OPINION

ou can move the capital,
ut you can’t replace Jakarta

resident Prabowo
Subianto recently re-
vived a long-stand-

ing national discourse
on the construction of a giant
sea wall along Java’s northern
coastline. This project has been
on the National Development
Planning Agency (Bappenas)
agenda since 1995.

Jakarta Bay has been iden-
tified as the core site, with the
President emphasizing the need
for synergy between central and
regional governments, particu-
larly encouraging the Jakarta
provincial government to con-
sider contributing funding for
the project’s initial phase. Prabo-
wo's narrative for this project
signifies not only an ambitious
national infrastructure agen-
da but also a powerful message:
This megacity is here to stay.

That message subtly differs
from the spirit behind the de-
velopment of Indonesia’s new
capital Nusantara. The govern-
ment has long promoted Nus-
antara as a symbol of equitable
development and the nation’s
future. Advocates for the capital
relocation have cited Jakarta’s
complex urban challenges, such
as chronic flooding, traffic con-
gestion and over-urbanization,
as reasons to shift the political
center elsewhere.

However, moving the capital
is not a short-term endeavor.
While initial construction has
begun, the relocation of essen-
tial government functions, the
development of supporting in-
frastructure and the formation
of a complete social and eco-
nomic ecosystem will take de-
cades to establish. Still, the gov-
ernment expresses confidence
that Nusantara will become In-
donesia’s political center by the
end of 2028, as budget alloca-
tion for its next construction
phase, for the 2025-2029 period,
has been secured. Thus, Nusan-
tara will continue to progress,
regardless of its pace.

Despite the various dynamics
at play, one significant question
repeatedly arises: Once Nusan-
tara is officially established, will
Jakarta truly be left behind? The
most reasonable answer at this
point is, “Not a chance.”

At nearly five centuries old,
Jakarta has not only embod-
ied the nation's history but has
also evolved into the epicen-
ter of economic, governmental
and cultural dynamics. Its mod-
ern infrastructure, including the
MRT and LRT systems, inner-
city toll roads, Soekamo-Hatta
International Airport and Tan-
jung Priok Port, clearly demon-
strates its role as a global city.
For a long time, Jakarta has been
Indonesia’s economic power-
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Light the night: Fireworks mark Jakarta's 498" anniversary celebration on Sunday at Lapangan

Banteng Square in Central Jakarta.
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house, hosting over 70 percent of
the country’s monetary circula-
tion and contributing more than
17 percent to the national gross
domestic product (GDP). Its dy-
namic, diverse and intellectually
driven population has long fu-
eled national growth.

Furthermore, it is home to the
headquarters of state-owned en-
terprises, multinational corpo-
rations, foreign embassies and
international organizations.
This economic centrality can-
not be easily replaced by a city
built from scratch. Even so, this
vitality exists alongside deeply
rooted urban challenges. Con-
gestion, pollution, floods and so-
cial inequality continue to weigh
on the city's livability and long-
term sustainability.

Indonesia can look to other
countries for parallels. In Aus-
tralia, Canberra serves as the
administrative capital, while
Sydney, which previously held
that role, remains the commer-
cial, financial and cultural hub.
Similarly, Brazil moved its capi-
tal from Rio de Janeiro to Brasi-
lia, but Rio continues to thrive
as a major center of culture and
tourism. Likewise, in the United
States, Washington DC governs,
while New York City leads in fi-
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nance and global culture.

Jakarta is poised to assume a
similar role, Freed from the pres-
sures of being the political capi-
tal, the city can now concentrate
on becoming a more livable ur-
ban center. The sea wall proj-
ect reflects Jakarta’s reposition-
ing for the future. The full-scale
megaproject is planned to
stretch more than 900 kilome-
ters from Cilegon in Banten to
Gresik in East Java, with an es-
timated cost of around Rp 1,297
trillion (US$80 billion) to be
completed over 15 vears.

The project is more than
just an engineering feat; it is a
statement of intent. While crit-
ics have raised valid concerns
about its environmental risks,
social impacts and enormous
price tag, the sheer scale of this
project signals that Jakarta is
not being abandoned. On the
contrary, it shows that Jakarta
remains central to Indonesia’s
future plans.

If executed responsibly, with
proper environmental safe-
guards and community consul-
tation, the sea wall will not only
provide protection from tidal
flooding and rising sea levels but
also serve as a foundation for
Jakarta’s transformation into a

smarter, more resilient and glob-
ally competitive metropolis. Cit-
ies like New York and Rotterdam
have made similar bold infra-
structure bets to defend against
the realities of the climate crisis.
Jakarta is now following suit, be-
cause its story is far from over.

Both the government and the
broader public should view the
capital relocation as a strategic
opportunity. It is a chance for Ja-
karta to reinvent itself, not only
as a business capital for the elite
but as an inclusive city for all.
That means investing in afford-
able and accessible public trans-
portation, expanding green and
open public spaces and ensuring
that urban development benefits
not just the privileged few, but
everyone.

One thing is clear: Over the
next five, 10, or even 20 vears,
Jakarta, a city that just marked
its 498" anniversary, will remain
the beating heart of Indonesia,
both economically and social-
ly. The relocation of the capital
should not be interpreted as a
replacement but as an expansion
and functional diversification.
Jakarta and Nusantara can grow
side by side, fulfilling comple-
mentary roles.

Jakarta will remain Indone-
sia’s window to the global econ-
omy and connectivity, while Nu-
santara develops as a new center
of governance and a symbol of
sustainability. In short, Jakarta is
not going anywhere. It remains
irreplaceable, simply entering its
next chapter.



