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Abstract

Regional egocentrism has emerged as an unintended consequence of decentralization policies that grant local
governments extensive authority. In this context, inter-regional cooperation becomes essential to facilitate the
sharing of resources, benefits, and development responsibilities. However, such cooperation remains absent in
several border areas, including the Indonesia—Timor Leste border regions of North Central Timor (TTU), Belu,
and Malaka Regencies. This study aims to identify the factors underlying the absence of inter-regional
cooperation in these regions. This research employs a qualitative exploratory approach. Data were collected
through in-depth interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) with purposively selected local government
officials, non-governmental organizations, community leaders, and academics. Data were analyzed using an
interactive model and validated through triangulation techniques. The findings reveal that the absence of
cooperation is influenced by several factors, including limited understanding, lack of willingness, low interest,
limited capacity, perceived lack of necessity, weak regulatory supervision, and the suboptimal role of the
governor as the central government’s representative. These findings highlight the need for stronger
institutional support and governance mechanisms to initiate and sustain inter-regional cooperation in
decentralized border contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

Since Indonesia’s regional autonomy policy in 1999, the governance approach has shifted
from a centralized to a decentralized system. The central government no longer relies on coercive,
hierarchical, and legalistic approaches in managing local governments. Instead, decentralization has
reconfigured the relationship between levels of government by granting broader authority to
subnational actors, thereby transforming governance practices at the local level (Apeksi, 2006).

This transformation reflects a broader shift from government to governance, in which the
state is no longer the sole actor in public administration. Increasingly complex policy problems,
coupled with rapid socio-economic and environmental changes, require the involvement of multiple
actors, including communities and the private sector (Hartina, 2020). In this context, the role of
government evolves into that of a facilitator and catalyst, enabling collaboration and encouraging
societal self-reliance (Madjid, 2017; Sangkala, 2012). Such a transformation lies at the core of
decentralized governance, where authority, responsibility, and problem-solving are distributed
across multiple actors and levels.

However, decentralized governance does not automatically lead to collaborative outcomes. In
practice, two contrasting dynamics emerge. On the one hand, decentralization empowers regions to
regulate and manage their own affairs, thereby creating opportunities for innovation and locally
driven development (Kholik, 2020). On the other hand, it also generates tendencies toward regional
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egocentrism, where local governments prioritize their own jurisdictions and perceive neighboring
regions as competitors rather than partners (Pratikno, 2007). This tension illustrates a key paradox
of decentralized governance: while it enhances autonomy, it may simultaneously weaken
interdependence and collective action.

This paradox becomes particularly evident in border regions. Border governance operates at
the intersection of administrative boundaries and functional realities. While administrative
jurisdictions are clearly defined by legal frameworks, socio-economic interactions—such as trade,
mobility, and service provision—often transcend these boundaries. Consequently, many
development challenges in border areas are inherently cross-jurisdictional and cannot be effectively
addressed by a single local government. In such contexts, decentralized border governance requires
not only autonomy but also coordination and collaboration among neighboring regions.

Inter-regional cooperation, therefore, becomes a critical mechanism for managing cross-
boundary issues. It enables regions to pool resources, share risks, and coordinate policies for mutual
benefit (Fauzan & Pamuji, 2014; Abdurahman, 2014). Cooperation is also essential in addressing
interdependence arising from differences in resource endowments, geographical conditions, and
economic capacities (LAN, 2008). Furthermore, it helps mitigate negative externalities resulting from
unilateral regional development policies (Pamudji, 1985). In this sense, cooperation reflects the
principles of interdependence, complementarity, and mutual benefit within decentralized
governance (Farazmand, 2004; lvaschenko & Isaeva, 2021).

From a conceptual perspective, inter-regional cooperation can be understood as an
institutional arrangement between two or more governments to achieve shared goals, deliver
services, or solve common problems (Patterson in Murwito et al., 2013). Importantly, cooperation is
not a one-time event but a process that evolves through several stages, including pre-negotiation,
negotiation, and implementation (Islamy, 2018). Among these stages, the pre-negotiation or
initiation phase plays a decisive role, as it determines whether cooperation will emerge at all.

In many cases, particularly in border regions, cooperation does not fail at the implementation
stage; rather, it does not emerge in the first place. This highlights the importance of the initiation
phase, where communication, trust-building, and shared understanding are developed among
potential partners (NSLIC, 2018). At this stage, regions identify common problems and potentials
that can serve as the basis for cooperation. Therefore, understanding the absence of cooperation
requires examining the factors that hinder this initial process rather than focusing solely on the
performance of existing collaborations.

From a collaborative governance perspective, cooperation emerges from several key
elements, including mutual trust, shared understanding, internal legitimacy, and commitment
(Emerson et al., 2012). These elements are interrelated and form the foundation for sustained
collaboration. In decentralized governance settings, where authority is fragmented and actors are
interdependent, the absence of these elements can significantly hinder the initiation of cooperation.
Without trust, regions are reluctant to share resources; without shared understanding, they fail to
identify common interests; without internal legitimacy, collaboration lacks support; and without
commitment, cooperative efforts are unlikely to be sustained.

Despite its theoretical importance, inter-regional cooperation does not always materialize in
practice. This is evident in the Indonesia—Timor Leste border region, particularly in North Central
Timor (TTU), Belu, and Malaka Regencies. These regions share geographical proximity, socio-cultural
ties, and strategic positions as national border areas, each hosting a Pos Lintas Batas Negara (PLBN)
that has the potential to become a new center of economic growth. They also possess multiple
sectors with high potential for collaboration, including agriculture, tourism, education, and
infrastructure.

However, empirical evidence shows that no significant interregional cooperation has occurred
among these regions, even at the most basic stages of communication and coordination. This
absence is particularly striking given the structural interdependence that characterizes border areas.
Existing studies suggest that the emergence of intergovernmental cooperation is influenced by
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factors such as institutional arrangements, economic incentives, and regulatory frameworks (Coon,
2008). Nevertheless, these studies tend to focus on established cooperation rather than on
conditions in which cooperation fails to emerge.

Previous studies on inter-regional cooperation in Indonesia have primarily examined models,
implementation, and challenges of existing collaborations (Pamudji, 1985; Keban, 2009; Warsono,
2009; Ikasari, 2018; Husna, 2020). However, limited attention has been given to the initial stage of
cooperation, particularly in contexts where cooperation is absent. This gap is especially relevant in
decentralized border governance, where the need for collaboration is high, yet institutional and
relational conditions remain weak.

Therefore, this study aims to understand the absence of inter-regional cooperation in the
Indonesia—Timor Leste border region by identifying the underlying factors that hinder its emergence.
By situating the analysis within the framework of decentralized border governance, this study
contributes to a deeper understanding of why cooperation does not occur despite structural
conditions that seemingly require it. In addition, this study proposes initial pathways for fostering
inter-regional cooperation in border areas.

METHODS

This study employs a qualitative, exploratory research design. Qualitative research is used to
understand social phenomena and the experiences of research subjects holistically within their
natural context (Moleong, 2014). The exploratory approach is particularly appropriate when the
research object is not yet well understood or when the phenomenon under study is relatively new
(Mudjiyanto, 2018). In this study, the absence of interregional cooperation in border areas is an
underexplored issue, thereby justifying an exploratory design to identify underlying factors and
generate initial insights.

Data were collected through in-depth interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs). In-
depth interviews were conducted with key stakeholders, including regional leaders (regents and
deputy regents), members of the Regional People's Representative Council (DPRD), representatives
of the Nusa Tenggara Timur (NTT) Provincial Government, particularly from the Economic and
Cooperation Bureau, as well as representatives from non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
community leaders, and academics. Informants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure
the inclusion of relevant actors with knowledge and experience in inter-regional cooperation.

FGDs were conducted to complement the interview data and to facilitate interactive
discussions among stakeholders. These discussions were used to validate preliminary findings,
explore differing perspectives, and deepen the analysis of the factors contributing to the absence of
cooperation. The combination of interviews and FGDs vyielded richer data and strengthened the
robustness of the findings.

Data analysis was carried out using the interactive model proposed by Miles and Huberman,
which consists of data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing (Sugiyono, 2017). This
approach enables systematic, iterative analysis of qualitative data. To ensure the validity and
reliability of the findings, data triangulation was applied by comparing information obtained from
different sources and methods.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Overview of the Research Locus

This study was conducted in East Nusa Tenggara Province (NTT), focusing on three border
regencies: North Central Timor (TTU), Belu, and Malaka. These regions are geographically adjacent
to Timor-Leste and share direct land borders. Each regency hosts a Pos Lintas Batas Negara (PLBN),
positioning the area as a strategic national frontier with significant economic development potential.

In addition to geographical proximity, these regions share strong socio-cultural and historical
ties. From a spatial planning perspective, the central government has designated its capital cities—
Kefamenanu, Atambua, and Betun—as Regional Activity Centers (Pusat Kegiatan Wilayah) and
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National Strategic Activity Centers (Pusat Kegiatan Strategis Nasional) under Government Regulation
No. 26 of 2008. These designations indicate a high level of structural importance and
interdependence among the regions.

Despite these enabling conditions—geographical proximity, socio-cultural ties, and strategic
policy positioning—no meaningful inter-regional cooperation has emerged. This contradiction
highlights a critical issue in decentralized border governance: structural interdependence does not
automatically lead to collaborative action.

Factors Behind the Absence of Inter-Regional Cooperation

The findings reveal seven key factors that explain the absence of inter-regional cooperation
in the Indonesia—Timor Leste border region. These factors reflect not only administrative and
technical limitations but also deeper governance and relational issues that hinder the initiation of
cooperation.
a. Lack of knowledge and understanding

One of the primary barriers is the limited understanding of local governments regarding
inter-regional cooperation. This includes a lack of knowledge about its urgency, mechanisms, design,
and potential benefits. Although decentralization has been implemented for decades, the concept of
inter-regional cooperation remains insufficiently institutionalized and poorly socialized.
From a governance perspective, this condition indicates weak cognitive capacity within local
institutions. Without adequate understanding, local governments are unable to initiate the pre-
negotiation stage of cooperation, which requires awareness of shared problems and opportunities.
As a result, cooperation fails to emerge at its earliest stage.
b. Unwillingness to cooperate

Beyond knowledge constraints, there is also a lack of political willingness among local
governments. This unwillingness is driven by factors such as regional ego, reluctance to share
authority, concerns over unequal benefits, and a preference for territorial rather than functional
approaches to development.
This finding reflects the paradox of decentralization. While autonomy empowers regions, it may also
reinforce fragmentation and competition. In this context, the absence of cooperation is not merely a
technical issue but a manifestation of weak interdependence and low commitment among actors, as
collaborative governance theory highlights.
c. Lack of interest

The study also finds that local governments often show limited interest in interregional
cooperation. This is influenced by perceptions that cooperation is administratively complex,
politically risky, and not immediately beneficial. Many regions prefer to rely on central government
transfers rather than invest in uncertain collaborative arrangements.
This condition indicates the absence of incentive structures that encourage cooperation. Without
clear benefits or external pressure, local governments tend to remain within their administrative
comfort zones.
d. Limited capacity

Another critical factor is the limited capacity of local governments, particularly in terms of
resources, experience, and strategic positioning. Many regions lack confidence due to the absence of
competitive advantages or “bargaining power” in cooperation.
From a decentralized governance perspective, this reflects asymmetrical capacity among actors,
which can hinder the formation of collaborative arrangements. Without sufficient capacity, regions
struggle to identify potential cooperation objects and to engage effectively with other regions.

e. Perceived lack of necessity

Some local governments perceive that inter-regional cooperation is not a priority. This
perception is influenced by short political cycles, the complexity of coordination, and the belief that
regional development can be achieved independently.
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This finding suggests that perceptions of interdependence are weak. In collaborative governance,
recognizing mutual dependence is a key driver of cooperation. When regions do not perceive a need
to cooperate, collaborative initiatives are unlikely to emerge.
f. Weak regulatory enforcement

Although regulations mandate inter-regional cooperation under certain conditions, their
implementation is not supported by strong supervision or sanctions. As a result, compliance remains
low, and cooperation is often treated as optional rather than obligatory. This reflects institutional
weakness in decentralized governance, where formal rules exist but lack effective enforcement
mechanisms.
g. Limited role of the governor

The role of the governor as a representative of the central government in coordinating,
guiding, and supervising local governments has not been fully optimized. In practice, this role tends
to be formal rather than substantive. This condition weakens vertical coordination and reduces the
potential for initiating inter-regional cooperation. In border governance, where coordination across
jurisdictions is crucial, the absence of strong intermediary actors further exacerbates fragmentation.

Discussion: Explaining the Absence of Cooperation in Decentralized Border

Governance

The findings indicate that the absence of inter-regional cooperation is not caused by a single
factor but by the interaction of cognitive, institutional, and relational constraints. These factors
collectively hinder the initiation stage of cooperation, which is critical in decentralized governance
settings.

Within the framework of collaborative governance (Emerson et al., 2012), the absence of
cooperation can be understood as a failure to develop key elements, such as mutual trust, shared
understanding, internal legitimacy, and commitment. The lack of knowledge reflects weak shared
understanding; unwillingness and lack of interest indicate low commitment; limited capacity affects
internal legitimacy; and weak coordination undermines trust-building processes.

In the context of border governance, these challenges are further intensified by
administrative fragmentation and asymmetrical capacities among regions. Although border areas
are characterized by high interdependence, this interdependence does not automatically translate
into cooperation without supportive institutional and relational conditions.

Thus, this study confirms that decentralized governance, while enabling autonomy, does not
guarantee collaboration. Instead, it may produce fragmented governance outcomes when
coordination mechanisms and collaborative capacities are weak.

Pathways to Initiate Inter-Regional Cooperation

Based on the findings, several strategic pathways can be proposed to initiate inter-regional
cooperation in border areas.
First, strengthening understanding through structured socialization, workshops, and knowledge-
sharing platforms is essential to building cognitive capacity among local actors. Second, facilitating
dialogue through focus group discussions (FGDs) can help develop shared understanding and
identify common interests and potential. Third, optimizing the role of the governor as a coordinating
actor is crucial for bridging fragmentation and initiating cooperation. Finally, strengthening
regulatory enforcement, including clearer supervision and sanctions, can create institutional
pressure for cooperation.
These efforts should be viewed not as isolated interventions but as part of a broader strategy to
build collaborative governance capacity in decentralized border regions.

CONCLUSION
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This study finds that the absence of inter-regional cooperation in the Indonesia—Timor Leste
border area is not merely a technical issue, but a result of interconnected cognitive, institutional,
and relational constraints. Specifically, the study identifies seven key factors: lack of understanding,
unwillingness, lack of interest, limited capacity, perceived lack of necessity, weak regulatory
enforcement, and the suboptimal role of the governor. These factors collectively hinder the
initiation stage of cooperation, which is crucial in decentralized governance settings. This study
contributes to the literature on decentralized and border governance by demonstrating that
structural interdependence alone is insufficient to generate collaboration. Instead, the emergence of
inter-regional cooperation depends on enabling conditions, such as shared understanding, trust,
institutional support, and actor commitment. In the absence of these conditions, decentralization
may lead to fragmented governance rather than collaborative outcomes.

From a practical perspective, this study suggests that initiating inter-regional cooperation
requires strengthening both cognitive and institutional capacities. Efforts such as structured
socialization, knowledge-sharing forums, and focus group discussions are essential for building
shared understanding and identifying common interests. In addition, optimizing the governor's
coordinating role and strengthening regulatory enforcement are critical to fostering collaboration
among regions.

Future research is recommended to examine further the dynamics of inter-regional
cooperation in other border contexts and to explore strategies for strengthening collaborative
governance capacity. Longitudinal studies may also provide deeper insights into how cooperation
evolves once initial barriers are addressed.

Limitations And Future Direction

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the research is limited
to three regencies in the Indonesia—Timor Leste border area, which may restrict the generalizability
of the findings to other border regions with different socio-political and institutional contexts.
Second, the study employs a qualitative exploratory approach, which focuses on in-depth
understanding rather than broad generalization. While this approach provides rich insights, it may
not fully capture the diversity of perspectives across all stakeholders. In addition, the study primarily
examines the absence of inter-regional cooperation at the initiation stage. As such, it does not
explore the dynamics of cooperation implementation or long-term outcomes once cooperation is
established.

Future research is recommended to expand the scope of analysis by including comparative
studies across different border regions to identify patterns and variations in inter-regional
cooperation. Quantitative or mixed-method approaches may also be employed to test the
significance of the identified factors. Furthermore, longitudinal studies are needed to examine how
inter-regional cooperation evolves, particularly after initial barriers are addressed. Exploring the role
of higher-level institutions and policy interventions in facilitating cooperation also presents a
promising direction for future research.
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