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Party System Fragmentation in
Indonesia: The Subnational Dimension

Dirk Tomsa

In this article I analyze the extent and causes of party system fragmen
tation in Indonesia's provincial and district parliaments. Focusing on the
results of the first three post-Suharto elections in 1999, 2004, and 2009,
I first highlight that local-level fragmentation is not only generally higher
than national-level fragmentation but also that it has consistently in
creased over the three elections and that fragmentation has been par
ticularly high in Eastern Indonesia. I then explain these three trends as
a result of three main factors: First, electoral institutions applied be
tween 1999 and 2009 facilitated fragmentation and poor party system
institutionalization, mainly due to the introduction of an open list sys
tem in 2009 and the absence of a parliamentary threshold at the local
level. Second, low levels of party institutionalization progressively indi
vidualized local party politics and made it normal for candidates to
switch to smaller parties if it suited their interests, thereby exacerbating
fragmentation. Third, electoral campaigning for local parliaments has
been dominated by traditional methods based on personal relation
ships and networks rather than lavish public relations campaigns with
expensive TV ads, further reinforcing the effects of the first two factors.
KEYWORDS: Indonesia, party system, parties, elections, democratization,
democracy, institutionalization, local politics

FIFTEEN YEARS AFTER THE FALL OF SUHARTO, INDONESIA'S DEMOCRATI

zation process has stalled. Endemic corruption, religious intolerance,
and environmental destruction are just some of the problems that
have cast a shadow on the country's recent political development.
For large parts of the Indonesian public, the main culprits for these
and other problems are sitting in the country's parliaments. Time and
time again, public opinion surveys have singled out political parties
as the least trustworthy political organizations in the country. The
media also like to highlight the various shortcomings of political par
ties, especially their "questionable work ethic and poor legislative
productivity" (Johnson Tan 2013, 83). Another frequently heard
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lament is that there are too many parties and that they lack a strong
enough mandate to properly fight for the people's aspirations, forcing
them to build largely inefficient and unstable coalitions that are
mostly preoccupied with trying to manage their internal affairs rather
than crafting public policy. 1

To some extent, these complaints are warranted. Indonesian party
politics is indeed characterized by a sometimes confusing mix of
competition and collusion that makes governance exceedingly diffi
cult. Most studies that seek to conceptualize this phenomenon focus
on national-level party politics (Ambardi 2008; Johnson Tan 2006;
Slater 2004), but this national focus disguises the actual depth of the
problem. In decentralized Indonesia, key political dynamics occur at
the local level (Hadiz 2010), yet the role of political parties in local
politics remains surprisingly understudied. Therefore, with this arti
cle I aim to make a new contribution to our understanding of local
party politics in Indonesia by examining the format and institutional
ization of local party systems in the period prior to the 2014 election.

Building on conceptual parameters developed by Lindberg
(2007) in his work on African party systems, I begin the article by
highlighting three key features of local party systems in Indonesia.
First, party system institutionalization at the provincial and district
levels is generally much weaker than at the national level. Second,
many local party systems exhibit a clear linear trend toward increas
ing fragmentation over time in the period 1999-2009~ a development
that stands in contrast to dynamics in the national party system.
Third, despite this linear trend over time, there is considerable spatial
variation in the level of fragmentation of local party systems. Provin
cial party systems in Java and Sumatra, for example, tend to be much
better institutionalized than those in Eastern Indonesia.

In the second part of the article I discuss potential explanations
for these phenomena. I focus on three interconnected factors, all of
which have had a significant impact on the composition of local par
liaments. First, an analysis of the changing nature of Indonesia's
electoral institutions helps us understand both the general differences
between the national and local party systems as well as the diverg
ing trends at these levels over time. Second, low levels of party insti
tutionalization-already pervasive at the national level but often
exacerbated at the local level by a mixture of poor top-down party
management, pervasive clientelism, and inadequate grassroots devel
opment-have individualized local party politics and eroded the
potential for parties to build loyal voter bases, thereby contributing to
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the high levels of fragmentation in local party systems. Significantly,
poor party institutionalization has not only reinforced the effects of
the electoral institutions, but it also helps account for the spatial vari
ation in local party system fragmentation as it is much more preva
lent in Eastern Indonesia than in Java and Sumatra, where historical,
socioeconomic, and sociocultural factors have combined to facilitate
more substantial party development than in Sulawesi, Maluku, and
Papua. Finally, the third point is that in contrast to the national level,
where lavish public relations campaigns with expensive TV ads have
become commonplace, local party politics is still dominated by more
traditional campaign strategies as candidates tend to seek electoral
support primarily on the basis of personal networks rather than iden
tification with a political party.

Taken together, the trends outlined in this article help to provide
a better understanding of local party politics in contemporary Indone
sia. To be sure, some aspects of fragmentation will be reversed in the
2014 election due to new electoral rules that have led to the disqual
ification of many small parties in the run-up to that poll. For exam
ple, the absolute number of parties will inevitably decline in some
districts simply because there will be fewer parties allowed to com
pete in the 2014 election than had actually won seats in the 2009
election. But as will be shown below, Lindberg's framework makes it
clear that fragmentation is a multidimensional process and while the
absolute number of parties may decline in some districts, other ele
ments of fragmentation, such as volatility or the number and percent
age of parties thrown out of a legislature from one election to the
next, are likely to remain high in many districts.

Measuring Party System Stability in Indonesia
A stable party system comprised of well-organized parties that are
deeply rooted in society is widely regarded as a key component of a
democratic political system." Though analytically distinct, the twin
concepts of party institutionalization and party system institutional
ization are closely connected; the better institutionalized the parties,
the higher the likelihood that the party system will also institutional
ize as interaction between parties becomes more predictable and reg
ular (Randall and Svasand 2002; Hicken and Kuhonta 2011). While
party institutionalization is notoriously difficult to measure, party
system institutionalization lends itself to relatively systematic analy
sis, at least if it is equated with stability and narrowed down to quan-
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tifiable variables such as volatility or the effective number of parties.
Since both of these indicators can be calculated by using well-estab
lished formulae,' they provide easily comparable indexes that contain
important clues about the degrees of fragmentation and fluidity of
party systems.

Many scholars, however, argue that party system institutionaliza
tion is a more complex concept. Some of the most influential analyt
ical frameworks like those developed by Mainwaring and Scully
(1995) or Randall and Svasand (2002) regard stability as only one of
several factors constituting party system institutionalization. Others
have suggested considering completely different factors more closely
associated with individual actors rather than parties, for example, the
percentage of independent candidates (Protsyk and Wilson 2003) or
levels of candidate party switching (Shabad and Slomczynski 2004).
Yet another approach is to focus on stability as the key criterion but
to broaden the conceptual dimension of stability to more than just
volatility and the effective number of parties. Lindberg's (2007) com
parative analysis of twenty-one different African party systems uses
such an approach. Though he actually excludes the effective number
of parties because he regards this indicator as "unreliable in classi
fying party systems in Africa" (Lindberg 2007, 220), his multifaceted
concept of stability represents one of the most comprehensive yet
measurable approaches to party system institutionalization. Apart
from Pedersen's volatility index, he also uses seven other indicators
that help to understand stability in a party system in a more holistic
fashion:

1. The absolute number of parties in the legislature
2. The number of new parties in the legislature
3. The share (percentage) of new parties in the legislature
4. The number of parties voted out of the legislature
5. The share (percentage) of parties voted out of the legislature
6. The share (percentage) of seats in the legislature occupied by

the largest party
7. The share (percentage) of seats in the legislature held by the

runner-up
8. Pedersen's volatility index

I adopt Lindberg's framework but complement it with Laakso
and Taagepera's (1979) effective number of legislative parties
(ENLP) index to test whether Lindberg's (2007, 220) claims of unre-
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liability are also true for the local Indonesian context. All in all,
therefore, the following analysis is based on nine indicators that pro
vide a sound conceptual basis for the creation of a comprehensive
picture of levels of party system (in)stability in some of Indonesia's
subnational parliaments.

Before proceeding, a quick look at some trends in the national
party system is necessary to contextualize the extent of fragmentation
at the local level. In Indonesia's national parliament (Dewan Perwak
ilan Rakyat, DPR), the effective number of legislative parties after
the 2009 election was 6.2, down from 7.1 in the 2004-2009 parlia
ment, but still higher than the 5.4 of the 1999-2004 parliament when
the five biggest parties accounted for more than 80 percent of the
vote (see Table 1; Tomsa 2008, 187).4 Volatility based on legislative
seats was moderately high at 25.9, but has remained fairly constant
since the previous election when it was 26.3.

The consistent decline in the absolute number of legislative par
ties and the decline in the effective number of legislative parties in
2009, along with the fact that volatility has remained virtually
unchanged and the national party system now has what Wolinetz
(2006) called "a discernible core" of six parties, all indicate that the
national party system is, contrary to public perceptions in Indonesia,
actually stabilizing (Mietzner 2009a; Tomsa 2010). In fact, even
before the 2009 election Mietzner (2008) had already argued that
there were elements of stabilization discernible in the party system.
For him, the main reasons behind the relative stability of the contem
porary Indonesian party system, as opposed to the only other demo
cratic Indonesian party system of the 1950s, are the comparatively
low levels of ideological polarization and the centripetal nature of
interparty competition. However, this lack of ideological polarization
has not prevented the party systems at the provincial and district lev
els from becoming heavily fragmented over the years. Indeed, as will

Table 1 Number of Legislative Parties in Indonesia's
House of Representatives

1999-2004 2004-2009 2009-2014

Absolute number of
legislative parties (ANLP) 21 16 9

Effective number of
legislative parties (ENLP) 5.4 7.1 6.2
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be demonstrated below, many party systems at the subnational level
are extremely unstable and fluid. To illustrate this, in the following
section I will utilize the methodological tools outlined above, begin
ning with an analysis of provincial-level party systems in 2004 and
2009 5 and then proceeding to an analysis of some selected district
level party systems between 1999 and 2009.

Party System Fragmentation at the Subnational Level
At the provincial level, party systems are certainly more fragmented
and fluid than at the national level, but the trend here is still rela
tively moderate. For example, the average volatility per province
based on parliamentary seats after the 2009 election was 30.8 while
the average effective number of legislative parties reached 7.95.
What needs to be noted though is that these average figures mask
significant discrepancies between individual provinces, especially in
regard to the number of parties-absolute as well as effective-rep
resented in the provincial legislatures. Bali, for example, has a
remarkably low ENLP of just 3.6, while West Papua has a very high
13.6. In general, most provinces with a below average ENLP are
located in Java and Sumatra, with only two of the sixteen below
average provinces located in Eastern Indonesia (North Sulawesi and
West Sulawesi; see Table 2). With regard to the absolute number of
parties, the findings are similar. Overall, the average absolute num
ber of legislative parties at the provincial level in 2009 stood at 13.3.
Once again though, most provinces in Sumatra and Java had a
smaller-than-average number (exceptions: North Sumatra, Bengkulu,
Kep Riau, and Banten) whereas almost all provinces in Eastern
Indonesia had an above-average number (only exception: North
Sulawesi). Thus, it appears as if there is something like a "party
political Wallace Line" as party systems in Eastern Indonesia display
rather different characteristics from those in the Western parts of the
archipelago.

The exact reasons for these differences are yet to be studied in
detail, but they are likely to include a mixture of socioeconomic and
sociocultural factors such as ethnicity and religion. There is, for
example, some correlation between the Human Development Index
and the ENLP at the provincial level. Crudely put, where human
development is low, party system fragmentation tends to be high, and
vice versa. However, this nexus between human development and the
format of the party system is only true for two-thirds of Indonesia's
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thirty-three provinces while eleven provinces do not show any kind
of meaningful correlation. Equally inconclusive are sociodemo
graphic factors such as ethnicity. There is, for example, fairly little
evidence that the ethnic composition of a province affects the format
of the party system. This is largely in line with Aspinall's (2011, 289)
argument that "ethnicity is losing political salience." Though there
are some cases where ethnic heterogeneity correlates with high lev
els of party system fragmentation (for example, Papua, Central
Sulawesi, or North Maluku) as well as cases where ethnic homogene
ity correlates with low ENLP (for example, Bali, West Sumatra, or
Yogyakarta), there are also many counterexamples where this corre
lation does not exist (for example, North Sulawesi, Gorontalo, Cen
tral Kalimantan, or West Nusa Tenggara). Thus, just like human
development, ethnicity also appears to be influential only in some,
but not in all, areas. Perhaps the most compelling influence on spa
tial variation is the prevalence of religious cleavages and their trans
lation into party politics. Since this factor relates directly to key
aspects of party institutionalization, such as a party's rootedness in
society, cleavages and their impact on spatial variation in levels of
fragmentation will be discussed further below in the section on party
institutionalization.

Despite the regional discrepancies between East and West, how
ever, there is one commonality that unites almost all the provinces
across the archipelago, namely, a trend toward greater fragmentation
over time. For example, a comparison of the 2004-2009 and
2009-2014 periods shows that in the overwhelming majority of
provinces the share of seats for the largest party decreased in 2009
and the number of new parties in the legislature eclipsed the number
of parties that were thrown out from parliament. Moreover, in the
vast majority of provinces both the absolute and the effective number
of legislative parties have increased in 2009. As is illustrated in Table
2, only three provinces (Riau, West Java, and Papua) had a higher
absolute number of legislative parties in 2004 than in 2009, while
Jakarta and Aceh were the only two provinces to record a higher
effective number of legislative parties in 2004 than in 2009. Across
the thirty-two provinces for which data were available, the average
absolute number of legislative parties in 2004 was 10.47 (13.33 in
2009) while the average effective number of legislative parties in
2004 was 6.08 (7.95 in 2009). Overall then, there is a clear upward
trend toward more fragmentation in provincial parliaments, a trend
that is even more pronounced at the district level.
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In particular, the very high levels of fragmentation in Eastern Indone
sia as shown in Table 2 are replicated at the district level. Across all dis
tricts on the island of Sulawesi, for example, the average effective number
of legislative parties for the 2009-2014 period is 8.7, while the average
absolute number of legislative parties is 12.64. In line with the figures
from the provincial level, fragmentation is comparatively low in most dis
tricts of North Sulawesi (average ENLP 6.4), but fairly high in the major
ity of districts in all other provinces except Gorontalo (average ENLP of
more than 9 in all the districts of Central Sulawesi, West Sulawesi, South
Sulawesi, and Southeast Sulawesi). Similarly, in North Maluku the aver
age ENLP on district level is 8.4; in Maluku it is even 11.7.

Following on from this broader picture, a more detailed account
of growing district-level fragmentation over time is provided in Table
3, which illustrates average district-level developments since 1999 in
all the districts of three selected provinces-North Sulawesi, South
east Sulawesi, and Maluku. Here we can see that even though the
extent of fragmentation varies among the provinces, fragmentation at
the district level has, with a few exceptions, continuously increased
over the years. Indeed, even in North Sulawesi, where the fragmen
tation indicators are generally less extreme than elsewhere, the gen
eral pattern of poor party system institutionalization is also evident.

Table 3 Party System Fragmentation at District Level:
North Sulawesi, Southeast Sulawesi, and Maluku

North Sulawesi Southeast Sulawesi Maluku

1999 2004 2009 1999 20042009 1999 2004 2009

ANLP 8.8 7.9 10.5 7.3 9.7 12.8 10.4 11.1 14.9
ENLP 4.1 4.7 6.4 2.7 6.5 9.5 4.9 8.3 11.7
New parties

in legislature 4.3 5.3 4.0 5.9 5.4 6.5
Parties thrown out 5.3 2.3 2.5 2.9 5.4 2.5
New parties

in legislature (%) 56.9 48.3 41.7 46.1 52.8 43.6
Parties thrown out (%) 59.6 29.3 33.6 28.2 52.4 22.4
Seats largest party (%) 41.1 36.1 29.5 58.2 30.6 19.9 36.1 22.5 15.9
Seats runner-up (%) 23.0 22.2 17.9 12.0 13.6 13.3 19.6 14.6 11.1
Seat volatility 33.3 34.0 39.5 43.9 49.9 43.3

Notes: All figures are average numbers across all districts and municipalities in that year. Note
that the number of districts and municipalities increased from election to election due to the pro
cess of creating new administrative entities (pemekaran). For example, North Sulawesi had only
five districts and municipalities in 1999, but nine in 2004 and fourteen in 2009. For Southeast
Sulawesi the figures are five in 1999, ten in 2004, and twelve in 2009. Maluku had five in 1999,
eight in 2004, and eleven in 2009.
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All in all, this table shows a wealth of evidence for the poor insti
tutionalization of local party systems and the general trend toward
greater fragmentation and fluidity over time. First, both the absolute
and effective number of legislative parties reached unprecedented
heights in 2009 across all three provinces." Thus, in the Indonesian
case the number of parties-both absolute and effective-does pro
vide reliable evidence for the growing fragmentation of local party
systems, at both the provincial and district levels. Second, levels of
volatility are high to very high at the district level, producing local
parliaments in which new parties sometimes make up more than half
of all the parties in the legislature. Third, the share of seats for the
largest party dropped quite sharply in many areas, especially in South
east Sulawesi and Maluku, whereas the share of seats for the second
largest party remains much more stable in most places. As will be out
lined below, this is closely linked to the decline of Golkar in many
places, though the Indonesian Democratic Party-Struggle (Partai
Demokrasi Indonesia-Perjuangan, PDIP) is also affected in some dis
tricts. Read in conjunction with the increase in the absolute and effec
tive number of parties, it is clear that these trends are often a result of
the strongest party's losing seats without being replaced by another
strong party. Instead, a plethora of small clientelistic parties with no
roots in society beyond the immediate networks of individual candi
dates filled the seats, causing high levels of fragmentation in many
districts. Taken together, all these indicators provide a comprehensive
account of the high levels of fluidity and fragmentation in the local
party systems of Eastern Indonesia.

In the following section I will discuss some of the potential rea
sons for the various trends illustrated so far. In particular, I will
explain why fragmentation is generally higher at the local level than
at the national level, why levels of fragmentation in nearly all sub
national party systems have increased so consistently over time, and
why fragmentation is particularly high in Eastern Indonesia. The
focus will be on the role of electoral institutions, the interplay
between party and party system institutionalization, and the nature of
electoral campaigning at the local level.

Causes of Weak Party System Institutionalization
at the Local Level
Hicken and Kuhonta (2011) provide a useful overview of the most
salient factors that may influence the way party systems develop and
add important insights from their own comparative study of Asian
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party systems at the national level. Of the five sets of variables they
discuss, three-the passage of time, timing or period effect, and the
characteristics of the previous regime-are either not very helpful or
simply irrelevant for the provincial and district case studies presented
here. The previous regime type, for instance, was the same for all of
these parliaments. The passage of time is very short for all local par
liaments, with the number of elections that have been held ranging
from one to three depending on the year of the creation of the
province or district. In any case, longevity as a variable has no
explanatory power in the case of Indonesianlocal parliaments as
party systems have, contrary to theoretical expectations, destabilized
rather than stabilized. Finally, there is no strong evidence that the
timing effect has had an impact. Regardless of whether district par
liament elections were first held in 1999, 2004, or 2009, the highest
ENLPs were almost always recorded for 2009. At the same time, lev
els of volatility in places that had their first elections in 1999 show
no distinctively different pattern from those that had their first elec
tion only in 2004.

In the following section, therefore, I focus primarily on the other
two variables discussed by Hicken and Kuhonta-political institu
tions and politicized social cleavages-but I also broaden the discus
sion by considering factors such as patterns of party organization, the
changing nature of political campaigning, and the role of the media.
I establish clear causal links between these factors and the generally
very high levels of local party system fragmentation and the consis
tent trend toward ever-increasing levels of fragmentation in many
areas. Explaining spatial variance, however, is a bit more complex.
As will be outlined below, historical and sociocultural factors such as
religion and its translation into party political loyalties appear to play
a role, but more comprehensive (possibly quantitative) analysis
would need to be done to elucidate more precisely why fragmenta
tion has been particularly high in Eastern Indonesia.

Electoral Institutions
The observed trend toward greater fragmentation of local party sys
tems needs to be seen against the background of Indonesia's decen
tralization process. Since the beginning of this process, political posi
tions in the regions have carried much more prestige than during the
centralized New Order era (Erb and Sulistiyanto 2009; Schulte Nord
holt and van Klinken 2007). Institutional change in the form of far-
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reaching decentralization measures therefore provided important
incentives for people to join political parties and seek office in local
parliaments. This corresponds broadly with Chhibber and Kollman's
(2004) argument that greater authority for subnational governments
facilitates fragmentation." However, the enhanced attractiveness of a
political career at the local level does not explain why so many aspir
ing local politicians have chosen to join small rather than large par
ties. Nor does it provide any obvious reasons why so many voters
have supported these politicians by voting for them. Decentraliza
tion-induced fragmentation is often caused by the emergence of
regional parties founded specifically to represent the interests of
localized constituencies (Thorlakson 2007), but in Indonesia no
regional parties exist as party laws require all Indonesian parties to
be national in scope." It is therefore imperative to look at more spe
cific aspects of institutional change including the impact of changes
to the electoral rules since 1999.

Scholars of party system formation have long acknowledged the
significant potential of electoral rules to shape the nature of party
systems (Cox 1997; Hicken 2009; Reilly 2006; Sartori 1976;
Taagepera and Shugart 1989). While there are dozens if not hundreds
of different types of electoral systems, a basic differentiation can be
made between majoritarian systems that aim to provide the founda
tions for stable governments and more permissive systems such as
proportional representation that seek to foster stronger linkages
between parties and voters. The inherent risk with permissive elec
toral rules is of course that they become too permissive, facilitating
high levels of fragmentation and instability under the pretext of pro
viding a fair and proportional level of popular representation. To pre
vent fragmentation, countries that use a form of proportional repre
sentation often apply electoral thresholds to limit the number of
parties in parliament.

With regard to Indonesia, the most decisive factor in shaping the
different trends between the national party system and the various
local party systems has indeed been the evolution of the electoral
rules that have regulated the conduct of Indonesian elections since
1999. Like many other young democracies, Indonesia too has experi
mented with a range of electoral systems since it began its democra
tization process (Horowitz 2013). Elections for executive positions,
for example, have changed from indirect elections through parlia
ments (both national and local) to direct elections since 2004. In its
parliamentary elections, meanwhile, Indonesia initially used a closed
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list proportional representation system with a low electoral threshold
of 2 percent in 1999, then a partially open list system with a slightly
higher yet still fairly low electoral threshold of 2.5 percent in 2004,
and then an open list system with a parliamentary threshold of 2.5
percent in 2009. District magnitude has been progressively reduced
since 1999 in an effort to make it harder for small parties to win seats,
but as Choi (2010) has demonstrated by calculating the effective num
ber of parties based on vote shares at the constituency level (rather
than seats in parliament), these changes were utterly ineffective.

In the context of this article, the single most important reform
was the change to the implementation of the threshold regulation in
2009. In the two previous elections in 1999 and 2004, parties that
failed to meet the threshold were still allowed to enter parliament,
but they were not allowed to contest the following election under the
same name. After this regulation was first applied in 1999, several
parties reconstituted themselves under only slightly altered names
and then competed again in the 2004 election. The most prominent
example is the Prosperous Justice Party (Partai Keadilan Sejahtera,
PKS), which had initially participated in the 1999 election under the
name Justice Party (Partai Keadilan, PK). After winning only 1.4 per
cent of the vote and thus failing to meet the electoral threshold, it
entered parliament with seven legislators and then renamed itself
PKS ahead of the 2004 election. In 2004, this mode of applying a
threshold was retained, leading to the consequence that several par
ties that failed to meet the now slightly raised threshold once again
reregistered for the 2009 election only under marginally altered
names. In 2009, however, the threshold regulation was applied in a
more conventional fashion, disqualifying any party that failed to
meet the threshold from sending members to parliament. The impact
was felt immediately as only nine out of the thirty-eight competing
parties met the 2.5 percent barrier.

Interestingly, however, this reform to the threshold regulation was
not implemented at the subnational level. Small parties and local
politicians had lobbied hard for provincial- and district-level politics
to be left untouched by the changing threshold regulations, arguing
that local political conditions were different from the national level
and that a uniform application of the threshold would undermine the
spirit of decentralization. The success of these lobbying efforts, com
bined with the switch to a fully open party list system, paved the way
for a significant divergence in the trajectories of the national and local
parliaments. While the national parliament saw a reduction in both
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absolute and effective numbers of parties, the overwhelming majority
of local parliaments experienced the reverse trend in 2009. However,
while electoral institutions can explain why the broader trends
between the national and local levels differ, they cannot account for
the sometimes extreme extent of fragmentation in Eastern Indonesia.
As has been shown before, fragmentation in this part of the country
is much higher than in the Western parts, even though all provinces
have used the same electoral institutions in all elections.

How Party Institutionalization
Impacts Party System Institutionalization
The impact of institutional change cannot be overstated, but permis
sive rules that provide incentives for certain political behavior alone
cannot explain why both politicians and voters have responded to
these incentives in the ways they did. Where party systems are built
around strongly institutionalized parties with effectively organized
party apparatus and deep roots in society, voters could be expected to
shun the new incentives to vote for new or small parties and continue
to support the parties they have grown accustomed to. But if parties
are poorly institutionalized, both party members and voters will feel
more easily inclined to switch their loyalties.

In Indonesia most parties are indeed poorly institutionalized.
They lack strong enforceable rules to regulate their internal affairs,
are notoriously short of financial resources, and only have a very
small base of loyal supporters (Tomsa 2008). Increasing dealignment
is visible in the consistent loss of voter support for the core parties
and the growing number of swing voters (Tomsa 2010). These trends
are not only mirrored but arguably even more pronounced at the local
level, especially in Eastern Indonesia, where party roots have always
been less established than on Java. Though there is growing aware
ness among politicians that elections can no longer be won by just
distributing some money on the morning of election day (the so
called serangan fajar) , local party boards are still largely inactive in
between election periods.

Parties do of course spring into action during election times.
However, rather than demonstrating their strength, they often
descend into destructive internal bickering over candidatures and
positions, often exposing themselves to public ridicule. This is par
ticularly true during elections for local executives where parties
operate as crucial gatekeepers in the nomination process for prospec-
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tive governors, mayors, and district heads. Most parties nowadays
use public opinion surveys conducted by an ever-growing number of
consultants to determine their candidates, but it is also not uncom
mon that parties grant the nominations either to members of domi
nant clientelistic networks or simply to external candidates who are
willing to pay the local party boards huge amounts of money to
secure the nomination (Buehler and Johnson Tan 2007). Either way,
competence, merit, or service to the party is rarely considered to be
an asset in these struggles for local power. But the rules that deter
mine "electability" are fluid, leaving room for disagreements and
diverging interpretations. As a result, prospective candidates who
lose out in the nomination process of one party often jump ship to
other parties. Frustrated supporters of losing would-be candidates
often then vent their anger at the party and are unlikely to support
that party in the next election."

The ubiquity of splits, defections, and ill-discipline among party
members at the local level, as well as the inability by party bosses
and boards to solve internal strife through widely accepted regula
tions, highlights deficiencies in key dimensions of party institution
alization, namely, the internal organization of the party apparatus and
the rootedness of the party in a fixed social milieu (Mainwaring and
Scully 1995; Randall and Svasand 2002). It also highlights the causal
connection between party institutionalization and party system insti
tutionalization. As Hicken and Kuhonta (2011, 2) point out, "institu
tionalized parties ... play an important role in party system institu
tionalization, since the stability of interparty competition must
necessarily depend on the presence of cohesive and ideological
organizations creating a setting for patterned electoral contests."
Most of Indonesia's parties are neither cohesive nor ideological, and
the absence of these attributes is particularly pronounced at the local
level where "party shopping" (Aspinall 2013, 40) by local notables
and other powerful figures has become an all too familiar pattern.

Fragmentation within local party systems, then, occurred as an
almost logical consequence of the combined effects of poorly designed
electoral institutions and weak party institutionalization. Once the
institutional setting had provided the incentives, it became clear that
the bigger parties' failure to invest in party building had resulted in a
double dilemma. On the one hand, the parties lacked sufficient top
down management to enforce internal discipline from the center to the
regions while, at the same time, they lacked genuine political values
that could link ordinary members and supporters at the grassroots more
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tightly to the party. Thus, in the lead-up to the 2004 and 2009 elections
many of the parties that had done well in 1999 were unable to prevent
large-scale defections as many aspiring local politicians who lacked
the resources to compete with the established party elites took advan
tage of the open list system by joining smaller parties where they could
immediately get a leading position in the party structure or a candida
ture for parliament. In the elections these candidates effectively repre
sented themselves, banking on the strength of their personal prestige
while using the party merely as a symbolic vehicle necessary to com
pete in the election. To this end, growing party system fragmentation at
the local level was a result of both electoral system change as well as
the failure of the big parties to, as Panebianco (1988) once put it,
become valuable in and of themselves.

Significantly, the extent of party institutionalization also helps
explain the spatial variation in fragmentation between Eastern and
Western Indonesia. In Java and, to a somewhat lesser extent, Suma
tra local party systems are only moderately fragmented because they
are still shaped to some degree by the prevalence of the politicized
religious cleavages that once characterized Indonesian politics in the
1950s. In Eastern Indonesia, by contrast, social cleavages are far less
"particized" (Ufen 2013), not least because this region was barely
touched by the first phase of party development in the 1950s. Dur
ing the New Order, this party political vacuum was quickly filled by
Golkar, which became so dominant that in some areas of Sulawesi it
recorded election wins with more than 90 percent of the vote. When
Golkar's electoral hegemony came to an end in 1999, the party was
initially successful in defending its dominant position in many local
parliaments, thereby providing a stabilizing effect to the party system
(Croissant and Voelkel 2012, 249). Subsequent elections, however,
revealed that Golkar's strength was never built on deep roots in soci
ety but mostly on a dense web of clientelistic networks (Tomsa
2008). As competitive elections became the norm in post-Suharto
Indonesia, more and more locally powerful officeholders who had
acted as important vote getters for Golkar in the past abandoned the
former regime party and joined smaller parties.

Table 4 shows that by 2009, Golkar's strength was fading even in
some of its best-established strongholds in North and Southeast
Sulawesi. In other provinces its share of seats in provincial parlia
ments (Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat Daerah, DPRD) fell to levels sim
ilar to those in the national DPR. It is in these areas in Eastern
Indonesia, where Golkar once used to dominate the party system at
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will but now struggled to adapt to the changing dynamics of local
politics, that fragmentation increased most dramatically because no
other single party has been able to take the place Golkar once occu
pied. Instead, a multitude of small parties seized the opportunity,
establishing small isolated power bases for individual politicians who
more often than not were former Golkar officials who had lost out in
internal power struggles within the former regime party.

These dynamics are not unique to Sulawesi and adjacent islands,
but they are certainly more common in the eastern parts of Indone
sia than in Java and Sumatra where small parties have found it more
difficult to challenge the bigger parties due to the latter's deeper
roots and better organizational infrastructures. A look at the extent
and regional variation of the parties' territorial penetration lends fur
ther evidence to this argument. In 2004, there were only six truly
nationalized parties that won seats in thirty or more provincial parlia
ments (Golkar, PDIP, and PKS as well as the Democratic Party [Par
tai Demokrat, PD], the National Mandate Party [Partai Amanat
Nasional, PAN], and the United Development Party [Partai Persatuan
Pembangunan, PPP]), while at the other end of the spectrum there
were fifteen small parties that only won seats in less than ten provin
cial parliaments. Significantly, nine out of these won most of their
seats in the Eastern provinces. For example, a party like the Indone
sian Justice and Unity Party (Partai Keadilan dan Persatuan Indone
sia, PKPI) won seats in just seven provincial parliaments, but only
two of these were in Western Indonesia (Aceh and Bengkulu) while
five were in Eastern Indonesia (Papua, Maluku, South Sulawesi,
Central Sulawesi, and North Sulawesi). Similarly, the Pelopor Party
only won seats in three provincial parliaments, and all of these were

Table 4 Golkar's Seat Share in Selected Provincial and
District Parliaments (in percentage)

Province 2004 2009 District 2004 2009

Gorontalo 54.3 24.4 Bombana 32.0 12.0
South Sulawesi 44.0 24.0 Kolaka 30.0 8.6
West Sulawesi 40.0 28.9 Konawe South 36.7 16.7
Southeast Sulawesi 37.8 20.0 Kendari 40.0 13.3
Central Sulawesi 37.8 20.0 Sangihe 56.0 28.0
North Sulawesi 37.8 26.7 South Minahasa 33.3 20.0
East Nusa Tenggara 38.2 20.0 North Minahasa 36.0 16.0
West Nusa Tenggara 27.3 18.2 Western Southeast Maluku 32.0 12.0
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located in the East (Maluku, West Sulawesi, East Nusa Tenggara).
The trend was even starker in 2009 when there were twenty-one
small parties with seats in fewer than ten provincial parliaments and
fourteen of these won the majority of their seats in the East. 10 Over
all, small parties won a mere total of twenty-nine seats in the twenty
one provincial DPRDs of Sumatra, Java, Bali, and Kalimantan, while
fifty-five seats were won by these small parties in the twelve
provinces east of the Wallace line (see Table 5).

Electoral Campaigning
The combination of poorly institutionalized parties and electoral
rules that facilitate personalistic politics has implications for the
nature of political campaigning, which in turn influences electoral
outcomes and hence the format of the party system. Arguably, the
most important development in the area of electoral campaigning in
Indonesia has been the use of lavish television advertisements and
the rise to prominence of professional pollsters and consultants
(Mietzner 2009b; Ufen 2010). Both of these trends have entailed a
massive explosion in costs and effectively excluded large parts of the
population from participating in electoral competitions. The use of
these new campaign techniques is most prominent in elections for
executive office, at both the national and local levels, but it is now
also commonplace for political parties to utilize the services of sur
vey institutes and political consultants to select their candidates for
the legislative party lists ahead of parliamentary elections. Once the
campaigns get under way in earnest, however, many candidates for
local parliaments still resort primarily to traditional methods of cam
paigning, even though there is now an ever-growing number of
locally based political consultants that offer a wide range of services
including public opinion surveys, performance evaluations for
incumbent legislators, branding, image making, and issue identifica
tion as well as training for public debates and speechmaking.

Especially in the more remote parts of the country, candidates in
local legislative elections often simply lack the financial resources to
hire such professional assistance. A public opinion survey at the
provincial level can cost several hundred million rupiah, and
expenses for placing strategic advertisements in newspapers and
local television stations can easily exceed one billion rupiah per
month. Asked about the importance of elections for the local media,
newspaper editors in Kendari and Manado frankly admitted that for
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them elections are primarily business opportunities. 11 Accordingly,
many local candidates think twice before placing expensive adver
tisements in local media or engaging the help of professional consult
ants. Furthermore, local candidates face the additional challenge of
vying for the voters' attention at the same time when candidates for
the national parliament also run their campaigns. Normally, these
candidates have far better financial resources at their disposal, which
they can use to assemble local success teams and secure access to
valuable advertising space in local media outlets. In these conditions
of concurrent high-stakes political competition at various levels, it is
the candidates for the district and municipality DPRDs that are usu
ally forced to rely on more traditional means of campaigning.

Anecdotal evidence from interviews with members of local par
liaments suggests that campaigning at this level is indeed still very
much based on the utilization of localized clientelistic networks
rather than expensive media campaigns. Candidates seek support
from a broad range of local organizations such as church and mosque
groups, adat organizations, neighborhood councils, and youth and
sports associations. Where candidates are members of families with
long-standing experience in local politics-which is often the case
they will use the family name to highlight their social standing and to
expand their clientelistic networks. 12 What is crucial in all this is that
candidates first and foremost try to sell themselves rather than a par
ticular program or policy, not to mention the vision of a particular
party. Asked about their campaign strategies, several politicians in
Sulawesi and Maluku admitted that they believed that for their sup
porters it did not really matter which party they represent. Accord
ingly, they put much more emphasis on their personal appeal than on
the role of the party. This is also evident in the countless campaign
posters that are plastered allover the country in the run-up to the
elections. A disproportionally large amount of these posters appear to
be for candidates for local DPRDs rather than national parliament,
indicating again that local legislative candidates continue to rely on
more traditional means of campaigning. What is striking about the
posters once again is that many of them heavily promote the candi
date rather than the party, even though it is mandatory for legislative
candidates to include the name of their party on the poster. 13

Thus, the logic of electoral competition effectively necessitates a
focus on the individual rather than the party. This in turn has led to
the phenomenon of party shopping, which occurs "when a local
bureaucrat or businessperson who has a strong presence in a particu-
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lar locale or possesses some other mobilizational advantage (e.g., a
clan affiliation, strong bureaucratic network, or simply enough
money to buy his/her way to office), rather than subjecting him/her
self to a number two position in a party dominated by a competitor,
will simply switch party" (Aspinall 2013, 40). This phenomenon was
first observed in the 2004 election when Indonesia still used the par
tially open list system, which required a candidate to secure a top
position on the party list to have a reasonable chance of winning a
seat (Tomsa 2008). In 2009, the fully open list system basically abol
ished this need, but many candidates still believe that they have a
better chance of winning a seat if they have a top position in a small
party rather than a low position in a big party." Once they have
moved to a small party, they will run their campaigns without regard
for the party they formally represent.

In essence, the campaign style used by many of these legislative
candidates is merely a reaction to the electoral rules. But it is also
recognition of the social reality in many parts of Eastern Indonesia.
A recent survey conducted by the Indonesian Survey Institute (Lem
baga Survei Indonesia 2012) in North Sulawesi and Maluku con
firmed, for example, that the charisma and track record of a legisla
tive candidate are far more important to most voters than the program
of the party for which the candidate runs (see Table 6).

Moreover, it is also important to note that regular access to the
local print media is by no means the norm for people in Sulawesi or
Maluku, so spending huge amounts of money on expensive adver
tisements may not be the best use of a candidate's money. Quoting
once again from the abovementioned LSI survey, only 15.8 percent
of respondents in Maluku read a newspaper at least once a week. In
North Sulawesi, the figure is 29.8 percent. This compares unfavor-

Table 6 What Voters Regard as "Very Important"
When Voting in a Legislative Election (in percentage)

Factors Influencing Voting Behavior North Sulawesi Maluku

Charisma of the candidate 54.8 63.7
Track record of the candidate 50.4 61.6
Candidate's program (vision and mission) 60.8 60.4
Program of the party that nominates the candidate 24.8 27.9
Religious background of the candidate 25.8 25.5
Ethnic background of the candidate 17.0 13.8
Family connection with the candidate 12.8 23.0
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ably with television, which is watched at least once a week by 92.2
percent of people in North Sulawesi and by 88.2 percent of people
in Maluku but which is of little use to local legislative candidates as
a medium for campaigning. Perhaps more importantly, out of the
already small numbers of people who do read the newspapers, only
13.6 percent in Maluku and 22 percent in North Sulawesi read the
papers primarily for news about local politics. Therefore, it is under
standable that many local legislators choose to ignore the media as a
means of campaigning and prefer traditional canvassing, door-to
door conversations, and publicly visible posters and banners. These
methods reinforce the message to the voter that the candidates prima
rily seek to sell themselves and that parties are secondary. After the
elections, the parliaments then reflect this reality. In the words of
Aspinall (2013, 41), "local representative bodies merely [represent]
individual leaders and their networks rather than collective interests
or programs that can be connected to national-level politics."

Conclusion
Taken together, the three factors outlined above have had a massive
impact on the development of Indonesia's local party systems. To
explain the difference with the increasingly consolidated national
party system, the single-most important factor has certainly been the
absence of a parliamentary threshold regulation, which made it easy
for small parties that failed to win seats at the national level to win
seats in local parliaments. The effects of this poorly designed part of
the electoral laws were further exacerbated over time as the electoral
system was transformed from a closed list PR system to an open list
PR system. This gradual institutional change provided crucial addi
tional incentives for both politicians and voters to choose small par
ties over the established parties, thus explaining not only the general
differences between the national and the local levels, but also the
consistent increase over time in the number of parties in local parlia
ments. The effects of the electoral system were further reinforced by
the changing nature of electoral campaigning in Indonesia. National
level campaigns have become increasingly professional and expen
sive since 2004, narrowing the chances of smaller parties to reach out
to voters. In local parliamentary elections, however, this profession
alization of campaigning is yet to replace the traditional network
based campaigning that has long dominated local elections. Unsur
prisingly, candidates for smaller parties have found it much easier to
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compete at the local level than at the national level, thus further con
tributing to the growing differences between party system institution
alization at the national and the local level.

If the general differences between the national and local party
systems and the consistent rise in local party system fragmentation
can be attributed to the combined effect of electoral institutions and
the changing nature of electoral campaigning, the reasons for the spa
tial differences between local party systems in Eastern and Western
Indonesia are slightly less straightforward. In some areas, high levels
of party system fragmentation appear to be influenced by the degree
of human development while in others ethnic fragmentation corre
lates with fragmentation in the party system. However, there are also
many counterexamples of provinces where party system fragmenta
tion is apparently not influenced by either human development or
ethnic fragmentation.

More significant appears to be the prevalence of religious cleav
ages and their translation into party politics. Although today's parties
are nowhere near as deeply rooted in distinct social milieus as their
predecessors of the 1950s, cleavages based on religious worldviews
do retain a certain degree of salience in contemporary Indonesian
party politics (Mietzner 2013; Ufen 2013). The differences between
the party systems in the Eastern and Western parts of the country,
however, indicate that this link between religious cleavages and the
party system is primarily confined to Java, where it is reflected in the
ongoing though gradually declining strength of larger parties and a
comparatively low degree of fragmentation. In most parts of Eastern
Indonesia, on the other hand, parties lack the historical heritage from
the 1950s and possess neither organizational infrastructures nor
value-infused roots in society. In many ways, party politics in these
areas is more reminiscent of the extremely fragmented party land
scapes in neighboring Papua New Guinea and parts of Melanesia
(Fraenkel and Aspinall 2013) than Java or Sumatra. More research
will need to be done to establish to what extent and in what manner
cleavage structures affect local party system fragmentation.

Overall, the analysis of Indonesia's local party systems high
lights two broader problems inherent in Indonesia's democratization
process. First, decentralization-a key component of the democrati
zation process-has made local parliaments neither more efficient
nor more accountable. Despite the creation of institutional incentives
that enhanced the attractiveness of local office, local parties and
party systems remain poorly institutionalized because inadequately
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conceptualized reforms designed to devolve power to the local level
did not entail specific measures to concurrently strengthen local
party organizations. As a result, efficiency is compromised by the
sheer numbers of legislative parties, while accountability is weak
ened by the high levels of volatility. Second, the analysis here pro
vides a new perspective on Indonesian party politics, which cautions
against too much optimism after some recent works tended to empha
size the more positive developments at the national level. Clearly, the
high levels of fragmentation in local party systems reveal that sig
nificant weaknesses in organizational and programmatic develop
ment continue to exist, especially in Eastern Indonesia where parties
are still failing to fulfill some of their most basic political functions.
For example, fragmentation here is not at all indicative of enhanced
representation of societal interests or the kind of conflict-mitigating
multipolar fluidity that Horowitz (2013) has described. Where parties
merely represent individuals or family clans rather than broader com
munities, they contribute little, if anything at all, to conflict manage
ment between social groups. Instead, they simply render parliamen
tary processes meaningless and paralyze regional development.

The 2014 election will slow down and even reverse some of the
trends discussed in this article. While volatility is likely to remain
fairly high, the absolute number of parties (and probably also the effec
tive number of parties) in many districts will decrease due to revisions
made to the electoral laws in 2012. This latest election law stipulates
that any party that fails to pass an increased threshold of 3.5 percent
at the national level will not be considered for the seat allocation at the
provincial, municipal, and district levels (Buehler 2012). Moreover,
registration requirements for political parties were tightened substan
tially, leading to the disqualification of most of the smaller parties on
the grounds of lacking organizational infrastructure in the regions. In
early 2013, the General Election Commission (Komisi Pemilihan
Umum, KPU) announced that only twelve parties would be allowed to
run in the 2014 election." The impact of this KPU decision was felt
immediately at the local level, where politicians who had previously
run for small parties were now scrambling to be accommodated by
those parties that were declared eligible for 2014. In all three provinces
visited for this article, members from established parties like Golkar,
PDIP, PAN, PD, PKS, and Hanura stated that they had been approached
by incumbent members of provincial and district DPRDs in need of a
new electoral vehicle. At the same time, several parties admitted that
they were now actively trying to poach members from the small par-
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ties that will not be allowed to contest the next election. Thus, it is
clear that at least in some respects party systems will stabilize as a
result of institutional change. However, just like at the national level,
this stabilization will be built on porous foundations without institu
tionalized parties (Tomsa 2010). The following five years will show if,
and if yes, to what extent, such an institutionally engineered stabiliza
tion will have an impact on the performance of local parliaments and
the future prospects of local party organizations.

Dirk Tomsa is a senior lecturer in the Department of Politics, Philosophy, and
Legal Studies at La Trobe University, Melbourne. He is the author of various
articles, books, and book chapters on Indonesian politics including Party Politics
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nesia, Thailand, and the Philippines (coedited with Andreas Ufen, 2013).
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1. See, for example, Dewi Fortuna Anwar's comments in Suara Pem
baruan (2012).

2. Stable party systems with strong parties of course also exist in non
democratic regimes (for example, in Malaysia or Singapore); however, they
are not a quintessential feature of authoritarianism. A functioning modern
democracy, on the other hand, is inconceivable without reasonably well
institutionalized parties and party systems due to the parties' key role in pro
viding electoral accountability and representation of societal interests.

3. Volatility is measured by calculating the net changes in the percent
age of seats (or votes) won or lost by all parties from one election to another
divided by two (Pedersen 1979). The effective number of parties index,
which measures the relative strength of parties in a party system, is meas
ured by calculating the ratio of the sum of the squared seat (or vote) propor
tion of all parties in the system (Laakso and Taagepera 1979).

4. The share of the five biggest parties decreased dramatically to just 66
percent in 2004 and then a little further to 61 percent in 2009.

5. Provincial data for the first democratic election of the post-Suharto
period in 1999 were only available for fifteen provinces and were therefore
excluded from the analysis here. It is, however, noteworthy that out of these
fifteen provinces, twelve had the lowest ENLP in 1999 and all of them had
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the highest in 2009. Thus, while incomplete, these figures do lend further
weight to the trends described in this article.

6. A closer look at individual districts reveals that there was only one
municipality where the ANLP was not the highest in 2009 (Tomohon) and
only three districts where the ENLP in 2009 was lower than in previous
years (Kepulauan Talaud, Kolaka North, and Buru). Individual district data
are available from the author.

7. See Schakel (2013) for an overview of how the extent and nature of
regional authority as well as other variables affect congruence between
national and local elections in established democracies.

8. Stipulations for party branch offices have been progressively tighte
ned from election to election. The 2008 party law that formed the regulatory
basis for the 2009 election, for example, stated that parties must have
regional chapters in two-thirds of all provinces and in two-thirds of the total
number of regencies/municipalities in the province. The only exception was
Aceh, where local parties are allowed to exist as part of the special auton
omy framework.

9. Such outbreaks of violent frustration occur frequently, but are usually
short-lived and locally confined. In the run-up to the 2013 gubernatorial
election in Maluku, for example, both PDIP and Golkar offices were ran
sacked by marauding supporters of politicians who had failed to secure a
nomination for the election.

10. Two new parties, Gerindra and Hanura, immediately won seats in
nearly all provincial parliaments in 2009, bringing the number of truly
nationalized parties to eight. In between the truly nationalized parties and
the tiny parties discussed in this section is a relatively small group of mod
erately nationalized parties with a medium level of territorial penetration in
2004 and 2009, respectively: these include PKB (seats in twenty-three
provinces in both 2004 and 2009), PBB (twenty-two and twenty), PBR
(twenty-three and sixteen), PDS (eighteen and fifteen), PKPB (nine and thir
teen), and PPRN (ten in 2009).

11. Interviews with representatives from Kendari Pos, Manado Pos, and
Tribun Manado newspapers, October 2011 and February 2013.

12. Local politics is rife with attempts at building dynasties (Buehler
2013). Powerful families often have members in both the local executive
and parliaments as well as other influential organizations and, sometimes,
national parliament and party boards. Examples in the provinces studied
here include the Sarundajang, Mangindaan, and Baramuli families in North
Sulawesi and the Tuasikal and Latuconsina families in Maluku.

13. For a detailed analysis of Indonesian election campaign posters, see
Fox (2013).

14. Results from the national elections vindicate this. Out of 560 legis
lators elected to the national parliament, only 30 won their seats from a list
place lower than fourth (Tomsa 2010, 144).

15. Initially, only ten parties passed the KPU's verification process, but
the number was later revised after a successful legal challenge from two
smaller parties (Detiknews 2013).
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