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The initial idea of the September 2021 Issue was to capture the 

stark living experiences between cities and villages. But when 

we started receiving the pitches and also began documenting 

evidence to support our Editorial content, it turns out that it 

is hard to separate living experiences from empowerment, 

which includes the safety aspect of both gender and needs in 

contemporary society.

JDR is a safe space for everybody who wants to share their 

concerns, ideas, arguments about justice and development 

policy. Although we welcome everyone to write, we strive for 

high quality writing. Everything that is accepted for publication 

has been fact-checked and is free of ethical concerns. 

We hope you enjoy reading “People of Cities and Villages”. 

But we also wish that you would share your insights about 

justice in development by becoming one of our contributors. 

To obtain more information about how to submit an article, 

please visit http://www.thejustin.org/write-for-us

A Note from the Editorial Board

BEHIND
JDR September 2021 Issue

http://www.thejustin.org/write-for-us
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Ending Street Harassments 
in Cities Requires More
than Surveillance

The Editorial Board

“Walking alone in a city at night for women has never  been a full normal experience. 
Dangers are everywhere to stop women from thinking that cities are also theirs. And it is
the same even in daylight.”

Walking sounds like a simple activity. But it 
takes more than two feet and clear eyesight  

to be able to reach one’s destination. For women, 
what’s in ‘more’ is the absence of danger. But wom-
en who live in cities know that it is wishful think-
ing to believe  that they will never in a lifetime be 
exposed to sexually motivated harassment, objecti-
fication, or violence.

In March 2021, a 33-year-old woman named Sarah 
Everard disappeared in London, as  she was walk-
ing home at night. Just a few days after, the police 
found out that it was a case of rape and murder – 
and the man who raped and killed her is a police 
officer. One early afternoon in July 2021, Farah* was 
waiting for her friend in the street of a residential 
area in Eastern Indonesia as a man with a full-on 
mask in a motorcycle approached her to ask for an 
address and within seconds, the man hit her on the 
face, arms, and lips, and drove away.  The perpetra-
tor turned out to be someone whose work was to 
ensure the betterment and safety of the citizens; he 
was a soldier. And Farah was not his only victim. 
As it turned out, there were over twenty unresolved 
reports of the same assault cases; from little girls to 
the elderly.  Cities are still not safe for women.  And 
it is not merely because the authority responsible 
for maintaining safety are not well-equipped, it is 
because there is a lack of surveillance and invest-
ment in spreading awareness of street safety.

Data documenting street harassment and violence 
in cities becomes a useful tool to determine the ac-
tion plans to respond to what can only be called 
a gender-sensitive matter. ActionAid, a non-profit 
platform working to end violence against women 
and girls conducted a study in 2016 on women’s 
safety in cities. The study revealed that more than 
one-third of women in major cities have been sub-
jected to harassment or violence in public spaces. 
Cities in countries such as India (79%), Thailand 
(86%), and Brazil (89%) record daily, persistent cas-
es of street harassment. In a country such as Af-
ghanistan, this figure reaches as high as 93%. 
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The widely suggested solution to ensure safety on 
the streets is natural surveillance – the presence 
of people in public spaces that act as a witness as 
women walk down the street. For instance, when 
street vendors or residents are gathering in the 
public space, women would naturally feel that they 
are being guarded against any possible harm. This 
is indeed a useful strategy to protect women from 
dangerous individuals. But no public space would 
always be on natural guards for 24 hours. There are 
certain times during the day and night when peo-
ple are inside their houses. And those are the times 
when the perpetrators commit their acts.

Besides natural surveillance, there is artificial in-
telligence (AI) surveillance. It helps detect anoma-
lies such as when unknown individuals or unusual 
behaviour happen in public spaces. Among AI sur-
veillance technologies are smart cities, facial rec-
ognition systems, and smart policing. Smart cities 
are the incorporation of sensors, facial recognition 
cameras, and police body cameras that have been 
integrated with intelligent command centres to 
prevent crime, ensure public safety, and respond to 
emergencies. A facial recognition system is the us-
age of biometric technology to scan live footage of 
individuals and match them with an existing data-
base. Smart policing is a data-driven analytic tech-
nology used to facilitate investigations and police 
response, and can even make predictions about 
future crimes.

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 
documented the supply of advanced AI tech 
worldwide. They found that China and the US are 
major suppliers, supporting forty-seven and thirty-
two out of sixty-five countries in 2019, respectively. 
But depending on AI tech alone is insufficient. If 
the individual’s face could not be detected, it would 
still be quite an arduous task to uncover the truth. 

The police officers spent months before Farah’s 
case to find out who the serial assaulter was. They 
had CCTV footage but since the man was wearing 

a mask, they could not determine who the man 
was. They had no luck in discovering the truth. 
Until it was realised that Farah’s stolen phone was 
registered for a service that allows the user to track 
the device’s location as long as it is connected to 
the internet. But it took three days to finally be able 
to use the service as the perpetrator had already 
changed her email password. But as soon as she 
was able to reclaim access to her email, the truth 
was revealed.

Albeit useful, not many people are aware of this 
tool. Using technology such as GPS-related tools is 
one of the strategies to ensure women’s safety. It can 
act as proof of where and when the case took place. 
Furthermore, it also enables women to choose the 
safest route to go during certain hours. But what if 
the perpetrator had not taken her phone? Would 
they have caught him? How would he be caught? 
Some of the victims before Farah even moved to a 
different residential area to avoid the trauma that 
haunted them. The aftermath of sexual harass-
ment is not merely making women more alert, it 
heightened fear. When will women be able to feel 
safe in public space regardless of whether it is day 
or night, deserted or crowded areas? The ultimate 
goal should be to reduce the prevalence of crimes 
against women in public spaces and liberate wom-
en from fears. And tech alone isn’t enough.

Tech is useful to prevent and catch various crimes. 
However, in developing countries, its distribu-
tion is highly disproportionate, with bigger cities 
acquiring more access to it than smaller cities in 
impoverished regions. Yes, tech is what got Sarah 
Everard’s and Farah’s perpetrators caught. But for 
people living in a disadvantaged city, or who are 
inept to basic tech that can protect their lives, their 
only hope for security is policymakers responsible 
for designing and planning cities. It is all a matter 
of whether women’s experiences are taking into ac-
count when the people who have been granted the 
right to act on behalf of society do what is right, 
not in a gender-neutral way, but by applying gen-

Tech and Surveillance

Planning Cities with Women
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der-inclusive analysis in planning cities.

Cities are not possessed by men. It is a shared space 
that should take into account the lived experiences 
of both genders. Yet, it has been argued that urban 
planning – the political process that concerns the 
design of physical, economic, and social activities 
in cities, is a male-dominated arena. Cities are 
planned and designed for men, with little to zero 
consideration to women’s city life experiences.

To improve women’s safety in cities, women should 
have an equal representation in urban planning. 
Women should have a say on matters that affect 
how they live their lives. Besides, they are also ca-
pable of making significant changes in how cities 
are designed. Women could make aware of exist-
ing tools that can be used to protect them, build 
protective mechanisms that can reduce the risks 
of harassment in cities, and even raise awareness 
of street harassment and violence. By having more 
women in the planning of cities, there will be a 
knowledge exchange and knowledge production of 
women’s experiences dealing with harassment and 
all the planning design will be gender-inclusive. 
Who else knows women’s bodies better than them-
selves? To make cities safer for women does not 
mean discounting men’s experiences. It is the fact 
that women’s safety in cities is at risk and some-
thing should be done about it. To ensure women’s 
representation in urban planning does not mean 
limiting men’s voices either. Ending street harass-
ments and violence in cities require cooperative ac-
tion between men and women. And deep down, we 
all know that this is the only way to win the battle 
against those who wish women in cities harm.

*Farah is a pseudonym.
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Stop Profiting from 
the Urban Slums

The Editorial Board

Cities remain in a narrative of development, where different actors try to grapple with 
their own agendas. At times when they interact, there is always a clear winner and a clear 
loser. In slums, the poor never wins.

Cities are intimately linked to dreams, desires, 
hopes – in short, a beautiful image of the fu-

ture. Even the times of struggle can turn into beau-
tiful melodies. When the present feels dreadful, 
there are always ways to persevere. Nevertheless, 
cities envelop tragedies strictly correlated with ge-
ography. Slums, urban spaces where a third of the 
urban population reside, are the forgotten lands, 
filled with the forgotten people, led by the forget-
ful leaders.

The ordeal of urban governments’ retreat from life 
in slums gives rise to bottom-up initiatives – the 
only recourse when the urban economic and po-
litical structures ban hopes from turning into re-
ality. Civil society creates a range of initiatives to 
meet basic services or even for livelihood improve-
ment. Some initially started out as a form of protest 
against State ignorance. Urban governments see 
this as the potential of collaboration – either in the 
form of knowledge sharing or a complete takeover 
of the duty of the State on service delivery by civil 
society.

India is experiencing a deficiency in water and san-
itation services in urban slums. The slum dwellers 
do not have the right to construct private toilets. 
Nor are they provided with public toilets by the 
Government. In India, water and sanitation ser-
vices in slums are being co-produced using a sytem
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that assigns neoliberal capitalism policies to the 
social agenda. Fifty percent of Mumbai’s popula-
tion resides in slums. The co-production of slum 
toilets by Community-based organisations (CBOs) 
through joint funding with the World Bank. So, the
question becomes, why do urban governments 
prefer the delivery of services by non-State actors? 
The answer lies in the worth of slums in the eyes of 
profit-seeking organisations. 

There has been a rebrand of slums. Previously, it 
can only be associated with poverty and misery. 
But now, it becomes a growth machine for econom-
ic players looking for a cheap labour force. Marx 

et al., (2013) argued that slums are considered as a 
transitory phenomenon in developing countries, 
which explains the lack of care of urban gov-
ernments towards the densely populated urban 
spaces; slums were created to disappear. So, the 
reimage of slums is a part of the strategic agendas 
to eliminate slums through market forces and busi-
ness activities. Particularly in Indian cities, entre-
preneurialism is the “dominant logic of speculative 
urbanism” (Goldman, 2011) which attracted inter-
national financial institutions, business, and policy 
elites to bring entrepreneurship into poverty and 
urban service provision. 

Economic Geographer David Harvey argued that 
the inequitable distribution of services and re-
sources is the central theme of urban political 
conflict. Entrepreneurialism is, therefore, a conse-
quence of the distribution problem. MacLeod and 
Jones (2011) listed three critical processes of urban 
entrepreneurialism, namely: i) aggressiveness to-
wards capital investment, ii) the increased engage-
ment of the private sector in urban policy, and iii) 
a clear favouring of business and entrepreneurs to 
ensure growth. Regardless of the fiscal capacity, en-
trepreneurialism has always been the main feature 
of capitalist regions because it encourages growth, 
regardless of whether it is equally distributed.

Triratana Prerana Mandal (TPM) is a communi-
ty-based organisation (CBO) that runs toilet blocks
in Khotwadi, Mumbai. They stepped up to respond 
to the community’s needs of sanitation. Their suc-
cess in providing basic services to the slum dwell-
ers won them awards from several organisations 
– some even came in the form of cash, which they 
used for maintenance and expansion of the ‘toilet 
business’. To use the toilet, the slum dwellers must 
pay Rs500 upfront and pay around Rs150-200 per 
year (McFarlane, 2012).

The fact that basic services are accessible to slum-

Community-Based Organisations and 
Poverty Entrepreneurship
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dwellers does not automatically remove all the 
hardships that slum dwellers experience. Slums 
are both places of residence and places of work. 
A large proportion of Mumbai’s economic growth 
comes from these abandoned urban spaces. Al-
though slum dwellers are entrepreneurial, they 
are not the ones who get to participate in major 
decision-making on the arrangement of the high-
ly-celebrated entrepreneurial co-production of 
slum toilets. For instance, the pay rate of the toilet 
is being decided arbitrarily by the local communi-
ty organisation and its donors. As Harvey (1989) re-
minded us, “it is likewise important to specify who 
is being entrepreneurial and about what”.

The main actor of co-production here is the local 
CBOs. The informal communities are rarely con-
sulted for their opinion about the construction of 
toilet blocks. Moreover, the cost of using the toilet 
is hardly negotiable, and it varies across Indian 
cities. Even though the CBOs represent the slum 
dwellers, they stick to the “pay-and-use” rule and 
thus excluded those unable to pay. It, therefore, 
makes co-production arrangements purely entre-
preneurial, with clear favouring of a clientele re-
lationship that values money over well-being. By 
limiting the slum dwellers’ participation in the 
discussion about the service delivery, the price of 
using what should have been their rights is unne-
gotiable. 

CBOs are non-profit organisations. However, their 
prioritisation of payment over rights poses a seri-
ous question about their aim. If securing the rights 
of the slum dwellers is genuinely the purpose of 
toilet blocks, then there must be other ways to en-
sure the sustainability of the toilet blocks without 
excluding the extremely deprived members from 
using the facility.

Moreover, reviewing McFarlane (2012)’s case, it is a 
wonder why the donors’ money is used for com-
munity activities instead of, for example subsidis-
ing the cost that the slum dwellers have to pay. By 
reducing the monthly payment, or using the excess 
funds for allowing the extreme poor to use toilets 

for free can be a more just arrangement. But in the 
current model, co-production without the direct 
participation of the slum dwellers only reinforces 
the relationship between consumers and producers 
in a market economy. Instead of seeing sanitation 
as a state failure, it is seen as a market promoted by 
private sectors and international donors.

Co-production is never devoid of the greater pow-
er, and the slum dwellers’ rights will remain un-
guaranteed unless it seeks to conquer its power 
through a written legal and regulatory framework 
of co-production arrangements. The urban poor 
has to pursue a strategic aim in order to balance 
the power in cities. They must not satisfy with only 
pay-and-use basic services or even surrender to 
state neglect. Because, the only way for citizens to 
acquire real power is to establish a clear legal and 
regulatory framework to ensure the continuity of 
co-production arrangements and prevent abuse of 
power – either by the State or non-State actors.
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Transporting Transportation to 
Rural Areas is Key to Improve 
School Enrolment Rates
School enrolment is an issue that has always been argued to be linked to household income. The 
wealthier the households, the higher the capability to send children to school. However, we must 
not overlook the fact that the high contrast of enrolment rates between urban and rural areas is 
also a matter of public transport gaps.  

Muhammad Iqbal Ikhwaanusshafa

While urban society enjoys greater conve-
nience and growth, the same cannot be 

said for rural communities, particularly in devel-
oping countries. Today, two-thirds of Asians live 
in rural areas, with the majority of them living in 
impoverished communities. According to the Unit-
ed Nations Economic and Social Commission for 
Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), approximately 700 
million Asians suffer from socio-spatial isolation, 
one of which is related to education. Access to 
schools is difficult in deep rural areas, and teachers 
are frequently unwilling to work there. As a result, 
the enrolment rate in schools is decreasing. One 
country in Asia where this issue remains around is 
Indonesia. The school enrolment rate in Indonesia 
is higher in urban areas than in rural. While the 
enrolment rate gap for children age 15 or below is 
only around 1-2 percent between rural and urban 
areas, with the latter scored higher, the enrolment 
gap for age 16-18, the period where students go to 
high school in Indonesia is comparatively larger, 
with urban areas have 75,70% of its high-school-
age students who go to school, while rural areas 
only have 68.84%. Likewise, for university-age stu-
dents, the enrolment rate is significantly lower in 
rural (19.09%) than urban areas (33.21%), Indone-
sian Bureau of Statistics (BPS) 2020 data revealed.

BPS states that social and economic factor is the 
biggest obstacle for the low enrolment rates in ru-



JUSTIN DEVELOPMENT REVIEW
SEPTEMBER 2021 13

ral areas is still minimal, and continuing to pursue 
education outside of their rural area is too high of 
a cost to consider. There is a distance factor that is 
prevalent in this matter. Students in rural area have 
to give up their dreams of education the more they 
get older, as school availability are becoming more 
limited as the level of education becomes higher, 
one option for students in rural areas is to enrol in 
institutions in the city. There is a major problem 
however, that is transportation in rural areas is still 
very limited. 

Eduardo Vasconcellos in his paper “Rural transport 
and access to education in developing countries: 
policy issues” acknowledges that the lack of public 
transportation and inability to afford private 
transportation can cause most children in rural 
areas to drop out of school after only a few years 
of studying. Even some students are only able to 
complete less than 4 years of primary education. 
This is very true in Indonesia’s case, as going back 
to the data taken by BPS, the higher the education 
level, the lower the enrolment rate of students in 
rural areas.

Back in 2019, a story of an elementary school boy 
named Marianta went viral, where he had to walk 
for 20 km, which took him 6 hours from his home 
in Dusun Gulinten to his school in SD 6 Bunutan 
because there was no transportation that he can 
take to school. The story was spread throughout 
social media, and Marianta was invited to a talk 
show called Hitam Putih. During his time in the 
show, Marianta asked the President of Indonesia 
for proper road access so he could go to school 
and access clean water. Because based on his 
confession, the area where he lives, the people can 
only rely on rainwater and small water sources for 
toilet activities, and to find water cases in which 
students have to walk a long distance just to go to 
school. There are many undocumented stories of 
children living in Indonesia being unable to go to 
school without walking for miles.

“Transport is a crucial facilitator of social inclusion 

and wellness, which can affect economic and  
social outcomes, and so can lead to inequality,” 
according to NatCen Social Research, a social 
research centre based in the United Kingdom. 
In this context, inequity refers to a community’s 
lack of transportation, which can have a direct 
influence on their livelihood. As can be seen from 
Marianta’s example, students without sufficient 
transportation are forced to travel miles, which 
is extremely unsafe for individuals, especially 
children.

Apart from unsafe travel conditions, other 
negative impacts affect students in rural areas. 
SlavenGašparović’s research on the impact of 
transport disadvantage on high school enrolment 
in Zagreb found a correlation between travel time 
and students’ academic success. He found that 
students who take more time to travel to school 
had worse grades and academic success than 
students who are faster in getting to school. The 
student’s poor academic conditions are caused by 
students’ absences because of their being late to 
classes. The absence is making them skip subjects 
that they need help with, thus significantly 
affecting their grades. The sample that Gašparović 
used in his research are students who live in the 
town outskirts, on which it took them around 
90 minutes for a one-way trip. Although the 
conditions in Zagreb is enormously different than 
the one found in Indonesia, we can surmise that 
if a 90-minute trip in an urban environment can 
affect the student’s academic wellbeing, a 6-hour 
journey have potential to cause a lot more damage.

Big cities in Indonesia, like Jakarta and Bogor for 
example, enjoy the luxury of choices: being able 
to choose from plenty of schools and the ability to 
access education using affordable transportation. 
This is not the same for students living in rural 
areas. With limited options for transport and 
sometimes not even any, private transports became 
a privilege that only a few people can enjoy in 
rural communities. This is because the agriculture 
sector is a common line of work for people in rural 
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that type of work is not much, totalling only 
about IDR 1 million/month according to BPS 
on data taken in 2020. With that kind of income, 
spending out money to buy private transport is a 
consideration that many would rather not take.

Considering the social and economic factors that 
rural families have, it is arguably more effective to 
provide free public transportation for the students 
to use. This solution of free transport has already 
been applied to some villages in Indonesia. 
Some examples include how the Transportation 
Department in Banyumas region in Central Java 
have provided two free school buses for school 
students in the Somagede district back in 2019. And 
in another story in the same year, four villages in 
Kalimantan also received school buses for students 
to use. Although in this case, the help did not 
come from the Transport Department directly 
like in Banyumas but came from the village heads 
themselves. The cost of transport is not free, with 
IDR 5,000 per child for 1 day of travel. Although it 
is still relatively cheaper compared to the transport 
cost in the cities, the fact remains that there is 
still an uneven distribution of transport from the 
Transport Department for villages in need of these 
services.

With the transportation agency in Jakarta already 
planning for an increase of up to 60% use of public 
transport by 2030, the lack of transport issue in rural 
communities needs to be addressed. Although 
steps have been taken towards transporting 
transport to rural areas, Indonesia is still far from 
the finish line. The country is on a track course 
towards modern development, but we also need to 
be reminded that there are still some people that 
still need support in catching up.

Muhammad Iqbal Ikhwaanusshafa acquires 
his BA in International Relations from Pad-
jadjaran University. He is interested in re-
searching contemporary global issues.
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Indonesian Migrant Workers: 
Behind the Protection Policy
If one thing Covid-19 reminds me of, it is the life of migrant workers. Privileged to escape the 
pandemic to a state bubble called Singapore, I experience a chunk of it – leaving the comfort of 
home, sharing a small space, doing domestic work, being on lockdown while facing uncertainty. 
My experience opens my eyes that migrant workers live the pandemic life on a daily basis, with 
life dependent on someone else’s generosity, or often, inhumanity.

Angeline Callista

Domestic work and other informal sectors 
constitute an important part of Indonesia’s 

labour market,both within the country and global-
ly. The World Bank and Statistics Indonesia (BPS) 
survey mentioned that currently there are approx-
imately 9 million Indonesian migrant workers 
globally, with only 3.7 million of them are officially 
recorded. Indonesian migrant workers predomi-
nantly work in the domestic sector and come from 
rural areas in East Java, Central Java, West Java, 
Bali, and Lampung.

There are push and pull factors of why one decided 
to be a migrant worker, one of them is for better 
livelihood. Many inspiring success stories come 
from migrant workers who have lived abroad – 
They went and renovated their houses, started up 
small businesses, purchased plots for farmland, 
as well as sending their children for education. 
Further, not limited to their own family, but they 
also bring a positive impact to their community. 
Being a migrant worker is deemed with greater 
pride and reward. However, the reality of migrant 
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Despite Nirmala’s success in accessing justice, 
lengthy process and numerous unrecorded cases 
have been the fate for many other Indonesian mi-
grant workers. Approximately more than ten thou-
sand cases of right violations, physical and sexual 
abuse or even murder are recorded annually. How-
ever, very few of them could be solved by Indone-
sian law and justice. For instance, in 2009, only one 
out of 30 trafficking cases of Indonesian migrant 
workers could be solved. The number of cases and 
the lack of access to justice proves that there is still 

However, the reality of migrant workers is not al-
ways as sweet as it sounds. 

In 2004, the case of one former Indonesian migrant 
worker, Nirmala Bonat, covered the headlines of 
news across Indonesia and Malaysia – the country 
where she worked. She was brutally beaten, severe-
ly burned with an iron, had boiling water thrown 
on her, and mistreated in multiple ways for ap-
proximately five months. The case of Nirmala fur-
ther triggered massive anger from the Indonesian 
public and activists to seek justice and protection 
for migrant workers. Pressured by the public, the 
newly elected president at that time further pro-
duced several policies to strengthen the regulation 
of migrant policies to strengthen the regulation of 
migrant domestic workers. Ten years later Nirmala 
won the case against her employer.

a gap in legal provision for these workers. 

In 2015, Indonesia President Joko Widodo ex-
pressed concerns about the fate of these workers 
and planned to repatriate them due to the pride 
of the country. The president’s speech triggered 
mixed reactions from the public and migrant com-
munities. Activists mention that the state should 
support workers with protection provisions instead 
of condemning the work. They mention that pro-
tection is an integral part of social rights to ensure 
the safety of workers, especially considering the 
violations they often face. Moreover, the common 
discourse of migrant workers as victims instead of 
capable workers always puts them in a disadvan-
taged position.

Understanding the reality of migrant workers, it 
is important for the government to ensure better 
protection through better recording, pre-depar-
ture preparation, background check of employers, 
provision of access to justice, and monitoring their 
working conditions periodically. In addition, it is 
also important to shift the discourse of migrant 
workers.

It is worth noted that the government has made 

certain efforts in providing better legal protection for

migrant workers. For instance, the government 

issued Law No. 39 Year 2004 and Law No. 18 Year 2017 

on Migrant Worker Protection and establishment 

of Indonesian Migrant Worker Protection Agency 

(BP2MI), which train workers and protect them and 

their family since pre-departure, during departure 

and post-departure. The government also tries to 

build the migrant family community in 260 regencies/ 

build the migrant family community in 260 regencies/

cities. However, implementation remains minimum 

and migrant workers remain those who are most 

vulnerable. The head of BP2MI also mentioned that 

the agency is the government body with the lowest 

Indonesian policies of migrant 
workers: Protecting or Profiteering?

Image Source  : New Straits Time
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state budget, which disallows them to give maxi-
mum protection for migrant workers. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many migrant 
workers are unprotected, vulnerable to exploita-
tion, suffering from poverty and food insecurity, 
and often without access to healthcare and social 
protection. With the employers staying home and 
losing some of their income, many migrant workers 
reported having worked extra hours without get-
ting paid. In Singapore, the arguably safest place 
in the world from the pandemic, cases reached 
1,400 a day only in the migrant workers’ dormitory, 
which revealed its precarious living condition. 12 to 
20 people were packed into bunk beds in a room 
ventilated by small fans attached to the ceiling or 
walls. 

Understanding the reality of migrant workers, it is 
important to understand on what basis the policies 
have been shaped. Tracing back, Indonesian poli-
cies of migrant workers were not made to protect, 
but simply for economic reasons. Labour migra-
tion has started in Indonesia since 1890, initiated 
by the Dutch East India Government to fulfill the 
workers’ deficit in several countries. Despite the 
long history, not until 1967, 12 years after Indone-
sia gained its independence, labour migration was 
first stated in one of the articles of the National Act 
number 14 Year 1967. 

In 1969, the first national policy that focuses on 
labour migration was introduced. The policy was 
written in the Government Regulations No. 4 Year 
1970 and was issued by the Ministry of Labour. 
However, the policy only focused on permit regu-
lation and sanction. 

The process of policy establishment implies the 
notion of power where labor migration was initiat-
ed by the ruling power to decide which policies to 
take. During this era, it could be seen that the gov-
ernment did not have any knowledge of migrant 
workers, or putting them as priorities, proven by 
the lack of policies created. 

Fast forward to 1998, the Asian Financial Crisis had 
caused a drastic increase in unemployment. It fur-
ther encouraged the prevalence of domestic work 
and labour migration. The government-led devel-
opment strategy to reduce unemployment within 
the country further makes Indonesia one of the 
largest suppliers of migrant workers. Further, in 
just two decades, the policies to regulate migrant 
workers had shifted from reactive to proactive.

To date, the remittances generated by migrant 
workers have reached USD 11 billion, second to 
the oil and gas sector in contribution to Indonesia’s 
economy. The contribution of migrant workers is 
further acknowledged by the state by calling them 
the “foreign exchange hero.” 
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Migrant worker’s wide economic contribution and 
yet their often-unfortunate reality makes them a 
subject in the capitalist economy. For instance, Ma-
laysia, as the receiving country has the strategy to 
advance their labor market through importing do-
mestic workers to replace their domestic work, in 
which Indonesia becomes the supplier of migrant 
workers. This has made migrant workers subject to 
the geopolitics between Indonesia and the receiv-
ing country, with economic priority is put above 
protectionand rights.

Aside from geopolitics, migrant worker as a sub-
ject in the capitalist economy is also a gendered 
process. Women’s recent involvement in paid work 
is still a highly debated topic on whether it brings 
positive or negative impacts for them. This hap-
pens due to the challenges women still face such as 
gender division of labor, pay gap, double burden, 
as well as the reinforcement of other forms of pa-
triarchy within the work itself (Elson and Pearson, 
1981). All these aspects have put women in a disad-
vantaged position and therefore undermined the 
transformative potential of women’s involvement 
in the labor market. 

Since 1999, the number of female migrant work-
ers has exceeded the number of the male. Female 
worker constitutes 84% of these workers, where the 
largest jobs proportion of these migrant women in-
clude domestic maids, caregivers, entertainers, sex 
workers, and other service employees. This implies 
that the domination of women has reinforced the 
gender division of labor, especially in these low-
paid sectors. Many domestic workers’ employers 
mentioned that they prefer Indonesian migrant 
workers compared to Filipino due to their docile 
and obedient nature, which makes it contrasting 
with the discourse ofprotection and rights. Such 
desired natures contribute to how they are treated 
and further to the gendered economy, in which the 
legibility of migrant workers is shaped accordingly.

The situations imply two important aspects in en-
suring the protection of migrant workers. First, the

narrative shift from becoming the subject of the 
capitalist economy to a capable self. The narrative 
shiftwill allow migrant workers to exercise their 
rights and increase their sense of self. For instance, 
learning the employers’ language and building a 
network of fellow migrant workers are proven to 
increase their sense of self and the ability to pro-
tect themselves. 

Second, the support and policy issuance from the 
government. Policy serves as a medium for politi-
cal intervention, which also serves as evidence of 
the relationship between the governing and the 
governed. While the government is progressing in 
providing protection, and yet still faces challeng-
es, preserving protection could start by changing 
the narrative and taking care of domestic workers 
within the country, who face similar situations. 

With recognition and policy intervention, society 
could start to see more value in the work of mi-
grant workers, so that they are able to contribute 
to the economy, achieving better livelihood with 
more decent rights.

Angeline Callista is a public policy con-
sultant, with particular interests in gender 
and labour market. She obtained her Mas-
ter’s Degree in Social Policy and Develop-
ment from the London School of Econom-
ics and Political Science, United Kingdom, 
and Bachelor’s
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Investment for a Cement Factory 
or for Destroying Livelihoods?
This is a story of unjust development. Semen Singz Merah, a cement factory in Jember Regency 
brings in some raw materials from outside the concession. Hundreds of their hauling trucks 
crossed public roadsand damaged them heavily, suffering thousands of people living along the 
roads or on them every day.

Abdurrahman Arum

In 2018, a large cement factory was built in the 
southern part of Jember, an ordinary regency 

in the eastern East Java Province, Indonesia. This 
counts as a foreign direct investment (FDI) from 
China, enacted by Hongshi Group Co Ltd. The in-
vestment which totaled 5 trillion rupiahs (336 mil-
lion dollars), is the largest in the history of Jember 
Regency and it was directly escorted by the Indo-
nesian Coordinating Minister for Maritime Affairs 
and Investment, Luhut Binsar Panjaitan. Based on 
the publication of ESDM Jember, Hongshi secured 
a 41 hectare of high-quality limestone concession 
with a deposit of more than 100 million tonnes, 
enough to supply the factory for 82 years. This 
foreign company then made a local legal entity, 
PT Semen Imasco Asiatic, and created the Semen 

Singa Merah brand. PT Imasco plans to expand the 
capacity of 3 million tons per year and create jobs 
for 3,000 people. Huge investment and job creation 
are good for the economy of Jember Regency, or so 
they said. 

Yet, other things have escaped the public’s atten-
tion; things that are very disturbing to thousands 
of people who live around the site. Semen Singa 
Merah uses clay material excavated outside the 
concession or procured from third parties. There 
are at least three mining queries that are active-
ly supplying the factory, from Curah Takir Village, 
Curah Nongko, and Gumuk Rase. Hundreds of dump 
trucks are passing by almost every day carrying 
clay from these queries. 
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The problem is that those trucks drive through 
public district roads, which are mostly small roads 
or “3C-class” with an average paving width of 4 me-
ters. Under normal conditions, only small vehicles 
and a few empty or normally loaded mini trucks 
pass through such 3C-class lanes. And nowadays, 
those small roads are traversed by tens to a hun-
dred dump trucks almost every day with overload-
ed loads. In just one year, the roads were severely 
destroyed. The difference between the roads tra-
versed by mining trucks and those that are not is 
obvious. If you are a sleeping passenger in a car at 
night, you will know immediately when you en-
ter the affected areas; because the shock from the 
damaged roads will suddenly wake you up.

Hauling projects of raw materials for cement facto-
ries that pass through small public roads certainly 
do not pass adequate feasibility studies. With ad-
equate study, it will be obvious that the losses of 
the project are greater than the benefits, so it is 
not feasible. First, for a smaller scope, namely the 
Jember Regency government side, the benefits are 
negative. The cost of maintaining heavily damaged 
roads is more expensive than the levy tax obtained 
from this project. So that in general, this project 
provides negative cash flow for the district treasury.  
Second, for a larger scope, namely public welfare or 
economic value added for the whole community, 
the conditions are worse. The benefit of this proj-
ect goes to query owners, fleet owners, and driv-
ers, which number just around several hundred 
people. Meanwhile, thousands of people who live 
along the road and who pass through the road ev-
ery day suffer from heavy damage.

There are economic activities for thousands of 
people along the road. They were all suffered. 
While this project benefits hundreds of people, 
it costs thousands. The factory may be able to 
procure clay at a low cost because it does not have 
to maintain roads, but the community actually 
bears the costs. Besides, during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the revenue of the Jember government 

dropped drastically. The budget for public road 

maintenance is also reduced. As a result, the 

surrounding community will “enjoy” the heavily 

damaged public roads for a longer time. 

For FDI companies that made large-scale invest-
ments, this is an anomaly. Usually, large FDI com-
panies are very concerned about the surrounding 
environment and community. They maintain 
“brand image” carefully and use high environmen-
tal and community protection standards. Even all 
cement factories of comparable size operated by 
Indonesia’s state-owned enterprises (BUMN) use 
their own roads to transport raw materials such 
as limestone and clay. Nobody lets their trucks 
go through the small public roads. The FDI com-
panies should have a higher standard than these 
BUMNs, or at least equal. With high operational 
standards, hauling material through small public 
roads would never go in their list of options.

The way to address this problem can actually come 
from Jember’s geography. Also known as the “city 
of a thousand hills”, there are many hills scattered 
throughout Jember Regency, including those close 
to the PT Imasco’s cement factory. The compa-
ny can open their own query on one or several of 
these hills and build their own roads without de-
stroying public roads and disrupt the economic 
activities of thousands of people. The cost to build 
those queries and hauling roads is not huge. A few 
dozen billion rupiahs (a few million dollars) might 
be enough. That is very small when compared to 
the total investment they have made. Taking this 
necessary step will save the company’s brand and 
at the same time save the interests of thousands of 
local communities.

If the company does not immediately take steps, 
the initiative should come from the Jember district 
government. The government must ban hauling 

Poor environmental planning

Inadequate standards

A Win-Win Panacea
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trucks from passing on public roads for justified 
reasons, considering that in this case, the Jember 
government is actually suffering a loss. Clay min-
ing and hauling operations provided negative cash 
flow to the district treasury. The reasons are even 
stronger when we consider the interests of thou-
sands of people affected. Thousands of people 
who live around the roads and the people who 
cross them every day all suffer. The prohibition is 
justified both economically and legally. Someone 
has to come up with a solution immediately so that 
losses do not continue.

Abdurrahman Arum is the founder of the 
Global Currency Initiative and author of 
“Currency Democracy: The Theory of Or-
ganic Global Monetary”.
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Emerging technologies and dis-
ruptive forces such as artificial 

intelligence, the gig economy, and au-
tomation are rapidly transforming the 
nature of work in the corporate or ser-
vice sector. The precise impact of these 
and other developments is unknown, 
but one thing is clear; the capabilities 
of a candidate that employers value 
and rely on are transforming. As a re-
sult, a “skills gap” or “employability 
gap” has emerged, and firms are strug-
gling to find suitably trained employ-
ees while candidates are unable to land 
a job in the corporate world. 

A corporate sector is a demanding 
place, and it is often challenging to 
secure employment opportunities. Of 
course, education plays a significant 
role in your employability, so investing 
in it makes sense, but it is not the only 
factor that makes you employable. 
Individuals need a diverse skill set to 
bag corporate jobs. Sadly, many small 
towns and villages lack the access and 
resources required to be a part of the 
corporate world.

What needs to be pursued in relation 

to the geographical disparity of opportunities in corporate jobs 
is social inclusion – a condition where each individual plays 
an active role in their rights and obligations. People’s active 
engagement in their educational, economic, and social life 
is facilitated or enabled in a socially inclusive environment, 
equipped with systems that accommodate diversity. How many 
of us are aware that the urban-rural divide is hurting the skill 
sets of every potent individual? Since there is limited access to 
the latest technologies and advancements in rural India, the 
rural youth remain unemployed.

The Geography of Social Inclusion in 
Corporate Jobs
The world is changing, with the internet of things, zoom meetings, you name it. But the academic
curriculum remains conventional in its coverage of knowledge. This issue is most evident in rural
areas. Coupled with the failure of the labour market to offer job opportunities in remote areas, 
education is limiting the capability of rural communities to get corporate jobs.

Robin Bhowmik
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In rural India, the prevalence of vocational train-
ing is extraordinarily low: 93.7 percent of young-
sters (2017–18) have had no vocational training. As 
a result, skill development is hampered by a scar-
city of qualified trainers, deficiencies in training 
programs, and high dropout rates. In addition, the 
majority of training institutes are located in near-
by small towns, making them inaccessible to most 
people, particularly women, due to a lack of public 
transportation. 

Social inclusion in corporate jobs in India will only 
ever be a success if companies can provide seam-
less access to job opportunities in semi-urban and 
rural regions. According to a Global Skills Gap Re-
port, 92% of working people think there is a skill 
gap in India. Though it was just 5.33% in 2018, the 
unemployment rate in India rose to 7.11% in 2020. 
It implies that workers who enter the labor market 
in search of work cannot find it in sufficient quan-
tities.

The population of youngsters in India has in-
creased from 1 billion to 1.3 billion from 1999 to 
2019. However, the labour force for the same age 
group during the same period has seen a decline 
from 568 million to 497 million. While some of the 
blame may get laid at the feet of the formal educa-
tion system, the labor market’s development is also 
responsible. Due to geographic restrictions and fi-
nancial hardship, hundreds of thousands of chil-
dren drop out of school or do not continue  their 
education in rural regions. As a result, it eliminates 
them as potential job applicants for all but the 
most basic and menial positions. These positions 
include a junior accountant, a tele-caller, or even 
a salesperson. These positions demand basic com-
puter knowledge, accounting knowledge, or good 
public speaking skills. 

The service or corporate sector has allowed In-
dia’s economy to expand, one of India’s top GDP 
contributors. However, due to a shortage of future 
skills, about 53% of Indian businesses could not 

hire individuals in 2019. The service industry is 
nearly entirely reliant on skilled labor, and as the 
convergence of business and technology proceeds, 
most employers will be redefined to be knowl-
edge-based. However, while more and more future 
skills-oriented occupations are developed, there is 
an increase in the employability gap in numerous 
industries. These industries include not just IT/
ITES but also conventional industries, including 
banking and financial services, automotive, phar-
maceuticals and healthcare, telecommunications, 
and logistics.

According to the ILO, due to the skill gap across 
several industries, more than half of the job po-
sitions that required future skills remained un-
filled in 2019. While India’s economy has excellent 
growth potential, the rising talent gap is a signif-
icant impediment to its development. Upskilling 
is essential across all job profiles and industries in 
today’s fast-changing economic climate. However, 
India is hampered by a skills deficit and a failing 
higher education system. Although some people 
have intrinsic abilities that help them learn com-
plex skills, whether through formal courses or in-
formally, most people know these skills through 
some form of instructional or educational courses
like the ones undertaken. However, the skills we 
learn in our formal education are often not good 
enough to meet the corporate world’s demands. 
Therefore, it is now more critical than ever to 
change higher education and develop a new mod-
el that aligns with industrial needs better. Higher 
education curriculum should get modified to in-
corporate experience-based, real-world learning 
to achieve this. It is also important to accept new 
teaching techniques and approaches.

India is now at a crossroads because of population 
expansion. Citizens, government, business, and ac-
ademics must all work together to close the skills 
gap and move toward a brighter future. Businesses 
and corporate houses are anticipated to jump on 
board and engage in successful programs as the 
government deliberately builds a competent work-

India’s Employability and Skill Gaps

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/developing-contemporary-india/importance-of-skilling-and-re-skilling-in-rural-india/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/topic/Global-Skills-Gap-Report
https://www.statista.com/statistics/271330/unemployment-rate-in-india/
http://The population of youngsters in India has increased from 1 billion to 1.3 billion from 1999 to 2019.However, the labour force for the same age group during the same period has seen a decline from568 million to 497 million. While some of the blame may get laid at the feet of the formal educationsystem, the labor market's development is also responsible. Due to geographic restrictions andfinancial hardship, hundreds of thousands of children drop out of school or do not continue their
http://The population of youngsters in India has increased from 1 billion to 1.3 billion from 1999 to 2019.However, the labour force for the same age group during the same period has seen a decline from568 million to 497 million. While some of the blame may get laid at the feet of the formal educationsystem, the labor market's development is also responsible. Due to geographic restrictions andfinancial hardship, hundreds of thousands of children drop out of school or do not continue their
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_dialogue/---sector/documents/publication/wcms_755663.pdf
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force and prioritizes skill development efforts. But 
we all must remember that the purpose of employ-
ment programs is not to monetise human beings 
but rather to contribute towards their empower-
ment by giving them access to the right job oppor-
tunities.

Robin Bhowmik is Chief Business Officer at 
Manipa Global Education with 25 years of 
global experience in Enterprise B2B span-
ning North America, Europe, Asia Pacific, 
India, and Japan. He is an alumnus of UC 
Berkeley and Calcutta University.
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EEvvenen  foforr  someonesomeone  whowho  lliivveded  inin  aa  MarxistMarxist  houshousee--
hold,hold,  SSaattrrapiapi  diddid  notnot  rreasoneason  withwith  thethe  IslamiIslamic c 
GGoovveernmrnmeenntt’’ss  opinionopinion  ththaatt  bilingualbilingual  schoolsschools  aarre e 
ssymbolymbolss  ofof  capitalism.capitalism.  InsInstteadead  ofof  rreleasingeleasing  IIrraniananians s 
ffrromom  thethe  dictdictaattoorrshipship  ofof  ththee  Shah,Shah,  ththeeyy  wweerree  foforrcceed d 
ttoo  wwoorrshipship  andand  vvaluealue  thinthinggss  ththaatt  ththeeyy  dodo  notnot  pprroopp--
ererllyy  undeunderrstand.stand.  AA  choichoiccee  isis  nono  lonlonggerer  inin  thethe  cacarrdds s 
forfor  thethe  IIrranians.anians.  WhileWhile  duringduring  thethe  ShahShah  rreigneign  ththeey y 
ccouldould  notnot  spespeakak  theirtheir  mindmind  ffrreelyeely  becbecaauseuse  ofof  feafear r 
ofof  bbeieingng  impriimprisoned,soned,  duringduring  thethe  IslamicIslamic  RRepublicepublic, , 
ththeeyy  ccoulouldd  notnot  eevvenen  rrepeprreesesenntt  theirtheir  truetrue  selfself  anand d 
hadhad  ttoo  hidehide  eevveryery  timetime  ththeeyy  wwaantnteded  ttoo  bebe  libeliberraatteded..

SSaattrrapiapi’’ss  paparreenntsts  advisedadvised  herher  ttoo  mmoovvee  ttoo  EEuurropope e 
whenwhen  sheshe  wwasas  14,14,  ssaayingying  ththaatt  ““wwee  ffeeeell  thatthat  itit’’ss  bebettteter r 
fforor  yyouou  toto  bebe  ffarar  aawwayay  andand  happyhappy  thanthan  cclolossee  byby  anand d 
mimisseerrablablee..””  SSaattrrapiapi  mmoovveded  ttoo  Vienna,Vienna,  bbuutt  sheshe  didid d 
notnot  aaccquiquirree  ththaatt  happinesshappiness  ththaatt  shouldshould  hhaavvee  beebeen n 
anan  instainstanntt  achiachieevvemeemenntt,,  ggiivvenen  ththaatt  sheshe  wwasas  lliivinving g 
inin  aa  ffrreereer  ccouounntrtryy..  BBuutt  herher  ideidenntitittyy  asas  anan  IIrraniaanian n 
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ttoo  wwoorrshipship  andand  vvaluealue  thinthinggss  ththaatt  ththeeyy  dodo  notnot  pprroopp--
ererllyy  undeunderrstand.stand.  AA  choichoiccee  isis  nono  lonlonggerer  inin  thethe  cacarrdds s 
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ofof  bbeieingng  impriimprisoned,soned,  duringduring  thethe  IslamicIslamic  RRepublicepublic, , 
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notnot  aaccquiquirree  ththaatt  happinesshappiness  ththaatt  shouldshould  hhaavvee  beebeen n 
anan  instainstanntt  achiachieevvemeemenntt,,  ggiivvenen  ththaatt  sheshe  wwasas  lliivinving g 
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PERSEPOLIS
Iran is famous for its civil wars, radicalistic government, and pistachio, apparently. But the 
world fails to be empathetic or even pay a little attention to how the tumultuous decades of the 
old Persia affect its citizens’ identities, perceptions of religion and leadership, and at the same 
time, rush them into making decisions that they never thought about.

“I was a westerner in Iran, an Iranian in the West. I had no identity.”

Persepolis is a word derived from Ancient Greek 
which means the Persian city. At least until 

1935, Persia remained Persia. But when the Pahla-
vi dynasty took over the Government, the Persian 
land was renamed Iran. The book Persepolis, 
therefore, depicted the changing hands of power 
pre-and post- land renaming. Persepolis was told 
from the memory and reality of Marjane Satrapi, 
now a graphic novelist, cartoonist, and film direc-
tor living in France. It is a first-hand experience of 
Satrapi from when she was a 10-year-old girl living 
in Tehran when the Iranian
revolution transpired.

Persepolis tells the harshest of reality that Irani-
ans had to endure, which brought to the unwel-
come decision by many Governments, including 
the United States of America to ban the book. Its 
vivid portrayal of the overthrow of the Pahlavi dy-
nasty and the rise of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
ruled by Ayatollah Khomeini can lead to an array 
of opinions of the book’s purpose. While many 
would consider the main takeaway from Persepolis 
is the radical, oppressive Government that merely 
thinks about power and ideology, there is another 
layer to Persepolis that should have been clear and 
even widely discussed. How much can a radical act 
transform one’s perception of something – to the 

point where even what should have been rights are 
simply viewed as wrong because of the absence of 
choices?

Satrapi does nothing other than being truthful 
about what she saw, heard, experienced, felt during 
her childhood, teenage, and young adult lives in 
Iran. Even if you disagree with how she thinks, you 
must try to understand why she thinks the way she 
thinks. 

When the Islamic Republic gained control of the 
country in 1979, the schools were closed for two 
years because the new Government was working 
on changing the curriculum to satisfy their inter-
pretation of ‘Islam’. Every school became Madra-
sa and all the bilingual schools permanently shut 

Editorials
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down. Satrapi was not happy because she used to 
study in a French school which she believed to be 
the height of her education experience. But then, 
in 1980, she, like all the other girls and women, 
was forced to wear the veil. Little Satrapi, written 
by Mature Satrapi, thought: “we didn’t really like 
to wear the veil, especially since we didn’t understand 
why we had to”.

Even for someone who lived in a Marxist house-
hold, Satrapi did not reason with the Islamic 
Government’s opinion that bilingual schools are 
symbols of capitalism. Instead of releasing Iranians 
from the dictatorship of the Shah, they were forced 
to worship and value things that they do not prop-
erly understand. A choice is no longer in the cards 
for the Iranians. While during the Shah reign they 
could not speak their mind freely because of fear 
of being imprisoned, during the Islamic Republic, 
they could not even represent their true self and 
had to hide every time they wanted to be liberated.

Satrapi’s parents advised her to move to Europe 
when she was 14, saying that “we feel that it’s better 
for you to be far away and happy than close by and 
miserable.” Satrapi moved to Vienna, but she did 
not acquire that happiness that should have been 
an instant achievement, given that she was living 
in a freer country. But her identity as an Iranian 
remained and it affected how people looked at 
her. The stigmatisation against someone who was 
born and raised in a country that had undergone 
or linked to radical movements is depicted vividly 
in Persepolis. It’s almost as if when you come from 
a warzone then you are automatically a terrorist.

Satrapi terminated her life in Vienna because she 
did not feel a sense of belonging in a foreign place 
where her attachment to radical values was fre-
quently being questioned by people around her. 
She was unable to delete a depiction of identity 
that was not even hers.

Persepolis brings you to the land of the Persians 
through its graphic portrayal of the backstory of 

the Pahlavi dynasty and the Islamic revolution. At 
some point when reading it, you might even think 
as if you were Marji (Satrapi’s nickname), who met 
her Uncle Anoosh – the man who hid in the Soviet 
Union because of his political beliefs, the political 
prisoner during the Shah’s Regime who was then 
executed by the Islamic Regime. You would feel 
as if you were the one going into the black mar-
ket, buying cassettes, posters of the bands that you 
love, all the funny things that you could do when 
you were that unfree.

Persepolis showcases how living in a city does not 
automatically mean you are granted liberty. Life in 
Tehran and rural areas of Iran are equal – equal-
ly oppressive. The latest data suggested that over 
50% of Iranians are living in poverty. The change 
that was promised at the beginning of the Islamic 
revolution was and is a sham. But it is not just mon-
ey, or wealth, or resources that oppressive Govern-
ments take away from people; it is also their ability 
to think clearly without any bias from the cruel 
leadership that forces piety. For all the political 
sensitivities that Persepolis demonstrates, it is also 
a book that tells us what happens when one legis-
lates morality.
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Her Hard Life

Editorials

When she was born forty-two years prior in Morowali, she did not have a house. Forty-
two years later, after moving between cities, she is still unable to call a place her home. 
She is playing the Shakespearean lessons about life without even knowing it. She works 
hard so that one day she could build a home for her family. But she should have known the 
mantra “Love all, trust a few, do wrong to none”, for in her story of pursuing the dream of
home and happiness, wicked characters always seem to find a room to intrude.

Her life is a series of unfortunate events. She has 
always been in a pit and every time she tries to es-
cape, she falls again and steps into the mud. She 
lives a life with hardly any light in it. As unbear-
able as it is, she keeps one dream intact; a hope of 
a better future for her and her loved ones. This is 
her story.

Her name resonates with her character. Firda 
means brave. But her bravery is not in the tra-

ditional sense of overcoming challenges to achieve 
something greater in return. She is fearless for she 
is capable to handle anything that comes into her 
life, anything that would destroy her or her fami-
ly’s lives. 

Firda is the second child of six. She did not grad-
uate from elementary school. Not because school 
was not a thing back then. Putting the blame on cul-
ture is not appropriate either. She did not complete 
her education because she had to help out her par-
ents in covering the household expenses and also 
her younger siblings’ education. Having a father 
whose job was a house painter in a then sparsely 
populated city, an additional working member of 

the family was a great help.

Firda has had a variety of life experiences on her 
plate. When she just moved from Morowali to 
Gorontalo, she and her family lived in a dirty base-
ment in her cousin’s big house. They were not even 
allowed to sleep in one of the empty rooms. When 
they asked for shelter, her cousin just said to her 
parents “You may live here but your place is in the 
basement”. They lived there for over twenty years. 
At night, mice and cockroaches would come and 

A Name is a Prayer
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disturb their already unpleasant sleep. But they 
had no choice, for it was the only place they had 
the capacity to access.

Before the basement, they lived inside an ice fac-
tory where her father worked. There was a small 
room inside the ice factory and that’s where they 
lived. At the time, Firda’s sister Faiza was still a 
baby. And they must survive living in a very low 
temperature. Freezing. 

By the time she was fifteen, Firda started working 
as a nanny. But that was also her entry to become 
an on-call cleaner. She is known for her ability 
within her network. And soon enough, in come 
an offer from her extended family in Medan. They 
offered her to work as a maid at their house by 
highlighting the poverty of her family. “Don’t you 
feel sad about your parents? Look at you only living in 
the basement all these times.” She then departed for 
Medan in 2001, hoping that this would change her 
family’s fortune. Her boss promised to send mon-
ey to her family in Gorontalo every month, which 
they would be able to use for buying a house. But 
that was a lie. 

Firda was exploited for her labour and did not 
even receive the compensation that they promised 
to her. She was physically abused, tortured, and 
humiliated in a land that even after living there for 
six years, remains strange. She was not allowed to 
leave the house in all those years. And when she 
decided to run away, she was beaten and watered 
with kerosene all over her body. But that was not 
all.

When she arrived back home and met her parents, 
she discovered another deceit that they played on 
her. Her family had never received any money from 
her previous boss. Firda lost six years of her life to 
false promises. And this led her to make another 
decision that she regretted; married for a roof.

Firda’s older sister had been married for a few years 
at the time to a man who worked as a goat trader. 

Her mother was then offered to live with them but 
her father could not, for the house could only ac-
commodate one more person. Her father found a 
place at a distant cousin’s house whilst working as 
a butcher. They still live separately.

Firda only knew Ato for a month before they got 
married. She was not charmed by his personality, 
looks, or attitudes. With all the burden that she 
had been carrying for nearly thirty years, she was 
easily swayed by the fact that her suitor worked in 
a mining firm and had a house. Those were enough 
for her to accept his marriage proposal. She need-
ed to get out of the basement and reunite in a 
house with both her parents in one place. But that 
was not what transpired, for Ato turned out to be a 
drunkard who used his money to buy alcohol and 
it was not long after that he lost his job. 

Although Firda was finally living in a proper 
two-bedroom house, it came at a cost of living with
an alcoholic husband. Her initial hope of bringing 
her parents together with her was easily shattered. 
Apart from the lack of space in the house, she was 
fearful of Ato’s drinking habit and how bringing 
her parents to live with them would bring far more 
issues than the existing ones.

A few years into the marriage, Firda was pregnant. 
But with a husband who was hardly sober, she con-
tinued to work even at the late stage of her preg-
nancy. Her first son was born in 2013. She would 
go to her day job and clean while bringing her son, 
who then was still a baby. By 2015, she had given 
birth to three children, the latter being a girl. Three 
kids with her as the household head. She received 
comments like “poor you, having to do all the cleaning 
while taking care of your baby”. She also regularly 
received offers such as “you know, I know somebody 
who wants to adopt. If you agree, I could arrange it”. 
Initially, she refused and insisted on keeping her 
three children together for what is better than the 
love of their mother? But, soon enough, household 

Pregnancy and Giving Kids Away
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expenses escalated and she could no longer man-
age to keep her children nourished. She had no 
choice but to break her words.

Aisyah knows she has two brothers. But she has 
no recollection of them being together while they 
were toddlers. Every time she asks about why her 
brothers are not living with them, Firda would say 
that they are just visiting their aunts. It’s a lie that 
even she is not comfortable in telling.

At this point, you might look at Firda as a victim of 
injustice or as someone who made a series of bad 
decisions. From agreeing to be a maid to someone 
who she did not know her true intention, marrying 
the guy who she did not know very well, to giving 
her kids away. Nevertheless, this Firda does not 
have full agency – the ability to act independent-
ly and make free choices. Firda did make her own 
decisions but they were based on her restricted 
choices. She chose to marry in order to leave the 
basement. But she would no walk that path had 
there been other options. To say that a person has 
agency means to know that she/he is able to select 
the same choice irrespective of the living condition. 

But what about afterwards? Why did not she leave 
her husband after finding out his true identity? 
This decision to stay was also influenced by the 
absence of agency, which is why giving resources 
and education to empower vulnerable individuals 
is imperative. She was acting on her willingness to 
stay. But that was not a ‘free’ decision. 

Agency is not merely about making free choices 
but also rational decisions. A particular example 
would be the decision to have kids. Low-income 
households are often unable to access reproduc-
tive health care, which can be due to costs or lack 
of awareness concerning the imperative of family 
planning. Furthermore, whether or not to have a 
baby must be determined after giving consider-
ation to child-related expenses and household fi-
nancial capability. This includes their capability 

to fulfil the needs of food, shelter, education, and 
health care.

Had she lived in a village, with a lower living cost, 
perhaps things would turn out differently. But 
then, Firda would have had an entirely different 
life, with a different job, and a different plan for 
the future. She might probably only have to wait a 
while before she could find a place where she and 
her parents could all live together. But it would also 
be harder for her to access essential sources that 
can inform her decision to plan a family, such as 
reproductive health care. It is, indeed, logically eas-
ier to have access to the aforementioned resources 
in cities than in villages. But having lived in the city 
all her life, Firda did not have access to them. For 
the grandiosity that it brings, city also has a set of 
problems that hinge on the ability of local commu-
nities and city leaders to solve.

Acquiring and exercising agency requires more 
than money. Wherever they live, Firda and espe-
cially her daughter needs to have access to knowl-
edge, information, and education so that they can 
be free in making rational decisions. When she 
was asked about the future, Firda talked about 
her daughter, Aisyah, saying “I hope that when the 
time comes, she will go to university and finish her de-
gree”. She had no idea that she was talking about 
acquiring agency. But time will tell her what her 
hope means for her, her children, and her parents. 
Perhaps, only perhaps, it means that someday they 
can all live together in a place they can call ‘home’.

On Agency
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Ensuring food security and nutrition is not an easy job even for a country 
which claims agriculture to be an important pillar of its economy. JUSTIN 
Data Recap highlights the complexity of food security and nutrition and re-
lated issues in Indonesia.

Figure 1. Proportion of Food-Insecure Households

Food Security and Nutrition in Indonesia

Compared to urban area, the proportion of food insecure households were higher in 
rural areas. Based on the estimate from the SMERU Institute, over than 10 percent of 
households in rural areas were classified food insecure in 2018. However, the trend 
shows a positive change where the proportion of food insecure households has declined 
in both rural and urban and the gap has also shrunk.

Source: SUSENAS 2018, estimated by SMERU Institute in the Strategic Review on Food Security and 
Nutrition in Indonesia by WFP and SMERU (2020)
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Figure 1. Proportion of Food-Insecure Households

Figure 3. Percentage of population living below poverty line

Based on the Food Security and Vulnerability Atlas (FSVA) 2020, there are 74 regions that 
classified as vulnerable to chronic food insecurity, comprising 70 rural districts and 4 
cities. Nonetheless, it is remarkable that food security level in urban and rural areas are 
analysed using different approach considering the character of each area.

Source: FSVA 2020, Agency for Food Security – Indonesian Ministry of Agriculture
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Figure 4. Proportion of Household Food Expenditure

In general, the poverty rate in rural areas of Indonesia is relatively high than urban areas. 
Whilst the poverty level in urban areas is historically single-digit, poverty in rural areas 
is still observed higher than 10%. Since 2011, the poverty rate showed a gradual decline, 
signifying a positive progress in poverty reduction efforts. However, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has reversed the progress back to 3 years behind. It is worth to note that pandemic 
has increased the poverty rate higher in urban areas, rise 1.32 percentage point in Sep-
tember 2020 compared to September 2019 level.

Food expenditure is highly associated with household-level poverty and food. Poor 
households are very likely to spend more money to purchase food. Households with 
high proportion of food expenditure are also more vulnerable to shocks such as volatile 
price and income shocks. When hit by economic shocks, households with higher pro-
portion of food expenditure are more likely to reduce their food consumption either in 
terms of quantity or quality, leading to deterioration of health and nutritional status.

Source: Statistics Indonesia (BPS) 2020

Source: Statistics Indonesia (BPS), SUSENAS 2015-2019
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Figure 5. Prevalence of malnutrition (%) - Stunting and Overweight & Obesity

Indonesia is facing a triple burden malnutrition where three forms of malnutrition ex-
ist simultaneously: undernutrition, overnutrition, and micronutrient deficiency such as 
anaemia. Stunting is a type of undernutrition, resulting from the deficiency of macronu-
trient intake. Conversely, the overweight and obesity occur due to excessive macronutri-
ent intake (overnutrition).

The malnutrition profile of rural and urban areas in Indonesia is vivid. Stunting is more 
prevalent in rural areas (35%), while overweight and obesity are more likely in urban ar-
eas (40%). Sedentary lifestyle and less space for physical activities are the factors driving 
the higher prevalence of overweight and obesity among the urban dwellers (Aizawa and 
Helble, 2019).

Source: Riskesdas 2018, Ministry of Health
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