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Abstract 

After the fall of the authoritarian regime in 1998, Indonesia faced the rise of ethnic conflicts resulting 
in thousands of casualties. Some of the conflicts were threatening country’s integrity. The government 
implemented in 1999–2004 period set of decentralisation and electoral regulations reforms that were supposed 
to reduce conflicts between different ethnic groups and avert the threat of separatism. The outcomes of reforms 
are generally considered as successful, however, there are also examples of failure. This article compares the 
outcomes of these reforms on the example of two Indonesian regions: Kalimantan Barat and Papua. Despite 
similar characteristics of these regions, it is widely considered, that in Kalimantan Barat decentralisation 
contributed to reducing conflicts, whereas in Papua decentralisation intensified conflicts. This article compares 
these cases of success and failure and describes mechanisms that led to these contradictory effects. The purpose 
of the article is to point out, when decentralisation can be effective policy tool in reducing conflicts. 

 

Introduction 
In the aftermath of the Asian crisis in late 90’s president Suharto resigned and left both his 

office and the state in disarray – authorities and institutions lost a lot of their power, some parts 
of the country were claiming their rights to independence. After the secession of East Timor from 
Indonesia in 1999, the threat of Indonesia’s disintegration was serious. Strong grip of state control 
over archipelago was loosened and different segments of Indonesia’s diverse society started to fight 
with each other. Since the economy began to fail in 1997, the country had witnessed thousands 
of deaths from political violence.  

Suharto’s fall was the new episode for a country, which Indonesians called Era Reformasi. 
The transition from authoritarian state to democracy has begun and significant changes in its 
political regime had been made. Among them such solutions such as:  

1. The constitutional requirement for candidates in presidential elections to obtain 
a territorial distribution of votes; 

2. Supra-regional and inter-ethnic political parties are required to form ethnically 
heterogeneous lists of candidates in different elections; 

3. Centripetal territorial structure within the framework of which large ethnic groups are 
“broken down” so their members live in relatively small administrative units. 

All of above are described as centripetal political arrangements. Centripetalism (along with 
consociationalism1) is part of power-sharing theories which are dealing with “institutionalized 
inclusion in the governing process of politicians representing different segments of a plural 
society.”2 

Centripetal solutions changing the territorial structure of the country and devolution 
of power to lower administrative levels were implemented in Indonesia through decentralisation 

                                                             
 Institute of Mediterranean and Oriental Cultures, Polish Academy of Sciences, e-mail: msek@iksio.pan.pl. 
1 Consociationalism is beyond the scope of this paper ant thus will not be further discussed. 
2 Krzysztof Trzciński, ‘The Consociational Addition to Indonesia’s Centripetalism as a Tactic of the Central 

Authorities: The Case of Papua’, Hemispheres, Vol. 31, No. 4, 2016, p. 7.  
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reforms. The whole package of reforms, including the change in electoral regulations, that 
contributed to mitigation of inter-ethnic conflicts and weakened centrifugal tendencies represented 
by separatists movements, overall helping to preserve the state’s unity.3 However, there are regions 
in Indonesia in which decentralisation is considered as an important factor of destabilisation and 
contributing to the rise of political tensions resulting in sometimes bloody riots.4 

This paper compares two of Indonesia’s provinces – Kalimantan Barat and Papua – in which 
results of decentralisation are reported as a contradictory. In Papua’s case decentralisation 
is considered as a factor contributing to ethnic conflicts,5 whereas in Kalimantan Barat – as a factor 
that reduced conflict between two major ethnic groups.6 The aim of this research is – basing 
on these case studies – to identify the factors that contributed to the failure of decentralisation 
reforms in case of Papua and its success in Kalimantan. Decentralisation – as a centripetal solution 
– is not only a theoretical idea but also practical tool applied in countries facing the need 
for a change of political system and as a such can be improved. By describing strengths and 
limitations of decentralisation, this paper can provide knowledge, required in successful 
implementation of decentralisation reforms in the future. This article consists of three parts.  

The analysis begins with some basic facts about the structure of Indonesia’s society and 
description of solutions implemented after Suharto’s fall. Particular emphasise is put 
on decentralisation and reforms of electoral law. The second part presents case studies from 
provinces mentioned above and elaborates on the outcomes that decentralisation brought to them. 
Third part identifies factors played a crucial role in decreasing inter-segmental conflicts 
in Kalimantan Barat and increasing them in Papua. This part contains also propositions for policies 
that could reduce these conflicts.  

 
Indonesia’s society – socio-political context  

Indonesia is the largest archipelago country in the world – both by its sheer size (almost 
1.9 million sq. km, 5 120 km from east to west, roughly 1/8th of equator; 1 760 km from south 
to north) and population (over 260 million inhabitants, 4th most populous country in the world). 
Its 17 thousand islands (6 thousand inhabited) are stretched between Malaysian Peninsula in its 
north-western corner and Australia in its south-eastern corner, dividing the Indian Ocean from the 
Pacific Ocean.7 

                                                             
3 Patrick Barron, Sana Jaffrey, Ashutosh Varshney, How Large Conflicts Subside: Evidence from Indonesia, 

Indonesian Social Development Paper, No. 8, Jakarta: The World Bank Jakarta, 2014, http://microdata.worldbank. 
org/index.php/catalog/2616 (accessed 18 September 2017). 

4 ‘Carving up Papua: More Districts, More Trouble, 2013’, Jakarta: Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, 
http://www.understandingconflict.org/en/conflict/read/8/Carving-Up-Papua-More-Districts-More-Problem (accessed 12 
October 2017). 

5 The evidence is presented in two reports from IPAC: ‘Open to manipulation: The 2014 elections in Papua 
province’, 2014, Jakarta: Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, http://www.understandingconflict.org 
/en/conflict/read/32/Open-to-Manipulation-The-2014-Elections-in-Papua (accessed 05 October 2017). 

6 The evidence is presented in following works: Tafiq Tanasaldy, ‘Ethnic Identity Politics in West 
Kalimantan’, in Renegotiating Boundaries. Local Politics in Post-Suharto Indonesia, Henk Schulte Nordholt and Gerry 
van Klinken (eds), Leiden: KITLV, 2007; Tafiq Tanasaldy, ‘Ethnic Geography in Conflicts: the Case of West 
Kalimantan, Indonesia’, Review of Indonesian and Malaysian Affairs, Vol. 43, No. 2, 2009, pp. 105–131; Tafiq 
Tanasaldy, Regime Change and Ethnic Politics in Indonesia: Dayak Politics of West Kalimantan, Leiden: KITLV 
Press, 2012. 

7 CIA, The World Factbook: Indonesia, 2017, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-fact book/ 
geos/id.html (accessed 20 July 2017); William H. Frederick and Robert L. Worden, Indonesia: A Country Study, 
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With such geographical context, its society is vastly diverse with hundreds of ethnic groups, 
languages and cultures. Majority of Indonesians (57%) live in Java – the most populated island 
in the world and country’s economic, political and cultural centre. 41% of the population are 
Javanese, 15% – Sundanese, 3,4% – coastal Malays, 3,3% – Madurese, 37,3% – other ethnic 
groups. There are “about 350 recognized ethnolinguistic groups (…), at least 731 languages and 
dialects spoken, some by large numbers: Javanese (83 million), Sundanese (30 million), 
Malay/Indonesian (17 million) and Madurese (nearly 6,7 million). Other languages with more than 
1 million speakers each are Acehnese, Balinese, Banjarese, Batak (including Toba), Batawi, 
Buginese, Minangkabau and Sasak; also various Chinese dialects.”8 Most of Indonesians are 
Muslims (87,2%), there are also 7% of Christians, 2,9% of Roman Catholics, 1,7% of Hindu and 
0,9% of other (including Buddhists and Confucians) religions.9 

Since gaining its independence in 1949 until the fall of president Suharto in 1998, Indonesia 
was an authoritarian regime dominated by the Javanese. Dominated by the Javanese Indonesian 
elites since gaining the independence were always aligning country’s sovereignty with territorial 
integrity – for that reason every centrifugal movement had been perceived as a threat 
to independence. Other ethnic groups, especially those living in the peripheral regions abundant 
in natural resources felt exploited by the central government for years and for that reasons, they 
were fighting for independence.10 In this context, a turbulent transition from an authoritarian regime 
towards democracy – with inter-ethnic conflicts and revival of separatist movements – was raising 
questions about civil war or even Indonesia’s integrity as a country.11 

 
Decentralication and electoral reforms – inter-ethnic conflict mitigation in Indonesia 

When Suharto stepped down from his office, Indonesia was facing a dramatical 
destabilisation of the country. In the late 90’s and early 2000’s, the country’s integrity, peace and 
the role of government’s control over the archipelago were questioned. The country needed 
a general political transformation that could settle down tensions and bring hope for economic 
development recovery. Decentralisation was implemented under the pressure of international 
institutions such as World Bank or IMF. Their recommendations concerned above all: more free 
market, more competition, liberalisation, privatisation of state enterprises and deregulation. Thus, 
Indonesia’s lawmakers faced a paradoxical challenge to resolve: how to follow the demands made 
by the IMF and cope it with reducing tensions that could possibly lead to separatism. These had 
been achieved mainly through reforms of electoral law and decentralisation. Most important 
changes introduced by electoral reforms were:12 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Library of Congress, Vol. 53, Washington DC: Federal Research Division, 2011, https://doi.org/10.2307/ 2059805 
(accessed 12 June 2017); World Bank Open Data, 2017, http://data.worldbank.org/ (accessed 28 July 2017).   

8 Frederick and Worden, Indonesia…, p. xxxiii. 
9 CIA, The World Factbook…. 
10 Łukasz Bonczol, Zrozumieć Indonezję. Nowy Ład generała Suharto [To Understand Indonesia. The New 

Order of General Suharto], Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Akademickie DIALOG, 2012; Robert Cribb and Colin Brown, 
Modern Indonesia. A History Since 1945, London and New York: Longman, 1995; Frederick and Worden, Indonesia..., 
p. 250. 

11 Bonczol, Zrozumieć Indonezję…, p. 35. Cribb, Brown, Modern Indonesia. A history…; Michał Sęk, 
Przestrzenne aspekty rozwoju w Indonezji [Spatial Aspects of Development in Indonesia], University of Warsaw, 2014.  

12 International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), Law of the Republic of Indonesia Number 8 Year 
2012 on General Election of the Members of the House of Representatives, People’s Representative Council, and 
Regional House of Representatives. Unofficial translation, 2012, https://anfrel.org/country-profiles/indonesia (accessed 
12 May 2017); The 1945 Constitution of the Republic of Indonesia. As amended by the First Amendment of 1999, 
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1. Direct general elections for pairs of president and vice-president, governors and vice-
governors (gubernurand wakil gubernur), heads of districts (bupati), deputies 
of heads of districts (wakil bupati) mayors (walikota) and vice-mayors (wakil 
walikota). These contestants are being nominated by political parties taking part 
in elections; 

2. Political parties participating in elections have to fulfil all the following 
requirements: 

a. The obligation to have branches in all of the Indonesian provinces, at least 
75% of districts and municipalities (kabupatenand kota)13 and at least 50% 
of districts;14 

b. The obligation to have a minimum of 1000 (one thousand) members or 
1/1000 (one-thousandth) of the total population for each chapter of political 
party; 

c. The obligation to accommodate at least 30% (thirty %) women’s 
representation in the management of the central chapter of the political party; 

d. The obligation to have permanent offices for the chapters on the central, 
provincial and district/municipal levels until the final stage of the Election. 
 

To win presidential elections in the first round there is an additional requirement: a pair 
of candidates should not only win by receiving more than 50% from total votes but also receive 
at least 20% from total votes in more than half of country’s provinces.15 Moreover, candidates for 
president are nominated by political parties that hold 20% of parliamentary seats or had won 
in preceding elections 25% of the popular vote. Elections on lower administrative levels do not have 
additional requirements of such kind. These requirements mean in practice that only nationwide and 
inter-ethnic parties can effectively propose candidates for positions in executive power.  

Decentralisation reforms came in two waves. First bills (22/1999 and 25/1999 Laws) were 
implemented in 1999. A few years later, these bills were replaced by 32/2004 and 33/2004 Laws.16 
The reforms were focused on two issues: devolution of power to regions and fiscal sphere. The first 
issue is in fact – as presented in Table 1. – delegation of power from government to lower levels 
of administration – provinces, districts and municipalities. 

 
                                                                                                                                                                                                          
the Second Amendment of 2000, the Third Amendment of 2001 and the Fourth Amendment of 2002, International 
Labour Organization, United Nations, 2002, http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/gro ups/public/---ed_protect/---
protrav/ilo_aids/ documents/legaldocument/wcms_174556.pdf (accessed 5 October 2017); Trzciński, Hybrid Power-
Sharing..., pp. 174–181. 

13 In the Indonesian administrative division there are four levels of regional/local administration: province 
(provinsi), districts and municipalities (kabupatenand kota), subdistricts or in Papua – districts (kecamatan or in Papua 
– distrik) and villages (desa and kelurahan); Buku Induk Kode dan Data Wilayah Administrasi Pemerintahan per 
Provinsi, Kabupaten/Kota dan Kecamatan Seluruh Indonesia [Codebook and Spatial Data of Governmental 
Administration in Provinces, Kabupaten/Kota and Kecamatan for Indonesia], Kementerian Dalam Negeri Republik 
Indonesia, 2013, http://www.kemendagri.go.id/media/documents/2013/ 04/29/f/i/file.pdf (accessed 5 October 2017).  

14 There are few exceptions of these requirements, in Aceh province, but these will not be discussed further in the text. 
15 Arrangements describing presidential elections are written down in the Indonesian constitution, in Chapter 

III, Article 6A (International Labour Organization, The 1945 Constitution…, p. 3). Electoral law has been implemented 
in Law Number 8; International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), Law of the Republic…, p. 7. 

16 The second wave were changes in electoral laws implemented in 2004. Direct elections strengthened 
position of mayors, heads of districts and governors (International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES), Law of the 
Republic..., p. 9; Frederick and Worden, Indonesia..., p. 227. 
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Prerogatives of central government Prerogatives of provinces and districts 

National defence and security, foreign 
policy, fiscal control, monetary and 
macroeconomic policies, control over 
natural resources, judiciary and religion 
issues 

Public works, education and culture, healthcare, 
agriculture, transport, industry, trade, investment, 
environmental protection, regulations on labour 
market, land and real estate management 

Table 1. Division of power between different levels of administration17 

Decentralisation in Indonesia meant devolution of power to the lower tiers of administration 
with keeping fiscal control by central government. 80% of regions income flows to the central 
government, 25% goes back to lower tiers of administration (in form of DAU – Dana Alokasi 
Umum; General Allocation Grants), from which only 10% goes back to provinces, rest to districts. 
The government also holds a monopoly over the Indonesian natural resources.18 The amount of 
funding glowing back to regions as DAU is calculated depending on various criteria with each 
district’s population, poverty rate, price indices, number of civil servants, income from natural 
resources and other factors. The general purpose of creating DAU was not only to keep fiscal 
control over districts but also to reduce inequalities in region’s level of development.19 

In result, regions started to compete with each other for funds and the central government 
was able to play the divide and rule strategy towards them. The government started to cut new 
provinces out from the old ones, especially in regions with separatist tendencies. But it would be 
inaccurate to describe it only as a central government’s policy towards regions – in many cases, 
there was political pressure from local communities to form new districts and provinces that met 
approval from central government. Local political leaders opted for creating more administration 
entities (especially districts) to fulfil promises, based on the premise that in the smaller district they 
will have stronger control over the DAU which will bring prosperity and growth in turn. For local 
communities, it was especially beneficial, when newly created entities have had one dominant 
ethnic group, because of increased access to power (and thus access to job posts in the local 
administration, access to resources and DAU). Thus, despite different intentions on both central and 
local level, there was a strong inclination to form new entities with more homogenous ethnical 
composition.20 The proliferation of districts has been called pemekaran (blossoming), for the 
number of provinces mounted from 25 in 1993 to 34 nowadays, while the number of districts 
increased from roughly over 300 in 1993 to more than half thousand nowadays.21 Over time the 
government wanted to restrain pemekaran, mainly for the concerns of its economic rationale, 
however, the grassroots demand remained strong. 

 
                                                             

17 Nordholt, Klinken, ‘Introduction’ in Renegotiating…, p. 25. 
18 There are exemptions, that will be discussed later.  
19 Ari Kuncoro, ‘Decentralization and Corruption in Indonesia: Manufacturing Firms Survival under 

Decentralization’, The International Centre for the Study of East Asian Development, Working Paper Series, 
Kitakyushu, Vol. 25, 2006, http://www.icsead.or.jp/7publication/workingpp/wp2006/2006-25.pdf (accessed 05 June 
2017); Nordholt, Klinken, ‘Introduction’ in Renegotiating…, p. 32;  Elisabeth Pisani, ‘Indonesia in Pieces. The 
Downside of Decentralization’, Foreign Affairs, 2014, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/southeast-asia/2014-05-
29/indo nesia-pieces (accessed 05 June 2017). 

20 Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, Carving up Papua..., p. 20; Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 273. 
21 Indonesia Database for Policy and Economic Research. INDO-DAPOER, The World Bank Group, 2015, 

http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/indonesia-database-for-policy-and-economic-research (accessed 28 July 2017). 
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Chart 1. Pemekaran in Indonesia – the proliferation of districts since 90’s22 

Arrangements described above, created framework that determined the character of local 
political dynamics and the way the central government responded to that. Winning elections 
in Indonesia on the provincial and national level requires seeking out alliances and overpassing 
ethnic cleavages. Requirements to nominate candidates with running mates, as well as restrictions 
in creating mono-ethnic political parties, prompted those who run for executive posts to choose 
running mates from the second largest ethnic group. Such tactics are also common in districts where 
are two major ethnic groups, similar in the population number (and other less numerous). 
In addition to that, many of newly created districts were ethnically homogeneous, thus inter-ethnic 
conflicts had been significantly reduced. 

                                                             
22 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database…; after 2009 rise of the number of districts was humble, 

for chart’s clarity data between 2009 and 2014 are not presented.  
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These arrangements tackled paradoxical problem described above – how to limit the power 
of government without losing control nor country’s integrity and reducing inter-segmental tensions 
and deescalating conflicts. As shown in Chart 2, a number of victims peaked after the collapse 
of Suharto’s regime to slightly fall after implementing first decentralisation bills in 2001 and finally 
plummets after implementing the last bills introduced in 2004.23 
 

 

Chart 2. A number of reported casualties in Indonesia24 
 

Presented figures are only confirmed deaths based on reports from various reliable sources (such as press or NGO). 
Real figures may be much higher than confirmed casualties; though data presented above may correctly represent trend 
over time. 25 Definitions of conflicts:26 
“Non-state conflict refers to armed conflict between two organized actors, neither of which is a state. 
State-based conflict is an armed conflict between two governments (i.e., interstate conflict), or between a government 
and rebel organisation (i.e., intrastate conflict). 
One-sided violence is when an organized actor (a state or some organized non-state actor) kills unarmed civilians.” 

                                                             
23 UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia, 2017, Uppsala University, www.ucdp.uu.se (accessed 02 June 2017). 
24 UCDP Conflict... 
25 Adrian Morel, VIMS. Violence Incidents Monitoring Systems: A Methods Toolkit, The Asia Foundation, 

Washington DC, 2016, p. 8. 
26 Erik Melander, ‘Organized Violence in the World 2015’, An assessment by the Uppsala Conflict Data 

Program, UCDP Paper, No. 9, Uppsala, 2015, p.2. 
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Kalimantan Barat and Papua – case studies  
 

Both provinces share some similarities. Located in peripheral parts of the archipelago27 with 
– relatively small population, and an economy based mostly on natural resources exploitation. 
Papua is one of the wealthiest provinces in Indonesia in terms of GDP per capita (approx. 115% 
of Indonesia’s average GDP per capita), but at the same time, with high poverty and illiteracy rates 
and low life expectancy. Papua is one of the most underdeveloped regions in Indonesia. This 
indicates clearly, that the revenues from the exploitation of natural resources do not benefit 
indigenous Papuans. Kalimantan Barat has, in turn, a lower GDP per capita (approx. 70% 
of Indonesia’s average), but in other spheres, the quality of life remains on the much higher level 
than in Papua.28 

 

INDICATORS Kalimantan Barat Papua 

Basic indicators 

Total Population (in number of people) 4 565 612 2 973 838 
Poverty Rate (%) 8,17% 31,11% 

Literacy Rate for Population age 15 and over  
(in % of total population) 

91,13% 65,69% 

GDP in constant prices (mln IDR) 34 013 644 21 436 224 
GDP per capita in constant prices (IDR) 7 449 964 7 208 269 

Revenues 

Total (mln IDR) 2 932 910 7 462 040 

Own Source (mln IDR) 1 164 430 623 163 

Share of provincial revenues in revenues total (%) 39,70% 8,35% 

General AllocationGrants 
(DAU) 

Total (IDR) 1 023 230 1 569 780 

Per capita (IDR) 224 117 527 863 
 

Table 2. Basic indicators for both provinces in 201229 
 

Sector 
Kalimantan Barat Papua 

MLN IDR % MLN IDR % 

Agriculture 8 262 355 24,30 6 079 380 28,40 

Trade, Hotel and Restaurant 7 259 836 21,30 4 005 858 18,70 

Manufacturing  5 390 371 15,80 2 853 181 13,30 

Other Service  4 034 222 11,90 2 798 597 13,10 

Transportation and Telecommunication 3 317 433 9,80 2 092 471 9,80 

Construction 3 071 461 9,00 2 031 321 9,50 

Financial Service  1 928 362 5,70 915 164 4,30 

Mining and Quarrying 605 600 1,80 602 303 2,80 

Utilities  144 004 0,40 57 949 0,30 

TOTAL  34 013 644 100 21 436 224 100 

 

Table 3. The composition of GDP in 2012 of Papua and Kalimantan Barat provinces30 

                                                             
27 Papua in easternmost part of Indonesia, two provinces – Papua Barat and Papua – are occupying western half 

of New Guinea island; Papua province is located in central part of mountainous island. Kalimantan Barat occupies 
westernmost part of Borneo. 

28 Michał Sęk, Przestrzenne aspekty..., p. 156. 
29 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database… 
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Ethnic composition of both provinces is presented in Table 4. In Kalimantan Barat, there are 
two major ethnic groups – Dayaks and Malays, that makeup approximately 75% of provinces’ 
population. The remaining ethnic groups are Indonesian Chinese and migrants from other regions 
with the domination of Madurese. In Papua, indigenous people make up also approximately 75% of 
the population, other ethnic groups are migrants from other parts of Indonesia, mostly from Java.31  
 

Ethnic composition of both provinces. Based on 2010 census data 

KALIMANTAN BARAT PAPUA 

Origins of ethnic group Population % Origins of ethnic group Population % 

Dayaks 2 194 009 54,84 Ethnicgroups from Papua 2 121 436 76,31 

Malays 814 550 20,36 Javanese 233 145 8,39 

Chinese 358 451 8,96 
Other ethnic groups from 
Sulawesi 

102 157 3,67 

Madurese 274 869 6,87 Bugis 88 697 3,19 

Bugis 137 239 3,43 Ethnicgroups from Maluku 82 597 2,97 

Sundanese 49 503 1,24 Makassar 41 239 1,48 

Javanese 42 733 1,07 
Other ethnic groups  
(less than 1%) 

110 873 3,99 

Other ethnic groups (less than 
1%) 

129 402 3,23 
Total 2 780 144 100 

Total 4 000 756 100 

 
Table 4. Ethnic composition of both provinces. Based on 2010 census data32 

 
Type of economy, peripheral location, dependence on the political centre, and diverse ethnic 
composition are similar to both Kalimantan Barat and Papua. Both provinces also share the history 
of violent conflicts (Charts no. 3 and 4). A detailed description of the history and specifics of these 
conflicts are elaborated in the following parts of the article. 
 
Kalimantan Barat: de-escalation of conflict 

Relations between Dayaks and Malays were tense during New Order and can be described 
as “frozen conflict.” The most important reason for the tensions is the Malays centuries-old 
domination over the Dayaks that can be traced back to times, when Kalimantan Barat was ruled by 
the Malay sultanates, before constituting Indonesia as a country. Muslim Malays prevailed in 
coastal and urban areas, they were in political and economic control of the region. Dayaks were 
discriminated and marginalized under the rule of Malay sultanates – deprived of any access to 
government33 (as non-Muslim,34 Dayaks chances to be appointed to Islamic sultanates’ 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
30 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database… 
31 Papua for decades faces constant influx of Indonesians from other islands, to the extent that exceeds 

Papuan’s population growth. In result, the share of migrants population in Papua is growing, see: Jim Elmslie, 
The Great Divide…, p. 5. 

32 Akhsan Na’im, Hendry Syaputra, HASIL PENDUDUK, 2010, Badan Pusat Statistik, Jakarta, 2011, p. 221 
33 In highly centralised Indonesia under Suharto, officials on the levels of province and district were appointed 

by the state. Government was choosing only those candidates, who ensured loyalty and subordination. In many Dayak-
dominated regions, appointed officials were merely tolerated by local communities and by no means accepted 
or supported. Such approach guaranteed loyalty to the regime – during New Order separatist movements were active 
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bureaucracy were very low), leaving their access to education limited as well. Dayaks’ relative 
underdevelopment comparing  to other ethnic groups and therefore, their low social status, resulted from 

 

 
 

Chart 3.The number of reported victims and losses of ethnic conflicts in Kalimantan Barat35 
 

 
 

Chart 4. The number of reported victims and losses of ethnic conflicts in Papua36 

                                                                                                                                                                                                          
only in East Timor, Papua and Aceh, see: Tanasaldy, ‘Ethnic Identity Politics’ in Renegotiating…’, p. 128; Tanasaldy, 
Ethnic geography..., p. 23). 

34 Dayaks are Christians or they are following their traditional beliefs. It is core part of their identity, 
converting to Islam means abandoning their ethnic group. Muslim Dayaks were excluded from Dayak community, they 
often declared changing ethnicity to Malay (masuk Melayu) or other ethnic group (Orang Laut, Senganan or Pekaki). 
This rigorous approach is changing, after the fall of New Order some Muslim Dayaks are accepted even as political 
leaders, but this issue is still controversial (Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography…, p. 34). 

35 Presented figures are representing only cases reported in local newspapers or NGO’s and confirmed by the 
research team of National Violence Monitoring System. Real figures are supposedly much higher than confirmed 
casualties; though data presented above may correctly represent trend over time. Database of National Violence 
Monitoring System Indonesia (NVMS), 2017, Jakarta, http://snpk.kemenk opmk.go.id/About/Index?lang 
=en&randdo=c0c4389c-a062-43f5-9782-80a5b636ac72 &userid=10781993 (accessed 5 September 2017). 

36 Database of National Violence... 



Conflict Management in Kalimantan Barat and Papua: Equivocal Effects of Decentralisation                                                                              51 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

specific settlement patterns – traditionally, the Dayaks were living in isolated villages located much 
deeper in Borneo’s interior. That created a vicious circle – uneducated Dayaks were excluded from 
any part of the administration and were treated as second-class citizens (that applied also to 
bureaucracy under the Dutch, Sukarno and Suharto control respectively) which in turn enforced the 
Dayaks’ resentments towards the state. Indeed, the Dayaks were less ‘advanced’ than Malays, but 
this is no justification to their lack of contribution to governance, at least in the regions, where they 
were the majority. Distrusted and marginalized Dayaks were fearing the oppressive regime, and 
they largely remained silent. Marginalisation has also had further side effects – living in isolation 
from each other, Dayaks remained diversified and divided, although equally targeted by 
government’s repression and exclusion. Unable to voice their political stance, Dayaks turned to 
non-political; cultural, social or educational activism. NGO network has been formed under the 
Pancur Kasih (spray of love) banner. These grassroots movements started several years before the 
fall of New Order regime, most of them addressed socially and educationally excluded Dayak 
groups. The range of undertaken activities was broad – from financial and legal assistance (i.e. 
credit unions), through education to cultural empowerment. Their contribution to the development 
of Dayak communities was significant, and Pancur Kasih organisations were well known and 
broadly trusted. Thanks to their activities different Dayak groups had been consolidated and their 
awareness of their own marginalisation had been raised. Sharing that common experience enforced 
their ethnic solidarity and blurred intra-ethnic tensions – when New Order was falling, the Dayaks 
stood relatively united. That appalled the Malays, who were aware of the Dayaks marginalisation 
and thus they were afraid of losing their dominant position, fearing suspected retaliation from the 
latter. However, being in dominant position for decades, they were not able to negotiate in between 
different ethnic branches clear, univocal political stance when the regime fell in 1998.37 

 
Potential election violence 

Suharto’s fall suspended oppressive regime and marked new political opening – many ethnic 
groups started to fight to recompose the existing power relations. In Kalimantan Barat there was 
a high probability of outbreaks of violence between the Dayaks and the Malays, especially during 
elections. Electing the heads of the districts, the governor and nominating the parliamentary 
representatives of the provinces38 could ignite violent conflicts. The rivalry of the candidates could 
cause clashes between their supporters, unsuccessful candidates could attempt to undermine 
elections’ results, claiming that they were fraudulent. Discriminated and thus frustrated Dayaks 
organised mobs39 during the districts’ head elections in 1998 and 1999. In Indonesia gaining 
leverage through mass mobilisation (often paid by organizers of the protests) is a common way 
of achieving political goals.40 Incidents during mass demonstrations can easily evolve into riots 
or bloodshed and then to open conflict. In 1999-2005 period almost every election witnessed 
protests of the supporters of  lost candidates, some of the protests resulted in Dayaks’ acts 

                                                             
37 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 35. 
38 Each province was allocated four regional representatives seats in the Regional Representative Council 

(DPD), second chamber of Indonesian parliament – National Assembly (MPR) , Frederick and Worden, Indonesia:...; 
p. 24. 

39 In this paper, as in Tanasaldy’s book, institutionalised politics is characterised by voting, lobbying, political 
parties, legislatures, courts and elected leaders. Non-institutionalised politics is characterised by mass mobilisation, 
conflict and violence, social movements, revolution and terrorism, Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 288.  

40 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 288.  
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of vandalism or clashes with security forces. Malays resistance had non-violent character and relied 
on using dominant political position. Tensions between Malays and Dayaks were still rising, 
especially during elections in which Dayaks wanted to refrain from a marginalized position.41  

 
Pemekaran as de-escalation factor 

After the fall of the New Order, the process of forming new districts and provinces gained 
momentum. The reason for that was not only the regime change but also concerns about ethnic 
tensions in the regions. The goal was to reduce tensions and to make the elections of districts’ heads 
less controversial. To achieve that, new districts’ borders were following the ethnic lines, so in the 
end, each new district would have a significant majority of the dominant ethnic group. For example, 
from the central district of Pontianak (with dominant Malay population) predominantly Dayak sub-
districts, such as Mandor, Menjalin and Mempawah Hulu had been carved out and reassigned 
to new Landak district. 79% of newly created Landak district were the Dayaks (with 9,7% 
of Malays). After cutting Landak out from Pontianak, the share of the Malays in the latter grew 
even higher. The division of parent districts was driven mainly by reducing tensions between the 
Malays and the Dayaks and from government officials’ point of view, the best way of reducing 
conflicts was giving previously marginalized Dayaks the opportunity to self-govern in new districts. 
This solution also did not affect nor undermine dominant position of the Malays. This policy turned 
out to be effective – since the division, two conflict hot spots where the majority of serious ethnic 
conflicts were taking place, have since been peaceful.  

Another important factor that played a significant role in West Kalimantan’s politics were 
new requirements for political parties, that substantially changed the composition of DPRD. First 
of all, more strict requirements for registering party caused the consolidation of parties. In 1999 
elections 48 parties took part, twice as much as in 2004 elections. The number of parties 
participating in the elections declined mainly due to the fact, that some of them were not able 
to register enough branches in provinces to meet the obligatory criteria. The number of Dayaks’ 
legislators in DPRD did not decline because they were voting for non-Muslim parties, which 
adjusted their strategy to the new situation and took into account ethnic geography in selecting their 
candidates. In result, since 1999 elections number and share of Dayak legislators was constantly 
increasing and resembling the proportions of ethnic composition. Both ethnic groups accepted their 
rights to lead districts where they were dominant and thus nominations of heads of districts 
by DPRDs until 2004 followed that informal power-sharing agreement.42 

Introduction of direct elections of governors and heads of districts in 2004 was tested for the 
first time in 2005 elections. It turned out, that direct elections further defused sources of ethnic 
tensions. Comparing to previous installing of the heads of districts by DPRDs, the results of direct 
elections were less predictable. It was more difficult to influence nomination by mass mobilisation 
and direct involvement of constituencies in the election process resulted in the stronger legitimacy 
of the elected politicians. In the outcome, even if the election result was not satisfactory for the 
Malays or the Dayaks, they were disappointed, but had to accept the voters’ verdict Moreover, 
in districts, which were not dominated by the Malays or the Dayaks, some of the candidates were 
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42 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 259. 
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nominating their deputies from other ethnic groups in order to broaden political support 
in the election.43 
 
Papua: decentralisation as a conflict generator during elections 

Due to the geographical conditions, most of the island’s regions are barely accessible. 
Different Papuan tribes for centuries were living in isolation from each other; thus they are speaking 
different languages and their cultures evolved differently. Papuans are one of most heterogeneous 
ethnic groups in Indonesia; there are approx. 180 ethnolinguistic groups located in Papua.44 
Although diverse, Papuans can be categorized according to the regions of the island – the highland 
and coastal Papuans. Other significant groups are migrants from other parts of Indonesia (mostly 
Javanese). They are settling down mostly in cities (such as Wamena, Jayapura, Merauke or Timika) 
and in some of the coastal rural areas. Thus, Papuans are already a minority in cities and in flat 
coastal areas the percentage of Papuans as a proportion of the population is abruptly declining. 
In vast and remote highlands (and some of the isolated regions along the rivers or in wetlands) 
Papuans are a significant majority. 

Although Papua is rich in natural resources, the situation of Papuans remains terrible. They 
are suffering malnutrition, high morbidity rates, lack of education, a decline of natural habitats 
(along with the development of oil palm plantations) etc. The urban Papuans are forming the 
discriminated, lowest class of urban communities. Any signs of political activity against central 
government are brutally crushed, national security forces are abusing rights of political activists, 
journalists and human rights activists. Soldiers and police enjoy impunity and thus are often violent 
towards Papuans. Tortures, killings and imprisonment are in Papua common repressions, some 
of the local leaders are describing this situation as a ‘slow-motion genocide.’45 However, the main 
focus of this paper is not a description of human rights abuse and Papuans’ resistance against the 
central government, it is important to emphasise, that desperate situation of the Papuans contributes 
to the conflicts inter-ethnic conflicts.  

Papua’s autonomy remained a dead letter and it is perceived as a region, where the control 
of central government is too strict and results in violating human rights. However, when it comes 
to elections, central regulations are not enforced in Papua almost at all. Among many irregularities, 
the noken voting system and pemekaran are causing conflicts between clans that result in violent 
clashes. Both of these are described below. 

 
Pemekaran – fewer people, more money 

In Papua General Allocation Grants (DAU) are the most important revenue of local 
governments (approx. 70%; compare Table 2). The poorer, less developed and more sparsely 
populated are the districts – the higher amount of DAU they receive. The premise of such policy 
is that wealthier districts are funding poorer ones. Thus, the allocation rewards areas with smaller 
populations, the side effect of that is a strong incentive for splitting. Hence, since 2003, the share 
of the national DAU allocated to Papua and Papua Barat has grown from 4,6% to 7,4%, while its 
combined population remains just over 1% of the national total. Further splitting means smaller 

                                                             
43 Tanasaldy, Ethnic geography..., p. 259. 
44 Frederick and Worden, Indonesia: A…, p. xxxii. 
45 Jim Elmslie, ‘West Papuan Demographic…; Human Rights in West Papua 2017’, Wuppertal, Vol. 5, Geneva 

International Coalition for Papua, http://www.humanrightspapua.org/hrreport/2017 (accessed 12 October 2017), p. 120.  
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districts and thus – higher DAU comparing to the population size. Papua province already receives 
more than twice DAU per capita than Kalimantan Barat (compare Table 2). Another incentive for 
splitting becomes the growing number of job posts in districts’ administration. 

 

 

Chart 5. Comparison of districts’ proliferation in selected provinces. After 2009 rise of the number 
of districts was humble, for chart’s clarity data between 2009 and 2014 are not presented46 

 

PROVINCE 1993 2014 
Proliferation 

1993–2014 
Proliferation 

1993–2014 [%] 

Papua 9 30 21 70,0% 

Papua Barat 4 14 10 71,4% 

Kalimantan Barat 8 15 7 46,7% 

INDONESIA 325 545 220 40,4% 

 

Table 5. Comparison of districts’ proliferation in selected provinces47 

 
The outcomes of endless splitting are poor governance, corruption and conflict. In terms 

of the population size, Papuas’ districts are the smallest ones in Indonesia (compare Chart 6) and 
their size still remains very low despite relatively high population growth.48 In small communities 
recruiting competent staff to work in the administrations is very difficult, especially 
in predominantly rural areas. In such regions bringing government closer to people usually means 
construction of new palatial offices for the heads of districts and DPRDs with no improvement 
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of administrations’ services whatsoever. “In 2011, Home Affairs published a performance review 
of 205 new local government units. Papua Barat was the worst-performing province, while seven 
of the ten worst-performing kabupaten were in either Papua or Papua Barat.”49 Districts in Papua 
also reach the highest scores in poverty levels and in governmental corruption rankings with the 
worst situation in the newest ones.50 

In poorly managed districts with a low standard of living, the main source of income are 
jobs posts in local administration which are especially valuable for Papuans whose opportunities 
for taking other job offers are low. Thus, in the course of election campaigns, Papuan candidates 
from different clans are often promising further splits – therefore new districts are formed along 
clan lines. These cases are usually causing tensions and electoral violence between clans. Is also 
worth noting, that new districts are formed also due to the lack of supervision and lax administrative 
controls from the central government.51 

 

 

Chart 6. Population per district in selected provinces52 

 

Noken system and inflated voter rolls 

An additional contribution to electoral violence creates the noken voting system. The best 
description of the noken system can be found in reports from Institute for Policy Analysis 
of Conflict:53 “The noken system is named for the traditional bag woven from bark that highlanders 
use as a carry-all. The term encompasses a diverse range of largely unregulated voting practices, 
all of which apparently share two features: voting by consensus, in which communities 
(or community leaders) come to an agreement before the poll on how everyone will vote and 
an absence of any marking of ballots.” 

                                                             
49 Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, Carving up Papua..., p. 8. 
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52 The World Bank Group, Indonesia Database…. 
53 Institute for Policy Analysis of Conflict, Carving up Papua..., p. 11. 
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The outcome is that elections in Papua are extremely prone to manipulations. The rule ‘one 
person one vote’ is disobeyed, the bags with ballots are often missing (are in the polling stations 
additional bags with ballots are found), sometimes polling station officers are punching ballots from 
the bags ignoring voters’ preferences. The more ballots are to be found in noken bags, the bigger are 
the chances to win. Thus, one of the side effects are inflated voter rolls, especially in isolated and 
mountainous highlands of Papua province. Highlanders are gaining disproportionately high political 
leverage and highland-coastal division of the province is strengthened.54 

During the 2013 governor’s elections, the number of eligible voters in eight districts 
exceeded the number of total population recorded in 2010 census. In further 11 districts, the number 
of voters was almost equal to its’ population.55 This creates a situation, in which a number of voters 
is negotiated between candidates and results of elections are unreliable. This gives the candidates 
who lost the elections yet another argument to question them. The problem is especially severe 
during the elections of district heads. In many Papuan districts (e.g. Puncak, Nduga) in the result 
of electoral violence in 2011–2013 dozens of members of rivalling for the bupati position clans 
were dead. In the effort of reconciliation, the wounded and families of the dead are paid 
compensations from districts’ budgets. These expenses often reinforce conflicts and are 
a significant burden on the budget. The final agreement included determining the size of districts’ 
population (in order to stop inflating the numbers of voters), but that had been rejected by the 
Ministry of Interior arguing, that population statistics are not a negotiable commodity, but 
established fact and Papuans had no authority to reject the ministry data. 

As the author of IPAC report is pointing out, “serious problems of conflict and corruption 
have also arisen in many of the new districts that are not helpful to either development or peace. 
When Nduga, one of the poorest kabupaten in Indonesia, spends Rp.18 billion (approx. $1,8 
million) of its annual budget on blood payments for deaths in election-linked clan conflicts, 
something is seriously wrong.”56 
 
Conclusions  

Kalimantan Barat and Papua share many similarities – peripheral position and geographical 
isolation, diversity of the population, local economy based on the exploitation of natural resources. 
Despite similarities, the decentralisation in both provinces has had contrary effects. In Kalimantan 
Barat centripetal solutions reduced tensions between the Malays and the Dayaks and in some case 
seven resulted in informal power-sharing between these ethnic groups. In Papua on the contrary – 
the effects of decentralisation (and acquiescence of noken voting system) are triggering conflicts 
between Papuan clans and creating a vicious circle of poor governance, corruption and a waste 
of public funds.  

Hence, it is important to identify reasons for such different developments. In Kalimantan 
Barat, the main reason for the tensions between Malays and Dayaks was the marginalisation of the 
latter ones. Implemented reforms caused that in few years, their position and possibilities in self-
governing were significantly strengthened. This process was peaceful, Malays accepted the decline 
of their power in some regions of the province and there was no retaliation from the Dayaks. 
Dayaks’ participation in power was possible also because of educational grassroots work of the 
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NGO’s. By no means, Dayaks were able to form professionally trained personnel, but comparing to 
the level of education in Papua, there is a significant difference. Marginalized Papuans, are 
dominated by migrants by all possible means. They play a menial role in the local economy and are 
under constant economic and political pressure from the migrants. In such situation, their chances 
and possibilities for personal development and improving competencies remain very low and thus 
Papuan live in deprivation. When introduced to self-governing thanks to decentralisation reforms, 
they failed. Instead of implementing policies that could result in increasing the level of education 
and reduce poverty, Papuans started an aggressive rivalry over the only accessible resources – DAU 
and job positions.  

Paradoxically, although Papuans are facing constant oppression, the recognition of noken 
system as a customary law resulted in chaos and blurring electoral rules. This factor, along with the 
acquiescence for forming new districts regardless of the precisely described strict regulations, 
resulted in a situation in which no rules are respected. In Papua what matters most is political power 
and lobbying – elections frauds and voter rolls manipulation are necessary tools to achieve political 
goals.  

In Kalimantan Barat both diverse ethnic groups – the Malays and especially the 
marginalized Dayaks – were able to establish formal and informal networks of communication and 
cooperation within their ethnic groups. Customary councils, religious communities, NGO’s – all 
of these are widely recognized respected and trusted thanks to long-term grass-roots work. In result, 
during the chaotic transition from authoritarian to more democratic regime, there was 
communication within both ethnic groups and arrangements of the elites were obeyed. That enabled 
the communication and dialogue between the elites of both ethnic groups. When decentralisation 
was implemented, both ethnic groups were able to negotiate formal and informal arrangements 
through their elites. In Papua, decentralisation strengthened rivalry between clans in order to take 
the dominant position that allows them to benefit from DAU. 

The case of Kalimantan Barat proves, that decentralisation might be effective in reducing 
inter-ethnic conflicts. Comparing that with the situation in Papua is particularly valuable because 
it draws attention to possible flaws during the implementation of such arrangement. The conditions 
that increase the chances of successful implementation of decentralisation are transparency and 
respecting the rule of law, reduction of oppressive control and human rights violation, participation 
in the power, trust between stakeholders (or trusted platforms or organisations that are able 
to mediate between stakeholders) and good governance. Transparent generally accepted and obeyed 
rules and principles are the necessary conditions to make decentralisation work. Enforcement of the 
law is justified only if it is equal for all parties and recognized by the public. Living in oppressive 
regime results in low level of life, lack of education, distrust to authorities and any other parties. 
In result, it undermines cooperation and abilities for good governance. Raising awareness and 
human capital is essential to assure rudimentary skills of personnel of newly created entities. 
In regions with low level of life and low chances of improving one’s life, decentralisation and direct 
elections can cause rivalry of different segments in order to take the dominant position that allows 
them to benefit public administration. 

Such conclusions imply, that reducing conflicts between clans in Papua requires taking 
action by the government. First of all, the central government should respect human rights in Papua. 
Without that restoration of trust to the state and central administration, is impossible. Secondly, the 
central government should withdraw noken voting system and secure fair and transparent conditions 
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during elections. Thirdly, pemekaran in Papua should be stopped if not reversed. The size 
of kabupatens in Papua already impedes socio-economic development. Fourthly, the creation 
of trusted independent entities (or support for already existing ones, like Humans Right Watch), that 
would be able to mediate between rivalling clans. Such entities could be public institutions (for 
example Ombudsman), public forums or NGO’s. Fifthly, the central government should support 
local administration not only by DAU grants but also with economic consulting (that can be 
implemented by governmental institutions such as BAPPENAS57 or external consultants). Such 
consulting should also include cooperation with local administration and training of their staff. 
Sixthly, the government should implement incentives for cooperation between kabupatens and 
between kabupatens and consulting bodies. One of the possible solutions is making DAU 
dependent on cooperation with such consulting bodies and allocate a proportion of DAU funds 
on development projects that should be implemented by many kabupatens together (like school 
or hospital network, or infrastructural projects). 

All of these recommendations would strengthen the level of trust between different 
stakeholders and enforce cooperation between them in order to deliver better public services and 
development. That could be a strong incentive in reducing conflicts between Papuan clans. 
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