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JAKARTA, Indonesia (AP) _ Dedy, a gaunt news vendor with a weary smile, should be 
thriving in the new Indonesia.  

Five years after the Suharto dictatorship fell, his selection of newspapers has tripled, 
dishing out a steamy stew of political scandal, celebrity gossip and grisly crime _ "Mob 
Beats Thief, Cuts Off His Hand," "Prosecutor Calls Entire Provincial Parliament 
Corrupt."  

Yet as Indonesia marks the fifth anniversary of democracy following the fall of Suharto 
on May 21, 1998, he says he barely sells enough papers to put food on the table.  

"It's great that we have a free press. It's good for headlines and helps sell newspapers," 
said Dedy, 26, who has been a news vendor since age 5 and, like many Indonesians, uses 
only one name. "But life under Suharto was better. Everything was cheaper."  

As he mans his tiny bench on Jalan M.H. Thamarin street amid a swirl of exhaust fumes, 
the sweet smell of clove cigarettes and the tat-tat-tat of passing pedicabs, Dedy's lament 
has a familiar ring, because Indonesia's story is a familiar one among the many countries 
that have shed dictatorship since the end of the Cold War.  

Democracy has brought freedoms unheard of during Suharto's 32-year rule, yet the 
common perception is of unbridled corruption, of vast fortunes in the bloodied hands of 
the elite, of a failed legal system that has left the old guard in power while shortchanging 
the little guy.  

Bad luck has played its part, too. Asia's 1997 economic meltdown eviscerated Indonesia's 
finances, and Islamic terrorism, most notably last year's nightclub bombing on the island 
of Bali that killed 202 people, has placed the world's most populous Muslim country in 
the trenches of the U.S.-led war on terrorism.  

Oil, terrorism and geography tell the story of Indonesia's modern predicament _ a huge 
source of wealth, the pressures of an extremist Muslim fringe in an otherwise moderate 
nation, and an array of rival ethnic forces seething across the vast chain of 17,000 islands.  

If it can survive all that and become one of a handful of full-blown democracies in the 
Islamic world, it could be a model.  

"Indonesia is the poster boy for a Muslim state that goes democratic," said U.S. 
Ambassador Ralph Boyce. "The success building a democracy in the fourth-largest 
country in the world and the largest Muslim country sends a huge positive signal to the 
rest of the Muslim world that it can be done."  



The signs of democracy _ much like the capital's traffic jams and street musicians _ are 
hard to miss.  

Busloads of cheering protesters race through the capital almost daily, chanting "Hang 
Suharto." Crowds converge regularly on the Welcome Circle in central Jakarta 
complaining about government price hikes, supporting Islamic law or opposing the Iraq 
war.  

The chatter of late-night radio call-in shows echoes through dingy taxi stands and 
roadside eateries, ranging from the failings of President Megawati Sukarnoputri to the 
morals of a singer named Inul Daratista and her sexually charged dancing style.  

The Chinese minority, whose culture and language were suppressed under Suharto, now 
has its own schools and political parties. Public celebrations of Chinese New Year used 
to be banned. Now the holiday has the feel of a street festival, with dragon-shaped 
dancing puppets, incense in the air and red lanterns on every corner.  

The Chinese were the target of mob violence that left 1,200 dead and Chinatown in ruins 
before Suharto fell.  

Perhaps the most dramatic changes are in politics. There are more than 400 parties, and 
opposition politicians are free to speak their minds. A newly invigorated legislature, 
while still criticized as corrupt, managed to toss a president, the erratic cleric 
Abdurrahman Wahid, out of office.  

"Our job under Suharto was to build the authoritarian state," said longtime lawmaker 
Jakob Tobing. "Now, we enjoy freedom. We can criticize anything we want openly. 
Nobody controls us by saying, `Hey, you can't do that.' ... I feel proud."  

But all this is of little comfort to many of Indonesia's 212 million people grappling with 
rising prices, 20 percent unemployment, worsening public services, violent Islamic and 
separatist movements, and the fact that the 82-year-old Suharto is being allowed to live 
out his years in the peace and comfort of a Jakarta mansion, his estimated $20 billion 
fortune largely intact.  

Even the drive to remove Wahid, critics argue, reflected the old guard's power. Wahid, 
despite eccentricities that included rambling speeches and long trips abroad during 
national crises, had fought to stem military influence and bring Suharto to justice.  

"For most Indonesians, the future remains uncertain," said Satish Mishra, a United 
Nations adviser. "They don't see how the new democracy differs from the old political 
system because they see the corruption and the politicians wrangling about."  

Suharto, who seized power in a 1965 coup, for a long time was a force for stability who 
held Indonesia together with a booming economy and double-digit growth. But when the 
economy soured, so did his grip on power.  



Faced with international pressure and months of violent protests, he handed authority to 
his loyal vice president, B.J. Habibie. Suddenly Indonesians could speak freely. 
Government jobs no longer depended on joining Suharto's Golkar Party, and business 
deals could proceed without the approval of "Suharto Inc." _ a loose-knit group of 
Suharto's children and cronies.  

But the economy was still in tatters and violence still pervasive. Determined to hold on to 
its political power, the military killed dozens of protesters who wanted elections and root-
and-branch reform, and didn't think Habibie, symbol of the old regime, could deliver.  

Meanwhile, separatist movements sprouted and ethnic and religious tensions, long 
suppressed by Suharto's iron hand, exploded into violence.  

A Muslim-Christian war in the Malukus region killed 9,000 over two years. Native 
tribesmen in Borneo unleashed long-simmering resentment toward settlers who had 
migrated there under the Suharto regime's population dispersal program, slaughtering 
more than 400 people, sometimes beheading them and ripping their hearts out.  

The military and its henchmen killed 1,000 people in the former Indonesian territory of 
East Timor and chased 250,000 from their homes ahead of a U.N.-sponsored 
independence referendum in 1999. Bomb blasts, believed the work of Suharto allies or 
Islamic radicals, became a daily fear.  

"It was like being in the middle of a hurricane," said Dewi Fortuna Anwar, Habibie's 
spokeswoman during his 17 months in power. "We were trying to keep the country 
together, keep the economy from sinking further and attempting to reinvent the 
government."  

Things are looking better now. Indonesia rewrote its 1945 constitution last year, paving 
the way for establishing checks and balances and removing the military from the 
legislature. To ease regional grievances that had piled up when Indonesia was wholly 
ruled from Jakarta, an ambitious decentralization program now allows regional 
governments to keep most of the revenues from their natural resources.  

Megawati, picked as president in July 2001 by the same elected legislature that removed 
Wahid, is the soft-spoken, publicity-shy daughter of Indonesia's founding father, 
Sukarno. She has won kudos for stabilizing the currency and bringing a modicum of 
predictability to Indonesia after its roller coaster year and a half under Wahid. But she has 
also been accused of showing weak leadership, lacking vision and failing to clean up 
corruption and reform the judiciary.  

With a weak and underfunded police force, the country has at times resembled a frontier 
mining town. Thieves are burned alive or beaten to death. Police and military fight for 
control of illegal businesses and, in the jungles of Aceh or the mountains of Papua, 
separatists use kidnapping, extortion and assassination to further their causes.  



The police have stood by as groups of self-declared Islamic crusaders destroy nightspots 
in the capital. Al-Qaida-linked radicals have opened training camps in the jungles of 
central Sulawesi. The military has been accused of helping hide Tommy Suharto, the 
former dictator's playboy son, during his year on the lam in 2001. He later was caught 
and sentenced to 15 years in prison for ordering a judge assassinated.  

Suharto himself evades trial by pleading physical frailty brought on by three strokes, then 
is seen talking and laughing at a wedding.  

Many Suharto-era tycoons who borrowed billions from the state and have yet to repay a 
cent are nonetheless free to run their companies. And the head of Suharto's Golkar Party, 
Akbar Tandjung, remains the speaker of the parliament despite being sentenced to three 
years in jail for embezzling $4.5 million.  

Corruption permeates every tier of society. Police routinely take bribes to sidestep traffic 
tickets or complete investigations. Parents have to pay teachers to see their kids' report 
cards. Judges trade lenient verdicts for cars or houses.  

"I smell a kind of mafia in the legal apparatus of this country," said Amien Rais, head of 
Indonesia's highest law-making body. "There are strong indications that big cases are not 
investigated."  

"There is no political will to eradicate this chronic disease, i.e., corruption and collusion," 
he added.  

Foreign investors stung by the country's legal uncertainties are leaving. Foreign 
investment approvals dropped 35 percent last year, lowering growth expectations form 
this year to 3.3 percent _ well short of the 5 percent needed to create jobs for a growing 
population.  

The slow growth has hit the poor the hardest. Nearly 60 percent of Indonesians live on 
less than $2 a day, the United Nations says. Slums lacking running water or electricity 
have spread across Jakarta, as have armies of beggars as young as 3.  

"The changes we fought so hard for haven't happened," said Adian, 30, who was arrested 
twice and beaten by police during five years of anti-Suharto demonstrations. "All we did 
was replace one group of corrupt leaders with another. The elite remain in power and 
there is nothing for the average person." 

 


