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3 Community radio and the
empowerment of local culture
in Indonesia

Mario Antonius Birowo

Freedom of information has become an important issue in the transition to democ-
racy in Indonesia. Denied during the New Order from 1965 1o 1998, the problems
around the establishment of an open media have not been entirely overcome. This
chapter examines one facet of the Indonesian community’s attempts 1o establish
a democratic information, media and communication system. It pursues a case
study of community radio in Yogyakarta Special Region, to analyse how ordinary

le use community radio to preserve local culture as a strategy lo empower

themselves in the public sphere.

Participatory communication

Communication studies scholars have been discussing the participatory com-
munication approach in the development process since the 1970s. It has been
argued that communication from the bottom up, or participatory communication,
enables participants to communicate their views on their particular circumstances
in order to build common interests and understanding. Community participation
is regarded as a crucial aspect of empowerment, by developing sclf-confidence,
awareness and local organizational ability.'

This calls for a shifi from a communicator-oriented approach to an audience-ori-
ented approach to communication, recognizing that people are the agents of devel-
opment.® This approach cannot be applied in a non-democratic society which puts
government at the centre of the communication flow, a phenomenon often found in
the developing countries. In most developing countries, communication technolo-
gies are controlled by social and economic elites, particularly those in power and
in large cities, with mass media content reflecting their perspective on issues such
as politics, economics and entertainment. With this imbalance in the flow of com-
munication, mass media are regarded as responsible for widening the gap between
advantaged and disadvantaged audiences, with mainstream media providing little
space for ordinary people.’ As Rodriguez' points out, mainstream media operates
hicmrchicully, with audiences in the passive role of receiving media messages.

It has been argued that centralized communication, [rom the centre to the
periphery, while designed to accelerate development, does not allow for active
involvement of the participants in the process of communication. Some Latin
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His emphasis on people-centred development is
pato y communication model, in which people are the subject
communication process. ' This participatory communication model has influe
the development of community radio throughout the world, especially thr
United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
grammes facilitating community radio in developing countries. " my
By making space for people’s participation, community radio creates horizontal
communication, based on the principles of community access to media production
and decision-making. Along with the notion of participation, Servaes' takes inio
account the importance of cultural identity in the communication process, with
cultural identity a key to the development of community solidarity. Through cycli-
cal and horizontal communication processes, participants engage in dialogue:
about their daily experience, which result in commonness of views.

Community radio provides the circumstances in which people can create new:
ideas to solve problems based on local conditions. In this way, community radio
aims not only to participate in the life of community but also to allow local people
to participate in the life of the station. Aimed at empowering ordinary people,
community radio is an effective medium for participatory communication, more
focused on facilitating expression rather than professionalization, since if ordinary
people have the opportunity to express their interests, they can exercise the politi-
cal power to change their lives."

Community radio in Indonesia: struggle for freedom on the air

The movement for democratization that ousted Suharto in 1998 also called for
press freedom, freedom of information and freedom of expression. Siregah the

i
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u'ﬁon and characteristics of commumty radio. The main agenda was to‘remte
common understanding about the movement and strategies in promoting commu-
nity radio in Indonesia, especially to gain legal acknowledgement under the new
Broadcasting Act. They regarded the new Act as entitling them to obtain a legiti-
mate broadcasting licence. Activists at this workshop started to build collaborative
networks, making history by establishing the first community radio association in
post-colonial Indonesia, the Community Radio Network of West Java (Jaringan
Radio Komunitas Jawa Barat, JRK Jabar)."”

The Bandung workshop was a trigger for the establishment of Yogyakarta
Community Radio Network (Jaringan Radio Komunitas Yogyakarta, JRKY) on
6 May 2002, In fact, the community radio movement in Yogyakarta had its roots
ina UNESCO-sponsored Community Radio Seminar which was held there on 4
September 2001, That was the first time the prospects for community radio were
discussed in an academic environment and received attention from a wider public.
Participants included academics, NGO activists, journalists, radio practitioners and
politicians. Subsequently many other seminars, discussions and conferences have
been organized to promote community radio in Indonesia, Civil society groups
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| g th ' a forum, the Commyp;
upport the community radio movement organiz o

;ﬂdtd ‘Shl:g'poners Network (Jaringan Pendukung Radio Komunitas, JPRK), z

lobb)“r' for the establishment of an independent regulatory body for broadcasiin ¢

and to encourage the House of Representatives O acknowledge community broaq.

L]
ing by including it in the Broadcasting Act.™ . '
cassuoti?ﬂl;ct:e U%.IESCO seminar, 30 community radio stations and 23 NGy

rt community radio. It was inaugurated on 6 May 20q;
{:u&:eg::yl::a:; sl:lrlz)l:r?ncial House of Bepwsentatives t?uild!ng, to underscore
community radio’s role in the democn.atlc movement. lflkewme at the nationa
Jevel, the Indonesian Community Radio Network (Jarmgan Rqa‘:a Komunitag
Indonesia, JRKI) was inaugurated on 15 May 2002 in the national House of
Representatives building in Jakarta, when the Broadcasting Act No. 32/2002 was

still being drafted. o S ;
In 2002 community radio activists, NGOs and universities established a team

called Advocates fora Draft Broadcasting Act (Advokasi Rencar:'a Undang Undang
Penyiaran) to lobby for the inclusion of a clausc_ on community broadcasting in
the Act. Activists understood obtaining community acknowledgement would be
a long process, so they formed a coalition with NGQs and acat;lcmics, lobbied
members of the Council and networked with international organizations such as
AMARC (4ssociation Mondiale Des Radiodiffuseurs Communautaires, World
Association of Community Radio Broadcasters), Internews and UNESCO."
Kitley has noted the importance of this civil society movement in gaining freedom
of information, not evident in the Suharto era.”’

The draft Broadcasting Bill was dominated by ideas about democratization
of the broadcasting system in Indonesia. According to Zainal Suryokusumo,2]
a former member of the Press Council, the Broadcasting Act adopted by the
People’s Representatives Council was proposed by civil society organizations,
initiated by the Indonesian Press and Broadcasting Society (Masyarakat Pers dan
Penyiaran Indonesia, MPPI) and the Indonesian National Private Broadcast Radio
Association (Persatuan Radio Siaran Swasta Nasional Indonesia, PRSSNI).22
Responding to the growing dominance of media corporations, communication aca-
demics and media activists began looking at alternative media to counterbalance
the unequal distribution of communication resources.” The earlier Broadcasting
Act No. 24/1997 contained no reference to community broadcasting. Effendy
Choirie, a Vice Chair of Commission I of the House of Representatives,™ con-
tends the DPR introduced community radio into the new Act because it wanted
to emphasize participation of people in the public sphere and reduce government
intervention in broadcast media.**

The much-debated Broadcasting Act was enacted on 28 December 2002, inau-
gurating a new era for Indonesia’s media. The Act established a new regulatory
body, the KPI, and acknowledged four types of broadcasting institutions: (1) pub-
lic broadcasting, (2) private broadcasting, (3) subscriber broadcasting, and @
community broadcasting,

l-n article 21 clause (1) of the Broadcasting Act No. 32/2002, community radio 18
defined as *a broadcasting institution in the form of an Indonesian corporate body,
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of Communication and Information T
conflict between religious and racial
some quarters, perhaps stimulated by ini :
radio movement in Indonesia, that community radio is an oy
institution.™® ' '

The Government sought to regulate community broadcasting.
sovernment seems ambiguous in implementing Broadcasting Act No. 32/2002.
Activists assert the government is not supporting the development of community
broadcasting, and Government Regulation No. 51/2005 limits the coverage area of
community radio to a 2.5 square kilometre area. Many critics of this limitation of
coverage area pointed out first that, while on the densely populated island of Java
a 2.5 square kilometre area might provide a reasonable participating audience, it
would be insufficient for low population density areas like Kalimantan, Sulawesi
and Papua. Second, even on Java the coverage area is t0o small to accommodate
people’s information needs because social interaction for most of the population
takes place over much greater areas. For example, this limitation does not accom-
modate the interactions between people who have similar interests or features,
such as ethnicity, profession and religion.*

Nonetheless, the 2002 Broadcasting Act has benefited the development of com-
munity radio in Indonesia. While previously community radio was illegal, oper-
ating underground and constantly risking closure, today there are thousands of
such stations across Indonesia, so many in fact that accurate data is unobtainable,
with many joining together to form networks.*! Further, the conflict between the
Indonesian Government’s Department of Information and Communication, and
the KPI has meant that the precise process for gaining a community radio broad-
casting permit is still uncertain. Community radio stations have been following
the process set down by the KPI but, after more than three years, still no licences

have actually been issued.

Empowering people with local cultures

In Indonesia, the history of community radio epitomizes a transformation from
media of elites into media of ordinary people. In the 1930s, broadcast radio was
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d karawitan (traditional mu
» allows young people to pe
 traditional music. |
ating a community radio was developed

h its concept of a ‘media vill
yothened by enabling all res|
one-page newspaper, posters

and consider ways of bettering their life. Iswa irper-
skat, acknowledges that Latin Ameri yerience |

y media programmes, such as folk theatre, ¢

(personal communication 23 April 2007). The aim

s similar to Freire’s notion of conscientization, by recognizing people’

an important factor in participatory action.*

10 promote community radio and ideas about the potency of radio, Ruedi

2 Jesuit priest and Head of SAV Puskat, convened a discussion reg

tial of community radio in Balai Budaya Minomartani. Participants

smmunity members and three Yogyakarta commercial radio broadcast-

mulate discussion, they watched a video about Latacunga Community |

atin America, brought back by Hofmann after his visit there. According i

1. a radio practitioner who participated in that discussion, the concept

of a gubug rekaman (literally, ‘recording hut’) where village residents

luce and broadcast their own radio programmes. Since the political situ-

donesia in the early 1990s did not allow people to establish a community

idea was finally realized in 1995 when the community of Minomartani

with Radio Retjo Buntung, a private radio station, to broadcast cultural .
, especially wayang and karawitan (traditional Javanese orchestral

programmes were produced in Minomartani village, and broadcast by

S

o untung, as a way of circumventing prevailing :bm:n‘;lca_sﬂng regula-
roadeasts cost 150,000 rupiah (AUDS$ 21), but even at these rates the
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alture. ™ ocal population still see the Sultan.
wono X, who is also the Governor of Yogyakarta Special Region,
Al icon as well as a political leader. As a cultural leader, he has interest
Javanese culture. For this reason, in 2002 activists of Radio BBM

him to visit the studio to observe the role of the station in cultural .
‘Minomartani. During his visit, the Sultan was invited tb”iia‘iﬁélﬁéfé]iﬁ
w with his people in Minomartani. The visit had a positive impact on
mmunity Radio, and on other community radio stations in Yogyakana"":" a.
publicity about this visit illustrated the Sultan and Governor acknowl-

the benefit of community radio for the community. His autographed pho-
was framed and hung on the studio wall of BBM Community Radio as

evidence of his support.

(Conclusion

BBM Community Radio continues to play an important role in the community
radio movement in Indonesia. It demonstrates that the establishment of a commu-
nity radio station should not be seen as the starting point for organizing people, but
rather should be viewed as an extension of an existing desire to communicate.*® It
plays a valuable cultural role by facilitating dialogue between diverse elements in
2 community, optimizing radio’s potential to provide a community with relevant
local content.

During its development, BBM Community Radio went through three stages:
Ftﬂ, creating a sense of community through cultural activities; second, establish-
ing a radio station as a forum for people to get together; and third, developing
ﬂdlo as a medium for community development. In the first stage, most activities
in the Minomartani Cultural Hall were aimed at encouraging residents to come
wogether and interact during cultural activities and meetings. Minomartani resi-
dents were encouraged to practise their traditions and other cultural activities.
T'W“Sﬂd the cultural hall as a place to present their art performances and social
“livities, At that stage, the cultural hall encouraged a focus on cultural expression,
epecially of traditional culture, to strengthen community and communality. In the
*cond stage, BBM Community Radio functioned as a broadcasting forum where
:’dm" could get together. Its programmes developed a media habit among the

idents, The programme, Mbah Tro Mulur illustrates how the broadcasts could

audience solidarity with residents encouraged to communicate through
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strategy everywhere. Experiences in various countries, such as in Latin America, showed
that community radio was given legal recognition as a result of a long process of struggle.
They were often opposed by the government and corporate media (see C. Rodriguez,
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