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Introducti?n and Summary 

What t:he Indonesian non-communist trade unions do in the next: year or ~;o to · 
overcome the lethargic and apathetic characteristic~ which have too loog Uccn 
identified with them will reveal just how sincere they are about building 
viable institutions capable of assi.iming t'esponsibilitics compalttble with 1cr,i .. 
timate trade unions. If .. they continue to (unction as they have in past ydars, 
it is hie;hly doubtful that they will ever amount to more ~han what they are ·• · 
now: confused, fragmented and overly preoccupied with the body politic • 

. 
Never in the history of .this irrepressible movement has the time b~en tno:r:e 
propitious than now for the development of modern, progt'essive trade unions. 
The p'olitical climate, in which the trade unions played a very decisive role. 
ie such that trade unions need no longer worry about reprisals 'from old 01:­

det clements, and the once ubiquitous.and omnipotent. communi.st trade union, 
SOBSI, is no longer on the scene to thwart whatever efforts non ... communist 
unions may wish to make in the ditection of change • 

Whether they will chart a course in this direction is a cno.ot point at this 
time. llopefully, they will sense. the urgency and act accordingly. ·If they · 
continue to ignore these· t'ealities; however, hope will.a.uton1atically become 
-r.h?-spairo---0£-~course, change means a break 'With tradition and, unfortunately, 
ma~y-;;~ion leaders in Indoriesia ur~ inclLned to ;esist change because i.t 
may force them to assume roles they now ignore. Mor·e.over, too many of them 
are committed to the status quo. 
l_ _J 
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'l'hough SOBSI is no longer on the scene to \"ctard ti1e pro;~r'-'SC of non­
cotnmunist unions, there are several elements on Lh,~ scene whlch nr~ 
equally disturbingM-elements which have beset the lndoncsian trade union 
movement for more than 50 years. These clements are well .known to ob­
sel'vers of this cnovement .. -elements such as: (1) ideolor;ical and political 
differences; (2) religious differences; (3) multipllcity of trade unions; ~, 

i(l;) petty personality conflicts; (5) subservience to political parties; ·""'" 
(6) too many voices ·representing trade union viewi;. ,.,,1 substantive mattet's; 
(7) outdated and unworkable labor legislation; and (8) a paucity of funds. 

Whether or not trade union leaden are prepared ~o reconcile the many 
differences which beset the trade union movement is uncertain at this 
point. One cannot expect change overnight nor can one look with any degree 
of optimism at the reconciliation of these differences which stand in the 
way :of progress. Moreover, and this is perhaps the major problem facing 
the trade unions in this country, the proliferation of the mover,1ent in 
policy-making areas is conooned as well as accepted, and· the prospects :for 
improvement in this area are ve'ty s'lim indeed. 

Pro~ress, reBa'tdtess of what other steps non-conununist. unions n1ay ·take to 
affect it, is threatened as long as the a~ove problerns. a·re around to h.1unt 

them. This is where the real challenge lies; th~s· is where· the break with 
tradition is n~cesaary; and this is where the much-needed new c~ncepts ~ill 
be found. 

Politics: A Way of Lit_e 

One of the principal deterrents to trade union progres$,iS the·direct and 
inditect associations Indonesian unions have with poli~:Lcal .parties. '!hough 
this is considered by many observe-rs of lndonesia!l unions ·to.be deleterious 
in many ways, one must accept the fact that this is a way of life for the 
trnde unions in this country. From the very inception of trade unirn.1ism :i.n 
In<lonesia, trade unions have veey definitely been an integral part of the 
body politic. One has to search far and wide to find a trade union free of 
political oncwnbrances. Most unions, including practically every principal 
federation, have some COllnection with political parties: some are kt\oWn as 
labor a nns, while others, though professing independ~nce, .have an indirect 
relationship. ~ 

It is not the association that concerns observers of the In<.lc-ncsian trade 
union scene, including the report inn of Heer, it ;ls the extent to which 
they are subservient to and dependent upon poU.ticnl pardes. The rela­
tionship is, based on past as well as current pcrfom\ance, definltcly more 
subservient than, say, partner., Most trade union lcadcro., however, like to 
believe ot1terwise. They are inclined to beli..cve that' they dtJ., in fact, ex­
ercise a great deal of influence in shaping ·par1;Y .. policy. 1 The policy-making 
machinery of the variou.s parties be ties this ,belief.. Trade union 

' • • ' ' .r.. 

CONFIDENTIAL. 



·-----. 
-~ ~·.~·~--2 E_64_242_5coNFIDEt:'lJJ\L 

-~----

Djakarta A- 694 
J 

r~!'rese11tation on policy-making b1'>c1ies is minute when compBred to that 
of other constituent organizations. Horcove:i;, and t.:his many leaders are 
reluctant to admit, trade union lea<lers who are members of legislative 
bodies by virtue of their party affiliation do not act independently of 
the party leadership; their actions are always in line with party policy. 

There are quite n few union leaders· who refuse to ;~ .... H the fact that they 
are limited operationally and that the political p&rty relationship :i.m­
pedes as well as impairs the development of a soun<.l trade union structure. 
On the other side of the coin, however, there are an equal number whose so·'.lc 
aim is to free their 'unions from the dictates of political pa.rties. This 
is not to suggest, nor should it be so construed, that these leaders are 
sponsoring a complete break with political parties. What they :want is a 
better understanding of the trade union's role in the body politic, and 
that role should not be one which relegates the trade union moycment to 
the backroom. 

Regardless of how well .. intentioned the exponents of change may be, trade 
unions will continue to have the same kind of a relationship with polit.i-
cal parties as they have now. The politico-union relationship is so steeped 
in tradition that it will take a revolution to change :Lt. Moreover. prin:=.i .. 
pal leaders of most federations are content with this an·angement beca1· . .3e it· 
helps to ensure the flow of operational funds for their respective unions. 
What could possibly happen in t.his relationship, how-ever, is that the uni mm 
will be al lowed a larr.,er voice in party affairs· than they have now. Of 
course, this will only eventuate if 'the leaders of t\le unions become n1ore 
assertive and demand a meaningful J;"ole iia the pol.icy .. making councils of 
the parties. 

Too Many Voices 

One of the major weaknesses of the IndonC!sian trade union movenreut i.D the 
pi:olife:rat:lon of its policy-making vehicles. On~ national basis, not to· 
mention the inorclin.atc number in the. outer islands, there. are threr.~ differ .. 
ent bodies functioning in this field: the trade union section of Sekbt~r 

. . ---
Golkar, which is an amalgam of organizations supposedly free of poUticol 
party influence; the Joint SP.cretariat of Indonesia'n Trade Un.ion Federatl~)llti, 
an advisory body based in the Manpower Ministry to which trad.e. union1:1 ORsii~n 

second- and third-echelon leaders; and the Indonesian Workers' Joint· Action 
Io'ront (KABI), the so-called political arm of the ~rade unions. Add to this 
the 8:ixteen trade union federations and the sizabl'e number of indepen<lc11t 
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unions, each of which, at times, pursuca r.clt:lshly•moti.vatcd polic:tco, t.111t! 1 

one can readily understand why the trade union movement .is unaule to dev<~lop 
the kind o( structure which is necessary to attract worker loyalty. Un­
fortunately, this, too, is accepted as a way of life, and the prospects for 
improvement are very slim indeed.. ~' 

, .... ·.' 

It is this proliferatlon "7hich makes it practical.1.y .mpm:;sible for the Su­
harto Government to take the unions seriously or, for that niatter, tf.1 view 
them as a dc~cisive force in the co1tununity. One can understand· the C'..otrcrn-' 
menl: 's dilc1mna in this regard. Ev1?n if it wanted to view the unilmS d.i.f-

ferently, it would indeed have a difficult time find inc the .power bas el. '. \ 

Thia is perhaps why the Government ignores trade unions with meinbe:rs in I 

eovernment instrumentalities when it is considering wase increases f~t civil \ 
servants. . 

'i 

Proliferatlon~ providina the ·policy..:mald.nr; process pi:o<luces decisions, ,i_s 
not evil in itself. The basic .Problem facing the unions is that they neva'r \ 
seem to arrive at decisions regardless of which body assumes jurisdiction. 
The best Hlustration of what happens when unions ore asked to make1 a ·de·· 
cision was the way in which they handled the selection o~ the Work~ra'\Deiia-
gate to the June Session of the International Labor OrganimHion' (ILO). ·r1ie 
Government, actinp, on the advice of the Manpower Minis.te~, refe1·red the teiec• 
tion to the Joint Secretariat of Indonesian T.rade· Union .Federat.ion·s.. After 
weeks of debate, during which consensus was not possible because of petty 
j~alouaies, the Secretariat decided that each ~£.the ten constitvent unions 
should name a candidate and the Nanpower Minister he '9.sked to pick one o( 

t'he ten named as delegate. This illustratioi:1 merely point:s. up t.he .fact that 
trade unions, like most Indonesi.an organizations i1wes ted wi1th the responsi- 'I 
bility of decision making, are par't of a system --. a system in which con-
sensus is the nonn and if consensus is not possible, the matter. under con­
sideration is referred elsewhere for decision. 

This iB one area where· the unions 1'1111 have to break with tradition if. th1.v 
are to get the much-needed direction they n<>W lack. What the unions do abo1Jt 
this in the foreseeable future is difficult to predict. 'l11e reporting of fl-

. cer is not sanguine about the possibility of corrective action taking pli:tc<~. 

Admittedly, some leaders are not too happy aqout the way· .in whkh the ii.ovc­
ment operates in policy-making areas. lt is questionable, hot.,cver, that 
they have what it takes to produce change. Hopefully, and hope i's the best 
that one can expect at this time, they .will be·al>le- to convince .those who 
t!_ow __i..ttn_o~e t:.h..~ .seriousness_ of the matter that corrective action is. impera.'tivr: 

------E-vt!-ttRrfttl-being of the .movement. 
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l'oo Many Trade Unions 

There are just too many trade unions in Indonesia. The li!tc~st c~un~I ' \ 
shows that there arc sixteen federations competing with each ntl\er for 111em­

bership. Out of the sixteen, however, about ten can be considered fu1:tctim'l.a~'_. 
This is unhealthy to say the least and it deters ,.~t-:hec llum·halps the grwth-1 
of trade unions. Moreover, they arc not true tra<lu unions, nor arc tli1~y, ln 
fact, representative. They have "paper" memberships •. As a matter of fact, 
each of the union federations clairie the same members in.· rnauy areas •. ··'The 
petroleum industry is a good example of this. Though not .all federations 
operate in this. industry, those which do report such exam:5cro.tcd 11umbers 

that one finds more members th~n there are actua 1 employees. Thi,.s.·, to", ls 
a way of life in this country..; Why leaders of the federations continue to 
delude themselves by claiming members they do not have is diff}4cult. to com .. 

' ' . ' 

prehend. The only plaus~.ble explanation one can offer is that. Indonesians 
do not like to admit weakness. 

What will happen in the way of consolidation.is open for speculation. It 
is possible that the Government Will be f()rced ·tO l:<aduce the number of fcdei:­
ations if the unions themselves continue to ignoro th:i.s need. The :repoxtin~:~ 
officer believes that this is vhat might eventually happcq. It is unlikely 
that the unions will take the initiative. There are too.many sharp differ-· 
ences among the various leaders _ ... differences· concel"n~ng rcll..g.ion, ideolor;y 
anu, perhaps the sharpest, political. 

There are people in the movement nonetheless who favor wo'.l;king out some kind 
of an arrangement to bring the unions closer together·. · l'hcse are. pcoplq who 
are convinced that the inilitary is not ·favorab1.y disposed to the evolution t)f 

a dynamic, free and independent·trade union moveme~t, one which will mak<? 
__ d£nul9.,d8___JJpon__the Government to improve the lot of Indonesi.nn workers. Th£·y 

.. ----he.lieve-fliat the best way to protec:t themselves agair~st possible milhary 
encroachment is to develop machinery to unify the trade u:nion movement in 
ot'der to (1) repel any th't'eate which may eventuatl'.;? from the military or 

i 
I 
\ 

some other internal force (communists), and (2.) establish a viable org. ani- i 
1· 

zational structure which will make it more difJ:icult for the military 'to . 
reject trade unions as part of the social structu:i;.e. 

Of course, one must realize that the division ;ln the trade union movemet)t 

atents from the fact that unions in Indonesia are mainly ap1fondaees (or . 
mass organizations) to the parent political party or power sroup and thus 
are even one step further removed from me~ningful contact w{th each other 
than· an the political parties. Add to this the complicat;ion cif personal 
rivalries, and one perceives a bleak picture indeed .for at;y .significant 
trend tow.a rds cohes iqn. 
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Despite the obvious neEative tenor of this report, there are scmie very 
hopeful signs on the trade union horizon. 'l'here seems to be c.n awareness 
ou the part of some trade union leaders that change is ·necessary if th':1 
unions are to play the role for which they were i ~~~r,dcd. MrJrcover·, the 
trade union movement ls more and more becoming a r0pository for university . 
p,raJuates to vent their dissatisfaction with the statt1s quo. It is this · 
element which wi·ll niake the most noise for change, and the leader.a of the 

respective unions will be required to mend their ways i£ they wiah to rcm:!lin· 
leaders. 

Certainly the most hopeful sign was the decision· of many unions to heed 
Horace Greeley's advice: no West they did! A current.assessment of the· 
number of unions now associated with Free World labor bodies shows that 
three federations are aff iliatcs of the International Confederation of 
Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) • two arc affiliates nf the International Federa• 
tion of Christian Trade Unions (IFC'fU), and many are assoc.iated with lntnr•. 
national Trade Secretariats. Also~ three other federations.are currently 
considering affiliation with the ICFTU. ·-

This alone augurs well for the .future of Indonesian trade unions. · l~ree · 
World labo·" bodies are planning to play· a more. siunificant. rote in Indo­
nesia -- a role which will help. develop ·a responsible .and pr:cgressive trn(,le 
union institution, one which will be responsive to t.he challenges facing. 
Indonesia as it enters the crucial sta3es of economic development .. 
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