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It's an increasingly common phenomenon in Indonesia. People all over the 
country complain about frequent blackouts. Here in Balikpapan, we are without 
electricity for about 30 hours per week. To be fair, PLN announces a monthly 
schedule for power cuts, and they generally stick to it. But it's the unscheduled 
ones they throw in as a bonus that make working life difficult here. 

For work I need a computer and on a hot day a fan or air conditioner to stop the 
sweat from dripping onto the keyboard. I am not asking for much, a few kilowatts 
every day. But although I religiously pay my electricity bill, PLN will not regularly 
deliver. 

After enduring the slowly worsening power crisis for almost two years now, we 
decided to get our own supplier, a little generator that powers the office 
equipment and fan, and thus fulfills the basic needs. But we bought cheaply and 
it keeps braking down. 

I am fortunate though. We live in a more affluent part of town and our power cuts 
are less frequent than elsewhere, and mostly limited to the daytime. In the 
kampong areas, they come more often, take up to 12 hours, and often occur at 
night. Also, I have a few rupiah to spare and can actually afford a small 
generator. 

As usual, those who suffer most are the ones that can least afford it. Big oil and 
mining companies already have their own power supply. Middle-class citizens like 
us get by with a little mechanical help. But the vast majority of people just have to 
put up with it. 

All this failing power stuff is clearly affecting businesses -- but who is counting the 
costs? 

The local photocopy shop, which normally does a roaring trade, has to close 
down for the day when there's no power. They can't afford a generator large 
enough to power the shop, and although it clearly disrupts their business they say 



there is no point in demonstrating or complaining because it won't make any 
difference. 

No one seems to have a clear idea to why this is happening. Local papers report 
that the old machinery at PLN needs replacing or repairs. PLN has also claimed 
that it can't get enough natural gas to run its power plants at full capacity. 

Balikpapan is undergoing rapid growth. When flying over the city, you see new 
housing complexes everywhere. Also, at least six large hotels are under 
construction, as well as several shopping malls. If the power wasn't enough in the 
first place, it does not take a genius to work out that all those new air conditioners 
and bright light fixtures are sucking the power system even drier. 

What strikes me most about all this is that no one seems to care enough to really 
do something about it. I guess that most of us are used to Indonesia's frequently 
malfunctioning public and private institutions. But 1998 showed that it was 
actually possible to protest and force changes. 

I have yet to meet one person in Balikpapan who thinks power cuts are good. 
Admittedly there have been a few small demonstrations. But overall everyone is 
putting up with the situation, hoping that miraculously it will improve. Where are 
the activists, where the mass demonstrations, and why do we not all simply stop 
paying our electricity bills? 

There is no need to put up with this. I am convinced that with enough political will 
the problem could have been solved ages ago. I am also convinced that with 
enough political and managerial capacity the problem shouldn't have occurred in 
the first place. 

I suggest that PLN take the following steps. 

Firstly, they should send a letter to all subscribers clearly explaining the problem 
and setting out a deadline for when it will be solved. 

Secondly, they should publicly announce a clear power cut schedule and stick to 
it. The complete randomness of the present cuts suggests that there is little 
planning behind them and that decisions are made in a random and reactionary 
way. 

Thirdly, opening up the electricity market for competition could both decrease 
prices and increase quality, as shown in the mobile telephone industry. 

And finally, as a sign of goodwill, PLN should reduce their subscription fee. I don't 
see why we should be paying for services that we do not receive. 

Someone soon has to have the guts and motivation to say ""enough is enough"", 
and do something about it. Until that happens, we will just keep dreaming of cool 
rooms, with bright lights, quietly humming computers, football on televisions, and 
all those other pleasant trappings of modern life. 



The writer is senior forest ecologist at The Nature Conservancy. He can be 
reached at emeijaard@tnc.org. 

 
	  


