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Efforts Towards Disaster Risk Reduction In Indonesia  

Silverio R. L. Aji Sampurno1 

 

 

Abstract 

In recent years, Indonesia has been faced with various disasters, both 
natural and man-made. These disasters include tsunamis, landslides, earthquakes, 
floods, and volcanic eruptions. Similar disasters have not only been faced by 
Indonesia, but also other parts of the world.  

As such, this paper will invite us to revisit the local wisdom once held by 
our predecessors, so that it can be combined with increasingly advanced 
technology. This is necessary because technological advancements in disaster risk 
mitigation, if not implemented using traditional local wisdom, often experience 
obstacles that can result large numbers of human casualties. Meanwhile, when 
leaving the technology by simply relying on traditional wisdom would have the 
same effect in humans.  
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Introduction 

In recent years Indonesia has been affected by numerous natural disasters, 

including floods, landslides, earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. Such 

disasters have a considerable impact on both material goods and human life. Ten 

of the largest natural disasters to impact Indonesia, all with at least a hundred 

recorded casualties, follow:2 

• December 26, 2004; tsunami in Aceh, Nias, South Asia, Southeast Asia 

and Africa. Waves reached a height of more 35 meters after an SR 8.5 

earthquake struck the Indian Ocean (>200,000 casualties, including 

150,000 in Aceh and Nias) 

• 1815; eruption of Mount Tambora (92,000 casualties) 

• August 26, 1883; tsunami after the eruption of Mount Krakatoa (36,417 

people casualties) 

• May 27, 2006; SR 6.2 earthquake in Yogyakarta (6,234 casualties) 

• May 19, 1919; eruption of Mount Kelud (5,115 casualties) 

• December 12, 1992; tsunami in Ende, Flores (2,100 casualties). 

• May 4, 2000; SR 6.5 earthquake in Central Sulawesi (386 casualties) 



• July 17, 2006; tsunami in Pangandaran, on the south coast of Java (>341 

casualties) 

• June 3, 1994; tsunami in Banyuwangi, East Java (208 casualties) 

• August 19, 1977; tsunami in Sumba, East Nusa Tenggara (189 casualties) 

  

Some of the worst disasters in the history of the world follow:3 

• January 12, 2010; earthquake in Haiti (>200,000 casualties, with another 3 

million affected) 

• May 2, 2008; Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar (>140,000 casualties)  

• October 8, 2005; SR 7.6 earthquake in Pakistan (>40,000 casualties)  

• August 2005; Hurricane Katrina in the United States (>1,800 casualties) 

• 1985; eruption of Mount Nevado del Ruiz in Colombia (>25,000 

casualties) 

• 1976; SR 8 earthquake in Tangshan, China (255,000–655,000 casualties)  

• 1931; flooding of the Yellow River in China (1 million–3.7 million 

casualties) 

• 1737; disaster (either earthquake or hurricane) in Calcutta, India (>300,000 

casualties)  

• 1556; earthquake of unknown magnitude in Shaanzi, China (830,000 

casualties) 

• 1330–1351; the Black Death, or bubonic plague, in Europe (estimated 75 

million casualties) 

• 1138; earthquake in Aleppo, Syria (~230,000 casualties). 

• c. 1500 BC; Minoan eruption in what is now Santorini, leading to the 

destruction of the Minoan civilization 

 

Disaster Risk Mitigation 

Such large scale disasters show that it is necessary to reduce human 

casualties and, if possible, material damages, and thus mitigate the risks of 

disaster. Traditionally, societies have considered natural disasters to be fate, 



determined by their deities, and thus events which must be accepted. However, 

they recognized that human behavior has a relations which with these disasters, 

and that catastrophic events can be mitigated through preventive measures or the 

anticipation of the possibility of disaster. Thus arose disaster relief and emergency 

aid, better known as relief services, which were intended to provide the clothing, 

food, shelter, and health care necessary to overcome the crisis. The ultimate goal 

of such activities is to ensure that there is no adverse impact on the affected 

communities, which can then be restored their original states.4 This field has only 

continued to grow. 

Historically, natural phenomena were associated with natural disasters 

such as volcanic eruptions and landslides. Common examples include “if the 

animals on the mountain slopes flee the woods, then the mountain will erupt" and 

"if animals flee the woods, there will be an earthquake". These indicate efforts at 

group and self-preservation. As the world enters the modern era, with its emphasis 

on rationality, people – particularly the younger generations – have started to 

abandon such folk wisdom, depending more on technological progress, as they 

believe that these are capable of mitigating the risks of disaster. 

The goal of modern disaster risk reduction is primarily the identification of 

disaster prone areas and recognition of patterns that may lead to vulnerability. 

Disaster risk reduction approaches structural activities, such as building 

construction, and non-structural activities, such as space arrangement, in order to 

increase society's ability to face the threat of disaster. The end goal is a society 

which can live in harmony with disaster. However, relying entirely on technologic 

means may cause resistance, thus leading to unnecessary human casualties. The 

following case study, focusing on "SORSENGON" Community Radio in 

Gondang hamlet, village Umbulharjo, Cangkringan, Sleman, presents a 

combination of traditional wisdom and technological progress which I think will 

be able to get maximum results. 

 

 

 



"SORSENGON" Community Radio 

In March 2006, the attention of the Yogyakarta’s population was drawn to 

Mount Merapi, which had begun to stir. In May 2006 the mountain was placed on 

“Caution” status, and pyroclastic flows5 had been spotted on the mountain. On 

May 27, 2006, at 6:05 pm, the people of Yogyakarta were jolted by a large 

earthquake. People fled their homes, intent on saving themselves. However, 

instead of looking for information on the earthquakes epicenter and number of 

casualties, they blamed Mount Merapi; only after there were no signs of an 

eruption did they seek the epicenter, which turned out to be in Bantul, south of  

Yogyakarta. In eastern Bantul 4,143 lives were lost, out of 4,698 in the province. 

Thousands more were injured, and hundreds of thousands of homes were 

damaged. 

The conditions in Bantul, as well as the high number of human casualties, 

led some young people, led by Bambang Kothir,6 to seek a way in to keep 

communities – particularly those on the slopes of Mount Merapi – safe from 

natural disasters. They recognized the danger and possible casualties of 

pyroclastic flows, as well as the need for a way to mitigate such danger.  These 

young people came to the Research and Community Services Institute (LPPM) at  

Sanata Dharma University to discuss their anxieties. After several discussions, it 

was determined that the hamlets of Gondang and Umbulharjo, as with most  

communities on the slopes of Merapi, remain firm believers in their ancestral and 

traditional values. The youth in these communities, meanwhile, focused on 

technological advances, including communication devices such as cellular phones 

and walkie talkies. 

As such, it was decided to establish a radio station; this was based in an 

assumption that the youths could already communicate by radio. This course of 

action would be expensive and time consuming. The communities did not have 

the necessary funds for the official permits or expensive equipment necessary for 

broadcasting. The university’s social aid funds were likewise inadequate. Finally, 

in order to meet the licensing requirements for community radio and overcome the 

cost constraints, the LPPM sought sponsorships from other agencies. The new 



radio station, named SORSENGON Community Radio,7 first aired in November 

2006. 

How then, has SORSENGON Community Radio combined traditional 

wisdom with advanced technologies? Radio is, by its nature, a type of advanced 

technology used to convey information. In the case of SORSENGON Community 

Radio, this information is related to their daily lives. This information is broadcast 

mainly in Javanese, though some Indonesian slang is used; this language is 

understood by the people receiving the broadcast. Through their broadcasts, 

SORSENGON Community Radio also conveys traditional values taught by their 

ancestors, the traditional knowledge in which they still believe. As a result of this 

initiative, during the eruption of Mount Merapi in October 2010, few casualties 

were recorded in Umbulharjo. Despite the prominent loss of mBah Maridjan, the 

custodian of Merapi, intense communications with the public mitigated the risks 

of the disaster. 

 

Conclusion 

In societies which maintain high levels of trust in traditional values, it is 

better to combine such values with advanced technology. Otherwise, humanity 

can never come to terms with disasters. Disasters may not be avoidable, but 

casualties are. 
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