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ABSTRACT 
Most studies of democratization in developing countries fail to link their analysis with the 
implementation of local government communication. As a consequence, the study of government 
communication is too elitist and central government-oriented. This study contributes to the study of 
government communication in the context of local governance for countries in a democratic transition. 
The authors use local government communication in public services in Banjarmasin City, South 
Kalimantan Province, Indonesia, as a case of observation. Using a qualitative approach to explore the 
complexity of cultural and structural factors, the authors combine the results of an analysis of various 
documents, observations and in-depth interviews relating to the practices of local government 
communication in South Kalimantan from January to June 2018. In conclusion, the results indicated 
that the quality of local government communication was influenced by various factors both cultural 
and structural. Although local cultural factors remain important, in the case of the South Kalimantan, 
structural factors have more influence on regional government communication. While regional 
government communication performance does not yet involve active participation from below, more 
elite-oriented than public-oriented. The regional government officers are less responsive and still top-
down, so the ideas of professionalization of local government communications are still limited to 
expectations rather than reality. This study recommends that local government communication can be 
effective if it adopts a participatory government communication perspective by involving the key 
stakeholders and local people in participation in the planning and implementation of communication 
including women's voices and perspectives. 

 
Keywords: Government communication, local democracy, decentralisation, participation, South 
Kalimantan. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Dramatic changes in the Indonesian political landscape during the end of the New Order 
regime were considered a crucial prerequisite for local democratization in the entire 
archipelago. Decentralization policy has changed the local political landscape in Indonesia. At 
first, decentralization was intended to create good governance at the local level (Bünte & 
Ufen, 2009). This policy has been supported by international institutions such as the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF). The World Bank has even stated that 
decentralization is a "big bang" in Indonesian politics (Hofman & Kaiser, 2002; Supriatma, 
2009, p.10). 

Decentralization in Indonesia has also been described as “less state, more democracy”. 
According to an observer, 
 

After the Asian monetary and political crisis of 1997 and 1998, which was 
followed by a period labelled as the reformation, Indonesia is viewed by some 
observers as having entered a transitional phase from authoritarian rule 
towards a new democratic system of government in which civil society will 
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play a more prominent role. This transition is, moreover, accompanied by a 
process of decentralization that emphasizes regional autonomy and is 
expected to bring democracy to the people while making government more 
transparent (Nordholt, 2004, p. 29).  
 

 So far, the implementation practices and performance of local government were 
considered not always in line with the main objective of decentralization: responsive, 
transparent, accountable, and good local government (Aspinall & Fealy, 2003; Rasyid, 2003). 
Highlighting outcomes of decentralization, Hadiz, for instance, conducted detailed case 
studies on the composition of local elites or subnational party dynamics. He exposed the 
political naïveté of many decentralization programs implemented as a part of broader 
development initiatives (Hadiz, 2010). Hadiz concluded that decentralization failed to 
fundamentally transform power relations in Indonesian local politics because the political 
forces of the Suharto period survived the regime collapse in 1998. 

Although undemocratic practices are not new to Indonesian politics, from the 
optimistic side, decentralization still grows the seeds of hope. This hope arises in a new 
political culture that is more democratic and egalitarian even to the village level, so that power 
becomes increasingly dispersed and obtained in fair competition climate. The traditional 
mechanism of “Rembug Desa” in a village in West Java, for example, as a deliberative space 
to find solutions in resolving conflicts in the village involving village leaders and community 
members in a relatively equal position. This climate is very substantial and is needed when 
local democracy is to be used as a basis for good governance and communication in society 
(Prasetyo, 2010; Ibrahim, 2020, p. 140). 

Most analyses have attempted to examine remarkable changes in the Indonesian 
political landscape since the era-Reformasi 1998, snapshots taken at the local level show an 
increasing gap between expectations and reality (Choi, 2004). Critics from the media and 
scholars were focused on the practices of government and local politics in Indonesia, for 
instances, the practice of corruption, money politics in elections, and even the practice of 
violence and cartels in the local political competition (Choi, 2004; Supriatma, 2009; Hadiz, 
2010).  

However, the analysis offers limited insight in assessing qualitative changes in local 
political and democratic practices in the archipelago as a whole, particularly those occurring 
beyond Java. These not only show how long Indonesian political studies have been dominated 
and centred on culture and politics in Java or Java-centered (see, for examples, Geertz, 1973; 
Jackson, 1978; Anderson, 1990; Hooker, 1993; Antlöv, 1995). But, at the same time, it also 
shows that something important is missing in the post-Suharto from accounts of Indonesia's 
democratization and decentralization: democratic government communication practices 
within local political institutions and institutionalized in local governments beyond Java.  

In addition, studies that tend to focus on politics in Java, particularly the dynamics of 
national politics in Jakarta, the efforts of scholars have also been devoted to evaluating the 
effects of Indonesia's democratic transition that appear to have remained pitched at the battle 
of power, ideology, and political parties (Suryadinata, 2002; Buehler & Tan, 2007; Mietzner, 
2007; Tomsa, 2010; Ufen, 2011; Fionna, 2011; Buehler, 2012; Wahid, 2013; Madinier, 2015; 
Panuju, 2019). The same trend in some cases is also reflected in the development of Malaysian 
political studies (Hwang, 2010; Noor, 2014; Wan Norshira, 2019). These studies also show a 
narrow concern with local government communication and the scarcity of detailed studies of 
government communication in Indonesia and Malaysia. 
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The decentralization of state institutions has been a global phenomenon for more than 
two decades. The decentralization of institutions in Indonesia has created different 
opportunity structures for political actors and parties in local politics, especially local 
government in formulating and implementing policies in the era of regional autonomy. 
Studying local government communication practices in relation to local democratization in 
post-Suharto Indonesia is an extraordinary challenge.  

Decentralization policy in Indonesia concerning regional autonomy opens 
opportunities for regions beyond Java to manage governance independently, including in 
managing government communication. This also opens up opportunities for the growth of 
local democracy amidst the marginalization of the public sphere (Buehler, 2010). Local 
democracy is a cornerstone of a democratic society (Pratchett, 2004). According to Pratchett, 
seeing local democracy as a fundamental component of a broader participatory democracy 
has important consequences for the understanding and application of local autonomy 
(Pratchett, 2004). 

This study is inspired by Canel and Sanders' (2003) challenges that despite its key 
importance for 21st-century politics, the study of government communication is an under-
researched area of political communication studies. This study examines the outcomes of this 
trend in Banjarmasin, South Kalimantan, Indonesia, where the decentralization policies at the 
national level-shifted local powers and changed governance performance to the local level. 
Compared to other regions on the island of Kalimantan, South Kalimantan is unique. River 
culture and strong ties with ulama have shaped the character of their people who are 
independent and critical and influence their patterns of interaction in the economy and 
politics (Daud, 2004; Fatchiati, 2009). The central question in this article is: To which extent 
the local government communication involves the participation of its citizens? 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Some scholars, such as Deutsch (1963), hold that politics is communication. In modern 
democracies, politicians and officeholders need communication as necessary “tool” in order 
to maintain its legitimacy. Government communication is a central feature of political life 
(Johansson & Raunio, 2019). Because government communication “directed at the general 
public or particular groups in society. Hence, government communication belongs to the 
arena of political action.” (Hansson, 2018, p. 326).  

According to Canel and Sanders, government communication “refers to the aims, role 
and practice of communication implemented by executive politicians and officials of public 
institutions in the service of a political rationale, and that are themselves constituted based 
on the people’s indirect or direct consent and are charged to enact their will” (Canel & 
Sanders, 2011). This definition includes prime ministerial or presidential communication as 
well as mayoral or local and regional government communication. (Canel & Sanders, 2012, pp. 
85-86).  

Canel and Sander view government communication “finding itself in a kind of 
theoretical no man’s land between political communication, public relations and 
organizational communication research.” Government communication is very important to 
ensure that government decisions and policies involve stakeholders and are in accordance 
with the needs and expectations of their citizens. As Canel and Sander suggest, “The quality 
of government matters for human well-being. Governing necessarily involves constant 
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exchanges of information and communication about policies, ideas and decisions between 
governors and the governed.” (Canel & Sanders, 2003, p. 85). 

Scholars who study government communication usually position themselves with the 
subject matter of their research from a different point of view. They conceptualise 
government communication in different ways. They focus their attention on different subject 
and research location. A more detailed review of the literature in these different streams of 
research reveals that government communication in modern democracies has been 
conceptualised by scholars in four competing ways: as a policy instrument, as a commodity, 
as manipulation, and as a factor in (un)doing democracy (Hansson, 2018, p. 328). 

Contemporary research on government communication by Western scholars shows 
that their main emphasis is on top leaders and national governments. A review of much of the 
political communication literature shows that it is often used to refer solely to top-level 
executive communication at the presidential or prime ministerial level (Canel & Sanders, 
2012). Some American scholars have explored in depth the president's rhetoric and 
presidential communication strategy (Farnsworth, 2009; Coe & Reitzes, 2010), presidential 
power and communication (Kernell, 1997), presidential relations with the media (Spragens, 
2003; Walcott & Hult, 2008), chief executive communication strategies in relation to political 
scandals and terrorism (Canel & Sanders, 2010). In line with research that explains 
government communication as used in top-level and national-level executive communication, 
Australian scholar, Young (2007) has produced perhaps the most comprehensive country-
based overview of government communication (Canel & Sanders, 2013). 

Most recent studies also show relatively similar tendencies, for example, “trends in 
government communication” (Vos & Westerhoudt, 2008); “comparative study on how 
governments communicate with citizens in different countries” (Sanders, Canel, & Holtz-
Bacha, 2011; Sanders, & Canel, 2013); “discursive strategies in government” and 
“administrative language” (Hansson, 2015 & 2017); “strategic communication of central 
government organizations” (Salomonsen, Frandsen, & Johansen, 2016); “personalization of 
ministerial communication” (Figenschou, Karlsen, Kolltveit, & Thrbjørnsrud, 2017). Indeed, 
the vast majority of political communication research centred on government communication 
has tended to examine themes such as media management and officeholders’ rhetoric 
exclusively in relation to the senior national government. But government communication can 
also be used to refer to communication undertaken by executive institutions at regional and 
local levels (Ipsos, 2008; Jenei, 2012; Canel & Sanders, 2013).  

More recently, there has been a revival of interest in the role of information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) in local democracy. Mergel has documented research on 
the use of ICTs in government communication especially the use of social media for 
interactivity (Mergel, 2017). Mossberger (2013) conducted an empirical study on the use of 
social media by local government in US cities. He found that social media are mainly used for 
one-way information provision purposes. A subsequent study by Graham, et al. (2015) 
discussed the role of social media in local government crisis communications. They found the 
contrast in the US context, state and local level tweets are dominated by politics more than 
interaction. Another study by Gao and Lee (2017) have consistently shown that local 
municipalities adopt social media at significantly lower rates than their state and federal 
counterparts.  

New ICTs have led to a 24–7 government communication practice. Web sites offer 
limitless amounts of information and opinion to local and global audiences. Citizens in any 
society can stay better informed about politics and their government. In this context, 
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politicians are subject to closer scrutiny by the public in the online environment (Bimber, 2001; 
Kaid & Holtz-Bacha, 2008). As indicated from empirical research, the efforts of government 
agencies to use ICTs tools and applications, Internet and mobile devices to support good 
governance, strengthen existing relationships and build new partnerships within civil society, 
are known as e-Government initiatives. E-Government represents the introduction of a great 
wave of technological innovation as well as government reinvention (Ndou, 2004). It 
represents a tremendous impetus to move forward in the 21st-century with higher quality, 
cost-effective government services and a better relationship between citizens and 
government (Fang, 2002).  

Graham and Aurigi explained that many government agencies in developed countries 
have taken progressive steps toward the web and ICTs use, adding coherence to all local 
activities on the Internet, widening local access and skills, opening up interactive services for 
local debates, and increasing the participation of citizens on promotion and management of 
the territory (Graham & Aurigi, 1997). Ndou conducted a wide-scale study to identify and 
analyze the primary issues, opportunities and challenges that e-Government initiatives 
present for developing countries. The insights and results he presents here are based on 
empirical, web-based research of 15 case studies undertaken in developing countries 
(Argentina, Brazil, Chile, China, Colombia, Guatemala, India, Jamaica, the Philippines) which 
have already explored and implemented e-Government initiatives. In these cases, we can 
observe different applications and opportunities for e-Government, such as tax administration 
(Jamaica, Guatemala); better services to customers, businesses and stakeholders in general 
(Brazil, India); and e-Government for transparency and business efficiency (the Philippines, 
India, Chile) (Ndou, 2004). 

While the adaptive challenges of local government communication actors go far 
beyond technology, they call for the need for organizational structure and skills, capacity 
buildings, new forms of leadership, the transformation of public-private partnerships. 
However, the challenges of local government communication in developing countries remain 
largely unexplored. In the local context of South Kalimantan, different human agencies, 
complexities of structural and cultural factors, issues and problems pertaining in this region, 
requiring focused study and appropriate approach.  

In contrast to previous research conducted by other researchers in Western countries, 
this study seeks to add local context to contribute to the adoption of a local-oriented 
government communication perspective after the implementation of regional autonomy 
policy or decentralization in Banjarmasin, South Kalimantan. The term ‘government 
communication’ is often used to refer solely to top-level executive communication. But it can 
also be used to refer to institutions established by the government to do its work at national, 
regional and local levels (Canel & Sanders, 2012). This research can also fill the gap in the 
scarcity of trends in government communication studies that tend to be elitist and national-
centred actors, with more local-based research. In addition, this research discovers a new 
concept in dealing with local government communication constraints, namely the 
Participatory Government Communication Approach.  

This study considers the need to introduce a new approach namely participatory 
government communication approach. This deepens the perspective of participatory 
development communication. Participatory communication for social change sees people as 
the nucleus of development (Jacobson & Servaes, 1998). Therefore, government 
communication must support development that considers the spirit and culture of the 
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community (Servaes, 1999). Based on prerequisites made by previous researchers, this study 
adds several new prerequisites that are in line with the main objectives of decentralization: 
responsive, transparent, accountable, and good local government (Aspinall & Fealy, 2003; 
Rasyid, 2003). This study offers a preliminary model for Participatory Government 
Communication Approach for the local context of South Kalimantan where local government 
communication practices must be responsive, transparent, accountable, open, and involve 
citizens, which does not mean that all interests have the same impact but that they have a 
real chance of being articulated and communicated.  

This approach is considered adequate to analyze the extent to which Pemda 
Kalimantan Selatan (the regional government of South Kalimantan) has implemented one or 
several of the prerequisites. But these preconditions cannot operate in a vacuum, so they 
need to be placed in the local political and cultural landscape, in this case, the local culture 
typical of South Kalimantan. This is in line with what Canel and Sanders stated that 
government communication operates in a multilayered and organizationally diverse 
environment (Canel & Sanders, 2013). 
 

METHODOLOGY 
This study uses a qualitative approach to understand the text and the context of local 
government communication in South Kalimantan. According to Kirk and Miller (1986), a 
qualitative research approach "fundamentally depends on humans in their territory" (p. 9). 
Therefore, qualitative research is contextual (Rakhmat & Ibrahim, 2018, p. 183), so that 
qualitative researchers in the field of communication, according to Lindlof and Taylor (2002), 
need to understand the interrelationship between text and the context of communication. 

Qualitative research is not only in the form of text as descriptive data on facts. But also 
the interpretation of facts in socio-cultural settings (the context) (Jensen & Jankowsky, 1991). 
The socio-cultural context of the local community needs to be analyzed to provide 
communication settings for the South Kalimantan regional government. Cultural context 
analysis includes the use of data and information from studies that rely on the evaluation of 
secondary material (documents and academic literature). 

The context of this research location is Banjarmasin, the capital of Kalimantan Selatan 
or Kalsel (South Kalimantan) Province. This research was conducted from January to 
December 2018. The object of this research was the process and communication activities of 
the South Kalimantan regional government. The focus of the observations was the 
government communication of public services of the South Kalimantan regional government 
on the site http://www.kalselprov.go.id; how it functions as a public communication 
institution to its citizens and the response of key stakeholders to the performance of local 
government communicators in the communication of public servants in their local 
government. 

Data in this study were collected through in-depth interviews, field notes through 
observation, and document analysis. In-depth interviews were conducted to take an "inside" 
perspective with local government officials. While the "outside" perspective was with 
stakeholders. Stakeholders are parties who are the target of local government 
communication. Stakeholders consist of various pressure groups that the institution must 
consider (Kasali, 1994). The selected informants are the key stakeholders related to the local 
government in South Kalimantan. In-depth interviews were conducted with six strategic 
informants selected from the backgrounds of government and non-government stakeholders 
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to compare various views among the parties, and the interviewees were guaranteed only by 
the name of the initials (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1: Informants for in-depth Interviews 

No Informant Background Gender  
(F=female; M=male) 

1. SH Non-government  F 
2. SAS Academics F 
3. YRM Government M 
4. BRW Political party M 
5. F Local entrepreneur M 
6. HS Local journalist M 

 

 The Data collected (from observations, in-depth interviews, and documents) have 
been selected, classified and then interpreted in the context of the research location. 
Documents as secondary material consisting of scientific studies, statistical data, government 
reports, expert opinions, and related media news. Data that has been interpreted is data that 
is directly related to the agenda, policies, and communication activities of local government 
related to public services. The Data is then synthesized with responses from the results of in-
depth interviews with informants so that data analysis can be done holistically. This is related 
to the characteristics of qualitative data analysis methods that are more holistic, synthesis, 
and interpretive (Rakhmat & Ibrahim, 2018, p. 183). 
 

FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATIONS 
The results of the analysis of the documents carried out seek to explore cultural factors. 
Cultural aspects denote the orientations, values, and behaviour of both citizens and elites 
among the people of South Kalimantan. While structural factors will be explored based on 
observations and in-depth interviews. Structural aspects include institutions building and the 
application of the rules of the game. Both cultural and structural aspects are closely 
interrelated and interdependent. 
 
Socio-cultural landscape 
Culture is fluid, constantly changing and adapting according to the responses and dynamics of 
the community (Ibrahim, 2007 & 2011). Likewise, the culture that lives in the community in 
South Kalimantan. Although South Kalimantan is moving into a pluralistic society, the Banjar 
tribe remains the majority in South Kalimantan. The number reaches 74.3 per cent of the 
population of South Kalimantan, which amounts to around 4.2 million people (BPS South 
Kalimantan, 2018). No wonder that Banjar tribal culture with unique characteristics still 
colours culture and politics in South Kalimantan. 

Kalimantan, an island about six times the size of Java, is known as "an island with large 
rivers". Some of the great rivers split the island and flowed in South Kalimantan Province. 
Because of the many rivers and streams that flow, the capital city of South Kalimantan, 
Banjarmasin, is poetically called the "City of a Thousand Rivers". The river has become an 
important part of the life of the Banjar tribe.  
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Figure 1: Map of South Kalimantan 

Source: http://www.kalselprov.go.id/# 
 
 Based on historical records of the culture of this area shows that the development of 
the Banjar tribe is closely related to the role of rivers in South Kalimantan. River culture is very 
dominant in shaping the life of Banjar people. The river is a mobility route and a means of 
transportation for most Banjar people. 

The flowing river illustrates endless cultural dynamics and movement. River culture 
describes the flexibility, life experience, and adaptation of the Banjar tribe to life on the edge 
or along the riverbanks. This river culture colours all aspects of life including local politics in 
South Kalimantan. The river plays a role in shaping patterns of social interaction, trade 
relations, and networks of power in most South Kalimantan communities (Fatchiati, 2009). 

According to local cultural experts, on the one hand, river culture is considered to form 
the Banjar ethnic character as an open society, easy to get along with anyone, and quickly 
adapt to situations and conditions (Daud, 1997; Mahin, 2004). However, on the other hand, 
the nature of the tidal river also forms people who live on its banks to be hard fighters in 
maintaining their lives and lives (Fatchiati, 2009). 

In the social life order of the Banjar tribe, the bond with the ulama is also strengthened 
by the culture of the river (Daud, 2004). It is a means to strengthen what is called "bubuhan", 
a network of ancestral ties and locality in some Banjar people who migrate upstream or 
downstream of the river (Daud, 1997). 

In contemporary South Kalimantan politics and society, the culture of the river that 
connects the camps, accompanied by the patron of the ulama, becomes two crucial factors 
for political parties and legislative candidates who want to win the general election in South 
Kalimantan. If political parties and candidates are good at interpreting river culture and 
assembling a network of local and regional ulama patron networks, it will be easier to get 
support from the people of South Kalimantan. 
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The local political culture also affects the preferences of citizens in the election of 
representatives and the regional head in South Kalimantan. Although local political 
pragmatism caused a shift in the patterns of support and political relations of the Banjar 
people. However, adherence to the patronage of “bubuhan” and figures remains the basis of 
the political attitudes of the majority of the people in the province (Fatchiati, 2009). 
 
Local Government Communication Landscape 
Analysis of the results of in-depth interviews with six key informants and observations on the 
performance of the official website of the South Kalimantan Regional Government, 
http://www.kalselprov.go.id/ illustrates a comparison of perspectives from inside and outside 
relating to local government communication about public services in South Kalimantan. 
 
a. Perspective from Inside (Officeholder) 
Decentralization policy of the Indonesian central government concerning regional autonomy 
has left hopes and complex challenges for the government and people in regions such as South 
Kalimantan. Regional autonomy has been implemented in Indonesia through Law No. 22/1999 
concerning Regional Government. In 2004, because it was deemed not following the 
development of the situation, it was replaced with Law No. 32/2004 concerning Regional 
Government. Furthermore, it has undergone several changes, most recently Law No. 12/2008 
concerning the Second Amendment to Law No. 32/2004 concerning Regional Government. 
For some observers, this is considered an excellent opportunity for local governments to 
exercise the authority that is a regional right but can also be counterproductive to the 
reformation movement (Hidayat, 2010). Ideally, centralized, one-way and top-down central 
government communications are replaced with participatory, two-way and bottom-up local 
government communications. But the reality is not always in line with reality. 
 



Local Government Communication in Indonesia: Observations from Banjarmasin, South Kalimantan 
Bachruddin Ali Akhmad 

 

111 
 

E-ISSN: 2289-1528 
https://doi.org/10.17576/JKMJC-2020-3603-07 

 

 
Figure 2: Official website of the regional government of South Kalimantan Province 

Source: http://www.kalselprov.go.id/ 
 
According to information in http://www.kalselprov.go.id, this official website as:  

 
The ideals of the South Kalimantan Provincial Government to develop the 
South Kalimantan Province as a province that is transparent, accountable, 
participatory, and innovative. One Data South Kalimantan provides data in an 
open format and is easily accessed and reused, to increase government 
transparency and accountability at the same time as encouraging community 
participation to contribute to the development of the Province of South 
Kalimantan. 
 

 However, although the official website is considered very important in public services, 
it is only one of the South Kalimantan regional government communication media. Based on 
field observations and interviews with Informant YRM, there are 12 government 
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communication activities carried out by the South Kalimantan Regional Government relating 
to public services with varying nature of communication (Table 2). 
 

Table 2: Media of Local Government Communication in South Kalimantan 

No. Media of Communication Nature of Communication Key Audience/Stakeholder 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
 
11 
12 

Press conference (casuistic) 
Press conference (monthly) 
Advertorial on local media 
Photo lens (diaphragm) 
Official Website 
Radio Abdi Persada 
Abdi Persada Tabloid 
Governor's Speech 
Interview on TVRI 
Collaboration with TV Ambassador & 
Banjar TV 
Weekly/monthly tabloids 
Meeting with chief editors of the local 
media 

two-way 
two-way 
one-way 
one-way 
one-way 
two-way 
one-way 
one-way 
one-way 
one-way 

 
one-way 
two-way 

journalists 
journalists 
journalists 
journalists 

citizens/public 
citizens/public 
citizens/public 
citizens/public 
citizens/public 
citizens/public 

 
citizens/public 

journalists 

Source: Data processed by researchers from observation and interview, 2018. 

  
According to Informant YRM, a member of local government officeholder:  
 

Initially, the official website was the Office of Electronic Data Center (PDE) of 
the South Kalimantan provincial government. However, this unit cannot run 
optimally. Not all local government policies are published. This website is also 
not interactive and is not updated regularly so it is not actual. This is because 
coordination between Local Government Work Units (SKPD) is weak and 
fellow SKPDs are not mutually open. Admin staff who handle the official 
website lack skills and competence in analyzing data. Employee competency 
is still low, unable to make news and analyze it. Public relations management 
has not run according to its function. In short, there is no clear division of tasks 
(Informant YRM). 
 

 In terms of South Kalimantan regional government communication, the government 
frequently uses official web and social media for public communication both for public 
campaigns and public services. Public communication is considered to be a fundamental duty 
of government officials to constantly update government decisions and actions in order to 
maintain an informed citizenry. Reports that information provision can be further divided into 
operational/event information and public service announcements - depending on the 
characteristics of information provided. 

While the use of media of government communication by local government 
communicators has been highly visible, in the context of South Kalimantan significant 
questions have been raised over how public agencies themselves.  

Based on researchers' observations and interviews, it appears that structural factors 
greatly influence the quality of government communication services. Among these structural 
factors are government communicator capacities, government openness, internal 
coordination between units in local government, management of communication and 
interaction with key stakeholders and local citizens.  
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All of these factors are interrelated to form a top-down approach and one-way 
government communication style and have not provided a dialogue sphere with key-
stakeholders who should be local government partners in the development of South 
Kalimantan society. In addition, the lack of government response to feedback from citizens 
and stakeholders in terms of the quality of public services shows how the public policies made 
are not in line with the needs of its citizens. This is a constraint to effective local government 
communication in supporting regional development. 
 
b. Perspective from Outside (Stakeholders) 
South Kalimantan regional government communication in the form of delivering ideas or 
programs to the community to achieve common goals (in this case the government can be 
assumed as a communicator and the community as a communicant). In a dialogical and 
interactive climate of government communication, the citizen is in a position as a 
communicator, namely as a sender of ideas and the government is in a position as a 
communicant who listens to the aspirations of its citizens. In such conditions, citizens have the 
right to voice access without undermining the authority of the government which is 
responsible for responding and considering the hopes and needs of the people. 

According to Informant HS, a local journalist, citizens want dialogue, unfortunately, the 
government is not responsive, including with journalists. Informant HS argued that: 

 
For example, previously a monthly press conference was regularly held. 
Where alternately the SKPD conveys the program, now the intensity is greatly 
reduced, even almost nonexistent. Services for news requests by journalists 
depend on the mood of each SKPD head. When contacted, someone did not 
pick up the phone and dodge. Humas (Public Relations) should act as SKPD 
representatives explaining the news as a counterweight to the news 
(Informant HS). 

 
 According to Informant F, an entrepreneur, what is needed by local entrepreneurs is 
transparency and certainty. Informant F argued that:  
 

What is needed is the transparency of regional governments regarding good 
information services. Yes, like Dispenda who is ready to accept questions, 
criticisms and suggestions, and respond to the newspaper. Or like UPT 
Samsat, which provides information services on how much each item costs; 
how many are paid in full; how much is the rest and others. This shows the 
existence of transparency and certainty. So, that's what people needs 
(Informant F). 

 
 According to Informant BRW, from local political parties, what is needed is dialogue 
and interaction. Informant BRW argued that: 
 

Before the South Kalimantan regional government issues a public policy there 
must be an RDP (Public Discussion Room = public testing). The government 
invites stakeholders (people related to the policy). Through this RDP there will 
be input on public policies so that the policies made has broad support from 
citizens. Unfortunately, all this time the RDP has not been heard, it doesn't 
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work. Because there is no media and public input, overlapping programs 
occur. So far, there has been a condition in which there is a lack of interaction 
and take and give in the transformation of public policies between local 
government and the citizens. If the newspaper does not contain criticism of 
the public policy, then the public cannot know what is happening to the 
existing policy (Informant BRW). 
 

 According to Informant SH, a member of KPU (the General Election Commission) of 
Banjarmasin City, the local government is unresponsive to women's interests and their 
problems. Informant SH argued that: 
 

I think the communication of the South Kalimantan provincial government is 
less responsive to the problem of women in South Kalimantan. Women's 
voices are also not yet represented in the provincial government's 
communication policy, although efforts may have been made through various 
programs. Ensuring communication to the lower classes, education through 
socialization should not be glamorous and the big reverberations carried out 
in starred hotels cost of money, but messages do not necessarily reach the 
lower classes. So make a program that touches on women's issues in the lower 
classes of society (Informant SH). 

 
 According to Informant SAS, a woman academics in Banjarmasin, the government 
should be able to become a facilitator of openness in strengthening community participation 
with a gender perspective. Informant SAS argued that: 
 

In general, the state and the government should be a facilitator of public 
openness and facilitate various regulations and strengthening regulators in 
the context of community participation with a gender perspective and 
guaranteeing independence, so that various problems of marginal 
communities such as women, children, victims of HAM (human rights), labour, 
fishermen, urban poor, farmers, and disabled as an important issue that must 
be guarded accompanied by protection and empowerment. Breakthroughs 
are needed in the government's current public communication strategy given 
the rapid development of ICTs. The development of ICTs at this time has had 
a significant impact on the education sector, the economy, to the industry 
(Informant SAS). 

 
Based on in-depth interviews with the six key-informants and an analysis of the 

implementation of official channels of the local government communication, it appears that 
issues related to local government communication in relations with public servants in South 
Kalimantan. On the one hand, there is dissatisfaction with the implementation of local 
government communication which is considered not to consider the voices and participation 
of stakeholders outside the local government. On the other hand, there is recognition from 
within the local government itself regarding the limited capacity of human resources and 
management of local government communication channels. 
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DISCUSSION 
Discussing local government communication in the context of the South Kalimantan regional 
government in terms of public services brings the discussion of the role of government and 
citizens in local democracy. Local democracy requires the active participation of the 
government and local citizens. This active role found its opportunities in the era of regional 
autonomy. 

The findings of this study indicate that the low capacity of communicator resources 
and the unprofessional management of local government communication channels causes 
ineffective communication of public services. Even though effective government 
communication is needed so that public services are right on target and following the needs 
of the local community. 

In addition, interviews with key-informants outside the local government show that 
government communication does not yet involve community participation directly related to 
public policy. Whereas community participation is one of the keys to the success of 
development communication in the region (Servaes, 1999). 

Several prerequisites need to be fulfilled so that local government communication is 
following the principles of participatory democracy in a context of development 
communication. In line with that prerequisite, some authors have pointed out the importance 
of government openness for public engagement (Lee & Kwak, 2012), to create a culture of 
transparency (Bertot et al., 2010), transparency in government communication (Fairbanks, 
Plowman, & Rawlins, 2007), and political engagement of media and citizens (Dahlgren, 2009). 
The broader objective of transparency is to ensure that citizens understand how decisions are 
made and have an opportunity to participate in the decision-making process (Cavoukian & 
Mitchinson 2003). 

There are two sides to the controversy regarding government communication services, 
in the era of decentralization and regional democratization in South Kalimantan context, 
namely; (1) demands that the government provide services to the community; (2) demands 
government openness and transparency in all public policies. This is illustrated in the results 
of the interview with key stakeholders from outside the government. 

The summary of the results of interviews with key stakeholders illustrates how much 
the people's expectations are reflected in various opinions regarding various necessities 
carried out by the South Kalimantan regional government. Although sometimes that necessity 
seems excessive. But the high hopes also illustrate the irony of decentralization beyond Java. 
The irony is as seen from the views of the interviewed stakeholders who view that government 
communication still prioritizes the interests of colleagues and is busy improving itself. "It is 
not entirely to be more transparent to stakeholders and their citizens," said an informant (HS). 

An interactive and responsive local government communication system where the 
government officeholders always communicate public policies to the public and where people 
easily access information and provide feedback on various problems they face and policies 
that are not on target. The ideal conditions of participative government communication like 
this seem to be still limited to the expectations of stakeholders who are informants in this 
study. 

The role of government communication in local democracy context cannot be 
separated from the socio-cultural context of the region, and the different communication 
approaches this generates, ranging from more centralized and elitist forms to more 
decentralized forms of societal decision-making and problem-solving. To a certain degree, the 
use of communication technologies plays a significant role, but they are not necessarily 
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neutral instruments in the service of government communication. They are always embedded 
in political constellations and various models of (non-) democratic communication. Moreover, 
communication technologies are not exclusive driving forces of society, but always part of a 
broader social context (Carpentier, 2011). 

This study shows inspiring results that communication technology through the official 
web of local government can be an effective government communication media if it facilitates 
participation and civic engagement. These approaches deal with participation in the media 
and through the media. Participation through the media focuses on opportunities for 
participation in public debate, in what some call the public sphere, following a consensus-
oriented approach (in Habermas concept, 1991) where individual citizens engage in local 
democratic processes. 

Important things that also need to be emphasized that formally successful local 
government programs should establish responsibility for communication and information 
dissemination activities and can ask various groups to assist in this process, including local 
government, civil society organizations or community groups, private sector organizations and 
the media, to reach the maximum reach among those who need to receive material or 
participate in communication activities. 

This study shows the important thing that is happening in the democratic transition in 
Indonesia in the 21st century that public expectations of local government communication 
practices have changed from the role of traditional "officials" to "good partners": caring for 
citizens, understanding the needs of local communities, and offer solutions to their problems. 
This is the true meaning of the participatory government communication perspective that 
must be adopted by local leaders in the context of an archipelago like Indonesia. However, 
the gap between public expectations of the government as a good partner and public 
dissatisfaction with their communication performance must be investigated further. 
 

CONCLUSION 
Transitions to democracy in Indonesia is a long-term process that takes decades. 
Decentralization through national policies on regional autonomy is considered the best way 
for democratization at the local level where people's voices are heard and people are involved 
in participatory regional development. 

To which extent the local government communication in South Kalimantan involves 
the participation of its citizens? This study is found that the practices and performance of local 
government communicators in South Kalimantan are not in line with the expectations of 
citizens and the demands of legislation where the government is asked to listen to the 
aspirations of stakeholders and local communities. 

In conclusion, the study has helped the researchers to understand that the quality of 
local government communication was influenced by various factors both cultural and 
structural. Although local cultural factors remain important, in the case of the South 
Kalimantan regional government, structural factors have more influence on the government 
communication implementations in the public services. While government communication 
does not yet involve active participation from key local stakeholders and their citizens, more 
elite-oriented or party interests than public-oriented or citizens’ interests. The regional 
government officers are less responsive and still top-down, so the ideas of professionalisation 
of local government communications are still limited to expectations rather than reality. 
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It is probably wise for regional government in South Kalimantan to increase the 
capacity and quality of government communication services to its citizens via a range of 
channels, formal and informal. The office-holders need to develop dialogical and transparent 
local government communication with active involvement by the citizens and to adopt a 
participatory government communication approach. This study recommends that local 
government communication can be effective if it has a vision and mission of civic 
empowerment and citizen engagement in participation for communication planning and its 
implementation including women's voices and perspectives. 
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