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Abstract 

 
Corruption is one of the illnesses of the government bodies that are still being combated in some countries, 
especially Indonesia. In order to reduce corruption cases, there are several reforms to be implemented, for 
example decentralisation. Decentralisation is expected to solve the problem since the policy narrows the gap 
between government and citizens. However, decentralisation does not eventually reduce corruption cases. 
Indonesia, for example, based on Corruption Perception Index has relatively stagnant ranking of  
combating corruption. Furthermore, there are few researches on the impact of decentralisation on 
corruption. Based on the explanation, this paper examines the drawbacks and benefits of the 
implementation of decentralisation on public sector corruption in Indonesia. Interestingly, this research 
finds that the implementation of decentralisation in Indonesia seems to have diverse impacts to eradicate 
corruption cases. For example, although Indonesia still has unsatisfied rank in combating corruption, the 
successfulness of KPK in arresting several local leaders indicates that decentralisation helps the 
enforcement institution in recognising the responsible actors on corruption acts. Therefore, this research is 
expected to fill the research gap on the impact of decentralisation on corruption in Indonesia. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Corruption is one of the illnesses of the 

government bodies that are still being 

combated in some countries. In order to 

reduce corruption cases, there are several 

systems to be implemented, for example 

decentralisation. Decentralisation, based on 

UNDP (2004), is reconstituting the authority 

between central government and local 

government. McGuire (2010) cited in Asthana 

(2012, pp. 27-28) explains that decentralisation 

can reduce corruption since it narrows the gap 

between government and citizens. 

Furthermore, Faguet (2014, p. 2) emphasizes 

that decentralisation has been giving 

significant reform in improving the quality of 

governance. Those explanations reveal that 

decentralisation tends to be a good way to 

reduce corruption cases in every country 

around the world. 

However, the implementation of 

decentralisation seems not successful enough 

to eradicate corruption cases in several 

countries, for instance Indonesia. Using 

decentralised system since 1999, Indonesia 

still has unsatisfied rank in combating 

corruption. According to Corruption 

Perception Index (CPI, 2018), in 2017 

Indonesia ranks 96th out of 180 countries 

monitored in the world compared the ranking 

before implementing decentralisation that was 

80th from 85 states in 1998 (CPI, 1998). Giving 

local governments more authority to manage 

their territory tends to give a chance to 
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corrupt in several places in Indonesia. Komisi 

Pemberantasan Korupsi (KPK) or Corruption 

Eradication Commission in Indonesia (2014) 

reveals that more than 85 per cent of the 

leaders in local governments are indicated in 

corruption cases. This condition directly gives 

adverse impact for public services, the main 

objective of the government.  

On the other hand, there are some 

positive impacts of the implementation of 

decentralisation in Indonesia. The 

successfulness of KPK in arresting several 

local leaders indicates that decentralisation 

helps the enforcement institution in 

recognising the responsible actors on 

corruption acts. Decentralisation also triggers 

public participation (Faguet, 2014, pp. 2-4). 

Nowadays, people can easily monitor the 

authorities‟ conducts since there has been 

some laws adopted requiring public entities to 

transparent their programmes. Hence, local 

leaders will have to think twice if they want to 

corrupt as it weakens their electability and 

public trust. 

Therefore, this research examines the 

drawbacks and benefits of the implementation 

of decentralisation on public sector corruption 

in Indonesia. First, it addresses the adverse 

effects of decentralisation process, such as the 

spreading of corruption cases, the undelivered 

of public services, the lost of financial, and the 

circle of vicious. Second, it explains the 

positive impacts of decentralisation, such as 

encouraging public participation, making 

clear in identifying the responsibilities, and 

providing a chance for good figures in 

developing local regions. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In general, there are few researches that 

cover both sides on the impacts of 

decentralisation on public sector corruption in 

Indonesia. Many of those typically focus on 

the specific topic, either advantages or 

disadvantages of decentralisation in 

Indonesia. For example, Utami (2018, p. 35) 

argues that by having greater power and 

responsibility in decentralised era, some local 

officials in Indonesia seem not ready and 

capable to do their jobs by committing 

corruption. Any improper behaviour by 

officials reveals that the system of 

decentralisation in Indonesia needs to be 

improved. In line with Utami‟s explanation, 

Simanjuntak (2015, p. 111) believes that 

decentralisation in Indonesia is lost its 

essence. The condition, of course makes 

decentralisation in Indonesia vulnerable to be 

hijacked by free-riders and oligarchic politics. 

Furthermore, the research conducted 

by Sujarwoto (2015, p. 1) finds that 

decentralisation in Indonesia is vulnerable to 

political dynasty. Comparing to previous 

centralised government, The political dynasty 

in decentralised era seems to be shifted from 

central government to local governments 

(Suaib and Zuada; 2015, p. 51). Therefore, 

lowering poverty rate as well as corruption 

cases in Indonesia‟s decentralisation era is 

likely to be challenging.  

In summary, some researches on 

corruption in decentralised era in Indonesia 

seems to unpack the drawback sides. Yet, the 

advantages of the policy are rarely to explore 

and examine. Therefore in this research, 

examining both advantages and drawbacks is 

the best way to explore about corruption cases 

in decentralised era in Indonesia. Moreover, 

this research is also expected to fulfill the gap 

of the research by covering both sides. 
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METHODS 

This research utilises qualitative 

method in order to gain comprehensive data. 

The method also allows this research to have a 

wide range of data collection. Because of that, 

this research uses desk-based data collection.. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Negative Impacts of Implementing 

Decentralisation  

Spreading Corruption Cases 

Before the decentralisation era, 

corruption cases occurred in both executive 

and legislative due to the lack of checks and 

balances between those branches of 

authorities. This was happened because the 

majority of parliament was occupied by the 

same party, namely Golongan Karya (Golkar) 

(Suryadinata, 2007, pp. 33-35). Besides, the 

elected president, Soeharto, as the most 

powerful person in Indonesia had an 

enormous power in appointing his families, 

colleagues and relatives to lead some 

important public sectors. McLeod (2000, pp. 

99-102) reveals that Soeharto had a prominent 

power to choose the leaders not only in central 

government, but also in local regions 

(provinces, kabupaten (districts), and 

villages). Therefore, the public services were 

only purposed to gain enormous advantages 

for certain groups of people.  

However, after implementing 

decentralisation, the condition is almost the 

same, particularly in local level. Local leaders 

have a greater chance to abuse the power 

since based on the Law of The Republic 

Indonesia Number 23 Year 2014 on Local 

Government, article 65, they have an authority 

to plan and manage their own budget 

autonomously. One of the examples is a 

bribery case in Musi Banyuasin Regency in 

North Sumatera Province involving the 

Regent (Bupati) and the local parliament 

(Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah). 

According to the KPK (2015), the bribery 

conducted by the Regent was triggered by the 

intention to secure the approval of annual 

statement report and budget planning 

proposal by the local parliament. The local 

government seems unready to behave 

properly and the local parliament fails to 

execute its monitoring function. 

Unfortunately, this was not the only case. 

There are a number of swelling budget cases 

in Indonesia nowadays. Indonesia Corruption 

Watch, an NGO that focusing on corruption 

cases (2006), cited in Directorate General of 

Budget (2007) reveals that marking up of 

budget is the most common corruption case in 

the local governments. Some regulations tend 

to attract the marking up of the budget, for 

example Presidential Order Number 70 year 

2012 on Procurement and Services. In some 

cases, the regulation allows the government to 

choose project winner from the government 

without the process of open tender. It attracts 

some officials to mark up the budget. 

Indonesia Procurement Watch (2007) cited in 

Directorate General of Budget (2007) explains 

that more than 80% of direct appointment of 

procurement is indicated in the practice of 

mark ups.  

Next, according to the article 12 Law of 

The Republic Indonesia Number 23 Year 2014 

on Local Government, the local government 

has an authority to manage the exploitation of 

natural resources. Several permits has been 

given to private entities without having any 

permission from the central government. In 

some parts of Sumatra and Kalimantan island, 
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the local governments give an authorisation to 

cutting down the trees and use the forest as a 

palm oil field. This permit generates several 

problems, such as air pollution and 

deforestation. Edwards (2015) explains that 

remunerative relationship between leaders in 

local governments and owners of palm oil 

companies is the root of the problem. They 

have an illegal agreement in which palm oil 

companies have new plantation, and regent 

gets unofficial money. It contradicts with 

Article 33 Constitution of Indonesia that any 

resources is used to give benefit to the people. 

Based on principal-agent theory cited in 

Marquette and Peiffer (2015, p. 1), one of the 

problems in government is asymmetry 

information between government and people. 

Government that acts as an agent tends to 

know better than the principal that is acted by 

people. It gives a chance for government to 

cheat people by doing corruption.   

Furthermore, some leaders in local 

governments tend to maintain his position by 

spreading their families or relatives to lead 

public services bodies or to be leaders of local 

governments in their region. Banten province 

is one of the examples that families of the 

governor have privilege to control the 

government. Before arrested by KPK in 2014 

because of bribery case, the families of 

governor led some local governments and 

local public sector bodies. Based on CNN 

Indonesia (2015), brothers, sisters, brother in-

law, stepmother of the governor led some 

districts and municipalities in Banten and 

public sector body, such as Indonesian 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry 

(KADIN) branch Banten. The political dynasty 

in Banten fell down after the governor and her 

brother who led KADIN Banten arrested by 

KPK because of involving in alleged bribes to 

the Constitutional Court Chairman (MK) in 

handling the dispute of election (Pilkada) in 

Lebak Regency, Banten. This case gives 

explanation that political dynasty gives more 

chances to do corruption as they control 

almost all the fundamental elements in local 

governments. Unfortunately, based on Law of 

The Republic Indonesia Number 1 Year 2015 

on The Election of The Governors, The 

Regents and The Mayors, everyone who 

passes general requirements to become a 

governor or regent or mayor is allowed to be a 

candidate of a leader in local government, 

although their families also involves to be a 

candidate in other region elections. An 

incumbent is only allowed to declare as an 

election candidate once after the end of the 

tenure. However, some incumbents are trying 

to hold any power by pursuing as a vice 

regent or a leader in parliament after two 

periods lead. Another way is endorsing their 

families to be the next leader. Kompas, the 

national newspaper in Indonesia, (2013), 

reports that the wife of mayor in Malang, East 

Java, is one of candidates who participate in 

general election in Malang. This case gives 

explanation that there are some local leaders 

who reluctant to give their authority to other 

people. 

 

Undelivered Services 

Delivering public services is the main 

objective of the government. In Soeharto‟s 

regime, delivering public services in local 

governments were controlled by central 

government. Central government tended to 

focus on just developing Java Island. It 

impacted some separatist movements in some 

areas, such as Papua, the western part of 
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Indonesia. Megantara (2013) reveals that the 

movement to separate from Indonesia was 

resulted by unfair development between 

Papua and Java Island.  

By implementing decentralisation, 

based on Faguet (2014, pp. 10-11), it can 

improve public services since the regents 

know better about needs of local people than 

central government. However, in some cases, 

decentralisation makes services undelivered. 

Firstly, local leaders tend to focus on 

maintaining their authorities rather than 

delivering public services. Education is one of 

the clear examples that needs much more 

improvements in decentralisation system. 

Article 49 Law of The Republic Indonesia 

Number 20 Year 2003 on National Education 

System reveals that at least 20 per cent of both 

national budget and local governments 

budgets should be delivered to improve 

education system in Indonesia. In fact, based 

on Ministry of Home Affairs (2011), there are 

almost 15 per cent of educational 

infrastructures that is still under the standard. 

Furthermore, Daily Mail (2012) gives shocking 

news that some primary school students in 

Banten have to go to school by doing “Indiana 

Jones-style” to cross the river with the broken 

bridge. It seems unfair because the money that 

is allocated for education is not used properly. 

Antlov, Brinkerhoff, & Rapp (2008, p. 2) 

maintains that governments tend to focus on 

their own interest rather than giving service to 

the people. Fiskal Indonesia (2014) reports that 

the budget for education is used for political 

purpose, such as general election. 

Secondly, having authority to open 

general hiring by local governments increases 

the chances of illegal transactions between the 

selection committees and candidates. This is 

also influenced by the high rate of 

unemployment rate, more than 5 per cent by 

year 2014 (BPS, 2014). Antlov, et.al (2008, pp. 

1-2) explains that the behavior of civil servants 

in Indonesia is still the same as Soeharto‟s 

regime. Anyone who wants to be a civil 

servant in local governments tends to have 

relationship or give money to the leaders of 

local governments rather than look at the 

qualifications. Thus, it makes a chance of 

abuse of power, where the agent (civil 

servant) tends to obey the principal (leader in 

local government) rather than delivering 

services to the people. 

 

Financial Loss 

According to Transparency 

International (2004), Indonesia lost at least US 

$35 billion when Soeharto led Indonesia over 

32 years. It makes him one of most corrupt 

leaders in the world. The most income came 

from several foundations that were given 

donations by government from national 

budget and some enterprises. Decentralisation 

is emphasised to solve that problem because it 

can improve public accountability and reduce 

corruption (Faguet, 2014, p. 5). It is seemed 

logic as in New Order era local leaders tended 

to obey the president that had elected them to 

be leaders rather than civil society. Nowadays, 

because of local leaders elected by people, 

candidate of local leaders have to listen what 

people want and convince the people that 

they will deliver services as good as possible. 

However, after implementing 

decentralisation, Indonesia, based on 

Indonesia Corruption Watch (2012) cited in 

Kompas (2012), lose at least US $3 billion in 

just 7 years. It indicates that decentralisation is 

not merely eradicating corruption cases.  
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Furthermore, the high cost of local 

governments‟ elections attracts some leaders 

to corrupt in order to gain more money. 

Poltracking Indonesia (2014), an NGO that 

focusing on politics, reveals that a candidate 

of governor needs approximately US $11,14 

million for financing the campaign. It is much 

more higher than the salary of a governor that 

is just around US $670 per month. The cost for 

campaign is not only from the candidates, but 

also from political parties that endorse them. 

It explains that after the candidates being 

elected, they tend to gain unofficial money as 

much as possible to balance their money. In 

one hand, general election in local 

government implements democracy aspect. 

On the other hand, the implementation of 

general election also opens a chance to 

corrupt. Moreover, the high cost of election 

makes political parties endorsing the 

candidate who has strong financial power. 

Antlov, et.al (2008, p. 2) maintain that one of 

political parties purposes to recruit political 

leaders is fundraising. It seems that financial 

power is important rather than looking at the 

quality of the candidate. Consequently, it 

appears some problems, such as corruption as 

mentioned above and incompetency to lead 

local government.  

 

Vicious Circle 

When Soeharto led Indonesia from 1968 

to 1998, his political party, Golkar, always 

won in every general election. Every policy 

that was made had to give some advantages to 

Golkar. Suryadinata (2007, pp. 33-35) explains 

that all civil servants had to be loyal to Golkar, 

if they wanted to be secure, especially their 

positions. Almost all of public sectors in 

Indonesia were controlled by Soeharto and his 

party. This condition was continuously 

happened during the New Order regime. 

Marquette and Peiffer (2015, p. 1) maintain 

that this kind of behavior is influenced and 

exampled by others.  Thus, this vicious circle 

was difficult to be eradicated in Soeharto‟s era. 

In decentralisation era, the condition of 

eradication corruption is almost the same. 

First, anyone who wants to be a leader in local 

governments should join and be endorsed by 

political party, although law in Indonesia 

gives a chance for independent. Article 1 Law 

of The Republic Indonesia Number 1 Year 

2015 on The Election of The Governor, Regent, 

and Mayor to Become Law maintains that 

individuals have a chance to register as 

candidate of local leader in general election. 

However, Article 41 Law of The Republic 

Indonesia Number 8 Year 2015 on Changes to 

The Law Number 1 Year 2015 Concerning The 

Establishment of Government Regulation in 

Lieu of Law Number 1 Year 2014 on The 

Election of The Governor, Regent, and Mayor 

to Become Law tends to reduce participation 

of the individuals because they have to have 

at least 7,5 % support from total voters as 

prerequisite to register. It gives more chances 

for candidate endorsed by political party to 

win the general election. Political parties take 

an important part in general elections, 

although some people tend to be sceptic as a 

result of some corruption done by members of 

political parties (Indonesia Corruption Watch, 

2013; Transparency International Indonesia; 

2013). This condition attracts some corruption 

cases and is continuously happened as general 

election is periodically held.  

Second, general election tends to give a 

chance for candidate of local leader who has 

financial power. Indonesia Corruption Watch 
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(2010) reports that candidate who has strong 

financial power does not ensure to have the 

best competence. Banten case reveals that 

political dynasty is difficult to eradicate as 

theirs financial support are powerful. It also 

reveals that most local leaders have a 

background as a businessman or are endorsed 

by businessman. Unfortunately, this financial 

power seems likely to be used to give voters 

instant benefit, such as money politics. The 

cost of money politics will return, however, by 

doing corruption after elected. This kind of 

vicious circle seems difficult to stop because 

there is no strict regulation to prevent money 

politics in some ways.  

 

Positive Impacts of Decentralisation 

Public Participation 

Giving citizens authority to monitor the 

government was not the priority in Soeharto 

regime (Lubis, 2007, p. 73). It caused several 

local leaders that were involved in corruption 

cases had less attention in Soeharto era. Civil 

society tended to be positioned as an agent 

rather than a principal.  However, after 

implementing decentralisation, civil society 

has greater authority to monitor the 

government than before.  

Firstly, Law of The Republic Indonesia 

Number 14 Year 2008 on Public Disclosure 

gives an opportunity to citizens to participate 

in every single policy that is made by local 

government. Every public service body has to 

release annual report to the people, and the 

citizens are allowed to collect any information 

related to the bodies. It reduces local 

governments to abuse their authority because 

all of their activities have to be reported to 

citizens annually. If there is any conduct 

related to abuse of power by administrators, 

people can report it to KPK. Furthermore, in 

this globalized era, there are many cutting-

edge of technologies that can monitor public 

service bodies, such as social media, television 

and world-wide-web. Bandung City is the 

example that the local government implement 

media social as a way to be more closely to the 

citizens. People can access and comment 

about the condition of their city that is freely 

seen by other people around the world. 

However, if there is any corruption case, it 

spreads quickly by social media that can 

reduce public trust.  Thus, it stimulates local 

government to deliver services as good as 

possible in order to improve public trust. 

Secondly, Law of The Republic 

Indonesia Number 23 Year 2014 on Local 

Government gives people a chance to vote the 

best candidate of local government leader in 

general election. If the campaigned 

programmes are not implemented, it will 

reduce their electability to lead in the next 

period. The successfulness of Joko Widodo, 

the President of Republic Indonesia, when he 

was as a Mayor in Solo can justify that 

explanation. Metrotvnews, a national mass 

media in Indonesia, (2014) reports that Joko 

Widodo led Solo in the first period after just 

gaining 36,62 percent voters. He then proved 

to the citizens by actively campaigning anti-

corruption movement and improving public 

sector services.  Interestingly, it delivered him 

to win general election for the next period by 

gaining more than 90 percent voters. It reveals 

that convincing citizens by enhancing public 

services can increase public trust to the 

government (Hartley et.al, 2008, pp. 3-7).  

 

Making Clear The Responsibilities of The 

Government’s Action 
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As already mentioned that centralised 

government in New Order era makes 

corruption cases difficult to detect, when there 

were any corruption cases, it was difficult to 

find either who was included in the case or 

who would be brave enough to open the case. 

All of civil servants, local government leaders 

and municipalities ought to obedient the 

central government. Rule of law that had to be 

the guardian of justice was weak (McLeod, 

2000, p. 102).  

Implementing decentralisation, 

however, gives two opportunities to combat 

corruption. First, KPK as anti-corruption body 

can localise corruption cases in particular local 

government. As usual, corruption cases 

involve either leaders in local governments or 

municipalities. If there is any corruption case 

indicated in local government, KPK just 

unpacks the case by focusing on these two 

bodies. It eases in the process of law 

enforcement in local government. Second, 

decentralisation makes citizens know who has 

the responsibility in particular project. Faguet 

(2014, pp. 5-6) reveals that decentralisation 

makes it clear to know who deliver the public 

goods and services and who use them. It 

makes less difficult for officers who want to 

gain unofficial money as people monitors all 

of their activities in the public services bodies. 

The information about local leaders that are 

arrested by KPK for more than 80 percent 

above also maintains that there is no secret 

room in public services bodies. It is supported 

by many mass media that report the 

government activities actually. Every 

corruption case that is local leader involved 

tends to reduce the electability of either the 

leaders or political party that endorse them 

(Faguet, 2014, pp. 5-7). It impacts especially on 

the next general election. 

 

A Future to a Good Local Leader 

As mentioned above that New Order 

era made people having no choice to elect a 

leader in local government, bribery cases often 

occurred in this area in order to secure the 

candidate‟s position to be appointed by 

president.  

In this decentralisation era, a stellar 

leader has an opportunity to lead the local 

region better. For instance in the City of 

Bandung, the Province of West Java, the 

present Mayor can manage the city greatefully 

(British Council, 2014). As an urban designer 

and architect, Ridwan Kamil designs Bandung 

as a vibrant and dynamic urban city. With the 

slogan of Bandung Juara (Bandung is the 

winner), he enhances public sector services by 

some policies, for example introducing social 

media as the way for society to criticise, 

complain, and communicate to the Bandung 

government. People can directly inform to the 

Mayor the misconduct of bureaucracy or the 

case of corruption. In one hand, this 

programme is good in reducing the gap 

between the authorities and the principals. On 

the other hand, the civil servants are triggered 

to improve their performance because 

everyone is keeping an eye on them.  

Beside increasing the performance of 

the staffs, Ridwan Kamil also try to enhance 

the quality of open space public infrastructure 

by creating theme parks under the flyover-

road and rehabilitating the recreational 

function of open space public areas as a means 

of gathering and leisure. Because all of his 

achievements, Ridwan Kamil was nominated 
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as one of best mayors in the world (The City 

Mayors Foundation, 2014). 

Not only Ridwan Kamil, Tri 

Rismaharini, the Mayor of the City of 

Surabaya in the Province of East Java was also 

nominated as the third best mayor in the 

world in 2014 by The City Mayors Foundation 

(2014). After being elected, she reforms some 

public services, for example implementing 

electronic procurement in preventing 

corruption (LPSE, 2015). Electronic 

procurement is used to minimise a contact 

between the authority and the client or 

operator in order to avoid illegal transaction 

and any forms of bribery. It also encourages 

fair trade mechanism for any companies who 

want to join the project. People can also see 

the process of the tender and give their 

opinions about the tender. This transparent 

action hinders the civil servants to receive a 

bribery and persuade the result of tender in 

inappropriate manners. Therefore, 

decentralisation gives more space for capable 

people to lead their regions.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Indonesia has struggled to combat 

corruption cases in public sector services for 

more than three decades. In order to reduce 

this abuse of power, decentralisation is 

implemented. However, the implementation 

of decentralisation in Indonesia seems to have 

two consequences. In one side, it gives more 

chance to local authorities to abuse their 

power that causes some adverse impacts, for 

instance ineffective public services, vicious 

circle and financial loss. On the other side, 

decentralisation also has positive impacts in 

creating a better governance system, 

especially in encouraging public participation, 

giving a clear direction to analyse the 

responsible actors, and providing an 

opportunity to some competent people to lead 

in local level.  

On the other hand, decentralisation in 

Indonesia needs a careful approach in order to 

minimise a chance to corrupt. Hofman and 

Kaiser (2002) with their argument about the 

“Big Bang” impact of decentralisation in 

Indonesia reveal that Indonesia has to 

consider the balance of between maintaining 

unitary state and giving some authorities to 

local governments. Any opportunity that is 

given to local government ought to improve 

public service in Indonesia and not overlap 

with central government. It needs political 

will from both executive and parliament in 

Indonesia to make a strict regulation in 

reducing some adverse impact of the 

implementation of decentralisation. However, 

the content of the strict regulation needs to be 

defined by some researches. Thus, research on 

decentralisation in Indonesia, in the future, 

takes an important part in improving 

decentralisation system in Indonesia. 
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