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Having decided to focus her PhD on Indonesian political parties at  
the grassroots, Ulla Fionna knew that fieldwork would be challenging.  
Her perceptions, based on parties from the New Order era, were that  
local branches usually disappeared after the party rallies and elections had 
taken place. Fionna had concerns about gaining contact and cooperation 
from party members, but decided to adopt an optimistic approach.  
Her notes offer useful insights to anyone about to embark on fieldwork  
and are sure to evoke memories of similar experiences in many others. 
Ulla Fionna

Even with such optimism, I decided it was important  
to be as prepared as possible before I flew to Indonesia.  
A stroke of luck revealed that an old high school friend is now 
on Megawati’s staff (staff ahli), and I decided to shamelessly 
exploit the opportunity and contact him for the first time in  
12 years. Luckily he was helpful and supportive and assisted  
me not only in getting formal permission for my research  
on the Indonesian Democratic Party Struggle (PDIP), but  
also by putting me in touch with two other parties which  
were to be the subject of my study – Partai Golkar and PKS  
(Partai Keadilan Sejahtera/Prosperous Justice Party). I had  
to find other avenues to contact PAN (Partai Amanat Nasional).  
At this point, however, I decided that contacts for three  
parties was a good enough and flew to Indonesia.

It turned out that permission from the PDIP was not only  
the easiest but also the fastest to obtain – full credit for which 
should be given to my long lost high school friend. As for the 
PKS, after calling its provincial office I was advised that because 
my research was going to be conducted in Malang I should 
contact these branches directly. The kodya (municipal) office 
asked me to produce a letter from my university, after which 
permission was received within a few days. When the same 
thing happened at the PKS kabupaten (district) office I felt  
I was on a roll, however, my luck with the party branches had 
just run out.

Battling bureaucracy
Although Partai Golkar was easy enough to find, and the kodya 
office was actually located near to my grandmother’s Malang 
house, they were adamant that I had to seek research permis-
sion from the central office in Jakarta. With the kodya office 
insisting that this was the proper procedure, but providing 
little help to put me in touch with the Jakarta office, I ended up 
making tens of calls to my Partai Golkar contact in the capital. 
Since nobody seemed to know who had the authority to grant 
research permission, my request was tossed around from one 
person to another. Before I knew it, Ramadhan (fasting month) 
and the feast of Lebaran (Idul Fitri) were upon us and I simply 
had to stop hassling people about this matter. I eventually 

received permission in December, about five months after  
my initial request to Partai Golkar. Remembering the words  
of the kodya office, I did not bother to contact its kabupaten 
office, thinking that I would find myself repeating the  
whole procedure again. The irony is that once started work,  
I discovered that the kabupaten office had adopted a different 
policy. They told me that I could have started my research at 
kabupaten level much sooner, since the office provided the 
permission locally!

My experience with PAN was even more interesting. After 
contacting its central office, I was told that I need to get the 
permission locally. A search for the branch office ensued. 
Finding a physical office proved to be a challenge. Offices for 
which addresses were given by the central office were empty 
and padlocked – although party signage was evident. It was 
only by asking the PDIP personnel that I got the idea of looking 
for PAN cadres at the local Malang assembly’s office (kantor 
DPRD kodya Malang). When I finally found them, they informed 
me that they were looking for a new kontrakan (place for rent), 
as the lease on the old one had expired. 

The kabupaten office was a one-man show. The office  
secretary (who months later was elected chairman) took  
care of everything. This included surrendering his house to be 
used as a party office, handling all enquiries and at the same 
time looking for a new office for the branch. He was extremely  
helpful and not only granted permission promptly but 
promised to contact me to let me know when the cadres  
would come together for a meeting, so that I wouldn’t have  
to travel all over – a much-appreciated gesture given that many 
places were more than two hours drive away and some of the 
villages were flooded at the time.

My interaction with the kodya office, however, was much more 
complicated. My PAN kodya contact was really hard to meet, 
(he was not always at the local assembly’s office), and he only 
occasionally answered his mobile phone. Eventually he did take 
my call, only to tell me that I had to wait until after Lebaran for 
my request. Understanding how important Lebaran is to most 

people, I waited patiently until the festivities had finished only 
to be frustrated again. When I called him, he told me that the 
paperwork had been lost because they didn’t have an office and 
so I would have to resubmit my request. Adding insult to injury 
he then informed me that he was no longer in charge of this 
matter and I had to contact someone else. The one silver lining 
to all this was that a new office had been found and so at least 
I no longer had to roam around the halls of the local assembly 
looking for PAN cadres. I decided to visit the new person in 
charge at his residence in order to make sure my request was 
not lost again. After a long drawn out process I was finally 
granted permission for my research on PAN. 

I can conclude that reform-era parties differ from their  
New Order counterparts. They are more active in general  
and they don’t disappear after elections. However, my  
interaction with them indicates that, at least for some of 
parties, local organisation is in dire need of improvement. 
Their management is erratic and their personnel are at times 
reluctant to handle party matters. This attitude is perhaps 
understandable given that for most of them party activities 
are voluntary and come second to their regular jobs. However, 
efficiency in handling external requests reflects the state  
of their organisation, and my experiences suggest that they 
need to shape up badly. 

Dealing with local parties demands an extremely open mind. 
Most of the parties are still young, and they are still learning 
about local management and organisation. Even among the 
incumbent parties such as Partai Golkar, different branches 
might have different policies. My advice to any researcher  
wanting to take the same path as I did is to be prepared for 
surprises along the way but not to be disheartened. After all, 
the parties are well worth the trouble and they make a  
fascinating research subject.

Ulla Fionna
University of Sydney
ulla@ullafionna.com

China maybe transforming into a fully-
fledged market economy, but there  
are still many who see the commune  
as the only safeguard of land rights  
and livelihoods. At the same time, the  
market-oriented individualist approach  
to land tenure reform – subcontracting 
land to individuals – appears to work 
against sustainable rural development.  
Yongjun Zhao examines the case  
of Yakou village, Guangdong, which  
provides an alternative model of land  
tenure reform: a combination of  
commune ownership, management  
of land resources and a collective  
approach to taking full advantage  
of the market.
Yongjun Zhao

The introduction of the Household Responsibility System 
(HRS) marks a watershed in China’s rural policy. A deliberate 
move from the collectivisation embodied in the People’s 
Commune of the 1960s, HRS granted stable and long-term 
land tenure to individual households. The policy rolled out 
between 1978 and 1984 and resulted in dramatic increases in 
rural incomes by 15 percent per year. However, land allocation 
also saw the rapid loss of arable land to non-agricultural sectors 
and, consequently, increases in peasants’ incomes began to slow 
down, contract and in some regions even reverse.1 In the last 
decade, it is estimated that 1.5 million people have lost their land 
each year, triggering massive land conflicts.2 Landless peasants, 
especially in poorer regions, have found it extremely difficult 
to pursue other economic opportunities. Alongside land loss, 
soil erosion, desertification and the downgrading of farmland 
have further constrained sustainable rural development. The 
continued economic pressures on the land and other resources 
have weakened the already fragile agriculture and ecology and 
even pose a direct threat to national food security. 

In many parts of the country, the assumption that HRS would 
strengthen individual households’ land rights and cultivate  
their interests in land investments has proved to be wrong. 
Rather, it has led to irresponsible farming and a degraded  
agro-environment.3 In fact, some villages in China choose not 
to adopt HRS. A case in point is Yakou village in Guangdong, 
where the commune system has been the mainstay of the 
village economy since 1977.4 The Yakou village of the Nanlang 
Township, Zhongshan City, is situated in the Pearl River 
Delta – the most developed economic region of southeastern 
Guangdong province. With a population of 3131 and 928 
individual households, Yakou has eight natural villages consisting 
of 13 groups or ‘production teams’. Endowed with rich natural 
resources such as fertile soil, water and forests, it is blessed with 
3,000 mu (15 mu=1 hectare) of paddy rice land and 20,000 mu 
of tidal land. Whilst the paddy fields are cultivated collectively by 
the peasants, for the last 20 years the tidal land has been leased 
to others (mostly from other provinces). Yakou is a village of two 
economic systems – the commune inherited from the past, and 
the land leasing which followed market reform. 

On the eve of market reform, Yakou had experienced  
peasant outmigration to developed regions like Hong Kong. 
The majority of those peasants remaining were not capable 
farm labourers but were elderly people, women and children. 
Given their limited farming abilities, the village Party secretary 
(still in his position today) strongly believed that HRS could 
fragment the village and weaken its capacity for pursuing 
collective solutions to sustainable rural development. He con-
tended that the village’s land assets should not be distributed 
to individual households, whose conflicting interests could not 
be easily accommodated. Instead, collective land arrangements 
provided a safety net for the poor, who were vulnerable to 
economic, environmental and political changes. Following 
heated debates on the future of the village, a consensus on 
the continuation of the commune system was reached. While 
choosing to maintain the fundamental characteristic of the 
people’s commune - equal distribution of economic revenues 
- the village leadership also made efforts to build a new model 
that could deal with economic uncertainty and chronic poverty.

Hybrid land tenure system
Paddy rice farming remains the village’s highest priority in order 
to ensure food security. Farming is organised on three tiers: the 
administrative village (often called ‘the brigade’); the natural 
village (‘the production team’) and households. Each production 
team is accountable to the brigade, which, in turn, is responsible 
for target setting, technical support and overseeing production. 
Division of labour depends on demographic differences and  
no tasks are forced upon commune members. Labour input  
is directly linked to the distribution of wages and grain rations. 
Peasant migrants, who can no longer secure work in the cities, 
are always allowed to return to the village and work on the  
land. As a result, Yakou land is well preserved and cultivated, 
ensuring the equitable distribution of grain produce. Moreover, 
collective land management has been successful in deterring 
local authorities and businesses interested in acquiring the land. 

Yakou peasants have taken full advantage of their tidal lands  
to develop fisheries. As most of the local people do not possess 
skills in this industry, it was decided that this land should be 
leased to those who can operate on it effectively. As a result, 
many people from other provinces are leased land and pay 
their dues to the commune. To maximise the benefits of this 
arrangement, a land shareholding foundation was established 
in 2002, managed by the village committee and peasant 
shareholders. Land shares can be inherited but not transferred 
to outsiders in order to protect the integrity of land manage-
ment and local resources. The village committee decides on 
what to invest in the land, who the land should be contracted 
to, and how to redistribute the benefits to the shareholders 
equally. Other land is also leased to industries constituting 
another source of revenue for village shareholders. 

The village committee upholds the principle that the village 
itself should not be involved in manufacturing, to avoid capital 
and management costs. Moreover, no large-scale industries 
are allowed to enter the village, in order to prevent air and 
water pollution. Transparent village governance and land 
management, characterised by full-cycle peasant participation, 
minimise peasant discontent and enhances management 
efficiency. For instance, decisions over budgets are made 
not only by the village committee, but in consultation with 
representatives of each natural village. More than 70 signatures 
are collected before a decision is made. In Yakou, transparent 
village government means effective and equitable land use 
and management, in contrast to the corruption of the village 
committee and local authorities seen in many other villages.

By granting all peasants equal rights to land use and manage-
ment, and by providing them with social security, few peasants 
in Yakou feel the need to move to the cities. By keeping their 
rural status, they have the full access to the social welfare pack-
age provided by the commune. In addition, they believe that 
because of the commune, poverty has been reduced. In fact, 
the peasants managed to donate 110,000 Yuan to the Sichuan 
earthquake victims and their families in May 2008. This amount 
was higher than that of neighbouring villages. 

Criticisms and challenges 
This commune system has, however, been criticised regard-
ing the use and management of farmland. Some peasants 
– especially young people with technical non-farming skills 
–  contended that it would be better to lease the land to them 
so that they can sell it to outsiders for a quick profit. They could 
use that money to pursue making an income in whichever 
way they choose, since they do not have to rely on farming. 
Concerns were also expressed about the commune’s inef-
ficiency in farming. For many elderly people, however, keeping 
the commune intact provides a social security net. The village 
leadership believes that in an era of economic uncertainty, the 
commune plays an essential role not only in the rural economy, 
but in all kinds of activities and relations that can safeguard 
the peasants’ best interests. In particular, the commune is 

seen and actually used as an effective weapon against the 
illegal land takings found commonly in many other parts of the 
country. Also, the stronghold of communal land governance 
has deterred the local government from acquiring the land for 
economic development purposes. In this sense, the commune 
is an effective institution or weapon of the weak peasantry in 
keeping their landed livelihoods, in great contrast to HRS which 
weakens their capacity in economic and social organisations.5

In response, the village leadership strive to achieve sound land 
management, which requires its strong leadership over a demo-
cratic governance system as exemplified by their management of 
village affairs and elections. Primarily, the village Party secretary 
is recognised by the commune members as a leader without  
any involvement in corruption. With discipline and passion for 
helping the poor and a strong belief in the power of collective 
force in village development and governance, he is described  
as the most important person for the commune. Without him, 
the commune could have been dissolved long time ago. 

Political divisions within the commune itself over its future 
direction, are, however, rampant. Some members want 
better distribution of benefits arisen from land management. 
Witnessing the land seizures taking place in neighbouring 
villages, and in some cases the large amounts of compensation 
paid to them, there are voices casting doubt on the profitability 
and sustainability of communal land management. Some 
believe that individual ownership is the only way to guarantee 
livelihoods. They fear that the imbalance of power between  
the commune and the local authorities will eventually lead to 
the abolition of the system. 

The Yakou commune is an outstanding example of an alternative 
land tenure model, providing social protection of its members.6 
Yet, with rapidly-changing national and global economies,  
it faces greater uncertainties concerning the land and its agricul-
tural future. Population growth is another threat to their current 

level of livelihoods with fixed land and resources. Without wider 
societal support for improved efficiency and better governance 
in land resources management, the village leaders will no doubt 
face increasing pressure on how to sustain the commune system. 
Above all, the empowerment of the peasants in decision-making 
and institutional building has to be given more attention. 
An in-depth study of the commune can uncover more issues 
concerning rural land relations, with far-reaching implications 
for the understanding of collective and individual action in rural 
transformation as well as land tenure reform in China. 

Yongjun Zhao
Centre for Development Studies,  
University of Groningen, The Netherlands
Yongjun.Zhao@Yahoo.com

Notes
This article is based on author’s fieldwork in Yakou Village 
in 2008. Participant observation and formal and informal 
interviews with peasants, the village committee and the local 
government were used during the fieldwork. 
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