

The 1994 eruption destroyed Mahjo Utomo's house, and left him with severe injuries. 'It all happened very
fast', he explains.'/ put my cows in their pen and then it went dark, and the awan panas [literally 'hot cloud']
came down from the volcano! After the disaster the government decided thatTurgo was unsafe.
It offered the inhabitants the choice of relocation to a nearby safe area, or transmigration far away from

the region. Many people felt that
the psychological trauma of forced
relocation was greater than the
physical and financial suffering caused
by the eruption. The government is
only concerned about our physical
safety', they complained. 'It doesn't
care how we feel! Although many
villagers moved back toTurgo
illegally, until 1999 the government
refused to recognise the hamlet,
excluding its inhabitants from the
provision of basic services.

Early warning Turgo-style

After the 1994 eruption, people in
Turgo decided to take responsibility
for their own safety. Pak Mahjo
rebuilt his house with a concrete

bunker, complete with ventilation holes, to protect him and his family from future eruptions. People began
to re-apply traditional knowledge, learning how to read the signs of the mountain from their own
experience, rather than relying on scientific instruments.The villagers have built their own observation
post and reinstated a system of alarms which is activated by hitting bamboo gongs hung outside each
house. In an area with no electricity, and only one or two radios, this is an effective way of spreading
information quickly. People also pay close attention to the movements of wild animals and birds. A false
alarm in 2000 was a good test of the new system.When the authorities arrived to evacuate the village,
they found it deserted: the people ofTurgo had successfully organised their own evacuation. Pak Mahjo
says, The early-warning programme enables villagers to work together as a community to protect their futures.'
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F O R E S T F IRES

The forest fires that raged across Indonesia in
1997/98 in the wake of El Nino made headline
news all over the world. A huge pall of haze hung
across South-East Asia as the fires burned out of
control. It is estimated that more than five million
hectares of forest were destroyed in East Kalimantan
alone, at a cost of around US$ 9 billion. Some
75 million people were affected by the fires,
smoke, and haze.

Forest fires are not a new phenomenon: serious
fires followed droughts in 1982, 1987, 1991,and
1994. But the dramatic scale of the 1997/98 fires
drew attention to the role of Indonesia's land-
management policy in compounding the effects of
a natural hazard. Most of the area that burned
consisted of timber concessions, plantations, and
fallow agricultural land, especially those areas that
had been recently logged. The Indonesian
government has always blamed slash-and-burn
agriculturalists for causing the fires; it claimed
that 85 per cent of the 1994 fires were started
by local farmers. After the 1997/98 outbreak,
however, it was forced to recognise the role of

logging and plantation companies. While it is true
that some farmers do use fire to clear
agricultural land, plantation owners do this on a
far larger scale, and with fewer concerns about
the potential risks of such action during a
drought.

The 1999 Forestry Act makes provision for the
prosecution of companies who have forest fires
on their land, regardless of who actually struck
the match. What is lacking, however, is the
political will to implement the legislation.
Logging concessions and plantations were one
of the mainstays of economic development
during the New Order, part of a far-reaching
network of'crony capitalism', involving politicians
and the military as well as big business.
Eighty per cent of the 1997/98 fires occurred
on land owned by companies connected to the
Suharto family and their friends. Successful
prosecutions are rare, and hundreds of cases
are pending. Meanwhile, the threat of serious
forest fires has become an annual phenomenon.

• The temporary home of a
miner near a sand quarry on
the slopes of Mount Merapi.
The quarrying began as an
effort to excavate channels
down the mountain to deflect
volcanic lava away from
villages, but the extraction
business proved so profitable
that dozens of trucks a day
trundle up and down the
slopes, creating massive
problems of erosion.
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• Putussibau.West
Kalimantan: a Dayak man
enters the rainforest carrying
a chainsaw. Abandoning their
traditional role of'forest
keepers', some Dayaks are
tempted to take cash from
illegal logging companies,
in return for cutting trees

for them.

Disappearing forests

Indonesia contains ten per cent of the world's remaining tropical forests.
It also has one of the highest deforestation rates in the world: 1.7 million
hectares are lost every year. The World Resources Institute estimates that
Indonesia will lose 12.5 per cent of its forest cover in the next ten years;
the World Bank predicts that lowland forests could be extinct in Sumatra
by 2005, a n d in Kalimantan not long after 2010. It is estimated that up to
70 per cent of timber from Indonesia is logged illegally. Eighty per cent of
the habitat of Indonesia's orang utans has disappeared over the last 20 years,

and some suggest that this
species could disappear from
the wild within a decade.

These are alarming
statistics, but they do not tell
us who is destroying
Indonesia's forests, or why.
These are critical questions:
many of Indonesia's problems
stem from conflicts over
unequal access to land and
natural resources, and uneven
distribution of the revenue
from the exploitation of
resources. The key to
understanding the fate of the
forests is the relationships
between the government and

local communities, plantation owners, and logging companies. The
combined power of big business and a government intent on reducing its
burden of foreign debt remains a serious threat to Indonesia's forests.

Protecting rural livelihoods in Java

Although most forest land in Indonesia is in Sumatra, West Papua, and
Kalimantan, some of the fiercest battles over control of forest resources
occur in far more densely populated areas, where the pressure on land is at
its greatest, and the effects of its degradation are most harmful. In many
cases, those who suffer most are the poorest people, who cannot move
their livelihoods elsewhere.

Much forest land in Java is worked as monoculture plantations of teak
or mahogany. Monocultures mature uniformly, and the trees are all clear-
felled at the same time, leaving bare land which is prone to erosion.
Very often these plantations are on land customarily owned by a village,
although villagers' use of it is severely restricted. They are allowed to grow
crops between the seedling trees in the first two or three years of a
plantation's life, before the trees grow too tall. After that, they have no
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access to the land at all, and cannot hunt wild animals or collect non-timber
forest products, although the plantation owners themselves have no
interest in harvesting them. In an area as densely populated as Java, this
can cause severe pressure on agricultural land. Typically, only 20 per cent of a
village's customary land can be used for rice cultivation, because of
competition from a plantation. With these kinds of restriction, many
villages struggle to produce enough food for subsistence. The fight for the
land in these areas is in deadly earnest: desperate villagers resort to illegal
logging to survive, while concession-holders protect their plantations with
armed guards.

Government supervision of plantations and timber concessions is
very limited, partly owing to logistical difficulties and lack of resources,
partly through indifference. Some local groups in east Java are therefore
taking it upon themselves to supervise the activities of both legitimate
and illegal loggers, and to report them to the authorities; a local NGO, the
Centre for Environmental Education (Pusat Pendidikan Lingkungan Hidup
- PPLH), acts as mediator. With the support of PPLH, some farmers have
also begun a limited reforestation project, replanting 15 hectares of mixed
forest in a degraded watershed area, with plans for more.

Prayer for the forest

Arief Ramanato, from PPLH, is encouraged by this: 'After so many years of
repression, people feel little sense of belonging towards their land, and need plenty
of support to defend it. The government encourages people to be modern, but they
risk losing important traditional knowledge. These villagers are just beginning to
value again the wisdom of their ancestors in protecting watersheds and
replanting trees.' In support of this, PPLH organised an event called
'Prayer for the Forest', gathering together local villagers, environmentalists,
artists, NGOs, students, government officials, and businessmen for a
programme of seminars and performances, as an expression of concern
for the fate of the forests, and a celebration of traditional culture.

Although such local initiatives are a sign of positive change,
Indonesia's forests remain in the middle of a tug of war between local and
central government. Under the new decentralisation legislation, Jakarta is
encouraging regions to become economically viable, suggesting that
autonomy could be rescinded if profitability is not achieved. There is a
danger that, with this pressure, and with new control over the management
of natural resources, regional governments could treat forests as a source
of revenue rather than as a sustainable resource which they have a
responsibility to manage for the benefit of the community.

The fishing industry: sharing the sea

With more than three million square kilometres of sea, and some of the
most plentiful fishing grounds in the world, it is hardly surprising that the
fishing industry is so important to Indonesia. This bounty is evident in any
coastal town or village. Fish markets offer a fantastic array of seafood for sale:
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T Kei Islands, Maluku: small
fishermen often struggle to
compete with the fleets of
large boats owned by
commercial companies.

huge shiny silver tuna nestle next to barracuda, squid, crabs, and plump
juicy prawns. There are some less familiar sights too: the insignificant-
looking teripang, or sea cucumber, is a delicacy highly prized by the
Chinese, as are sharks' fins, used for medicine and for the famous soup.
Some fish is dried and salted to preserve it for transportation, or to feed the
family through seasons when the sea may be too rough for small boats to
go to sea. While it is usually men who go out in boats to fish, in many
communities women and children participate in gathering sea produce
from the shoreline and shallow water, and women are often responsible
for transporting the fish to market and selling it.

Enterprises range from the activities of a single fisherman with an
outrigger canoe to the operations of huge transnational companies. All are
important to the Indonesian economy, but large and small concerns do not
always co-exist happily, and small fisherfolk are often forced out by foreign
firms with larger boats. The legal status of Indonesian waters does not
help matters, as it makes it difficult for local government to regulate and
benefit from incomers. There are also concerns about dwindling fish stocks,
even in areas traditionally considered under-exploited, and there are reports
of destructive and unsustainable fishing methods.

Making a living from the sea

Sometimes the difference between working in poor conditions in order
to survive and being in control of one's fate is simply the size of a boat.
Fishermen in the village of Bone Bone in Buton, off the south-east coast
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of Sulawesi, specialise in catching cekalang, a type of tuna which is
destined for export. For the last ten years most fishermen in the village
have been employed by people from Flores (an island south of Buton),
who own larger boats. 'We're lucky in some ways', says one fisherman,
La Ode Mu'min. 'Before the Flores people came, we only used our sampans
[small outrigger sailing boats], and couldn't go very far out.' But there are
also disadvantages. The boat owners take an extortionate 50 per cent of
the catch, and they manipulate prices at will, which can make them very
unstable, but local fishermen are afraid to protest, for fear of being sacked.
'I'd never have stuck it for so long, but I have no choice.'

The Buton fishermen want to raise the capital to buy their own boats,
but it is difficult to obtain a loan without security. The other problem is
their isolation. It isn't easy to buy good fibreglass boats and outboard
motors in a remote area, and even more difficult to get hold of spare parts.
'People don't want to be bothered with the labour-intensive process of caulking
the seams of a wooden boat with cotton soaked in coconut oil any more - but
relying on modern technology has its own problems.'

Some groups of small fisherfolk in the Kei Islands in Maluku make
a living from catching live coral fish, such as the Napoleon Wrasse.
These fish fetch a good price, but their fragile habitat needs to be carefully
maintained in order to ensure a sustainable supply. One group became
increasingly annoyed with a Hong Kong firm which owned a factory near
their village. The company was using cyanide to poison the fish, and
bombs to stun them. These methods are illegal, as they pollute the water
and kill the coral. The local people repeatedly reported these activities to
the authorities, but no action was taken. Fish stocks have declined
noticeably over the last five years, and fishermen are becoming fearful
for their livelihoods.

Alongside the small fishermen working from their outrigger canoes
in Kei stands a gigantic fish-refrigeration plant, owned by the Suharto
family. Several foreign ships are moored at the quayside. Large national
and international conglomerates of this kind threaten the livelihoods of
small fishermen in many areas of Indonesia. Without refrigeration
facilities, or direct access to markets, small fishermen find it hard to
compete with such large players.

Monitoring of fishing rights and activity, and allocation of revenue
derived from fishing in Indonesian waters are hampered by a complicated
system of boundaries, which divide responsibility between district,
provincial, and national government. Local government officials in Kei
say this system makes it difficult for them to regulate large foreign vessels,
which are granted permits at provincial or national levels. Regional autonomy
makes this discrepancy even more striking. While local government gets
increasing control over the use of and revenue from local land, it has very
little influence over marine matters: 'It's local land, but still national sea',
says one official.
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