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Jokowi’s First Months: Compromise Cabinet, 
Subsidy Cuts, and Corrupt Coalition 

By Ulla Fionna* 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

• President Jokowi’s first months have been dominated by important policies on lifting
fuel subsidies, and choosing his cabinet as well as strategic appointments. Although
the cabinet demonstrated a number of ‘compromise and reward’ appointments, its
ministers are nevertheless under pressure to perform.

• Jokowi’s weak position in the parliament has been improved by leadership crises in
the opposition. The success in retaining direct local elections (pilkada) should also
bring some confidence to the minority government.

• His government has managed the first major disaster – the crash of AirAsia QZ 8501
– with great care and decisiveness. His fuel subsidy policies were unpopular amongst
Indonesia’s poor but observers saw it as necessary for fiscal purposes. The subsequent
drop in oil prices has helped him further in lifting the subsidies completely. However,
it was his cabinet line-up as well as his choices for leaders in legal and judicial
institutions which have invited criticism over his clean credentials.
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• Jokowi’s popularity is at stake as he is now caught in the middle of a rift between his 
coalition members and the police on one side, against the anti-corruption agency KPK 
on the other. 

 
 
 
*Ulla Fionna is ISEAS Fellow; e-mail: ufionna@iseas.edu.sg. 
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INTRODUCTION: THE VERY SHORT HONEYMOON 
 
Burdened with high expectations on deliverables, Indonesian President Jokowi’s first few 
months have been hectic. The most difficult challenges anticipated at the start of his 
administration were: whether the cabinet would be dominated by professionals as promised; 
resistance from the parliamentary opposition; and his plan for an unpopular fuel price hike. 
Doubts about his choice of cabinet ministers have been mitigated by the hard work that some 
have demonstrated. Still, his choices for the chiefs of legal and judicial institutions have been 
met with criticism, and have raised questions about his commitment to clean government and 
to the combatting of corruption. Meanwhile, fortune has been on his side as the drop in crude 
oil prices has made the elimination of costly oil subsidies much easier. However, all these 
seem to be negated by the glaring fact that he remains under a lot of influence from party 
politicians – particularly Megawati (chairwoman of the Indonesian Democratic Party 
Struggle) and Surya Paloh (chairman of National Democratic Party).  
 
 
HOLDING A MINORITY GOVERNMENT AGAINST CRISIS-RIDDEN 
OPPOSITION 
 
With only 37 percent seats in the parliament, Jokowi’s Great Indonesia coalition (comprised 
of PDIP/Indonesian Democratic Party Struggle, Partai Nasdem/National Democratic Party, 
PKB/National Awakening Party, and Hanura/People’s Conscience Party) has an uphill task in 
passing their policies. After all, 2014 saw by far the most polarising elections being held in 
Indonesia, and there is still a big divide between both candidates’ camps – which has 
extended into the parliament where Jokowi leads a minority government against a much 
bigger Red and White Coalition (consisting of Partai Gerindra/Great Indonesian Movement 
Party, Partai Golkar/Functional Group Party, PKS/Prosperous Justice Party, PAN/National 
Mandate Party, and PPP/United Development Party), led by Prabowo.  
 
The divide between Prabowo’s supporters and Jokowi’s have created splits even within 
individual parties, notably the PPP and Golkar. These have manifested as leadership crises 
that have left the two major parties in tatters. The crisis in PPP had been obvious since the 
presidential campaign period when Suryadharma Ali’s personal move to endorse Prabowo 
was rejected as the party’s official position. The party currently has two chairmen. 
Suryadharma is chairman of the PPP camp that staunchly supports Prabowo, while 
Romahurmuziy controls the faction that favours Jokowi. 
 
It is a different story with Golkar, as neither Aburizal Bakrie and Agung Laksono – the two 
leaders who claim legitimate leadership – are acknowledged by the government. Aburizal is 
adamant about Golkar staying with Prabowo, while Agung is sympathetic to Jokowi. Golkar, 
which was once the political vehicle of Suharto’s New Order, is a more intricate case given 
its size and reach. Nonetheless, with both PPP and Golkar undergoing crisis, the strength and 
effectiveness of the Red and White Coalition has been seriously compromised. 
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Meanwhile, former president Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s Democratic Party has been 
playing both sides. While claiming neutrality, it leaned towards Prabowo during the 
campaign. The defining moment came with the move of the opposition to support the 
abolishment of direct local elections, one of the most important achievements of Indonesia’s 
democratic reform. SBY first claimed his firm support for the indirect mechanism, but his 
party then staged a walk-out in the voting process ensuring the return to indirect method. 
Wishing to leave behind a legacy of a democratic president, SBY demonstrated determination 
to defend the direct election and salvaged his reputation by issuing Perppu (government 
regulations in lieu of law) in a bid to annul the controversial laws. Partially thanks to the 
weight of SBY’s political lobby, the Perppu was passed in January 2015 under Jokowi’s 
administration and SBY thus dodged the indirect pilkada becoming his legacy. 
 
Coupled with the leadership crises in the opposition, the passing of the Perppu has put the 
opposition on the defensive – giving Jokowi a window of opportunity to push reforms 
through. How long this situation will last however, and whether the government would have 
to pay back either the Democratic Party or the opposition for the Perppu deal in the future, is 
uncertain.  
 
 
MAJOR APPOINTMENTS: THE POLITICS OF PLEASING AND APPEASING  
 
The timing of the cabinet line-up announcement, which came later than promised had caused 
concerns about what went on behind the scenes. It became clear later that the delay in 
announcement was mostly due to intense negotiations with various parties and the 
involvement of the KPK (Komisi Pemberantasan Korupsi/ Corruption Eradication 
Commission) in vetting the candidates. While trying to sway the opposition by offering seats, 
Jokowi needed to repay supporters within his own coalition for their support during the 
campaign. Still, even the vetting could not prevent some disappointment with the line-up. 
Here it must be noted that, despite vowing not to follow the usual practice of giving cabinet 
posts as rewards, it was the only realistic option for Jokowi – both to minimise the resistance 
he knew he would face in the parliament and to please his supporting parties. As such, 
Jokowi tried to strike a complicated balance between the credible individuals in the line-up, 
and those that may be appointed for other reasons. 
 
On the positive side, the cabinet has many credible reformists, such as Anies Baswedan 
(Minister of Culture and Primary and Secondary Education, famous for an innovative 
programme on education), Ignasius Jonan (Transportation Minister, who successfully 
rejuvenated the state’s rail system as president director of state railway company Kereta Api 
Indonesia, or KAI), and Lukman Hakim Saifuddin (Minister of Religious Affairs, a renowned 
progressive moderate Muslim). The minister that has attracted most attention however, is 
Susi Pudjiastuti (Minister of Maritime Affairs and Fisheries, a successful entrepreneur), who 
defies conventional stereotypes of a senior policy-maker. However it is her policies that have 
attracted a lot of interest, such as her strong call to beef up security in Indonesian waters, 
which was followed by the destroying of illegal fishing boats from neighbouring countries.  
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On the negative side, some posts were given to questionable individuals such as Megawati’s 
daughter Puan Maharani (Coordinating Minister for Human Development and Culture) who 
severely lacks experience in government, and many of the ministers were clearly appointed to 
reward their parties, such as Siti Nurbaya Bakar (Minister of Environment, Nasdem Party) 
and Imam Nahrawi (Minister of Youth and Sports, PKB). At the same time, Rini Soemarno 
(Minister of State-Owned Corporations) who is known as Megawati’s close aide faces 
questions about her involvement in corruption cases. The appointment of Defense Minister 
Ryamizard Ryacudu has also raised some eyebrows over his track record in human rights 
abuses.  
 
The bid for inclusivity for all ethnicities can also be seen in the appointment of an Acehnese, 
Sofyan Djalil (Coordinating Minister for Economics), and a Papuan – Yohana Yambise 
(Minister of Women Empowerment and Child Protection). Another appointment which 
fulfilled both party and expert elements was Manpower Minister Hanif Dhakiri who is an 
activist not only in PKB but also on labour issues. 
 
The pressure to please parties and supporters is apparent in Jokowi’s choices for other 
important positions. The appointment of Luhut Panjaitan – Jokowi’s close aide and long-term 
business partner – as presidential chief of staff, resembles another done as a reward. 
Nevertheless, the former general should prove a capable official in this position.  Prasetyo, a 
Nasdem Party cadre with a questionable track record in prosecuting major drug and terrorism 
cases – was smoothly appointed as attorney general.1  
 
 
WHEN PLEASING AND APPEASING BECAME PERILOUS 
 
Jokowi’s latest move to nominate Budi Gunawan as National Police Chief has been the most 
controversial. Not only was Budi the sole nominee for the position, the KPK had apparently 
questioned the size of his bank account in 2010 and had warned Jokowi already when Budi 
was being considered as a ministerial candidate. The KPK move to declare him a suspect a 
day before he was to be interviewed by the parliament shocked many, and there are numerous 
speculations about Megawati being behind Budi’s sole nomination. He was after all Mega’s 
adjutant. There are also views being expressed that Jokowi made the nomination to appease 
Mega but then allows the KPK to take the necessary action against the man. That way, 
Jokowi keeps his hands clean.   
 
What has become clear is that this appointment has deteriorated to a conflict between PDIP 
and the police on one side, and the KPK on the other. Initially, a PDIP official Hasto 
Kristiyanto accused KPK’s chief Abraham Samad of once lobbying party executives to 
support  his bid to become the running mate of then presidential candidate Jokowi, and that 
                                                             
1 Rendi A. Witular, “Mediocrity, controversy shroud Attorney General Prasetyo”, The Jakarta Post, 
21 November 2014, (http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2014/11/21/mediocrity-controversy-
shroud-attorney-general-prasetyo.html). 
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Budi has now been named a corruption suspect because he was instrumental in spoiling 
Abraham’s lobby.2 The sudden arrest on 23 January by the police of Bambang Widjojanto, 
another chief of KPK, has elevated this issue to a conflict between the police which is long 
reputed to be one of the most corrupt institutions in the country and Jokowi’s own PDIP, 
against the KPK – the anti-corruption agency with an excellent track record. The arrest was 
based on a report from an untrustworthy PDIP politician, and although Bambang was quickly 
released, it is apparent that the KPK has been targeted as its other leaders have also been 
reported to the police. This has presented Jokowi with yet another conflict, where he needs to 
take action and yet weigh the party support he needs with his focus on good independent 
government. While there is hope that the independent committee that he has set up to 
investigate and settle the matter may be effective,3 he himself may do better in restoring 
public’s faith by being more directly involved.  
 
Complications aside, Jokowi has clearly given the appointees the mandate to work. 
Consequently, many of ministers have made important breakthroughs. Other than Susi’s no-
nonsense approach for her portfolio, Anies has worked hard on the long-mismanaged school 
curriculum, while the discourse for more flexibility and better working conditions showed the 
Manpower Minister at work as well. The mandate has also been accompanied by threats, that 
if any of them failed to achieve the targets set for them (the Ministry of Agriculture for 
instance is required to return Indonesia to rice self-sufficiency within three years4), Jokowi 
will not be reluctant to replace them. It is also clear however, that pleasing and appeasing has 
come at a cost of integrity for the president. 
 
 
THE IMPORTANT TESTS: FUEL PRICES AND DISASTER MANAGEMENT 
 
The decision to increase fuel prices was never going to be easy. Jokowi used his honeymoon 
period’s momentum to do that and was fortunate to have the expected inflation dampened by 
the international drop in oil price. While former president SBY had been reluctant to cut oil 
subsidies, Jokowi did so within one month after taking office. The policy could save the 2015 
state budget around Rp 120 trillion (US$9.8 billion) – funds which Jokowi wants channelled 
to his various reform programmes. The drop in crude oil price has made it possible to 

                                                             
2 Hans Nicholas Jong and Ina Parlina, “PDI-P launches reckless attack on KPK boss”, The Jakarta 
Post, 23 January 2015, (http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2015/01/23/pdi-p-launches-reckless-
attack-kpk-boss.html) 
3 “Jokowi Bikin Tim, Ada 7 Keanehan Kasus Bambang KPK”, 26 January 2015, 
(http://www.tempo.co/read/news/2015/01/26/063637613/Jokowi-Bikin-Tim-Ada-7-Keanehan-Kasus-
Bambang-KPK). 
4 “Jokowi: Tiga Tahun Belum Swasembada, Saya Ganti Menteri Pertanian”, Kompas, 10 Desember 
2014 
(http://bisniskeuangan.kompas.com/read/2014/12/10/121200526/Jokowi.Tiga.Tahun.Belum.Swasemb
ada.Saya.Ganti.Menteri.Pertanian), see also Harwanto Bimo Pratomo,  “Jokowi: Menteri tak capai 
target langsung ganti”, merdeka.com, 7 November 2014 (http://www.merdeka.com/uang/jokowi-
menteri-tak-capai-target-langsung-ganti.html) 
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completely lift the subsidy. In an unprecedented move, the government has also decided to 
reduce fuel prices accordingly and leave them to fluctuate.  
 
To have a better control on this valuable resource, the government has also moved to pursue 
what is known as Mafia Migas or Oil and Gas Mafia, referring to certain groups who control 
the pricing and purchasing procedures of oil and gas in Indonesia with the aim of retaining a 
large personal cut. Such large-scale corruption has cost the state an exorbitant amount over 
the years, and the Energy and Mineral Resource Ministry has set up an independence team to 
provide specific recommendations to increase transparency and improvement management of 
these resources. So far, the team, led by economist and outspoken critic Faisal Basri, has been 
hard at work. For once, there seems to be some hope for improvement in this sector – 
although real results still seem a long way away. 
 
At the end of 2014, the crash of Airasia Surabaya-Singapore flight QZ8501 presented a test 
of disaster management. The accident put a spotlight on some of the serious problems in 
Indonesian aviation. There is lax control which had allowed a flight without permission to fly 
to take-off; and the pilot allegedly did not have the latest weather update before flying 
(investigation is on-going, but weather seems to be a major factor in the crash). Indonesian 
authorities quickly moved to suspend the air controller in charge of permitting the airplane to 
fly, and making obligatory for airline to brief pilots on the latest weather update, as well as 
investigating other airlines which may have disregarded specific regulations on their slotted 
flying time(s). While it is clear that Indonesia needs to step up regulation to keep up with the 
increasing demand of air travel, overall the management of this disaster has highlighted the 
solid work of the government’s machinery as well as good cooperation with neighbouring 
countries. The National Search and Rescue Agency (Basarnas) and the Indonesian Navy in 
particular, have been working relentlessly to locate the plane and to recover and return the 
bodies to the grieving families. 
 
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS: CONFIDENCE CORRODED 
 
The first few months of Jokowi’s presidency point to some efforts to overturn his doubters 
who perceived him as indecisive. To some extent, he has managed to do so by the quick 
decision to increase the fuel price and lift the subsidy, the hardline approach on sinking 
illegal fishing boats, and the denial of clemency for foreign convicted drug traffickers.  
 
However, what he needs to focus on is to earn back some of his lost credentials. The current 
delay in Budi’s inauguration, the ruthless action of the police in the arrest of Bambang 
Widjojanto, and his hesitation to take actions against the relentless attacks being ensued 
against the KPK, have deteriorated the public’s confidence in him. His efforts to build a 
capable administration will be a waste if he cannot maintain some independence as a 
president and escape his current position as a hostage – most probably at the cost of the 
support of parties, quite possibly even his own. His latest move in approaching Prabowo 
seems like a desperate attempt to source for a different support, which has the potential of 
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costing him more. To tackle the main problem which is the attack against KPK, Jokowi needs 
to acknowledge that Indonesians trust the KPK much more than the police, which means that 
he may have to abandon party support to maintain public faith. Put simply, he needs to take a 
side. Jokowi simply cannot afford to compromise further, not after such a hype in his 
inauguration and not after proving he can be a capable and determined leader. 
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