
JAKARTA: Almost every day, “Janda”, a self-described
Indonesian housewife with 2,000 Twitter followers, dis-
penses lifestyle tips, complains about city life, and praises
how the government of President Joko Widodo has
improved her life as a young mother. But Janda the house-
wife does not exist. The Twitter account’s real owner is an
unmarried middle-aged man who offers political social
media services backing Widodo’s re-election campaign.

He is a leader of one of the many so called “buzzer”
teams, named for the social media buzz such groups aim
to create, that have sprung up in Indonesia ahead of the
presidential election next month in the world’s third-
largest democracy. “Our battleground is social media. The
content we are making for the election is reaching at least
a million people per week,” said the owner of the Janda
account, declining to be named because his work is legally
in a gray area.

In interviews with Reuters, over a dozen buzzer team
members, social media consultants and cyber experts
described an array of social media operations that they
said were spreading propaganda on behalf of both
Widodo and his challenger, retired general Prabowo
Subianto. Widodo enjoys a comfortable lead in most opin-
ion polls over Prabowo, as the challenger is widely known.
The two contested the previous election in 2014 as well,
and Widodo won narrowly. Fake news was spread in that
election as well, although social media was less far-reach-
ing than it is now.

Under Indonesia’s broad internet defamation law, cre-
ating and spreading fake news is illegal, but holding social
media accounts in false names is not, unless a real person
is being impersonated. Social media companies however

mostly bar holding accounts under false names. Three
buzzers directly involved in the current campaign
described how they operate hundreds of personalized
social media accounts each on behalf of the candidates.
One denied propagating fake news, while two said they
didn’t care about the accuracy of the content. Both cam-
paign teams deny using buzzers or spreading fake news.

Ross Tapsell, an expert on
politics and media at Australia
National University, said that
it has become normal for can-
didates in Southeast Asia to
hire online campaign strate-
gists, who in turn tap an army
of people to spread content
on social media. “So there is
no direct link at all to the can-
didate,” he said. The buzzer
campaigns have far out-
stripped the efforts of
Facebook and other social media companies to curtail
creation of fake accounts and spread fake news, cyber
experts say. Reuters found that while robot accounts were
occasionally deleted, personalized fake accounts like
“Janda” are widespread on Twitter and Facebook plat-
forms, despite violating the companies’ rules.

On the edge
Misinformation spread by real accounts - which are

often coopted by buzzer teams - is rampant on Facebook
as well as on its Instagram and WhatsApp affiliates and
rival service Twitter. The companies say they are working

with the government and fighting back against false con-
tent. Representatives for Twitter, Facebook and Whatsapp
told Reuters they regularly delete fake accounts in
Indonesia, but declined to share removal numbers.

A Twitter spokeswoman told Reuters it is working to
remove networks of accounts engaged in misinformation
and disinformation. Facebook, which counts Indonesia as

its third-largest market glob-
ally with an estimated 130
million accounts, says it trains
election management bodies
how to flag fake news to the
company, which is then eval-
uated by moderators and
deleted if it breaks its com-
munity standards.

For Indonesian
Communications Minister
Rudiantara, those efforts are
not enough. He said the gov-

ernment had asked social media companies to work with
authorities to create a standard operating procedure that
would allow fake news and hoaxes to be flagged and
resolved. They have yet to comply. “We expect it to get
much worse as we get closer to the election,” said Harry
Sufehmi, co-founder of Mafindo, an Indonesian organiza-
tion fighting fake news, which listed nearly 500 social
media hoaxes related to politics in 2018.

He was one of three experts whose research found that
a larger proportion of the misinformation targets Widodo,
with some posts depicting him as anti-Islam, a Chinese
stooge or a communist. All are inflammatory accusations

in a country that has the world’s largest number of
Muslims, where the communist party is banned and suspi-
cions linger over the influence of Beijing. A smaller portion
of the misinformation campaigns target Prabowo.

Buzzing for money
On a recent afternoon in Jakarta, one buzzer team

leader scrolled through two mobile phones that had over
250 Facebook , Instagram, Whatsapp, Youtube and
Twitter accounts, each with a fake persona. He updated
five of them with posts praising Widodo’s achievements or
mocking Prabowo and his running mate. He denied dis-
seminating misinformation, focusing instead on content
that gushed about his clients’s virtues. But he admitted he
does look for dirt on opponents as part of a “complete
package” of posts and videos that he sells for 200 million
rupiah ($14,000) a month. His staff of 15, whom he refers
to as “cyber troops”, in turn have subcontractors,
throughout Indonesia, many of whom are unaware of the
ultimate identity of clients, he said. He told Reuters he was
hired by an adviser to Widodo’s campaign.

Ace Hasan Syadzily, a spokesman for the president’s
campaign team, denied knowledge of such groups, but
said “the campaign had an obligation to counter false or
negative narratives” against Widodo. Another buzzer
said he had been hired by advisers to Prabowo, while the
third said he supplied services to a social media agency
used by both campaigns. Anthony Leong, the Prabowo
digital team’s coordinator, denied they use buzzer teams,
noting that the campaign required its “10,000 digital
volunteers” to use real names and only allowed them to
post “positive content”. — Reuters
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Indonesian terror 
suspect’s wife 
and children die
in blast
JAKARTA: The wife and two children of a
suspected Indonesian militant are believed to
have died in a suicide bombing at their home
following an hours-long standoff with author-
ities, police said yesterday. The suspect, who
is in police custody, was identified as a mem-
ber of Jemaah Ansharut Daulah (JAD), an
Islamic State-linked jihadist network blamed
for a series of deadly suicide bombings in
Indonesia’s second-biggest city last year.

In May, two families carried out attacks at
churches in Surabaya, killing a dozen people
and children of the attackers, including two
young girls whose parents brought them to
the bombings. The explosion yesterday
morning came after police had arrested the
militant who was suspected of planning terror
attacks.  Officers then surrounded the man’s
home in Sibolga on Sumatra island when the
confrontation began. 

During a nearly 12-hour standoff, the
woman lobbed an explosive device at securi-
ty personnel, wounding a police officer, said
national police spokesman Dedi Prasetyo.
“The information we have is that the wife of
the suspect blew herself up at around 1:30 am
(Wednesday),” he told AFP, adding that

authorities could not immediately enter the
home over fears of another explosion. He
added authorities had later found the remains
of a woman and female toddler at the scene.
Prasetyo said authorities believed there were
at least two children in the home at the time
of the blast.

Local resident Samsul Pasaribu said the
force of the blast was felt through the neigh-
borhood. “We thought it was an earthquake,”

he added. Indonesian president Joko Widodo
said he hoped other jihadist cells in the area
would be discovered, but dismissed sugges-
tions that any planned attacks were linked to
presidential elections next month. Since the
2002 Bali bombings, which killed over 200
people including scores of tourists, Indonesia
has seen a string of deadly attacks that have
tested its long-held reputation for religious
tolerance. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Holding the world’s
biggest democratic election is no mean
feat, with 900 million Indians across the
country eligible to vote between April 11
and May 19. To iron out some of the hic-
cups of India’s previous 16 national ballots
- and increase public trust in the demo-
cratic process - the Election Commission
has introduced a slew of new measures.

Mug shots
With an estimated 300 million illiterate

adults across India, photos of candidates
will now feature alongside party symbols
on electronic voting machines. The devices
have been dogged by claims they can be
hacked, but will now print out a chit for
each voter, who can confirm the details
before dropping it in a sealed box inside
the polling booth. Random matching of the
chits and numbers of votes on the
machines should verify no tampering was
done. Vehicles transporting the voting
machines will also be fitted with GPS
devices to monitor their movements.

Criminal candidates 
In the outgoing parliament there were

186 lawmakers facing criminal charges or
being investigated — some 112 of them
involving serious cases such as murder or
rape. This time, candidates under a legal
cloud have to issue three newspaper and

TV advertisements detailing any charges
they face in the constituency where
they’re standing. The Association of
Democratic Reforms (ADR) charity
reported in 2014 that candidates facing
criminal charges had a higher chance of
winning elections compared to those with-
out — either by intimidating voters or
from buying influence. Candidates have to
declare income and tax returns for the
past five years — the information is made
public before the vote — as well as submit
details any of assets and liabilities in their
name abroad. 

Citizen monitors 
Webcams broadcasting live on the inter-

net will monitor 5,000 polling stations and
all counting halls, allowing voters to keep a
close eye on proceedings in real time. A
smartphone app will allow citizens to
record any polling misconduct or malprac-
tice such as distributing liquor or drugs - a
common method of vote buying. The com-
plainant, who can remain anonymous, can
upload a photo or video to the app and
officials are obliged to respond with action
taken within 100 minutes. A toll-free
helpline number for voter information, feed-
back and complaints will also operate for
the first time. Apart from citizen monitors,
some 3.7 million polling staff were involved
in running the 2014 election. — AFP

From chits to apps, ‘new measures’
for India mega-election

SIBOLGA: An Indonesian policeman keeps watch as bystanders look on following an explo-
sion at the home of a suspected militant in Sibolga on Sumatra island early yesterday. —AFP 


