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Scoping Indonesia’s Nexl President*

The presidential campaign season has finally come to a close. With the Election Day
scheduled for tomorrow, many questions abound on who will be Indonesia’s second
directly elected president.

Will current President Yudhoyono secure a second term with Dr. Boediono, a well-
known economist and former governor of Bank Indonesia? Will former President
Megawati Sukarnoputri finally secure her presidency through the ballot with former
Army Strategic Reserve Commander Prabowo Subianto? Or will current Vice President
Jusuf Kalla finally take the helm in tandem with former TNI Commander Wiranto!?

Megawati Sukarnoputri and Prabowo Subianto: A final comeback?

Out of the three running pairs, the Megawati-Prabowo duo—“Mega-Pro”—is perhaps
the most “problematic” pairing, particularly during the formative stages of their
candidacy. In fact, the “marriage of convenience” only came about after a long drawn-out
bargaining process between the candidates and their parties—both of whom had wanted
the top ticket.

Following their eventual declaration however, they appeared to be on track—with less
internal friction and a more coherent message. The 75-person strong national campaign
team chaired Lt. Gen. (ret) Theo Syafei, one of Megawati’s most trusted advisers, had
seemingly assembled a closely-knit team. But this could be more the product of only
needing to synergize two major parties—unlike the SBY-Boediono’s team who needed
to accommodate over twenty parties.

Meanwhile, message wise, both Prabowo and Megawati had shared similar platforms
throughout their campaign drive as they had been trawling for votes from the rural areas
and those comprising society’s underclass—where the majority of Indonesians are—
either small-scale farmers or unskilled laborers. PDI-P itself had been known to be a
“poor people” (wong cilik) party, while Prabowo’s Gerindra Party were supported by
Prabowo’s own role as chairman of the Indonesian farmers’ association. Such similarities
made it easier to craft a coherent message based on a “pro-people economy” platform.

*Editor’s Note: As the first round of presidential election is less than a few days away, the Indonesia
Programme publishes its final issue of the Indonesia Election Watch 2009 by focusing on the
prospects of the three pairs. The analysis should not be construed as stating an official preference for
one pair over another.
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Thus, finding a target audience and a coherent message was less of a problem. What
proved to be a more challenging task was to sort out the candidates’ personal images.
For one thing, not only many remember Megawati’s term as president between 2002 and
2004 to be largely devoid of significant achievements, but her personal traits had often
been counter-productive. Her infamous habit of being silent on key issues had
disappointed key aides and supporters, and although recently she is more outspoken
during campaign rallies, her cynical comments—without concrete policy proposals—had
actually made her look erratic compared to Yudhoyono's seemingly well-mannered
behavior.

To add more fuel to the fire, Prabowo’s tainted image also poses a huge challenge for
the Mega-Pro team. Although Prabowo’s top aide Fadli Zon claims that the charges
attacking Prabowo as a human rights offender is a “seasonal issue” and part of a black
campaign employed by his opponents, it is hard to ignore the fact that Prabowo has been
constantly tainted with this issue—which could significantly alienate middle-class and
urban voters. Unsurprisingly the Mega-Pro team has invested significant amount of time
and money—some estimates suggest that Prabowo provided around US$ 164 million—
to re-brand the candidates’ personal images. Even months before the presidential
campaign kicked off, a high-ranking PDI-P cadre told the Indonesia Programme that
Indonesia will see a new Megawati in the coming election.

This might explain why there seems to be a concerted theatrical approach to the pair’s
national campaign. From announcing their candidacy in a refuse dumping site, to the
sudden transformation of Megawati’s speaking pattern, and to the *“civilianizing” of
Prabowo’s image—painted as the Indonesian “Hugo Chavez” with a peci—are all part of
the re-branding strategy.

Yudhoyono’s decision to run with Boediono also presented a golden opportunity for the
Mega-Pro team. As soon as Boediono’s name was officially announced, the Mega-Pro
team demonized Boediono—and through him, the President—as a “neo-liberal”
economist that kowtows to Western interests. They also quickly capitalized Megawati
and Prabowo’s pro-people economy as the “panacea” for Indonesia’s multi-layered
problems. In fact, during the presidential and vice presidential debates, almost every
question the pair received was pivoted to their pro-people economy message.

Not only has this strategy distinguished them from Yudhoyono, but it will also work well
with their target audience—the rural and lower-class voters who care more about food
prices and basic wages than “abstract” issues like human rights. The strategy seems to
have also dragged the other pairs into the debate—putting the Mega-Pro team in control
of the election discourse.

With all this in mind, can Megawati make a final comeback as president and would
Prabowo wash away his past as vice president? Recent surveys, from early to late June,
seem to say no. Top polisters like LRI, Soegeng Sarjadi Syndicated, Puskaptis, and LSI
placed Megawati-Prabowo’s electability rate between 16 to 24 percent. These figures,
except that of LRI’s, place the pair at a far second from Yudhoyono’s 50 to 60 percent.

All'in all, it looks very difficult for the Mega-Prabowo pair to overtake Yuhdoyono in the
first round of elections. Not only have their numbers remained at around |8 percent,
even after they moderated their populist discourse, but public interest in their candidacy
is starting to dwindle. Partly due to their ineffective advertising campaigns, and partly
because the public is starting to question whether the Mega-Pro attacks on the
incumbent president are impolite and their rhetoric full of promises rather than
concrete proposals.
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That said, if the pair could successfully secure second place next to Yudhoyono in the
first round, they might just be able to squeeze in enough support from JK-Win to pose a
formidable challenge to Yudhoyono in the second round scheduled for September. How-
ever, considering how Indonesian politics are often marked by a sudden turn of events,
one cannot completely discount the possibility of a Megawati-Prabowo final comeback.

Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono and Boediono: On the road to victory?

Incumbent President Yudhoyono and Dr. Boediono—dubbed “SBY-Boediono”—enter
the presidential race on a crest of a wave. Not only did Yudhoyono’s Democrat Party
win the April legislative election with over 20 percent, but they also assembled the big-
gest coalition of 22 parties—bringing a total of around 60 percent of the national vote.

Despite the Democrat’s supposed domination, the national presidential campaign team is
actually not as solid as they would have hoped for. For one thing, the 242-person team
headed by Hatta Radjasa, Yudhoyono’s current State Secretary, seems to have sidelined
several members of the coalition. As a result the marginalized officials have actually
expressed their disappointment publicly.

The dominant role played by Andi Mallarangeng, Rizal Mallarangeng, and Choel
Mallarangeng are also upsetting many members of the campaign team. The first being
Yudhoyono’s presidential spokesman and a Democrat party official, while the other two
belong to FOX Indonesia, a political consultant group responsible for the pair’s public
image. A source close to the SBY-Boediono team said to the Indonesia Programme that
these three figures practically decide everything, ranging from campaign strategy to
advertisements, to answers to be given in public debates, and specifically which political
constituencies should be targeted.

That said, the crux of the team’s strategy is to capitalise on Yudhoyono’s achievements
as the incumbent president. In fact, their central message is best summed up in their
campaign tagline: “Lanjutkan!” (Continue!). Upon closer analysis, this message is also
aimed at the poor, especially the 19 million households that have become the
beneficiaries of Yudhoyono’s policy of Direct Cash Assistance (Bantuan Langsung Tunai)
as well as those from the lower and middle-income classes that benefited from his policy
of cutting fuel prices.

In addition, the SBY-Boediono team also tries to capitalize on Yudhoyono’s “corruption-
free” image to attract urban voters. This image was further enhanced by Yudhoyono’s
selection of Dr. Boediono, an economist and former Governor of Bank Indonesia with a
humble and modest image. One could also argue that this choice symbolizes
Yudhoyono’s commitment to tackle the economic crisis and press on with on-going
economic reforms by leveraging on Boediono’s good standing in the international
financial community to secure Indonesia’s economic stability and future.

Although other teams are trying to paint Boediono as a “neo-liberal” economist, a poll
by the Indonesian Survey Institute (LSI) in late June shows that over 46 percent of the
respondents do not consider the issue as a significant influencing factor in their voting
preference.

Meanwhile, to secure the Islamic vote—perhaps the country’s largest bloc of voters—
the SBY-Boediono pair has been relying on the Majelis Zikir Nurussalam, a semi-official
Islamic support group of the Democrat Party. Indeed, one survey conducted in East Java
recently showed that most—around 70 percent—of the Nahdlatul Ulama-affiliated votes
are leaning toward Yudhoyono. The fact that both Yudhoyono and Boediono are native
sons of East Java could perhaps explain this phenomenal support.
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Meanwhile, LSI’s latest survey also shows that Yudhoyono is particularly popular among
Muslim voters compared to his numbers among non-Muslims. As Election Watch argued
in its 16 April issue, the role of Yudhoyono’s Majelis Zhikir Nurussalam is crucial here in
presenting the president’s image as a moderate, pious figure with strong nationalist
credentials.

With all this in mind, is the SBY-Boediono pair on the road to a landslide victory? Several
recent surveys seem to think so, as they placed the pair’s electability at around 52 to 62
percent.

In reality such percentages are actually a ten point drop compared to the over 70
percent popularity rate when the pair announced their candidacy. This drop could be
explained partly by the exceptional political gains of the Jusuf Kalla-Wiranto team. But
mainly, the percentage drop is self-inflicted, caused by the numerous incidents and gaffes
made by Yudhoyono’s campaign team publically perceived as being arrogant with an
unseemly tendency of trying to score cheap political points using sensitive issues such as
race and religion.

In the final analysis, the Yudhoyono-Boediono ticket remains the most popular candidate
pairing and compared to their rivals is well placed to win the election. However, two
factors could hinder such an outcome.

First, the campaign team’s insensitive approach to various issues and inappropriate
remarks could further erode public support, both within the rural and urban areas.
Second, if the election could not be won in the first round, not only will Yudhoyono'’s
contender—whoever that might be—most likely join forces, but Yudhoyono may also
have to contend with a double-whammy effect if as analysts predict there is a spike in
world oil prices as he gears up for the second round . If such prices got out of control
beyond the government’s current projections, Yudhoyono might be forced to cut
subsidies, thereby raising domestic fuel prices—and shattering his popular image among
the masses.

Jusuf Kalla and Wiranto: A late surge?

Incumbent Vice President Jusuf Kalla was the last candidate to officially announce his
intention to run as president—both Megawati and Yudhoyono had done so several
months earlier. This was initially due to Kalla’s poor relationship with the various
internal factions within his Golkar Party prior to the legislative elections in April.
However, as soon as official results from the April elections were out, Kalla quickly
teamed up with former military commander Wiranto and his Hanura party, and became
the first pair to announce their candidacy.

In fact, Jusuf Kalla and Wiranto (dubbed “|JK-Win”) are running their campaign using the
slogan “the faster the better”—to contrast themselves with Yudhoyono who is often
perceived as being indecisive. In addition, the pair has also been promoting themselves as
the “Archipelagic Pair” or Pasangan Nusantara — a unifying option incorporating a Java-
nese and non-Javanese combination, as well as civilian and military—despite claims by
pundits that such combinations are irrelevant to the voters. This was in contrast to the
Yudhoyono-Boediono and Megawati-Prabowo pairs who are all Javanese.

With a behemoth national campaign team of 700 names spread all across Indonesia
headed by Fahmi Idris, a Kalla confidante and the current minister of industry, the JK-
Win team seems to be slowly gaining ground. Assisted by a polling team spearheaded by
Johan Silalahi of the Information Research Institute (LRI), the pair’s image is also slowly
being recognized by the general public.
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In fact, by emphasizing “economic independence”, their economic message is seen as
straddling the “middle” ground compared to Megawati’s left-leaning pro-people economy
and Yudhoyono’s right-leaning “neo-liberal” policies. This strategy indicates how Kalla
has been cleverly capitalizing on the bitter rivalry and political dogfights between
Yudhoyono and Megawati to his benefit.

Meanwhile, the pair’s political road show—popularly known as ‘political safaris’—may
appear ad hoc, but has been surprisingly effective as they have been winning
endorsements from many key figures and groups, including from Nahdlatul Ulama (NU)
and Muhammadiyah, as well as from the business and youth communities. Kalla’s
credentials as a NU cadre certainly help boost his campaign strategy, not to mention his
sharp intelligent answers usually sprinkled with a sense of humor which has endeared
him to the public. Such qualities were evident during the recently concluded presidential
debates. Public consensus seems to indicate that Kalla and Wiranto were the best
communicators. More importantly, the team has also managed to portray Mr. Kalla as a
very energetic and decisive candidate.

This strategy suggests how the JK-Win team intends to fire up Golkar’s traditional Outer
Island supporters while maintaining a close battle with the other teams to secure Java-
nese voters—especially the Islamic constituency. This battle for the Islamic heartland can
be seen in their numerous visits to various Islamic boarding schools across Java—usually
followed by endorsements from the Kyais.

Such a tactic is utilized as a counter to the advantage enjoyed by SBY-Boediono who is
endorsed by many Islamic political parties, including the Prosperous Justice Party (PKS),
National Mandate Party (PAN), and National Awakening Party (PKB). Such move might
potentially chip away at the traditional support base of these parties. In fact, following a
recent controversy over the attire worn by the presidential candidates’ wives,
Zulkieflimansyah, a senior PKS official, told the Indonesia Programme that he intends to
expand extra effort to convince PKS constituents to vote for Yudhoyono and
Boediono—whose wives until recently did not wear headscarves—as oppose to Kalla
and Wiranto’s wives, perceived as more Islamic because they wore headscarves.

With all this in mind, could Kalla and Wiranto make a late surge to secure the election?
Recent polls do show that the JK-Win pair is making significant inroads and that their
numbers are slowly rising—from an electability rate of barely one digit in early May to
about 18 to |9 percent in late June. Moreover, a recent survey by the Indonesian Survey
Institute (LSI) suggests some of SBY-Boediono’s voters might switch their preference to
JK-Win. Thus, in a sense, compared to the decline in SBY-Boediono’s numbers and Mega
-Pro’s stagnant electability rate, the JK-Win team seems to be making a significant surge.

However, the fact that they peaked a little late in the game suggests that there is little
chance they could defeat Yudhoyono. In addition, Kalla’s Buginese background and lack
of gravitas and charisma—qualities the voters see in Yudhoyono—and Wiranto’s
problematic military record might prove to be a disadvantage. Therefore, their best bet
would be to sneak through with a second place finish above Megawati and Prabowo. This
would allow them some momentum to beef up their credentials as the only pair who can
beat Yudhoyono—assuming that Megawati would in turn endorse Kalla.

I ndonesiafds next president?

In the final analysis, the Yudhoyono-Boediono pair is in poll position to win the election,
followed either by Kalla-Wiranto or Megawati-Prabowo—the race between the last two
teams remains a tight one. If however, Yudhoyono could not win the first round, or
against all odds, lose the election entirely, it will not be due to the outstanding
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performances of the other teams, but due to the shortcomings inherent in the SBY-
Boediono campaign team’s strategy, particularly its inability to gauge the public mood
when making controversial statements.

Moreover, if the election moves into a second round, Yudhoyono’s chances will diminish
significantly, assuming that the other two candidates are able to close ranks and marshal
all their resources to topple Yudhoyono.

If however, Yudhoyono could obtain Golkar’s or PDI-P’s support instead, then the
second round of the election is practically over. Yudhoyono could obtain Golkar’s
support if Jusuf Kalla is toppled as Golkar chairman following his defeat in the polls, and
replaced by a pro-Yudhoyono figure—perhaps Aburizal Bakrie supported by Akbar
Tandjung and Agung Laksono. Meanwhile, some pundits speculate that Boediono could
be the bridge to PDI-P as he is known to be close to Megawati. Regardless, both Golkar
and PDI-P might not easily dismiss an offer from Yudhoyono to join the government
because being an opposition party in Indonesia usually means a shrinking party war
chest—making it harder for both parties to compete in the 2014 election.

On a final note, despite the overwhelming odds in favour of Yudhoyono winning the
first round, and questions over whether he could win the second, elections in post-
Suharto Indonesia are not necessarily decided—contrary to common belief—simply by
how popular a candidate is leading up to the election. How well the campaign team can
organize themselves two days before, and even on the D-Day of the election, could very
well determine their success in swaying undecided voters, especially when we consider
the last minute infusion of cash—often known as Dawn Operations or Serangan Fajar—
to influence voter preferences.

In the final analysis, and regardless of the result, as long as the election is free from
political violence and systematic intimidation, Indonesia’s democracy will continue to
consolidate and flourish—despite the seemingly tumultuous learning process.
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