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Press Independence in Indonesia 
 

Written by: AJI (Independent Journalists Alliance) 
 
 The year 2003 was a dim year for Indonesian press Independence.  Intimidation on press 
independence came not only from the state but also non-state actors such as capital owners, 
renegades, etc. that usually used violence.  Lack of independent law enforcement agencies  
affects roles of press and distort it as a tool of control and correction. 
 
 Since the imposition of the Martial Law in Aceh in May 2003, the government has issued 
the  Presidential Decree No. 43/2003 that restricts and harms press independence in Indonesia, 
particularly in Aceh.   Consequently, TNI then controlled the press news for the sake of military 
operation in Aceh. 
 
 TNI controls press in Aceh by involving reporters in every military operation, 
establishing Media Centre to centralize news by means of available resources. 
 
 Both actions evidently make the journa lists unable to cover both sides, since they are not 
allowed to interview resource persons other than the military and the police.  They did this in 
the name of patriotism to the unity of Indonesia. 
 
 During the military operation in Aceh, there were 23 violations against freedom of 
expression that include murder (2 cases), burning of media offices (3 cases), maltreatment (2 
cases), terrors and intimidations (2 cases), shooting (4 cases), blocking of access to information 
(2 cases), hostage taking (2 cases), forced eviction (3 cases), arrest (1 cases), and torture (2 
cases).  The most recent case is the death of local TV station, RCTI, reporter Ersa Siregar on 29 
December 2003.  He was shot by accident by TNI member after being taken hostage for over 
six months by GAM.  Fery Santoro, the camera man of the same TV station is currently still 
hostage. 
 
 The impact of the martial law in Aceh is not only the restricted freedom of expression in 
Aceh alone, but also in other regions.  It has been a common practice that the editors cut the 
freedom of expression due to power pressure in the effort to control opinion concerning Aceh. 
SCTV, another local commercial TV, was once forbidden to airing its report on Aceh. The 
situation compelled some key journalists who were going to make reports on the province file a 
charge to the state court of Jakarta.   
 
 The above data reflects state’s irresponsibility,  not only that it had failed protecting the 
people, but also in giving press freedom.  To the contrary, the state seems to be restricting and 
controlling access to accurate and reliable sources of information, which is the right of people. 
 
 In the time being, press independence in Indonesian in general is also pathetic.  The data 
collected reveals that during the period of 2003 there were 18 cases that involve physical 
violence against journalists.  These include maltreatment, confiscation, attacks on reporting 
facilities (cameras, cars, etc).  Non-physical violence such as terrors, professional ill-treatments, 
discriminations and forced eviction comprise 19 cases. 
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In addition to the above violence, intimidation to freedom of expression and press independence 
also comes from the state in the forms of policies, e.g.: revised criminal codes: where most of 
the articles are affecting press independence and freedom, such as the articles of the bill on the 
State’s Confidentials, Bill on The Intelligence, the Act on Broadcasting, and the establishment 
of Indonesian Broadcasting Committee that is going to be putting restrictions to the movement 
of the broadcasting institutions. 
 
 In several cases, attacks to journalists (Tempo) have not been given serious response.  The 
police seem to be slack about violence. This, for certain, indicates that the law enforcement 
apparatus have become the tools capital owners can manipulate for their interests. 
 
 In another case that involves the reportage on Rakyat Merdeka daily that intended to make 
correction to state’s administration was then criminalized.  This fact indicates that the state 
cannot afford being criticized. 
 
 Issue on the right to freedom of expression in Indonesia also occurred in aspects other 
than those involving media coverage.  Take as an example, TNI arbitrariness in dismissing the 
human right monitoring training, which was organized by the National Commission on Human 
Rights on 20 October 2003.  The training was in fact, very important to the human rights 
monitoring works during the martial law imposition in Aceh.  
 
 Violations against the right to freedom of expression also took place in some other 
regions.  Take the case of the shooting of farmers who were going down the street for 
demonstration in Bulukumba, South Sulawesi, on 21 July 2003.  The case took two casualties 
with some others injured.  Casualties of the tragedy were Rustam bin sangkala, a 26-year old 
man of Allae community, Buntomangiring village of  Bulukumba district, who got shot on the 
head (forehead through the back of the head).  He died after 5-day intensive care at the hospital.  
Ansu bin Musa, a 20-year old man of Tangayya community, Buoto Mangiring village, who got 
shot  through his calf.  He died at home. 
 
 The state also restricts freedom of expression through the enactment of  the Law No 
12/2003 on election.  The laws stipulates criminal sanction to any one who does a non-voting 
campaign.      
  
 Departing from the above concerns, and in order to secure protection to freedom of 
expression, we hereby would like to call the UN for reminding the importance of protection to 
freedom of expression to the Indonesian government and to: 
 

• Urge the government of Indonesia to revoke the articles under the Criminal Codes that 
criminalized the press; 

• Urge the government of Indonesia to call off the bill on State confidentials; 
• Urge the government of Indonesia to immediately legalize the bill on the freedom to 

information; 
• Urge the government of Indonesia to call off the bill on intelligence 
• Urge the government of Indonesia to put the law on press in practice as the lex specialis 

to press-related cases 
• Urge the government of Indonesia to revoke the Presidential decree No 43/2003 
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• Urge the government of Indonesia to immediately investigate the death of Ersa Siregar 
on TNI gunshot, and to immediately attempt the release of Ferry Santoro, who is still 
taken as hostage. 

• Urge the government of Indonesia to seriously protecting and securing the right to 
expression, especially, press freedom  
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