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CHAPTER VE! 

STRONG STATE, MONOPOLY, AND CONTROL: 
OMBILIN UNDER THE NEW ORDER REGIME 

(1965-1996) 

Introduction 

In Chapter VII the formation of a new political configuration and competition in the mining 
society during the period 1960-1965 have been explored. The new political configuration 
consisted of an alliance of the nationalist, religious, and communist parties. In this alliance, the 
communists were dominant, especially among the lower levels of the mining society. Thanks to 
broader links and intensive contacts with many groups outside the company, their political 
power was strong. But stressed by the political support of the Javanese military manager, the 
regional left-wing military, and the OPR, the communists could manipulate, intimidate, and 
control the miners to further their political interests. 

The coup of September 1965 terminated the dominant position of the PKI and its mass 
organizations. It was followed by various violent actions and mass killings of the communists 
and their sympathizers especially in Java, Bali, and East Sumatra by the army.1 This chapter is an 
attempt to take a critical look at the economic and political changes brought about by this coup, 
and their translation into the lives of those who were working in the Ombilin coal-mines. Section 
1 deals with the economic status of coal and its impact on the working and living conditions of 
the miners, under the New Order regime, which inherited the enormous problems, left behind by 
"the old state" . Section 2 deals with the impact of the repressive politics of the New Order 
Regime on the control of the management and the politics of the miners. 

1. Coal and Coal Miners Before and After the Energy Crises 

After the political destruction of the PKI and the left wing of the PNI, Guided Democracy and 
the old principles of economic leadership were no longer tenable. Faced with the challenge of 
rebuilding the economic sector, the New Order government took a more positive view of the 
role of private capital, but at the same time prevented excesses of 'free-fight capitalism' 
(Robinson 1986:213). In order to fulfil its mission the state still continued to play an important 
role in economic development through what is called the state-owned corporate capital. 
Essentially, this took the form of terminals through which the state established production and 
co-operation with foreign companies that provided the bulk of indispensable investments. In the 
mining sector, state corporations like the Pertamina (oil), (tin mining) and Aneka Tambang 
(general mining) were built up. 

1995. 
About the Indonesian killings 1965-1966 in Java and Bali, see Cribb (ed.) 1990; Robinson 

For a more detailed analysis of this period see Booth 1998:161-72; Mas'oed 1989; Robison 
1986; According to Mas'oed, the economic crises was most cogently indicated by the feet that by 
April 1966 Indonesia had only $8 million in its foreign exchange reserves, while the efforts to 
import rice would require more than $ 100 million. 
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Knowing that it had to take measures to realize this policy, the government had given 
priority to the development of certain mines that were regarded as the most important sources 
of state revenues such as oil, tin, nickel, and bauxite. The state rehabilitated the tin industry, and 
invited foreign capital investment for the rejuvenation of the nickel and bauxite mines. Relegated 
from the first rung of economic interest, the development of coal-mines, as had been planned by 
the Old Order Regime, tended to be neglected for nearly a decade. Until 1976, there were no 
concrete efforts on the part of the government to increase coal production. The government did 
no more than discuss and formulate diversification in the use of energy in 1967 and 1968. It 
restructured the status of state-owned companies, transforming them from Badan Pemilikan 
Umum or PBU (The Public Ownership Board) to the Perusahaan Negara or PN (State-Owned 
Company) in 1968. But this was only a change in administrative matters, which did not 
increase coal production. As shown in the following table, Indonesian coal production was 
reduced drastically in comparison with the production of other mines such as tin, nickel, and 
bauxite. 

Although the three state-owned coal mining companies — the Ombilin, Bukit Asam and 
Mahakam —had been united into one state-owned company, this merger did not bring any 
positive results to the production of coal until the 1980s. During the period of 1966-1974, coal 
production in Indonesia decreased from around 320,000 tons in 1966 to an average of less than 
200,000 tons per year. Cheap oil and a steadily shrinking domestic market made coal-mines in 
Indonesia, if not nuisance, at any rate, an embarrassment during the 1960s and early 1970s. 

Table VIII. 1 : Mines Production in Indonesia, 1961-1974 COOOs tons) 

Year Tin Nickel Bauxite Coal 

1961 18.5 13.7 447.6 560.4 
1962 18.1 10.8 460.3 471.1 
1963 13.8 45.5 487.3 598.3 
1964 16.6 49.2 647.8 445.8 
1965 14.9 101.1 688.3 590.5 
1966 12.8 117.4 701.2 319.8 
1967 13.8 170.6 920.2 208.4 
1968 16.9 261.8 879.3 175.6 
1969 17.4 256.2 926.6 190.9 
1970 19.1 600.9 1.229 176.5 
1971 19.8 900.0 1.238 197.9 
1972 19.8 900.0 1.276 179.2 
1973 22.5 935 1.229 148.8 

1974 25.7 879 1.290 156.0 

Source: Sigjt 1989:26. 

The Ombilin, Bukit Asam, and Mahakam coal-mines were united into one state-owned 
company which was called Perusahaan Negara or PN. Thus, each company became a production 
unit under the supervision of the PN. See Sigit 1985:29. 
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There were hardly any consumers left for coal after 1967, a point driven home by the 
Minister of the Mining, Sumantri Brojonegoro. Potential consumers such as railways, shipping 
companies like Samudra ships, and state-owned electricity companies had shifted their source of 
energy from coal to oil by installing diesel machines. Dogged by the lack of new capital input 
and continuously operating at a loss, the existing state coal-mines continued to deteriorate and 
coal production steadily declined. The three major coal mining companies were about 1.7 billion 
rupiahs in debt and about 95 percent of the labourers did not work (Hainan, 16-10-1972). 

The government started to dismiss the labourers in 1969 and closed the Mahakam coal
mines in Kalimantan in 1971. The dismissal of 2,176 labourers took place at three state-owned 
coal companies in 1969 (Angkatan Bersenjata, 11-6-1969). The government declared that the 
dismissal of the labourers was essential if there was to be a rationalization in the Indonesian 
coal- mining companies, because the production capacity had been reduced, the marketing was 
dilatory, and machines had taken over the work of labourers. 

The fate of the Ombilin coal-mines mirrored that of the Mahakam coal-mines. Besides 
competition from the low price of oil and the reduction in the number of consumers for coal, the 
Ombilin itself was facing a set of internal problems that had plagued it ever since the Old Order 
Regime began. Therefore, right from the inception of the New Order regime, there were many 
discussions about the fact it was teetering on the brink of bankruptcy, the upshot of the high 
production costs, the obsolescence and dilapidation of the central electricity plant at Salak the 
shortcomings in railway transportation, mismanagement, and corruption. The following table 
shows the production of the Ombilin coal-mines and the development of labour force. 

In 1966 the mine produced around 100,000 tons, but in 1967 this was reduced to nearly 
half, 66,000 tons. The drop was caused by the fact that the Ombilin coal-mines had no produced 
any coal at all since May 1967. Production had ground to a halt because it could not work if 
the electricity plant was not functioning (Angkatan Bersenjata 26, 27-7-1967). The labourers 
were still forced to work using the antiquated machines from the colonial period. In these 
circumstances it was estimated that the company would lose around 8 million rupiahs every 
year, and it was a toss up whether it would be forced to close or not (Angkatan Bersenjata 23, 
25-7-1967). 

The plans of the central government to close the Ombilin coal-mines met with a 
strong reaction both from the local government and from the labourers. It was history 
repeating itself as it was highly reminiscent of the years 1934 and 1951 when the central 
government had also proposed closing the mine, but the local government opposed any 
such move, because the mine was so important to regional economic development. Closing 
down the mine would have a very adverse affect on two other major companies in West 
Sumatra, the Sumatran Railways and the Indarung cement works. These two big companies 
were the most important consumers of coal. Quite apart from this, economic interests of the 
labourers and the people of the town of Sawahlunto had to be taken to heart and certainly not 
dismissed in so cavalier a fashion. So, in October and November 1967, the local people 

Angkatan Bersenjata 1-4-1967; 20-5-1967; Hainan 13-6-1967. 

As a result of the reduction of coal production, the income of the West Sumatran railways was 
reduced considerably from 4,000,000 rupiahs to 400,000 rupiahs. Ses Angkatan Bersenjata 26-7-1967. 
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protested against the plan for closing the mine. That protest was channelled through the local 
and national parliaments (Angkatan Bersenjata 27-10-1967. 

fable Vin. 2. Production and Labour force, 1966-1995 
Year Production 

(in ton) 
Worker Year Production Worker 

1966 100,501 2,870 1981 308,359 1,557 
1967 66,467 2,530 1982 364,933 1,596 
1968 68,853 2,340 1983 378,148 1,652 
1969 69,282 1,700 1984 758,619 1,794 
1970 77,285 1,695 1985 1,045,710 1,880 
1971 89,730 1,653 1986 923,596 1,968 
1972 87,970 1,603 1987 654,059 2,003 
1973 81,840 1,516 1988 701,164 2,004 
1974 78,804 1,569 1989 735,076 1,967 
1975 76,094 1,607 1990 823,976 1,930 
1976 60,151 1,590 1991 587,875 1,887 
1977 81,020 1,564 1992 1,009,833 1,820 
1978 87,115 1,563 1993 1,198,193 1,792 
1979 92,318 1,526 1994 1,212,981 1,758 

1980 171,899 1,532 1995* 431,893 1,724 

Note: * From January till April 1995. 
Source: Report of the PTBA-UPO, 1995. See also Djalal 1972: 40. 

The labourers sent their delegation to the central government in Jakarta under leadership 
of M Jusuf SS and Kamisan PS. They met the Minister of Manpower and the members of 
Commission E of the DPR which dealt with the labour problems (Angkatan Bersenjata, 5,27-
10-1967). They warned that if the government closed the mine, around 30,000 labourers and 
their families in the Ombilin would descend on to Jakarta to protest. Meanwhile, Atmoso 
Soehoed aided and abetted by a member of board of Directors, Colonel Oteng Hasmeng, 
continued to struggle by lobbying with the Minister of Mining. In addition to any economic 
considerations, there might be, he argued that the closing of the mine would open the door wide 
for a return of the communists who would mobilize the aggrieved labourers. Taking due note of 
these political and economic considerations, the central government decided not to close the 
mine (Angkatan Bersenjata 3,9,6-11-1969). 

Some reorganisations were carried out to make the company more efficient than it 
had been before. In 1968, the STTM was closed (Angkatan Bersenjata 14-7-1969). Then, sixty-
four labourers were dismissed in June 1969 and 630 in August of the same y'ear.'(Angkatan 

Angkatan Bersenjata 24-7-1967; 6-11-1967; Interview with Atmoso Soehoed 8-8-1995. 

In 1965 the total number of labourers was 3,082, but in 1966 this was reduced to 2,870. 
Many labourers were dismissed by the company owing to their involvement in the PKJ. 
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Bersenjata 11-6-1969; 25-8-1969). Those who were dismissed received severance 
compensation in the form of a house and agricultural land located in the village of Sawah 
Luwung near the mine and in Pulau Punjung nearby Sijunjung. The company paid out around 49 
million rupiahs in compensation to the dismissed labourers. 

The steps the government had taken to keep the mine at work were similar to the 
policies of its two predecessors in the years 1934 and 1951. In 1969, the government subsidized 
around 450 million rupiahs, budgeted in the First Five Year Development (1969-1974), for the 
purchase of spare parts and for rehabilitating the Salak central electricity plant (Gafar 1970:47; 
Angkatan Bersenjata, 4-1-1969). The Indonesian Development Bank or Bank Pembangunan 
Indonesia gave an investment credit of 81.75 million rupiahs for a period of seven years in 
January 1969 {Angkatan Bersenjata 7-1-1969). This financial support was basically intended to 
prevent the liquidation of the company. 

At the Ombilin coal-mines, working and living conditions were both far from 
satisfactory. Wages and social security payments were not enough to cover daily needs, but to 
make matters more miserable the price of basic daily commodities rose. The labourers reported 
that they sometimes did not receive any wages or social security payments from the company 
(Angkatan Bersenjata 13-6-1967). Nasrun Chatib, a journalist from a local newspaper, Hainan, 
visited the mine and reported on the devastating conditions such as the lack of health care, the 
shortage of food, clothing, and the poor housing. He saw that the labourers had absolutely no 
enthusiasm for work (Haluan, 23, 25-7-1967; 7-8-1967). Working conditions had made 
them apathetic. 

The manager, Mayor Sjamsoeri Sontosudirdjo, was well aware of what was going 
on and pushed the Department of Mining to take action because the labourers had no 
longer received any contribution in kind for the last few months (Angkatan Bersenjata, 13-
6-1967). At a later time, the new manager, Atmoso Soehoed (1967-1968), also tried his 
best to alleviate the situation. He asked the Minister to provide clothes and shoes and 
regular payments (Interview with Atmoso Soehoed, 8-8-1995). He recalled that he was on 
the horns of a dilemma. On the one hand, he was being pressured by the demands of the 
labourers who demanded an improvement in their living conditions. On the other hand, he 
was also being leaned on by his superiors in Jakarta to continue producing coal, and so the 
abysmal living conditions of the miners were not improved. One day, he had received 
orders from his superior to measure the labourers' feet, because the central government was 
planning to distribute mining shoes. He had done as he had been asked and had sent the 
measurements to Jakarta. But, that was the last he ever heard of it as Jakarta reneged on its 
promise (Interview with Atmoso Soehoed 8-8-1995). 

In 1969, the New Order regime launched its economic development-planning 
programme. Efforts made to improve the living conditions of the labourers gradually began 
to see the light of day. In 1969 the company co-operative was re-activated and its activities 
were improved and expanded (Angkatan Bersenjata 4, 11-1-1969). In March 1969, the 
labourers were paid according to a new system that was issued with an in-built adjustment 

A labourer received between 50,000 to 250,000 rupiahs. At this time, the price of all goods 
at the market of Sawahlunto increased from 25 percent to 40 percent, including the price of gold. 
Sec Angkatan Bersenjata, 4-9-1969. 
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to cover rises in the cost of living. In May, the company provided work clothes to the 
labourers on credit. The higher level staff members could purchase radios on credits too 
{Angkatan Bersenjata 31-5-1969). In December 1969, the company also distributed basic 
commodities like wheat flour, sugar, and sarongs, and clothing materials which could be 
paid within a period of six months to mark Lebaran, the end of Ramadhan. The company 
decided to supply the labourers with such basic necessities to prevent them from falling 
victim to the speculative spirit of enterprise shown by the traders at the market of 
Sawahlunto. 

The company did what it could to bring some entertainment into the lives of the 
labourers. This varied from the traditional Javanese performances such as kiida kepang, 
wayang kulit, and ketoprak to modern musical performances by groups like Taburia, Peta, 
Labora, Muda Ria, and Poska {Sawahlunto dalam Angka 1978:94-7; Angkatan Bersenjata 
2-5-1969). On Labour Day, 1 May 1969, the company organized various activities 
including athletics contests, art exhibition, and various folk performances {Angkatan 
Bersenjata, 3-2-1969; 2-5-1969). On days like this, the manager and his staff made a point 
of visiting the miners in their barracks as a courtesy {Angkatan Bersenjata 17-1-1969). 

Although the payment system had been improved, it still did not cover the costs of 
basic necessities that constantly rose. A labourer with work experience of eighteen years, 
received 3,000 rupiahs per month in 1971, plus a contribution in kind, which consisted of 
eighteen kilograms rice for himself, fifteen kilograms for his wife, and ten kilograms for 
every child, plus additional basic needs such as soap, sugar, and cooking oil. In reality, he 
received a salary of only 100 rupiahs, because the rest had already been deducted to pay his 
debts to the co-operative shop {Aman Makmur 9-2-1971). An overseer, who has just 
graduated from the STTM, received 2,586 rupiahs monthly plus eighteen kilograms rice, 
plus soap, and cooking oil. He never ate meat, but could enjoy tahu and tempe every day 
{Aman Makmur 15-2-1971). At Sawahlunto, economic difficulties were more serious 
because the town depended on the mining company, and the land in its environs was 
unsuitable for rice growing. In difficult times the price of rice in this town rose more steeply 
than in other places. Therefore, in 1969, rice had to be supplied {Haluan 27-9-1969). In 
order to survive, the mining community developed its own spirit of enterprise and looked 
for additional income, either by making and selling foods, planting vegetables for sale in the 
yards around their houses, or by working overtime. Deputy-manager, Prasaja S.Sugoto, 
told me how he and the members of his family made 'ice lolies' to be sold at the market of 
Sawahlunto (Interview with Prasaja S.Sugoto 8-8-1996). An overseer, Timbul Sidabutar, 
told that he had cultivated dry-fields from the 1960s into the 1970s in order to plant second 
corps such as maize, cassava and the like. Members of ITASETT had also increased their 
activities to cope with and overcome the economic difficulties by producing 12,000 bars of 

On the one hand, the labourers were happy with the new wage regulation, but on the other 
hand, it led to a loss for the labourers who had children older than 18. They no longer received 
contribution in kind such as rice from the company. See Angkatan Bersenjata 8-3-1969. 

The trader invariably increased the price of goods, which the labourers needed for Lebaran 
or other important flays. See Angkatan Bersenjata 5-12-1969. 
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soap, the bulk of which was sold to the labourers at a low price. 
Resourcefully the miners had many strategies to cope with the economic difficulties. 

As in the years before 1965, they made various kinds of foodstuffs, such as tahu, tempe, 
gado-gado, and cassava chips which they sold at the market of Sawahlunto. During the 
1970s, the cassava chips, which they produced, were exported to various places outside the 
town, even as far away as Medan and Pekanbaru. A former miner remembered how the 
population of the barracks busied themselves producing the chips, involving all members of 
their families in the work. The cassava for making chips was bought by selling the rice 
that the miners received from the company. Going a step further, some of the miners also 
changed their main diet from rice to cassava. 

After the oil crisis in 1973-1974, and again in 1979-1980, the fate of coal-mines in 
Indonesia improved somewhat. The oil crises marked the re-emergence of coal as a major 
energy source of industrial energy (Sigit 1989:39). The increase in the oil price forced the 
government to rethink its energy policy. The government no longer concentrated exclusively on 
oil, but began to stimulate the use of other energy sources. In the presidential instruction issued 
in 1976, industrialists were asked to use coal as a substitute for oil {Media Indonesia, 22-1-
1992). This marked the time from which the demand for coal began to increase and businessman 
began to look for a chance to export it. Alerted again to their importance the government also 
started to re-evaluate the position of its two remaining coal-mines, Ombilin and Bukit Asam 
(Sigit 1989:26-7). 

The oil crisis had also brought about dramatic changes in the way the mines were 
managed. During the 1980s and 1990s, as the government paid more serious attention to 
stepping up the production of Indonesian coal, it decided to separate the production unit of 
Bukit Asam from the state-owned company or PN Tambang Batubara and make it an 
independent company with the status of limited or 'persero'1 The production unit of the 
Ombilin remained under control of the PN Tambang Batubara, which changed its name to 
Perusahaan Umum or Perum in 1984. In 1990 the status of the Ombilin was changed from 
Perum to PT (Ltd.). It came under the control of the Perusahaan Tambang Batubara Bukit 
Asam or PTBA Bukit Asam {Mass Media, 22-1-1992). From that time on, all the policies of the 
management, including labour recruitment had to be decided by the PT Tambang Batubara 
Bukit Asam. 

The major of Sawahlunto gave this effort tax exemption. The ETASETT's efforts were 
supported by the manager. See Angkatan Bersenjata 3-2-1969. 

During that time many children did not go to school, because they were needed by their 
parents to search additional income. The children were also active in stealing coal from the mine, 
because they needed this for fuel. The company did not stand in the way of this pilfering of coal, 
because they were also aware of the lack of social security it could give its workers. These incidents 
of the stealing of coal had already become a public secret among the population of the town. 

The Unit Production of the Bukit Asam coal-mines changed its name to PT Tambang 
Batubara Bukit Asam. The modernization of the mine was carried out with financial support from 
the World Bank, and its production was hoped to supply for the needs of a power plant at Suralaya 
in West Java. 

The fusion naturally brought a big loss to the people in the mining town, because it 
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Apart from restructuring the state owned companies, the government also turned its 
attention to the urgent problem of capital investment and the crying need for innovations in 
technology15, the construction of infrastructure, and the exploration for new coalfields. Between 
1981-1989 the Ombilin coal-mines also carried out crash programmes in order to increase the 
production capacity with the financial support of the World Bank, Japan, Britain, and the 
Netherlands (Pengembangan 1985:23-4). New coal-fields were explored. Mine systems were 
partly or fully mechanized, and a new coal washing plant was constructed to replace the old one 
that the Dutch built in 1916. Coal handling facilities in the harbour of Teluk Bayur were 
extended (Pengembanganl9&5: 20-2) and transportation facilities were improved. The 
Sumatran Railways had resumed full service in 1984 to transport coal from Sawahlunto to the 
harbour of Teluk Bayur in Padang (Sawahlunto 1988:214). Next to the railways, trucks from 
the company's own co-operative were also used to transport the coal. In short, this was a period 
of triumph for the Ombilin mines. 

Like the coal-mines in Kalimantan, the Ombilin coal-mines had signed a co-operative 
contract with foreign investors from Australia under the name of P.T Allied Indo Coal. This 
contract was entered into with the express of exploiting a mine area located in Parambahan. This 
mine had started to produce coal in 1987.18 Until 1992, the actual mine area of the Ombilin 
consisted of about 15,499,32 ha which comprises the Tanah Hitam, Simaung, Kandi, Sapan 
Dalam, Parambahan, Sawah Rasau V, and Sawah Luwung all of which are underground mines. 

The introduction of new mining technology and the opening of new mine areas brought 
about changes in the labour policy. A skilled labour force was an absolute must. Some of the 
higher-level staff members were sent abroad to follow courses and training at coal-mines in 
Canada, Britain, and Australia. In Indonesia itself, they also were given the opportunity to 
follow crash programmes which were organized in co-operation with the ITB and the IKJP-
Padang. In order to educate the middle level, the STTM was re-opened in 1987, and in 1992 its 
name was changed to Institute of Training and Education of Mining or Lembaga Pelatihan 

drastically limited job opportunities. Since this time, the PTBA Bukit Asam has been responsible for 
organizing the labour recruitment for the Ombilin coal-mines. Therefore, most miners said jokingly 
that Bukit Asam means Bukit, a hill or its profit for people at Tanjung Enim, and Asam that means 
its acid or loss for people at Sawahlunto. 

The Bukit Asam coal-mines used more sophisticated machines than the Ombilin coal-mines. 
But, according to some staff members of Bukit Asam, the company faced the problem that 
labourers were not prepared to work with the new technology. Therefore, this company now 
combines two kinds of mining technology systems, namely semi and a fully mechanical system. 

The government carried out the exploitation of coal-mines here on the basis of contracts with 
domestic and foreign investors. In 1986 there were about sixteen domestic and foreign coal companies. 
See Sigit 1989:29. 

P.T. Allied Indo Coal carries out working contracts with a domestic investor, P.T Pama 
Persada, from the P.T Astra Group. According to some informants, the stealing of coal at the 
Ombilin coal-mines has began to recede since this company has commenced operation. 

18 See Indra Merdi, Haitian 15, 16, 17-10-1992; Angkatan Bersenjata 14-1-1992. 
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Pendidikan Tambang (LPPT)(Majalah Pertambangan 1992:36-7). Students who wanted to 
attend this school had to be a graduate of the STTM or the SMA. In 1991 this school had 
produced thirty-eight students who came from outside West Sumatra (Petita 28-8-1991). The 
following table shows a change in the level of education of the labour force between 1980 and 
1994. 

In 1980 only twenty (1.3 percent) staff members had graduated from either university or 
academy, but in 1994, this number had risen to eighty-two or 4.7 percent. In 1980 1,050 (68 
percent) had had only a primary school education, but in 1994 this had dropped to only 549(31 
percent), whereas the number of labourers who graduated from junior high school increased 
from 257(16.8 percent) in 1980 to 852 (48.5 percent) in 1994. The number of graduates from 
senior high school remained the same because the company did not recruit among them. These 
figures show that the level of the miners' education increased considerably between 1980 and 
1994. 

Table VIII. 3: Total Number of Labourers by Level of Education 
1980,1984,1994. 

Year 1980 1984 1994 
Education: 
University/Academy 20 36 82 

SMA* 205 242 275 
SMP** 257 520 852 
SD*** 1,532 1,019 549 

Note:*SMA= Sekolah Menengah Atas or Senior High School. 
**SMP= Sekolah Menengah Pertama or Junior High School 
***SD = Sekolah Dasar or Primary School. 
Source: Perusahaan Umum Tambang Batubara, Laporan Lima Tahun, 

1980-1984,1985:58. Laporan tahunan PTBA-UPO, 1995. 

In addition to the level of education, the ethnic configuration of the mining society 
changed yet again. Most managers were Javanese. In the initial years of the New Order Regime, 
the company had been run by the military. The higher level staff of the company were like the 
managers who were mostly Javanese, and who had graduated from university or academy, while 
the middle-level staff members were mostly Minangkabau. Especially since the 1980s, new 
engineers had been replacing former students of the STTM whose work experience had 
stretched out since the 1950s and the 1960s. This shift led to hidden conflicts between the 
former students of the STTM and the new engineers. The atmosphere of distrust was not helped 
by the presence of engineers from Java, which was interpreted as domination of the company by 
the Javanese. At the miners' level there were also changes in the ethnic composition. About 50 
percent of the miners were non-Javanese, mostly local people (Interview with manager Somad, 
5-8-1995). Poverty and unemployment were also factors that drove them to seek work in the 
mine. 

This is similar to what happened at the beginning of 1960. At the beginning of the New Order 
regime, Colonel Oteng Hasmeng tried to give former students of the STTM back their places according to 
their expertise and work experience. SeeAngkatan Bersenjata 22-2-1969. 
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The introduction of new machines, the construction of infrastructure, and the 
recruitment of a skilled labour force led to a positive impact on coal production. The range of 
production per head increased from 37.8 tons in 1976 to 204.9 tons in 1983 (Laporan PN TB-
UPO 1984). In 1985, about 770,751 tons, 39.7 percent of the total of the 1,938,000 Indonesian 
coal production was from the Ombilin mine.20 The increase in the Ombilin coal production made 
an important contribution to regional economic development. In 1976 the export value of the 
Ombilin coal-mines was around 0.13 percent of the total export value of the province of West 
Sumatra. It then rose to 7.14 percent in 1982 {Data Statistik Perbankan Sumbar 1980,1982). 
This was the second period of triumph for the Ombilin coal-mines rivalling the glory years of the 
1930s. 

After 1985, coal production in the Ombilin coal-mines showed a tendency to decline to 
517,229 tons in 1991, because many of the mine machines were in a bad state. Coal reserves in 
open-cut mines grew scarce, and were even prediction that they would be exhausted in 1992. 
But between 1992 and 1994 the total production of coal recovered, and reached a total of 
1,059,138 tons in 1994, because it proved possible to expand the new mine areas (Hasil 
Batubara WO, 1995). 

As had always been the case, a great part of the coal production from the Ombilin 
coal-mines was consumed locally by such factories as the Indarung cement works, and 
power plants. The rest was exported to Hongkong, Japan, Malaysia and other Southeast 
Asian countries. The supply of coal from the mines was no longer primarily destined for 
Java as had been the case during the colonial period. This role was now taken over by the 
Bukit Asam coal-mines, which supplied the demand of a state-owned power plant at 
Suralaya, West Java. 

Was there a positive correlation between the increase of coal production and an 
improvement of working and living conditions of the labourers? Broadly speaking, working 
and living conditions were far better than they had been in the years before. One symptom 
was the decision by the management to provide proper mine clothes, shoes, and hats for the 
labourers. 

Production of coal from the Ombilin now comes mostly from the open-cut mines, because 
the costs of production there are lower than in the underground mines. For an open-cut mine this is 
only 30,000 rupiahs for every ton, whereas for underground mines it was 40-50,000 rupiahs. See 
Sigit 1989AI; Petita 28-8-1991. 

While exploring new coalfields in West Sumatra and in Riau, the company began to 
increase its coal production from the underground mines. In its efforts to open new mines, the 
company ran up again problems in acquiring land from the villagers in the Sijunjung area, because 
of the vexed question of the ownership of communal land in West Sumatra. Up to the present, this 
problem is till being hotly debated, because the land that the company wants to take over, has been 
used by villagers to mine coal with financial support of the military regent ofthat area. See Business 
News, 6-1-1992. Interview with the manager Iwan Setiawan 14-3-1995. Under the present cabinet, 
villagers in the Ranteh, Kubang and Muara Kalaban are helping themselves to coal, claiming that 
the mines are on communal land. Hence, they have the right to exploit it. See e-mail Adam, 14-1-
1998. 
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Although efforts were undertaken by the management to increase safety in the mine, this 
made no impression on the number of accidents (Table VIII.4). 

Table VIII.4: Mine accident and total number of victims 1975-1994 

Total Light Heavy Died Level of Frequency 

Year number 
of victims 

Accident Accident 

1975 14 11 1 2 -
1976 29 27 2 - -
1977 27 24 3 - -
1978 23 20 2 1 -
1979 39 29 10 - -
1980 36 34 2 - -
1981 24 19 4 1 -
1982 17 11 5 1 4.58 

1983 15 10 5 - 3.74 
1984 17 14 3 - 4.03 
1985 23 15 8 - 4.79 
1986 31 23 8 - 6.23 
1987 47 33 12 2 9.67 
1988 48 44 3 1 10.11 
1989 50 47 3 - 10.51 
1990 48 39 9 - 10.08 
1991 30 23 7 - 6.21 
1992 29 27 2 - 6.41 
1993 5 3 1 1 1.41 
1994 1 0 0 1 0.27 

Total 553 453 90 10 78.04 

Average 27.65 22.65 4.50 0.50 6.00 
Source: Laporan Pelaksanaan Keselamatan Kerja 1994:2. 

In 1989 the total number of victims from mining accidents was fifty. According to 
statistics since 1990, the number of accidents has declined, but this was not really the case. 
According to the medical staff, the company did not want to put the names of the people who 
had suffered minor injuries on their formal lists. For the sake of fulfilling targets and to please 
the Ministry of Energy and Mining, the company tended to keep many accidents quiet. 

Categories of accident were defined by the company and not by a physician. Physicians at the 
company hospital could not decide whether a labourer who was being treated, could take rest or not, 
because the company forced injured miners to work for the sake of fulfilling production targets. This 
already became a public secret among people at that town. The phenomenon reminded me of the 
European physician's position in the early years of the twentieth century. So, any position would face an 
uneasy choice between moral and functional considerations. See Interview with the UPO Polyclinic's 
physician, Anonim, 17-4-1995. 
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The company also improved health facilities, food distribution, housing, and 
education for the miners and their families. Besides the public hospital of Sawahlunto, a 
Pusat Kesehatan Masyarakat or Puskesmas was built to cater for the miners and their 
dependants. In 1976 about 75 percent of the miners were infested by hookworm. By 1984, 
this figure had been reduced to 15 percent {Laporan Kesehatan PTBA, UPO, 1985). To 
undertake measures to improve accommodation, the management constructed new housing 
complexes in the villages of Durian and Sikalang. The houses consisted of two storeys. On the 
ground floor there was a sitting room, a kitchen, a bathroom and a toilet, while the bedroom 
was on the second floor. These buildings provided their occupants with privacy, which was 
totally different from the barracks that were constructed by the colonial government where life 
had to be lived virtually on an open stage. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, the roofs of the houses was covered by drying of cassava chips, 
but that changed in the late 1980s and 1990s, when they were bedecked by TV antennas or so-
called parabola antennas. Besides TV sets, the miners now have radios, tape-recorders, and 
videos. Through the various mass media, now available to them, the miners can follow events 
and developments inside and outside Indonesia. Other changes in material conditions can be 
discerned from the interiors of their houses in the furniture and other household goods. Mass 
media, especially TV and its various advertisements have irrevocably changed the life-style of 
the mining community. As elsewhere in the world, ownership of material goods has become a 
status symbol and it has also stimulated social competition among the miners. One sign of this is 
a plethora of parabola antennas. They could be shared between six or seven houses, but in fact, 
the population of the barracks would have nothing to do with such rationalizations. By having 
one to each house, they could and did increase their status. 

Most of the miners were heavily in debt. Almost every miner's family was cajoled into 
buying consumer goods on credit in shops at Sawahlunto, Solok and Padang or from creditors 
who came directly to the barracks in search of customers. The shrewd traders offered their 
trading goods particularly in the days leading up to the Lebaran at the end of the Muslim fasting 
month. In order to find money, many miners took part in a modern form of lottery Sumbangan 
Dana Simpanan Berhadiah or SDSB (Saving Prize Fund) which was organized by the Ministry 
of Social Affairs in the 1980s (Interview with Pak Mustaf, 12-4-1995). Some informants 
claimed that this modern lottery was most popular among the population of Sawahlunto, and it 
had affected relations within the miners' families and also their work discipline adversely. M 

Because their wages were cut to pay their debts, the miners had no money left to pay for their 
everyday needs. Hence, they tended either to borrow money or to buy their daily basic supplies 
such as sugar, milk, and tinned corned beef on credit from the co-operative shop. These goods 
were not for their own consumption, but to be sold at a lost to the traders at the market of 
Sawahlunto (Interview with Pak X 18-4-1995). 

In order to prevent the miners becoming mired in debt, the company issued a regulation 
that limited the amount of money, which could be borrowed. They could borrow money in cash 
up to a certain limit. But, as explained above, to circumvent this their strategy was to ask for 
credit on various daily goods. These goods in turn would be bought by the families of local 

At work, the labourers often spent their time discussing figures of SDSB lottery that would 
be drawn at the next day. Some were also very tired, as they confessed, they had to stay up, waiting 
for the results of the lottery. During this time, the market of Sawahlunto was very crowded. 
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officials at a cheaper price than they would pay at the market. Up to the time this research was 
being done, these matters were difficult to prevent, owing to a close relationship between the 
miners and the traders at the market. 

Despite the shortage of cash among the miners, there was a positive correlation between 
the economic development of coal and an improvement in working and living conditions. 
Possession of consumer goods could be regarded as a sign of the improvement in the living 
conditions of the labourers, but it was just as much a status symbol as a gauge of competition. 
Our question now is how could the managers control the miners and what freedom did the 
miners have to manoeuvre under strong state control? 

2. Management Control and Miners' Politics 
under a State Monopoly 

Control of labourers by the management tightened up, because the managers put the priority on 
economic growth. Under the New Order regime, both the military and technocrat managers set 
their sights on the production process. As civil servants who worked in the Ombilin state-owned 
company, the labourers automatically become members of the Civil Servants' Corps of the 
Republic of Indonesia or the Korpri, the compulsory association of civil servants, which is part 
of Golkar. As civil servants, the labourers in the Ombilin coal-mines were expected to have no 
ideological choice other than the Pancasila (Reeve 1985: 289). In 1974, government influence 
became even more pervasive when manager also introduced the Pancasila labour relations code 
of the New Order regime. The Pancasila labour relations did not recognize any ideology of the 
class struggle. It advocated that "harmonious" labour relations should prevail between worker 
and manager. 

The manager's efforts to control the labourers through the introduction of a compulsory 
Korpri membership were ushered in gradually. Other trade unions that were affiliated to political 
parties were very weak. The Parmusi-affiliated trade union, the SBII, the NU-affiliated 
Sarbumusi, the PNI-affiliated KBM were virtually impotent. Only the Sarbumusi had the 
courage of its convictions to protest against the dismissal of more than 600 labourers in 1969 
(Angkatan Bersenjata 11-6-1969). The PKTB-SOKSI, which was led by Sudono M. Wiguno, 
Djamaruddin and Djanan Thaib24, was automatically affiliated to Golkar. These leaders nurtured 
high expectations of their affiliation with this group. Linked by the support of the military 
manager, the military command at regional level, and the leaders of Golkar from Jakarta, they 
were successful in persuading the labourers to become members of the Korpri and Golkar. By 
the General Elections of 1971, great many of the labourers had already become members of 
Golkar. 

Djamaruddin, Minangkabau, graduated from the STTM in 1957. Haluan, 4-4-1957. 
Djanan Thaib was from Kerinci and a former student of the STTM too and a former member of the 
SBTI-KBSI. These three persons were members of the local parliament, DPR-GR Sawahlunto in 
1969 for the Karyawan Fraction. See Sawahlunto dalam Angka 1970:12. 

At the national level, the Golkar won 62.8 percent of the votes, while the NU, the PNI and the 
Parmusi got 18.7 percent, 6.9 percent, 5.4 percent respectively. See Nishihara 1972- Reeve 1985263-5' 
Oey Hong Lee 1975:65. 
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As a result, the leaders of the other political parties were marginalized. The NU, the 
Parmusi, and the PNI were not given the facilities to attract the masses. Left to fight a losing 
battle, each of them had only one seat in the local parliament (DPRD) in 1969. During the 
1970s, the power of the manager went from strength to strength. Efforts to bring all labourers 
within the fold of the Korpri and the Golkar were redoubled. By 1972, all the labourers heeded 
the call and were members of this twin organisation (Bulkhaini 13-6-1995). 

There is plenty of evidence that allows us to conclude that control of the labourers by 
the manager was very firm. In the workplace, people who were involved in the SBTI-SOBSI 
had been, and were under strict supervision. The management found various ways to punish 
them such as excluding them from promotion, and even demoting them by giving them half a 
chance. Each protest action was immediately linked to communist activities and was viewed as 
anti-New Order. This was similar to what the military manager had done to the adherents of the 
PRRI in the years 1960-1965. This control was reinforced even more by the involvement of the 
labourers in the Pertahanan Cipil or Hansip (Civil Defence). The manager was also diligent in 
carrying out political indoctrination expounding the virtues of Pancasila, and giving religious 
speeches at the barracks of the labourers. 

The politics adopted by the miners to deal with this rigid state control can be divided 
into two periods. The period between 1965-1974 may be seen as the years of the cleaning 
up of the communist remnants and the years of fear for many people. The arresting and 
dismissal of those labourers who had been involved in the SBTI-SOBSI and other 
communist mass organizations had created a heavy psychological burden, affecting the 
communists and their sympathizers, but not without implication for the non-communist 
labourers as well. Those who were regarded as communists were silent and scared. In 
daily contacts between the miners at the mines, or in the barracks, at the market, in the 
mosque, or in other public places, there was sharp social control. Non-communist labourers 
isolated the former communists and their families in daily social cultural activities. This was 
quite a contrast with the social climate created by the pre-1965 political situation, when it 
was the non-communists who were silent and shunned. 

While coal was languishing in the economic doldrums, the labourers preferred the 

The NU was represented by Zulkarnain, the PNI by Mansjursjah, and the Parmusi by Rush 
Sutan Radjo Ameh. About fifty percent of seats in the DPRD was held by Golkar. See Sejarah 
Ringkas 1972. Suluh Indonesia 9-2-1966; Angkatan Bersenjata 2,14-1; 16-5-1969; 27-6-1969. 

Not all managers really agreed with the sledgehammer tactics of the government, but they 
had to acquiesce in what was going on because their position depended on their superiors. As one of 
the managers told us, he was officially a member of Golkar and unofficially (in his heart) also a 
follower of the nationalist. Group solidarity based on ideology was considered valid until to day, 
when he and his groups engage in the same business activities. Interview with Prasadja S. Sugoto, 
Johannes Kasoep 14-8-1995. 

I met two former miners who had just come in from their dryfields. They were former 
members of the SBTI-SOBSI who had been dismissed by the company. They were immediately 
shocked when I asked them if I might visit their houses, to ask about their past experiences as 
miners. Their faces changed and they tried to avoid my questions. In daily social contacts, they are 
still made to feel the weight of social sanctions. 
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'safe way' and avoided protesting against the management, because such protest actions 
were immediately associated with communism. The labourers at Ombilin chose to be 
accommodating and this period was virtually free of the airing of any grievances. This is not to 
say it marked the dawn of a real new era; theft and corruption were rife. This complicates the 
picture making it difficult to identify whether such actions can be classified as forms of resistance 
against manager or simply as a struggle for survival. There was theft of coal, scrap iron , 
electrical cable, and money (Angkatan Bersenjata, 30-8-1969; 25-9-1969; AmanMakmur 3-3-
1971). Corruption also occurred at the level of the administrative staff. 

The politics of silence were typical not only of the Ombilin miners, they were a 
characteristic feature of the political life of all Indonesian labourers (Indonesian worker 
1981:63). The government assumed that during the 1970s all was well with labour conditions in 
the industrial sector, lulled by the absence of any overt protestations (Indonesian workers 
1981:63). It was assumed that relatively high wages and secure jobs were creating an elite corps 
of workers on whom the regime could rely. 

By the end of the 1970s, it was becoming clear that the image with which the 
government was solacing itself did not reflect reality. During 1979-1980 workers began to 
demonstrate more forcibly giving voice to their complaints that industrial employment was not 
providing them with the adequate standard of living and security which they, and many others, 
had expected from the growth of industrialization. These years saw an escalation of labour 
protests through which the workers began to make their complaints heard. In the 1980s-1990s 
protests of Indonesian labourers gained in volume and tempo, especially in the big cities. More 
labourers began to organize themselves, demanding the right to choose their own 
representatives, and asking to negotiate with their employers.31 

This mere militant aspect of political life did not touch the Ombilin coal-mines. The 
miners, having been indoctrinated with Pancasila ideology and having received military training, 
tended to compromise rather than complain. This attitude was not due to political repression of 
the state, but it was the fruits of the management of manager Suhandojo. He was an 
underground mining engineer who kept a modestly low profile. He began his career in the 
Ombilin coal-mines before 1960, and had a very long experience as a manager (1976-1986). 
Quite apart from this, he was genuinely very concerned with the miners. According to former 
miners, social relations with this manager were close, not just in the workplace, but also outside 
the mines. 

In the late 1980s and in the beginning of the 1990s, the obedience of the miners began to 
disintegrate. This made itself felt in various forms of individual and collective resistance. The 
actions varied from fiddling with, delaying work, returning home before their shift had finished, 
corrupting working hours, and deflating the tyres of overseers' cars. Their growing rebellious 
attitude was also apparent in the kind of jokes which labourers told each other. Cogently, the 

There was a special trading network for scrap iron set up between Sawahlunto, Padang, and 
Medan. Chinese traders in Padang and Medan took part in these activities. See Haluan 19-9-1972. 

These cases were seldom brought to court, but in 1972 two people were sentenced because 
they had manipulated the price of rice and clothing of the labourers. Haluan, 19-9-1972. 

For a comprehensive study about politics of workers during the New Order Indonesia see 
Hadiz 1997. 
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theft of coal re-emerged as a problem in the late 1980s, forcing the company to strengthen its 
security by adding to the number of military men, the so-called Satuan Pengaman or Satpam it 
employed to guard its property. 

Very often I observed small groups who had left their workplace during working hours, 
taking a rest for a while to have a smoke, making jokes with each other. According to a rough 
estimate of overseers, about 30 percent of the labourers turned a blind eye on work discipline, 
especially in the late 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s (Interview with Junizar Djalil 31-5-
1995). Open protest was an impossible option for them, because it could threaten their jobs. The 
Korpri was regarded by the labourers as worse than useless to them, because it was elite-
oriented. 

Pak X, an ex-underground miner and former member of the local-SBTI and PKTB-
SOKSI, saw the Korpri as an association for civil servants. As far as he was concerned this was 
a good association, because the labourers would no longer be attracted to and manipulated by 
the leaders of the political parties, a situation which had characterized their lot before 1965. This 
was now out of the question because the Korpri belonged to the elite staff of the company 
rather than to the labourers. Pak X was of the opinion that under the Korpri freedom of 
expression was no more than a pious hope. However, Pak X resented the authoritarian 
character of the Korpri. He missed the freedom of expression which had characterized the years 
prior to 1965(Interview with Pak X 8-8-1995). 


