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CO-OPTING “GOOD GOVERNANCE” REFORM: A NEW PATHWAY TO 
POWER IN POST-SUHARTO INDONESIA 
 
 
INA CHOI  
YUKI FUKUOKA 
 
 
ABSTRACT:   
 
Challenging the mainstream literature, which tends to downplay the impact of good 
governance reform on Indonesian politics, we suggest that the intervention of the 
donor community, combined with a move to greater decentralisation in post-Suharto 
Indonesia, has certainly influenced the terms of political competition at the local level. 
This is not to argue that good governance has been wholeheartedly embraced by local 
elites, but to argue that the increasing availability of development projects sponsored 
by international donors has provided local elites with a new platform to enhance their 
power. Based on the case study of Kebumen’s former regent, Rustriningsih, the article 
illuminates how local elites have successfully reinvented themselves as reformists by 
cultivating good relationships with donors. Through selective engagement with good 
governance reform, these elites seek to establish themselves as reformists in the eyes 
of the local population as well as the donor community, only to subsequently engage 
in familiar, if less blatant, forms of patronage politics. By highlighting elites’ co-
option of good governance reform, the article sheds light on a new form of elite 
capture which relies less on the old instruments of expanding power, such as money 
politics and political violence. 
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1. Introduction 
 

After the fall of the long-term president Suharto in 1998, Indonesia pushed for 

immediate transition to democracy, along with various good governance reforms. 

Among them, the most drastic reform was the decentralisation of power and authority 

to the country's districts. The implementation of regional autonomy in Indonesia, 

often presented as a prime example of “big bang” decentralisation, has altered inter-

governmental relations, granting greater autonomy to local leaders. In theory, 

decentralising authority to the district level would strengthen the accountability of 

local governments to their constituents. It was also expected that decentralisation 

would empower civil society forces and encourage their participation in the policy-

making process, which would then lead to greater democracy. Due to such positive 

potentials, decentralisation in Indonesia was enthusiastically supported by the 

international donor community, who embrace good governance as an important 

component of their engagement with developing countries.  

 

However, it is observed that decentralisation reform in Indonesia has failed to usher in 

fundamental transformations in the prevailing relations of power, which still tend to 

be dominated by long-entrenched predatory interests (see Hadiz, 2004a; 2004b; 2010; 

Robison and Hadiz, 2004). Instead, elements nurtured under the old regime have 

survived the political transitions, hijacking post-authoritarian reform to maintain and 

even expand their power. Hadiz (2010, p. 143), for example, argues that 

decentralisation reform has “provided a lifeline to a range of New Order-nurtured 

local elites who were, albeit temporarily, threatened by the unravelling of the 

centralised authoritarian regime that had fostered them”. It is also argued that these 

elites have been “provided with new opportunities to reinvent themselves according to 

the exigencies of change and to survive and thrive yet again” (ibid). In this context, 

international donors are portrayed as powerless actors whose programmes have 

hopelessly been hijacked by an array of predatory local interests (see Choi, 2011; 

Hadiz, 2010).  

 

This article is in broad agreement with the above analysis in terms of the continued 

prevalence of patrimonialism in post-Suharto Indonesia, but still argues that the 

greater intervention of the international donor community, combined with the process 



 4 

of decentralisation reform, has certainly influenced the terms of political competition 

at the local level. More specifically, while money politics and the mobilisation of 

political violence still constitute dominant forms of elite capture in Indonesia (Hadiz 

2010), we argue that local elites also seek to enlarge their power by co-opting 

international donors and local community through their instrumental use of good 

governance. 1  We suggest that, by selectively committing themselves to good 

governance reform, these elites have successfully secured a new source of power in 

the form of support from the international donor community. The continuous flow of 

aid money has enabled them to raise their profile as credible “reformers” in the eyes 

of the local community, who in turn give their support to the former. Their 

commitment to good governance, however, is only selective and strategic in nature, as 

a closer examination reveals that such reform is often co-opted by local elites in order 

to consolidate their power and they subsequently engage in similar, if less blatant, 

forms of patronage politics. 

 

The article is structured as follows: in the first section, the past analysis on 

decentralisation in Indonesia is briefly reviewed, highlighting the tendency to 

downplay the impact of post-Suharto reform on how Indonesian politics works and, in 

doing so, to emphasise the “continuity” from the authoritarian past. The second 

section then suggests that, while post-Suharto Indonesia displays fundamental 

continuity rather than discontinuity of the past, the intervention of the donor 

community has certainly changed the way in which politics operate, particularly at the 

local level. The third section demonstrates this claim by looking at the case of 

Kebumen, where a new local leader consolidated power through selective engagement 

with good governance reform. Finally, the fourth section sums up the findings of the 

article and explores the broader implications of the experience of Kebumen. 

 

2. Good Governance Reform in Post-Suharto Indonesia 

 

When the Suharto regime fell, there were great expectations that post-Suharto 

Indonesia would embark on a swift process of transition to greater democracy. Indeed, 

in an endeavour to dissociate themselves from the centralised Suharto regime, post-

1 This, of course, applies only to places where a substantial amount of aid is dropped by donors. 
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Suharto governments actively carried out a series of governance reforms, and one of 

the most important reforms was the implementation of regional autonomy. Rapid 

decentralisation, which took less than two years from drafting laws (Law No. 22/1999 

and 25/1999) to their implementation, was expected to devolve power previously 

concentrated in small groups of elites in Jakarta to the vast majority of citizens (White 

and Smoke, 2005). In this respect, decentralisation in Indonesia is often identified 

with democratisation and the encouragement of civil society participation (Antlöv, 

2003; World Bank, 2003). 2  In regard to correlation between decentralisation and 

participation, the World Bank suggests:  

 

Participation and decentralization have a symbiotic relationship. On the one 

hand, successful decentralization requires some degree of local participation. 

Subnational governments’ proximity to their constituents will only enable 

them to respond better to local needs and efficiently match public spending 

to private needs if some sort of information flow between citizens and the 

local governments exist. On the other hand, the process of decentralization 

can itself enhance the opportunities for participation by placing more power 

and resources at a closer, more familiar, more easily influenced level of 

government. In environments with poor traditions of citizen participation, 

decentralization can be an important first step in creating regular, predictable 

opportunities for citizen-state interaction.3 

 

According to the World Bank (2002), increased participation in decision-making not 

only makes the government respond better to local demands, but also motivates 

bureaucrats and legislators to be more transparent and accountable. As regional 

autonomy is assumed to facilitate grassroots participation and increase the 

accountability and efficiency of the government (USAID, 2000; World Bank, 2003), 

international donor agencies wholeheartedly supported Indonesia’s decentralisation 

with the provision of technical as well as financial support (Turner and Podger, 2003). 

2 There is also a view that quick decentralisation was an effective measure for elites in Jakarta to guard 
the nation against disintegration. Upon the collapse of control over the whole archipelago, and 
considering its multi-ethnic and multicultural characteristics, Jakarta was afraid of the diffusion of 
separatist movements as independence movements in Aceh and Papua were getting intense at that time 
(Crouch, 2010).  
3  Source: the World Bank’s website for ‘Political Decentralization’, 
http://www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/decentralization/political.htm#2, accessed on 31 May, 2013.  

                                                 

http://www1.worldbank.org/publicsector/decentralization/political.htm%232
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However, initial enthusiasm was shortly displaced by a growing sense of 

disillusionment as an increasing number of scholars have come to conclude that 

decentralisation has failed to make a dent in existing power relations that tend to be 

dominated still by long-entrenched predatory interests (see Buehler, 2010; Buehler 

and Johnson Tan, 2007; Bunte, 2009; Choi, 2011; Hadiz, 2004a; 2004b; 2010). Hadiz 

(2010, p. 27), for example, argues that a greater move to good governance has been 

hijacked by “old elements of the New Order regime”. These elites are said to have 

successfully adapted to the new political conditions and, through the tactical use of 

money politics and political violence, managed to perpetuate the old-style patrimonial 

politics. From this perspective, reform has had little impact on the fundamental 

underpinning of Indonesian politics. If anything, it has simply aided these elites, 

helping them preserve and even expand their power. In the meantime, those who are 

committed to reform find themselves constrained in what they are able to achieve. 

They have little option but to latch on to existing coalitions to survive: coalitions with 

more established sources of money and an apparatus of violence for their own 

political survival (ibid). 

 

Choi (2011) makes a similar observation that decentralisation – in particular, the 

expansion of electoral politics at the local level – has facilitated the weakening of 

political parties and allowed patrimonial local elites to enhance their power. In many 

localities, parties are now used by cashed-up elites as personal vehicles for rent-

seeking purposes. Even where direct local elections have allowed greater elite 

pluralism, with the arrival of new and less conventional candidates who challenge 

entrenched elites, Choi still emphasises the vulnerability of formal democratic 

institutions to patrimonial manipulation: “Although new leaders have shown some, 

though limited, changes in their style of politics and policies, they also rely on 

patrimonial networks in operating local institutions” (ibid, pp. 100-101). Thus, “there 

is no effective popular control over the political system” (ibid, p. 108). Such a view is 

shared by local observers. Indria Samego of the Indonesian Institute of Science 

(Lembaga Ilmu Pengetahuan Indonesia), for example, argues that “people got nothing 

out of autonomy, while local officials got rich” (Jakarta Post, 21 August, 2001). 
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Another important characteristic of this literature is the tendency to portray 

international donors as naïve daydreamers: they naively believe that decentralization 

opens the door to good governance and yet their programmes have hopelessly been 

hijacked by an array of predatory local interests. For example, Hadiz (2010, p. 25) 

criticises donors, such as the World Bank and USAID, for their depoliticised view 

that “governments can just choose the most appropriate form and pace of 

decentralisation”. Choi (2011, pp. 6-7) similarly criticises donors for naively 

emphasising “the positive and presumptively mutually reinforcing impacts of 

democracy and decentralisation on the responsiveness, accountability and 

effectiveness of local governance”. These scholars argue that decentralisation is not a 

matter of rational policy-making: instead, it fundamentally involves “constellations of 

social power and interests, and the outcomes of social conflict” (Hadiz, 2010, p. 26). 

From this perspective, decentralisation has failed to achieve its original objectives 

because donors have poor understandings of the political context in post-Suharto 

Indonesia, where predatory interests, with little regard for holding good governance 

principles, continue to dominate the political process.4 

 

While it is true that governance reform has largely failed to achieve the original 

objectives, we still argue that the implementation of reform has certainly changed the 

terms of political competition, particularly at the local level. This is not to argue that 

the notion of good governance has been wholeheartedly embraced by local elites, but 

to argue that the increasing availability of development projects sponsored by 

international donors has provided local elites with a new platform to enhance power. 

They have skilfully exploited development projects to raise their profiles as 

“reformists” and to consolidate power, only to subsequently engage in familiar, if less 

blatant, forms of patronage politics. In other words, the greater intervention of 

international donors in the post-Suharto era has given rise to a new form of elite 

capture, which relies increasingly less on the old ways of extending power, such as 

money politics and political violence identified by Hadiz (2010). We also challenge 

the view that donors are “naïve daydreamers”. Instead, we point out that their 

continued support of good governance reform is driven not so much by their naïve 

4 For a similar critique of international donors, see also Robison and Hadiz (2004). 
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belief in the transformative potential of governance reform as by bureaucratic 

pressure to disburse aid money. 

 

3. Good Governance Reform and a New Pathway to Power  

 

One of the significant changes that have occurred in the post-Suharto era is that, in 

contrast to the authoritarian era when the public was largely discouraged from taking 

part in the policy-making process, the mechanisms of “participation” and “inclusion” 

of civil society organisations have now come to constitute an important source of 

political legitimacy. In this context, rather than resisting reform, local elites now 

encourage civil society participation as a sign of their commitment to good 

governance. Yet, it is important to recognise that their engagement with good 

governance reform is selective. In other words, they subscribe to reform only insofar 

as it helps them consolidate power without fundamentally altering existing power 

relations. In this sense, we do not necessarily disagree with the mainstream literature 

on Indonesian politics, which tends to emphasise the “continuity” from the past, but 

suggest a more nuanced understanding of the subject. 

 

The central claim of this article is that the implementation of good governance reform 

has given rise to a new form of elite capture practiced by an increasing number of 

local leaders in post-Suharto Indonesia. In contrast to the old forms of elite capture, 

identified by Hadiz (2010) and others, local leaders now rely less on overt forms of 

coercion, such as money politics and political violence, than on the co-optation of the 

international donor community and the local community through the instrumental use 

of the language of good governance.5 More specifically, we suggest that by selectively 

committing themselves to good governance reform, an increasing number of local 

elites in Indonesia have successfully secured a new source of patronage in the form of 

support from the international donor community (i.e. development projects). They 

skilfully exploit this newly acquired resource to raise their profile as “reformists” and 

increase their popularity among the local population, whose support is now essential 

to survive increasingly competitive local elections. In doing so, they could consolidate 

their position in local politics, only to subsequently engage in familiar forms of 

5 Hadiz (2010) himself acknowledges the decreasing effectiveness of political violence in Indonesia. 
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patronage politics. It is emphasised that these elites are not interested in the 

empowerment of civil society forces in ways that disturb existing power relations. 

Instead, their motivation lies in the reorganisation of patronage networks, which 

involves no more than a transfer of power from the old to newly emerging (but 

equally predatory) power centres. 

 

The logic behind such a co-optation of externally induced good governance reform 

needs some explanation. First, and most obviously, the ability to bring in international 

aid is crucial for local political elites in establishing themselves as reformist leaders. 

In post-Suharto Indonesia, elections have become increasingly competitive. While 

many of the candidates are still rooted in patronage politics, people can now enjoy the 

freedom to pick relatively “less tainted” candidates. This trend has been further 

strengthened after the introduction of direct election of regional heads.6 In the context 

of increasingly competitive electoral politics, the record (or even the image) of 

improving public service in cooperation with the international donor community 

constitutes an attractive story to sell to voters. Particularly in areas where the literacy 

rate is relatively low, “visible” development projects, such as infrastructural 

development, tend to appeal to the masses. In fact, an increasing number of local 

elites have approached international donors to deliver aid projects to their respective 

constituencies. International donors also welcome these “enthusiastic” local elites. 

Particularly in the absence of credible and clean leaders at the national level, donors 

are increasingly turning to local leaders with “reformist” credentials. As Newsweek 

magazine (7 March, 2004) reports: 

 

The World Bank is providing… assistance to local governments that… are 

seeking transparency, public participation and an end to corruption. Among 

Indonesia's 430 provincial districts, they've identified a small number of 

untainted, reform-minded regents… whose good work… will spark a 

“trickle-up effect” that encourages clean government at the national level… 

[I]n Kebuman district, Rustriningsih hosts a daily radio call-in show and 

broadcasts her mobile-phone number so constituents can call up with 

6 Mietzner (2009), for example, argues that the introduction of direct local elections reshaped local 
politics in that they provided a new mechanism of vertical accountability. The elections proved to be 
highly competitive, with an incumbency turnover rate of 40%. Though almost all candidates belonged 
to old established elites, he argues, the electorate favoured relatively clean politicians. 
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complaints and suggestions. In Solok, south Sumatra, regent Gamawan Fauzi 

has sacked several civil servants for corruption, and has begun home mail 

delivery to rural villages. He regularly appears on Jakarta talk shows and 

attends international anticorruption conferences. 

 

It is tempting to portray these “reformist” leaders, particularly those who have 

emerged from outside the New Order power structure, as an important “antipode” to 

the elitist and oligarchic networks which continue to dominate the political process in 

post-Suharto Indonesia. Indeed, in the mainstream literature it has been popular to 

present the reform process as a conflict between reformers and anti-reform elites. 

Mietzner (2013, p. 29), for example, argues that democracy in post-Suharto Indonesia 

is “best described as an arena of contestation between elite actors intent on defending 

their interests and politico-economic reformers trying to fight for their multiple 

agendas”. These “reformers” identified by Mietzner (ibid) refer to those whose 

backgrounds are “different from the former apparatchik, military men, entrepreneurs 

and assorted political operators and enforcers of Suharto’s New Order” who are 

considered to be in charge of the post-1998 polity. 

 

While not denying that there are non-predatory politicians with a strong record of 

improving public service (e.g. Herry Zudianto, the former Mayor of Yogyakarta, and 

Joko Widodo, the former Mayor of Solo and the current Jakarta governor), we still 

maintain that these “reformers” could equally have been socialised by the culture of 

patrimonialism, and therefore their commitment to an ideological or policy position 

should not easily be taken at face value. Particularly in countries where 

patrimonialism continues to provide essential operating codes for politics, supposedly 

“reformist” leaders often turn out to be wedded to reform only insofar as it enhances 

their power and influence. For example, in many parts of Africa new generations of 

political leaders have not ushered in any significant change, as many of the “new 

leaders” have continued to engage in the politics or patronage without altering the 

rules of the game.7 In this context, donor policies aimed at promoting democracy have 

7 The literature on African politics is suggestive in this respect as it highlights the way in which new 
leaders, who were swept into power in the process of ‘democratisation’, have in fact continued to 
reproduce the old institutions of neopatrimonialism across political generations. In this context, the 
struggle for control over state patronage has dominated transition politics. Any initial enthusiasm for 
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often constituted an open invitation for manipulation by local political elites (see 

Bratton, 1994; Joseph, 1997; Nwokedi, 1995). Where supposedly “new leaders” 

commit themselves to good governance reform against the backdrop of the continued 

prevalence of patrimonialism, we need to be careful as to what their motivations are. 

 

International donors, on the other hand, are prepared to work with these leaders as 

long as they do not engage in blatant plunder of aid money. In fact, they are placed 

under pressure to disburse aid money, creating a situation where less-tainted local 

elites emerge as a welcome alternative to old-style politicians who continued to rely 

on money politics and political violence.8 Another piece of good news for local elites 

is that those working at donor agencies – particularly expatriate staff, whose field 

postings usually last no more than a few years – are often out of their depth in a local 

political context that they understand only poorly (see Gainsborough, 2010). This can 

be observed in donors’ tendency to publicise “success stories” of development 

projects, even before tangible results are observed. The case of Gamawan Fauzi, a 

former bupati of Solok, South Sumatra (1995-2005), is a good example. In 

cooperation with international donors, such as GTZ and the World Bank, Gamawan 

established a number of mechanisms for encouraging good governance. His 

achievement was praised by the donors, though most of those mechanisms failed to 

generate tangible results. On the other hand, the publicised “success stories” helped 

Gamawan further his political career (Hasegawa, 2010; Kompas, 22 October, 2009). 

With donors who are under pressure to disburse aid and justify their spending of 

money, local elites are provided with room for manoeuvre to selectively engage with 

development projects without fundamental restructuring of power relations. 

 

Of course, international donors do not provide aid unconditionally, and there are 

certain conditions attached. One of the conditions popularly adopted by many donors 

is the mechanism of “public participation”. In many parts of the world, international 

donors have encouraged recipients to adopt some forms of “participatory mechanism” 

to empower civil society. However, it is worth noting that participation promoted by 

donors tends to have an anti-democratic bias favouring a depoliticised mode of 

political and economic reform tends to wane as soon as yesterday’s opposition leaders become today’s 
officeholders. For a discussion of this, see Compagnon, (2012), Hyden (2006), and Prempeh (2010). 
8 For example, the World Bank staff are gauged by the number of loans and credits processed each year 
(Berkman, 2008). 
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participation, which mainly focuses upon building accountability mechanisms instead 

of radically empowering civil society forces. Donor agencies, reluctant to intervene in 

political affairs, have approached participation in a managerial sense, skirting around 

political issues such as the lack of access to land or fair wages that leads to the 

marginalisation of poor and disadvantaged groups (Li, 2007). 9  This participation 

without politics has been further enhanced since donors have embraced participation 

as an effective tool for building accountability mechanisms necessary for market 

economy (Leal 2007). These accountability mechanisms usually take the form of 

“grievance and complaints mechanisms” conducted on a personal basis, and 

according to Jayasuriya and Rodan (2007), such atomised and individualised 

participation enables the government to maintain authoritarian traits by 

circumscribing collective and rights-based participation.  

 

[…] these mechanisms to enhance accountability of public power do 

provide individuals with opportunities and even rights that did not exist 

before. Yet there is a structural bias to many emerging accountability 

mechanisms within the region [Southeast Asia] – including grievance and 

complaints procedures – towards ‘individualising’ participation. These 

mechanisms are unable to support concerted and collective participation 

contesting the political and economic agenda of ruling elites… 

Accountability of public officials is an attractive substitute for 

representative mechanisms that could open up political conflict. (Jayasuriya 

and Rodan, 2007, p. 787) 

 

Thus, it can be said that participation promoted by donors, even when implemented 

properly, is likely to lead to the conversion of political problems into matters of 

“administrative accountability”, leaving little room for political contestation whereby 

the political and economic interests of ruling elites are challenged. Hadiz (2004a, p. 

698) points to an ambiguous relationship between neo-institutionalism – a theoretical 

framework for decentralisation embraced by the World Bank – and democracy, 

suggesting that “the general thrust of neo-institutionalist theory embraces democracy 

9 Since participation emerged as a new tool for development in the 1970s, donors’ use of this concept 
has been criticised for its sanitisation of the potentially radical nature of participation (Cornwall and 
Brock, 2005; Mosse, 2005). 
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only insofar as technocrats can preside over policies unimpeded by the intervention of 

societal interests that might include that of labour or other sources of social 

democratic or more radical agendas.” In short, donors have encouraged participation 

in policy-making, but this depoliticised mode of participation does little to challenge 

existing power relations dominated by predatory elites. Meanwhile, compliance with 

participatory governance has become a strategic opportunity for elites to seek political 

legitimacy without losing their control of politics.  

 

Thus, local elites and international donors are not necessarily at odds with each other, 

which has enabled local political elites to attract international aid without 

undermining the existing power structure. The flow of aid money to the local area 

would enhance the popularity of the leader, who could then consolidate his/her power 

over the local state apparatus. It could be argued that the increasing availability of 

development aid in post-Suharto Indonesia has enabled relatively less cashed-up elites 

to gain access to public office, which would otherwise have been dominated by 

traditional oligarchic elites. Yet with the newly acquired control of state resources, 

these “reformist” leaders engage in patronage politics. Donors may not be entirely 

happy with this, but in the absence of credible alternatives they cannot help but 

continue to support these “less tainted” figures.10 Meanwhile, these leaders make the 

most of their continued association with international donors. Through the media 

coverage of their engagement with donor-funded projects, they further enhance their 

reformist image, which helps obscure any less reformist aspects of their governance. 

This form of patronage politics is much less blatant than its traditional counterpart, 

money politics and the mobilisation of political violence, which are identified by 

Hadiz (2010) and others. 

 

Much of the literature on Indonesian politics has focused on the ways in which 

governance reform has been subverted by predatory interests, and little has been said 

in terms of how the intervention of the international donor community has provided 

local elites with a new pathway to local power. To highlight such a dimension of local 

10  Moreover, those working in donor agencies often take extra care not to “offend” their local 
counterparts as this could have negative implications for their future career. One aid official in an 
interview with the authors said that some of their colleagues were “transferred” after they offended 
recipient government officials, who then made complaints and suggested the need for a fence-mending 
personnel change. Confidential interview with an aid official in Manila, 24 February, 2013. 
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politics, this article looks at the case of Rustriningsih. Rustriningsih is the former 

Bupati of Kebumen, Central Java (currently serving as vice governor of Central Java), 

whose ascendance was largely aided by the international donor community. 

Rustriningsih put in place a series of good governance projects and, in doing so, 

significantly raised her profile as a reformist, both locally and nationally. However, 

her reform initiatives have not led to the restructuring of existing power relations in 

ways that reduce predatory politics. If anything, there are signs that she consolidated 

new patronage networks around her. Yet her image as a reformist leader – which was 

largely constructed by the constant praise of donors, together with favourable media 

coverage – has helped her obscure such venal dimensions of her administration. 

 

This case is particularly interesting for a number of reasons. First, Rustriningsih 

emerged from outside the New Order power structure. She started her political career 

as a member of the previously repressed PDI (Partai Demokrasi Indonesia, which 

later became PDI-P or Partai Demokrasi Indonesia – Perjuangan) of Megawati 

Sukarnoputri and, as such, her background is different from those whom Hadiz (2010) 

and others call “old elements” of the ancient regime. Also, she is reported to be one of 

the rare honest and clean politicians in Indonesia who are not associated with 

traditional forms of patrimonial politics: she was said to symbolise “the weak” who 

had been repressed by the old regime (Ratnawati, 2009). Thus, this presents an 

interesting case of a new form of elite capture conducted by someone who is seen as a 

credible “reformist” leader. More generally, this case presents us with a cautionary 

tale about the reformist credentials of new leaders in a post-authoritarian context: the 

pursuit of reform can be driven not so much by genuine commitment to public 

interests as by a much less noble logic of private accumulation of wealth and power. 

 

4. Personalising Good Governance Reform: The Case of Kebumen11 

 

Kebumen is a rural district (kabupatan) located in the southern part of Central Java 

Province, with a population of almost 1.2 million and density of approximately 1,100 

people per km².12 The economy is largely based on agriculture (e.g. corn, rice, and 

palm sugar), fishery and handicrafts. Most of the population is Muslim and people are 

11 The data was collected in the fieldwork conducted from December, 2010 to January, 2011. 
12 This is the latest estimate in 2010 presented on the official website.  
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inclined to attach great importance to religious and traditional values. Kebumen was 

the third-poorest region among the 29 districts (kabupatan) and mayoralties (kota) in 

Central Java Province during the New Order era (Jakarta Post, 31 December, 

2001),13 but it has developed significantly in the last ten years, largely due to a series 

of reform initiatives implemented by a former regent, Ms. Rustriningsih. 

Rustriningsih is widely regarded as a new “reformist” leader, credited with advancing 

good governance reform, being re-elected the regent of Kebumen in 2005 and later 

elected vice governor of Central Java Province in 2008. 

 

Rustriningsih, a former democratic activist, began her political career when she joined 

the PDI as a deputy-secretary of the Kebumen branch in 1994. During the New Order 

era, Rustriningsih actively participated in demonstrations against the authoritarian 

government in Kebumen, even experiencing political intimidation when Megawati 

Sukarnoputri (the leader of the PDI at that time) emerged as a counterforce to subvert 

the Suharto regime (see Jakarta Post, 24 April, 2000). Despite this, Rustriningsih 

remained unwavering in her allegiance to Megawati and, following the onset of 

reformasi, she soon became a prominent figure within the PDI-P, being called “anak 

Megawati” (Megawati’s child). In 2000, Rustriningsih was elected as the first female 

regent by the local parliament in Kebumen. By that time, Rustriningsih had already 

gained popular support in Kebumen due to the pro-democratic image that she had 

built during the New Order era, but her popularity increased significantly when she 

initiated governance reforms as the regent of Kebumen. 

 

4.1 Reform Initiatives towards Transparency and Participation 

 

Upon taking up office in 2001, Rustriningsih immediately embarked on a series of 

governance reforms in Kebumen. For example, about one hundred “unqualified” or 

“corrupt” government officials were advised to resign or were transferred to less 

important positions for the purpose of preventing further budget abuses (see Straits 

Times, 8 September, 2003). Rustriningsih also established various institutional 

frameworks to enhance “transparency” and “public participation” in local governance. 

For example, her administration allowed free access, through printed and electronic 

13 Kebumen was among the ‘top ten poorest districts’ in Indonesia.  
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media, to public documents that used to be confidential in the past (Jakarta Post, 16 

June, 2007). In order to further increase the accessibility of public information, the 

local government has also utilised the official website (kebumenkab), where important 

official documents related to government development plans, budgets and 

implementation are posted. Through these channels, anyone could obtain relevant 

information pertaining to government policies and monitor their progress. 

 

Another important mechanism for public participation was a local TV station – Ratih 

TV. Ratih TV was established in October, 2003 and has been operated by the district 

government since then. Ratih TV covers a variety of news items, such as arts, culture, 

religion and music, but mainly introduces the government’s development policies so 

that residents can better understand government programmes. Since the majority of 

people in Kebumen prefer to watch TV rather than engage with other forms of printed 

media, the provision of public information through TV turned out to be a very 

effective mechanism to promote direct engagement with citizens (interview with staff 

of Ratih TV, 22 December, 2010). The most distinctive programme aired by Ratih TV 

was Selamat Pagi Bupati (Good Morning Regent). This was a morning talk show 

(from 6.00 to 6.30 am) whose main objective was to facilitate direct communication 

between the regent, government officials and the residents. During the terms of 

Rustriningsih (2003 to 2008) and her successor Nashiruddin Al Mansyur (2008 to 

2010), people could interact with the regent almost every morning on Ratih TV. 

 

By calling up the TV station, local people could express their opinions about 

government services in front of the regent and high-ranking government officials. 

According to the local government, any opinions were welcomed without censorship. 

In an interview with Jakarta Post (24 February, 2006), Rustriningsih said, “Once 

there was someone who called to say bad things about me. The TV crew wanted me 

to censor it but I said no. I said it was part of the transparency process for the creation 

of good governance”. The selection of calls was made on a first come, first served 

basis. The participation rate was high, to the extent that an additional SMS service 

was set up so that those who were not able to reach the regent during the talk show 

could send in text messages (interview with a government official in Ratih TV, 12 

December, 2010). Normally, the feedback was given directly by the regent. Yet when 

she was not in a position to answer questions, she would put the call through to the 
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relevant heads of office, sometimes taking follow-up measures pertaining to people’s 

grievances. This participatory mechanism established by Rustriningsih was well 

received by international donors as a good practice of “bringing the government 

closer to people”. In a recent World Bank report (2010, p. 46), her achievement is 

highly appreciated: 

 

Kebumen recorded the highest score (75.24%) on the Transparency and 

Accountability strategic index… Kebumen’s initiatives in public 

accountability and transparency commenced with the merit-based 

appointment of school principals. The initiative was not well-received but the 

first female Regent, Rustriningsih, stood by her vision and extended reforms 

by initiating a number of public forums to provide the public with the 

opportunity to express opinions and any grievances about public services and 

policy... Uncensored interactive talk shows between the public and the 

Regent were conducted and broadcast on local television and radio stations. 

The “Good Morning Bupati” talk show was the first opportunity for the 

public to air their grievances through a regularly organized public forum. As 

citizens realized that grievances were being addressed, the nature of 

commentary changed from criticism to constructive feedback generating and 

attracting wide community support. 

 

Rustriningsih’s name featured in the reports of other major aid organisations as 

well. 14 Also, she enjoyed favourable coverage by both domestic and international 

media as one of the prominent reformist figures who made an effort to realise clean 

politics in one of the world’s most corrupt countries. The New York Times (8 

September, 2003), for example, reported that “Ms. Rustriningsih has carved out a 

reputation for being rigorously honest, a rare attribute in a government official in a 

country that regularly scores in international surveys as among the world's most 

corrupt”. This reputation was crucial in securing the continuous flow of aid money to 

her district from such organisations as the World Bank, USAID, AusAID and the Asia 

Foundation. Various donor-funded programmes have contributed to infrastructure 

improvement and poverty alleviation, leading to the economic growth of the region. 

14 See also ADB and Asia Foundation (2006) and USAID (May 2009). 
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Aside from economic development, Kebumen has also built a name for itself as a 

“reform-minded” district, raising its national profile as one of the “exemplary models” 

of regional autonomy (Tempo, 17 August, 2009). Rustriningsih herself seemed aware 

of the benefits she could obtain from greater engagement with the donor community, 

in terms of not only gaining access to aid money but also raising her profile. Thus, she 

actively utilised various means of communication to construct and strengthen her 

image as a reformist leader. 

 

A close relationship with donors and the continuous flow of aid money enabled 

Rustriningsih to increase her political legitimacy among the local population while at 

the same time strengthening her political position against her political rivals. When 

asked about Rustriningsih’s leadership, many villagers appreciated her contribution to 

Kebumen. One villager in the area (personal conversation with a villager, 27 

December, 2010) said “we like Ms. Rustriningsih so much. Before she took office, 

Kebumen was a very poor district, but during her term in office Kebumen developed a 

lot. She built many roads, bridges and big supermarkets”. A government official 

(interview, 29 December, 2010) also praised Rustriningsih’s skills to direct external 

funds to Kebumen, saying “Ms. Rustriningsih was so innovative and had many links 

to both the central government and foreign organisations. If she was invited to 

seminars, she could secure funds later from the Netherlands, the central government, 

or anywhere outside. She was very smart in getting funds”. 

 

4-2. Co-opting Good Governance Reform 

 

The crucial question now is whether the ascendance of Rustriningsih constitutes a 

new development that could potentially make a dent in the oligarchic networks which 

are said to dominate Indonesian politics. We argue that Rustriningsih’s achievement 

has been somewhat exaggerated. While Rustriningsih has successfully presented 

herself as a new kind of politician with strong reformist credentials, her entry to 

power presents no more than a new form of patronage politics. Indeed, while her 

initiatives, including the Ratih TV project, were generally viewed as fulfilling the 

principle of “bringing the government closer to people”, a closer examination reveals 

that these programmes were tactically used to enhance her political position in 



 19 

relation to other political elites, instead of facilitating meaningful citizen participation 

in local governance. 

 

Firstly, while Rustriningsih has taken credit for having implemented participatory 

governance, evidence suggests that she was motivated not so much by a genuine 

desire to elicit active citizen participation as by the benefit gained out of acting as a 

“reformist”. One of the most notable examples in this respect is her sabotage of a 

grassroots movement towards introducing a new local regulation on village fund 

allocation (Alokasi Dana Desa: ADD). In 2005, a new regulation was made in an 

attempt to prevent “arbitrary” budget allocation, which had been prevalent in 

Kebumen much like in many other parts of the archipelago. According to the 

regulation, ten per cent of the annual local budget (APBD: Anggaran Pendapatan dan 

Belanja Daerah) was now given to villages. 15  This set a precedent for financial 

decentralisation at the village level and became the national model (see Suara 

Merdeka, 12 July, 2006). The shifting behaviour of Rustriningsih around this reform 

suggests that she embraced the notion of public participation only insofar as it attracts 

attention from donors without genuinely empowering civil society forces.  

 

The idea of ADD was initially put forward by village committees and civil society 

groups in 2002 on the grounds that the lack of formal rules on budget allocation had 

long hindered villages’ sustainable development. However, the ADD movement faced 

a daunting challenge from the executives since Rustriningsih continued to oppose the 

proposal of ADD, saying that ten per cent was an unreasonable demand. When the 

grassroots movement that pushed for the implementation of ADD became stronger, 

Rustriningsih and her party (PDI-P) attempted to co-opt the village heads. She offered 

village heads an extension of their terms in office on the condition that they drop their 

support for ADD. Rustriningsih was certainly aware that such an offer could be 

effective in breaking the solidarity of the collective action towards ADD, as the 

cooperation of village heads was very important given their huge leverage over other 

village elites. Essentially, she engaged in an old form of patronage politics which 

15 Before the introduction of this new regulation, budget was allocated arbitrarily depending on local 
politicians' or the regent’s decision. There were even some villages that did not receive a budget from 
the local government for a few years (interview with a local activist, 29 December, 2010).  
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characterised Indonesia under the old regime. Facing such sabotage by Rustriningsih, 

the movement for ADD eventually reached an impasse. 

 

Rustriningsih, however, suddenly changed her position in 2003 when a World Bank 

development project (ILGR: Initiative Local Governance Reform) was introduced in 

Kebumen. The preparation team of the project sought the cooperation of local civil 

society organisations (CSOs), and the CSOs promised to help the project on the 

condition that ADD would be included in the project's agendas. The benefit from this 

World Bank project (i.e. aid money) was too huge to miss for Rustriningsih as it could 

provide an additional resource with which she could strengthen her position. In 

addition, as the next general election approached, Rustriningsih and her party, PDI-P, 

did not want to lose the support of the local community through its continued position 

against ADD. Promptly, Rustriningsih approved ADD and the local regulation of 

ADD (perda No. 3/2004) was finally passed. Significantly, when announcing the 

legalisation of ADD, Rustriningsih claimed that this achievement rested on her strong 

willingness to realise good governance, successfully hiding her initial sabotage of 

ADD. This created the impression among the Kebumen local population that ADD 

was initiated by Rustriningsih, an impression which failed to recognise civil society’s 

sustained efforts. One local activist (interview, 31 December, 2010) complained to the 

authors: 

 

We facilitated a grassroots movement so that the idea of ADD could be 

accepted [by the government]… We struggled a lot because of Ms. 

Rustriningsih’s insistent rejection, but it came true in the end. When it was 

legalised by the local parliament, the central government took it as a model 

example for other districts. We were very proud of it because it meant that 

ADD was nationally recognised. However, Ms. Rustriningsih claimed that it 

was her work. Honestly, I admit that she was a successful politician, but she 

is less honest. To put it differently, there are many things which were not her 

ideas, but she claimed that they were hers, making good use of the media. 

The same applies to ADD. She presented it as if it was her own achievement, 

putting all our efforts into the shade. 

 



 21 

Indeed, what is striking about Rustriningsih is her capacity to create her public image 

as a “reformist” in the eyes of the local as well as the donor community. She 

strategically used various communication channels, including Ratih TV, for PR 

purposes (see Ratnawati, 2009). A significant number of people we spoke to in the 

area alleged that Ratih TV was used mainly for the promotion of Rustriningsih.16 In 

an interview (22 December, 2010), one government official acknowledged that the 

motivation behind the creation of the TV station was Rustriningsih’s desire to use it 

for propaganda purposes. 

 

From the beginning, this [the creation of Ratih TV] was for political reasons. 

Rustriningsih was a politician. She was well aware of the power of media for 

increasing her popularity. There was a survey that 90 per cent of Kebumen 

people preferred to watch TV. That’s why she decided to use TV as a main 

channel for promoting herself. And it was demonstrated. She had excellent 

skills to take advantage of the media in order to improve her image, and in 

the end, she became vice governor of Central Java Province. 

 

The effectiveness of Rustriningsih’s PR strategy was amply demonstrated in the 2005 

regent election, where Rustriningsih’s team (with Nashiruddin as the candidate for 

vice regent) from the PDI-P won a landslide victory, securing nearly 77.48 per cent of 

the vote, or 462,568 out of 597,024 votes (KPUD Kebumen, 2006). Although the 

PDI-P had an advantageous position from the outset as the then-ruling party, it is 

widely acknowledged that the major reason for Rustriningsih’s victory was her 

consistent efforts to establish her reformist credentials through Ratih TV and other 

various forms of communication. One local journalist (interview, 8 January, 2011), 

for example, said that “ordinary people in villages did not know much about politics. 

All they knew was Rustriningsih’s face because she appeared on the TV every day”. 

“With the launch of the programme Selamat Pagi Bupati”, she also argued, “her 

popularity increased dramatically and it had a decisive impact on the result of the 

2005 election”. Another local journalist (interview, 8th January, 2011) similarly 

emphasised Rustriningsih’s “excellent media skills” in promoting her reformist 

16 The name of the TV station itself indicated Rustriningsih’s desire to personalise it; Ratih is an 
abbreviation of Dara Putih, which is Rustriningsih’s nickname given by Megawati. Dara Putih 
symbolises a messenger, peace and female leadership. 
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image, while in reality her propaganda towards good governance “ended with just lip 

service”. 

 

To sum up, although Rustriningsih was praised for institutionalising participatory 

governance, her commitment to participation has turned out to be ambiguous at best. 

While advocating the need for citizen participation through establishing participatory 

mechanisms (Ratih TV), she also attempted to subvert and discourage a civil society 

movement (ADD movement) which emerged out of grassroots demands. In addition, 

there are many signs that Ratih TV was manipulated by Rustriningsih as her personal 

vehicle to promote herself as a “reformist” politician. In regard to such an outcome, 

one might simply blame her manipulation of participatory processes. However, it is 

also worth noting that Rustriningsih’s tactical use of participatory mechanisms is not 

unrelated to donors’ promotion of particular modes of participation. As discussed 

earlier, the kind of public participation promoted by donors tends to have an anti-

democratic bias, as it mainly focuses on building accountability mechanisms instead 

of radically empowering civil society forces against ruling elites.  

 

The encouragement of public participation in the Selamat Pagi Bupati programme 

conforms to participation without radical politics. People were invited to complain or 

share their opinions about policies, and in response bureaucrats provided adequate 

information as well as taking follow-up measures. Yet, such a technocratised 

participation does little to empower the subordinate classes, leaving the existing social 

order intact (Jayasuriya and Rodan, 2007). Solving particular problems on an 

individual basis in the bureaucracy made it difficult for residents to address structural 

problems or develop their participation into countervailing social power against ruling 

elites (Hadiz, 2010; Jayasuriya, 2000; Jayasuriya and Rodan, 2007). Indeed, a 

government official in Kebumen admitted that political or sensitive matters that might 

trigger conflicts between different groups were rarely discussed on the Selamat Pagi 

Bupati show and, in fact, such controversial issues were actively “avoided” in the 

programme (interview, 12 December, 2010). This participation without politics 

appeals to ruling elites in recipient countries since it poses less of a threat to the 

maintenance of the status quo. Meanwhile, as Rustriningsih’s case shows, elites’ 

embracing of participatory rhetoric can serve as a sign of their commitment to 
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international standards, increasing their chances of securing foreign aid and enhancing 

their political legitimacy. 

 

4-3. Engaging in Patronage Politics 

 

Her reputation as a reformist and the continuous flow of aid money helped 

Rustriningsih to firmly establish her power in the local area. With this power, 

Rustriningsih subsequently engaged in a familiar form of patronage politics, creating 

new patron-client relations centred on her family. For example, Rustriningsih is 

widely known to have exerted her political power to assign important positions to her 

family members. The most obvious example in this regard is that Rustriningsih 

unfairly made her brother vice regent when she left office in order to run her vice-

governor campaign in 2008 (Suara Merdeka, 3 September, 2008). As Rustriningsih 

was replaced by Nashiruddin (then vice regent), the post of vice regent fell vacant, 

and as a ruling party the PDI-P held the authority to appoint someone to the role. 

Following the party’s procedure, on 22 August, 2008, a branch meeting of the PDI-P 

(Rapat Kerja Cabang PDI-P) was held to discuss who would be the candidates for 

vice regent. According to the result of the meeting, two candidates were nominated: 

the first was Probo Indartono, while the second was Rustriyanto, Rustriningsih’s 

younger brother.17  

 

Yet, when the branch office requested a recommendation letter from the head office 

of the PDI-P in Jakarta, Probo’s name was eliminated and replaced by another 

candidate – Bambang Suryanto. Consequently, Rustriyanto and Bambang made it to 

the final round for the vice-regent election. The decision was bitterly opposed by 

Probo’s supporters, causing a mass demonstration against Kebumen’s PDI-P branch 

and the government. Participants in the demonstration refused to accept Bambang’s 

nomination on the grounds that Probo was the first winner in the local branch meeting 

(Suara Merdeka, 3 September, 2008). Despite such fierce opposition, the decision 

17 At that time, the Kebumen branch of the PDI-P was divided into two competing camps – those who 
supported Rustriningsih and those who followed Probo. Standing against Rustriningsih’s dominance of 
local politics, Probo emerged as a figure who could accommodate marginalised members of the party. 
Rustriyanto was the secretary of the PDI-P’s Kebumen branch, although his ability to carry out the role 
had not been proved. He was often called a Kebumen version of “Tommy Soeharto (son of Soeharto)”, 
given all the benefits he could enjoy thanks to his sister’s power (interviews with several members of 
local parliament and NGOs which took place in December, 2010 and January, 2011).  
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remained unchanged, allowing Rustriyanto to become vice regent of Kebumen. It was 

widely held that Probo had a good chance of defeating Rustriyanto given his 

popularity and career (as a leader of local parliament in Kebumen) if the election had 

taken place without such manipulation. Rustriningsih exercised her political leverage 

on this unfair election in an attempt to place her brother in the position of vice regent. 

This caused conflict among the members of the PDI-P in Kebumen.18 

 

In addition, there were other allegations that the government budget was abused 

during her term in office with regard to physical projects, such as the regional public 

hospital, the building of the Department of Health, the renovation of the ICU hospital, 

bus stations, Karangsambung roads, Ratih TV, the regent’s office and the 

government’s press room (Suara Merdeka, 8 April, 2005). Some of these allegations 

cast serious doubt on Rustriningsih’s self-portrayal as a “clean” politician. For 

example, when huge floods hit Kebumen in 2001 and donations were made to help 

the victims in the affected areas, the money was collected through Rustriningsih’s 

private bank account. Despite parliament’s demand, the allegation goes, there was no 

clear accountability report regarding how the money was actually spent. One local 

journalist (interview, 9 January, 2011) told the authors that doubts over the cash flow 

of Rustriningsih’s account were constantly raised, but the ensuing police investigation 

made very little progress as the chief of police of Kebumen was subsequently 

transferred to another district (see also Kedaulatan Rakyat, 9 April, 2005). On the 

same subject, one local activist (interview, 31 December, 2010) made a similar 

accusation: 

 

We once tracked the funds for the victims of a big flood. The money was 

deposited in the regent’s account. It seemed that there were many 

manipulations. The funds deposited didn’t match the expenditure. Where did 

the rest of the money go? The account belonged to Rustriningsih. There’s a 

possibility that the money was transferred to other accounts. 

 

18 In addition to her brother, Rustriningsih’s elder sister became a member of Kebumen’s DPRD from 
the PDI-P in 2004. Several other relatives were included in her victory team in the 2005 election 
(Ratnawati, 2009). 
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Many observers in Kebumen believed that she was actually involved in these 

allegations, in particular given that her personal wealth had dramatically increased 

since taking office (see also Ratnawati, 2009, pp. 176-80). One activist in Kebumen 

(interview, 31 December, 2011) for example said “in the beginning, she was not rich. 

But her assets increased a lot since she took office. How could she accumulate a lot of 

wealth with only her regent’s salary for two terms? Even a child would know it”. On 

the same subject, one former local legislator (interview, 30 December, 2010) added 

that it was common for government officials and politicians to enjoy illegal 

commission provided by contractors in return for granting permission for physical 

projects, and that Rustriningsih was no exception to this trend. Over time, 

Rustriningsih accumulated an increasing number of critics who questioned her 

integrity. However, the less-than-reformist behaviour of Rustriningsih received very 

little media attention, while donors kept praising her achievements. 

 

Rustriningsih is the epitome of a new generation of local elites who utilise good 

governance reform as a new source of power. The case of Rustriningsih represents a 

new pattern of elite capture which is distinguishable from the business-as-usual way 

of elite capture characterised by money politics and political violence. Yet, 

Rustriningsih is not an exceptional case in terms of seeking to strengthen political 

position by complying with good governance. Similar cases are also observed in other 

districts. Gamawan Fauzi, a former bupati of Solok, West Sumatra, is another 

example. Gamawan, as briefly discussed earlier, skilfully engaged with good 

governance reform and the international donor community in establishing 

participatory mechanisms, while at the same time promoting clean and transparent 

governance. For these “achievements” he was awarded the prestigious Bung Hatta 

Anti-Corruption Award. Yet his reform did little to empower civil society in the area. 

Gamawan promoted reform only insofar as it helped him to establish himself as a 

reformist leader in the eyes of the local community as well as international donors. 

Change initiatives came from the personally defined agendas of Gamawan, who 

recognised the benefits of engaging with international donors and the arrangements 

introduced by Gamawan did not change political patterns at all. Citizens have not yet 

been given the opportunities to participate effectively in the political process 

(Hasegawa, 2010). Indeed, once he left office, many of the mechanisms established 

by Gamawan ceased to function.  
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5. Conclusion 

 

With reference to the case of Kebumen, this paper has highlighted the way in which 

the greater intervention of the donor community in the post-Suharto era has changed 

the terms of political competition at the local level. With the increasing availability of 

development aid, local elites now rely less on overt forms of coercion, such as money 

politics and political violence, than on the co-optation of local community and the 

international donor community through the instrumental use of the language of good 

governance. They skilfully exploit this newly acquired resource to raise their profiles 

as “reformists” and increase their popularity among the local population, whose 

support is now essential to survive increasingly competitive elections. In doing so, 

they could consolidate their positions in local politics, only to subsequently engage in 

similar, if less blatant, forms of patronage politics. Beyond Kebumen, this article has 

highlighted that seemingly reformist figures who emerge in the context of the 

continued prevalence of patrimonialism could turn out to be not that different from 

elements nurtured under the old regime in terms of their motivations to seek public 

office: their pursuit of reform is likely to be driven not so much by genuine 

commitment to public interests as by a much less noble, but familiar, logic of private 

accumulation of wealth and power. 
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