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After the fall of Suharto’s 32-year regime in 1998, Indonesia’s political system has transformed from
an authoritarian centralistic regime to a democratic decentralized government. A key pillar in the
decentralization process in Indonesia was the enactment of Law Number 22 in 1999 that stimulated a “big
bang” (quick and comprehensive) implementation of the decentralization process. It promoted the transfer
of political, financial and administrative powers and responsibilities to subnational government units. For
the first time, local electorates were directly involved in the election of their local officials without
intervention from central government.

After almost 15 years of decentralization, the results are mixed and several studies have explored and
highlighted the negative aspects of the decentralizatipn process. These studies have focused on
decentralization deficits, notably conflict regarding the election of regional leaders, tensions between the
executive and legislature at a local level, the significant growth of new autonomous regions, and the
emergence of undesirable and undemocratic local political leadership during the decentralization era,
including the rise of local bossism, the emergence of dynastic power, and the surfacing of vigilante groups.

However, the mixed results of the decentralization process have also produced innovative and
populist leaders, especially after the implementation of the direct election for the local leader since 2005 by

law 32 2004. During the past five years, decentralization has become a breeding ground not only for



dynastic leaderships in some areas but also populist leaders in others. This study was inspired by this
phenomenon, where leaders with the ability to lead local authorities in the democratization and
decentralization process have become known, accepted, supported and even promoted or elected to national
leadership. In contrast, local political leaders entangled in corruption and as the creators of dynastic political
regimes are slowly indicted for their offenses and misconduct.

Based on this rationale, this dissertation made a scholarly inquiry of the following questions: (1)
Were the necessary requirements for democratic decentralization present in Indonesia during the 20092014
decentralization era? In this case, the provinces of Banten and Jakarta were selected. (2) How did the
presence of those requirements shape political dynamics at a local level in Banten and Jakarta? (3) What
was the impact of each political dynamic (dynasty and populism) on local governance?

The research method used in this study is purely qualitative inquiries, via literature reviews, field
observations and intensive interviews. The provinces of Banten and Jakarta were selected for the case
studies because of the perceived contrasts in local political dynamics.

In the case of Banten, the emergence and formation of its political dynasty was traced from the late
patriarch Chasan Sochib, and started after the implementation of the new law on local government in 2004
(Law Number 32/2004). During the early years, Sochib relied on violence to achieve and maintain his political
power. When his political machinery was in place, he consolidated his political power using his family. He took
advantage of the political changes to extend his dominance by exerting influence on family members and utilizing his
kinship network to penetrate and, eventually, control the political arena.

From 2009 until 2014, Sochib family members occupied the position of provincial govemor and four (of
eight) local government units in Banten. This study found that the proliferation of the political dynasty in Banten

occurred because the following factors were lacking: (1) party competitiveness; (2) professional civil services; (3) free



local media; and (4) a culture of accountability with strong law enforcement and civil society participation. These four
factors are essential for democratic decentralization, and were clearly absent in Banten.

In the context of democratization efforts in Indonesian politics, the Banten case shows how a political
family became the single most important actor to determine the distribution of political power and economic
resources at the local level. The family became a predator that used state resources for their interests.. Their
political domination and curtailment of expression and transparency was further reinforced with their
control of the local newspaper.

In 2014 on charges of corruption, the national corruption eradication commission (Komisi
Pemberantasan Korupsi; KPK) arrested the Governor of Banten and his brother. Despite these indictments,
members of the Sochib political dynasty were still elected as members of both national and local
parliaments in the 2014 election.

The situation in Jakarta also provides an interesting case study. The local political situation in Jakarta
in the last five years is quite different from other areas in Indonesia, especially to that in Banten. Jakarta is
characterized as being a very urbanized city, heterogeneous and with a high educational level. Furthermore,
the number of poor (relative to Banten) is low, social ties are considered weak, and there is a higher level of
autonomous and pluralistic political participation than elsewhere in Indonesia. Importantly, media literacy
and independence is also high. These factors provided opportunities for the rise of a populist leader through
free and fair gubernatorial direct election, a positive outcome in the democratization and decentralization
process. Joko Widodo (Jokowi), an outsider to Jakarta’s politics, was elected governor in 2012. Jakarta’s
citizens were becoming increasingly frustrated with their government, and they saw in Jokowi the potential
to provide an altemative (innovative and transformative) political leadership. Thus, this situation can be seen

as a populism phenomenon.



Jokowi’s populist leadership had a positive impact on governance practices in Jakarta. When first in
office, he practiced transparency and responsiveness in governance. He also introduced policies to protect
the lower-middle classes, such as increasing the regional minimum wage.

Thus, the requirements for democratic decentralization appear to exist to a greater degree in Jakarta
than in other areas in Indonesia. That is, the region displayed solid (1) party competitiveness, (2) efforts to
enhance professional civil servants, (3) a free and strong media, and (4) a culture of accountability with
effective law enforcement and active civil society participation.

Based on these two cases, it can be concluded that Indonesian local politics is heading towards
democratic decentralization. Furthermore, recent laws have been introduced to stamp out corruption within
political dynasties. A new law on local head election was implemented regarding the direct election of
regional leaders, and it included a section restricting political dynasties.

As mentioned above, and mainly in urban areas, the conditions are now right for the emergence of
populist leaders. They have proven themselves and have received much public and media support. The
influence of the rise of the populist leader is not restricted to local politics but also extends to national
politics. When Jokowi was elected president in 2014, this was also is seen as a response to the development
trajectory of Indonesia. Local leaders now have the opportunity to be elected to the highest seat in national
leadership.

The era of local political dynasties is over and there is now hope that populist leaders can transform their
leadership to fill the promises of decentralization. In addition, besides the improvements of the system (e.g,, law
enforcement by local law enforcement agencies and the anti-dynasty article in the local election law), it 1s also need
changes in society, especially improve the education. Such efforts must also be followed by the guarantee of a free

media, active participation by citizen, enhance the quality of public services and improvements of political parties.



