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INDONESIA

Jan Woischnik

2014 is a “super election year” in Indonesia, with 
voting taking place for the presidency and the national 
parliament� It is striking, therefore, how little the topic 
of climate change features on the general political and 
public agenda� Popular awareness of the topic has 
increased since the UN Climate Change Conference in 
Bali in 2007, and regulations have been developed, 
such as the National Action Plan on Emission Reduc-
tion (RAN-GRK), based on the main points submitted 
to the UNFCC in Indonesia’s nationally appropriate 
mitigation action (NAMA)� However, the primary 
intention behind these formal steps is to improve 
Indonesia’s international image; the topic is not a 
priority at the provincial and local levels� One posi-
tive development, on the other hand, is the increased 
frequency and popularity of public attention-grabbing 
campaigns such as Bike to Work days, Earth Hour, 
Plastic Diet and My Baby Tree� The initiators of these 
activities have managed to attract the attention of the 
whole country – including the media�

Political parties, however, barely mention topics like 
climate change and nature conservation� None of the 
twelve parties admitted to the parliamentary elections 
on 9 April addressed the topic of climate change in 
their electoral campaigns, and this despite the fact 
that Indonesia, an archipelago made up approximately 
17,000 islands, is likely to particularly bear the brunt 
of its consequences� The same applies to the various 
candidates running for the Indonesian presidency� A 
study by the Indonesian environmental forum WALHI, 
conducted in March 2014, showed that just seven per-
cent of the 6,561 candidates participating in the 
parliamentary elections featured environmental con-
cerns in their election campaigns� This is even more 
surprising when we consider that the consequences of 
climate change are becoming increasingly obvious in 
Indonesia� While there were 475 natural disasters in 
the country in 2012, there were 1,392 in 2013� This 
is an increase of 293 percent in just one year� On top 
of this, the chances of those seven percent actually 
achieving victory in the election are not good, as most 
of them belong to small, insignificant parties.

Indonesian-language media very rarely address the 
topic of climate change, but certain projects and initi-
atives such as REDD and REDD+ have been granted a 
certain amount of media attention, as have the highly 
conspicuous effects of climate change such as severe 
flooding and mangrove death. The media in the capital 

city Jakarta is an exception to this general rule� The 
important English-language daily newspapers there 
address the topic of climate change often and in great 
detail� However, these newspapers are only read by 
the small, educated elite that have an adequate com-
mand of English�

ENERGY SECURITY AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Because energy security is usually regarded as more 
important than the environment, political debate often 
pushes climate change into the background� There is 
little appreciation for the crucial interconnectedness 
of the two topics� Indonesia continues to build new 
coal-fired power plants, turn natural woodland into 
managed forests and clear trees for mining� The defo-
restation of wide swathes of land remains Indonesia’s 
primary environmental problem� To this day Indonesia 
has been unable to halt this process, despite the fact 
that it is responsible for 59�4 percent of the country’s 
emissions. Peat bogs are of particular significance in 
this regard, as they store much more CO2 than other 
types of biomass� The bogs are lost when the land is 
cleared, or when oil palm cultivation is expanded into 
peatland� Economic interests are clearly prioritised 
over environmental interests� The political debates on 
switching to more environmentally friendly methods 
of energy production are still dominated by economic 
motives, swamping what political will there is to 
establish a more sustainable energy policy� It is the 
efficiency of new technologies that counts, not their 
contribution to emissions reduction�

As a country blessed with a rich stock of natural 
resources, Indonesia considers itself barely affected 
by the global problem of dwindling raw materials� Only 
around half of the natural gas extracted in Indonesia 
each year is used domestically; the rest is exported� 
At the time of writing, Indonesia generates 87 percent 
of its energy from fossil fuels, and 9�9 percent from 
hydropower and geothermal plants� Just 3�1 percent 
is generated from other renewable sources� Indonesia 
is the world’s second-largest exporter of coal, and 
its large stocks of coal and natural gas mean that 
it prioritises these two fuel sources� Indonesia also 
possesses 40 percent of globally available geothermal 
energy� As already shown, this potential has not yet 
been fully exploited, since many decision makers 
are not yet aware of the need for more sustainable 
methods of energy production�
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THE INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE

The Indonesian government regards the European 
Union as a partner in the fight against climate change. 
It knows that the EU is the world’s third-largest 
emitter of greenhouse gases and a proponent of ambi-
tious climate policy action� In Indonesia’s eyes, the 
EU’s predominant role in this area is as a supporter of 
Indonesian efforts within the UNFCCC projects� The 
government expects technical and financial assistance 
from the developed nations of the EU� The two parties 
have signed numerous agreements in the past� One 
such example is the agreement on illegal logging rati-
fied in October 2013. 

However, few people in Indonesia know anything 
about Germany’s energy transition – only a handful 
of specialists at best� The country therefore has little 
appreciation for Germany’s pioneering role in this 
area� Despite the large and obvious risks, Indonesia 
is still planning to build two nuclear power plants on 
the island of Java� This move has been strongly criti-
cised by activists, who point out the risks relating to 
Indonesia’s geography and the threat of terrorism�

Indonesia is the world’s fourth-largest emitter of 
greenhouse gases, and under President Susilo Bam-
bang Yudhoyono it has become actively involved in 
multilateral climate policy� Yudhoyono made climate 
protection one of the key priorities of his administ-
ration� Under his leadership, Indonesia has hosted 
important international conferences such as the UN 
Climate Change Conference in Bali in 2007 and the 
first World Ocean Conference in Sulawesi in 2009. 
In April 2011 Jakarta hosted the fifth Business for 
Environment Summit, the leading international confe-
rence that brings business needs and environmental 
protection together� However, activists complain that 
these grand global gestures are not translated into 
adequate reforms at home� One gets the impression 
that Yudhoyono’s primary concern has been to project 
a positive image of Indonesia abroad� 

Indonesia’s most important contribution to the 
UNFCCC has been its participation in the UN’s REDD+ 
project� The UN is highly respected as a climate policy 
player in Indonesia, where government officials regard 
it as a key mover and shaker in the fight against cli-
mate change� Since 2007 Indonesia has thus demons-
trated a high level of commitment to the REDD and 
REDD+ projects, which are the leading global mecha-
nisms for reducing greenhouse gas emissions from 
deforestation�

REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation 
and Degradation) aims to make the conservation 
of forest carbon stocks more financially appealing. 
With the financial assistance of the Norwegian 
government, which has contributed US$1 billion, 
the programme is helping protect peatlands, par-
ticularly those of Central Kalimantan and Sumatra� 
REDD+ is also the most important instrument for 
reaching Yudhoyono’s goal of achieving a 26 per-
cent reduction in carbon emissions by 2020� But 
the project faces many imposing challenges� To 
date, only US$50 million of the promised US$1 
billion have actually been handed out to projects 
in Central Kalimantan due to the feet-dragging of 
Indonesian officials. It has now become clear that 
the goal of 26 percent will not be met� The main 

reasons for this are legal: the responsibilities of 
the various authorities at the national, provincial, 
district and local levels are not clear and in some 
cases overlap or are contradictory� There have 
also been difficulties in implementing the morato-
rium on natural forest clearance and the unco-
operative behaviour of many large firms. Precisely 
this kind of cooperation with the private sector on 
nature conservation issues was one of the major 
goals of the UN Climate Change Conference in 
Warsaw in autumn 2013 – which did result in two 
important global players, Nestlé and Asia Pulp 
& Paper, committing to zero tolerance for illegal 
timber. Other large firms in Indonesia are also 
now changing their business approaches out of 
fear of bad press on the international stage�
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