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Why Jakartass?  

When I started my blog on 21st March 2004, I had little idea of where it was 
heading.  
 

I wrote then:  Diaries are strange. Personal yet public. Did Pepys write his 
because he was forgetful or because he knew that he was living in interesting 
times? Is it a quest for immortality or a search for identity? And why am I 
asking these questions?  
 

In the sense that I thought it would be an interesting way to keep in touch with 
family and friends 'back home', Jakartass is about my place in the world, an 
environment which I strive to understand. 
 

I’m a Londoner now living in another city, a much more chaotic one. I’ve been 
here for over 26 years and live at street level with my Indonesian family. I’m 
the sole westerner in my neighbourhood. I use public transport as much as is 
convenient, and do not frequent malls or the latest ‘in’ restaurant. Yet rarely a 
day goes by without my curiosity, my unknowing, being piqued.  
 

For those of us who can be bothered to be interested, we are living in 
interesting times. 
 

There were no 'social networks' in 2004, or Google come to think of it, and 
hand phones were a rare sight. My internet connection was via a landline 
modem which gave me, if I was lucky, a download speed of 2kbs per second. 
In 2011 I upgraded to a dongle and sometimes got a massive 10kbs per 
second. Now, in 2014, I’m connected to Fastnet’s fibre-optic broadband. 
 

There were few blogs in 2004 and it took a month to attract the 173 votes 
necessary to become Indonesian Blogger of the Year. In 2011, the number of 
page views per month was about 4,000, yet Jakartass.net was (only) ranked 
at 100 in the Indonesian Matters blog rankings. Now the blogosphere has 
shrunk due to the rise in social media and the use of smart phones for short 
messages.  I now use Jakartass.net for rare feasts and post ‘snacks’ on FB.  
 

What is most encouraging in 2014 is that Indonesians are finally emerging 
from their history of colonialism, not only that of foreign invaders, but that of 
the domestic despot Suharto. That Joko Widodo gained the support of eight 
million more electors than Prabowo Subianto. the unrepentant Suharto clone, 
in the direct presidential election held on July 9th says much about the growth 
in literacy since the dawn of reformasi  in 1998: it’s beyond the basic ability to 
read signs and government edicts.  
 

Literacy leads to self determination, and provides evidence of a democratic 
society. That Jokowi is a self-made man and prefers the company of market 
traders serving the daily needs of the rakyat rather than the self-serving 
market traders in the Bursa Efek (Stock Exchange) is one reason that I 
applaud his election. 
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Much of my inspiration comes from what I read, and a full life’s experiences. 
To quote Joan Didion, I write entirely to find out what I'm thinking, what I'm 
looking at, what I see and what it means. What I want and what I fear. 
 

This anthology of my public thoughts is, I hope, the first of a few. I have 
initially chosen posts on Jakarta Life because that is the essence of Jakartass.   
 

One selection here, Indonesian Highway Code, was written before I started 
blogging, and I included it in my rewrite of Culture Shock! Jakarta (pub. 
Marshall Cavendish). And that commission was the result of much of what is 
contained herein. 
 

I hope to produce more anthologies of my obsessions, perhaps about the 
Environment, or Culture.  
 

Meanwhile, you can read about my Travels in Indonesia here:   
http://travelsofjakartass.wordpress.com/indonesia/  

………………………………………………………………………..... 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note:  
The dates in parentheses are when I 
originally posted my musings, or they were 
published elsewhere. 
 

If you read the original posts, you may find 
that the links to my sources and quotes are 
still ‘live’.  

 
When you take stuff from one writer, it's plagiarism. 

 But when you take it from many writers, it's research. 
         William Mizner 
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May 1998 In Jakarta - A Letter to Son No.1 
 

 
Preamble 

May 1998 saw the end of Suharto's New Order. Real political opposition had 
surfaced, much of it centred around Megawati Sukarnoputri, the eldest 
daughter of the first president Sukarno. 

Suharto had engineered her removal as the popularly elected leader of PDI, 
one of the three 'authorised' political groupings.  

On July 27th 1996 there was a raid on her party HQ in central Jakarta. The 
heavy handedness, orchestrated from on high, resulted in deaths and 
disappearances which have still (April 2011) to be accounted for.   

'Er Indoors was trapped in a taxi at the front of the traffic jam during those 
events. 

The raid led to demonstrations and rioting around Jakarta during which 
buildings and vehicles were burnt and further clashes occurred between the 
demonstrators and the security forces. 

The onset of the Asian Economic Crisis, known as krismon in Indonesia, with 
punitive remedies recommended by the IMF, had further exacerbated the 
sense of unease and life under Suharto had become very precarious.  

Many expats left the country as they saw their earnings drastically reduced. 
Those of us with Indonesian families and rupiah incomes shrugged 
fatalistically and carried on with our lives. 

As elsewhere and at other times, students were at the forefront of the 
protests. The military and police, who were then under the same overall 
command, caused the 'disappearances' of several student activists. There is 
evidence that a rogue unit of Kopassus, army special forces, led by a son-in-
law of Suharto, General Prabowo Subianto, was responsible. 

Such was the paranoia at that time that 'Er Indoors would whisper the latest 
gossip about Suharto and his family even when our doors were shut, the TV 
was on and I was playing an album loudly. 
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As the events unfolded in May, live on TV, radio and in phone calls, I had just 
started handwriting a letter to Son No.1, then pursuing his university studies in 
New Orleans. 

My letter turned from a parental missive into a commentary on what we were 
living through here in Jakartass Towers. My account would have made a 
great series of blogging posts - it's not that often that anyone, apart from 
journalists, can say that for a short while "I was there - or thereabouts". 

There were no blogs, mp3s, social networks or apps in ‘98. I had a computer 
but no internet access; all I had was a pad of airmail paper. The account that 
follows took up ten sheets 

            .………………………………………………………….……………… 

There are several eyewitness accounts of those times, some in reports, 
others in autobiographies, and once the internet gained acceptance, later 
online.  

It is only proper that those of us who have a longer term perspective should 
contribute to the 'oral history' of the downfall of a dictatorship.  

I typed out my letter, suitably edited, and posted it in Jakartass as the May 
1998 archive, with many hyperlinks added to give further background. 

Since sending this missive, I have reviewed what I wrote in the heat of those 
days and added comments. These are italicised.  

TC. May 2011 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

May 4 th 1998 
 

By the time you read this, I may well have an email address. My father writes 
to say that he is "glad to hear that the rupiah has strengthened" ~ it's now 
'only' £1 = Rp.14,200* rather than the Rp.18,500 of last year. He's also 
pleased that Charlton, having just missed automatic promotion with 88 points 
are in the playoffs.  (*c.Rp.20,000 in August 2014.) 
 

My salary has been increased and with c.45 hours overtime this month I 
should clear c.Rp.7 million (£400 in 'real' money) 
 

NB. I was supposed to part-support Son No.1 financially in his university 
studies. As the Asian economic crisis began to bite the previous year I 
transferred £500 to his account. £1 was then valued at c.Rp.5,000, having 
risen from c.Rp.3,500. I had promised to send more when the currency 
eventually stabilised. It has now, sixteen years later - it's c.Rp.20,000. 
 

From the little I hear about super-statesman Tony Blair, I'm beginning to think 
that John Major is/was the better man.  
 

The current cabinet is probably much more capable ~ I was acquainted with 
several of them when they worked in the voluntary sector.  
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Given the propensity for youthful radicalism to transmogrify into "I'm alright, 
Jack" - Jack Straw was president of the National Union of Students when I 
was struggling through teacher training college - as is being witnessed in 
Blair's Britain, it's clear that whoever you vote for, the government gets in. 
 

I do hope that you will be of some 'service' somewhere for part of your 
working life. I'm not sure what that really means, but your mother and I have 
never worked for the love of money. Sufficient unto one's needs and 
tomorrow generally takes care of itself. Health before wealth: I still say that 
even though there's no pension plan in this house. 
 

Three days later - Thursday May 7th  
And not likely to be for a while either! Today's papers report a plunge in the 
rupiah due to social unrest: the students are revolting ~ aren't you all? The 
government raised fuel, electricity and transport costs by approx. 70% this 
week.  
 
Electricity was already expensive, but in removing massive subsidies on fuel 
the economy should readjust, albeit only after short-term inflation has hit 
everybody, especially the poor. 
 

At least anger is now directed at the élite regime rather than ethnic 
minorities*. We now 'look forward' to housewives joining the students who are 
finally braving the security forces and taking to the streets, off campus. 
 

My main concern, as always is my personal well-being. I've had the trots 
since starting this letter but have just managed a bowl of banana porridge so 
things could be on the mend. My cure is cornflour (tepung jagung) which, after 
all, is used as a thickener in sauces and custard. I've been suffering, too, as 
I've been clocking up overtime ~ this week 16 hours, last week 18.  
 

Still, a major boost to my rupiah funds.  Whoopee! 
 

May 12th   
It's now five days later with a wine hangover courtesy of an Australian 
millionaire. His access to power brokers means that his conspiracy theories 
are even weirder than mine. 
 

Like, will Suharto have a strategic heart attack while he's in Cairo? He does 
look like the Sphinx, although he acts like a sphincter. 
 

Argentina is thought to be his favoured bolthole. 
 

There are strange tales circulating of a trust fund ($30 billion some say!) in 
Switzerland left from the Sukarno days. If true, this would be some small 
compensation for the massive rip-offs perpetrated by the Suharto clan. 
Trustees are supposed to include Amien Rais and Megawati Sukarnoputri, 
who'll be launching a People's Front on May 20th. 
 

All this speculation leads to blindness. Watch this place. 
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*NB. I wonder why I made that comment about ethnic minorities. I presume I 
meant the ethnic Chinese although I cannot recall any incidents that early in 
the 'revolution'. 
 

Thursday May 14th 9am 
By the time you get this, you'll know whether Suharto and his cronies have 
gone or whether they've shot a few more students. A mass people march is 
planned for the 20th and all the signs are that this revolution is now 
unstoppable. 
 

Suharto has spoken from Cairo: "If I'm no longer trusted (to lead the country), 
I will become pandito (sage) and endeavour to get closer to God. I will spend 
my time to guide my children so they become good people ... I will do tut wuri 
handayani (guide from behind)." 
 

Is this enough? 
 

I was in the middle of writing the last bit when I was rung by the office ~ we're 
shut for today at least. The British Embassy's advice is to take it day by day. 
And the news (almost) live on TV is that north and west Jakarta is burning. 
Are they attacking the Chinese? Fools if they are! 
 

NB. They were. 
 

Slightly later: they've attacked Goro, a cash 'n' carry wholesaler owned by 
Tommy Suharto, and just down the road from my office. 
 

NB. Goro was a monopoly established to take over from the state-owned 
Bulog charged with keeping sufficient stocks of basic foodstuffs, esp. rice. The 
land fraud in this particular case lead to Tommy being sent to prison for  
ordering the murder of the judge who had sentenced him to imprisonment. 
 

Grapevine gossip: flags are flying at half mast because of the dead students 
and also as a witness, I feel, to the imminent death of a régime. Phones are 
busy, people are busy filling up their bak mandis (bathroom water tanks) in 
case the electricity is cut off. There's little hard news on the TV or radio ~ I 
wish I was already hooked up to the internet. 
 

I wish, too, I had the guts, or anonymity, to check out the local main/toll road 
along which Suharto will have to travel from Halim airport if he doesn't use a 
helicopter - he did - to the Presidential Palace. He's due back from Cairo and 
students and 'the people' are rumoured to be lining the route ready for a boo-
hiss scenario - or worse. Whenever, I think they'll be storming the palace 
gates soon. 
 

And everything seems calm in our street. Boys are playing badminton, very 
few cars, motorbikes or bajajs ~ it's a bit like a Sunday. And the meals-on-
wheels - fried rice, bakso (meatballs) and Walls Ice Cream - continue to ply 
their trade as they pass by. 
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Except they ring from Medan, (the hometown of 'Er Indoors) worried about us 
and could they have some more money to continue building the house we 
have up there.  
 

And Our Kid's feeling poorly. (He was then just a year and a half.) 
 

5pm 
TV scenes of the army joining the people. But we can't get out of our area. 
Smoke rises ~ a white BMW on the toll road we hear and furniture stores in Jl. 
Otista the other side of the River Ciliwung, the BCA bank and a Fuji Image 
Plaza at the other end of our block. A siege mentality has set in. Thank god 
we have a good pembantu (maid) and a nanny for Our Kid ~ more mouths to 
feed but more help with the feeding. 
 

Channel surfing to avoid repeats of the army velvet glove apologists and 
endless Chinese kung fu movies.  
 

And so to bed.  
 

Very late. 
 

Friday May 15th  
Suharto has been misinterpreted. Of course he'll step down.  
 

Constitutionally. 
 

In 2003. 
 

The People's Forum has announced itself - familiar names, but where is Emil 
Salim's? Oh, and one of the sons-in-law is there. 
 

The airport road must have re-opened because there are no beds left at the 
airport hotels and no seats available on the flights out.  
 

I do have an exit visa, but no credit cards which means a dependence on 
cash, which is something we haven't stocked up on! 
 

And just because you're paranoid, it doesn't mean that they're not out to get 
you.  
 

At the insistence of 'Er Indoors and my own who-the-fuck-knows feeling I've 
put the ladder in the backyard so there's an escape route into the backyard of 
the house behind.  
 

This is occupied by a Japanese guy with his Indonesian family. He has a 
ladder ready to escape into our backyard. 
 

And our local handyman comes by offering to sell our broken TV for 
Rp.150,000 (today worth £7.50). We'll split it 50/50. 
 

Today is a definite lull - the calm after ~ or before ~ the storm. Lightning 
flashes across the sky, distant rumbles of thunder compete with the evening 
mosques. 
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An announcement is due tonight from the DPR, the legislature under his 
thumb and reportedly meeting him today. 
 

Fuel prices have been cut, but only by 20% having risen last week by 70%. 
 

Some announcement !! 
 

And very few petrol stations are open in Jakarta. 
 

Saturday May 16th  
 

Reports of hundreds dead, most trapped in the malls and supermarkets they 
were looting. 
 

Americans, as usual the first, have initiated evacuation procedures. 
 

Our Kid's in a good mood. 
 

Just as the storm hit, we could see black smoke rising, not quite camouflaged 
by the clouds. 
 

We made it to Bank Universal's HQ ATM, one of only two in service in town. 
The bank itself was shut but there was a long but patient queue as the 
machine was refilled. 
 

So we've got enough cash for the duration. Have we? 
 

A fleet of buses was parked outside the packed Malaysian Embassy but I only 
noted three cars in the Russian Embassy compound down the road. 
 

Some shops are open, a few, belying the TV news of the city returning to 
'normal'. 
 

We hear tell of officials at the airport charging Rp.5 million instead of the 
official Rp.1 million for the exit tax (fiskal). There are also reports of cars being 
sold to pay the extortionists. I've got cash so it's a pity I don't drive. 
 

I've put a couple of beers in the fridge for tonight's FA Cup Final. 
 

A ring round.  
 

Two colleagues are heading off to Bali ~ and later for 'home'? 
Another is heading off with his Indonesian wife for the happy hour at Hard 
Rock Café. 
 

Most of us are settling in for a week's siege. 
 

News from the UK is that Charlton, having beaten Ipswich twice, are in the 
play off final - at Wembley no less - next week. How many games unbeaten is 
that? Live, or highlights, next week?  
 

Nice to have something else to anticipate. 
 

NB. Charlton 4–4 Sunderland after extra time, and we won 7–6 in a 
penalty shootout.  "The greatest ever game at Wembley" 
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Half time: Arsenal 1 - Newcastle 0.  
 

Great tackle by Shearer on Adams. Ring a friend as he tunes into BBC World 
Service and gets a message: Get out now or don't go. I can't get out, not with 
rupiah.  
 

Sunday May 17 th 
A big calm sunny day. Quieter than the quietest bank holiday. Phones ring. 
Big fat millionaire made it back to Australia. Did niece make it back to Medan? 
(She did, but with no thanks to him.) Many acquaintances are heading for the 
hills. Is anywhere safe? 
 

Charlie taught a regular private class this morning. He saw razed Chinese 
electrical and electronics stores. The housing complex has a barbed wire 
reinforced barricade. Those under siege are petrified. 
 

Gossip talks of a massive airlift - board now, pay later, but where can we go 
with rupiah? Am somewhat concerned that no family member has rung from 
the UK. Sister Sue works for British Airways, so she should know that they're 
charging dollars upfront for seats. 
 

Monday May 18th 
Prepare to go to the office, but get phone call to say it is shut all week. I go 
anyway because my bank is next door-ish. I take Our Kid for 'protection'. The 
front of our building has a banner saying Pribumi Milik (Owned by Indigenous 
Indonesian.) I don't let on that the owner is ethnic Chinese from Kalimantan. 
 

In the bank, full of colleagues on a similar quest, I'm near the back of the 
queue. I ask the cashier if they've got Rp.5 million. We check the needs of 
those behind. Thankfully, the bank has - just, so I take it 'in case'. 
 

At home there's a message from Son No.1 on the ansafone. He's worried 
about us, but I can't contact him as he's set off on a valedictory tour of the US 
having finished his studies there. Will he visit mutual friends who, I strongly 
suspect have cancelled their plans to visit us here? We expected a call from 
them last Wednesday, but didn't get one. 
 

One very corrupt Cabinet minister - Abdul Lateif - has quit. As Minister of 
Tourism his potential income must have been drastically reduced. (Ha, still 
got a sense of heavy sarcasm ~ another shitty day in paradise.) 
 

'Er Indoors says that a TV station reports that the army want to arrest Amien 
Rais (the de facto leader of the People's Forum). Do that and there's no way 
the people will allow it. He's really pushing and has scared off a few of his 
fellow forty People's Forum ~ like Suharto's son-in-law*, who says he still 
seeks reform.  
 

The Jakarta Post has consistently, but wisely argued the case for reform. The 
students are taking to the streets and to the legislative bodies, both national 
and regional. 
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The pressure on Suharto is immense. Will he conveniently die of a heart 
attack brought on by the stress? Or will he seek a wise, compromising but still 
publicly acceptable 'abdication' and peaceful succession?  
 

It will be good for the latter if he opts for the latter. And good too if Indonesia 
wins the Thomas and Uber Cups in men's and women's badminton. How can 
those players concentrate so far from home - in Hong Kong? But they're still 
in there winning. 
 

(The men beat Malaysia 3 - 2 in the final and the women lost 4 - 1 to 
China in their final.) 

 

Evening.  
Two female colleagues (who live a couple of streets away) ring to say they're 
heading to Lombok. Good luck, have a nice holiday, but I didn't tell them that 
I've heard that all flights to Bali have been cancelled. (But why??) 
 

Some cause for optimism: journalists filming Harmoko, leader of the 
legislative yes-men, broke into spontaneous applause, no doubt breaking 
professional bounds of impartiality, when he announced that all factions, inc. 
the army, are asking Suharto to resign. 
 

Phone call from Son No.1: a distinct parochial bias in the US press - "Baton 
Rouge couple evacuated." 
 

Tuesday May 19th 
Live, in front of ulemas (Muslim religious leaders), Suharto says it's premature 
for him to 'abdicate'. Give me 20 months, i.e. to the false dawn of the 
millennium, to carry out reforms, even electoral ones. Will the people let him? 
Live comments from the ulemas weren't unanimous ~ one was 'censored' - 
i.e. the sound was cut off ! 
 

It's the waiting within a siege which is wearing. You can get excited, panicky 
and irrational as you watch smoke plumes, all black, and listen to gunshots 
which may not be because they don't sound like they do on TV in crime and 
cop stories, and you weren't really watching those reports from Beirut, Bosnia 
or wherever. But the silence may be worse. 
 

Phone call: Charlie, my 60 year old ex-Jesuit priest friend with a very witty line 
in risqué jokes, is off to Bali - by executive class bus because it's comfortable 
and he likes the scenery. Our numbers decrease and our sense of isolation 
increases exponentially. An emotional balance is difficult to sustain. 
 

Time for a SuperMie (instant noodles) lunch. 
 

Repeated showings before the news finally - believably? -sinks in. He's going. 
Elections will be held for the M.P.R. which will elect a new president and vice-
president. He will not be a candidate. He's in favour of a constitutional 
succession, supervised by a Reformation Ctte. composed of various public 
figures - including ulemas, no doubt, and university rectors. So ... how long 
will it take?  
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Much conjecture and TVRI (the state run TV station) shows ulemas saying 
"Don't take anything for granted" and "terus, terus" which rhymes with Bruce 
and translates roughly, as "keep on keeping on" 
 

Common sense will out? The students are still camped out at the MPR 
building and tomorrow is the 20th ~ scheduled for a People's March to the 
Presidential Palace ~ and the 90th anniversary of National Re-awakening.  
 

Symbolic or what? Of what, we wait for tomorrow. Will the people believe it 
when he talks of being against corruption  and 
monopolies? He's old, he can afford to give up a quest - if that's what it was - 
for temporal wealth. But can he give up his children? 
 

And are they, the children, really in the UK as reported on the net and 
supposedly confirmed by British Airways? An interesting question for we Brits: 
what would you have done if you had found that they were on the same flight 
as fellow evacuees?  
 

Boo'd and hissed? Invited them to jump out the nearest emergency exit? Or 
asked them to get the drinks in? 
 

Wednesday 20th May  
Up early-ish, have regular cold mandi (bath) just so I'm ready for .... whatever. 
Amien Rais cancels the People's March for fear of more bloodshed. The area 
around the palace is seemingly impenetrable with masses of barbed wire 
barricades to stop the masses 
 

The Jakarta Post takes a very sceptical view of Suharto's 'live' announcement 
yesterday and reports that embassies are recommending evacuation, then 
has article with quotes from those of us with family commitments who can't 
leave. But two friends with Indonesian wives are ...  here? 
 

P, who'd been interviewed by phone by BBC Radio, and L have possibly 
headed for Bali. (One time I rang them, L was trapped one street away from 
their home in Bintaro.)  
 

J & I, with 3 pre-school children, will probably head off to the Moluccas or 
Manador on Friday.  
 

P & L are on an extended break from the Korean International School so both 
have time ~ and dollars! If my office stays shut for another week, I think we 
may head for Bali. Why not? 
 

Turns out that P & L have gone to Kuala Lumpur. Due to a warning from the 
embassy? And why not tell us?  
 

I check with embassy - ensure I'm still registered with them and basically 
confirm that sitting here doing nothing is best.  
 

Unsure even about what music to play or which book to read; nothing will fit a 
mood which is impossible to define. Those of us still here say the same. 
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Later, a later phone call from a colleague due to leave anyway who's staying 
with in-laws in Sukabumi (about two hours away). He's flapping because he 
wants to know if the office will still be able to process his exit permits - and 
year-end bonus inc. flight. (They did.) 
 

I watched the Clint Eastwood/Charlie Sheen epic The Rookie. Lots of lovely 
blood although the gunshots don't sound like those I’ve heard here in Jakarta.  
 

Thursday 21st May 
 

 
Suharto resigns, Habibie ascends. 

 

All constitutional - but acceptable? Wiranto, the army chief, says the army will 
protect Suharto and his family.  
 

Boo, hiss ~ but what else? 
 

Suharto leaves the palace - with Tutut his 'public' daughter and lately Minister 
for Social Welfare (hers?) - in a civilian registered stretch Mercedes. Habibie 
leaves in the presidential version. On another channel, there’s a documentary 
on the 60's – demonstrations, peace and love - and great music. 
 

Who will be on the Komite Reformasi, now presumably chaired or engineered 
by Habibie? A consensus arises, documented live-ish on TV, that the 
succession was not done constitutionally ~ why at the palace and not in front 
of the supposedly elected legislature? An anchorperson signs off ~ selamat 
reformasi (long live reformation). 
 

Following The Rock Revolution, which closed with John and Yoko singing 
Give Peace A Chance, we got another documentary entitled The Art of 
Illusion. 
 

Hollywood's take (and give?) on reality. 
 

News surfaces: the students still at the parliamentary buildings are digging in, 
people are supporting them with food, messages and neighbourhood 
discussions.  
 

Whatever new corruption-, cronyism- and nepotism-free cabinet is formed by 
Habibie will not be legitimate if Habibie's there. Another sleight-of-mind by the 
master? 
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If so, we hear at 5.30pm. that it's not happening - 14 cabinet ministers have 
tendered their resignations. We haven't heard the names of Bob Hasan 
(Suharto's golfing buddy) or Tutut. 
 

News in English, 6.30 TVRI  
General acceptance of the situation; the students have won the first round. 
Let's not forget Suharto's achievements over 32 years, great statesman is 
international viewpoint ~ and one must concur. The death of his wife, 
Madame Tien (per cent), must have destroyed much of his drive. The children 
became more arrogant and must, eventually, be brought to account, 
preferably fiscally but judicially if just cause can be found. 
 

Or the country can conciliate, openly, and forge a new openness and respect 
for - and from - the community at large. We all await to see who's in the new 
cabinet, but this could be the end of our siege mentality. This country has 
lanced a boil. 
 

Friday 22nd May - A Closing of Sorts 
'Er Indoors brings word from the market: Harto terun, harga terun. (Harto falls, 
prices fall.) 
 

Kabinet Reformasi contains lots of professors and a few familiar faces. 
General Wiranto remains Minister of Defence, Ali Alatas is Foreign Secretary, 
overall co-ordination of security is in the hands of Feisal Tanjung. 
 

For finance, there is internationally respected (presumably by the IMF) 
Ginanjar Sukismata.  
 

Apart from Habibie himself, who, when he became vice president, appointed 
his son to head up the Bandung-based aerospace company (IPTN) he’d set 
up - I can't at the moment finger any Suharto cronies. But then what do I 
know? Only 16 out of the 36 faces are new. Still, I'm optimistic about Habibie. 
 

There's an air of professionalism coming from the Cabinet members, maybe 
because they're now allowed their own voices. Bank Indonesia is now 
independent which means that they, rather than any form of government, can 
reform the banking sector. Given the revised management structure, B.I. is no 
longer Suharto's private piggy bank. 
 

There is dissension in pro-democracy circles: to accept this or not. Those who 
wish to accept the situation are still putting a time limit on the expected 
elections. My view is the same; give Habibie a chance, but watch very closely 
for any variation from the people's aspirations - which are very clear. 
 

Free political prisoners, allow the formation of political parties which adopt, yet 
adapt, the five principles of Pancasila, especially one people, one community 
and, above all, allow the freedom of expression which does not prevent 
freedom of expression. In other words there should be no religious 
fundamentalism or political extremism. 
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I worry when I see banners saying 'National Front' as I recall the UK fascist 
and racist group in London and elsewhere in the UK in the '70s and earlier.  
 

I worry because the Indonesian Chinese were recently targetted and because 
the Americans were the first to get themselves evacuated. This was 
unnecessary and lead to resentment against we remaining Caucasians. 
 

Belum pulang? (Not gone home yet?) 
 

Goddam it. This is my home! 
 

We met a school friend of 'Er Indoors in the local Hero supermarket today. 
Whilst her English husband stayed for the duration in South Sumatra, she 
took their daughters to Singapore, coming back with tales of fully booked 
hotels and vast expense. 
 

And so this episode finishes. Very many thanks for your concerned phone 
calls. Life is but a series of passing phases and occasional smiling faces. 
 

Enjoy your last year at university and, as ever, we look forward to seeing you 
here in what we hope will be a renewed and revitalised Indonesia. 
 

Footnote  
Having withdrawn large sums of cash in anticipation of flight, bank closures 
etc., people are now spend, spending. It's party time at those malls still open. 
Anyone got a slightly burnt modem? 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Stay put and stay low  (pub. 14th May 2006) 

During the Siege of Jakartass Towers, I relied a great deal on the 
disembodied voices at the end of a telephone connection in the British 
Embassy to reinforce my perceptions. Stay put and stay low was, I felt, the 
best thing to do, and whoever I spoke to seemed to agree. 

This was a comforting thought.  
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Shortly after Suharto abdicated, stories appeared in the British press about 
the so-called 'incompetence' of the Embassy staff. This is totally unfair. What 
was unfolding in Jakarta could not be planned for; it was organised anarchy.  

The source of the story, a lass then living in Bandung who panicked and fled 
to Jakarta's Soekarno-Hatta airport, should have stayed where she was. 
There was no way that embassy staff could have protected her from the mobs 
on her route.  

Since then, I have got to know one of those voices quite well and, at my 
request, M., who had volunteered his services, has penned a few of his 
thoughts about the ten days or so spent in the Embassy compound. 

………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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Jakartass in the Jakarta Globe 

The following section consists of the Jakarta Globe interview with me, articles 
of mine they published, and a review of Culture Shock! Jakarta which I had 
rewritten for the 2nd edition published in January 2011. 

My Jakarta (pub. June 24th 2009) 

The Indonesian blogosphere has grown in size and strength over the past few 
years, and one of the long-term stalwarts of the scene is British expatriate 
Terry Collins who has been living in Jakarta for more than 21 years. He is well 
known for his blog Jakartass in which he shares observations and thoughts on 
life in Jakarta.  

He is also known for his work as a co-author of Culture Shock! Jakarta, a 
humorous guide for new arrivals.   

For Collins, blogging is an extension of the travel diaries he has been writing 
since 1970, as well as a way to push for change in an evolving Indonesia. 

You have been living in Jakarta now for over 20 yea rs.  
 

Yes, a long time, and I still live in the same house.  
 

How did you end up here?  

Back in ’88, I returned to London having spent just over a year backpacking 
around the world. A friend of mine got a job as deputy head of the Voluntary 
Service Overseas office in Fiji. I’d promised to visit her, and then looked at a 
world map and realized that there were a lot of countries in between.  

After five years, I’d got tired of running a children’s out-of-school charity in 
inner south London, so I quit, and, thanks to a small inheritance, armed myself 
with a round-the-world ticket and gave myself the holiday I’d always dreamed 
of.  
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How did it feel when you got back to the UK? 

It was the biggest culture shock of all. Everybody was the same, and I was 
bursting with what I’d seen and done, yet my friends were still engaged with 
their mortgages and stuff and I was probably a tease, or more likely a bore.  

I couldn’t find a suitable job in the voluntary sector and eventually 
remembered that being a qualified teacher, and judging by my time in 
Bangkok, I could work there teaching English. So I took a course and headed 
straight back to Thailand.  

After three months, I returned to the UK, all the while hankering for a return to 
Southeast Asia. I’d loved the climate and people.  

A friend of mine was recruited by a language school here in Jakarta and I was 
immediately jealous. So I applied, was interviewed in a pub, and was told how 
green the city was.  

And here I am. 

Do you feel like a local yet? 

With my six-foot frame I stand out, even though the other British expat in our 
area is even taller than me, so I try and blend in.  Having lived in the same 
house for so long, I’m obviously well-known and can get quite upset if I’m 
treated as a curiosity.  

Recently, I was walking past a new father sitting on his front step with his 
baby. He said to his son, “Lihat, ada bule ” (“Look, there’s a white man.”) Bule 
is a word which annoys me as I feel it is inherently racist.  

So I politely told him that I found the term offensive, but didn’t mind being 
called an orang jangkung (stork-like) or orang barat (Westerner).  

An ibu, an older woman, passing by also remonstrated with the young man - 
obviously a newcomer - and told him in strong terms that I was orang 
Indonesia.  

Jakartass, is one of the most well-known English-la nguage blogs in the 
country. Why did you start it? 

Maybe it’s a continuing search for identity. I’ve generally kept a diary of my 
travels starting way back in 1970 when I ended up in Ibiza, Spain, for a couple 
of years, surviving by making bags, belts and sandals.  

Coming to Indonesia and finally settling, I am no less a traveller, a stranger in 
a land which I will never fully understand.  

What do you hope to achieve through Jakartass? 

This country is moving away from its colonial past, the vestiges of which 
remain if you examine the records of the majority of the presidential 
candidates. Consider the exploitation of its natural resources and population 
and the arrogance of the bureaucrats, business moguls and legislators.  
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I believe therefore that it is important to learn from the past, and to look toward 
the future. I want a future for my children and grandchildren which ensures 
that their voices are heard and that they are able to reach their fullest potential 
without, of course, inhibiting or harming the rights of others to do the same. So 
Jakartass is my voice. I hope it leads to an understanding of what makes us 
tick.  

Do you think Indonesian blogging is starting to hol d some sway with 
those in power?  

The sponsorship of last year’s Pesta Blogger by the government and 
commercial sponsors indicates that it is, but, maybe cynically, I believe that 
the cooption of a group of individuals, most writing on personal computers 
about personal matters, is an effort to control our output.  

For example, Enda Nasution, who I consider to be the godfather of Indonesian 
bloggers, was invited to follow and report on Jusuf Kalla’s recent campaign 
trail.  

Of far greater importance in the scheme of things is that in the aftermath of 
the Aceh tsunami, Enda set up Indonesia Help, a blog to which I also 
contributed. This gave updates on where and how to help the victims, and 
was a link to the outside world. 

What other causes has the blogosphere been involved  with?   

In October last year, bloggers united in highlighting the release by the 
Department of Education on the Internet of the names and addresses of every 
school student in the country, a terrible invasion of child privacy.  

More recently, there has been an outpouring of support for Prita Mulyasari in 
her victimization by Omni Hospital. I live in hope that other iniquities can be 
resolved by concerted blogosphere action.  

Isn’t it time that the plight of the Sidoarjo ‘refugees’ is settled?  
………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

Culture Shock Therapy for Expats (September 23rd, 2010) 

Setting foot in Indonesia’s capital for the first time can be overwhelming. The 
crowds, the traffic and the pollution in Jakarta are not what usually makes up 
a pleasant city.  

But while tourists have the chance to escape anytime they want, it is a 
different story for expats who have relocated to Jakarta for work. They have to 
make do with what the city has to dish out, whether they like it or not. 

Culture Shock! Jakarta: A Survival Guide to Customs and Etiquette might help 
with the adjustment. 

Part of the Culture Shock! series and recently published in a revised edition, 
this is not your usual travel guide. Instead, it provides insider tips and tricks on 
how to interact with Indonesians, and their customs and traditions, in order to 
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get a better understanding of the culture. 

The second part of the book is dedicated to practical aspects of moving to 
Jakarta, including where to find accommodation, schools, health services and 
good food. 

Co-authored by Terry Collins and Derek Bacon, who have known this city for 
many years, the guide presents an informative look into expat life in the Big 
Durian. 

“Derek is a former colleague here, but he returned to the UK in 1997. We’ve 
remained friends since then,” said Collins, who has been living in Jakarta for 
over 20 years and authors the blog Jakartass. 

“It was due to the combination of Derek’s ‘exile’ from Indonesia and my writing 
that I was commissioned to rewrite his book, which was to be included in 
Marshall Cavendish’s series of Culture Shock books,” said Collins, referring to 
Derek Bacon’s book, Jakarta at Your Door,” which was published in 1999. 

“My original revision had Derek’s work at its core. Apart from the rapid 
changes to a ‘modern’ lifestyle - ownership of private transport, shopping 
malls, handphones, online social networks and the like. 

“In essence, Jakarta is little changed from then. 

“However, I considerably expanded the book and tried to personalize the 
experience of living in Jakarta based not only on my observations, but also on 
those of fellow foreign residents.” 

However, even though the first edition of “Culture Shock! Jakarta” only hit the 
book shelves in 2007, the publishers felt that it was already time for a revised 
version, in light of the political and social changes that have happened in the 
country in the last three years. 

“I double-checked all the phone numbers, addresses, both physical and 
online, and regulations, particularly visa and business,” Collins said. 

“Updates of the political scene and music were also necessary as these are 
subject to ‘fashion.’ For example, Riza Arshad contributed his thoughts on the 
current jazz scene, a particular interest of mine.” 

Other new additions to the 2007 edition are 16 pages of photographs. 

“But this is not a coffee-table book, nor is it a reference book, with details of 
restaurants, hotels and the like, although I hope the lists of embassies and 
cultural centers, the mini-section on Indonesia and other ‘facts’ prove of 
value,” Collins said. 
 

“It is a guide to living here, so, I hope readers have an understanding of what 
is going on around them and aren’t tempted to flee at the first opportunity.” 

While Collins calls Jakarta home, Bacon, who still visits from time to time, now 
feels overwhelmed by the capital. 
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Bacon said, “I haven’t lived in Jakarta for a while now, but when I do visit, I 
always think it seems worse than the time previously.  

“The last time I visited (in July 2010), I left wondering how I ever managed to 
live there at all. But I also remember feeling like that when I first arrived (in 
1990), and I have to remind myself that this city really does take some getting 
used to. 

"When I visit areas of greater Jakarta, like BSD City, I’m reminded how much 
the place continues to expand. It makes me wonder where it will end. I 
imagine all the cities on Java swelling and swelling until they all merge into 
one single never-ending city.” 

Culture Shock! Jakarta definitely should help newcomers settle in. The book is 
a pleasant and a humorous read, studded with personal experiences that one 
would never find in a regular travel guide. 

When asked if the recent changes in Jakarta ever make him think of leaving, 
Collins said that the Big Durian is his home. 

“I’ve been supporting an Indonesian family for over 20 years, still live in the 
same rented house and I’m not bored,” Collins said. “Sure, like everyone else, 
the chaos that is Jakarta gets to me as much as anyone - everyone - else, but 
Jakartass is my outlet for both the frustrations and my thoughts on how to 
make life better for Jakartans.” 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Pieces Of My Mind  – a regular column in the Globe. 
 

Service Less Speedy Than Snail Mail (April 14 2009) 
 

We regularly get calls from telephone salespeople, as maybe you do too. One 
company that is persistent is PT Telkom, which offers a so-called Speedy 
service. This is, I understand, a split in our phone landline. 
 

I only have a dial-up connection and consider myself lucky to get an 
occasional 2kbs, so I really would like a broadband service. I’ve never seen a 
YouTube video and automatically close any Web site riddled with widgets, 
flash and super-duper sized graphics as I can’t afford the connection fees, let 
alone the time.  
 

Various folk of my acquaintance have tried the Indosat wireless service, but 
that’s often down and seems to have an erratic coverage of Jakarta. Also, I’m 
told, their 24/7 customer service shuts for lunch.  
 

I’ve considered various broadband options. I live on the wrong side of the 
tracks, literally, to have Lippo’s Fastnet fiber-optic network. Besides, this is 
geared to the business community and clients they perceive to be upmarket. 
Therefore, the housing complex at one end of our street is connected, as are 
the office towers aligning the toll road in the other direction. But Fastnet won’t 
connect us. 
 

So, Telkom Speedy seems to be my only option and since August last year, 
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we’ve been plagued with their telephone salesfolk ringing us twice a week at 
the usual inconvenient times. Our standard reply has been to request a 
brochure or e-mail giving the various packages and prices. I do all my limited 
Web work from home, so I don’t need a package geared for offices. 
 

What I do need is service. Don’t we all? 
 

In mid-March, when I was out, my wife reiterated the request and whoever 
was on the other end of the line actually sent round a couple of brochures. He 
was also informed that I’d be working from home on a particular day the 
following week and promised to send someone round. 
 

Reading the brochure(s), we were surprised - and this an intentional irony - to 
note that there was a special offer of free “activasi” that started on Jan.1 but 
expired at the end of March. 
 

Being parsimonious, as we all must be in these uncertain times, we made our 
choice and rang them back. This was one of those usual hold periods of 
Kenny G followed by a rerouting through a couple of departments to someone 
who informed us that she could do nothing until I’d gone to a Telkom office to 
register.  
 

My wife commented that braving Jakarta’s traffic is inconvenient at the best of 
times so, after more dithering, the lass at the distant end finally compromised 
by typing in my details on the computer in front of her. 
 

We were told we’d have to wait three days. In that period we were rung at 
least a dozen times by various folk who wanted various details, such as my 
address. 
 

“I’ve registered and you’ve got it,” I told the trainee at the other end, but I 
repeated it to make sure that bureaucratic norms were adhered to. 
 

Five minutes later he rang back wanting to know my house number. “I’ve just 
given it to you,” I told him. 
 

“Oh, yes. Erm, I don’t have your handphone number.”  
 

“That’s because I don’t have a handphone.”  
 

Five minutes later, he rang back to ask me to repeat my handphone number. 
 

“Look,” I said, “you’re ringing me on my home phone number, so what’s the 
problem?” 
 

Three days later, expecting a visit we were rung again to confirm that we 
wanted the cheapest option. Not so, we replied and again mentioned the so-
called Speedy Personal option, which we figured we’d already booked. 
 

They checked. We had. 
 

We heard nothing more until we were rung on April 1st asking if we were 
interested in subscribing to Telkom Speedy. 
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We screamed and slammed the phone down.  
 

Two days later we were rung again, this time to ask if our Speedy connection 
was working OK. When told that no one had actually come to the house, they 
slammed the phone down. 
 

Obviously we’ve decided that if Telkom can’t get their pre-sales act together, 
then there’s even less likelihood that they can get their post-sales act 
together. Minimal research through the letters columns of Indonesian 
newspapers confirms this fear, so Telkom has one less potential customer to 
worry about.  
 

 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

What Are Your Everyday Essentials? (pub. May 14th, 2009)  
 

 
 

A survey by the Pew Research Center’s Social & Demographic Trends shows 
that Americans have come to realize that many of their home appliances are 
unnecessary and are now deemed luxuries. These include microwave ovens, 
TVs, air conditioners, dishwashers and clothes driers. 
 

The survey finds that the recession has touched most Americans in one way 
or another, whether it be through losing a job, a diminished value in retirement 
accounts and other investments, or problems making mortgage or rent 
payments. 
 

Apparently, about two-in-three American families have faced at least one of 
these problems in the past year, with young adults, women and the less 



�

    

 

27 

affluent more affected than others. 
 

Another recent survey on consumer confidence by Nielsen involved interviews 
with 25,140 regular Internet respondents from 50 countries, which is a mere 
500 or so from each country, hardly a representative example I would have 
thought. 
 

However, they and assorted politicians and economists would have us believe 
that Indonesia is the most confident country in facing this “great depression” 
because consumer spending has remained high. 
 

By way of contrast, reporting at the end of last year, AseanAffairs.com 
estimated that production cuts triggered by weak demand this year could lead 
to far more than 1.5 million layoffs. 
 

Vice-presidential candidate Rizal Ramli of the private think tank  
Econit said he estimated companies had already cut 800,000 jobs since late 
last year. 
 

It is unlikely that those folks, the factory workers, manual labourers - the so-
called working classes - were included in either survey. After all, those who 
survive on minimal wages, face ever-increasing costs and potential job loss 
may regard our necessities as luxuries. 
 

Perhaps a TV set is their necessity: soap-opera fantasies and scandalous 
events involving celebrities offers the escapism needed in the drudgery of 
more impoverished times. 
 

So, what is a luxury? In my far from luxurious rented house, I reckon we could 
do without the rice cooker, the water dispenser and the microwave oven. Rice 
cooked and stored in the electric cooker doesn’t have the fluffy texture of that 
boiled and steamed in the traditional way.  
 

A water dispenser consumes too much electricity. As the privatized water 
companies have not yet reached our area, we are dependent on well water, 
which we boil for our drinking needs in order to fill thermos flasks for our tea 
and coffee and store in bottles in our fridge for cold beverages. 
 

A microwave oven doesn’t offer the variety of textures and tastes that boiling, 
baking, braising, basting, frying and innumerable other cooking methods do.  
 

Thanks to the traditional design of our house, which faces east-west and 
allows a breeze through, we have no need for air conditioning, preferring fans 
for exceptionally hot days and nights. We don’t have any form of private 
transportation, making do with whatever transportation best meets our travel 
needs, paying as we go wherever. 
 

In my humble opinion, practicing thrift is sensible. My family could spend less, 
I suppose, and I’m not including my beer budget in this appraisal. Most of us 
have loads of inessentials and can make do. 
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The mantra Reuse, Repair and Recycle makes absolute sense. For us small 
folk, the little matters concern us. Although I haven’t seen a tinker, tailor, pot 
repairer or knife grinder passing by for quite a while, I anticipate increased 
revenue for cobblers, and even those guys who refill disposable lighters. 
 

Most of us need encouragement, if not outright coercion, to change our 
lifestyles, and economic hardship is a major force. Although the government 
encourages Indonesians to buy local products, it is to be hoped that the 
necessities we do buy are not made with a built in obsolescence, and that 
after-sales service is de rigeur. 
 

Can we also hope that the government, at all levels, focuses on providing 
facilities for the simple pleasures of life? Parks for playing and picnicking in, 
sidewalks for walking on, dedicated bicycle lanes, arts centres, libraries and 
museums can all provide relief from our wallet woes.  
 

Surely such relief is not a luxury.  
…………………………………………………………..……………........................ 
 

Sitting In A Park (pub. June 25th 2009) 
 

My father lived in the dormitory town of Hampden Park, just outside 
Eastbourne on the south coast of England. The house was originally my 
grandfather’s and as a postwar child growing up in Blackheath, South London, 
our annual summer holidays were spent visiting Nana and Grandad.  
 

The earliest extant photo of me, ingrained in my memory rather than in an 
album, has me standing on a park bench in Hampden Park adjacent to the 
duck pond; this is more of a lake as it is surrounded by mature trees, not 
planted but allowed to grow as nature intended. The park’s main inhabitants 
are the gray squirrel, and several species of birds inhabit the lake: notably 
mute swans, mallard ducks, Canada geese, moorhen, gulls and rock pigeons.  
 

One side of the park is more open, with a sports field, a more recent indoor 
bowling centre and tennis courts, where my sister complained that I wasn’t 
hitting the ball to where she could return it. There is a cafeteria where we were 
treated to a cone of Wall’s ice cream.  
 

I remember the children’s playground with lots of adventuresome equipment 
such as swings, a roundabout, and a long and high on which I learned to test 
my physical attributes and, more importantly, social skills.  
 

I also recall excitedly exclaiming to my parents that I’d made a friend. It 
seemed both surprising and easy.  
 

Back home in London, just up the road, there was Hornfair Park, a flat area 
with little of interest to me, apart from the tennis courts at the far end and the 
lido, an open-air swimming pool, near the entrance. A year-round routine was 
to get up early on Sunday go for a dip, even when it meant breaking the ice.  
 

As I grew older, I could bike up the road to the top of Shooters Hill and roam 
around Oxleas Wood, which was delightful in early spring as bluebells 
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bloomed and carpeted the ground beneath the trees. With other teenage lads, 
I’d race my pre-BMX bike, or play at being commandos, which was our 
generational ‘Cowboys and Indians’, and there was always time to relax and 
chat in the café.  
 

In the other direction, on the northern side of the vast expanse of Blackheath, 
there is Greenwich Park. This is one of the royal parks scattered around 
London. It houses the Greenwich Observatory, which gave us the meridian 
from which Greenwich Mean Time is measured, and the time zone used by 
the Indonesian Armed Forces.  
 

Other local parks have significance for me. The Valley, the home ground of 
Charlton Athletic, was within walking distance of my home. First there was the 
walk through a housing estate, then I’d go through Charlton Park, which 
housed my library, then across the road there was Maryon Wilson Park, which 
still has enclosures for deer and other cuddly animals.  
 

Now that I’ve parked myself in Jakarta, I have to leave the city if I want to get 
back to nature. We may live in tropical climes where nature has a strong 
hand, but here it’s strictly controlled. It seems that the only parks here are for 
cars.  
 

Google ‘Jakarta parks’ and all you’ll find are links to the Ancol recreational 
area, with its golf course, art market, waterworld and polluted beach, and you 
might also get Ragunan Zoo. Otherwise you’re stuck with Taman Mini 
Indonesia Indah, with its little regional enclaves, Taman Safari, a drive-
through zoo, and the Cibodas Botanical Garden, all of which are worth a visit, 
yet aren’t that affordable or reachable for those on low incomes.  
 

In the city itself, the only free public park facility is Monas in Central Jakarta. 
Governor Sutiyoso, the previous incumbent, found the funds to erect an 
extremely high fence, ostensibly to keep his deer within, but in practice, it has 
obstructed free access for the supposed the prime users of the park – the 
people.  
 

The Monumen Nasional busway stop unfortunately, or probably by design, is 
far from the monument’s entrance, which is on the other side of the area.  
 

Where can I fling a frisbee? Or just lie under the shade of a tree and have a 
quiet read undisturbed by the traffic? If you live in a cramped kampung or, as I 
do, on a regular back street in need of a layer of asphalt, then you’re stuck at 
home or face spending an inordinate amount of time battling Jakarta’s traffic 
to an exclusive enclave.  
 

Alternatively, you can wait for the monthly car-free day, when a road or two in 
the centre of town is closed on a Sunday morning.  
So I direct this question to city officials and planners: Is that all there is? 
 

Footnote 
Would you rather be a dog romping and sniffing out scents or a rat in a maze? 
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That's the difference between parks and shopping malls which former 
Governor Sutiyoso thinks are important because “the existing ones are always 
packed with people...." 

 

………………………………………………………………………………………….
They've Got Our Numbers (pub. July 2nd 2009) 

 

 
 

Every graduate from elementary, junior and senior high school has to score a 
minimum percentage on nationally set exams. One of these compulsory 
subjects is mathematics, and such is its level of difficulty that Jakarta supports 
a large number of private institutions providing extra lessons. 
 

One would assume therefore that in-depth practical applications of the subject 
would be commonplace. That would be wrong. 
 

Jakartass Towers is situated in a back street off a main road and like 
everyone else's in our neighbourhood, our address has a certain logic. 
 

Streets which exit the main street, the jalan raya, are in alphabetical order so, 
to get to our house you first need to enter the jalan raya, for example Jalan 
Sudirman, and then look for Jalan D.  
 

However, our back street runs parallel to Jalan Sudirman and similar streets 
are named by letters from the far end of the alphabet, so we live in Jalan X 
which, like the main street, is quite long. 
 

So our address is (not) Jl.Sudirman X/6. 
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In the interests of rukun (harmony) and social control, each house is 
designated within a rukun tetangga (RT) of, in our case, 45 houses. Each RT 
(neighbourhood association) has an elected Pak RT: every resident is 
supposed to be registered with him.  
 

Each RT is a sub-division of a rukun warga (RW - citizen's association) which 
in turn is a sub-division of a kelurahan (village administrative unit). This is 
where Indonesians sort out ID cards and check whether they've been included 
on the electoral register. 
 

In terms of the larger bureaucracy, our kelurahan is a sub-division of one of 
the five Jakarta mayoralties, and so it goes up to City Hall, through whichever 
government department, including the police and immigration, is interested in 
keeping tabs on the 230 or so million people in this vast country. 
 

Anyway, it's important that addresses show both the RT and RW codes, 
particularly in our case because there are six houses with the (notional) 
address of Jl. Sudirman X/6. Another is the house/surgery of a doctor. 
 

A few years back, an ex-colleague of mine lived with his Indonesian family in 
Jalan H, a short walk away. They lived at number 36 which was next to and 
on the left of number 47. We supposed that this anomaly could have been 
explained by the amalgamation of a number of smaller parcels of land some 
50 years ago when the original farmland was sold off to be smothered with 
bricks and mortar.  
 

But that still doesn’t explain why the house on the other side also had the 
number 47. 
 

Being woken up in the middle of the night by a courier service attempting to 
deliver urgent medicines to the doctor is not that funny. Better, though, are the 
missives from banks which occasionally include credit cards.  
 

Unfortunately for us, we are honest folk and, generally politely, suggest that 
they check the RT/RW designation of their destination. 
 

Ours is prominently displayed at the front gate: it's (not) Jl. Sudirman X/6, 
RT007/RW 012.  
 

If everyone followed these guidelines then we would expect to sleep relatively 
soundly. However, even then we would not be free from the effects of 
numerical chaos.  
 

Our telephone landline was installed about nineteen years ago. I remember it 
well because it was a day of rejoicing the owner of the house had been on 
Telkom's waiting list for some 8 years! 
 

Three years later, a couple of friends rang to let us know that our number had 
been changed. Naturally, Telkom hadn't informed us.  
 

Our home phone number has, thankfully, remained the same ever since but 
that doesn't mean that all's well. Some phrases in Indonesian trip off my 
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tongue with ease, and salah sambung (literally ‘wrong connection’) is one of 
these.  
 

For a couple of years we would get calls asking to speak to Pak So and So of 
PT Such & Such. We never worked out what line of business he was in. 
 

More recently, we have discovered that our number is shared with a hotel in 
Bogor, the town about 60 kilometres south of Jakarta, and we are worried 
about our reputation.  
 

Most callers ask to be put through to Dewi, or another woman, in a particular 
room number. That most of these calls happen quite late in the evening has 
lead us to think that the hotel in question is not so much a boutique hotel as a 
boudoir hotel. 
 

We would be grateful if future clientele would remember to dial the Bogor 
code, which is 0251, before dialling our number. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Tall Tales (pub. 19th August 2009) 

 

Because I stand at 6'5", I look down on people but 
you'll have to do the maths yourself if you want the 
metric measurement.  

How I got here is not, I believe, a matter of genetics. It 
was my early diet, one originally based on post WW2 
food rationing in the UK which, thanks to the National 
Health Service provision of regular doses of vitamins, 
free school milk and my mother's vegetarian meals, 
has given me a lean body and stout constitution. 

Happy though I am in my frame - and short of amputating my legs I don't 
really have a choice - I tend to be a quiet and retiring fella, shy even. Going 
out and about, as perforce I occasionally have to do, means hearing folk 
include the words jangkung (storklike) and tinggi sekali (very tall) in their 
conversations. I sometimes succumb to the temptation to respond that I'm not 
tall; rather it's Indonesians who are short. 

I'm thankful that after my 20 odd, very odd, years here, there are many teens 
who are reaching the heights I have achieved. I hope this is the result of my 
healthy diet and lifestyle. 

A recent study tells me that taller people live better lives, at least on average. 
They evaluate their lives more favourably, and they are more likely to report a 
range of positive emotions such as enjoyment and happiness. They are also 
less likely to report a range of negative experiences, like sadness, and 
physical pain, though they are more likely to experience stress and anger, and 
if they are women, to worry.  

These findings cannot be attributed to different demographic or ethnic 
characteristics of taller people, but are almost entirely explained by the 
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positive association between height and both income and education, both of 
which are positively linked to better lives. In general, that sums me up. I am an 
optimist, an unashamed idealist even, and not being a woman, I don't worry 
over much. I'm not so sure about income, but I've got by so far, and I did go to 
university. Apparently, the better early diet also contributes to our higher IQs, 
a major factor enabling us to move higher up the salary scales.  

Yep, tall people are valued more. In southern Sudan, among the Dinka and 
Nuer people, while shorter women bring only 50 or 70 cows on the marriage 
market, women over six feet fetch 80 to 100 because "they bring tall children.”  
Plus, in a nation short on step stools, they can “reach things.” 

This leads me to the several negative factors which the study doesn’t appear 
to take into account. For example, when asked for help in reaching for articles 
on top shelves, I usually ask for help in getting what I want from lower down. 

I used to be regularly accosted in public urinals in the UK by other users who 
would ask, “What’s it like up there, Lamppost? Is it cold?” I’d refrain from 
looking down at them because … well, because. This scenario is rarely 
possible here because there are few public urinals. 

Clothes are also a problem. For example, I have often been given presents of 
shirts which, although welcome, are too short in the sleeves. I hope that soon 
Our Kid will grow into them; otherwise I’ll contribute them to poor folk at Idul 
Fitri. That said, our local tailors fit my needs.  

Shoes though are a particular difficulty. I regularly trawl shoe stores in the 
forlorn hope that I can find a pair that will fit my size 11½ (47) broad-fit feet. 
On the very rare occasions that I do find a comfortable pair, they're generally 
imported, having originally been exported from Indonesia, and are therefore 
exorbitantly expensive.  

Or they've got 3" heels. 

The major problem I have is the shortage of legroom in public transport. On 
planes I generally ask for a seat next to an emergency exit as there is more 
legroom. It's the same everywhere. I never managed to get a driving licence in 
the UK because the only car I can fit in comfortably is a Rolls Royce. Mush as 
I might want to, I can't ride a motorcycle here because the only models are 
suitable for children. Look around you if you don't believe me; what 
percentage of the riders are too young to get a licence? 

But the biggest problem I have is the state of Jakarta's sidewalks.  

We all know how important it is to walk looking down at our feet to avoid the 
numerous holes and other obstructions. I've lost count of the number of times 
my head has been gashed open by non-trimmed trees and low slung road 
signs because I daren't walk tall. 

So next time you see a tall westerner wearing a hard hat, please don't offer 
sarcastic comments. I need a bit more compassion. 



�

 
34 

I'm Not Crazy About Crowds (pub. 1st December 2009) 

It's true that, being just short of two metres, I stand out in a crowd. However, 
you'll be lucky to spot me because in general I don't enjoy being in one. I've 
been in my share, that's true, but through choice and design. 

 

During my teens, I would regularly and willingly join as many as 66,000 
Charlton Athletic fans for the many pleasures and occasional disappointments 
'our' team gave us. Rare were the disturbances witnessed at other grounds, 
such as at matches between Indonesian teams, Charlton continues as a 
community club, albeit with much smaller attendances, and I remain part of 
the ‘family’. 

I've been to many concerts too, mainly in London, but also in the USA and 
here in Jakarta. I've never been because I wanted to say, for example, "Look 
at me, I'm at a Stones concert. (They were somewhere distant and I could 
barely see them; they certainly couldn't see me.) I go because I want to 
experience what recorded music doesn't always give - emotional highs shared 
with fellow aficionados.  

Although I now have few opportunities to go to gigs, let alone matches, thanks 
to online groups I can remain a member of those families. I remain one of an 
'in-crowd', albeit a semi-virtual reality, and can share memories and comment 
on our shared (mis)fortunes. 

Living in Jakarta and online, there are many occasions when friends and 
acquaintances invite me to be part of their ‘social networks’. Sorry, but I prefer 
to stay far from the madding crowd. 

I’ve always thought that it's polite to hold doors open, to stand back to allow 
others to exit or enter, especially the elderly and those with young children or 
expectant. But here? Rare are the acknowledgements, let alone thanks. 

You’re more likely to get trampled.  
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However, I’m not concerned here with common courtesy, but with common 
sense. 

Shortly after arriving here I escorted the pregnant girlfriend of a colleague to 
the beach town of Pelabuhan Ratu for a weekend away from it all.  

We arrived at the Cililitan bus terminal and prepared to descend the stairs of 
the double-decker bus - this dates me - but we couldn't thanks to the onrush 
of hoodlums.  Finding the hand of one of them in my pocket, I was quite 
prepared to be chivalrous so I brusquely pushed him back down the stairs. 

Since then I have remonstrated with insensitive souls who jump queues, who 
drive their motorcycles along busy sidewalks, and who attempt to board 
buses, ships, as I, and many others, attempt to disembark. It's not the 
pickpockets that I'm worried about, so much as the risk to life and limb.  

It's as if Indonesians are unable to recognise that each of us is entitled to a bit 
of space and the freedom to move freely within it. 

Crowds can be controlled but too often they are not. 

February 9th 2008 

As hundreds of music fans tried to force their way out of a concert in Bandung 
by Beside, an Indonesian 'melodic death metal band', ten young people were 
trampled to death, presumably atonally. 

In Pasuruan, a small town in East Java, at least 21 people were killed in a 
stampede for a Lebaran handout (zakat) that amounted to Rp.20,000 (c.$2). 

January/February 2009 

Ponari, a third grader of an elementary school in Kedungsari, a small village in 
East Java, reportedly healed villagers suffering from fevers and other ailments 
by making them drink water into which a miraculous stone was put. Three 
people died in the stampedes to his house. 

Crowd crazes are not unique to Indonesia, but whereas poverty, a lack of 
education and limited infrastructure could be considered as root causes here, 
elsewhere it is often pure greed 

For example, on 28th November 2006, a temporary security guard was 
crushed to death by a crowd of 2,000 people surging in to a discount sale in a 
branch of Walmart's in Long Island, USA. 

It's only fair to say that the public isn't trained in the art of waiting, of giving 
way to others. An obvious example is that it seems so much easier to employ 
an agent in government offices, such as immigration, because you know that 
if you wait your turn and follow due process, you may never get served. 

Queuing is not de rigeur here, except in a few places such as supermarkets 
and banks.  
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Tempers can become frayed. Try using your bank's facilities at lunchtime and 
you'll probably find that their staff are not available because, the security 
guard will tell you, “It's lunchtime.” 

There's little point in queuing at bus stops either, because buses stop 
wherever they wish to in order to let the fittest of the waiting hordes board. 

To quote Alta Planning, "improving pedestrian safety and comfort should be a 
goal for any forward-thinking community." Yet we see little evidence of 
fundamental foresight from City Hall. Jakarta is not designed but, amoeba-
like, it spreads its tentacles wherever it will.  Buildings, such as malls, are 
allowed to sprout without regard to traffic flow, be it vehicular or pedestrian. 

We all have to walk somewhere, even if it's just from the car to the curb, and 
that's where the problems are. No-one in City Hall seems to have a copy of 
John Fruin's classic 1971 study Pedestrian Planning And Design. An 
interesting chapter entitled The Perception of Personal Space has such 
illuminating sections as Pedestrian Spacing and Conflicts and The Body 
Buffer Zone. 

We hear tell of 30% of next year's City budget being devoted to transport 
systems, but few details have emerged of how we will benefit. 

If our 'rulers' deny us knowledge of how we should behave in public, then 
anarchy will continue to reign.  

There are, seemingly, no rules to waive. 
               …………………………………………………………………….                         
A few days after posting the above on Jakartass, dozens were trampled in the 
rush for 'free meat' on Hari Raya Idul Adha (the Muslim day of sacrifice), at 
Jakarta's main mosque and in Surabaya. 

On 29th July 2014, an 11-year-old  child was trampled to death and six 
people were injured in a stampede at the house of Vice President-elect Jusuf 
Kalla in Makassar, where thousands had reportedly flocked to receive a box 
of food and Rp 50,000 ($4.35) worth of Idul Fitri alms. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Getting Around Jakarta  

Every visitor and resident in Jakarta complains about the chaotic traffic 
conditions and the sheer difficulty of getting anywhere, so it is a recurring 
topic in Jakartass. Apart from monthly car-free days in Central Jakarta, there 
is just one period of about a week when the city streets are empty. This is Idul 
Fitri, the end of the Muslim fasting month, when migrants to the city perform 
mudik and pulang kampung (return to their home towns and villages.)  

Indonesia’s Highway Code (pub. March 2004) 

Newcomers to Jakarta are generally bewitched, bothered and bewildered by 
the chaos on the roads. However, understanding that all drivers in Indonesia 
follow the same rules to varying degrees should make driving easier. 
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Here are a few simple guidelines to follow: 

1. Four-wheeled vehicles usually have steering wheels on the right. This 
means that they generally drive on the left side of the road unless there is a 
white line painted on the road surface. 

This functions like a monorail; keep your tires equidistant each side of it.  If 
you are a motorcyclist, then try to drive along it. 

2. That bus stopped in the outer lane of a toll road (jalan tol) isn’t parked and 
nor has it broken down. It is letting off passengers. 

3. If a vehicle hits yours, then remember that the other driver is at fault. 

Unless his vehicle is bigger. 

4. You’ve heard that street crime is rampant, so do not stop for any 
pedestrians, especially those trying to use a pedestrian crossing. 

5. If you do run over a pedestrian, then drive on. There are lots more where 
that one came from.  

If you do decide to stop, don’t. You could get lynched by the deceased 
pedestrian’s friends, relatives and anybody else within the vicinity, i.e. a range 
of a kilometre or two. 

6. There are frequent power cuts in Indonesia, so save electricity by not using 
your indicators. 

However, if you are affluent, then Christmas is everyday so feel free to 
illuminate your car like a Christmas tree, especially in daylight hours. Also, 
use your emergency lights, the left and right indicators, to show you intend to 
drive straight ahead. 

7. When approaching a road junction flash your headlights and drive straight 
on. That way, you’ll reach the traffic jam (macet total) much quicker. 

8. Do not stop at intersections. (See 3 above.) 

Parking is easy 

1. If you can find a space on a sidewalk unoccupied by street stalls (warungs), 
trees, telephone or electricity poles, advertising boards, and without holes, 
use it. Oh, and drop us a line about its location.  

2. Leaving that space and joining the traffic is easy. There is always someone 
with a whistle and the familiar street mating call of kiri (left), kanan (right), 
terus (straight). You can safely ignore these cries; most drivers do, but be 
generous with those Rp.1000 notes. You will be helping to keep hoodlums off 
the streets.  

Or, in this case, on them.  

3. A special rule operates for special functions such as weddings and the 
annual celebration at the H.Q. of the traffic police. You can use three of the 
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four lanes for parking. No permit or notification is required, and local people 
can be hired to redirect you through the back streets and alleys (gangs). 

Slightly different rules apply to motorcyclists 

1. This means of transport is convenient for the whole family. Your 3-year old 
can sit on your lap and your wife can ride side-saddle behind you whilst 
breastfeeding your newborn. 

2. Any motorcycle, especially a cheap Chinese 90cc one, is versatile enough 
for commercial use.  

You, or your pillion passenger, can comfortably carry 50 live chickens and/or 
3 televisions and/or plate glass for your shop window and/or 100kg of used 
plastic bottles. If you don’t have a pillion passenger, place the load on the 
back seat, drape it over the rear wheel and tie it securely to the exhaust pipe 
with that colourful plastic twine.  

3. Do not wear a crash helmet; otherwise you cannot smoke a clove cigarette 
(kretek) or use your handphone. 

4. If you see someone leaving a bus or car stopped by the curb, do try to 
squeeze through the gap. It will save you a lot of time. In fact, any gap in the 
traffic is yours for the taking. 

5. When available, use the sidewalks. (See Parking 1 above) 

6. There are no parking rules for motorcycles  

7. Carry an umbrella in case it rains. 

8. Special rules apply during the rainy season. 
    a. Use your umbrella to keep your handphone dry. 
    b. Drive as usual along the white lines with no lights on. 
    c. Park anywhere on the road under a footbridge. 
If you cause a traffic jam, do not worry. At least those car drivers who cannot 
squeeze through the one remaining lane are dry.  

Rules for pedestrians 

1. Use your handphone at all times so you do not have to give way to other 
pedestrians. 

2. Never walk alone. It is best to walk slowly three abreast.  

That way it is not you who has to step into the path of motorcyclists. (See 
Motorcyclists 4 above) 

3. When waiting for a bus or taxi, form a crowd. There is safety in numbers.  

4. Always cross the road near a pedestrian crossing or footbridge. Flapping 
your hand by your side is sufficient to warn on-coming cars and buses about 
your intention to walk in front them.  

They usually stop, although motorcycles don’t. (See Motorcyclists 5 above) 



�

    

 

39 

5. Do not think of using the sidewalks. (See Parking 1 above below.) 

Have a safe journey.  
                                           

 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Transports of Delight?  (pub. 8th September 2007) 

There's good news or is it bad news? 

Having missed out yesterday's 'Bike to Work Day' it's only fair to mention that 
B2W have a 'Fun Day' tomorrow, Sunday, from 6am (eh?) to 5pm at Senayan. 

But the good news is that incoming Jakarta Governor, Fauwi Bozo, who has 
seemingly been an advisor to B2W since they started two years ago, has 
stated that his administration will set up special bicycle only lanes along 
certain city streets. Furthermore, bike parking facilities will be built at the 
Kalideres, Kampung Rambutan and Ragunan busway terminals. 

And the bad news? 

Firstly, there were only 45 'clean air' days in the city last year. Officials are 
patting themselves on the back, whilst simultaneously coughing, because 
there were 54 days of supposedly clean air up to the end of last month. That's 
as much as one day in four.  

Wow.  
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Secondly, there is hardly an unpotholed road in the city, not even the new 
busway lanes. 'Keep your eyes on the road' is a necessary mantra, and for 
pedestrians too. 

Thirdly, there is general anarchy on the roads which means that cyclists must 
be brave. 

Jakarta's Busway is in the news again this week. A new route is planned to go 
through the posh suburb of Pondok Indah but the residents are revolting. They 
have more money than sense, their houses are designed to flaunt wealth, and 
they have a car for every member of their family - and it is this very 
wantonness which necessitates a decent and speedy public transport service. 

How else are their servants supposed to get to work? 

The problem, as the residents see it, is that the median will have to be 
narrowed to make way for bus shelters and trees will have to be removed. But 
what they are unaware of is that just twenty years ago most of the area was 
still agricultural land. 

There is a simple solution to the woes of the Pondok Indah population. City 
Hall should issue special vehicle registration plates to them. They must then 
agree not to drive into the city (thereby adding to the traffic woes of everybody 
else) in return for a ban on public transport into the unsightly mess (IMHO) 
that is their soulless suburb. If they wish to enter the city, then they must pay a 
special toll. 

Ignoring the snobbish concerns of the nouveaux riche, it is worth noting that 
Jakarta got the idea from Bogota in Colombia.  

There was an International Seminar on Sustain Mobility there in February 
2003 and Mrs DA Rini MSc. of the Jakarta Transport Authority read a paper.  

There are numerous complaints about the Busway service and the lack of 
maintenance of the infrastructure. But these concerns, judging from the 
inadequacy of the presentation, were complacently pre-ordained. 

·   Public transportation is a back bone social economic activities for any 
big city like Jakarta and for years the Jakarta system gone not in the 
wright way although is not mean to be. 

• Busway is an icon on how we plan to rearrange the system and 
management of a public transportation in Jakarta. 

• The program had been softly launched but the plan has to be improved 
accordingly to overcome impact that might arise. 

• Outsourcing of the plan and the program are most important task to do to 
avoid any fails and to learn how to succeed 

Quite! 
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From Thin Air 

That's where I think the Jakarta Post got the statistic that 2% of Jakarta's 
vehicles carry 40% of the population. Yet it does make sense. 

Think of a single-decker bus. It occupies the road space of, at the most, three 
cars, and that's in a traffic jam when everything is nose-to-tail. These three 
cars will be carrying twelve people at most between them, whereas the bus 
has probably crammed in sixty.   

Of that 2%, very few will be buses. But supposing the number of buses were 
doubled - and private cars were surcharged per zone - then commuters would 
have the incentive to use the buses because there would be reduced costs 
and with fewer jams there would also be reduced travel time.  

This would have the knock on effect of reducing the wear and tear on the 
roads and the need to build ever more flyovers and underpasses, thereby 
allowing City Hall to invest taxpayers money in essential services, such as rail 
transport* and education. 

But we do know that this isn't at all feasible with the current mindset. 

It's the dreaded C-word, or a K-word in Indonesia. 

Finally, it's just been announced that there will be night trains for Jakarta's late 
night commuters and revellers.  

This could well mean that I can leave the centre of town at the ungodly hour of 
10.30 and still get home without being extorted by taxi drivers. 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

.                  
 

When I grow up I want to be a train driver (pub. 11th September 2006) 
 

Well, maybe not here because the under-funded KAI (Kereta Api Indonesia = 
Indonesia Railways) has problems in maintaining its rail network and rolling 
stock. Accidents are not infrequent. 
 

But there is something romantic about train journeys.  
 

Paul Theroux, who made his name from The Great Railway Bazaar about a 
circular ride from London via Iran, India, south- east Asia, Japan and Russia, 
could be called a great romantic. 
 

Theroux is unimpressed by many of the destinations: the tombs of Cain and 
Abel in India are almost accused of being fakes, Teheran has "little interest" 
and Afghanistan is "a nuisance". But this inconvenience is made up for by the 
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romance of the trains. It starts with the names: "The Khyber Mail to Lahore 
Junction", "The Mandalay Express", and "The Trans-Siberian Express". 
 

Jakartass likes trains. One of the world's great journeys is from Jakarta to 
Bandung: reserve a window seat on the right and meditate as the you pass 
gorgeous ever green scenery, rice fields, over wooded ravines, and through 
kampungs,  
 

Mainly because I hate traffic jams, I have been known to catch cattle class 
from my local station up to Kota in North Jakarta.  
 

The local trains are electric and although the rolling stock only (?) dates from 
1976, judging from their appearance and condition they are fifty years old at 
least, except for the second-hand Chinese ones which are express and don't 
stop at my station any way.  
 

It can be said, that the development of Jakarta as a metropolitan city started 
(in) 1925, when the development of the electric railway line as the Jakarta 
circle line was started by the Dutch Colonial Government of the time. 
 

This electric railway line heralded a new era of environmentally friendly mass 
transportation system, which (was) among the most advanced transportation 
system in Asia at that time. 
 

It would be really nice if Indonesia's rail network was still an advanced 
transportation system. If it were, there wouldn't be the need to develop 
busways or a monorail system in parallel with an existing rail route.  
 
Since 1976, the majority of the electric locomotives had disappeared, as they 
were scrapped. Only the Werkspoor-Heemaf 3202, which was renumbered as 
202, (remains), still derelict at Manggarai Workshop, Jakarta. This locomotive 
is simply forgotten, and neglected in poor condition.  

Manggarai is the major rail junction in Jakarta, which may not be saying much. 
However, it retains vestiges of its importance with Dutch buildings and sidings 
where inter-city express carriages are parked when not going somewhere.  
 

And it is here that one of the original electric locomotives can still be seen, the 
type built by Werkspoor-Heemaf.  This locomotive even has a nickname: 
“Bon-Bon”, due to its boxy shape and attractive color, which resembles 
chocolate confectionary package. 
 

Now what could be more romantic than naming a train engine after a 
chocolate box? Eh? Oh. (Actually, it's named after the sound it made when 
pulling out of a station - boon boon.) 
 

Whatever, there is a piece of good news - Bon-Bon is getting a make over.  
 

Every Saturday, 29-year-old copywriter Paulus Gumilang, of the Indonesian 
Railway Preservation Society (IRPS) dons his weekend uniform and instead 
of heading to hang-out places like other Jakartans, he goes to state train 
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operator PT KAI's rail yard, Balai Yasa, in Manggarai to clean up Lok Bon Bon 
with eight of his friends.  
 

PT KAI has shown support for the effort by planning to transport the historical 
locomotive to West Jakarta's Kota station and make it into a monument. KAI’s 
Jakarta office spokesman Akhmad Sujadi said that to display the locomotive 
as well as set up a small historical railway library at Kota station would require 
of fund of up to Rp 200 million.” 
 

IRPS is currently working with PT KAI and the Jakarta Cultural and Museum 
Agency to implement the plan.  
 

Respect for history? Great isn't it. 
 

Mind you, I am surprised that there isn't a plan to plonk Bon-Bon in the atrium 
of the latest mall. 
�

�
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In Training – 1   (pub.15th July 2004) 

For reasons of both time and money, I commute by economy class train from 
my semi-suburban home to the office where I’m tapping this out. I suspect 
that few of my readers here will have been through this experience, preferring 
the air-conditioned comforts of private cars or taxis as I used to do.  

Getting on the platform is literally the first hurdle. The sidewalks and footpath 
up to the ticket office are invariably blocked by ojeks (motorcycle taxis), their 
drivers and meals-on-wheels vendors.  

Once the ticket to town has been purchased for the smallest banknote, I try to 
find somewhere to sit and wait. This is difficult as most of the benches, which 
are made from old rails, are occupied by refreshment stalls, vendors of shoes, 
pens, eyeglasses, or scavengers having a morning kip.  

This is a busy station in terms of genuine passengers but freedom of 
movement is in short supply for us and, unfortunately, the train frequency 
does not seem to have increased in line with Jakarta’s population growth.  

So I usually have time to sit and contemplate life on the opposite platform. 
This is not a peaceful muse as either Indonesia’s Bruce Springsteen, Iwan 
Fals, or dangdut, the hybrid Bollywood/Arabic music, is blasted out from the 
five stalls selling pirated CDs.  Not that I’m grumbling; one of the stalls sells 
DVDs of exceptional quality in terms of the unlikely films which make their 
way here.  

This platform is also my favourite market. I pay regular weekend visits to buy 
cheap energy-saver light bulbs, taps and the various bits and bobs which 
have a very short half-life in these tropical climes. 

If there is a ticket collector/inspector on duty, a fairly rare occurrence, I tell him 
that I’m just shopping and he grants access. 

There is cross-traffic between the platforms and given that the platforms are 
at least chest-high the shorter than me Indonesians show great agility in 
getting a leg up.  Generally they cross to have a chat with an acquaintance, 
but most seem to prefer a shouted sentence or two across the divide.   

Few seem to know or care that street children sleep uner the platforms.  

For some, the tracks are a short cut to the level crossing which serves as the 
main entrance to the station and their kampungs which line the tracks. For 
most, the tracks are a convenient place to sweep the detritus away from the 
stalls and to dump the plastic bags and drinks cups.  

Every so often a scavenger will emerge from his or her nap and collect what 
is deemed to have value through recycling. 

Ah, there comes my train. I’m now sufficiently in tune with my environment to 
ignore the hordes of rooftop passengers, which denote an even more stoical 
experience ahead.  
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In Training – 2 (pub. 23rd July 2004) 

Having waited for up to half an hour for my conveyance to town, it is with keen 
interest that I view the arriving train. 

Inevitably at that time of the morning there are youths on the roof, a risky 
affair given that these trains are electric with an overhead power supply. This 
means that the sides are bulging with bodies and the insides are like the 
proverbial can of sardines. But, no worries think I, needs must.  Also, that 
glimmer of intelligence I have in the early hours (if 10am can be called that) 
means that I have chosen a section of the train with the least internal mobility.    

There are 8 carriages in 2 units of 4. Therefore, in the middle at the ends of 
each unit, there are the driver's cabs which are, generally, sealed off from the 
hoi polloi.  The cabs are obviously the best places to be, but I have yet to be 
invited to join the dozen or so chosen ones. Instead, I attempt to enter 
through the double doors immediately behind. 

Cattle class is variable. Sometimes I am delighted to see a shiny blue one 
arriving. These are likely to have overhead fans that still work.  

Silver trains are second best; it is a given that the double sliding doors are 
there for decorative purposes. They are either permanently open or jammed 
half shut.  Both are hard for the cling-ons, those who ride the sides of the train 
using their extra-strength fingernails to prevent sudden ejection.  

If I see an orange train arriving I can expect something a little more down-
market. There will be graffiti scrawls inside and out, no operative fans, 
missing lights and windows and a muggier atmosphere which is the result of 
having conveyed innumerably more sweaty bodies.   

In none of these trains can I expect a seat. These were taken way down the 
line, probably in Bogor.  

 
Photo from Jakarta Post 
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The rest of us have to find a handrail or, in the blue trains, a luggage rack to 
grasp. This is fine by me as I have a longer reach. If the overhead fans aren't 
working it's because they have been grabbed too often during lurches. The 
handrails may similarly have come unattached through constant use. 

I am prepared for this.  

My small backpack is on my front, I have my handkerchief-sized floor 
space, I am inside near the doors so I can attract the breeze as we 
rattle along and I am ready to quietly observe my fellow passengers 
as they observe me, the only westerner crazy enough to share their 
daily commute. 
…………………………………………………………………………………
Throw Momma from the train  (pub. 14th April 2004) 

I have a confession to make. I recently threw a man off the Bogor to Kota 
train. 

It had already arrived at the platform in Kota station so was my action OK? 
You judge. 

I was with Our Kid (then 7 years old) going to Mangga Dua because the train 
saves both time and taxi fares, although you go have to be careful of 
pickpockets and hawkers of trinkets and phlegm. As with nearly all mass 
transport conveyances in Indonesia, the operative word is mass. Standing is 
the norm for physically handicapped folk, pregnant women, and anyone who 
isn’t able-bodied. Able, that is, to grab a seat. 

So, we arrived at Kota station and with relief joined the exiting throng only to 
find ourselves being pushed back in by a throng wishing to bugger off to 
Bogor and points in-between.  

So, in order to create space for my nipper, I pushed a respectably dressed 
man in his late 20’s back on to the platform and loudly suggested that he 
should have bought a brain when he bought his ticket. He wasn’t happy but 
others were, maybe because now he would not be able to grab a seat. 

…………………………………………………….…………………........................
Training for disasters  (pub. 4th March 2006) 

News that the roof of a commuter train carriage caved in yesterday morning 
should not really have been a surprise. 

An official of state railway company PT KAI (Kereta Api Indonesia - lit: 
Indonesian Trains) also said the carriage - with maximum capacity for 106 
standing passengers - was grossly overcrowded, with many people forced to 
find space on the roof. 

Spokesman Ahmad Sujadi said the probable cause of the accident was 
overcrowding, and particularly because of the passengers sitting on the roof. 

"The train carried three times its standard capacity and the passengers also 
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took up the whole roof, making the roof construction bend and collapse," he 
said. "There were only four cars on Friday instead of the usual six,"  

"What made matters worse was that the chassis of the car disintegrated, 
causing the floor to buckle near the centre, with the rear of the car flipping up 
and tossing people back into the centre." 

The Blame Game 

Ahmad said the company posted notices on billboards and notice boards at 
all stations forbidding people from riding on the roof.  

"We have even put barbed wire on the roofs of some cars. But that doesn't 
stop them," he said. 

PT KAI will cover hospital treatment for all passengers holding tickets. 

"Those, who were riding on the train roof didn't pay for a ticket. Since they 
wouldn't listen to our warnings, I think they should bear the risk themselves," 
Ahmad said. 

That folk ride on the roof is not necessarily because they're avoiding payment 
of the fares. Maybe there isn't any room inside. Thanks to a government 
subsidy, at Rp.1,500 (c.US.15c) rail fares are lower than bus fares. In return, 
the government expects the railway company to finance new tracks and 
rolling stock from its other revenue, especially the non-economy train 
services. 

Local train commuters get the distinct impression that PT KAI doesn't care. 
The rolling stock is old, much of it dating from the sixties with doors that are 
either jammed open or jammed shut so passengers on economy trains have 
to put up with general discomfort.    

 

 With Jakarta continuing to expand and City Hall proposing capital intensive 
glamour projects to meet transport needs, such as a monorail and further toll 
roads, we cannot expect the train network to offer the service which, with 
adequate investment and attention, it could.  

And the public spokesman makes trite and unfeeling comments like the 
above. Yet the official website (in Indonesian) describes train travel as being 
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non-polluting, energy efficient and with a key role to play in the future 
development of the country. 

Of course  it is and  the  sooner government officials, both local  and  national, 
started  focussing on  the  immediate needs of  their constituents  ~  who now 
elect them ~ the sooner we can forgive them their current focus on our 
morals, ethics and boobs.  
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

I’m Well Trained  (pub. 6th July 2011)  

I had occasion to go into town today to meet some folks. As Jakartass Towers 
and Ya 'Usual  are both within reach of a train station, I figured that going by 
train was the way to go thus avoiding traffic jams and making substantial 
savings on taxi fares. 

Recently PT Kereta Api Indonesia (KAI) have stopped their express trains 
from Bogor, Bekasi and Tangerang into town which used to whizz through my 
local stations, rescheduling them as stopping trains.  

This made me happy because, as the news had it, the rolling stock would be 
air-conditioned and the doors would shut. 

Some passengers were unhappy because they'd been informed that there 
would be a flat rate fare for both short and long journeys, but again I wasn't 
fazed by this as there would still be substantial savings over the taxi fare, and 
I'd get where I wanted to go that much quicker. 

The first surprise was that the flat fare wasn't in operation and I paid just 
Rp.1,500, the old rate. 

 

This is the proof. 

I wasn't that surprised at the crush inside, but the flow of cool air on my head 
was very pleasant. That I could barely see out of the windows was of no 
particular concern as the helpful driver announced each station well in 
advance, even going so far as to tell us which doors, on the left, right or both 
sides, would open. 
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I disembarked, squeezed my way through the bajaj and ojek drivers touting for 
custom, and wended my way down the road – the sidewalk was blocked with 
parked cars and motorcycles – and met some old friends and reacquainted 
with a few others. 

After our fruitful meeting, I set off for the return home. 

The first surprise was that it would cost me Rp.500 more for the return trip, but 
as that's only about 30c. (US) that's no burden. I also picked up a schedule, 
the first I've ever seen here; my train was ten minutes 'early', so what was 
there to complain about? That the station had been refurbished with platform 
signs advising us where smokers can – erm – smoke, where to deposit litter 
plus a few don'ts such as no hawking of goods, no sitting on the roofs or 
crossing the lines between platforms, was yet another plus point. 

As soon as the train arrived, per usual I headed for the last carriage as when 
disembarking I'd be near the exit gate. Once inside, pleased with the amount 
of floor space, I asked a young lass if this particular train was going my way. 
She told me that I was, and also told me that I was in the women's only 
section. 

That was one sign I'd missed, so I headed off to the next compartment where 
I enquired if I was in the men's only section and also asked if there was a 
special compartment for foreigners. 

Here I noticed other promising signs, literally. A few spaces were designated 
as Tempat Duduk Prioritas, which was translated into English as 'Courtesy 
Seats' and Chinese as  ….  There were pictograms of a pregnant woman, a 
child carrying woman, someone with a broken leg and an aged person with a 
walking stick. 

On the two sets of four seats, none of the eight passengers fitted the profile: 
seven were in their twenties and the other one, possibly fifty, was occupied 
with his mobile phone, quietly texting away. Presumably he hadn't noticed the 
four signs which clearly indicated that mobile phones were to be switched off. 

All that’s needed now to make train 
travel a nigh on perfect experience 
would be for those waiting to board to 
be courteous and give room for those 
of us wanting to get off. 

 

 

 
 

New style  
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Jakarta Trains – New System, Old Thinking (pub. 3rd September 2013) 
 

My recent update on the state of Jakarta's commuter train system was 
generally positive about the improvements, including the new distance-related 
fares. 
 

Last Saturday, at 3pm, I headed off to my local station for my regular trip up to 
town. From experience I knew that although I might have to stand, the 
carriages wouldn't be overcrowded – it wasn't early morning in midweek. 
 

I was most surprised therefore upon arrival at the station, having squeezed 
through the parked ojeks (motorcycle taxis) and mikrolets (minibuses) 
blocking the entrance, to discover queues from the street up to five ticket 
windows, when at that time there are usually just two, maybe three, open, and 
a quick service. 
 

 
 

This is Tanah Abang station, a terminus, and not my local station. 
 

It took nigh on 20 minutes to reach the window, and feeling somewhat pissed 
off because I'd already seen one train depart, I was asked for Rp.7,000, not 
the Rp.2,000 of just six days previously. I pointed out that I was only going 3 
stations, not 10, a message that was difficult to convey given the crowds 
massed behind me. 
 

I gradually came to understand why they were there. In June, KAI (the train 
company) introduced e-ticketing: a plastic card to be tapped on the turnstile at 
the entrance and left in a slot at the destination station's exit turnstiles. 
However, loads of these heavy duty plastic cards had not been returned, 
having been kept by passengers, presumably as souvenirs or because of the 
lack of staff or turnstiles. 
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There had been little take up of the multi-trip cards either, which could have 
been for the same reason as the loss of single-trip cards: a lack of staff. 
Certainly there was no-one manning the counter at my station. So last week 
KAI decided to charge passengers a deposit on the cards to ensure their 
return. 
 

Anyway, the upshot of my dilemma was that I didn't pay the Rp.5,000, even 
though I was credited with it on the paper ticket that is also issued. It was 
easier for the stressed staff to get rid of the bule that way. 

 
When I got on the platform, it was deserted, and the one opposite also had 
fewer than usual passengers waiting. In other words, rather than catering for 
folk wanting to go somewhere, the staff at the ticket counters were giving 
refunds to those who had completed their journeys. 
 

The commuter trains which featured a 'cattle class', with passengers crammed 
into filthy broken carriages (or forced to find uncushioned seats on the roof) 
are a thing of the past. But in not providing an adequate ticketing service, and 
in not trusting customers, KAI management still has a herd mentality. Why 
should passengers be blamed and have to suffer for the shortcomings of a 
system initiated by management? 
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This leaves me feeling a little guilty as I assume that I can continue to wave it, 
to pay the regular fare and not have to pay the deposit. And so it goes until I 
decide to give it back, which will be when KAI put in a sensible efficient 
system which doesn't waste the time of its paying passengers. 
 

However, if I have to wait another twenty minutes or so to purchase a ticket 
whilst watching my not-so-frequent trains come and depart without me, then I 
could well revert to going into town by taxi. And we can all expect to see the 
motorcyclists going back to their risky rides. 
 

It may be quicker for all of us. 
 

It turned out that if they’re not ‘cashed in’ within a week, the Rp.5,000 is not 
returned. I now have four expired cards which I don’t know how to recycle. 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

People Carriers   (pub. 1st February 2006) 

One of the most infuriating noises in our street is the bajaj (pron.’badge-eye’) 

 

Originally manufactured in India, these 
three-wheeler mini people conveyors have  
been on Jakarta's streets for nigh on 30 
years. 

They are cramped, smelly and noisy, yet, 
apart from motorcycle taxis (ojeks), are 
the only means of 'public' transport in the 
back streets.  

For a number of years the city government has tried to replace them, most 
recently with a four-wheeled vehicle called the kancil.  The Jakarta Post 
asked: Is taking a ride in a kancil more comfortable than a bajaj, one may ask. 

Two popular jokes on bajaj need to be remembered: The brakes of a bajaj are 
on the driver's shoulder, meaning you have to tap him there to make him stop, 
and only God and the driver know when it will turn. Neither of these jokes will 
apply to the kancil. 

A kancil passenger can comfortably sit in the front seat and buckle up for 
safety. The safety belts can help a passenger to cope with the bumpy ride, 
although it is less bumpy than a bajaj. 

The back seat of the kancil can accommodate up to three medium-sized 
passengers, although it is not recommended for safety reasons. It is also 
equipped with a mini fan for the passengers' comfort. 

Despite such conveniences in comparison to the bajaj, the kancil cannot 
match the agility of its Indian cousin.  

I think I've spotted just three kancils since their introduction over a year ago.  
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Those good folk at the Indonesia Anonymus blog have taken an enlightened 
look at the welfare of bajaj drivers and reached an alarming conclusion. 

To make a long story short, we finally got our 5 volunteers ...... and our kind 
doctor examined them one by one. Sure enough, four out of five have a 
degree of hearing problem. 

The one person who was fine happened to be the last one. His name is 
Hasan. The reason why his hearing is fine was because he only started 
driving bajaj 3 months ago. The other four have driven more than 2 years. 
One person has been driving for 6 years. 

Knowing the result of the previous four, we felt obligated to tell Hasan about 
the risk involved in his profession. My dear Hasan, you are risking your 
hearing. Do something before it's too late! 

You could see the concern in Hasan's eyes, but then he said: "I have a wife 
and three kids. I have no choice. There's simply no other job out there." 

The point to all this must be to find an alternative people carrier suitable for 
the narrow back streets, capable of carrying 3 or 4 passengers and not 
injurious to the health of its driver. 

Well folks, it exists and, to my knowledge, has done for at least 40 years. 

If you have seen the film Calcium Kid (2003), starring Orlando Bloom, you will 
remember that he had a milk delivery round in South London and his vehicle 
was an electric milk float, like this one. 

 

A bank of rechargeable batteries are the power source so we have a vehicle 
that is comfortable for its drivers, is quiet, doesn't pump out noxious fumes, is 
sturdy, and capable of c.80 kph (if it weren’t for the traffic chaos!) 

Could these be one answer to Jakarta's traffic woes? That's a political 
decision, unfortunately, but if Britain's (then) recently arrived Trade Attaché 
wants to make his mark, then Jakartass suggests that he does whatever it 
takes - demonstrations, brown envelopes, and feasibility studies - and shows 
a commitment to the well-being of Jakarta's citizenry.  
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This photo shows an early model, c.1955, and it looks like a bajaj, doesn’t it? 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Five year transport scheme for Jakarta?  
(pub. 13th October 2004) 
 

News that London’s mayor, Ken Livingstone, has unveiled a five year £10 
billion transport scheme for London, has not made me, a Londoner, nostalgic 
for ‘home’, but it has certainly got me to wonder if Jakarta would benefit from 
something similar.  
 

Obviously I’d be living in a fantasy world - and I don’t mean Dunia Fantasi in 
the north coast recreational park - if I thought that such a scheme were 
remotely possible here. 
 

London now has a decaying transport infrastructure whereas Jakarta has not 
had a cohesive infrastructure in the nigh-on twenty years that I’ve lived here. 
Every improvement, such as air-conditioned limited stop express (patas) 
buses, has rapidly been overwhelmed by the limited number of routes and the 
excessive demand on the services.  
 

Bus crews are not paid a ‘living wage’, so they depend on the number of 
passengers carried for their income. The bus fleets have suffered from under-
investment; ‘new’ buses, like the commuter trains, are generally second-hand, 
imported from China and elsewhere. Maintenance is seemingly limited to 
cannibalism. 
 

The list below was of my adaptations of the key points of the Five Year 
Investment Programme for London which I felt could be achievable here, if 
there was enough political goodwill. 
 

April 2011 - seven years later 
None of these have happened: 
•  Switch to low-floor buses with CCTV.  
•  Introduction of low-emission zone by 2007  
•  Initiatives to encourage more walking  
•  pedestrian crossings giving priority to pedestrians .  
•  New street lighting (rather than illuminated adverts). 
•  New security measures for stations, e.g. no ticket touts. 
 

But work has commenced on the following: 
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•  A cycle network - albeit a single bike lane 
•  Extension of the 3-in-1 scheme throughout the day  
    - due to be replaced with an electronic congestion charge   
      next year ... or ... maybe not 
• Air-cooled trains                                                             
   - new (secondhand) rolling stock has made a difference  
     although carriages are deteriorating fast. 
•  Rail link from town to Soekarno-Hatta Airport. 
   - land clearance is underway at Manggarai in preparation for its     

   transformation into Jakarta’s main rail hub. 
   Or, that’s what we’ve told. 

 

The monorail has been abandoned. 
Two elevated roads are under construction. 
 

In brief, any ‘improvements’ have been offset by a focus on the ‘needs’ of 
private motorists.  
 

And the rest of us continue to suffer. 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 

A Taxiing Week? (pub. 25th February 2008) 

First thing on a Monday morning as I try to get across Jakarta in order to do 
battle with a bunch of bored hormonal teenagers is not the time for a stressful 
taxi ride. 

Yesterday I was first a bit peeved as my driver weaved from the right to the 
centre of the toll road to the left lane and then back again. I've always felt that 
staying in one lane is probably quicker and it's certainly more efficient as it 
covers less distance.  

The meter fare may also be Rp.500 less. But I noticed that the gaps between 
the vehicles in front were of varying length as we sped up and slowed down. It 
was then that I realised that the driver was more tired than I. 

I fed him extra-strength Plonk mints to suck on until we reached eventually 
reached my destination. I told him to park in a side street and have a nap. The 
plonker probably didn't. 

My tarif lama (old tariff) taxi this morning got as far as the entrance to the toll 
road before deciding he didn't want to go as far as I did, so he pulled over 
having signalled a taxi behind us to pull over. "No charge," he told me. Dead 
bloody right, I thought, as I noticed that the awaiting taxi was charged the 
more recent tariff. 

So I waited for the next tarif lama to appear and we reached the toll booth. 
Because it's a well-known bit of mini-corruption when you hand over a large 
note I told him to check the change. Did he?  
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He drove on blithely so I made him stop, get out and stroll back to collect the 
Rp.2,500 we'd been short-changed, and then lectured him about how if you 
look after the pence then the pounds (dollars) look after themselves.  

Of course, he'd only been in Jakarta a month, so he didn't know where the toll 
roads go to. 

Ho bloody hum. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Taxi-ing  (pub. 8th February 2009) 

Serendipity strikes again. Having tried to go across town in Monday's 
torrential downpour. I was thinking of establishing a league table of taxi 
companies in Jakarta. Then I received a couple of missives on the topic so the 
issue has become almost crucial.  

Last Monday in the early morning during the near daily downpour, the taxi was 
parked at a bus shelter - which, of course, meant that potential bus 
passengers would get soaked trying to board and those getting off would 
similarly have to wade through several inches of water which wasn't going to 
drain away any time soon.  

As we pulled away from the kerb the driver asked me Mau kemana, Mister? I 
told him and he told me that he didn't want to go there. I told him to eff off as I 
stepped out into the rain, not now having the benefit of the bus shelter. 

In the mornings, not wanting to risk public buses which are generally 
cramped, dirty and unreliable in terms of getting anywhere within my rushed 
schedule, Except for Family Indah whose drivers have by my reckoning only 
given me fifty percent satisfaction, I take whatever taxi will stop for me. Still, 
facing potential floods and a slower than usual journey, I figured that beggars 
can't be choosers and I got in dripping over the back seat. 

The thing is, of course, I'm a tight wad. There are two classes of taxis in town 
- Blue Bird and all the others which have significantly lower meter tariffs - tarif 
bawah is pasted on their windscreens. I don't generally have a problem with 
taxi companies, apart from Prestasi which used to be the clapped out non-
meter using President taxis of yore.  

They now look just like the generally well-respected Bluebirds which, in spite 
of the fluctuating fuel prices insist on keeping to (their) higher tariff. However, 
they do have GPS. 

The British Foreign Office has got a bit paranoid too about the safety of their 
staff in Jakarta's taxis and have updated their Travel Advisory for Indonesia.  

British Embassy, Jakarta, staff are advised to use only taxis from the Bluebird 
and Silverbird group. These are widely available at hotels and shopping malls 
in central Jakarta and at Sukarno-International Airport." 

In the same download of emails I received the following from Daniel, a newbie 
in town. 



�

    

 

57 

One thing I would like to say is that from my experience of only six weeks or 
so that, despite the higher fares of Bluebird and the friendliness of the driver, 
they have rarely had any idea of how to get to pretty basic places.  

Example 1 - At Ancol I asked for a ride to Fatahillah Sq, Kota. We ended up at 
Gambir.  

Example 2 – From Kelapa Gading, I wanted to go to Cempaka Putih, but the 
incompetent driver headed for Cempaka Mas, grinning.  

You'd be better off in pretty much any other cab, as long as it is metered and 
you can get a 'yes, mister' that vaguely means 'yes I know where you want to 
go'.  

With Bluebird it's too often a random drive around a few blocks and a higher 
fare at the end of it. 

Yep, that's been my experience too, so I have decided that an unscientific poll 
of Jakartass readers is in order.  

 - Which Jakarta taxi companies have rarely given you a stressful ride?  

My choices would be Gamya and Putra, which I rarely see, with Express and 
Koperasi close seconds. 

(That was two years ago. I’ve added Link to my list of taxis of choice and 
Executif, which looks like an Express but gives a far from executive ride, a 
taxit o avoid.) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Transports of Delight 2   (pub. 4th June 2008) 

Conversation with a taxi driver 1 

TD: Hey mister. You want driver? 
   J: No thanks. I don't have a car. 

TD: Why not? 
   J: What's the point of forking out loads of money for something that's going    
……to be sat in traffic jams for hours? I can use taxis. 
TD: Ah, taxis good mister, ya? Mister want driver? 
 

Put it into Indonesian and that is a familiar conversation. 
 

Conversation with a taxi driver 2 
 

TD: Mau kemana, Mister? (Where do you want to go?) 
   J: Puri Indah. 
TD: Pondok Indah? 
   J: Nga. Puri Indah. 
TD: Mister kasih tau? (Can you tell me the way?} 
 

Having already entered the toll road, I resigned myself to an unpleasant 
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journey, not least because the AC wasn't working and it was like a sauna.  
 

TD: Buka jendela, Mister. (Open the window.) 

We were held up on an overpass as some dignitary or other was given the 
right of way to get on the toll road and then drive on unimpeded, escorted by 
police on their superbikes. 

We sat breathing in exhaust fumes as the temperature rose. 

We reached Jakarta's Spaghetti Junction (Semanggi) and I glanced at the 
meter. WTF?? A quarter of my journey done and it was already registering 
what I usually pay for the complete journey. 

J: Stop, you cheating little bastard. Let me out here. 

All said in my very loud aggressive voice and fluent Indonesian with “here” 
being very close to the police HQ. I gave him a third of what was showing on 
his meter and told him to eff off. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Road Rage  (pub. 9th December 2009) 

First the good news. 

The other morning I set off on my taxi commute in an Indah taxi, a bright shiny 
sweet smelling brand new car with ample legroom. I hoped he would be one 
of the 50% of the drivers of the Famili group of taxis who know where they're 
going. Maybe he did, but I didn't find out because he told me he wanted to go 
home and politely told me to get out and hailed another dark blue Famili taxi.  

But, lo, the grandfatherly driver knew precisely where I wanted to go and so 
we went smoothly along the toll road. This is another rarity because having a 
westerner in the back street seems to be an opportunity for drivers to 
demonstrate as they weave past the trundling trucks that they'd prefer to be 
driving on the race circuit at Sentul. I generally make vomiting noises as an 
indication that I'm beginning to suffer motion sickness akin to mal de mer. 

But this particular journey turned out to be memorable for positive reasons. 
Bapak's phone rang three times - and all he did was to switch it off. Not once 
did he take his eyes off the road. Not once. I gave him a generous trip upon 
my arrival and he wished me selamat tugas - have a nice day. 

A week or so earlier, my driver did answer an incoming call, from his wife he 
said. I angrily responded that I had a wife to think about too and I didn't want 
her thinking about my death caused by his utter stupidity. Fokus on the road, 

 

 

Moral:  

Remember that Prestasi are a revamped version 
of the infamous President taxi of yore.  
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bodoh! I shouted at him. 

Yes, mister, sorry mister, he said, and placed his phone on the passenger 
seat beside him. (I always sit in the back as I think it's possibly safer.) The 
phone rang again, a different ring tone indicating an incoming SMS. He took 
one hand off the wheel and leant over to read his message. 

I grabbed his phone and wound down my window as if .....  

I think he got my message, so I told him that I'd return the phone when we 
arrived and he had parked where he could safely read his probably 
unimportant message. Personally I didn't care if he killed himself, but as 
there's usually collateral damage in road he ought to think of the safety of his 
passengers. 

I occasionally have to use an ojek, one of the unregulated motorcycle taxis 
which took the place of the non-polluting becak, the pedalled tricycles which, 
a dozen years ago, were banned from Jakarta's streets on the grounds that 
they were demeaning to the 'drivers' and, furthermore, caused traffic jams.  

(Pause here for a sardonic guffaw.).  

The other day I couldn't believe it when my driver answered a call whilst 
continuing to drive his Kawasaki with one hand. And he didn't understand me 
when I suggested that he ought to change his brand of bike to a Kamikazi. 

Is it any wonder that c.700 motorcyclists and passengers were killed on 
Jakarta's streets in the first six months of this year? 

I suppose we should be grateful that a new Traffic Law has been enacted, not 
that I can see any mention of handphone usage. It updates and replaces the 
Traffic Law of 1992 when there weren't many phone lines, let alone mobile 
phones. 

A number of new regulations are welcome, particularly those concerning 
public buses. Their drivers may now only pick up and drop off passengers at 
designated bus stops. They must also keep their doors shut when in transit.  

Also, any motorcyclist with more than one passenger can now be charged.  

The law states that they 'will' be charged, but one suspects that the practice 
will continue of paying an on-the-spot 'fines' to whichever policeman is on the 
spot at the time. 

A major change is that although drivers of unroadworthy vehicles face 
punishments, those local administrations responsible for road maintenance 
are now also responsible for road safety. They can be charged if road 
conditions in their care cause a traffic accident.   

What is sorely needed is what is termed 'socialisation' of the law. I know no-
one who has ever seen a copy of Indonesia's Highway Code, but perhaps 
now is the time to start issuing them and enforcing regular knowledge tests. 
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The  traffic police are about  to  get a  salary raise, so let's  hope they are also 
given these tests and are then able to rigorously enforce the rules.    
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Obama creates hell (pub. 10 November 2010) 
 

“When I first came here in 1967 everyone rode on becaks [cycle rickshaws], 
you stood in the back and it was very crowded. Now, as president, I couldn’t 
see any traffic because they had blocked off all the streets.”  
- Barack Obama in Jakarta yesterday. 
 

Indeed they had, Obama, and caused millions of the rest of us to suffer. The 
jalan tol through the centre of Jakarta was blocked – in both directions for one 
hour (c.4-5pm). I was stuck in a taxi watching the meter ticking over and was 
far from happy. 
 

How come you didn’t use the presidential helicopter, Mr. President? 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

A New Broom?  (pub. 7th September 2007) 

I submitted this article to the Jakarta Post but, to the obvious detriment of my 
bank account, and even though it was topical it wasn't published. 

 

Today is the last day of Governor Sooty's 
régime and his erstwhile deputy, Fauzi   
Bowo, who is quite happy to be known as Mr. 
Moustache for some reason, takes over. 

This past week, the Jakarta Post has been 
trumpeting Fauzi's “stupendous feat” by 
asking readers to SMS or email their 
expectations of him.  

I had a conversation a week or two ago about 
our governor-to-be and I had great difficulty in 
not calling him Fauzi Bodoh (stupid) or Fauzi 
Bozo (a clown or, in my Sarf Lunnon argot, a 
prat). 

I was near Harmoni, a busy thoroughfare which hosts a Busway interchange 
above the stinking sewer that is the River Ciliwung in these parts. 

We agreed that if Fuzzy Bear had ever ridden the Busway, he would not have 
been through the experience of queue jumping, or of almost tumbling down 
the gap between the shelter and the bus. Nor would he have experienced 
strap hanging as his fellow passengers are jolted along the special bus lanes.  

These are now pitted, potholed and rutted on most routes thanks to sloppy 
workmanship or, more likely, the criminal diversion of construction funds into 
the pockets of bureaucrats and contractors. 

Nope, he would have enjoyed a seat alongside his cohorts. The rest of the 
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citizenry would have been shunted to one side and onto another bus as his 
entourage set the example of how to get  

ahead in the queue. No doubt too, his ride would have had outriders, possibly 
a formation of those Harley Davidson motorbikes he's so fond of. (They're 
presumably a salary perk.) 

It's quite probable too that he would not have had to navigate his way along 
the sidewalks in order to get into one of those pre-fabricated bus shelters. He 
definitely won't have entered the bus at Atma Jaya University in Jalan 
Sudirman, which has recently been given an award as "the best street in 
Indonesia". That's because the footpath is virtually non-existent. The bridge 
giving access to the bus shelter in the middle of the street takes up the entire 
width of the pavement so that pedestrians have no choice but to walk in front 
of those buses which occupy the 'proper' road, being denied the special bus 
lane. 

The bridge itself could comfortably accommodate those going up and those 
coming down, if there were no hawkers selling handphone accessories and 
outdated magazines. They, of course, do not occupy those places through 
which the ground below can be seen. Nor do they squat on those sections 
where the rivets have gone and it would be so easy to trip up. 

Recently, Harvard graduate Zenin Adrian wrote a critique in the Post of the 
design of the shelters. He ought to know what he's talking about because, 
with his wife, he runs an architecture design office based in Jakarta, which 
"operates on green design platform with specialization on complex geometry 
and digital fabrication" - whatever that is. 

His main focus appeared to be that these shelters do not achieve 'locality', so 
most passengers have a hard time distinguishing one stop from another. That 
could be, of course, because bus stops are generally designed with 
functionality in mind. And if passengers are confused, then they can listen out 
for the announcements which precede each shuddering stop. 

In English one can faintly hear, "Next stop, Tosari (or wherever). Please 
change your belongings and step carefully when exciting." That I'd never 
heard of Tosari until the arrival of the Busway is beside the point. That the 
Tosari busway stop on Jalan Sudirman is at least 500 metres from the 
Sudirman train station is more relevant. 

Functionality has to be about meeting public needs. I'd like to say 
expectations, but a public used to a self-serving administration can expect 
very little. The public needs are secondary to those of the public servants. 
After all, these functionaries have made their fortunes from mark ups in the 
budgets rather than from the tax revenue. 

Statistics published recently in the Post show that the original aim of the 
Busway project, to reduce the number of cars on the city’s streets, has yet to 
be achieved. This is symptomatic of the blinkered approach practiced by city 
planners since the days of horse-drawn carriages. 
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Only 7% of the passengers surveyed actually owned cars. And fewer still 
would have left their cars at home because there are few feeder routes from 
the outer areas. Folk have to struggle to even get to the Busway ‘corridors’. 
The rest of the passengers have merely changed their preferred mode of 
public transport because parallel services have been rerouted. 

It’s so easy to complain, and complain I do. I’m not someone who’s going to 
allow myself to be swept aside off the sidewalk as a phalanx of Hell’s Cherubs 
drives past because their bit of roadway is typically macet.  

I am quite happy to remonstrate and sweep them back in the road where they 
belong. 

There’s a simple answer to the Busway woes too, one that’s observable in 
many cities. Mr. Moustache doesn’t have to go as far as Bogotá in Colombia, 
which is where Governor Sooty borrowed the Busway idea from. Nope, all he 
has to do is open his eyes on one of his regular shopping trips to Singapore. 

Firstly he needs to create a Public Transport Authority, one which not only 
sets the ground rules but also ensures that they are followed by all public 
transport operators. This PTA must set minimum salaries for drivers and 
conductors; if bus crews have a guaranteed salary, then no bus needs to wait 
for every seat to be filled before departing, creating traffic jams in the process. 

The PTA should also create exclusive bus lanes for all buses at the side of 
the road rather than in the middle. Make each bus stop an indentation, 
allowing the limited stop service, the Busway buses, to pass. Bus shelters 
must be accessible and allow each passenger to wait in comfort, even if this 
means that itinerant hawkers are banned and that no motorcyclist can drive 
by. 

If the Busway were part of such a co-ordinated public transport policy, I would 
be even more of a fan. 

 

. Going nowhere fast  
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Antri dong ... (pub. 12th November 2007) 

Any chance of a Jakarta Public Transport Authority?  

With an Art Department? 
Or a Transport Museum? 
Or a Public Service? 
As in London? 

President SBY, conscious that the eyes of 
the world will be on him as he hosts the 
upcoming Climate Change Conference in 
Bali next month, asked local governments 
to provide special lanes so folk can cycle 
to work. 

He was seeing off a group of cyclists  
aiming  to  pedal their way to Bali over the 
next couple of weeks so they could be 
applauded in the opening ceremony on 
December 3rd. 

Regarding bike lanes, SBY said, "By 
providing access to cyclists, we are not 
only saving the planet by reducing 
pollution, but also giving people fresher air 
to breathe."  

 

This may sound like a bit of tautology, but it makes a lot more sense than 
what Gov. Fuzzy Bodoh had to say on the same matter. 

Our recently elected governor was presumably referring to the membership of 
the Bike2Work group, brave souls one and all, when he said, "There are some 
3,000 cyclists in the city right now. We have to wait until there are one million 
because providing special bus lanes will take part of the road." 

 

There are certainly more than 3,000 cyclists, as well as assorted bread sellers 
etc. pedalling their way around. If there were bike lanes, more people would 
be encouraged to cycle and less people would drive.  

If there were special lock ups for cyclists at busway terminals and, say, 
shopping malls served by the busway, then more folk would use the busway, 
meaning that there would be fewer cars and less need to widen roads.   

There's  another gubernatorial  election in  four years  or so … can  Jakartans 
afford to wait that long?  
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Access All Areas, except ....  (pub. 24th November 2007) 

Our Kid and I went to a non-existent art exhibition in Taman Ismail Mazurki, 
Cikini, today. It was supposedly an exhibition of what could be termed 'street 
art'; not so much sprayed on graffiti by the 'street drunk punx' as the work of 
Bill Posters can be seen all over Jakarta, on walls, the interiors and exteriors 
of public transport, on every pillar, post and pylon and the sides of household 
rubbish boxes.  

The decaying remains of the recent gubernatorial election are everywhere, as 
are black and white posters which advertised SPANDUK (banner) makers.  

I thought it could be a pleasant educational day out. Most folk are totally 
oblivious of their surroundings, which is probably why Jakarta is so awful in 
terms of places of beauty and access to them. I hoped that the exhibition 
would be an eye opener so that in his daily trawl through Jakarta's traffic, Our 
Kid could look at it more critically. 

We can get to TIM by train, if we're prepared to wait. And we got to our local 
station just in time to see our preferred means of transport departing. So we 
waited for half an hour. 

Two stops later we got off and strolled slowly, but carefully, along the bits of 
sidewalk that were not blocked by a warung (kiosks), mechanics repairing 
vans, ojek drivers sleeping, motorcycles confiscated by the police outside the 
Cikini police station.. 

We then strolled around TIM looking for a non-existent exhibition. We didn't 
go in the Planetarium because it was full of kids aged from 5 to 10. Our Kid is 
11. We didn't watch a movie either because the only customers seemed to be 
young couples, possibly senior high school age, learning how to snog.  

So in the second-hand book shop, which didn't seem to be as antiquarian as I 
remembered, we checked out the DVDs These cost Rp.7,000 each, which is 
more than I pay my usual suppliers. I bought 7 and, thankfully, only one was 
filmed from the back row of the stalls, possibly by a snogging couple. 

We trudged back to the train 
station and Our Kid took 
several photos of the impasses 
that confronted us. 

 

 

 

 

 

This one was very 'up yours'.  

The lass in the ticket office sorted out my change. "I hope you don't mind 
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small money," she said as she counted out Rp.48,000, the change for a 
Rp.50,000 note I'd given her. 

I always need small change for all those folk who tell me "Tidak ada uang 
kecil, Mister" in the hopes that I'd tell them they can keep the change.  

Whilst all this was going on we heard the rumble overhead of our train 
departing.  

The lad wearing this T-shirt was also waiting 
for the train as he wanted to board it and to 
wheel his trays of fried tahu through the 
carriages. I told him that his message was 
pesan penting (important). 

I'm not sure he understood but it made me 
feel good.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This lad, who can't have 
been much older than six, 
attracted a few glances, but 
just a few. 

He disappeared when the train came along, but we didn't board it. We couldn't 
because there wasn't even space on the roof.  The next train was the usual 
standing room only and was OK until we arrived down the line and tried to 
disembark.  

Like an icebreaker, I ploughed my way through the boarding hordes. “Let us 
off first, you a**eholes,” I shouted in my best vernacular. “Our Kid is trying to 
get off.” 

At the ticket barrier there were seven, count 'em, guys in uniform  to collect 
our ticket scraps, not even vaguely interested in the commotion a couple of 
metres away.  

“You're lazy good-for-nothings”, I told them in my sweetest Indonesian, “and if 
there's a passenger has a serious injury you'll lose your jobs.” 

Our Kid told me that he'd landed a punch or two getting off.  

He seemed quite proud.        
 



�

 
66 

Transportation (pub. 8th February 2011) 
 

I really don't like that word when it's applied to so-called 'public' conveyances. 
As a Brit with a long memory of history lessons and our imperial past, I'm 
aware that the term was once applied to convicts shipped off to Van Dieman's 
Land and New England. 
 

The Transportation Dictionary "will help you to broaden your vocabulary 
related to the infrastructure of transportation and the vehicles in use" but you'll 
have to navigate it, probably with GPS, to find a definition.  
 

The Business Dictionary is more practical and - erm - business-like and has 
these definitions: 
 

1. Any device used to move an item from one location to another. 
Common forms of transportation include planes, trains, automobiles, and 
other two-wheel devices such as bikes or motorcycles. 

 

2. The process of shipping or moving an item from point A to point B. 
 

Americans use the word 'transportation' to refer to the movement of people 
from point A to point B. I have no complaints about any of my journeys in the 
USA, but I do object to being classified as an 'item'. 
 

But that's a mere label, and I suppose I can overlook that.  
 

Here in Indonesia, scant regard is given to the well-being of bus, train, boat 
and plane passengers, and it's all the fault of what the Post calls the 
Transportation Ministry who seem to be incapable of being either logistic or 
logical in (not) reaching their decisions. 
 

The Tangerang municipality which abuts West Jakarta has the infrastructure 
ready to commence their own version of Jakarta's Busway.  
 

However, their dream of initiating the operation of a new mass transportation 
system called ‘Buslane’ in February failed to materialize due to the absence of 
buses promised by the directorate general of the Transportation Ministry for 
land transportation. 
 

Duncan in Sanur in Bali left a comment on Jakartass: By a strange 
coincidence we have exactly the same issue in Bali right now... New bus route 
designated, bus stops built, gutters cleared and flowerbeds planted... but no 
buses.... Does the words piss up in a brewery mean anything? Or kick back?? 
 

The notion of government ministers, who are nearly all Muslims, organising a 
piss up in a brewery doesn't hold water. Which leads one to surmise 
incompetence or kick back or, neither of which is forgivable. 
 

As for the Busway, my regular route into and across town is now served by 
Busway routes 9 and 10. Whoopie, I thought, except that the bus stops are 
quite far apart and necessitate lengthy walks up and down flimsy overhead 
walkways to join the often lengthy queues.  
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On our regular jaunts Our Kid and I would use the comfy P6 buses which 
would bomb along the toll road and drop us off for a short ride in a clapped out 
Kopaja to Ratu Plaza, our computer and pirated DVD heaven. 
 

However, to entice us on to one of the 92 Busway buses, the Jakarta 
Transportation Agency has revoked the operational permits of 189 city and 
private buses that serve similar routes to Transjakarta buses. 
 

What makes things even worse is that the two bus operators have been 
refused permission to use the buses elsewhere on Jakarta's over-crowded 
roads!  
 

Deputy Governor Prijanto said recently that he was expecting the 
Transportation Agency to move the regular buses out of town. He said, “It 
would do no good to solving city congestion if the buses stayed. It would only 
create a mess.”  
 

A basic arithmetic calculation shows that in fact this will only entice potential 
passengers into their private cars or on to their private motorcycles. Simple 
proof can be found in this illustration.  
 

 

Another transport option that Our Kid and I use on a fairly regular basis is the 
commuter train from Bogor.  Yes, they are often over-crowded, but they 
bypass the traffic jams fairly quickly. I was pleased to note that the state-
owned railway company PT KAI plans to operate 130 new carriages this year 
beginning in September. 
 

Except ....  There's a new policy of leaving the first and last train cars vacant, 
part of a campaign to increase passenger safety in the event of a train 
collision. Yet records show that there were just nine between 2000 and 2011 - 
and none in Jakarta.  
 

There have been a few deaths of folk crossing the tracks at inopportune 
times, and falling off the roofs. With a decrease in space inside, this new 
policy will only force more folk on top. 
 

Madness! 
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Got Dem Ol' Busway Blues  (pub. 19th September 2007) 
 

My good friend, The Reveller, doesn't seem to be having so much fun these 
days.  You see, he works in Pondok Indah where the newly arrived residents 
are complaining that the Busway being routed through their hallowed streets 
is going to affect their property prices.  
 

The Rev's problem is that he has the devil's own job getting in and out of this 
poncy neighbourhood. It's the traffic jams, you see. His solution is to buy a 
car. Go figure. Of course, if there were adequate pavements for pedestrians 
he could walk in and out, but this is Jakarta where you have to drive to 
shopping malls if you want a healthy stroll. 
 

Apparently there will be three more Busway Corridors open before the end of 
the year: Harmoni in Central Jakarta to Lebak Bulus in South Jakarta, passing 
through aforementioned Pondok Indah, Pinang Ranti in East Jakarta to Pluit in 
North Jakarta and Cililitan in South Jakarta to Tanjung Priok, the port in North 
Jakarta. 
 

What is intriguing me is that work has started on building a special Busway 
lane in Jl. MT Haryono, which runs parallel to the Bogor toll road, which 
doesn't seem to be on any of the three routes mentioned. And this is very 
close to Jakartass Towers 
 

Now, as you know, I'm not a complainer. I'm a mild-mannered easy-going kind 
of guy with an inquiring mind and what I want to know is - what the hell is 
going on? Why weren't we informed?  
 

But need we be? Aren't the elected local government and the not-so-polite 
civil servants (paid for, presumably, from public taxes) supposed to render 
these public roads for the optimum public use? 
 

It is the seeming self-serving incompetence within City Hall, and the minimal 
transparency and communication without, which we've witnessed in these 
past ten years that leads to protests. We all know that major projects such as 
the Busway enrich the few.  
 

Maintenance of the corridors and associated infrastructure has been non-
existent, leaving potential death traps in the access bridges, unnecessary 
gaps between the buses and the shelters where we get on or off, and not 
enough buses to meet public needs.  
 

Yes, the Busway is a popular, well-used form of public transport. That only 7% 
of the passengers have given up commuting by car is a shame. This statistic 
merely indicates that users have given up using the ancient carbon monoxide 
belching behemoths.   
 

This is an enormous city and having an express bus service from the major 
hub that is Cawang, where the Bogor toll road links up with the ring road, or 
the bus terminal at Kampung Rambutan, makes absolute sense, assuming 
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that commuting motorists have somewhere to abandon their cars for the day.  
 

And if this new Busway route goes somewhere useful, such as Grogol in West 
Jakarta, a route already well served by diesel driven exhaust belching rattlers, 
then I'm all in favour. 
 

Especially if it links up with the corridor into Pondok Indah. I've got friends 
living there who I haven't seen for years. They’re trapped by the gridlock. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Commuter Communities  (pub. 31st May 2010) 
 

Change Your World is an annual campaign that takes place across the UK 
each June. Run by the charity, Sustrans, it encourages everyone to walk, 
cycle or take public transport more often because collectively it will add up to 
make a big difference - healthier journeys, cleaner air and quieter streets. 
 

Participants are urged to tell the (UK) Government they must act too - to 
invest more in making it easier for everyone to travel in ways that are good for 
one's health and the environment. 
 

OK, that's the UK sorted. 
 

But Jakarta? 
 

The Busway authority is working with Jakarta's commuter train overlords to 
introduce a JakCard. Apparently it's a debit card which will enable commuters 
to transit between selected train stations and busway stops.  
 

It seems overly complicated in conception and still overlooks the fact that, for 
example, to get from the Sudirman station on the main road through Jakarta's 
business district onto the busway system involves a hike in either direction of 
at least half a kilometre.  
 

At least the pavement is in fairly reasonable condition. In general though, 
pedestrians may like to know that City Hall agrees that the condition of 
Jakarta is worrisome. City Hall devotes a page to this - Kondisi trotoar di DKI 
mengkhawatirkan (The condition of the sidewalks is worrisome) - without 
suggesting that they know how to deal with it.  
 

Gov. Fuzzy Bodoh is quoted in the Post as saying that "it was more important 
to focus on prioritising public transportation" than bike lanes. That he's 
prioritising the needs of private motorists whilst removing buses from those 
routes which run parallel with the new Busway corridors - resulting in 92 fewer 
regular buses along those routes! - says much about his commitment to the 
needs of the majority of Jakartans. 
 

So, as ever, it's up to the commuter communities to organise and hopefully to 
join forces in campaigning to Change Our World. 
 

This is a short list of groups who offer hope through their forums. 
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Car Sharing  (http://www.nebeng.com/) 
Bike 2 Work  (http://b2w-indonesia.or.id/) 
Train Commuters  (http://www.krl.co.id/index.php/) 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

I broke the law today  (pub. 11th September 2007) 
 

Yep. I gave Rp.1,000 to a couple of very good buskers on my bus and what I 
did was very wrong according to a new bylaw enacted by the wise (and very 
rich) City Fathers,. 
 

You see, the city administration thinks it's been soft; after all there has been a 
bylaw forbidding us to donate money to beggars, buskers and street children 
since 1988. 
 

Councillor Inggard Joshua of the Golkar Party told Monday's plenary session 
at the council that the administration needed to be serious in implementing the 
bylaw or it would be a waste of time and money. 
 

"The city administration has always conducted the 1988 ordinance in an on-
and-off fashion. The enactment of the bylaw is the only key to public order."  
 

The administration, he said, should look up to the city-state Singapore, which 
consistently enforced its public order regulations.  
 

(When elected three years ago Pak. Inggards's declared wealth was Rp.5.69 
billion (c.US$650,000), and his stated concerns were the environment and 
housing.) 
 

Selected points in the new bylaw: 
 

· No unauthorized persons may manage traffic in return for money. 
I tend to agree. It's almost guaranteed that if there's an unexpected traffic jam 
at a road junction then it's caused by traffic policemen guys or some local lads 
from the neighbourhood blowing whistles and collecting beer money. 
 

·  No unauthorized persons may collect money from public transportation 
drivers or cargo shipment drivers. 

That means you, Mr. Plod. 
 

·  Public transportation passengers are not to litter, to throw chewing gum, 
to spit or to smoke inside the vehicle they are travelling in. 

Does this mean the drivers as well? 
 

·  No individual or institution may squat or stand on benches in public parks, 
unless it is for city agency purposes. No individual or institution is to leave 
chewing gum on park benches. 

Public parks. What public parks?!? 
 

·  All individuals and institutions must register any animals they own with 
the city administration. 

Oh, rats! 
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·  No individual or institution may make, sell or possess fireworks or similar 
items. 

This is obviously targetting the Betawi, the indigenous Jakartans, who 
celebrate weddings and returnees from the haj in Mecca with firecrackers. 
 

·  All food stalls and restaurants must have a halal certificate displayed in 
an easily seen area. 

And are presumably be allowed to continue to occupy all those sidewalk 
spaces not used as a car park or for enormous potted plants designed to stop 
pedestrians walking in a straight line. 
 

·  No individual or institution may become a beggar, busker, street vendor 
or car windshield cleaner. 

So, beggar off.  
 

·  All individuals and institutions are prohibited from soliciting donations in 
the street, markets, housing complexes, hospitals, schools, offices and on 
public transportation without the permission of the governor .…. 

                    ...... who would like a 25% cut, if you'd be so kind. 
 

·  No individual or institution may trade with street vendors or give money or 
goods to beggars, buskers or car windshield cleaners.  

 

And that is the law I broke. 
 

This site -  http://lewatmana.com/ - is of little use even when planning your 
journey through Jakarta. Using the CCTV cameras now dotted throughout the 
city, it gives you live streaming of the traffic jams.  
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
In Electric Dreams   (pub.  30 March 2012) 
 

We took a ride in one of the new 
blue environmentally-friendly bajajs 
yesterday which run on CNG 
(compressed natural gas).  
 
It cost a couple of thousand rupiah 
more than the ancient Indian 
imports which pollute our back 
streets with noise and noxious 
fumes, but the comfort, both for we 
passengers and, more importantly, 
the driver, was worth it. 

 
Pic from the Gangs of Indonesia blog  

 

That the Jakarta government is now seemingly serious in ridding the streets of 
the old ones, by next year they say, is to be applauded. But this programme, 
part of a so-called Blue Sky initiative, was first promulgated over three years 
ago and, even now, the Jakarta Transportation Agency is taking no 
responsibility for the next steps of the transition. 
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Problem number one is that most bajaj drivers rent their vehicles and the new 
blue ones are still subject to a 45 percent “luxury goods” tax and are therefore 
a darn sight more expensive. Those drivers who own their own will face going 
into debt or returning to their home villages where casual work may well be 
more scarce than here in Jakarta. 
 

Secondly, CNG is only sold at six fuel pumps in Jakarta (or is it five?). The 
government plans to construct 26 CNG stations in Jakarta "starting" this year 
but in the meantime the state-owned fuel company Pertamina has plans to 
provide four mobile-tanker CNG stations, each expected to carry around 
6,000 liters of CNG, which is enough to fill the tanks of 50 buses. 
 

Yes, drivers of the new bajajs will be queuing up behind the 520 (as of the end 
of last year) TransJakarta Busway buses in operation. There may be a few 
taxis in the queue, but not having seen a Kosti Jaya for a while, it may be that 
they are no longer operating, and any that were fueled by CNG, such as Blue 
Bird, have apparently reverted to regular petroleum. 
 

Why is it that the powers-that-be lack the foresight to peer beyond their squat 
noses and think of the consequences of their decisions? How often do we 
read of decisions not being turned into deeds and policy U-turns? 
 

And why did none of them read my post from six years ago (.? when I first 
advocated an environmentally safe replacement for the bajaj: an electric 
version with rechargeable batteries such as used in the UK for some fifty 
years. It's little known that in the early days of motoring, there were more 
electric vehicles than there were gasoline-powered cars. 
 

 
 

Of course, as some would correctly argue, tapping into the power grid to 
recharge batteries entails accessing electricity produced by fossil fuels. 
However, there is still a positive outcome: the vehicles do not themselves 
produce noxious fumes which contribute to global warming. 
 

Now, taking the notion a step, and six years, further, there is yet another 
alternative: a solar powered people carrier with batteries recharged from 
solar-panels fitted on the roof. 
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Erm, maybe not. Those solar panels would 
only produce 400 or 800 watts, enough to 
power a small fan. 
 

But, what if a car port were fitted with solar 
panels which would recharge replaceable 
batteries? 

 
 

The good news is that the state electricity company PLN seems to be 
committed to building a number of solar power plants (PLTS) on 100 
Indonesian islands. 
 

Dahlan Iskan, Chief Director of PLN, said said that the construction will be 
completed by the end of the year. 
 

These power plants would serve local needs, and could be just as useful in 
local areas of Jakarta, particularly if some of their megawattage were 
specifically allocated for electric vehicles. 
 

All we need now is for some bright spark in PLN – no pun intended – to read 
this post, liaise with those creative souls in Solo who've developed an 
Indonesian 'people carrier' (but not yet anything remote from the internal 
combustion engine), and the faculty of the engineering school of Gadjah Mada 
University in Yogyakarta who designed an electric golf buggy for campus use. 
 

 

Then Sparky* needs to liaise with the 
Jakarta Transportation Agency to find 
someone with integrity (meaning someone 
willing to work for a salary without the usual 
perks) who would oversee the development 
of the infrastructure for electric vehicles 
whilst attracting government funding 

 

Et voila, we'd have a socially viable form of transport quietly plying our streets. 
 

* Jakarta needs a visionary with integrity; so far all the indicators are that Joko 
Widodo, the current mayor of Solo and now a candidate for the governorship 
of Jakarta, is just what this city needs. 
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Too much water or too little: that's Jakarta's perennial problem. The Dutch 
built a system of canals to reduce floods, but since independence City Hall 
has allowed indiscriminate building to swallow up forested areas and ponds 
which hitherto absorbed much of the annual rainfalll. I was inevitable that 
Jakartass would chronicle the problems that arise annually during the rainy 
season. 
            ……………………………………………………………………… 
 

Water, water everywhere  (pub. 14th November 2005) 
 
Except in our taps .  

A report produced by PAM Jaya (Jakarta's then Water Authority) shows that 
as of December 2004, only 3,041,999 residents, or 34 percent of the city's 
total population of 8.7 million, have access to treated tap water, leaving the 
majority reliant on ground water. 
 

At Jakartass Towers on the southern outskirts of the city we've got a well 
which produces enough water for our daily needs. It's relatively clean with a 
bit of grit and tastes okay after boiling, although we do have a large bottle and 
dispenser for when we have power cuts: our pump needs electricity.  
 

Further north, the extraction of (under) ground water is such that Jakarta is 
sinking and sea water is seeping in.  
 

PT PAM Jaya warned on Friday that unless the government found new water 
sources, the capital could suffer a severe water crisis as early as 2008.  
 

However, experts disagree.  
 

Sutopo Purwo Nugroho, a hydrologist with the Agency for the Assessment 
and Application of Technology (BPPT), said there was nothing to worry about.  
 

"Jakarta has great potential to benefit from the use of untapped ground water 
resources in the upstream areas, like in Puncak and Bogor in West Java, 
where water is abundant. Channeling ground water from the upstream areas 
would be cheaper than using costly treated river water."  
 
The problem is that reservoirs take water which would otherwise become 
groundwater. If the surrounding hills of Puncak hadn't been denuded of trees 
in order to build resort complexes for Jakartans to use at weekends, more 
water would be retained there rather than rushing to the sea via the concreted 
flood plain after every cloudburst. 
 

Sutopo continued: "It's our own fault as we never seriously took into account 
the issue of water conservation when we started developing the city. No 
wonder that now we see the city's water supplies reaching critical point." 
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Any visitor to Jakarta in the hot dry season 
should be as bemused as I am at the sight of 
gormless servants gossiping away with all and 
sundry whilst idly hosing down the streets…   
 
… and the vast amount of water wasted to keep 
cars nice and shiny for the traffic jams that lie in 
waiting.  

A thirsty ostrich? 
Maybe  humans are lemmings. 
 

It is rumoured that lemmings intentionally sacrifice themselves by jumping off 
cliffs or running into rivers to drown when population exceeds available 
resources.  
………………………………………………………………………….………………. 
 

Marooned (pub. 4th February 2007) 
 

Jakartass Towers has had leaks this weekend where there weren't last year, 
but at least we still have all our services. All we lack, like the majority of 
Jakartans, is easy access to the big metropolis out there. We're a family of 
non-swimmers.  
 

'Er Indoors has been offering her help to the local families who are flooded 
out. This happens every year.  

I took the images on the next page from just a two minute stroll away. How 
come I could have been taken them each and every year?  

Maybe SBY has the answer; he's announced that central government is 
taking over flood control responsibilities from City Hall.  
 

Jakarta floods: Who's to blame? (pub. 5th February 2007) 
 

It is impossible to stop the rain. But it is possible to minimize floods, or at least 
be prepared them. Unfortunately, what (has) happened in Jakarta (is) just the 
opposite. 
 

It had long been predicted that major flooding would hit the city. In 1996, it 
was severely affected, and then, there was a warning such a disaster could 
happen once every five years.  
 

The above is taken from the website of the Indonesia Water Partnership and 
was written, yes, five years ago. 
 

And Bill Guerin wrote this in the Asia Times - also five years ago:  
 

Jakarta cries a river  
 

Acts of God or acts of Satan? Jakarta Governor Sutiyoso's storm troopers, the 
city's so-called public-order officials who implement his war plan against the 
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weak and the poor, have been forced to run for shelter this week from 
rainstorms that have flooded the city.  
 

In 2000, Jakarta Governor Sutiyoso gave this reason: The capital will never be 
free from floods unless it has a drainage canal at the city's east and west 
border areas to facilitate drainage to the sea. Actually, we have had the 
master plan of the canals since 1975, but due to budget problems 
(corruption?) we could not build them." 
 

He also said that floods were unavoidable because 40 percent of the city is 
located in the lowlands and he also blamed Mother Nature and squatters 
living along the riverbanks. 
 

Any tired excuse, Sooty?  
 

These are some of this year's reported excuses. 
 

A huge amount of rain has fallen. 
Building of housing estates in West Java and Tangerang 
Clearances of land for villas and resorts in the water catchment area of Bogor. 
Disaster handling is poor. 
East Jakarta flood canal is not yet built 
Failure to conserve water catchment areas. 
 

And there are more, but then the reign of Governor Sooty ends this year. All 
that can be said about this year's floods, apart from them being historically the 
worst, is that social services and search and rescue teams were better 
prepared. And the response of local communities has been superb.  
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Continuing Aftermath (pub. 8th February 2007) 
 

My Jakarta Post came late this morning, albeit wrapped in plastic, no doubt 
due to the incredibly horrendous thunderstorm that awoke us. Presumably the 
flood waters have risen, as have tempers. 
 

In response to complaints that the government has been slow to respond to 
the disaster, the Minister of (His Family's) Welfare, Abdurizal Bakrie, has 
pointed out that TV stations are showing Jakartans laughing. 
 

"We see that victims are still laughing," the minister said. "Don't make it as if 
we're facing doomsday, like what we see on your station," he said to a 
journalist from SCTV. 
 

This is arrogance beyond compare and demonstrates a distinct lack of 
empathy with anyone not in his social circle. We have seen this before with 
his denial that his family's company, Lapindo Brantas, was in any way 
responsible for the mud volcano in Sidoarjo, East Java.  
 

Why doesn't he spend some time, preferably overnight, in the shelters 
housing the half a million displaced citizens? 
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A resident of Tanah Abang, Central Jakarta tried to explain: "Nobody affected 
by a disaster can really laugh," said Badar. "We might be laughing because 
we are trading jokes among us, but believe me, we are not laughing because 
we are happy with the conditions. How can we really laugh if our houses are 
underwater?" 
 

The minister "could easily say that because his house was not flooded," Badar 
added. 
 

Another resident, Nurjanah, said, "There's a time to laugh and there's a time 
to cry." Despite the portrayal of laughing flood victims, "the minister didn't see 
that they were crying inside." 
 

“The President,” she said, "should have fired this kind of state official who 
cannot share what common people like us feel.” 
 

I totally agree. but not only Bakrie; it took the Trade Minister four days to even 
hold a meeting to discuss the logistics of organising relief measures! 
 

However, that's central government. What excuses have city government 
come up with? 
 

Governor Sooty has been quick to say that the floods are a natural 
phenomenon. Most of us would disagree and say that it's the rain that is 
natural.  
 

Still, I suppose it's also natural that his deputy, Fauzi Bowo, would agree and 
then offer the excuse that there was nothing that could have been done to 
prevent it because "floods happen everywhere in the world." 
 

This genius is standing in the city's first direct election for the governorship. I 
don't have the vote, but with flippant comments like that you can be sure that 
he will not be seen for much longer in City Hall.  
 

There's a word in English that describes him perfectly; it rhymes with 'banker'. 
 

Help cannot be expected from the insurance industry which has let it be 
known that 'all-risk' policies are actually 'all-but-flooding' risks. 
 

And with Indonesia yet again in the news for the oft-googled word 'disaster', 
we bloggers have had a rise in our visitor numbers coinciding with the 
floodwaters. 
 

Jenny is quickly adapting to the 'every day is different' lifestyle and the 
delights of presumably pirated DVDs. 
 

Treespotter has also splashed out on sets of TV series to while away those 
times when he wishes he were elsewhere. 
 

Coming up next week, very aptly timed, is Dive Indonesia ’07 at the Jakarta 
Convention Centre. Considering that the city is now very wet, we can hope for 
some hands on experience on this stuff, how good is that?  
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PS: Dive Indonesia is postponed, due to the flood. Duh! 
 

He also lets us know that Brandon of JavaJive has been 'evacuated' and is 
now apparently in Bali where there are paradoxically, near drought conditions. 
It seems that Brandon's blogging has also dried up, but by all accounts, there 
has been some outright thuggery in Kelapa Gading where he lives. Preying on 
victims is particularly outrageous, so we hope he recovers from these traumas 
soon. 
 

Marek has loads of photos mainly of Kelapa Gading where he too lives. He 
also mentions the bad guys and then praises a troop of truck drivers who 
offered their services because they could. He also writes about the number of 
schools which will have to be rebuilt. 
 

I have loads of photos too, but I can’t stay online long enough to upload them, 
so today’s a bit of a washout. 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

Unabsorbed rain causes flood cycle (pub. 11th February 2007) 
 

That's a Jakarta Post headline that's 
stating the bleeding obvious; rain that 
doesn't go below ground stays on 
top. According to Robert Delimon, a 
member of the geotechnology team 
at the Indonesian Institute of 
Sciences, there are massive 
limestone deposits below the ground 
- known as the 'Bojong Manik 
formation' - which prevent water 
absorption, thus adding to the 
surface water which reaches Jakarta.  
 

But it was the illustration with the 
accompanying  article  that  caught 

 

 

my eye, and this is my rendition of it. 
           

 

The formation acts as a barrier to the south and west of Jakarta. Apparently, 
the water level of the River Ciliwung rises after Parung, about 30 kilometres 
south of here, indicating that it is groundwater rather Bogor water. 
 

Or so he says. The question is, where does the water from Bogor go? If the 
'Bojong Manik formation' prevents further water from entering the aquifer, then 
the absorption the far side of it must mean that water rises and flows over the 
top, thus adding to the groundwater this side entering the rivers.  
 

So this 'new' geological discovery in no way changes the perception that 
Bogor water helps to bugger up Jakarta. 
 

What is more relevant, though, is that few ground wells in Jakarta have Bogor 
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water in them. In other words, the rain on the Jakarta plain is the source.  
 

Building on water catchment areas obviously diminishes the water supply and 
it is, therefore, the responsibility of City Hall's elected politicians and publicly-
paid bureaucrats to face up to their responsibilities. 
 

It's time for them to stop mouthing evasive platitudes and to face up to the 
reality.  
 

It is the corrupt practices of allowing the development of housing estates and 
shopping malls on areas previously, and sensibly, designated as water 
catchment areas (vide Kelapa Gading and areas of West Jakarta) in the City 
Spatial Plan that is the cause of so much distress. 
 

Bi-lateral thinking?   
Mr. Permadi, the mystical member of Parliament, is engaging a little more with 
what is sometimes called the reality-based world. 
 

Quoted in the New York Times, he said, “From a spiritual perspective there 
are two ways of looking at the flood. One of them is the bad karma of both 
national and local leaders.  
 

“The other is that it is now rainy season.” 
 

Really?  
 

Isn’t it nice to know that we have some parliamentarians who can think! 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

The floods continue  (pub. 25th February 2007) 
 

 
…  a two minute stroll from Jakartass Towers . 

 
The TV news shows how four houses collapsed today into the River Ciliwung 
because the rushing waters have undercut the river bank …  
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For the past three or four weeks otherwise empty houses in our area have 
been dry havens for dispossessed families. The houses also serve as 
distribution points for our spare clothes and cartons of instant noodles.  
 

More bloggers have posted news and thoughts from their areas. 
 

IndoIan wrote from Kelapa Gading: Several of our friends houses and cars 
were damaged and we were inconvenienced somewhat but 1000's of people 
lost everything - and as is typical in the developing world - it is the poor who 
are most effected.  
 

Brandon of JavaJive pondered the question of how best to help the 
dispossessed: I have not heard of any donation sites, nor do I truly trust the 
major organizations; it’s difficult to know where the money goes at times. In 
my case, I prefer to give directly, not through a middle-man, but I realize I 
have the benefit of living here. 
 

Another expat, Bleu an Indonesian living in Malaysia, compared Jakarta's 
floods to recent ones in Johor Baru, Malaysia: The root cause is no doubt due 
to corrupt practices. The government is trying to fool people by putting the 
blame on global warming. 
 
 

Rescue boat coming up Jalan Casablanca …  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                               … with very waterlogged ‘refugees’. 
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News Is Flooding In (pub. 25th November 2009) 
 

It's the rainy season again and as per 
usual there are leaks in our roof, residents 
of North Jakarta sink or swim, trees 
topple, and traffic grinds to a sodden halt.  
 

As usual, much of the blame is accorded 
to folk who dump garbage wherever they 
can't be seen. It's certainly a major factor 
but excuses are made. Folk know no 
better because they are poor, but never 
mind. 
 
Our beloved leader, Gov. Fuzzy Bodoh, 
isn't about to make their lives worse by 
enforcing the 2007 city bylaw on public 
order [which] stipulates that people who 
throw or pile garbage on roads, sidewalks  
rivers, green strips, parks or other public places face fines of between 
Rp.100,000 and Rp.2 million or between 10 and 60 days’ imprisonment. 
 

He said that it doesn't solve the problem [because it] is not effective to fine 
people whose economic standing is so low.  
 

How come the poor get blamed when rich folk know no better? 
 

So what does solve the problem?  
 

True, there are major works underway to dredge rivers, raise embankments 
and build the East and West Flood canals. However, one of his solutions has 
been to send off a fleet of 400 fishermen, in a Herculean effort to remove 
14,000 cubic squares of garbage polluting Jakarta Bay every day. 
 

That was a week or so ago. Daft question, but are they giving up their main 
livelihood, fishing, every day?   
 

This is all getting so boring as it's been said by me for the BBC* and others so 
many times, but how about calling a complete halt to the building of yet more 
malls and office towers? A mere 9.8% of Jakarta's land area is given over to 
green spaces, rather than the 30% 'mandated' in the city's spatial plan.  
 

Having gobbled up parks, playgrounds and sports fields the myopic private 
sector, with the handsomely rewarded city bureaucrats in their pockets, now 
have had to build their "soulless modern and post-modern buildings" in 
graveyards. 
 

Jakarta is doomed as a viable city. Some 40% of the city lies below sea level 
and it is sinking at a rate of up to 20 centimetres a year thanks to the 
uncontrolled extraction of groundwater and the weight of new buildings.  
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We can add to this the rising sea level, which the talkfest on Climate Change 
in Copenhagen next month won't do a thing to 'solve' - King Canute couldn't.  
 

Unless the lowlanders of Holland were to return and govern the city I can't see 
any other solution but to abandon it to Mother Nature. Perhaps the Guv'ner 
has intuited this. He's now initiated an urban transmigration programme 
whereby 100-200 families are sent to less-populated areas of Indonesia. 
 

We'll have to wait and see how these families settle in, especially the 28 
families (100 people) sent to earthquake-prone Bengkulu in West Sumatra. 
 

At least, this time, he's not thinking short-term. If Jakarta's population is about 
15 million, at this rate it will take 18,750 years to move everyone out. 
 

*http://soundgrabs.com/Flooding_in_Jakarta.mp3 
…………………………………………………………………………………………..

The sky emptied, roads flooded and I knew, just by looking out the window, 
that getting home was going to be hell. There were no mikrolets (mini-buses) 
passing because the road was under half a metre of deluge; there was 
seemingly no way to get to the toll road and catch a bus. 
 

Thankfully, I managed to cadge a lift because someone I know was passing 
quite close to Jakartass Towers in South Jakarta. What is more she had a TV 
in her car. We were stuck in the longest tailback I've ever been stuck in, but it 
certainly wasn't the longest in town.  
 

No siree.  
 

And it was quite pleasant hearing about Soekarno-Hatta Airport being shut 
down and the Istana Negara (Presidential Palace) being flooded. 
 

But that tailback ..... aduh.  
 

We ran out of things to talk about, swapped sweets and snacks, watched a 
documentary about how the next ice age is going to wipe us out, maybe as 
soon as next year, and stared at the tailgate of the truck in front of us as we 
inched onwards to where the toll road into town separates for those going 
north and those, us, going south. 
 

And it was north-west Jakarta which was flooded. Nothing was moving in that 
direction and as we travelled south, giggling madly because we'd never been 
on such an empty toll road, not even at night, we stared at the traffic not 

Rain, Rain, Go Away! (pub. 1st April 2008) 
 

Jeez. Watching the rain falling non-stop 
all day, spreading a greyness across the 
skyline of West Jakarta so the tops of 
apartment blocks disappeared, reminded 
me of similar days 'back home'.  
 

It has been a very grey day.  
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moving in the other direction.  
 

Yep, it seems my prediction that the city will tip into Jakarta Bay is coming true 
- and there ain't nothing SBY can do about it. 
 

Even if he could think of something to do.     
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Floods of Excuses (pub.21.6.12) 
 

For a change, it wasn’t the poor who bore the brunt of an overflowing River 
Krukut: it was a "luxury housing complex" in Pondok Labu, South Jakarta.  
The cause was not so much the heavy rain as that in March last year the 
marine corps had reduced the width of the river from six metres to two in order 
to expand their shooting range. 
 

Still, although more than 250 families have had to evacuate their homes, City 
Hall assured them that work to demolish the culvert would commence in late 
December and would be completed "before Jan. 30.” Except work wasn't 
started because the Public Works Agency said, "We are afraid that if we tear 
down the culvert, the houses will be damaged." 

This seems to sum up the laissez-faire attitude of City Hall; their Public Works 
Dept. schedules 'flood prevention' work for the usual peak of the rainy season. 
 

Storm drains are being left uncovered as apparently "they perform better." 
After a 55-year old woman died after falling in one in front of the Cempak 
Putih Carrefour, the head of the Public Works Dept stated, “We encourage 
people to step carefully.”  

This isn't the place to bemoan the lack of adequate sidewalks or street lighting 
but ...  

I'm writing this in advance of the expected "exceptional" floods caused by La 
Nina which, according to Sri Woro Harijono, the head of the Meteorology, 
Climatology and Geophysics Agency (BMKG), may or may not occur in a five 
yearly cycle. The UN World Meteorological Organization has stated that it's 
already here.  

However, Ibu Sri has warned City Hall that "there will be a high potential for 
flooding in January because nearly all areas in Jakarta are at high risk." 

Indeed. Some 40% of the city lies below sea level and it is sinking at a rate of 
up to 10 centimetres a year in north Jakarta thanks to the uncontrolled 
extraction of groundwater and the weight of new buildings.* Added to this is 
the rising sea level, at about 3mm a year, and the neap tides which can be 
expected this year judging from this illustration. 
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Jakarta Governor Fauzi Bowo has called on everyone to stop scaring people 
with predictions of massive floods this year, but I started a long time ago and 
I'm not going to stop now! 
 

Unless the lowlanders of Holland were to return and govern the city I can't see 
any other solution but to abandon it to Mother Nature. However, even during 
the Dutch colonial times floods were common in Jakarta. 
 

Historic floods in Jakarta 

1621 First recorded flood in Batavia, although construction of canals had 
started two years earlier. 

1654 Flood ruined most mulberry groves causing shortage of Tonkinese silk. 
 
1682   
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1699 Ciliwung river floods Batavia after Mount Salak erupts. 
 

1714 Ciliwung river overflows after the clearance of Puncak forest areas.  
 

1854 Batavia is a meter under water, caused by the "raging" Ciliwung. 
 

1873 Most of Batavia under 1 metre of water. 
 

1918 Extensive flooding.                                                                                
The Dutch colonial government begins work on the West Flood Canal.  
 
1932 Flood caused by conversion of Puncak forest into tea and rubber 
plantations swept away houses in Sabang and Jl. Thamrin. 
 

                           

1942 The West Flood Canal is completed, but Jakarta still floods. 
 

Governor Ali Sadikin (1966-77) kept the city virtually flood-free through a 
programme of cleaning, maintenance and construction of water channels with 
funds drawn from legal gambling. 

1973 Sadikin's administration completed the Master Plan for Drainage and 
Flood Control of Jakarta, which included the East Flood Canal. 

Since the 1990's ........ 

1996 A flood sweeps through the capital and approximately 10 people die. 
 

2000 Jakarta Governor Sutiyoso spoke about the need to dredge the West 
Canal and to build the East Canal. "Although we have had the master plan of 
the canals since 1975, due to budget problems (corruption?) we could not 
build them." 
 

2002 It is the largest flood in Jakarta’s history, 25 people died. 
 

2007 The greatest flood in the last three centuries inundated about 40% of the 
city (528.8 sq.km), killed c.80 people and forced about 340,000 to flee.  
 

The then Vice Governor Fauzi Bowo offered the excuse that there was 
nothing that could have been done to prevent it because "Floods happen 
everywhere in the world." 
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2012 The East Flood Canal is supposedly almost completed and ....? 
 

The Post reported in the first week of this year that City Hall has finally woken 
up to "the extraordinary risk that disastrous flooding poses to the capital" and 
is "drafting a contingency plan. We are planning to provide evacuation maps 
and flooding-mitigation guides in each community unit across the city.”  
 

Are they referring to this year, or to a 5, 10, or 30 Strategic Plan? 

 
References 
- Climate Change, Disaster Risk and the Urban Poor : Jakarta Case Study Overview  
(pub. World Bank 2011) 
- Jakarta Flood Hazard Mapping Framework (.pdf) by Jan Jaap Brinkman and Marco 
Hartman 
- Flood Management Challenges in Urbanizing World : Greater Jakarta Experiences 
Presentation by Ir. Imam Sanoso, M.Sc. Directorate General of Water Resources. 
Taipei December 2011 

Originally published in the Jakarta Expat  magazine. 
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Japong 2107 (pub. 21.6.07) 

From Wikipedia, the encyclopedia sponsored by Sampoerna Soma 

This article is about a location in the United Federation of Indoneesia on the 
island of Java. For other uses see Java (disambiguation). 

Jabadebekoboggertangarpong,  (abb. Japong), once variously known as 
Jakarta, Batavia[19], Depok, Bekasi, Bogor, Tangerang and Serpong[21], is the 
former capital city of the Indonesian Archipelago. 

On August 17th 2053 the Indoneesian government relocated to the island city 
of Cibandung in West  Java. The main stock exchange and the headquarters 
of most financial houses remain in the coastal business zone of Puncak. 

Once a megacity[31]  with a population of 50 million, Japong is now a world 
heritage marine park. 

Sea defences 

From 1982, when records began, Japong had been subsiding by an average 
of  20cms per annum.  By 2025, when Ibu Suciwati was elected Governor by 
acclamation, it is estimated that due to the effects of global warming the sea 
level in Japong Bay had risen by approximately 2 metres. 

Japong  having  suffered  disastrous flooding in a  five year cycle from 1937 to 
2022, Gov. Suciwati ordered the building of a system of flood canals, seawalls 
and  raised  roadways.  The areas of  Muara Angke on the northern coast, of 
Kelapa Gading in East Japong and Meruya  in West Japong were cleared of 
their inhabitants and reverted to their original function as floodplains. 

Earthquake zone 

Indoneesia  lies  just   north  of   the  most  complex active tectonic zones on 
earth. In early May 2047 there was the ultrarare occurrence of the northward-
moving Indo-Australian and the westward-moving Pacific plates colliding with 
the   southwards   moving  Southeast  Asian  lithospheric   late  along  a 500 
kilometre conjunction of both the Sunda and Java trenches. 

This  raised  the southern  seaboards  of  Java  and Sumatra by as much as 
217.9  metres,  the   result  of   which  was  to  tip  the  northern   seaboards 
downwards by an average of 57.6 metres.  

The sea dykes along the northern coast of Japong, a mere 18 metres high, 
were powerless to prevent the sea water rushing in. 

The estimated death toll ranges from 11 to 35 million[citation needed]. No accurate 
figures are available as the floods incapacitated all branches of the govt.  

It is also estimated that the death toll on the neighbouring island nation of 
Singwithlee from the resulting tsunami, was 1,750,000 [citation needed]. 
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Flood Mythology 

Creationist John Baumgardner proposed the catastrophic plate tectonics 
theory to explain the biblical global flood. It has received tentative support 
from creationist organizations such as Answers in Genesis [citation needed]. 

Baumgardner accepts conventional theory that the continental masses were 
once united in a single supercontinent. He believes that a process of 
"runaway subduction" initiated the catastrophic breakup of this supercontinent, 
which in turn precipitated the global flood of Noah. During the year-long global 
flood, the continents rapidly moved to the positions they held until 2047. 

In the ancient Batak traditions of North Sumatra, the earth rests on a giant 
snake, Naga-Padoha. One day, the snake tired of its burden and shook the 
Earth off into the sea. However, the God Batara-Guru saved his daughter by 
sending a mountain into the sea, and the entire human race descended from 
her. The Earth was later placed back onto the head of the snake. 

Nowadays, most Bataks and the surviving Betawi people of Japong, are 
members of the Temple of Bumgardeners. Worshippers gather every week to 
tend hydronically grown rice crops and their holy sacrament, cannabis sativa. 

Japong Marine Resort 

Visitors to the Japong Marine Resort need a pass, obtainable from the 
Department of Marine Resources and Forests in the nation's capital, 
Cibandung. Magnetoskims depart from Tangkuban Prahu every hour 
throughout the dry season, taking approximately ninety minutes to reach the 
Greater Japong Maritime Zone. Being glass-bottomed, passengers are able to 
observe the rich marine life during their transit. 

On arrival at Mulia Tower Two Pierhead, visitors descend by glass elevator 
into the reception area where they undergo a medical examination to ensure 
that their visit will have minimal impact on the environment. 

Japong Bay attractions include the Monas Lighthouse, the Pancoran Beacon 
and the Taman Anggrek Marina. A honeymoon resort has been established at 
the Taman Anggrek Marina - an artificial archipelago of partly submerged 
skyscrapers with its aquadome retail museum. 

The underwater rooms at the Japong Marine Resort are fully air conditioned 
and offer a panoramic view of the beautiful coral reefs which now cover most 
of Old Japong. Visitors can still trace the ruins of the never completed 
monorail transport system from the last century. A special feature at the resort 
is the all-night dance parties choreographed by graduates of the resort's own 
school of dolphins which delight in interacting with their two-legged friends. 

Because the site lies offshore inter-species marriages are permitted and 
couples can get married in a variety of indoor or inwater locations. 

This article is a stub. You can help Wikipedia by expanding it. 
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City Hall  is where private deals made and public policies are announced. 
That the current governor, Fauzi Bowo, was the first to be directly elected  (in 
2007) should be a matter of celebration, but just as the 2004 election which 
produced the first batch of directly councillors, the electoral process was, and 
is, subverted by political and business interests. Few outsiders can determine 
what goes on in the corridors, so much of the commentary by outsiders is a 
matter of conjecture. 

Foke is a four-letter word  (pub. 5th May 2007) 

Everyone who lives in or visits Jakarta knows and says that it's a shithole. Its 
shortcomings need no itemising here, but I can list the shortcomings of those 
in City Hall.  

Back in October 2004 the Jakarta Post carried profiles of the 75 newly elected 
city councillors, who gained their sinecures based on the numbers of votes 
cast for the various political parties they belonged to.  

They were not directly elected to represent the electorate but the interests of 
those political parties: Golkar (only 6 councillors but with the Speaker as an 
'extra'), PKS (19, inc. a Deputy Speaker), P-Dem (16, inc. a Deputy Speaker), 
PDI-P (11, inc. a Deputy Speaker), PPP (7), PAN (6), PDS (4), PKB (4), PBR 
(2). There are also 10 non-elected councillors who supposedly represent the 
'regions'. 

 The priorities of the councillors were given in the following order:  
 

Corruption 22  
Economy 16 
Transport and Traffic 15 
Education 14 
Welfare/Women 13 
Environment 12 
Housing 11 
Security and law 7 
Waste Disposal 6 
(NB. Some councillors suggested that they had more than one issue they 
wanted to focus on.) 
 

Can anyone say that the current regime has improved life here? 
 

Is the environment better?   
The worst  floods in recent times have been blamed on blatant development 
of land reserved as ‘greenbelts’ in order to absorb rainwater. 
 

Is there less waste?   
A full landfill, yet strong street rumours of malfeasance block the development 
of major recycling initiatives. 
 

Is there less traffic and better public transport?  
The short answer is ‘no’.  In spite of the limited success of the Busway with its 
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special bus lanes, some 300 new cars enter Jakarta's roads every day. 
 

The capital loses as capital gains - are there new investors?   
Maybe. During the period January - November 2006, Approved Domestic and 
Foreign Direct Investment  was about Rp.157.5 trillion and US$13.9 billion, an 
increase of 244.5% and 18.8% respectively from the same period last year. 
 

New shopping malls 
These are built on unoccupied land that Jakartans could benefit from, yet are 
not fully occupied. Jakarta occupancies decreased to 92.1%. It appears that 
strata title kiosk developments are reaching saturation point. 

Is unemployment dropping? 
No. 
 

Need I go on? 
 

The election of incumbent Governor Sooty and his new partner, Deputy 
Governor Fauzi Bowo five years ago was by 47 of the 85 councillors and it 
was not universally acclaimed  It was greeted with street clashes not least 
because no-one wanted to understand why the then President Megashoppa 
supported his candidature. That's simple though – she’s always been a 
Suhartoist.).  
 

After all, when he was Suharto's military commander of the city he was 
responsible for the trashing of the HQ of Mega's political party, PDI-P.  There 
were several deaths and many remain unaccounted for.  

In the aftermath of Jakarta's floods earlier this year, I had this to say about the 
self-serving Governor Sooty, and the self-seeking Fauzi Bowo.  

Governor Sooty has been quick to say that the floods are a natural 
phenomenon. Most of us would disagree and say that it's the rain that is 
natural. It's also natural that his deputy, Fauzi Bowo, would sycophantically 
agree and then offer the excuse that there was nothing that could have been 
done to prevent it because "Floods happen everywhere in the world." 

This genius is standing in the city's first direct election for the governorship. I 
don't have the vote, but with flippant comments like that you can be sure that 
he will not be seen for much longer in City Hall.  

Here's another quote to indicate his leadership qualities: “We have not been 
invited to the talks (prior to the establishment of the consortium), so we don't 
know where the subway will be built.” 

So, a major project to develop a mass public transport system is initiated 
without the involvement of City Hall?  

Really? 
 

There's a word in English that describes him perfectly; it rhymes with 'banker'. 
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Foke off limits? 

 

I believe that the election of the businessman's friend pictured above will be a 
further unmitigated disaster for Jakartans. He has neither said nor done 
anything to convince the populace of his capabilities. 
 

That his face is disfiguring hectares of wall space throughout the city is no 
doubt due to the over-zealousness of his supporters, the Fauzi Bowo Defence 
Team. You see, there is an election to be held in Jakarta this coming August, 
a historic election in that for the first time it is a 'direct' election.  
 

Yep, Jakartans supposedly get to say who is going to ruin their lives for the 
next five years, until 2012. 
 

Of course, this isn't true, the direct election bit I mean. After all, the only 
candidates must be nominated by political parties or coalitions thereof, who 
reached the 'threshold' of 15% of the votes recorded in the last election.  
 

Given that they have all fed at the City Hall trough for the past five years, in 
spite of their supposed good intentions outlined above, it is only natural that 
they want the good life to continue. 
 

In criticising the political parties and Bowo, I am laying myself open to 
castigation by his supporters who have already got uptight and undemocratic 
in their demands that critical blogs be shut down.  
 

That presumptuousness alone is worth a highly critical post. That Bowo has 
merely clung to the coat tails of Big Brother Sooty and is now demonstrably 
proving himself to be a self seeking jerk is more than adequate grounds for 
me to suggest that Jakarta's electors tell him to Foke Off. 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

Spot The Difference  (pub. 5th August 2007) 
 

No.1 is Mr. No Moustache and No.2 is Mr. Moustache, but that's on the ballot 
paper you'll get on Wednesday - assuming your name isn't one of the 2 million 
missing from the electoral roll and assuming you actually think your vote for 
the next Jakarta Governor is going to make any difference. 
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Jakartass doesn't have the vote so I must be careful not to sway the 
electorate. All I can do is lay certain 'facts' before you and allow you to make 
up your own minds. 
 

No.1 in terms of political party support is Mr Moustache, but then that's 
because all the fading Suhartoist groupings believe that having a moustache 
is a sign of virility.  
 

(And, yes, Jakartass is similarly adorned, so it must be true.) 
 

No.2 suggests to me that the Indonesian for moustache, kumis, is hubris and 
he probably relies on a predominantly Muslim political grouping for his 
support. 
 

Some things we all can agree on is that uncontrolled growth with minimal 
adherence to spatial plans has resulted in grandiose commercial centres at 
the expense of public space and rapidly deteriorating public services - which 
weren't very good in the first place, and thus the alienation of the citizenry 
from City Hall. 
 

And this is where No.2 has been building his fortune for the past thirty years. 
It's reportedly Rp.40 billion (c.$4.5 million).  
 

No.1. a former chief of police, has overseen the transition of the police from a 
military force to a civilian force. Not that the populace have yet learned to love 
them. Respect has to be earned honestly rather than through brown 
envelopes and 'special fees' for public services rendered. 
 

But he has stated that good public services would lead to a 'friendly' city and 
he has also signed an anti-corruption contract, unlike No.2. 
 

No.2 thinks that a decent public relations department will make the city expat-
friendly, not that he is actually expat-friendly himself.  
 

Far from it. Five years ago, his intervention in the marital problems of his 
cousin Sherisada Manaf demonstrated how corruption, cronyism and 
nepotism can destroy a good quality school.  
  

No.2 has been responsible for newspapers extolling the support he's got from 
the likes of former President Megashopper. The immense tonnage of waste 
paper his campaign has generated proves he is not a committed 
environmentalist. 
 

But then given that neither candidate bothered to turn up and sign a contract 
on environmental policies drawn up by the Jakarta Environmental Caucus, 
one must wonder about their commitment to the long-term future of the city. 
 

I could go on because there are differences, not that they matter. That there 
are only two pairs of candidates in this election is unfortunate. Challenged as 
to why candidates had to have the backing of political parties which had 
already demonstrated their 'popularity' in a previous poll, the courts decided 
that this was unconstitutional and the law is now in the process of being 
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amended. Independent candidates can now stand, and as the majority of 
Londoners demonstrated in their election of Ken Livingstone.  
 

This election in Jakarta is important, if only because it is the first ever direct 
election for the city's Governor. The choice of just two establishment figures 
may not suit the majority of the electors and citizenry, so there is a third 
choice. Turn up, sign in, but don't actually cast a vote. The term is golput - a 
white paper. 
 

And if I could vote, my choice would be with the man who would not be king of 
the castle   

 
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

The Art Of Governing (pub. 29th July 2010) 
 

Some relevant facts   
- 1,700 people were killed on Jakarta's roads in 2009 
- 70% were motorcyclists, an average of 3.25 per day 
- 68,606 new cars were registered in Jakarta in the first half of last year. 
- 89,317 new cars were registered in Jakarta in the first half of 2010. 
- The average speed of motorized vehicles is 10-15 kph. 

 

Jakarta's City Governor, Fuazi Bowo is full of excuses when it comes to 
solving the city's woes and his most recent utterances concern the 
TransJakarta Busway.  
 

Having special lanes for buses across town has always seemed to be a good 
idea. After all, they work in cities such as Singapore, and elsewhere.  
 

However, that the network here isn't operated in tandem with all the other bus 
services and neither does it offer a connection with local trains, except at Kota 
station in North Jakarta. Furthermore, I fail to see why the special lanes are 
generally alongside the median of the road and not on the left alongside the 
curb where other buses pick up passengers.  
 

I live close to Koridor 10 which is meant to connect Tanjung Priok in North 
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Jakarta and Cililitan in East Jakarta. After two or so years, it is showing signs 
of wear and tear yet, as the route hasn't been officially opened yet, not from 
buses.  
 

There are no buses either trundling along Koridor 9 connecting Pluit in North 
Jakarta and Pinang Ranti in East Jakarta. 
 

The excuse Bowo gave was that this was all the fault of his predecessor, Gov. 
Sutiyoso, whose administration (which Fuzzy Bodoh was part of) failed to put 
in operational contracts when the busway was launched in 2004.  
 

Other problems exist: there is a lack of guidelines for the busway operators to 
deliver a minimum standard of service, a ceiling for a per kilometer tariff that 
the administration should pay to operators and a need for a standard ticketing 
system for the busway. 
 

Bearing in mind that the initial planning took a couple of years, we are justified 
in asking why it's taken 8 years to find solutions. Still, now we know why two 
other Koridors, 11, which is intended to connect Kampung Melayu and Pulo 
Gebang in East Jakarta, and 12, connecting Pluit and Tanjung Priok in North 
Jakarta, won't be open this year. Potential passengers will have to wait until 
2012 - at least.  
 

And now for some good news from the Post. 
 

The central government is finalizing the Transjabodetabek mass trans- 
portation concept which would integrate Jakarta’s satellite cities of Bogor, 
Depok and Bekasi in West Java, and Tangerang in Banten. 
 

I paused to blink and mutter under my breath when I read that, but hey, it's the 
central  government rather than City Hall which has come up with the scheme, 
so it might, just might, happen. 
 

You can be sure that our current incompetent governor won't be involved. 
Besides he's got some personal matters to attend to. His private art collection 
is to be displayed on July 31st-August 1st at the Indonesian Art Fair being 
held at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel.  
 

Anyone who can't make it, is welcome to come and see my etchings here at 
Jakartass Towers. Please email me first and attach a photo.   
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

Godfather Fuzzy Bodoh (pub. 9th August 2010) 
 

It's surely about time for Jakarta residents to tell the Governor, Fauzi Bowo to 
his acolytes, to take a hike. It's just over three years since he took over the 
city's helm and much seems worse - apart from his personal fortune.  
 

Governor Fauzi Bowo is today about Rp 9 billion ($1 million) richer than when 
he ran for office in 2007, with a total fortune of Rp 50 billion, while his deputy 
reported a Rp 440 million decrease in his net worth. 
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“My assets did not increase nor decrease,” Fauzi said at City Hall. “The value 
only changed because the taxable value of my properties increased.” 
 

He is reportedly a scion of a "wealthy family", although some may suspect that 
his 30+ years in City Hall may be a significant source factor.  
 

He's always offered excuses for his inaction. For example, I quoted him pre-
election as saying that there was nothing that could have been done to 
prevent Jakarta's because they "happen everywhere in the world."  
 

On the day of his accession, I suggested that he set up a Public Transport 
Authority for the city. Since then, we've been offered nought but a few bandaid 
solutions, such as the current police drive to block private transport from 
access to the Busway lanes. 
 

But then, there are vested interests at play here. 
 

On the 7th August, he and Jakarta Police chief Insp. Gen. Timur Pradopo 
attended the 12th anniversary celebration of the Islam Defenders Front (FPI), 
"leading critics to say they both feared the hard-line group." 
 

This was a day after the FPI (in the vernacular - the Effing Perverted 
Islamists) visited the Jakarta Police headquarters to offer the group’s services 
in enforcing a city bylaw that bans some entertainment establishments from 
operating during Ramadan. 
 

FPI leader Habib Rizieq told reporters after the meeting, "We will protect the 
police and public order officers by enforcing the bylaw. We are ready to face 
thugs who stand in the way of these law enforcers.”  
 

Most Jakartans think that the definition of 'thugs' - aggressive and violent 
young criminals - applies to the FPI themselves, as do the many synonyms: 
hood, hoodlum, punk, strong-armer, toughie, goon, tough, bully. 
 

That the police and City Hall 
are in thrall to them only 
serves to prove that point. Why 
else allow 5,000 of them to 
parade through main 
thoroughfares?  
 

A quick glance at this photo 
shows several flaunting their 
disregard for the law (and their 
own lives) by not wearing 
crash helmets.  
 

Furthermore, in not prosecuting them for their witnessed thuggery in 
Banyuwangi, East Java, when they violently broke up a meeting of 
parliamentarians discussing the new health bill, the police continue to lose 
public trust.  
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But back to Bozo, who has another bunch of thugs at his disposal - or is it the 
other way round? 
 

He is a 'native Jakartan', a Betawi Asli, one of those considered to be the 
original inhabitants of Jakarta. 
 

They originated from the mixture of peoples who arrived in Batavia (Jakarta's 
historical name), and they have occupied the port city since the 15th century. 
The authentic Betawi people can be found in the outlying areas of Jakarta, 
such as in Pasar Minggu in South Jakarta, in Condet in East Jakarta, the area 
of Kampung Sawah in Bekasi, and in the neighbourhood of Jakartass Towers 
 

It is difficult for the Betawi to be separated from their family. If they are in their 
hometown and experiencing difficulty, they can request financial assistance 
from their family members. This situation sometimes gives the impression that 
they are less industrious in seeking a livelihood compared with outsiders.  
 

The formal educational level of this indigenous Jakarta population is usually 
rather low. Possibly, they have connected "school" with the Chinese or Dutch 
Colonists' lifestyles, which they have rejected. This antipathy to public 
education is reinforced when Islamic teachers urge them to avoid government 
schools and instead study in Islamic schools (pesantren) and seminaries 
(madrasah). 
 

There are only about half a million Betawi, out of a day time population of 13 
million, and it is easy to understand that they feel marginalised. As Jakarta 
has grown, their land holdings have been grabbed, often at the behest of City 
Hall, and they have not been allowed to continue their previous trade in the 
new locations they have been allocated, thus resulting in poverty.  
 

Young men readily form gangs, such as the Betawi Brotherhood Forum (FBR) 
and the Betawi People Communication Forum (Forkabi), in lieu of regular 
employment; in the past week or so a turf war broke out between the FBR and 
Forkabi in South Jakarta. Other groups, including Pemuda Pancasila (PP), 
formerly "an organization of bullies at the disposal of [Suharto's] Presidential 
Palace", and Kembang Latar were also involved. 
 

The police made 26 arrests, but as yet there have been no convictions. 
 

Tri Aryadi, 30, the secretary of the FBR South Jakarta chapter, said the 
organization had allocated “tactical funds” to “smooth” negotiations with law 
enforcement.  
 

There is a Betawi Consultative Body (Bamus Betawi), which supervises 
activities of Betawi-based organizations. However, they stated that they 
"cannot prohibit or interfere with our members’ policies, " and vice chairman 
Amarullah Asbah also said, “We hope to maintain public order by helping the 
city public order agency.”   
 

Husain Sani, a member of the Bamus Betawi advisory board, chaired by Fauzi 
Bowo, said "Fauzi is our asset."  
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So that's further proof that Bowo is powerless in the face of thugdom. Does 
anyone else seriously believe that their 'promise' that they won't resort to 
violence in the month ahead? 
 

But Forkabi Bowo does have advice for the rest of us. He has called on 
Jakarta residents “to love the capital city.” 
 

On Saturday, Fuzzy Bozo gave 
donations to "1,000 orphans and 
poor people".  
 

Were some of them the beggars 
he vowed to clear off Jakarta 
streets for Ramadhan? 
 
 
 
This man truly beggars belief!  

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Free Speech for Dummies  (pub. 8th January 2010) 
 

It's so easy to be cynical and to criticise folk who speak before thinking, but 
then we all do that. Most of us can either immediately apologise or live with 
regrets.  
 

Our elected officials and public servants should, however, be more careful 
and considerate in their utterances. That they are not pleases me. I've lost 
count of the inanities uttered on our behalf and, as always, have to thank them 
for inspiring yet another post. 
 

For example, in yesterday's Post, the South Sulawesi deputy governor H. 
Agus Arifin Numang is quoted as saying that due to the power crisis it is high 
time that the province used nuclear as an alternative energy source because 
"it did not produce greenhouse gas emissions as long as the nuke power plant 
was operated properly."  
 

This week, Makassar, the capital of South Sulawesi is flooded. In a country 
which cannot manage flood defences or public transport, where spatial plans 
are only good on paper, where contracts aren't worth the paper they're written 
on, and where firemen don't have medical insurance Numang's statement 
makes me wonder what country he thinks he's living in. 
 

Closer to (my) home, at long last Jakarta City Hall is going to establish bike 
lanes. Whoopee, I hear many cry, but where do they propose putting them?  
 

Considering that the roads are jammed with private cars and motorcycles, 
unless there is greater access to a vastly improved public transport system, 
then adding bike lanes to the roads would only add to the jams. 
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The bright sparks have announced that the bike lanes are going to be marked 
out on the sidewalks.  
 

What sidewalks? Where they do exist, they are uneven and often open to the 
drainage ditches underneath. Most are also blocked with enormous pots of 
anaemic shrubs placed there to prevent motorcyclists, or have low hanging 
trees, street lights with exposed electrical wiring.  
 

There are also parked cars, and clusters of ojeks (unlicensed motorcycle 
taxis) and warungs (street stalls) which block pedestrians' rights of way. 

Politicians and bureaucrats may talk the talk, but they sure don’t walk the 
walk! 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Thou Shalt Conform? (pub. 23rd March 2008) 
 

In Jakarta, if you ride your motorcycle along footpaths, get on lifts before folk 
are able to get off, plonk your three-year old on the bus seat next to you rather 
than allowing a pregnant woman to occupy it, and are a queue jumper, then 
you are a conformist.  
 

A conformist is someone who has a herd mentality, who blindly copies 
everyone else. Unfortunately, in Jakarta, conformists follow rules of 
egocentricity with little regard for the common good. This is because rules are 
made to be ignored.  
 

And who sets these rules? 
 

The politicians and civil servants are supposed to safeguard the welfare of 
taxpayers and electorate within a legal framework. But few politicians have 
regard for the long-term because they have an election to win with false 
promises every four or five years, and the bureaucrats have their pensions 
(and brown envelopes) to safeguard.  
 

Both lack minimal moral rectitude or a sense of civic responsibility.  
 

Successive governors fail to map a recognisable vision for the future so we 
are all encouraged to think for the present. The last governor demonstrated 
this when he inaugurated the monthly car-free day by rolling up in his official 
limo with an escort.  
 

(The resultant gridlock in the surrounding streets made many motorists very 
angry.) 
 

So, what do we want?  
 

There is a dichotomy between organised chaos and benevolent dictatorship. 
In city terms, we can see this played out in the current mayoral election 
campaign in London. 
 

I wholeheartedly agree with incumbent Ken Livingstone when he says, "If I 
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were running the country, tomorrow I'd ban plastic bags, I'd ban incandescent 
light bulbs. I'm quite prepared to have a nanny state if it means we survive. I'd 
rather have a nanny state and live than we all burn in some catastrophic 
climate change disaster." 
 

Maybe once Red, now Green, Ken has his vision of a city based on the 
German city of Freiberg, a utopian metropolis run with teutonic efficiency.  
 

But in Ken's London Big Brother is watching you and that scares the hell of 
me. CCTV may catch terrorists, robbers and vandals - after the events, but 
the fear of being caught will only discourage creativity.  
 

On the way up to Pasar Ular (Snake Market), near the dock area of Tanjung 
Priok) on Friday - we wanted to buy a backpack which had fallen off the back 
of a ship - we noted that graffiti artists has been commissioned to decorate the 
pillars supporting the elevated toll road above us. Their work appeared to 
have been designed by a committee: each pillar showed a car in a street 
scene. 
 

In 2005, I commented that my favourite word was BUTTERCUP 
 

In the late sixties, this word 
was painted in metre-high 
letters on the wall which ran 
beside the garden of a corner 
house in London.  
 
 

I passed here on my way to 
work and always thought that 
it was a pleasant word to 
greet the day. 

 
 

In 2003, a website (Bloggerheads) was developed offering citizens a choice. 
  

 
 

If you think that capitalism works as a system, but tends to bring out the worst 
in people if left unchecked, then choose humanity. 
 

If you think that capitalism and globalisation has led to the almost total decay 
of democracy and that a solid kick up the Khyber Pass, then choose anarchy. 
 

Ah, decisions, decisions. 
 

I certainly don't choose conformity.  
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Jakarta Social Activism (pub. 29th January 2011) 
 

"There are those who shape their lives with indifference, both socially and intellectually." 
Goenawan Muhammad    
 

 
 

It's easy to moan about conditions in Jakarta and the behaviour of others  but 
relying on others to actually do something is not going to effect change for the 
better.  
 

Marco Kusumawijaya is Founder and Director of Rujak Center for Urban 
Studies, and his competencies are way beyond the majority of Jakartans in 
terms of his expertise and experience. His wiki page is in need of updating as 
it says that "he criticizes a lot of policies from DKI Jakarta governor Sutiyoso." 
(Sooty left office in 2007.) 
 

This quibbling is of small import though because Marco actually does 
something. And he's not alone.  
 

I've given several plugs to the Bike2Work community. In 2007, SBY said, that 
"by providing access to cyclists, we are not only saving the planet by reducing 
pollution, but also giving people fresher air to breathe."  
 

Gov. Fuzzy Bodoh is quoted in the Post saying that "it was more important to 
focus on prioritising public transportation" than bike lanes. That in fact he's 
prioritising the needs of private motorists whilst removing buses from those 
routes which run parallel with the new Busway corridors - resulting in 92 fewer 
buses along those routes! - says much about his commitment to the needs of 
the majority of Jakartans. 
 

Marco meanwhile tweeted a link to the Bike2Work community which gave 
many more links to pro-cycling pages. However, I'd like to be able to report 
that the current incompetent incumbent in the Governor's office in City Hall 
was willing to start. I'd like to, but ... oh, forget it … when's the next election?  
 

And can we now start the bandwagon to elect Marco? 
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A Mysterious Mystery (pub. 18th March 2008) 

Very early, this morning I was heading up the toll road when with the sound of 
sirens from behind, our procession into town slowed down as the convoy of 
big wigs (orang tinggi) swept by on the inside lane, the one where you're 
supposed to breakdown.  
 

Two Harley-Davidson, or possibly Honda, motorbikes with blue flashing lights 
headed up the parade. They were followed by a sedan with military plates and 
then what appeared to be a Toyota Kijang, a regular family people carrier, 
except this one was special. Its licence plate read B1. 
 

Ah, said my taxi driver, that's SBY, and I agreed whilst marvelling at the 
President's lack of pretensions where his motor fleet is concerned. I waved, 
and we all motored on. 
 

Except, I later realised, SBY was not in the country. According to the Post, he 
had left for Iran a week before "to foster bilateral ties" with President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and to foster the idea that nuclear power would be 
good for Indonesia. 
 

While the Indonesian government is struggling with public opinion concerning 
plans to build a dozen nuclear power stations on the foot of a volcano in Java, 
the support lent to Iran hopes to placate the Muslim majority in parliament - 
while also helping to promote the idea that nuclear energy is safe and that 
individual countries should have the right to engage in this field if they so 
choose. 
 

Then he went on to the 11th Summit of the Organisation of Islamic Countries 
(OIC) held in Dakar, Senegal.  
 

At both places he spoke for the need for all good Muslims to be good 
Muslims, like the majority of Indonesians, and he also hoped that Indonesia 
could be a force for world peace. 
 

But where is SBY now? The Post suggested that after the Dakar conference, 
he would pay a visit to a third country, most likely Mozambique.  
 

We can't begrudge SBY a couple of days off, but that does lead to the 
question about the motorcade I was held up by this morning. If he wasn't in 
his car, who was? And if no-one was in the car, why did it have a military 
escort? 
 

All this deep thinking lead me to the following: with immediate effect the 
following regulations are to be implemented: 
 

1. All politicians who wish to partake in a government (taxpayer) funded 
overseas trips are required to take Public Transport to and from the Airport. 
(Express Customs walk-throughs and traffic clearance is expressly forbidden). 
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2. All government vehicles are to be affixed with a large toll free number 
requesting the registration of the vehicle be reported to a Central Authority 
should the vehicle be sighted at any shopping mall, golf course or other facility 
of public entertainment. (Central Authority is to request details of such 
approvals from regional managers; any use deemed frivolous will mean 
immediate open auction of said vehicle for the public good). 
 

3. All government vehicles are to have designated and recorded drivers. Any 
driver who is not designated as such will be subject to immediate criminal 
action for theft of public property. 
 

4. All public officials currently in receipt of a taxpayer funded vehicle will be 
required to submit a justification to the Central Authority on why they cannot 
use “pool vehicles and drivers”. Failure to do so within seven days will result in 
the withdrawal of the vehicle. 
 

5. All government vehicles are to carry large signs stating “These vehicles are 
paid for by the people of Indonesia. Please report misuse to 021.XXX XXXX 
or tweet @XXXXXXX#” 
 

Mea culpa. 
 

SBY was in South Africa yesterday, although why the media should make a 
mystery of it is a mystery. Anyway, his transport is a posh Mercs and an SUV, 
one of which is registered RI 1. 
 

B is the designated letter of Jakarta vehicles, so B1 has to be the transport of 
Fuzzy Bodoh who continues to demonstrate the trappings of his governorship 
rather than an affinity with his electors. He is unlikely to apologise for his 
lateness with the stock excuse here ~ don't blame me, it's the traffic.  
………………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 

Cut and Paste  (pub.21.9.11) 
 

 
 

By French Street artist OakOak 
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No resident of Jakarta, or visitor (apart from Barack Obama), needs to be told 
that getting around the city is a very stressful activity. However, that is what a 
Public Policy Student writing in his Jakarta Post sponsored blog has done. 
 

Like many other Jakarta inhabitants, technically I don’t live in Jakarta but 
spend most of my time and daily activities there. I live just a bit south of 
Jakarta where you cross a bridge and administratively belong to the South 
Tangerang bureaucracy under the Banten Province. Others may live in 
Depok, Cibubur, Bekasi, and even Bogor, but still make their living in Jakarta. 
 

My daily routine starts by waking up early in the morning, bracing myself for 
the traffic congestion that I knowingly will endure when I go to my office. On a 
good day, it will take me 45 minutes; 1 hour for a realistic estimate and 2 
hours for a worst-case scenario. However, you factor the time when you 
commute back to your house, on average you will spend 1.5-4 hours on the 
road in Jakarta, per day. 
 

A good friend who's been here the same length of time as me, 23+ years, told 
me yesterday that he estimated that he'd spent close to three years in taxis in 
that time. I use public transport when that's an available option, and always 
carry some reading material, but my expenditure must be roughly the same as 
his, and if I add on what my family spends on their individual outings .....  
 

Further reinforcement of how bad things are comes from Frost & Sullivan, the 
Growth Partnership Company (whose "Growth Partnership Service provides 
the CEO and the CEO's Growth Team with disciplined research and best-
practice models to drive the generation, evaluation, and implementation of 
powerful growth strategies.") 
 

Their Journey Experience Index ranks Jakarta at 23rd out of 23 cities 
worldwide because commuters "... were mainly dissatisfied due to traffic 
congestion for individual transport and overcrowding in public transportation." 
 

I am surprised to note that Singapore is only ranked at 23 because it's a 
positive pleasure to get around, if only for a day or two. 
 

Copenhagen sounds nice as it "topped the index with an average score of 
81.5 points in overall journey experience - public and private transportation - 
due to its high usage of non-motorised transport, such as bicycles and 
integrated public transportation system." And a focus on improved pedestrian 
areas. 
 

However, "Seattle and Sydney scored highly due to its excellent road 
infrastructure and high car ownership. Our analysis shows that cities with high 
car ownership tend to record higher satisfaction in overall journey 
experience." 
 

Is that last sentence is the reason for Jakarta's low ranking? Those with cars 
moan about traffic jams: those without cars moan about the cars making the 
traffic jams. 
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Seven years ago I suggested that Jakarta should have a Five Year Transport 
Plan similar to the one introduced for London, perhaps by adopting a number 
of programmes. 
 

Seven years later, none of these have happened: 
•  Switch to low-floor buses with CCTV.  
•  Introduction of low-emission zone by 2007  
•  Initiatives to encourage more walking  
•  pedestrian crossings giving priority to pedestrians.  
•  New street lighting (rather than illuminated adverts). 
•  New security measures for stations, e.g. no ticket touts. 
 

But work has commenced on the following … or that’s what we’ve told. 
•  A cycle network - albeit a single bike lane 
•  Extension of the 3-in-1 scheme throughout the day  
    - due to be replaced with an electronic congestion charge next year 
      … or maybe not  
• Air-cooled trains                                                             

- new (secondhand) rolling stock has made a difference although carriages 
are deteriorating fast. 

•  Rail link from town to Soekarno-Hatta Airport. 
   - land clearance is underway at Manggarai in preparation for its   
     transformation into Jakarta’s main rail hub. 
   
The monorail has been abandoned. 
Two elevated roads are under construction. 
 

In brief, any ‘improvements’ have been offset by a focus on the ‘needs’ of 
private motorists.  
 

And the rest of us continue to suffer. 
 

Such is the incompetence of City Hall, that Central Governments has now 
stepped in with a 'solution': will form a Greater Jakarta Transportation 
Authority (OTJ), based on a presidential regulation, to solve Jakarta's 
transport problem's.. 
 

The only problem is that this will solve little, given that six toll roads are part of 
the plan. There are the familar propsolas to add to the rail network, such as 
from Maggarai to Soekarno-Hatta airport, yet with a limited budget from the 
government to maintain and develop its aging infrastructure, the country’s 
railway operator has been struggling to survive “unfair” competition with road-
based transportation, which has been heavily subsidized by the government. 
 

Much like this blog post, but with less cohesion, the management of Jakarta's 
mass transport is a matter of 'cut and paste'. 
 

There are so many incidences of reasonable ideas being floated, then not 
carried out because meetings need to be held to draft regulations, or (most 
probably) to allocate brown envelopes. 
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Why else should the Jakarta Administration soon start building underground 
walkways to support the planned Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) network system, 
when they haven't yet determined exactly where the stations will be? 
 

And couldn't they first provide them for access to the Busway, for example at 
the Kampung Melayu terminus and Halte Monas where you risk your life in 
crossing crowded roads? 
 

On our recent visit to the Taman Prasasti Museum, Our Kid and I got off one 
Busway stop too early, Bank Indonesia instead of Monumen Nasional, and 
had a bit of a hike to the haven. One road had an unexpectedly navigable 
pavement (Am. sidewalk). I remarked on this and he replied that this was 
because very few people used Jl.Abdul Muis. 
 

Similarly fine pedestrian passageways can be found beneath the cloverleaf 
intersection at Semanggi; I've rarely seen a soul there. 
 

The rakyat are coerced into electing legislators with false promises, none of 
which seem to be of benefit to any other than those elected. 
 

It's nearly time to tell them to cut it out or the electors will surely give them a 
right pasting the next time they go to the polls. 
 

Postscript 
I'm pleased that the Jakarta Transport Agency are now planning to co-
ordinate public bus routes with train stations. The nine train stations targeted 
are Sudirman, Gambir, Juanda and Pasar Senen Stations in Central Jakarta; 
Jakarta Kota and Tanjung Priok Stations in North Jakarta; Mampang Station 
in South Jakarta and Matraman Station in East Jakarta. 
 

Agency chief Udar Pristono said, “We 
will construct special access from these 
stations to the nearest Transjakarta bus 
shelters.”  
 

Mind you, that doesn't quite fit with my 
suggestion four years ago that extra 
Busway haltes should be built, e.g. at 
Sudirman station which is midway, at a 
distance of at least half a kilometre, 
between Tosari and  Dukuh Atas haltes. 
 
 
 
 
 
Nor does it help that “special access” is 
unsafe due to "funding woes". 
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Bus Stops – Now & Then  (pub. 8th August 2013) 

… the local minivans can be a bit hair raising. You can flag them down at any 
point, but the driver tends to keep the bus in motion whilst you attempt to 
jump on or off, even with a baby! 
– Sue Dobb in Jakarta 2011 

 

This may be due in part to the fact that Indonesians are reluctant to say “no” 
to anyone, even to an endless succession of would be passengers raising 
their hands.  

How can drivers maintain their schedules when they’re prepared to jam on 
their brakes every hundred yards or so? It’s human, it’s considerate, but it is 
also confusion 

– Ivan Southall  Indonesia Face To Face (pub. 1964) 

I’m also inclined to think that because drivers are not paid a salary, they need 
every passenger to help pay for the day’s rental, fuel, ‘protection money’ etc. 
before they start earning for their family needs. Only the TransJakarta bus 
stops exist to make the buses stop. 

 
Those who wait at the bus stop 
make the bus stop exist, not the 
other way round.  

 

 

 

 

                        Only the TransJakarta bus stops exist to make the buses stop. 
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Girl On A Bus  (pub. 14th November 2008) 

It was a mikrolet, one of those Suzuki's designed to carry eight but in which 
eighteen can be crammed, that we first met. We had little choice in noticing 
each other as she was half perched in my lap, albeit side on. I looked at her 
profile. Smooth skin, a somewhat western nose and a whitish skin. This may 
have been a reflection from her Victorian style blouse, white, buttoned up to 
her throat with long sleeves accentuated by the embroidered ruffs which 
covered her wrists. 

Being a gentleman, I looked to my right trying to peer at the road ahead whilst 
she stared at the collection of uniformed workers, school kids and the odd ibu 
perched to my left. Most seemed pre-occupied with their hand-phones, but 
she wasn't. When I glanced back, to ease my neck strain, she was gazing at 
me intently with no expression on her face or, it seemed, in her eyes. 

She just looked, so I did too. 

We reached the toll gate where cross-city buses pick up and drop off, and I 
clambered out after her, sprinted slowly through the traffic and across the 
road, and paused. Was she following? I couldn't see her; perhaps she was 
headed for the nearby apartments. 

Some time later my air-conditioned bus arrived, and with an empty space in 
the back row which I always seek out for the leg room. We waited awhile and 
then the seat just in front of me was taken by ... her.  

We looked at each other for longer than really necessary but without 
expression, and she sat, again almost in my lap.  

Once we had set off, the peanut vendors and bottled water carriers having 
descended to base, we were left with our thoughts and a lone busker. He 
was, perhaps for a change, quite melodious and could play his guitar 
sufficiently well for me to forgive the intrusion.  

Perhaps he was singing romantic melodies but, as usual, the bus engine 
drowned out any subtleties of note.  

So it was my turn to gaze, at the top of her head with its clean straight 
shoulder-length hair, her long slim bejeaned legs and her slender left arm.  

I wondered where she had learnt her style, from which magazine or era - 
mine?  

I couldn't overhear her phone conversation, and didn't want to, but her voice 
was young but knowing. I liked that.  

Was she a student? If so, where were her books? She didn't seem to be 
going to or even from work. She wore her clothes well: they were smart, but 
certainly not expensive.  



�

 
108 

She was also going a long way, reasonably comfortably in public transport 
terms, but not by the greatly more expensive taxi. I saw an educated 
confident young lady who knew where she was going.  

For once I felt grateful to the musician. I took a Rp.1,000 note, a clean one, 
and carefully folded in half, and again, again and again. Four times, but would 
five be enough?  

When slipping notes rather than coins into a pengaman's pouch it's usual to 
make small money small. 

Then she did the same, four folds or five? I watched as she tried both, and 
then settled on five as she donated to his trust fund. I felt really good as I did 
the same and wondered - wanted? - if she would be getting off with me. 

It was time for the next unofficial stop en route, mine, but would it be hers?  

We slowed, I rose, she stayed - ho hum - and I thought of choice farewells. 

With a swift glance back for a remembrance, I telepathed sampai jumpa - until 
next time. 

Please don't tell 'Er Indoors, but I know I have a date with destiny.  
............................................................................................................... 

The Journey Continues (pub.10th February 2009) 

She got in the mikrolet with her friend, sat opposite and ignored me. Ho hum, 
I thought, perhaps the connection I thought we had she hadn't. They were 
discussing kindergarten stuff. I assumed they were colleagues. 

Her friend got out early with a sampai besok - see you tomorrow - and we 
journeyed on to where we both got out. 

The only empty seats on the cross-city bus were at the back - I like the 
legroom - and she squeezed in beside me into the window seat. 

Ah, together at last. 

She had a Rp.5,000 note, the correct fare, ready for the fares collector and I 
had a Rp.20,000 note. I wanted small change.  

He signalled with two fingers and raised eyebrows - was I paying for her as 
well? 

I liked the assumption but didn't want to presume. 

"Sorry," I told her. and she smiled at me. 

For the rest of the journey speeding down the jalan tol, she gazed out at the 
traffic backed up on the parallel side road. 

I gazed inward and wondered whether I should have - I certainly could have - 
paid. After all, kindergarten teachers have low salaries.  

And if I had, that could have been the start of a beautiful conversation. 
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We said nothing except in our thoughts. Hers didn't reach me. 

My getting off exit arrived. 

"Next time, I'll pay your fare. Gladly," 
 

That is what I could have - should have? - said. 
…………………….…………………………………………………………………… 

The Girl On Another Bus (pub. 27th February 2009) 

Life is full of disappointments, and our meeting for yet another mikrolet 
journey was certainly one of those. There were to be no fond longings, let 
alone long fondlings. And it wasn't me who was upset at this turn of events, 
even though we did speak. 

Just as on our second encounter, she sat down opposite me and continued 
chatting with her colleague. She was carrying a bag made out of cloth, a 
tapestry or curtain material, with a zip along the top. 

This time I was squashed against a fat ibu, all dolled up in her going out 
clobber. She'd made a fuss manoeuvring her podgy thighs and buttocks aside 
so I could squeeze in next to her. I didn't really want to, but on the other side 
of the two lasses was a very noticeable young, well perhaps aged 30, man.  

It was difficult not to be aware of him because not only was he wearing a light 
puce-green light jacket, but he was also smoking one of those thin all-white 
cigarettes which I misogynously call ladies' fags. 

I telepathed that it's illegal to smoke in public vehicles in Jakarta, but I'd 
already opened the side window behind me, to the disgruntlement of the 
matron, so that the fug would have blown away anyway.  

Unfortunately the window behind the object of my day-dreaming desire was 
shut. 

A stocky working type guy had crushed in to my left so I was all set for a ride 
of stoic solitude. Then it all went horribly wrong and became one of those 
events which she'll never forget, the ibu will continue to prattle on about and 
you're now reading about. 

The young smoker leaned behind the acquaintance of yore and made to open 
the window, a matter of sliding it towards him, as if to chuck his stub into the 
street.  

This resulted in all of us having to squeeze together even more and it 
suddenly became a matter of consternation as he appeared to drop his 
cigarette on the bench seat behind her back.  

After the general alarm he got out the vehicle. He passed his Rp.2,000 
through the kerbside window and strolled back down the one way street. A 
few seconds later, the guy beside me, whose face I hadn't seen, also 
descended and also went back down the road. 
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As we drove off, there came the "what the eff?" moment.  

He's taken my phone, she cried. 

It was several seconds before the driver pulled over to see what was going on 
behind him. By this time it was impossible to catch the guy (or was it guys?) 
as there was no way to catch them on foot and no way for us to turn round 
and drive the wrong way back up the street. 

I spotted the unfinished cigarette on the floor beneath her feet where he had 
presumably put it before launching into his kerfuffle. 

Given his somewhat delayed exit, yet, even though neither of the guys had 
appeared to know each other, seemingly connected, I figured that the stocky 
fellow beside me had been involved.  

He may have even been the thief, taking advantage of the situation.  After all, 
no-one was looking at him. 

She sat there stunned and the matron beside began 
clucking loudly about how terrible things are now with 
street crime and isn't it a disgrace and really such 
people should be hung, drawn and quartered and, oh 
dear, I'm all a-fluster. 

I very politely told her to shut the ‘ell up because she 
was only making things worse for the by now confused 
and silent lass.  

So then, at long last, I spoke my first words to her. 

 “Was anything else taken?” 

“No,” she said, softly, “my cards are still here.” 

“What about the information, addresses and such like stored on the phone?” 

“It's an office phone,” she said, in four words diminishing the importance of 
the loss. 

The two lasses didn't get out at our usual dropping off point, so I gave a 
sympathetic half-smile and wended my way home. 

I hope  she  feels better, a  bit chattier, the next time  we meet, and I hope ibu 
doesn't get on the same mikrolet or our nerves ever again. 
…………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

Girl On A Busway (pub. 15th February 2011) 

It was two years ago that we last noticed each other and that was on a small 
pick-me-up squeeze-me-in Suzuki mikrolet. 

Our encounter yesterday was on a broader, grander scale, on a modernistic 
stage bare of all but industrial girders. 

It was miserable when I set out for home, a grey drizzling - grizzling - 
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afternoon. The toll road was backed up for miles with trucks heading for the 
container port so the cross-city buses were few and far between.  

The potential passengers at the toll gate were massed ready to barge all and 
sundry out of their way to the cramped seats suitable only for children, African 
pygmy tribes, and fat Indonesian males sitting with legs spread wide open. 

Stoic though I am, usually, I didn't fancy the hassle; not even the thought of 
the next day’s lie-in because of the Prophet Mohammed's Birthday was an 
incentive to see the process through. 

When the air-conditioned bus going to Tanjung Priok on Jakarta's coast 
arrived, I gratefully clambered on, even though the bus was going north and 
Jakartass Towers is to the south. I knew I could connect with the recently 
opened Busway route which passed within walking distance of my haven from 
the city's havoc. 

What is more, as my usual journey involves a taxi ride for the last stretch, I 
could save the price of a bottle of Bintang. 

So I smiled inwardly as we branched left on an empty stretch of elevated toll 
road and I could see that the traffic on my usual branch right wasn't moving. I 
realised that I hadn't actually been on this stretch of road before; north 
Jakarta is a vague mystery to me.  

I gazed down and spotted dilapidated red-bricked Dutch warehouses amongst 
the general clutter of homes with cement and clapboard walls roofed with 
corrugated metal cramped into gaps between work spaces.  

I presumed that these were storage facilities, as I couldn't spot any smoke 
plumes and that this was, after all, on the fringes of Indonesia's largest docks.  

I also marvelled at man's capacity for survival in such surroundings but 
wondered where the joy was. This thought was with me for quite a while: I 
had forgotten how far Tanjung Priok is from anywhere I generally go - but, 
hey, tomorrow I'd get a lie-in, so be a tourist, enjoy the ride. 

We exited the toll road and loads of us disembarked at a Busway halte. I was 
the only one who climbed the bridge, through a gaggle of gossiping high 
school girls who were enjoying a post-scholastic smoke and who ogled me.   
 

There was nothing else they could do: I could see nothing much of interest. 

I was the first in line for the bus, but the last to get on as the notion of queuing 
is alien in hostile surroundings. I noticed that the particular bus I was on had 
already seen much service on Koridor 1, the original Busway route. 

It rattled mightily as we ate up the kilometres from north to south. The day's 
rains had left a few areas under water.  

Local residents may have complained or suffered in silence. I don't know, but 
was pleased that our ride was smoother. 
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When we weren't moving, we were stuck for lengthy periods at intersections. 
From my window seat I looked down at beggars from both ends of the age 
spectrum, at a boy wandering through the lines of motorcycles, cars and 
trucks. He can't have been more than four years old.  

How old is that ragged man wearing his pointed farmer's hat? And is that 
blind bent over crone he's dragging behind him his mother? 

It was an interminable ride; it had already taken an hour longer than my usual 
journey and even when I knew we were close to where I wanted to be I 
recognised little.  

My interchange serves at least three Busway koridors, so I was pleased that 
as I disembarked and strode the two steps to the opposite portal my next and 
final ride awaited me. 

I applaud the TransJakarta Busway for its new fleet of buses because they 
have a space inside for wheelchair users. 

I was the sole passenger to get off; none waited to get on.  

Having girded my loins, I began the lengthy trudge up to the footbridge which 
traverses 16 assorted toll road, main road and busway lanes and pondered 
how wheelchair users could possibly gain access to their privilege. 

And that was when she passed in front of my vision above. 

Our eyes met.  There was a knowing interest in her look. 

There was also panache, a breezy swagger in her outfit: workaday overalls, 
denim with shoulder straps, and a sleeveless vest underneath so that her 
arms and shoulders were bare. Everything about her bespoke an inner 
confidence.  

She walked on and when I reached the top of the stairs. I turned right, away 
from where she was going. I looked back and gazed at her back until she 
reached the stairs that would take her down to her side of the street.   

That was when she looked back and smiled.  

We looked away and went further apart. I still remember her: does she me? 

                                           
This is not her.  


