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If people say that we now have freedom of press in Indonesia, I would have to agree.  However, 

during the Suharto dictatorship, journalists were restricted from publishing newspapers or 

magazines by tighly controled licensing requirements enforced with strong-arm tactics.  

Today we have 49 national newspapers and literally hundreds local papers.  We have 11 national 

TV channels and almost two hundreds local TV channels.   Additionally, Facebook is alive and well 

in Indonesia with more than 42 million users  who can all write whatever they want on the “wall” 

of Facebook.  Indeed, social media outlets are next to impossible to control and we see more and 

more examples of large-scale social action campaigns originated and monitered through the 

application of widely popular social media, affording anyone with connectivity freedom of speech, if 

not freedom of press. 

So we have freedom of press in the post-Suharto era, and there is no more media censorship, 

officially. 

In reality, in 2012, 14 years after Suharto’s military regime collapsed, according to Alliance 

Journalist Independence research, there were 56 cases of violence against journalists. The 

perpetrators were many with a range of motives and from various backgrounds, including police 

officers, angry flash-mobs, Indonesian military actions, state officials with secret directives, and of 

course the “normal” bad guys who are hired by private business owners to intimidate journalists 

whose honest reporting might affect their bottom line.   
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Regardless of the source, the affect is the same, namely, violent oppression of Indonesian 

journalists.   Today the Indonesian military, especially the army, is trying to take back their power 

and influence by re-establishing their strong-arm role, of course all in the name of national 

security. 

In 2012, the parliament approved the Handling of Social Conflict Bill. The law is the regulating 

mechanism for Indonesian military to participate in the handling of communitiy conflicts in 

Indonesia. It gives authority to local and national Indonesian government entities to restrict access 

into conflict zones without granting exceptions for journalists or human rights activities. 

The Bill of State Intelligence was codified into law in 2011. It opened the door for the military to 

take intelligence activity action on any issues relating to threats to the state’s security.  “Threats” 

needless to say, are defined by the state.  This in effect means that Indonesian journalists can be 

jailed for up to 10 years if they publish reports about corruption of the government, or if they 

report on any classified information on the State’s intelligence information, or if the state simply 

perceives them or their reporting as a “threat” to the state.   

This type of codified law underscores that the  military still has strong power in the government 

and can continue to oppress the media with impunity, not that different than it was under the 

dictatorship of the Suharto regime.   In Aceh, where I worked for 6 years following the historic 

Helsinki Peace Accord between the Indonesian government and the Free Aceh Movement, the 

military is very strong. They controlled all local print media throughout the 30-year separatist GAM 

(Free Aceh Movement) in Aceh Province, and continues the practice today, nearly 8 years after the 

Peace Accord was signed. 

Unfortunately, Aceh is not the only province where local media is restricted and oppressed.  In 

many provinces outside Java, the power center of Indonesia, local media cannot publish news or 

investigative reporting on illegal logging or illegal mining, for example.  This is because the 

government, the military, the police, politicians, or private companies with lots of financial and 

political resources are involved in the case.  Likely any negative reporting, certainly information 
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that if made public would reduce power or profits, will be labeled a “threat” and oppressed 

accordingly. 

Recently the Indonesian government proposed that the parliament legalize the Defamation Act Bill. 

If passed, it will allow the state to imprison anyone who insults, defames or otherwise makes 

public statements that cause the Indonesian president or vice president to feel uncomfortable.  

Monarchies, countries run by a family lineage of Kings and Queens, normally employ such laws 

harshly to save face of the royal family at all costs.  In Indonesia, this was the practice of the 

Suharto dictatorship, without the support of codified law.  The Defamation Act Bill was introduced 

in the Indonesian Parliament initially in 1997, but it was never legalized by the Constitution Court.  

Now the government is again proposing to codify into law this clear oppression of free speech.  

Freedom of press after Suharto is also under threat by media conglomerates.  Businessmen with 

an abundance of political and financial resources become affiliated with political parties who use 

their media outlets for their campaign.  This not only contributes to the limiting of free speech and 

a dampening of our freedom of press, but it also opens the door for corruption and graft. 

Indonesian government officials have demonstrated their inability to turn away from large offers of 

“donations” to their war-chests for favors that most surely make the business donor more money 

in future. 

Freedom of press in Indonesia, during any era, is not automatic, nor is it ever “Free”.  Journalists 

and activities across the country, and indeed across the planet, have fought, have pained, and 

indeed have died protecting and exercising this freedom. 
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