Irene Kadem Kumala






Councillor






Local House of Representatives, Bengkayang

West Kalimantan, Indonesia






Personal and Professional Background

Ms. Irene Kadem Kumala has a service record in local government of 1 year. At present, she holds the position of Councillor of the Local House of Representatives, Bengkayang, West Kalimantan. She is affiliated with the PDI-P Party. Her areas of responsibility include controlling and overseeing the local government programmes on public welfare, serving as Secretary of the Commission on Public Welfare, and as Secretary for the PDI-P group in the House. Ms. Kumala is in her twenties and holds a tertiary degree. She is married, has one dependent child and describes herself as part of the middle-income group of her community.

Entering and Working in Urban Local Government

Ms. Kumala has never had any close relatives in politics and/or government. Her reason for entering local government and becoming a politician is that she finds it very important that women are adequately represented in Government so that women’s interests can be considered in the decisions taken. Ms. Kumala was encouraged by the president of the PDI-P of Bengkayang to run for office. She did not experience any difficulties, owing to her gender, during the electoral process. However, once elected and in office, she did face difficulties and discrimination, mainly from her colleagues, due to the fact that she is a woman. Ms. Kumala was one of the candidates in the election for the Chair of the House. However, she did not receive any support even from other members of her Party. She thinks it is because she is the only woman member of the House, and even more so she is the youngest member. At the moment though she is not facing any problems.

Breaking the Barriers

Ms. Kumala sees herself as a woman leader. Her activities aimed at improving the status of women in her city include developing a strong collaboration among women’s organizations in the town to work together to promote women’s participation in public life. She has also successfully fought for a significant percentage of the city budget to be allocated for programmes to improve the participation of women in the public domain and the economic welfare of women.   Ms. Kumala has also been part of projects and programmes for the development or improvement of her municipality of which she is proud. These include a project for education and basic needs for internally displaced, and a housing and resettlement programme. On the whole, Ms. Kumala feels that people’s perceptions of women in urban local government have changed for the better over the past 10 years, as is evidenced in that now Indonesia has women Mayors, an unthinkable situation 10 years ago. Ms. Kumala does not think her contribution to urban local government has made a difference to the way in which her city functions. As she is the only female in the House, her voice is in most cases undermined or neglected by the dominant male voices. Ms. Kumala feels her approach and/or work style in urban local government is intrinsically different to that of her male colleagues, in that women are more rational and future oriented in taking decisions as compared to men who tend to be emotional. Irene Kumala feels that the strong stereotype of women as incapable of taking a leadership position erects barriers that might prevent or restrict women from entering the urban local government arena. In order to make circumstances more favourable for women to participate in local government, she suggests changing the state of mind of society and men, which tends to undermine women, and increasing the awareness of women that their participation is very important and that women must unite in the fight. Ms. Kumala’s future ambitions are to improve her political capacity and skill, and get involved in political education activities for women in order to increase the number of women who are active in the political arena.

A Woman’s Perspective on Urban Local Government Issues

Ms. Kumala thinks women’s concerns and priorities about urban local government and urban issues generally differ from those of men, in that women tend to look ahead to the future, having a strong concern about the future of mankind.  In her view, increasing the number of women representatives and officials in urban local government would have a direct effect on the status of women, as only women understand the needs and interests of women. Without a strong representation of women in local government, women will always be undermined and marginalized. Ms. Kumala believes that women leaders in urban local government have a responsibility to promote female participation in politics at all levels and at the same time improve the status of women in society in general. She feels that women leaders in taking decisions always should put the interests of women as their main concern, and women leaders should promote the formulation of laws and regulations granting more opportunities for women to participate in decision-making in the public domain. On a personal note, she thinks women should be given more decision-making positions in the bureaucracy and Parliament, so that women’s interests are heard and fulfilled. 
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