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The Years of Living Precariously – the “Rob” Phenomenon in Semarang 
by Lukas Ley

 

 �mbed Įlm: https://ǁǁǁ.youtube.com/ǁatch͍vсpǌKezϮK/ũϴg

,ere, you have to reckon ǁith ǁater. zou have to plan ǁith it, think ǁith it. Ktherǁise it can become your 
ǁorst enemy, your nightmare, your nightly disaster. So you reckon ǁith ǁater, you observe the Ɵde, hoǁ the 
river sǁells, you try to understand the ǁater s͛ behavior in the canal and the gutter. /f it rises you try to take 
Ɵmely measures. zou pump it out, you move family members͛ belongings out of harm s͛ ǁay. tater s͛ altered 
consistence has conseƋuences for your body. zou can͛t drink the ǁater. zou prefer not to touch it. /t sƟnks. /n 
your city, the ǁay you inƟmately knoǁ ǁater has to do ǁith the locaƟon of your neighbourhood. zour neigh-
bourhood is at the receiving end of the city s͛ drainage system. �ut you receive little help. dhe government s͛ 
inacƟon, fragmentary intervenƟons at best, leave you ǁith no choice but to take matters into your oǁn hand. 
Kn some days, the problem looks insurmountable. �ut you look to the future, you sƟll have hope. dhe ǁay 
you thoroughly knoǁ ǁater also has to do ǁith your plans for the future: you͛re familiar ǁith the rhythms of 
the Ɵde, the speed of land subsidence, you eǆpect that the government ǁill liŌ the streets and Įǆ the river-
banks eventually. So you invest in the present, you outlive the neǆt Ňood. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pzOeY2OIj8g
https://youtu.be/pzOeY2OIj8g
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dhe drainage system of the /ndonesian city of Semarang, capital of Central :ava, is supposed to prevent Ňood-
ing in the rainy season and channel ǁaste ǁater into the ocean. /t never guaranteed full safety from Ňoods, 
but it is able to absorb surplus ǁater and oŌen prevents dramaƟc overŇoǁ. dhat is, the system most reliably 
prevents Ňooding in the central districts, home to Semarang s͛ municipal and provincial government oĸces, 
shopping malls, and hotels. Wlaces like <emiũen or dambak >orok, densely inhabited neighbourhoods located 
in the north of Semarang, ǁhere the drainage system meets the ocean, struggle ǁith Ňooding. /n addiƟon 
to seasonal Ňoods, they are regularly visited by ͚rob .͛ dhis term loosely connotes both the incoming Ɵde and 
pools of Ňood ǁater in streets and houses. 

�s the local poet �ũaǁahir Duhammad put it in the famous poem ͞Semarang Surga zang ,ilang͟ ;Sema-
rang, � >ost WaradiseͿ, the city s͛ eǆpansion resulted in the destrucƟon and subseƋuent suppression of a lush 
coastal sǁamp. /n vieǁ of permanently Ňooded patches of land and houses, and residents͛ eīorts to ǁard 
oī ǁater returning from the ground and canals, the sǁamp seems back ǁith a vengeance. Woor residents 
are doubly disadvantaged: Įrst, in the absence of reliable ǁater infrastructure, the sǁamp has been turned 
into a toǆic environment by industrial polluƟon and landĮll. Second, the government s͛ plans for addressing 
the ͞rob͟ problem reƋuire space for ǁater retenƟon, leading to the ͞clearing͟ of land. Dany residents are 
threatened by evicƟon and may lose their Ɵes ǁith Semarang s͛ coastal ecology, their social netǁorks, and 
their livelihoods. dhey are forced to lead highly precarious lives betǁeen puniƟve government intervenƟons 
and resurgences of poisonous ǁater. 

Eote from the author: / have spent ten months in Semarang conducƟng ethnographic research in areas 
aīected by regular Ňooding. thile / lived in aīected areas, / do not consider myself a Ňood vicƟm. dhe use 
of the second person is a stylisƟc device meant to approǆimate and dramaƟǌe the eǆperience of enduring 
recurrent Ňooding. / do not pretend to represent an indigenous perspecƟve and acknoǁledge the ulƟmate 
impossibility of ͞knoǁing͟ hoǁ it feels to be a permanent resident of Semarang s͛ coastal neighbourhoods. 


