
OUTLOOK INDONESIA
MONTHLY UPDATE- MAY  2020

FROM THE AMERICAN INDONESIAN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE

Highlights
Low Oil Prices A Double-edged Sword

Factories at 33% Capacity
Labor Reforms on Hold

Traditional Markets Adapt
Economists’ Recession Worries

v Is Indonesia a COVID-19 Outlier?
Commentary by Wayne Forrest

Reading the press must be troubling for Indonesian leaders. Many accounts describe an 
out-of-control virus, compromised healthcare system, and an impotent government reac-
tion.  Typical is this comment by a Carnegie Endowment scholar: “The government’s disre-
gard for data, reliance on military personnel for crisis management, and political score-set-
tling steered it away from a balancing act between the economy and health toward a 
strategy that has delivered worse results for both.” Furthermore, “More disturbingly, [the] 
administration used this flawed data to defer critical interventions. The delayed timing of 
ongoing measures to improve detection by distributing new testing equipment to regional 
labs compromises their effectiveness. Amid already high infection rates, testing may not 
stem contagion unless supplemented with mass isolation facilities for infected persons in 
densely populated cities, where people live in close quarters with large families.”  You get 
the point.  Most of the reports consider Indonesia incompetent and mistrust the officially 
reported results.  I disagree.  

What bothers me is that the press –and other opinion writers such as the one quoted 
above-- do not adequately analyze the available data—especially 7-day moving averages-- 
which present a counter narrative. This data, while incomplete, is strong enough for useful 
analysis.    Looking at total case figures—which continue to rise-- is misleading.   Indone-
sia, whether by virtue of current containment efforts, past vaccination regimens, climate, 
population age, or pure luck; is plain out not experiencing an exponential growth in cases 
or deaths.  Rates are linear and appear to be flattening.  Consider these encouraging signs: 
(courtesy of Reformasi Weekly and The NY Times)

• 7 day moving averages (average of previous 7 days on any given day) have flat-
lined: Officially confirmed deaths from Covid-19 nationwide fell by four percent during 
the week ending 30 April, relative to the previous week. The daily toll touched a record 
low of eight on 30 April, versus a high of 60 recorded on 14 April. On a seven-day 
moving average basis, deaths during the week ending 30 April fell by 12 percent.   
Similarly, the seven-day moving average of new COVID-19 cases ended at 335 (per 
day) on 30 April; it has ranged between 318 and 344 for the past 14.

• Active Cases: (Net of people who have recovered or died).  These numbers continue 
to rise but the weekly growth rate has been declining steadily since early April, from a 
high of 69 percent on 11 April to a low of 20 percent on 30 April.  Hardly exponential

• Total Jakarta cemetery burials:  2019 average was 2700 per month and spiked to 
4400 in March. April’s figure was 4377.  Assuming the differential is attributable most-
ly to COVID-19, comparing these figures to official death rates suggest the under-re-
porting or undiagnosed cases (by a factor of 3) mentioned by critics. But they coincide 
with the flattening of COVID-19 death rates. Projected across all of Indonesia, the cur-
rent official death toll of 872 (May 5) would be closer to 3,000.  Compared to the US 
death toll of over 70,000, Indonesia’s, a nation of similar population whose pandemic 
began about the same time, is starkly lower.  

• Molecular testing: PCR testing expanded significantly during the last week of April, 
but the rate of detection of new Covid-19 cases fell by more than two-thirds.   The 
tests prioritize patients with symptoms associated with the virus.  On April 24 25% 
tested positive; by April 30 the rate had dropped by two thirds to 8%. 

• Tuberculosis prevention:  Indonesia, like many current and former develop-
ing countries, continues to inoculate infants against tuberculosis with the Bacillus 
Calmette-Guerin vaccine, developed a hundred years ago. This may explain, in part, 
the numbers presented above.  An April 3 NY Times article reported: “BCG is still wide-
ly used in the developing world, where scientists have found that it does more than 
prevent TB. The vaccine prevents infant deaths from a variety of causes, and sharply 
reduces the incidence of respiratory infections… There is little evidence yet that the 
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v Economy and Business:
• Jobless Sign Up for Online Training

More than 8.6 million Indonesians signed up for a government 
program offering cash allowance and online training as the 
coronavirus pandemic continued to render scores without jobs.
The pre-employment card program will offer selected applicants 
a monthly allowance of 600,000 rupiah ($39) for four months 
and require them to sign up for one or more of the 2,000 online 
training courses.  The plan, mooted by President Joko Widodo 
last year to up-skill the nation’s workforce, is now being ex-
panded to shield the poor from the fallout of the pandemic.  In-
donesia has one of the biggest work-forces in the world, which 
at 127 million is larger than the combined populations of Italy 
and the U.K. But 56% of people with jobs, about 70 million, 
are in informal employment with little or no safety net, leaving 
them severely exposed in an economic crisis.(Bloomberg)

• Indonesian Economists Recession Worries
Indonesia’s economy may enter a recession and experience a 
much longer recovery than other countries in Southeast Asia 
if the government’s management of the COVID-19 pandemic 
remains “slow” and “amateurish”, economists have warned.
University of Indonesia senior economist Faisal Basri voiced 
concerns over the government’s handling of the health crisis, 
adding that with the current containment measures, the coun-
try could see an economic contraction of up to 2.5 percent, or 
0.5 percent growth in a best-case scenario.  “The sophisticated 
economic policy taken by the government will be in vain if the 
government’s COVID-19 containment measures remain ama-
teurish,” Faisal said during an online discussion on Friday.
“The trajectory of Indonesia’s economy is very hard to pre-
dict right now, as the government has been late to ban mudik 
[exodus] while the large-scale social restrictions have not had 
much of an impact,” he said, warning that the country’s eco-
nomic recovery would take much longer and incur higher costs.
The government’s Idul Fitri mudik ban will remain in place until 
May 31 with travel restrictions to be enforced in COVID-19 red 
zones. The ban comes after the government resisted calls from 
health experts since late last month.

• Low Oil Prices a Double-Edged Sword
Indonesia produces in the neighborhood of 700,000 barrels 
per day of crude oil -- some of which it sells abroad but must 
import 800,000 bpd of gasoline and other fuels as it lacks 
adequate refining capability. Low prices will help Indonesia’s 
current account deficit but could hurt state revenues and the 
development of more local production fields.  “We are going 
to be hit from many angles,” economist Enrico Tanuwidjaya of 
Singapore-based United Overseas Bank (UOB) told The Jakarta 
Post on Tuesday. Contrary to other Southeast Asian countries, 
Indonesia’s fuel prices have not budged since the crash and 

local stakeholders have not signaled a discount any time soon, 
citing multiple reasons.  State-owned oil company Pertamina, 
which operates over 90 percent of gas stations in the country, 
frequently says that Indonesia’s falling demand undermines the 
need for cheaper fuel.  Pertamina, with 90% of the downstream 
market, has experienced a 25% drop in sales since March due 
to social restrictions.  It has made huge cutbacks in its refined 
fuels output and rented 3 tankers --and is seeking a fourth-- to 
store cheap gasoline.  Pertamina’s President, Nicke Widyawa-
ti said that, going forward, the company would not purchase 
more storage space because tanker rental prices were soaring 
as many other countries implement similar hoarding strategies.  
Fuel pump prices have not yet dropped due to a previously im-
posed price ceiling, currently under review by the government.

We import crude and fuel in huge volumes – around 800,000 
barrels per day – but with such low prices then the import 
value of that crude and fuel becomes very cheap,” said ener-
gy economist Fahmy Radhi of Gadjah Mada University (UGM) 
on Wednesday.  However, Fahmy said that falling crude prices 
also risked derailing the value of Indonesia’s other commodity 
exports such as metal ores and coal, whose international trade 
prices are tied to oil prices, among other variables.  (Jakarta 
Post)

• Factories at 33% Capacity
Factory activity has collapsed with only one third of manufactur-
ing companies and workers operating at present, a high-ranking 
official has said. Coordinating Economic Minister Airlangga Har-
tarto said on Thursday that 15,000 manufacturing companies 
were still operating at present out of a total of 40,000 in normal 
times.  Meanwhile, 4.7 million workers in the manufacturing 
sector are still working out of the usual 17 million in the sector, 
which contributes around 20 percent of the country’s gross 
domestic product, the minister added.  “We hope companies 
will be back in operation when the situation returns to normal,” 
Airlangga told an online briefing on Thursday, referring to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.   As COVID-19 continues to batter the 
Indonesian economy, 70 percent of textile and textile product 
(TPT) companies face permanent closure as a result of plunging 
domestic and export demand, an industry group has warned. 
At the moment, 80 percent of textile companies have halted 
operations temporarily while facing cashflow issues, so financial 
support from the government is urgently required according to 
the Indonesian Filament and Fiber Producers Association.

• Indonesian Airlines Hit Hard
  Finance Minister Sri Mulyani Indrawati has said only 70 flights 
are still operating of a total of around 79,000 before the virus 
outbreak. “The airline industry lost income of Rp 207 US$13.65 
million between January and February alone”, she said. 

vaccine will blunt infection with the coronavirus, but a series of clinical trials may answer the question in just months.”   
• 4 deaths in Bali:  In January and February 5 flights a day from Wuhan (the epicenter of COVID-19) brought thousands pf 

Chinese tourists to Bali, one of the wealthiest and most socially cohesive provinces of Indonesia.  One would think Bali would 
have many more cases and fatalities.  Perhaps the lack of air conditioning and the fact that most Balinese are outside for part 
of their days is a factor. (sunshine, ultraviolet rays and heat may affect COVID-10). Perhaps its Balinese spiritual power. 

• The Youth Factor:  With over 50% of its population under the age of 30, Indonesia’s youth may be its largest protection. 
“Young people are more likely to contract mild or asymptomatic cases that are less transmissible to others, said Robert 
Bollinger, a professor of infectious diseases at the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. And they are less likely to have certain 
health problems that can make Covid-19, the disease caused by the coronavirus, particularly deadly, according to the World 
Health Organization.” (NY Times, May 3)

Make no mistake, Indonesia is not out of the woods with COVID-19; its spread continues and current lock down measures instituted 
in mid-March remain relevant. Its economy is suffering.  But COVID-19, although a major threat, is hardly out of control.  Ad homi-
nem attacks on Indonesia’s competency are misplaced and misguided. 

(The opinions expressed here are solely the writer’s and do not necessarily reflect those of the American Indonesian Chamber of 
Commerce or its members.)
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v Foreign Affairs/US Indonesia Relations:
• Foreign Equipment Assists in COVID-19  Fight 

From testing equipment to ventilators, masks, and personal 
protective equipment, Indonesia, lacking its own manufactur-
ing, has turned to its trading partners for critical aid.  The In-
donesian government’s Covid-19 Task Force received shipments 
of sophisticated laboratory equipment for coronavirus infection 
diagnostic testing from China on Saturday to help achieve a 
minimum testing number of 10,000 per day.  The equipment 
included three main types namely viral ribonucleic acid (RNA) 

isolation kit, multiplex reverse transcription polymerase chain 
reaction (RT-PCR) testing kit and viral transport medium kit. 
A day earlier, the task force also received donation of real 
time PCR testing kits from South Korea.  In a Friday, April 24 
call, Indonesia’s President Joko Widodo asked for respirato-
ry equipment “which we will provide,” as well, Trump wrote. 
Private shipments of PPE have been arranged by foundations 
and entrepreneurs including Alibaba’s Jack Ma, and the Tanoto 
Foundation.  

v Social/Culture/Education:
• How to Keep a Traditional Market Open

Salatiga city in 
Central Java has 
shown the world 
it is possible to 
maintain eco-
nomic activi-
ty while also 
following health 
protocols to pre-
vent the spread 
of COVID-19, 
with traditional 
market sellers in 
the city following physical distancing measures while working at 
the market.  The Salatiga administration has allowed sellers to 
open stalls along a major road in the city to ensure physical dis-
tancing measures are followed by both sellers and customers.

• Balinese Village Feeds Their Beloved Monkeys
On Friday, 01 May 2020, a large group of local citizens descend-
ed on the Alas Kedaton Monkey Forest located in the Village of 
Kukuh, Marga, Tabanan Regency, bringing containers and sacks 
of food for some 1,500 monkeys that make their home at the 
popular tourist attraction.  Before the COVID-19 Pandemic, the 
Alas Kedaton Monkey Forest was visited by hundreds of tourists 
who typically purchase 
food to share with the 
troops of monkeys. Follow-
ing the collapse of tourism 
in Bali, the visitors to Alas 
Kedaton have disappeared 
together with the food 
they once shared with the 
primates. (Bali Discovery 
Newsletter)

v Politics and Security: 
• Indonesia Martials Volunteers

Faced with limited human resources, the COVID-19 task force 
has appealed to people, particularly those with a medical 
background, to enlist as volunteers. “Since we opened the 
registration process four weeks ago, a total of 28,900 peo-
ple have registered, of whom, 5,500 are medical volunteers, 
while the rest are non-medical ones,” the task force’s volunteer 
team coordinator, Andre Rahardian, said on April 29, 2020. 
The volunteers come from different regions of Indonesia, and 
are not solely from Jakarta. Most harbor a humanitarian spirit 
and inclination for mutual cooperation. Non-medical volunteers 
constitute about 80 percent of the volunteer force. Following a 
training course, they are tasked with logistics and general ad-
ministration pertaining to aid distribution.  The task force now 
needs more medical volunteers as the 5,500 recently recruited 
volunteers are not yet ready to be placed on duty.

• Labor Reforms on Hold
President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo and the House of Represen-
tatives have agreed to postpone deliberation on labor issues 
in the much-anticipated omnibus bill, just in time to persuade 
workers against holding a mass protest before the May Day 
amid the Covid-19 pandemic.  “The government and DPR have 
the same view to postponing the discussion of the labor cluster 
in the job creation bill,” President Jokowi said on Friday, refer-
ring the House by its acronym.  Jokowi’s administration puts a 
high hope on the bill to improve the investment climate in the 
country. The bill aims for sweeping revisions to the country’s 
existing laws, including the 2003 labor law that many deemed 
too rigid for establishing an investment climate that is competi-
tive in the region.  

Two political parties in the President’s party (Nasdem and 
PDI-P) don’t just want to delay the debate over labor pro-
visions, they want them removed and put in a separate bill.
(Jakarta Globe)

• Opposition to Food Imports
The tension between local vs imported food has been a peren-
nial issue with food self-sufficiency often being a higher priority 
than food security.  However, Indonesia lives in a region where 
there are much more efficient rice producers, Thailand and 
Vietnam. Years of government-imposed import controls (often 
in abrogation of WTO rules) have not incentivized the produc-
tion increases they were designed to support and have led to 
shortages and price spikes.   The proposed Omnibus Bill on Job 
Creation would relax some of these protections and predictably, 
there is opposition. Several lawmakers of the House of Repre-
sentatives and a pro-domestic farmer group have voiced their 
opposition to the domestic food supply provisions in the disput-
ed omnibus bill on job creation, arguing that it could weaken 
domestic farmers’ production and favor importers. Idham 
Arsyad of the Indonesian Farmers and Fishermen Awakening 
Movement (Gerbang Tani) also echoed similar concerns, argu-
ing that the bill could make Indonesia more dependent on food 
importers. Furthermore, fears have grown among local farmers 
that they would not be able to compete with foreign commod-
ities that are produced more efficiently and at cheaper costs. 
For example, the production cost of rice per kilogram in Indo-
nesia is two and a half times higher than in Vietnam. Farmers 
could indeed lose out to imports, he said. “The bill exists when 
the country is struggling to break its dependency on imported 
agricultural products, especially the food sub-sector,” Idham 
said in a written statement.



OUTLOOK INDONESIA       MONTHLY UPDATE- PAGE 4

v Charts:

Outlook Indonesia: Weekly Update is published by the American Indonesian Chamber of Commerce, All Rights Reserved, 
Editor: Wayne Forrest, 521 5th Avenue, Suite 1700, New York, NY 10175  (212) 687-4505 email: director@aiccusa.org

Dollar in Rupiah

Jakarta Stock Exchange Index

Inflation


