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ABSTRACT 
 
Jakarta is a bifurcation of massive urbanization in both the informal and formal 
sectors, a juxtaposition that lends the informal to act as the ‘residual’- easily 
disposed of whenever modernization calls for evictions and urban reclamations. 
New developments of exclusive superblocks and inner-city malls diminish the 
public realm through the continued dissolution of public spaces, even after the end 
of Indonesia’s authoritarian regime. In recent times, the city administration 
promises greater community participation in forming the Jakarta 2030 Spatial 
Masterplan. In this context, new political processes and paradigmatic shifts in 
understanding informality in Jakarta can lead to new springs of urban 
explorations. In addition, re-thinking under-utilized physical spaces within the 
urban fabric such as the ‘Kolong Tol’ – the space underneath the tollway – allows 
for a renewed public imagination. 
 
By documenting the lessons learned from the story of Jakarta’s Kolong Tol and 
the experiences in the Rawa Bebek informal community, this paper explores both 
discursive and practical modes of arguments for participatory spatial planning 
and the need for multi-scalar interdisciplinary collaboration to incubate a more 
sustainable and equitable future. Although the participatory method may have its 
challenges, it can become a tool for capacity building and empowerment, which 
may result in more resilient communities and urban spaces. On the other end of 
the spectrum, the government should begin to recognize the need for localized 
grassroots political mobilizations in order to achieve a successful synthesis of top-
down and bottom-up approaches. 
 
Keywords: participatory planning, spatial planning, infrastructural urbanism, 
urban development 
 
Introduction: Symbolic Urbanism and the Proliferation of 
Design Gaps 
 
 “…bullet cars with cooled interiors push through the thick, humid phlegm; along 
the second even more viscous one, that of fear – urban fear…” – Lars Lerup 
(2007)  
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In the wake of Indonesia’s independence, there was a national urge to create a 
unifying identity for the fragmented archipelago. In 1949, Jakarta was crowned 
the capital of the nation and began her course as a centralized node of power and 
economy. Under Sukarno’s Guided Democracy, the city underwent a series of 
symbolic modernizations in urban form and a concentration of ‘nationalist 
urbanism’ manifest in large infrastructural projects and monuments (Kusno 2004). 
The concentration of power and economy, in effect, caused a wave of mass 
migration into the city from the rural regions, which caused overpopulation, 
informal growth and a milieu of urban problems. This exclusivist, megalomaniac 
developmental trend continued under Suharto’s New Order. Over the 32 years of 
authoritarian rule, the public was dissolved systemically by political oppression 
and market liberalization. Public spaces often came in the form of controlled 
spaces such as Dunia Fantasi (Dufan) amusement park and shopping malls. More 
often than not, these spaces also privilege access to automobile. 

The fall of Suharto’s regime came with the traumatizing event of the May 1998 
riots, which still haunts the urban spaces of Jakarta. During the riots and the 
ensuing period of reformation, there was an exponential increase in fear, realized 
through the proliferation of gated communities and vast suburban developments. 
When Indonesia began to regain its stability in 2000, the country entered a new 
era of democracy and decentralization. More recently, the city experienced a new 
form of symbolic development. Rather than focusing on national identity, the city 
began to follow the trends of globalizing cities, where symbolic growth of large-
scale, privatized developments and infrastructure became the price point in global 
markets. As Kusno (2004) points out, “The most important impulse of city power, 
however, stems from discourses of national prestige through which the political 
elites of the country produce Jakarta as a city of influence. By insisting that the 
nation needs all kinds of ‘development’, infrastructure and monuments in one 
place, they transform the physical spaces of the city.”  

The immediate political and geographical history of Jakarta has proliferated 
design and political gaps, and a continued decline in the public realm, both in 
physical form as well as in the collective minds of the inhabitants. The new 
globalized market led to the growth of exclusive malls and speculative superblock 
developments, internalizing the public, which inadvertently denies access to those 
who cannot afford it. The ad-hoc process of Jakarta’s infrastructural 
developments, such as road works, also caused the systematic marginalization of 
many communities. In the 1990s, the Jakarta Inner Ring Road (JIRR) was 
constructed and completed, leading to a series of evictions of kampungs via 
eminent domain (Harjoko 2004). With the combination of fear, the utopian 
impulse for symbolic projects in both the public and private sector continually 
reduces public spaces in the city, which are significant assets for socio-political 
transactions that will result in true nationalism. The recent events of the Kolong 
Tol issue and the response of the communities, institutions and organizations 
involved demonstrated a great potential to re-build Jakarta’s civic and social 
capacity amongst the urban poor. 

Bifurcated Urbanism: Immediate History of the Kolong Tol 
 
Jakarta’s phenomenon of the Kolong Tol communities is a result of interplay 
between geographical and political tensions. The centralization of money and 
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power in Jakarta resulted in mass urbanization in bifurcated directions. Both 
formal and informal sectors grew rapidly. Symbolic urban processes of Jakarta 
such as the construction of the elevated toll way, has generated lands or 
geographic conditions that are not viable for the market. They become 
marginalized spaces such as hazard zones adjacent to rivers or canals and difficult 
spaces such as under the toll way. The land under the toll way faces managerial 
difficulties as it usually crosses, intersects or sits in between districts and sub-
districts. Moreover, there is a complex network of urban actors such as the 
kecamatans, kelurahans, private toll way operators and other government agencies 
that are responsible or tangentially responsible for these spaces, resulting in 
further confusion and difficulty. These challenges deter governmental bodies from 
fully understanding and resolving pertinent issues of under-utilized spaces, 
poverty and community development.  
 
In 1996, Tol Pelabuhan or the Cawang-Tanjung Priok-Pluit elevated toll way was 
completed. In the process, it evicted a number of communities due to unresolved 
land-release attempts by the government. After the events of 1998, massive 
urbanization was accompanied with political instability in the period of 
“reformasi”. As a result, this political confusion and sedentariness at the top left 
the growth of informal communities and continued invasion underneath 
unregulated. The Kolong Tol became a convenient housing solution during this 
time due to the physical security and shelter it provided. In 2002, housing decree 
No. 214/KPTS/M/2002 granted the private toll way operators authority over the 
land use. As a short-term solution to the population and housing pressures, the 
Kolong Tol communities were given permission to establish a two-year temporary 
settlement. For close to a decade the communities grew rapidly, along with other 
forms of informal settlements, such as those along the riverbanks and railway 
tracks. In 2004, the Ministry of Housing and Human Settlement (Kimpraswil) 
visited the Kolong Tol sites and requested evacuation of the site. The 
communities’ request for the extension of the permission was rejected, despite the 
fact that the government had not found an alternative solution for the housing 
problem. Meanwhile, ad-hoc and short-term solutions continued to alleviate the 
conditions of the informal communities. Basic urban services such as electricity 
and municipal waste management were provided. The Kolong Tol communities 
continue to densify in 10 strategic clusters across North Jakarta. Pekerjaan Umum 
(PU or Department of Public Works) reported that there were approximately 5,151 
households (in another report by Urban Poor Consortium (UPC) there were 4,646 
families). In 2006, the Public Work minister annulled the 2002 housing decree and 
the first eviction notification letter was sent to the Kolong Tol communities. In 
early 2007, fire engulfed the community near Gedung Panjang in Penjaringan, 
resulting in the loss of homes and hefty infrastructural damages. On August 31, 
2007, 7,123 public order officers were mobilized to evict what were reportedly 
18,584 people. Structures were removed and there was a massive exodus of the 
communities to other parts of the city. For the holders of Jakarta Identity Cards 
(KTP), they were relocated to affordable public housing – RUSUN (Rumah 
Susun) – in Kapuk and Marunda area, while those who are not registered were 
forced to move back to their original villages. On August 5, 2008, the governor 
signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) to manage the Kolong Tol space 
and zoned it as green space, or Ruang Tanah Hijau (RTH). (Departemen Pekerjaan 
Umum 2009) 
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Fig 1. Images of RW 13, Rawa Bebek, Penjaringan, Jakarta Utara (Source: Barry 
Beagen) 

 
The timeline of events was a result of conflicts that outline the need for more 
public engagement and the need for informed technocratic interventions that goes 
beyond traditional boundaries of the design and planning field. Now, the 
previously vibrant and active communities under the toll way have been removed, 
but dense poor communities around or adjacent to the toll ways still exist such as 
in Rawa Bebek, Lodan, Warakas and Papango. The elevated portion of the toll 
way is about 20 km long, located within more than 7 districts (kecamatan). The 
dispute of the land is not only a conversation amongst the neighborhoods that are 
directly affected – its complexity involves the city at large. The history and 
physical context of the spaces underneath the toll way have the potential for new 
political and urban imaginings. Currently, there are various initiatives that are 
developing in these areas. For example, Papango and Warakas have been given 
community spaces and there are plans by the local government to plant 1,000 trees 
over the next few years (Harian Pelita). These initiatives may seem like a step 
forward, however, there is a need to review these efforts so as to create a long-
term solution and strategies for more capacity building in these regions. This new 
imagination can be very well illustrated in the case of RW 13, a pro-active 
community in the Rawa Bebek, Penjaringan. 
 
Participation as Political Infill: The Case of Rawa Bebek RW 13 
 
The Rawa Bebek community is one of the most resilient agglomerations of 
kampungs in the city. Nested within a mesh of industrial district of factories and 
warehouses, it is a great source of employment and thus the reason for its rapid 
increase in density over the years. Since 2008, the RW 13 community has been 
working with Mercy Corps and Universitas Indonusa Esa Unggul on a 
Participatory Spatial Planning (PSP) project. Before the project started, a 
grassroots community organization Kelompok Masyarakat Peduli Kolong Tol 
(KMPKT) was formed. It is made up of local youth leaders that developed initial 
plans of the possible facilities for the Kolong Tol of RW 13. KMPKT also 
represents a hopeful form of micro-politics, from the bottom-up. They have been 
able to mobilize the community to work on projects such as painting of the toll 
column structures and constructing bamboo planters using money raised by the 
community. They have also become the community liaison and facilitator for the 
non-profit organizations such as Mercy Corps and Indonusa University in the PSP 
process. 
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The motivation of the PSP project was to develop a scalable and replicable 
community-driven process that not only solves the dispute of the Kolong Tol 
spaces, but also creates an active strategy that can be applied in other contexts that 
involve the urban poor and multiple stakeholders. Another specific goal of the 
PSP project was to identify and formulate the commitments of the various 
stakeholders at the outset, such that future positive interventions (in Kolong Tol 
and beyond) can occur much more smoothly. 
 
Process 
 
Participation of the community is important in the context of Jakarta because of 
the prevalent sidestepping of the poor in urban processes, as seen in the frequent 
eviction cases in the city (Harjoko 2004). In the PSP process, more than 600 
community members were present during the first participatory activity. There 
was also involvement by women, children and the elderly in RW 13, groups that 
are typically neglected in the decision-making process. This results in a more 
diverse conservation that not only increases the useful data for user-input in the 
planning of the space, but also in the empowerment and inclusion of these groups. 
On the other hand, there was a clear understanding that private and public 
stakeholders such as CMNP, Jasa Marga, and the local government, including its 
constituent agencies, are as important in the process. The PSP sought to bring the 
various groups together, while Mercy Corps (the NGO) and Indonusa University 
act as facilitators and mediators in the process. 
 
The PSP project was able to catalyze the imagination of the communities and the 
stakeholders. The outcome of the process in RW 13 was a community space, the 
functions or programs of which have been determined by the participatory 
process.  Sixty-five scenarios were extracted from the charrette, reflecting 
possibilities for the future use of land under the toll road – integrating 
environmental, community and economic functions as well as transport and other 
forms of urban services. Each scenario was accomplished through the facilitated 
exercise of smaller groups. This exercise was important in generating excitement 
in order to identify the aspirations of individuals within the community. They 
were then systematically organized into matrices of prioritized functions. The PSP 
process went through a rigorous process that does not begin and end with 
participation in the form of charette. As Van Den Broeck (2004) suggested, 
“‘Workshops’ act as broad-based assemblies and open forums. Most importantly, 
they act as avenues for initiating discussion on key issues and problems…they 
created environments conducive to informal discussions and productive social 
networking”. Thus, beyond the massive community mobilizations, the PSP 
included follow-up activities, which aimed at capacity building of the community 
leaders and facilitators. For example, activities such as the Training of Training 
(TOT), Proposal Making and the Leadership Training were conducted. Regular 
meetings also ensured that the community was involved in the process throughout 
and continued to be updated about the progress. Representatives of Mercy Corps, 
Indonusa University, KMPKT and other interested community members usually 
attended these meetings, which were kept open to the public. (Sukowati 2009) 
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Fig 2. Images of the First Participatory Process (Source: Mercy Corps) 

 
Benefits 
 
Although the PSP process is not yet over, there are some lessons and benefits that 
can already be extracted. Through this process, benefits can be secured and 
committed for the communities, involved parties and even the city. Prior to this 
exercise, the city banned activities and passed restrictive legislation in the 
governance of the space. There was little innovation or thought to how the space 
might be turned into an asset. The emptied land was used for parking and illegal 
dumping of garbage. Scavengers or pemulung also use the space as storage for 
their waste collection. With the PSP process, the community of RW 13 was able to 
gain access to the Kolong Tol for crucial socially and economically productive 
activities. At the same time, the toll way operators were able to prevent future 
threats to their structure, like fire hazards, by negotiating the types of activities 
and structures that can be built. 
 
In the future, the local communities may be able to derive economic benefits from 
potential services that will be in operation under the toll road, such as garbage 
collection. The local government would also be able to reduce spending on illegal 
land usage enforcement. And, because the community will be maintaining the 
space, the government would not have to spend money on occasional clean-ups. 
Similarly, the government could benefit politically by winning constituencies and 
support from the communities. The urban-poor residents would thus be recognized 
as civic participants that contribute to the space of the city. As for the social 
benefit, the consensus-based PSP process helps to facilitate and foster 
relationships between the government and the urban poor, so as to reduce conflicts 
and tensions that usually arise from uninformed decisions. Moreover, the process 
intensified placemaking of the Kolong Tol, such that the space is an integral part 
of the community’s daily activities. There is much mutual gain to be made. 
 
Challenges 

The PSP project, however, was not perfect. There were a number of challenges, at 
various levels, that force us now to think about future potentials. 
 
At the institutional level, the local governments were slow to respond. This may 
have been because of unfavorable political will, but a larger technical and 
developmental issue can also point to the inefficiencies. Despite the move towards 
decentralization, the current structure of governance and city administration still 
lack the technical and structural capabilities of collaborating with communities. 
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There is still a gap between the Kelurahan level to the Kecamatan level. In 
addition, city officials do not easily agree to support the public space because such 
land use implicitly perpetuates the quasi-informal settlements. 

The inefficiency of the process is also the result of a lack of intermediate outreach 
agencies within the local government and its departments that specifically deal 
with the urban poor and community development. The RW 13 PSP process was 
only able to organize one stakeholder meeting that was open to the public. 
Subsequently, there was difficulty in approaching the local government and the 
representatives of the private toll way operators. As the system stands, it is not 
only difficult to efficiently collect information about the city and its people, it is 
also difficult for communities to communicate with their local government 
officials about vital issues. There is a need to create an intermediate governmental 
agency that can effectively liaise between official government departments and the 
Kolong Tol communities or the urban poor in general. In order for such an agency 
to be successful it must be entirely autonomous, yet able to operate within and 
across the multiple ministries. In this way, the city can be less dependent on 
external NGOs that operate under time- and interest- dependent funding sources. 
However, this does not mean that the city should undermine the roles of the 
facilitating NGOs such as Mercy Corps. Rather, it allows NGOs to act more as a 
catalyst and consultant in the process. 

At the level of the project process, there is a need to not just involve political 
stakeholders (bureaucrats) but also technocrats such as architects, planners and 
engineers, in order to create an integrated workflow. This is to ensure that design 
and political gaps are filled through critical research of the physical space. For 
example, although the participatory process was carried out quite rigorously, there 
was not a comprehensive urban planning or urban design analysis of the site 
before the participatory process was initiated. While an urban design analysis does 
not necessarily dictate the planning product, which would defeat the purpose of 
PSP, a pre-assessment would at least uncover important information about the site 
– architectural, infrastructural and contextual – that would have informed the 
participatory process better. At the physical level, there are leakages in the toll 
way drainage pipes, flooding during heavy rain due to lack of storm water 
management, accumulated garbage and rubble that requires large mobilizations, 
and the fact that half of the RW 13 ‘kolong tol’ has raw sewage running across it, 
which does not create a healthy or productive public space. In order for this 
bottom-up approach to be more successful it has to be supported with a panel of 
expertise and extensive research that can only be done within the top-down 
system. By understanding the impact of the project in the larger context of the city 
both the development of Jakarta and the success and widening support of the 
project can be realized. As Van Den Broeck (2004) outlines from his experience in 
the city of Vinh, Vietnam, “(c)ommitment packages and policy agreements are 
tools for the co-production of policy and its implementation, as its eventual 
acceptance requires discussion and negotiation about ‘what to do and how to do 
it.’” Technical partners are important in formulating feasible arguments on how 
the physical space of the Kolong Tol can be beneficial to the city at large to assure 
local governments of their commitment. 
 
Thus, these challenges call for increasing synthesis between the bottom-up and 
top-down that can be moderated through technical interventions. This means that 
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architects, engineers and planners need to expand their traditional roles and begin 
to engage political and social objectives, not just as pure technical service 
providers. 

Prospects and Strategies for Jakarta 2030 

Jakarta has a critical mass of urban poor and informal economic sectors. Instead of 
perceiving the city as a sea of poor communities that is in the way of modern 
progress, the city has to engage in the condition critically, imagining unique forms 
of more sustainable and equitable development. By re-thinking the role of the 
urban poor and informal settlements, the city, government, private sector and the 
communities can develop strategies for a new alternative form of urbanism. This 
means that governments have to recognize the urban poor as “active agents of 
development” and that “the foundation of almost any solution to the problems of 
the urban poor lies in their potential to organize themselves” (Garau et al 2005). 
There is a need for the local government to support and recognize grassroots 
organizations. NGOs need to recognize their role more as a facilitators in the 
process; a catalytic agent that sets up frameworks – rather than a required expert. 
In addition, local governments can create information infrastructures and agents 
that are outreach oriented or action based rather than the usual ivory tower of 
policy developing institutions. As Albrechts (1999a) mentions, approaches such as 
traditional top-down planning “seem unfit and inadequate for tackling the global 
and local challenges that countries, regions and cities are facing today. Hence, in 
many countries, the need existed for a different type of planning that aims to 
intervene more directly, coherently and selectively in social reality and 
development”. This will allow for micro-level initiatives to thrive without the need 
for tedious and often conflicted direct intervention of the government. 
 
Grassroots organizations, such as KMPKT, are an exemplar of local community 
action and a stimulant for interventions and community empowerment. In order to 
amplify such mobilizations across the city, the local government can support the 
creation of networks amongst these nodes of actions so as to create a resilient 
mesh of information and solution exchange at the bottom. As suggested by Garau 
et al (2005), “local action and international knowledge can be strengthened by the 
support of networks of actors at all levels…Networking helps to ensure that 
lessons learned in one place can be applied to advantage other places.” In Jakarta, 
there is a need to uncover such assets and ensure that there is a steady shift from 
consulting only the expert intellects, to engaging the public in the decision-making 
process. 
  
The experience of the PSP process in Rawa Bebek and the Kolong Tol phenomena 
urges us to re-think how politicians and technocrats perceive marginalized spaces 
and informal communities, and reevaluate of the role of institutions and planners. 
Government, local authorities and NGOs should act as facilitators of the 
collective, not agents that act upon an institutionally derived will or knowledge. 
Participation and empowerment of local citizens is key to informing better 
democratic decisions. The discursive argument can only be carried through or be 
supplemented with direct action and interaction at the everyday level of 
neighborhoods, collectives and specific individuals. The logic of Calculus can be 
applied in planning or an analysis of urban problems: as the number of discretized 
elements increases, the greater an approximate it is to the ideal model.  
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Conclusion 
 
There is a great potential for participatory processes in Jakarta to infill political 
gaps that often result in unresolved conflicts. In his book, “Cities in Evolution”, 
Patrick Geddes (1915) recounts his experience in India, “This traditional planning 
approach, still very common in developing countries, starts with an often 
comprehensive survey followed by an analysis and interpretation of the data and 
results in a ‘master plan’, a kind of blueprint to guide the city’s development of a 
city” It has been almost a century since then, however, our society has not yet 
made significant progress in how urban processes operate. The city can also shift 
its urbanistic paradigm to create more strategic planning rather than the traditional 
master planning in the light of Jakarta 2030. The definition of strategic planning 
by Van Den Broeck (1995) is the “social process aimed at designing and realizing 
an intended spatial development of a given area. Within this process, four sub-
processes can be distinguished: one leading to the design of a dynamic and 
sustainable long-term perspective, a second dealing with daily policy, trouble-
shooting and process-supporting actions, a third dealing with a decision-making 
process involving all possible actors and, last but not least, a process to empower 
people to better their living conditions and to participate in society”. 
 
Architects, planners and engineers also have to expand their traditional roles as 
mere services and begin to engage creatively with local politics to innovate new 
spaces. In the essay, “Infrastructural Urbanism”, architect and educator Stan Allen 
(2007) identified the discipline of architecture as “material practices (ecology or 
engineering, for example) are concerned with the behavior of large scale 
assemblages over time”. They are mediators of the built environment. Allen also 
suggested to shift the practice towards a more “flexible and anticipatory” mode, 
“recognizing the collective nature of cities” and engaging with “multiple authors” 
at the same time. His definition can be extended to the urban actors of Jakarta’s 
Kolong Tol – the communities, NGOs, local institutions and the private sector. 
From the experiences of localizing Agenda 21 in Vinh, Van Den Broeck (2004) 
extracted that “(s)pace is the framework for social, cultural, economic and 
ecological artefacts and activities, wherein their relationships will be 
materialized…This implies the structure of space, seen as the expression of 
relationships, and the design of space as their form are key mediums for spatial 
quality and for sustainable development”. The various disciplines can form multi-
scalar collaboration so as to create design and material infill in the city. Design 
gaps have been generated not only because of the neglect of politics and real 
civilities, but also because of disciplinary silos that are not able to 
comprehensively solve Jakarta’s urban problems. The Kolong Tol is an example 
of a space that is full of potential. However, this new imagination requires 
collaboration at all levels. Apart from re-thinking spaces, places and the common 
perception of the urban poor, the local government can take steps to form an 
interface, a task force for productive interventions, which can navigate political 
and technical terrains, keeping in mind the continued engagement of the public. 
Rather than rejecting unfavorable conditions in the city, it is “…more of how to 
amplify existing ways of living and working in the city into an advanced regime of 
higher information density” (Osseo-Asare 2010). As Osseo-Asare puts it, this 
“advanced regime” can be achieved by the careful synthesis and engagement of 
multiple urban actors. 
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