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The Seedbeds of Active Citizenship? 
Community Gardens in Kampung Tugu Selatan, Jakarta 
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Jakarta has poor environmental sanitation conditions as the management of its solid waste, wastewater 
collection and treatment systems are low. Moreover green open space is lacking, especially in areas with 
informal settlements. These factors all together reduce Jakarta's spatial quality and continuously harm 
public health. While in private housing estates most of the middle-class households can enjoy premium 
services of water, sanitation and leisure facilities, it remains a great challenge to meet such needs for 
lower-income community groups. The main reason is that the capacity of state service provision system 
might improve but with much slower pace compared to the increase of population growth and expan-
sion of sprawl.  
Responding to increasing environmental issues, some lower-income communities have been under- 
going collective actions. This article exemplifies such actions and discusses the impacts. It shows how 
marginalised community groups could turn their deprived socio-ecological conditions into opportunities 
for improving urban spatial quality. It is increasingly difficult to ignore that such actions  have been com-
plementing state initiatives in development, but instead of solely being a matter for fulfilling short-term 
needs, such coexistence should also be effective to improve urban governance as a whole and open up 
a way for an active citizenship (see Allen et al., 2006; Moulaert et al., 2010a). 
This article is drawn on a case of a kampung in Jakarta. Following this introduction, a section explains 
what a kampung is and how this article situates its socio-ecological conditions. It then discusses a deve-
lopment of community gardens in Kampung Tugu Selatan. The last section further discusses the kampung 
experience to reflect on urban citizenship.  As part of a two-year empirical work in Jakarta for a doctoral 
research, this case study is written mainly based on the author's field visit in May 2011, in which some 
group discussions with community members were undertaken. 

Abstract: This article seeks to contribute to the scholarly do-
cumentation on Jakarta's spatial transformation. It does so by 
discussing one of the kampungs, settlements that could be 
seen as marginalised due to a loose association between the 
communities and urban citizenship. In kampungs, the idea 
of ‘state’ as the key actor to ensure universal and equal ac-
cess to basic infrastructure services has eroded. This article 
situates such settlements under the terminology of 'grey sett-
lements,' following Yiftachel's 'gray spaces' (2009). The grey 
settlements of Jakarta have been disintegrated from the for-
mal infrastructure provision system, but to a certain extent 
they have also been integrated with many state-led politi-
cal institutional processes. Such ambiguity brings advantages 
and disadvantages to different actors. This article specifically 
looks at the collective efforts to develop community gardens 
despite limited infrastructure conditions. The case study ex-
emplifies the phenomena in which good initiatives emerge 
from crises. Such phenomena also call for a new conceptua-
lisation of citizenship.
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Figure 1: Jakarta’s Spatial Fragmentation

Kampungs that are categorised as slums by the  
Jakarta provincial government (data 2008)

Cleared slums (vacant areas in Master Plan 2030)

Planned settlements and improved kampungs
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Urban Kampungs: the Grey 
Settlements of Jakarta

The kampung is one type of  ‘infor-
mal settlement’ built by communities 
as active urban settlements, like the fa-
vela in Brazil, barrio in Venezuela, cal-
lampa in Chile, katchi abadis in Pakis-
tan or colonia proletaria in Mexico (see 
Hasan et al., 1999; Ward, 1976). But, 
there is no single definition of  kam-
pung in Jakarta, a city with a popula-
tion of  over ten million. In colonial 
times, the indigenous word ‘kampung’ 
was used to label non-European and 
non-Chinese settlements. Today, a 
kampung is a socio-spatial entity em-
bedding an economic production and 
settlement system that encompasses a 
broad range of  informal income ge-
nerating activities. However, it is not 
merely a spatial manifestation of  the 
‘informal economy’. Kampungs are 
neighbourhoods where blue-collar 
workers from the formal sector and 
workers of  the informal sector live to-
gether and their co-existence has been 
supporting the economy of  the city as 
a whole. Moreover, many small busi-
ness activities in kampungs are part of  
larger business operations and often 
the local entrepreneurs are highly de-
pendent on bigger economic players. 

Kampung can fall under the ca-
tegorisation of  ‘gray spaces,’ a term 

coined by Yiftachel (2009). In such 
spaces, communities are only parti-
ally included in the urban polity, not 
integrated but not eliminated; their 
existence is socio-politically impor-
tant but their living characteristics do 
not always comply with the idealised 
norms of  urban life set by the govern-
ment and the private sector. The ter-
ritories of  grey spaces are maintained 
‘from above’ by ‘a “politics of  un- 
recognition” accompanied by mar-
ginalising indifference’ (Ibid., 2009, 
pp. 89-92). But these are also spaces 
that are formed ‘from below,’ invol-
ving governance modes that incorpo-
rate several non-formal institutions 
for mediation and negotiation (see 
Chatterjee, 2004, pp. 53-78; Simone, 
2012). Hence, a kampung is not a pas-
sive physical container. It is a form of  
dynamic socio-spatial organization 
in which different spatial strategies 
from different actors are continuously 
being contested (see Massey, 2005). In 
kampungs, social networks of  each 
actor are not isolated in such localities. 
They are linked with wider territorial 
dynamics (see also Van Dyck & Van 
den Broeck, 2013).

No one knows (nor may ever know) 
the exact number of  people living in 
kampungs or the total area of  kam-
pungs in Jakarta although the govern-

ment of  Jakarta has data of  the total 
area and spatial distribution of  slums. 
In 2008, the Public Housing Agency 
of  Jakarta, Dinas Perumahan, reported 
the presence of  around five thousand 
hectares of  slums, forming almost 
12 per cent of  the total housing area 
in the city (Dinas-Perumahan, 2008). 
‘Slum’ has been used by the state as 
a term to refer to the physical qua-
lity of  settlements that are lagging be-
hind in certain health and architectu-
ral standards, but this categorisation 
does not represent the real characte-
ristics of  a ‘kampung’. There is other 
data about the spatial distribution of  
poverty (e.g. Mercy-Corps, 2008), but 
these also do not explain the characte-
ristics of  ‘kampung’ in a comprehen-
sive way. Figure 1 on page 9 shows 
a sketch of  kampung spatial distribu-
tion within the spatial fragmentation 
of  Jakarta.

The labelling of  kampungs as grey 
settlements in this paper has more 
than a metaphorical value; grey also 
describes the bio-physical condition. 
Kampungs can be termed ‘grey sett-
lements’ for their continuously dete-
riorating sanitary conditions – lack of  
access to water supply, blocked drai-
nages, unmanaged solid waste and un-
treated wastewater – as well as the lack 
of  open green spaces. 

Figure 2: A community garden in RW 2, Kampung Tugu Selatan
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Community Gardens in  
Kampung Tugu Selatan 

Kampung Tugu Selatan is located 
in North Jakarta Municipality, in Tugu 
Selatan Sub-district (or Kelurahan). A 
sub-district is the lowest state adminis-
trative level that consists of  two levels 
of  neighbourhoods units, the larger 
Rukun Warga (RW), and the smal-
lest one called Rukun Tetangga (RT). 
Tugu Selatan Sub-district consists of  
six units of  RW, of  which five form 
the Kampung Tugu Selatan while one 
is part of  a large gated housing estate 
named Kelapa Gading. 

The presence of  the two neighbour-
hood units is legally regulated as they 
have been part of  the controlled po-
litical sphere established by the state 
since the Japanese colonial era (see 
Kusno, 2006); these units, together 
with sub-district and district, are men-
tioned in every citizen’s official address. 
Although their presence is regulated by 
law, RW and RT have a certain degree 
of  autonomy and the involvement of  
community members in their daily ac-
tivities is voluntary-based (see Dwi-
anto, 2003; Kusno, 2006). How these 
neighbourhood units operate depend 
on how the (preceding) socio-political 
configurations have been (trans)for-
ming at the very local levels (see Dwi-
anto, 2003; Logsdon, 1978). 

Compared to some other kampungs 
in Jakarta, Kampung Tugu Selatan is re-
latively young. According to one com-
munity leader, even in the 1980s, there 
were still empty lands in this neigh-
bourhood; in the early 1990's many 
households who mostly had lived in 
other parts of  Jakarta began to occupy 
this area after purchasing lands from 
the local Betawi families (an interview 
with a community leader). The kam-
pung of  Tugu Selatan does not have a 
traditional name, which is typical for the 
kampungs which began to densify from 
the 1980s onwards. Hence, communi-
ties refer to the RW number and the 
name of  the Kelurahan (sub-district). 

The community in Kampung Tugu 
Selatan suffered from the extreme floo-
ding that hit Jakarta in 2002. After being 
categorised as a ‘slum’ community, the 
Kampung Tugu Selatan was included in 
the 2005 to 2008 ‘Program Perbaikan 
Kampung Terpadu’ (Integrated Pro-
gram for Kampung Improvement – a 
variant of  the Kampung Improvement 
Program first introduced in 1969) admi-
nistered by the Public Housing Agency 
of  North Jakarta Municipality. Many of-
ficials have confirmed that this neigh-
bourhood has been greatly upgraded, 
and has continued improving even af-
ter the programme was concluded. 

One tangible improvement is the 

presence of  community gardens that 
produce various types of  herbs, ve-
getables, fruits and fish for local con-
sumption (see Figure 2). Towards the 
end of  2009, the governor of  DKI Ja-
karta made an official visit to a pro-
gramme called ‘Rumah Sehat’ (Healthy 
House). When the visiting team passed 
through a vacant plot in RW 2 that had 
been used for solid waste dumping, it 
was suggested that this land could be 
developed as a community garden. 
Around a year later, the community 
started constantly mobilising local la-
bour power to deal with the large vo-
lume of  garbage and make space for 
cultivation. However, after several att-
empts using simple tools, the works did 
not bring satisfying results. The com-
munity members finally decided that 
it would require too much time and 
energy to remove all layers of  solid 
waste; instead, they added a new layer 
of  soil on top of  the garbage pile. Work 
on this project began in January 2011 
and, by the author’s visit in May 2011, 
the land had been turned into a beauti-
ful green open space that has also been 
used for community gathering. Within 
a relatively short-term period, the com-
munity managed to organise collective 
efforts to develop the gardens.

Apparently it was the crises caused by 
regular flooding in Jakarta that encou-
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Figure 3: A community garden in RW 3, Kampung Tugu Selatan
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raged the community to address their 
solid waste management issues. Using 
the vacant land for a community gar-
den has been effective in preventing 
garbage dumping in Kampung Tugu 
Selatan. The community garden mo-
del has been replicated in other units 
of  RW (see Figure 3). RW 2 even has 
another communal garden also crea-
ted on previously unused land. Other 
activities also address the problems of  
solid waste management,  for example 
the project of  ‘one composter for every 
ten houses,’ and some women's groups 
which produce crafts from plastic waste.

Tugu Selatan has been touted as a 
successful example of  the most re-
cent version of  Kampung Improve-
ment Program (hereafter KIP) in Ja-
karta; it is the pride of  both the local 
government and community members. 
Nevertheless, there was nothing parti-
cularly extraordinary about the four-
year KIP in Tugu Selatan. In many 
other places, including in Kampung 
Kojan where the modular septic tanks 
were introduced, similar interventions 
have also been implemented, notably 
to build drains and roads, as well as 
wells to promote artificial groundwa-
ter recharge and to reduce surface ru-
noff. Earlier generations of  KIP, no-
tably  those carried out from 1969 to 
1979, also delivered this kind of  phy-
sical development, but various parti-
cularities specific to Tugu Selatan led 
to on-going development practice.One 
of  the local characteristics is a higher 
social cohesiveness of  the community 
groups in the Kampung Tugu Selatan 
compared with two other kampongs 
in Jakarta as researched by the author 
during the same period. Community 
members were motivated to organise 

contributions among themselves and 
to seek assistance from others to keep 
pursuing a better living environment. 
Such characteristics have become the 
foundation for what can be called 'soci-
ally innovative actions' in development; 
these are actions with an immediate 
goal of  fulfilling the basic needs of  lo-
cal communities, but also a long-term 
goal of  institutional innovation invol-
ving cultural emancipation, improved 
social relations and better decision-ma-
king processes (Moulaert & Nussbau-
mer, 2005). The land is actually ow-
ned privately, and an agreement was 
reached that allowed for its public use. 
While most of  the construction materi-
als were provided by community mem-
bers, seeds and young plantations were 
donated by the national government.

Community members and leaders 
were highly motivated throughout the 
four-year KIP project, during which 
an organisation called ‘Masyarakat Pe-
duli Lingkungan’ (hereafter MPL) was 
formed in the kampung, and later part-
nered the sub-district government on 
some other development initiatives. 
MPL's leader encouraged community 
members to create a common vision 
of  their neighbourhoods, defining eco-
tourism activities within the kampung. 
Apparently, it is this vision that encou-
raged community residents to continue 
playing an active part in development 
processes. Developing the community 
garden strengthened the feeling of  be-
longing to a shared community. 

This community includes many pen-
sioners who actively dedicate themsel-
ves to community activities. As former 
blue-collar workers or military person-
nel, they are the most educated inhabi-
tants within their age group. From the 

author’s observation, they seem to be 
quite influential within the local poli-
tical constellation. Some of  them own 
rooms that they rent out to factory wor-
kers working in the surrounding indust-
rial sites. The kampung is dominated by 
houses with rental rooms. The presence 
of  many neighbourhood green spaces 
makes this type of  worker housing ap-
pear more comfortable. Some alleys in 
Kampung Tugu Selatan are also deco-
rated with greeneries (see Figure 4).  

Apart from the social composition 
of  the community that allow many 
collective initiatives from within the 
community, on-going environmen-
tal quality improvement in Kampung 
Tugu Selatan is also driven by many 
other joint initiatives from the govern-
ment, private sector and NGOs chan-
nelled to Tugu Selatan Sub-district. 
The national government has even 
acknowledged the kampung's contri-
bution to restoring green spaces to 
the city. Consequently, the initial suc-
cess attracted other initiatives. A pro-
ject funded by a paint company ena-
bled the community to create murals 
along the main alley (see Figure 5), 
and this artistic project has also lifted 
the pride of  the inhabitants. 

Despite all of  these visible improve-
ments, Kampung Tugu Selatan has no 
proper wastewater management sys-
tem. Moreover, Kampung Tugu Sela-
tan has to face an additional problem: 
drains are often blocked due to, accor-
ding to the community leader, it being 
located a higher altitude. These neigh-
bourhoods are thus at risk of  flooding 
during naturally occuring calamities. 
This is a serious problem requiring 
a larger-scale approach to water ma-
nagement that is beyond the capability 

Figure 4: Green alleys in Tugu Selatan
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of  the community and the scope of  
neighbourhood planning. 

Cultivating an Active  
Citizenship?

Perhaps the community dynamics 
in Kampung Tugu Selatan represent 
the very basic idea of  citizenship as a 
mark of  belonging and commitment 
to a specific place (see Desforges et 
al., 2005). An active meaning of  com-
munity is embedded in such concept 
of  place-based citizenship; commu-
nity members are enablers of  citizen-
ship rights (political, social, and basic 
needs) while recognising and bearing 
citizens’ responsibilities (see also Hof-
mann, 2011; Moulaert et al., 2010b). 
The concept of  an active community 
rejects the ‘conservative’ definition of  
‘community’ as a group based on the 
politics of  identity such as religion, 
ideology, profession or ethnicity (Mou-
laert et al., 2010b). In fact, as shown in 
many case studies, innovative collective 
actions have emerged within socio-cul-
turally heterogeneous neighbourhoods 
(‘spatialised urban communities’) and 
from mechanisms of  crisis and reco-
very (Moulaert et al., 2010a; Van Dyck 
& Van den Broeck, 2013). 

While there are limited basic servi-
ces from the state, different governing 
practices emerge performing citizen-
ship that has been re-scaled within a 
more local context, allowing the more 
contemporary conceptualisation of  
‘active citizenship’ in accordance with 
the recent transition in governmen-
tality to give more space to commu-
nity participation (see Desforges et al., 
2005; Ghose & Pettygrove, 2014). In 
the Kampung there were certain me-
chanisms to set rights and obligations 

during the development of  commu-
nity gardens and the process of  defi-
ning 'needs' has accommodated peo-
ple aspirations. 

It is often the case that the govern-
ment already set certain forms of  in-
frastructure development, whether 
it provides better pavement, water 
supply or drainage. Within such top-
down approach, many urgent needs 
according to community members 
are often left behind. In the case of  
the Kampung Tugu Selatan, it was the 
community themselves who formu-
lated the needs and assess their capa-
city. From the problem of  solid waste, 
creativity has emerged to proceed an 
integrated solution at the very local 
scale, to also addresses the problem 
of  household food resource and the 
lack of  open space.

Indeed, the meaning of  place-based 
citizenship should not be reduced in 
such localities. As we have seen above, 
there are many problems that need so-
lutions on a larger scale which means 
that such citizenship also needs to be 
meaningful in advocating local needs 
at the metropolitan level. The pro-
cesses of  advocating local problems 
to be part of  the planning agenda at 
the metropolitan scale also constitute 
the processes to redefine what a kam-
pung is and in particular to envision 
the community identity in Kampung 
Tugu Selatan. Certainly many grey in-
stitutions and procedures within the 
existing development processes in Ja-
karta need further clarifications for 
communities to hold commitments 
internally as well as from district 
governments and other stakeholders 
together so that community as groups 
could reframe their short-term and 

long-term goals in developing their 
neighbourhoods.

The success of  community gardens 
in Kampung Tugu Selatan not only 
lifts the group’s identity and confi-
dence but also the level of  ownership. 
It is certainly increasing the bargaining 
power of  the community over decis-
ion making processes at the metropo-
litan level.The gardens also function as 
green open space that if  replicated in 
other areas would form the green lung 
of  the city and improve the spatial qua-
lity of  the city as a whole. Forced evic-
tions of  kampung communities have 
been going on in Jakarta from time 
to time and this has been going on 
to give more room for private-sector-
led spatial development strategies (see 
Harjoko, 2009). Like in other contexts 
within the region (see also for example 
Talocci & Boano, 2015), many commu-
nities performing different forms of  
informalities have become the subjects 
of  evictions as they live in central areas 
of  the city. Their presence at the heart 
of  the city  gives proof  to the durabi-
lity of  different networks of  produc-
tive-reproductive activities supporting 
the economy of  the city as a whole 
(see Simone, 2010; Simone, 2012). 
Kampung communities provide cheap 
housing and services for workers, and 
often also different domestic helps for 
the middle class living in the surroun-
ding housing estates (see again Figure 
1, the spatial distribution of  kampungs 
in Jakarta among commercial areas and 
planned housing estates). The story of  
the community gardens has lengthe-
ned the list of  contributions from the 
kampung communities to the city. 

This article has shown that the idea 
of  place-based citizenship is promising 
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Figure 5: Murals along a green alley in Tugu Selatan, panacea for blocked drainages?
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for enabling community participation 
in development, but it remains a great 
challenge to create space for trans-
formative participation in which citi-
zens’ empowerment could take place 
and communities should not be seen 
as clients or consumers relying on de-
cisions of  powerful others in solving 
greater environmental problems affec-
ting their daily environments (see also 
Allen et al., 2006; Hickey & Mohan, 
2005). While there are potentials and 
challenges beyond the Kampung scale, 
progressive NGOs and civil society or-
ganisations are needed to partner with 
the community for enhancing their lo-
cal characteristics while securing their 
longer term development goals.
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Conclusion
This research note has presented 

a single case study which provides 
both empirical and conceptual con-
tributions. It shows the heterogene-
ous condition of  urban Jakarta and 
its spatial fragmentation. Further, it 
zooms in on the local dynamics of  
one of  its kampungs. As kampungs 
are spread over the metropolitan area, 
addressing kampungs as units of  coll-
ective actions seems to be an effective 
approach to improve Jakarta's spatial 
quality as a whole. Situating the kam-
pong within the dynamics of  urban 
governance opens up scholarly deba-
tes to reflect on issues of  citizenship 

in Jakarta. This article helps ground 
the broad concept of  citizenship 
within a local context by discussing 
the actual meaning of  active com-
munity involvement in development. 
What remains important to debate is 
the role of  the state for long-term de-
velopment processes and calibrating 
active community participations in 
larger-scale development initiatives.
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