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The existence of civil society in Indonesia has had a long tradition in promoting social changes and democratization in Indonesia since its emergence in early 70’s. In this case civil society movement has been playing an important role in disseminating human rights and democratic ideas, empowering peasant and labor groups, improving economic life in rural areas and of the poor, empowering women, promoting environmental conservation and others.

There are at least two reasons leading to the emergence of the civil society movement, i.e. (1) the authoritarianism under Soeharto administration that limited the freedom of association, expression and speech; (2) the economic development approach orientated to growth of big enterprises and setting aside even distribution agenda, which led to the occupation of economic resources in a few number of the ruler’s cronies and rampant corruption in all levels of government. 

Indonesian economic liberalization since the fall of international oil price in the 80’s led to the improvement of civil society capacity in facing Soeharto regime authoritarianism, which was caused by the declining capacity of the state in becoming the machine of economic growth, apart from the international pressures with regards to human rights and democratic issues.  

After the fall of Soeharto on May 21, 1998 after 32 years in power, Indonesia entered the era of broader democracy. Around 150 political parties were established in the years of 1998-1999 from only 3 parties who had been approved previously, although only 48 of them finally met the requirements to run in the elections. There were at least 70 labor union confederations, ## new newspapers and magazines as well as other independent organizations. Do all those changes in Indonesia reflect that civil society is stronger and therefore there is an enhanced participation of the citizens in promoting political and economic changes in the future? 

In reality, new political parties, who managed to attract the middle class, failed to produce concrete agenda with respect to political and economic reform. New political parties and political elite are not yet able to develop internal democracy and discard corrupt political behavior; political financing mainly comes from corruption sources, money politics still plays major role in political party candidacy and vote buying practices during elections.

The new administration has not been successful in conducting bureaucratic reform. Various attempts of deregulation are still limited to incentives for investment facility (particularly for foreign investors), but have not been associated to improvement in wider public services. Corruption and maladministration still constitute the main activities of government and judiciary institution. Anticorruption institutions perform far below people’s expectation.

During Soeharto’s authoritarianism, I tool a small part in the human rights and democratization movement, particularly in the awareness raising activities of labor rights and advocacy for labor policy changes. That included the freedom of association, termination of military violence in industrial conflict, and improvement in working environment. As mentioned earlier, independent labor unions have now mushroomed and the military forces are no longer the main contender for labor to fight for their rights. However, amidst the high unemployment rate labor has not yet had a significant influence in fighting for their interests.

The economic crises that hit Indonesia, which started in Thailand in mid 1997, raised the awareness among civil society, including myself, to give larger attention to economic fundamental structure and its link to political and governance matters. At that time the demand of the citizens for a government clean from corruption and practices of good governance showed the increasing demand for democracy, appreciation for human rights and citizen participation in public decision making. 

So far corruption has touched the community’s sense of justice. Corruption benefits only the few rich, the rulers and their cronies, but the impacts affect all the people. Because of corruption, people have to pay expensive cost for poor public services. Corruption leads to injustice in natural resource management, distribution of economic development outcomes, environmental degradation, discrimination before the law and moral decadence. Those are priceless. 

In my opinion, clean government is not sufficient. As it has been broadly discussed, the concept of good governance is rooted in the idea of an interdependence and interaction among different institutional player in all levels within a country (House of Representatives, the executive, the judiciary, the military), civil society (NGO, press, professional associations, religious organizations, etc.) and private sector (companies, financial institutions).  Here it is of a high importance to have a healthy and balanced relationship between state, society and private sector to achieve an agreement on state arrangements. There is no institutional actor in good governance that may have an absolute control. Corruption takes place when there is an imbalance in the relationship between the society and the state and business.

In other words, the relationship between state, civil society and private sector in good governance has to be based on the principles of transparency, public accountability and participation; those principles constitute preconditions necessary for a successful public policy making and implementation, as in reality, whether or not a public policy works and is accepted by the citizens is not determined by power exercised to impose it, but by how far the engagement of the actors is in the process.

That being said, the success of good governance will be largely determined by the level of political will and collective action of the main pillars of governance. Unfortunately, the agenda of good governance in Indonesia faces a big obstacle in the middle of corrupt political society and weak civil society. The democratic process taking place has not yet given birth to new political and economic structure, as the arena is still dominated by old political elites and conglomerates.  Meanwhile, the citizens in general have not had the capacity and experience in participating in public policy making and politics, as during more than 30 years under Soeharto authoritarianism the people experienced a massive process of de-politization.

Consequently, the choice left for anticorruption movement is to focus on the civil society empowerment agenda, particularly with regard to the capacity to influence the public policy making and political process. The legitimacy for citizen participation in democratic institutions has to be promoted and strengthened so as to make the government, House of Representatives, political parties, judiciary institutions more accountable to the people.

At the moment the efforts of the citizens to fight against corruption has not had a strong legal foundation and is facing a big challenge of the use of criminal court with a charge of defamation. This stipulation replaces the anti-subversive law in Soeharto era, which was very effective in silencing opposition. The other challenge is acts of violence exercised by paid groups. However, we believe that in longer term there are hopes: the strengthened people’s awareness on citizens’ rights, the awareness of tax payers who currently contribute more 60% of the national budget (2006), freedom of press, and the many choices of “political coalition” made possible by democratic system. Currently anticorruption program has been adopted in the action plan of big religious organizations such as NU and Muhammadyah, labor unions in state-owned enterprises, associations of journalists, etc. Watch-dog institutions continuously emerge in the regions, with around 70 are already present, aside the official institutions like the Corruption Eradication Commission, Agency for Anti Money Laundering and stronger anticorruption law.
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