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THE CLOUD ACCOMMODATES 
START-UPS—AND LEGACY 
COMPANIES TOO

NTREPRENEURIAL start-ups often rely on a cloud 
computing architecture because it allows them to take 
flight with little more than ambition and a good idea. Older 

companies, however, must rationalize their existing technology 
infrastructure as they move into the cloud.

Two segments of PT Garuda Indonesia, Indonesia’s government-
owned airline, illustrate the contrasts between greenfield 
development and migration of legacy assets. For one business unit, 
the cloud offers flexibility and the ability to experiment; for the other 
it represents an opportunity to improve IT performance and meet 
emerging global standards.

PT Citilink started business as a low-cost spinoff of PT Garuda 
Indonesia, the government-owned airline, leasing just two aircraft 
in 2012. Last year it served 33 cities with 50 aircraft and carried 
more than 12 million passengers across Southeast Asia. This year 
it expects to fly more than 15 million people across Southeast Asia, 
and expand its destinations to include Malaysia and Thailand.

Relying on the flexibility and scalability of cloud computing has been 
central to the start-up’s growth plans from the start, says Achmad 
Royhan, vice president for Information Technology for the discount 
carrier, now headquartered in Jakarta.

“We began as a small IT team, so we had to think strategically,” Mr. 
Royhan explained. “Cloud clearly emerged as one of our strategies 
to minimize IT resources and think about how we can develop a 
bigger technological roadmap to support the business. When you are 
growing fast, adding routes and passengers very quickly, you need 
the sort of flexibility that cloud computing offers.” 

Using cloud technologies from the beginning allowed Citilink to 
pioneer an array of advanced web-based services, including mobile 
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ticketing and check-in, along with airport kiosks to help customers 
check their baggage and get boarding passes.

“We are not an IT company, but an airline,” Mr. Royhan emphasized. 
“So, we are using the cloud to support our business objectives.” 
These include developing preventative maintenance protocols for 
servicing the airplanes themselves. The flexibility also allows Mr. 
Royhan’s team to experiment around potential new services, without 
having to commit major resources up front. “We like to prototype, 
and learn from failure.”

Mr. Royhan’s team also has developed effective tools that allow 
Indonesia’s growing array of online ticket agents to access the 
airlines’ inventory of unsold tickets. Citilink cannot by law sell 
discount tickets directly to the public – but popular online travel 
agencies like Traveloka and Tickets.com can. Now, using a cloud-
based application programming interface (API), the airline constantly 
updates the inventory of tickets available for purchase online 
and communicates with online sellers. Citilink also built an online 
payment channel that allows customers to pay for their tickets at 
local convenience stores. “We also sell these APIs to various online 
agencies, so we get revenue from the software as well,” he said.

Next up: Mr. Royhan hopes to use Internet of Things (IoT) 
technologies to develop preventive maintenance program for 
airplanes, and use Artificial Intelligence to develop chatbots to 
guide online customers through the ticket-buying process. “We 
hope to replace physical agents with chatbots within about a year,” 
he said. Citilink also plans to build out an application that will allow 
travellers to book hotel rooms at the same time as their Citilink plane 
reservations.

“Of course, the cloud helps us cut cost and develop greater 
efficiencies,” he says. “But we think it’s going to become an important 
source of future revenues, too.”

Citilink’ s experience offers an illustrative contrast to the parent 
company, Garuda, which relied for years on mainframe technologies, 
but found that its computer architecture was an impediment to 
service and revenue expansion.

Eager to grow globally, the parent airline, founded in 1947, sought 
to join the global SkyTeam alliance of airlines, which includes such 
international carriers as Delta, Air France, and KLM. But when 
auditors from the alliance came to inspect Garuda’s operations, they 
came away with concerns.

The flexibility 
also allows Mr. 
Royhan’s team 
to experiment 
around potential 
new services, 
without having to 
commit MAJOR 
RESOURCES up 
front.



I N D O N E S I A  C A S E  S T U DY :  P T  G A R U D A  I N D O N E S I A   |   3

“For the SkyTeam officials, developing a strong digital channel was 
one of the major requirements,” said Denny Permana, vice president 
of IT management at the parent airline. “We realized that we are not 
ready to join the alliance unless we make a big investment to build 
up our own infrastructure if we hope to run our own digital channel.”

Unlike Citilink, which took flight without any legacy IT infrastructure, 
Garuda labored with on-premise computing assets and a staff 
of engineers needed to run them. Like many managers in older 
companies, Mr. Permana had to convince top management that it 
needed to write off investments in legacy IT servers and start anew 
to improve productivity and flexibility. And making the transition 
to cloud computing forced the painful decision to lay off about 25 
percent of the technical staff.  

Just as important: “We had the challenge of how to transform our 
people from an on-premise mind to a cloud mind.” 

In addition to increasing productivity, the move to a secure and 
scalable cloud platform has helped Garuda boost online sales and 
improve competitiveness. E-commerce revenue climbed from 5% to 
30% of total revenues in two years, and Mr. Permana estimates that 
his IT costs have decreased by some 30%. Moreover, the security 
embedded in the cloud platform has thwarted potential attacks from 
digital hackers, who launched crippling denial of service attacks 
against the national carrier in 2012 and 2013.

Garuda is now focused on employing web technologies to optimize 
assignments for pilots and crew. The company has developed 
a proprietary application that allows pilots to check their mobile 
phones to determine their next flight assignments, instead of coming 
to an office and printing out paperwork. Next, Garuda hopes to 
develop machine learning capabilities to optimize crew schedules.

For Permana, adopting technology for new uses is not as big a 
challenge as helping his employees adapt to use them. “Our pilot and 
crew are so used to paper-based systems, the change management 
(for the personnel) is actually more challenging,” he says.
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