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Linda Fitria
An oldest amongst four siblings, she 

was born in February, 9, 1997, in the city 
of Surabaya, East Java. Since 2015, she 
undertakes her undergraduate study 
in Cultural Anthropology in Universitas 
Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta. She once 
participated in Ekspedisi Jalur Rempah 
Maluku or Maluku Spice Route Expedition 
hosted by the Directorate General of 
History and Culture of the Ministry of 
Education and Cultural in 2017. For this 
Madurese woman, it was her first visit to 
the eastern part of Indonesia. Since then, 
she believes that the opportunities to meet 
with people coming from different ethnic 
groups open wide. One of them is through 
LSPP’s Narrative Writing Scholarship that 
brougth her to East Nusa Tenggara to 
write about the livelihood of Biboki weaver 
women, a sub-ethnic group in Timor 
island.
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Mama Yovita in the window display 
of Biboki Art Shop FOTOLINDA FITRIA
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Mama Yovita
Linda Fitria 

To empower the women as well as to preserve cultural 
heritage, she builds a North Timor Tengah weaver 

community. Now she may lose her land 
and weaving studio.

GROUP of middle-aged women surround her in one of the 
room in North Timor Tengah District Court. Today is March, 18, 
2018. She looks devastated. The judge just reaches the verdict 
– granting victory to her opponent in her land grabbing case. 
Her name is Yovita Meta Bastian. People call her Mama Yovita. 
Women accompanying her expresses their sadness.

Modesta Sengkuen, one of the women, expresses her 
disappointment to Mama Yovita, “We always lose.”

The women wipe the tears away with their fingers that they 
use for weaving.

Since 2010, Modesta always visits Kefa, as how the locals call 
Kefamenanu, the capital city of North Timor Tengah District. 
She brings along her weavings made by her Tenun Lestari group 

I
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from Nain village, Central Meomaffo. She travels every one or 
two weeks.

Now she is in Kefa not to bring along her weavings. She and 
her friends depart from Nain to Kefa voluntarily to accompany 
Mama Yovita in trial. The court would determine the fate of their 
“studio” where they have pooled all their weavings there. This pink 
building, located in the east side of Kefa terminal, had played key 
roles in the life of numerous weavers from a number of villages 
all over North Timor Tengah. Since early 2010, Yoseph Punan, 
Alor District Court employee in Kalabahi District, declared that 
the plot of land - where Biboki Art Shop stands now - belonged 
to him. Today, the court sides with him. 

SINCE 2003, Mama Yovita builds Biboki Art Shop to support 
Tafean Pah weaver community. Biboki Art shop is the place 
where they pool all their weaving as well as exhibition center 
to showcase their weavings transformed into multi-functioned 
items. One piece of weaving turns into a wallet, a bag and an 
attire. All of these items are made in Biboki Art Shop. Three 
seamstress work there every day.

Every now and then, members of the weaver community 
gather in Biboki Art Shop to participate in any weaving-related 
activities such as learning new motives, cloth dye and weaving 
demos for visitors who want to learn more about the weaving 
process.

In 1989, Mama Yovita built Tafean Pah as a group for weavers 
around Kefa area. Now it comprises of 28 weaver groups – of 24 
units of weaver mothers and 4 units of weaver children. Tafean 
Pah means “Building the World” – represents Mama Yovita’s 
concern for the future of the weavings from North Timor Tengah 
District, particularly Biboki weaving. Biboki is a sub-ethnic group 
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from the Dawans, which is the majority ethnic group in this 
district. 

That year, Mama Yovita conducted a comparative study to 
Sabu, East Nusa Tengara, and was surprised to see how weavings 
were in such high demands there. In Sabu, weavers are working 

1. Mama Yovita

The women 
wipe the tears away with their 

fingers that they use 
for weaving.

Weaving is important in the life of the Biboki people FOTOLINDA FITRIA
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under Ia Rai Foundation – one of its programs is to improve family 
livelihood of the people in Sabu Island through ikat weavings. 
Inspired, Mama Yovita replicates this in North Timor Tengah. 

She then builds Biboki Art Shop as her marketing frontline 
for Tafean Pah weavings. This shop showcases numerous Biboki 
weavings for sale.  

Mama Yovita now faces a number of challenges. After almost 
30 years since she set up Tafean Pah, she now deals with the 
most difficult one. The land grabbing case of Biboki Art Shop has 
gone three trials already and the judge sides with her opponent – 
a stranger who claimed that he owned Mama Yovita’s land.  

“This case drains our energy,” she says so with tears on her 
eyes – as she thinks about her court case. 

She refuses to give up for sure. She files for an appeal. 
“Every time I am going to the court, I and all weaver mothers 

pray to our ancestors,” she says to me, reminiscing the past trials. 
For her, it is tragic to face the accusation that the heart of 

Tafean Pah community stands on land in conflict.  
“If this continues, the fabric of Tafean Pah community might 

tear apart,” she says in sadness.
 Mama Yovita moves to the backyard of Biboki Art Shop. 
“The Biboki people call this hoteas.” As she squints her eyes 

from the blinding sun ray, she points at the horizon. 
Hoteas is a square building with no roof, a fence-like 

construction circling around seven statutes symbolizing the 
ancestors or the elders of Mama Yovia and some members of 
the weaver community. This sacred site becomes a place where 
the people of Biboki gather to say prayers to the nature and 
their ancestors – asking for their blessing in maneuvering life’s 
challenges.

In the center, there was two pole-like wooden statues, unlike 
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the rest seven of them made from cements. Mama Yovita and 
mother weavers carry out the ritual of blessing before the trial. 
They too provide offerings of a chicken. 

Corn, the food staple of Biboki people, was hung on both 
cement- and wooden-made statues. The corn symbolizes that 
the Biboki had long consumed this from their harvest. Such 
information on whether or not they were allowed to consumer 
their harvested corn came from the Biboki people living in 
Tamkesi village, the center of Biboki kingdom. 

In front of the hoteas, Mama Yovita tells me a story on how 
Biboki blood runs through her veins. Alongside with Meomaffo 
and Insana, Biboki is Dawan’s sub-ethnic group living in North 
Timor Tengah District. All three of them can be differentiated 
based on where they live, how they talk to each other and the 
motives of the weavings. 

Biboki’s center is in Tamkesi Village in South Biboki Sub 
District, North Timor Tengah District. It takes around three 
hours to go from Kefamenanu to Tamkesi Village, through hilly 
and rocky streets. In the last vehicle stop, a signage is placed on a 
bar, with Eno Fatnai Naimnune, written on it. In Dawan language, 
it means “The Door of the Female Host.” In general, it is a warm 
welcome into the area of sonaf or palace of the Biboki Kingdom.

In Dawam’s oral history, there is a folklore explaining the 
origins of the dominant color of the weavings of the Biboki, 

1. Mama Yovita

This case drains 
our energy,” she says 

so with tears on her eyes – as she 
thinks about 
her court case
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Insana and Meomaffo.
“We believe that in the past, God handed different colors to 

three sub-ethnics – Biboki was red, white was for the Insanas 
and Meomaffo received black,” explains Mama Yovita. Those 
became the basic colors of weavings of each community.

Because of Mama Yovita, weavings of the Dawam – especially 
the Biboki – are accessible to the public.

Mama Yovita is concerned with the land grabbing issue, as 
she loses her focus in developing Tafean Pah programs. She 
does not want to get carried away with it. She envisages that her 
struggle of keeping the Biboki Art Shop should be transformed 
into weavings. 

“The motive, just like this case itself, might be a difficult 
pattern – yet it needs to be transformed into a memento,” she says 
softly, almost unheard of by the sound of the oto – or a festively-
decorated public transportation, covering Kefa-Kupang route 
that passes in front of her studio. 

THE house is located on the street side of Tokbesi village. Tok 
means chair and besi is iron. Susana Teva or Mama Susana to 
many, is the owner of the wooden walled house. This tall woman 
leads Tafean Pah weaver groups in Tokbesi Village, some of them 
including herself are widowers. 

Tokbesi community group uses natural dye as the basic 
materials for their weavings. Mama Susana may have grey hair on 
her head, but she remains passionate. She explains the journey 
of a piece of Biboki weaving in the traditional Dawam house of 
uimfam.

Mama Susana grinds abas or white cotton using nbninis, a 
black wooden grinder. Nbninis grinds them dry so they don’t 
squeak. This process is the first stage of producing the yarn as 
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weaving materials.
To ensure that all cottons are dry, Mama Susana places each 

of them under the sunlight for one full day. So when everyone 
complains about the hot weather, Mama Susana and her fellow 
weavers are happy – as they need it to extract high-quality of 
cottons.  

Mama Susana is now 53 years old. Her colleague, Dominica 
Nese, is now 65. Under the roof of uimfam made from hun or the 
long grasses, it is obvious that Mama Susana and Mama Dominica 
are both master weavers of Tokbesi village. 

Both needs time in understanding sentences in non 
Dawam language. Yet, this is effectively bridged through live 
demonstration as they explains the grinding stage to me. 

“Next we grind the cotton with suva,” Mama Dominica explains 
– pointing a string-like tool, to smoothen the ground cottons.

“We keep bouncing the cotton until it becomes sleek,” she 
continues. A piece of string tied onto a small bamboo stick is on 
the move with Mama Dominica’s hand. Suva should always be 
used in a closed room to ensure that the fine cottons do not fly 
off the ground.”

These fine cottons should be spun into yarns. Mama Dominica 
admits that this is the most difficult stage of all.

“Young people do not know how to spin because they never 
learn,” she complains. 

1. Mama Yovita

We believe that in the past, 
God handed different colors to three 

sub-ethnics – Biboki was red, white was 
for the Insanas and 

Meomaffo received black...
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Behind her, 9 to 10 years old kids are mesmerized by Mama 
Dominica’s skillful fingers, turning fine white cotton into yarns. 
Her eyes are still sharp. 

Mama Susana, Mama Dominica and all Tokbesi weavers 
produce red Biboki ikat tenun. Noni tree is used as natural dye. 
Mama Dominica asks the kids standing behind her to get her 
noni leaves from her backyard. 

“I would like to show you the leaves of noni tree, Miss. Just 
the leaves. If you would like to see the trees, I am afraid that 
you would get tired for walking such long distance,” she says to 
me, after she received the leaves from a boy who is still running 

Women play key roles in weavings FOTOLINDA FITRIA
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out of his breath because he runs back. Because I am younger 
than her, she calls me Miss. She does not want me to walk to her 
backyard just to see what noni tree looks like. 

Besides red, noni tree can also produces black dye by mixing 
it with tarum plant. Mama Dominica mixes both roots of the noni 
tree and tarum plants in the pan. Approaching the past stage, 
she mixes the liquid on the furnace with chalks to achieve her 
desired black. 

Noni tree, tarum and cotton – materials needed to weave – 
are all available in the land next to uimfam – which becomes the 
Tokbesi village weavers’ production house. 

Mama Susana tells me that in other villages such as Luniup, 
whose weavers are headed by Martha Ane, the colors of their 
weavings come from other types of plants such as pandan leaves 
for green, as well as mung bean. Another source of natural dye 
for the weaving also come from dark mud coming from a small 
pool in Tokbesi village border. 

From uimfam in Tokbesi village, the weavers have to pass an 
uphill road to get the mud. Once they reach the village border, 
they have to do down a steep cliff to reach the dark mud pool.

The dark mud pool location is called naflomo, which means 
the Tall Palm Trees. It is indeed under a fountain surrounded by 
tall palm trees. Amongst the naflomo, there are also other types 
of trees – areca nut trees. 

The people of the village deliberately plant the areca nut 
trees so the shades can protect the foundation and the mud pool 
during the dry season. 

“We have the Naflomo for years, and it has never been dried,” 
Mama Susana says so as we both arrive at the mud pool. Her agile 
steps bring her close to the mud pool side. 

Naflomo  has become one of the natural dye source for 

1. Mama Yovita
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weavers from other villages outside Tokbesi. Mama Susana also 
highlights that this is no ordinary mud. When one touches the 
naflomo mud, one could immediately feel its soft texture.

Naflomo quality is apparent as Mama Susana needs to 
repeatedly clean her mud-stained body parts. She has to wash 
her hands over and over again to get rid of the black color of the 
mud. She also uses a small sized knife from her pocket to peel 
out black remnants that stick on her nails. 

IN Pantae Village, South Biboki, the weavers also use the same 
Biboki as their fellow Tokbesi Village weavers, with a different 
technique. Pantae Village weavers use sotis and buna process, 
instead of ikat. 

In Dawam ethnic group, there are four ways of weavings – 
buna, ikat, sotis and pauf. Buna is the most difficult one, because 
throughout the process, the weavers also sew the motives into 
the weavings. Buna technique is common for Biboki and Insana 
people. As a result, it takes longer time to produce due to its high 
level of difficulties – hence, it is much more expensive compared 
to the other three.

The next is ikat – also featured in Biboki and Meomaffo 
weavings. Meomafo motives, known as futus, only uses two color 
of black or dark blue with white. It looks different compared to 
red-dominated Biboki weaving.

Sotis is on the third level of difficulties – commonly used by 
weavers from Insana. Sotis is also a learning pattern for those 
starting to weave, such as the children of Pantae Village. Pantae 
weaver groups have the most children as their members – around 
42 kids and only 10 mothers. Elisabeth Afolan heads this group 

Colors use in sotis weaving seems to symbolize the joy of the 
children weavers – colourful and fresh.
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Pauf weaving technique is the last one, commonly used by 
Bikomi and Meomaffo weavers. Just like sotis, pauf accomodates 
a lot of color. Papin Village weaver groups, headed by Monika 
Sasi, uses a typical Bikomi with pauf technique. 

Every two or four weeks, Mama Monika goes to Biboki Art 
Shop in Kefa – bringing weavings made by the members of her 
group. From her house in Papin Village to Kefa takes her less 

1. Mama Yovita

Dark mud pool as dye FOTOLINDA FITRIA
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than ten minutes by motorized vehicles. Usually, Melki, one of 
his nine sons, picks Mama Monika up. Melki works as weaving-
based souvenir seamstress in Biboki Art Shop.

As she chews her betel of arena nut and chalk, with her red 
lips, she patiently explains components of the loom and the 
motive she works on. This middle aged woman weaves in the 
front yard and her terrace. 

“This is atis.” She holds the wood piece closest to her.  
“This machete, senoh, is made from fir tree. Here, it is sauban,” 

she says so as she picks up a piece of wood covered with orange-
colored yarn.  

Her hands work its way upfront, as she mentions each names 
of the loom component.

 “Puat”
“Ut.”
“Sial.”
“Neko,” Mama Monika points a small bamboo piece in front of 

the loom, placed in her terrace.  
Every now and then she fixes her black framed glasses that 

goes down on her nose. Her deteriorating vision requires her to 
wear the glasses every time she weaves. Some people say that 
she gets the glasses from one of the foreign visitors coming to 
see her weaving in Biboki Art Shop.

Next to her simple house, there are a lot of plants – ranging 
from fruit trees up to the cotton ones she often used to create 
the yarn. Yet she does not use this too often. She prefers the 
ones she bought from the market. 

In Kefamenanu and its surroundings, markets operates only 
on particular days depending on the location. Mama Monika get 
her colorful synthetic yarns as key materials for her weaving in 
those markets.
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EVERY Saturday morning Nurbaya, a Bugis woman raised in 
Timor, in a hurry, goes to Manufui market with her husband. 
Using their open pickup truck, Nurbaya and her husband bring 
colorful non natural yarns as materials for weavings.

That morning, Nurbaya puts all yarns under the canvas tent. 
Silk and cotton yarns is Rp 2 thousand per kepala. A big ball of 
yarn reaches Rp 15 thousand. 

“With an Rp 100 thousand, or 50 kepala, the weavers can 
create a medium size weavings,” she says. 

The yarms come from Atambua, about two hours from Kefa 
by motorized vehicles. For each kepala of colorful yarns, Nurbaya 
makes Rp 400 profit. 

This veiled woman is one of two yarn sellers in Manufui 
market, that opens every Thursday, just like Maubesi market. 
Maubesi market, according to Nurbaya, is more “friendly” to 
weaving works. More weavings are sold in Maubesi market, 
compared to Manufui one.  

“We just passed it, on last Easter,” says Nurbaya, explaining 
the best period of time to sell yarns.   

Besides Easter, the yarn sales increase in August toward 
Indonesia’s independence day. The lowest is in December toward 
Christmas. At this period of time, people prefer to buy ready-to-

1. Mama Yovita

In Dawam ethnic group, there are 
four ways of weavings – buna, ikat, sotis 
and pauf. Buna is the most difficult one, 

because throughout the process, the 
weavers also sew the motives 

into the weavings.
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wear clothes, rather than making them out of weavings.
Nurbaya and her fellow merchants are one of the challenges 

faced by Dawam weavers who uses natural dye yarns for their 
weaving. 

Weavings with natural dyes are more expensive due to their 
elegance. They also are more special due to its long process. Its 
process is more environmental friendly as waste from natural 
dyes are biodegradable. The weavers show respect to the nature 
through the colour of their weavings.. 

The relationship with the nature creates a mutually benefiting 
relationship - producing balance between human beings and the 
enviroment. 

Creating yarns out of cottons, making patterns of motives, 
dipping the yarns in the mixture of noni tree roots, tarum, mud 
and pandan leaves - these are stages undertaken by the patient 
weavers, in Tokbesi Village or any other parts of North Timor 
Tengah. The best color takes time. Hence, some weavers rely on 
synthetic materials. 

Non natural basic materials seem to be more effective - in 
terms of time and money, especially for those weavers who are 
under market pressure. The complicated process of creating 
and coloring the yarns can be cut down. Weavings can be more 
affordable with lower price.

To Monika Sasi and Elisabeth Afolan, synthetic yarn is an 
important innovation enabling them to reach wider market and 
add their competitive advantage. 

To Elisabet, as head of the children-dominated groups, such 
yarn makes the learning process easier. Children can focus more 
on learning the motives. With synthetic yarns, they are able to 
produce increased number of weavings and patterns.

“This is buna weavings made by the children,” Elisabeth 
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explains, while displaying colourful weavings made by children 
of the Pantae Village. Buna is one of the most complicated 
technique, yet children are able to master it, without having 
to deal with the complication of yarn making process from the 
natural dye.

Still, in spite of the progress, children should be equipped 
with knowledge on the origin of the weavings passed through 
generations by their ancestors. In each stage of the process, 
cultural values and heritage is being preserved by the community.

BIBOKI women weavers are no longer living in poverty. By 
preserving cultural heritage, they become economically 

1. Mama Yovita

Chemical dye and synthetic yarns in the market FOTOLINDA FITRIA
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empowered. Tafean Pah weavers prefer their weavings to be 
managed by Biboki Art Shop as it applies clear price list, rather 
than selling their products to the market.

All weavers are bounded by sense of belonging and 
togetherness. Through the weavings, they pass the cultural 
values of their ancestors to the next generation.

“God has given us eyes to observe our surroundings. Flowers, 
butterflies, trees, the sky - all of them can be turned into motives 
for our weavings. With those inspirations, we have a lot to weave,” 
Mama Monika explains to me, by pointing a weaving with mak’aif 
motive.

She explains that in each of the weavings made in Timor, 
mak’aif  motive are the basic pattern that continues to be applied 
along with other nature-inspired motives.

“Teamwork, Miss,” Monika says.
Mak’aif symbolizes teamwork in a motive in resemblance to 

holding hands tied to each other.
In Dawam community living in North Timor Tengah area, 

teamwork is a way of life. In each compound, a traditional grass-
roofed Dawam house or uimfam with four supporting woords 
are there within the community. 

Uimfam is used as a gathering place for any kind of necessities: 
to hang out, for discussions, to work on the harvest as well as to 
serve as a place to weave, just like the weavers of Tokbesi village.

Teamwork in mak’aif  motives is applied by Tafean Pah weaver 
community, in their weaving activities or in dealing with major 
incident just like Biboki Art Shop land grabbing issue.

The struggle to keep their “studio” - a place where they 
hang out and share stories - is a challenging endeavour without 
teamwork.

Under the execution threat, Biboki Art Shop now becomes 
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their uimfam - bringing the Tafean Pah weaver community 
together. The court decision brings them together in an 
emotional journey.

“I am sad. I hope for the best for Mama Yovita, because she is 
so kind, especially to us.” Mama Monika says so softly. 

SINCE the court decision, Mama Yovita saves her important 
weaving collection from Biboki Art Shop at her own home. 
She fears bad things would happens such as forced eviction or 
foreclosure that could damage Tafean Pah valuable weavings.

Everyday, except Sunday, Mama Yovita maintains her routine: 
going to Biboki Art Shop. She would spend the whole day there, 
dealing with whatever necessary to Tafean Pah life cycle.

Sometimes weavers come from distant villages from Kefa to 
hand their weavings. After a quick chit chat, they quickly leave 
Biboki Art Shop to catch otto back home.

In a room inside the pink building, there were pictures of 
Timor people on the wall with weavings wrapped around their 
bodies.

Mama Yovita tells me that weavings are worn for traditional 
ceremonies such as wedding, building or moving traditional 
houses, carrying out religious celebration and daily activities. 
Nowadays, every two days of a week, East Nusa Tenggara local 
government instruct all civil servants to wear attires based on 
weavings.

1. Mama Yovita

God has given us eyes to observe our 
surroundings. Flowers, butterflies, trees, 
the sky - all of them can be turned into 

motives for our weavings...

02 BUKU SERGAI ISI CETAK ENG.indd   19 11/4/18   9:20 PM



20L S P P

From Sergai To Kefa
An Anthology of Reports on the 
Daily Life of People

The way the weavings are worn also showcases the social 
class of the individuals - whether they are part of the royals or 
the commoners. 

“Men wearing their weaving down to cover their entire legs 
come from the royal family. Those who are wearing theirs slightly 
above are the commoners,”she  says so as she points a picture on 
the wall.

Weavings are also mementos for the meetings of lovers. In the 
past, the women with blue hands tainted by natural dyes from 
weaving are seen to be more valuable in the eyes of the men in 
their communities.

“They were perceived to be more resilient and hard workers,” 
explains Mama Yovita.

To the people of Biboki, and Timorese in general, the weavings 
are symbols of their moods. They are used to express sadness 
and to show joy.

Mama Yovita’s presence is important. People like her are 
passionate to rejuvenate weavings in each homes. This represents 
how intergenerational relationship is preserved up until now, in 
symbols and in daily routines. Weaving is strengthening relations 
between different generations. 

Mama Yovita stops in front of the last portrait of a weaver. She 
ends her story of each and every individuals on the wall. 

“From the day a Timorese was born until the day he or she 
dies, he or she will go through their journey of life with the 
weavings,” she says. 

(*)
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Jofie DB.
A young man from Jakarta, 

studies in the Faculty of Philosophy 
Universitas Gadjah Mada.
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Sergai morning sun FOTORUSDI MARPAUNG
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II

TODAY the sky is clear from any cloud. The sun shines bright. The 
turquoise sea can be seen from the east side. Salty water lingers 
in the air. Visitors enjoy the strait breeze. Standing in the warm, 
soft white sand, they look into the horizon, with eyes squinted.

Amongst the visitor crowd, a number of men seem to be quite 
busy. They plunge into the sea, knee high, their hands mixing the 

25t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People

Jofie DB 
 

A number of fishermen in Sergai fight against the control of 
fish collectors, cantrang trawl and mangrove deforestation 

which almost drown their village – through reforestation, which 
transforms community-based ecotourism site.  
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muddy water. A bald man with mustache yells at a number of 
approaching kids. “Whose kids are they? Don’t come near, you 
might get wet,” he says with thick Malay accent. The visitors 
on their way to the beach looks his way, confused. Those men 
continue their search in the water, they finally find what they are 
looking for. 

They are collecting mangrove seeds. They look like sticks, in 
deep green, around 50 centimeters. Sacks of mangrove seeds are 
carried away by the sea water. Surprisingly, the tide washes them 
back into the shore.

Five thousand mangrove seeds, brought back by the tide, was 
scheduled to be planted on Monday morning, April 16, 2018. The 
location is on the mud field around Mangrove ecotourism beach, 
not far from the Nipah river swamp, in Perbaungan, Serdang 
Bedagai or Sergai district, North Sumatera. It is a community 
initiative, not part of the government agenda.

The men, drowned in the mud, can be seen here and there in 
Mangrove beach. They come from Muara Baimbai cooperation. 
The bald man with mustache is Sutris, one of its founder. He and 
his fellow cooperation members have planted and nurtured the 
mangrove in Mangrove beach for 15 years. 

In 2014, tidal flood drowned Nipah river swamp, wiping half 
of the mangrove population in Mangrove Beach. They died 
submerged under the sea for almost three months. Muara 
Baimbai cooperation activists replanted them and continue 
taking care of the mangrove. 

IN the past, the people who cared for the mangrove, joined 
under Muara Baimbai Conservation Community, comprising 
of Kayuh Muara Baimbai Fishermen Community headed by 
Sutris and Muara Tanjung Women Community lead by his wife, 
Jumiati. In 2012, they set up a cooperation called Muara Baimbai 
Cooperation. Not only it takes care of the mangrove in Mangrove 
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beach, but it cares for the fishermen as well. It has 63 members.
The establishment of the cooperation has a long history – of 

the life struggle of the fishermen against poverty.
Sutris started to set up a group with her fishermen neighbor 

in the beginning of 2000s. He feels that the fishermen in Nipah 
river swamp needs to consolidate.

For years, they have struggled to escape the trap of fish 
collectors or tauke – those renting the boats and buying fish. 
Tauke bought fish from them at a very low price – which makes 
the fishermen suffer. They wanted to fight back but they did not 
know how. Sutris and his friends had one goal in mind: to fight 
back.

For years, Sutris has been using boats from tauke. He had no 
money to buy his own boats. Hence, he too, has to sell his fish 
to the tauke. A lot of fishermen in Nipah river swamp were in 

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People

Sutrisno, Head of North Sumatera Advocacy Network  FOTODOK.TERASMITRA
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He understood 
that money did not grow on trees. He 

had to work hard for his dream. During 
this difficult period, Jumiati gave birth to 
their first baby – at that time he only had 

Rp 3 thousand. 

the hands of the tauke – trapped. Only a handful had their own 
production tools (boats, alat tangkap) – they were typically called 
“free boats.”

Once he saw with his own eyes how the tauke sold fish 
twice the price he received. This was not the tauke’s only tricks. 
Sometimes all taukes worked together so the fishermen could 
not find out about the market price. They still used the same 
price – even though the actual market price has risen. All taukes 
ganged up against the fishermen to secure their profit. 

“When will I become sufficient then?” Then Sutris thought his 
way out to look for side income. If he let himself trapped inside 
the game of the taukes, he would not be able to build his own 
house. He also wants to have his own boat. 

Sulis initiated selling his fish on the beach. He borrowed Rp 
300 thousands from Erni, Jumiati’s sister, who worked as a house 
maid in Medan. With it, Sutris built a kiosk together with his wife. 
He scheduled his work now. From Monday to Thursday, Sutries 
went fishing to the sea. From Friday to Monday, she and Jumiati 
sold fish on the beach.

He understood that money did not grow on trees. He had to 
work hard for his dream. During this difficult period, Jumiati gave 
birth to their first baby – at that time he only had Rp 3 thousand. 

“Thank God for opening doors for us,” Sutris expresses his 
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gratefulness. They had a healthy baby. An old friend from Medan 
who found out about the situation with Sutris family and offered 
Rp 10 million so he could buy his own boat.

Sutris grabbed the opportunities – he immediately bought a 
boat and fishing gear. He became “free” – so he could sell his 
catches to whoever he chose. He sold his fish to tauke offering 
him the best price. His kiosk also grew.

Sutris learned his lessons, just like the story of Muhammad 
the Prophet who worked hard to gain prosperity as well as taking 
care of his followers. “It was true, just like in the Prophet’s life 
story, we have to be empowered first so we can empower others.” 
He started to save his money to build a home for his family. He 
also wanted to improve the livelihood of others. His friends were 
still living in poverty.

He started to think of establishing a fishermen community. 
Through organization, they would become strong and able to 

Sutris learned 
his lessons, just like the story of 

Muhammad the Prophet who worked 
hard to gain prosperity as well as taking 

care of his followers. “It was true, just 
like in the Prophet’s life story, we have to 
be empowered first so we can empower 

others.” He started to save his money 
to build a home for his family. He also 
wanted to improve the livelihood of 
others. His friends were still living 

in poverty.

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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change their own life, free from economic difficulties.
Sutris then started to build his “followers” – potential ones 

with good intentions. One of them was Ahmad Yani, who 
then became Sutris’ right-hand man in building a fishermen 
community, covering other villages as well. Ahmad Yani is the 
eldest son in the family, who then invited his younger siblings 
and relatives to join the community. They started to identity 
issues from the community and discussed their best solutions.

ON March 24, 2007, Kayuh Muara Baimbai Fishermen Community 
was established. This movement started by opening access to 
information regarding the fish market price. Lack of transparency 
has been the problem for fishermen for years. Therefore, Sutris 
and his people moved to seek for price comparison up from 
coast to coast. 

Kayuh Muara Baimbai Fishermen Community has strong 
family values as foundation. It promoted the care for others so 
fellow fishermen could look out and care for each other – like a 
family. This family values built Kayuh Muara Baimbai Fishermen 
Community to replace the role of tauke themselves. They became 
the ones borrowing boats and fishing gear to its members – every 
now and then Sutris as the head of the cooperation had to use his 
own personal budget for the sake of the fishermen. “It is part of 
the sharing, we cannot betray our fellow fishermen.”

Sutris learns this spirit and value from his parents. When he 
was still a teenager, he overheard his father talking to fellow 
fishermen about organizing the fishermen. Sutris has his father’s 
blood for community organization.

His father built a fishermen community in the early 1990s. At 
that time, the focus was different compared to the community 
Sutris and his friend set up. At that time, they did not strive to 
replace the tauke, they concentrated more on environmental 
issues – fighting against abrasion and tidal flood.
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Sutris learns 
this spirit and value from his parents. 

When he was still a teenager, he 
overheard his father talking to fellow 

fishermen about organizing the 
fishermen. Sutris has his father’s blood 

for community 
organization.

THE COAST of Malaka strait, the eastern part of Sumatera, is 
vulnerable for abrasion and tidal flood because its sandy coastal 
area are not protected by coral reefs. Coral reef has key roles as 
sea water shelter. Coral reef breaks the sea water waves before 
they reach the shore. In Sergai beaches, the sea waves directly 
meet with sands – creating massive abrasion and continuous 
changes of the beach contour. The contour of Mangrove beach 
for example, is a result of post big tidal flood in the last 2014. 
Before, Mangrove beach had a 300 meter longer of coastline. 

This risky geographical condition is made worse by massive 
environmental damage. Mangrove deforestation in Sergai coast 
line in 1980s to 1990s was done due to land conversion project 
for tiger prawn farm.

At that time, tiger prawn was the most wanted sea commodity 
from Indonesia. In this period of time, tiger prawn farm was 
equal to a gold mine. Such high demand turned this into national 
project. Soeharto administration launched nucleus estate 
farming development scheme (Tambak Inti Rakyat/TIR) to 
massively open tiger prawn farm in a number of areas such as 
Karawang and the east coast of Sumatera, as well as Riau and 
North Sumatra. In 1983, Minister of Agriculture Ahmad Affandi 
declared a land opening project for tiger prawn farm - reaching 

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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The coastline 
was under an extreme makeover into a 

farm display. Hence, almost all mangrove 
population in Nipah River swamp was 
deforested. A profit-oriented massive 

land conversion was considered 
as natural.

up to 20.000 hectares.
Profit from this business was extraordinary. A number 

of financiers transformed Sergai coastlines into prawn farm 
business. At that time, Lubuk Naga, one of the company near 
Nipah River swamp, was a big business owned by the Cendanas 
(Soeharto’s family). The coastline was under an extreme makeover 
into a farm display. Hence, almost all mangrove population in 
Nipah River swamp was deforested. A profit-oriented massive 
land conversion was considered as natural.

Then come the aftermath. Sea water permeated up to 1 
kilometre to the residential area. Nipah River flooded the village. 
Rice field near the river bank was submerged by sea water 
resulting in harvest failure. Without mangrove trees as shelters, 
tidal waves brought along mud into the residential areas. Fresh 
water became scarce.

This situation created problems to the people living around 
the swamp. The fishermen community led by Sutris’ father 
advocated for mangrove reforestation to “heal” the village - 
regardless of its meagre impact due to massive damage.

Another problem came afterward. This time was white spot 
plague attacking tiger prawn all over Indonesia. In the 1990s, it 
can be concluded that the production was on a complete stop. 
Farms were left behind. Some were transformed into milkfish 
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or seaweed farm. Mangrove trees have rotted. After cutting all 
costs, business financiers left - leaving an environmental disaster 
behind.

After all the tiger prawn farm were all bankrupt, the government 
did not immediately pay attention to coastal recovery. Forestry 
law was still weak to regulate coastal ecosystem protection post 
a massive mangrove deforestation. The fishermen suffered the 
impact. 

Mangrove reforestation led by Sutris and his group was 
a redemption from the wrongdoings committed by the 
irresponsible business players. The fishermen knew they had 
to do something to plant the mangrove back for the sake of 
their village. On June 11, 2009, Kayuh Muara Baimbai Fishermen 
Community joined hands with Muara Tanjung Women Group and 
established Muara Baimbai Mangrove Conservation Community, 
specifically on mangrove conservation.

It turned out that the problems were beyond environmental 
disaster. Changing the behavior of the community was a 
difficult endeavour. Sutris was fighting his own people to raise 
their environmental awareness. A number of people cut down 
mangrove for firewoods. When Sutris advised them not to take 
mangrove woods from Mangrove beach, they complained, “These 

Mangrove reforestation 
led by Sutris and his group was a 

redemption from the wrongdoings 
committed by the irresponsible business 
players. The fishermen knew they had to 
do something to plant the mangrove back 

for the sake of their village.

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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woods are God given, why do you have to tell us not to take it?” 
Continuing “failed project” inherited by his father was illogical in 
the eyes of his fellow mates. “What could be done on a muddy 
land like this?” they cynically sneered.

“We have been the object of their laughters for so long. They 
told us that it was a waste of time. Yet, we have to provide them 
with examples,” Sutris explains. 

This ridicule was also prone to conflicts. People living in 
coastal areas were hard tempered. They would immediately 
jump into a brawl whenever it breaks. Yet Sulis and his friends 
remain composed. 

One day, Sutris and four fishermen combed Mangrove beach 
to clean it up. All five of them brought along their machetes. On 
their way, they bumped into a group of people unhappy with 
their “questionable” activities in Mangrove beach. They too 
carried their machetes along. It was hard to remain cool-headed. 
Arguments could not be avoided. Tension raised. Sutris and his 
friends tried hard to maintain their cool. Fortunately, conflict 
could be avoided. “If I lost control, it was war,” Sulis remembers.  

They finally reached the turning points. In the past, they might 
be underestimated, but now the people in the village started to 
reap the benefits of mangrove trees in Mangrove beach. Annual 
tidal flood no longer brings flood into their houses. Mangrove 
trees lining on the beach effectively sheltered the village against 
the flood. The waves did not even reach their houses. The 
government also promoted mangrove conservation after a series 
of tsunami warnings in different places.

FIFTEEN years after the first mangrove reforestation, Mangrove 
beach has transformed into ecotourism site. Located 19 
kilometers from Sei Rampah, the capital city of Serdang Bedagai 
district, the beach is not only a flood shelter but also a recreation, 
education and community organization site.
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Early November 2014, Sergai district administration grants 
requests from Sulis and the fishermen by declaring Mangrove 
beach as the only ecotourism site in Indonesia managed by the 
community themselves.

Mangrove beach also opens new job opportunities for the 
people in the swamp area. Deni, for example, is now working as 
a night guard since the ecotourism location is opened. He also 
assists managerial activities in the afternoon during the holiday.

During weekends and public holidays, Muara Baimbai 
cooperation activity carries out its tourism-supporting activities. 
Mothers who are members of the cooperation manage kiosks and 
stalls selling food to the visitors. Fathers who do not go to the sea 
to catch the fish, manage and maintain the gazebos and secure 
the premises. Deni and a number of young people came to the 
beach to help in anyway possible. In Mangrove beach, there were 

Diversifikasi usaha budidaya ikan FOTODOK.TERASMITRA

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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a weighing place for fish captured by members of the fishermen 
community. 

During the holidays, starting from 07.30, the mothers come 
to the beach with their light blue polo shirt uniform. They are 
all cleaning the beach. After that, they separates their fresh 
produce then they cook. The visitors start coming at 09.00, more 
and more come as the day go by until it reaches its peak in the 
afternoon. Time for special entertainment, an organ player come 
and play songs requested by the visitors as they sing along. From 
rock, Malay pop until dangdut koplo - one song leads to another. 
Not many international pop songs are available in the song list. 
Sometimes Deni assists in operating the organ’s sound system. 
Sometimes he also helps the mothers to cook and grill the fish. 
Yet the main task of Deni and a number of young men there is to 
maintain the toilet and parking area.

After 18.00, the visitors go away one by one. Deni helps closing 
down the kiosks, throwing garbage, tidying up the benches 
and rolling down the mats. As the day turns into night, Deni is 
working on his gadget as he finishes half a pack of cigarette. Next 
time, he would talk and joke around all night with his friends 
who drop by sometimes. When there is nothing more that he can 
do, Deni get ready for sleep before midnight. On the kiosk floor, 
Deni roll open the mat, put on a mosquito repellent lotion in 
both hands and feets and put on the mosquito net. Then he falls 
asleep. Before, he prays nothing bad happens bad to the beach.

Before his night shift on the beach, Deni helps his father 
catch the fish. Now his father is no longer fit to work, “My dad is 
often ill now rather than going to catch the fish.” Deni’s younger 
brother, he is in his 20s, now replaces his father as a fisherman. 
When there are not much to do, Deni helps his brother. His older 
brother has left for Medan since he was a teenager.

Deni once tagged along his brother to Medan, help him selling 
chicken meats. In the afternoon, he sells grilled meatball nearby 
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Universitas Sumatera Utara. After spending a year in Medan, he 
did not feel at home. His reason was work hours. He wanted to 
have a flexible work hour, when he works as he pleases, just like 
working as a fisherman. 

The problem of the fishermen goes beyond freeing themselves 
from the taukes, but also financial management. “They are 
away from Monday to Sunday, each day they can pocket Rp 150 
thousands. But when they stop for two days only, they already 
pile up some debts.” The negative habit of the fishermen, ondak 
monang, ondak konyang, ondak sonang, (win big, eat big, have big 
fun), for Deni, makes them complacent.  

“Poor and dumb” sigma remains strong in the fishermen 
community. Deni wants to erase the stigma without knowing 
how. Up until now, he does not have self confidence. His family 
financial problems hinders Deni from going to any school 
whatsoever. A classic problem of the coastal area is low level of 
education. Children of Nipah River swamp who wish to continue 

The problem of the 
fishermen goes beyond freeing 

themselves from the taukes, but also 
financial management. “They are away 
from Monday to Sunday, each day they 
can pocket Rp 150 thousands. But when 
they stop for two days only, they already 
pile up some debts.” The negative habit 
of the fishermen, ondak monang, ondak 
konyang, ondak sonang, (win big, eat big, 

have big fun), for Deni, 
makes them complacent. 

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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working at junior high and high schools should go to the sub-
district instead.

Deni admits that in the past, he has been involved in narcotics 
and alcohol circles. It is difficult to avoid such bad peers, Deni 
says, in the Sergai coastal area. “Sometimes, it is easier to buy 
crystal meth rather than a gallon of mineral water,’ he laughs. 
Once he lost his consciousness after a night of bootlegged 
alcohol. After that, he learned his lesson - he quits drinking 
alcohol because he feels as if his stomach was cut open.  

Muara Baimbai Cooperation opens up job vacancies for Deni 
and his 14 friends his age - only in securities but also tourist 
guides in Mangrove beach. They are equipped with knowledge 
about mangrove and are trained on how to explain these to the 
visitors. They learn public speaking as well. It helps Deni to start 
building his self confidence. 

Deni’s first assignment was to guide a group of 350 students 
from a vocational school. Six buses from Pekanbaru came to 
Mangrove beach. He and his partners, who have never been 
tourist guides before. They were trained by Jumiati, Sutris’ 
wife, from zero. They listened carefully to Jumiati’s instruction. 
They were trained for a couple of days. As guides, they might be 
awkward, yet they tried their best. It helped Deni interact with 
people he has never met before - such as professor and students 
doing research. 

“Thank to mangrove, I can go to Jakarta,” he says with pride. 
Deni never expected Sutris as head of the community sent him 
to Kemang, South Jakarta, to participate in a customer service 
workshop. It was an achievement for him. 

FROM 04.00, the boat has lined up in Nipah river bank. After 
breakfast, Saini kisses his wife’s cheek and bids goodbye as he 
leaves to work. His boat is parked around a hundred meter from 
home. On the river bank, Saini, in his long-sleeved shirt and a hat, 
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prepares his fishing gear and fuel. In a short while, he leaves to 
the sea before the ebb comes, with hundreds of other fishermen, 
creating “troktroktrok” noise from the boat as they all start the 
engines. 

In Sergai district, in the eastern part of North Sumatera, there 
are more than 12 thousand fishermen. Almost all fishermen in 
Sergai are traditional ones, relying on its natural resources. They 
use simple fishing gears as their tools. They use small boats 
(sampan) to look for shrimp and octopus as their main catch.

This morning I get the chance to go to the sea with Saini, a 
rather stoic man with long beard. He is looking for octopus, as it 
is the season, he says so. Once we are out of the swamp, we are 
in Malaka Strait. It is 06.30 in the morning. The ebb approaches 
the swamp. 

He points into the sun. His net (labuan) is right there in the 
east. Slowly he directs the boat into the sun as it rises. He enjoys 
a breathtaking view everyday. The sun looks like a fresh orange. 
He comments, “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

In North Sumatera, one of the provinces on the western tim 
of Indonesia, the afternoon come slowly. In 06.30 in Jakarta, 
the school gates close as the children are prepared to learn - in 

He points into the sun. 
His net (labuan) is right there in 

the east. Slowly he directs the boat 
into the sun as it rises. He enjoys a 

breathtaking view everyday. The sun 
looks like a fresh orange. 

He comments, 
“Beautiful, isn’t it?

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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Sergai the sun just rises up. The sky just lits up. That is why in 
Sergai, children go to school at 07.30.

Slowly the sun rises higher and higher. Saini presses his cap 
deeper to cover his forehead. He says that our trip would take 45 
minutes. Shrimp and octopus are scattered around 1.5 to 5 miles 
(2.3 to 8 kilometers) from the dry land. His net is 3.5 miles into 
the sea. His boat moves east, away from the land. “We do not 
need any GPS (global positioning system),” he jokes around. 

The noise coming from the motorboat continues to 
reverberate into the sky. We have to talk to each other a little 
bit louder so we can hear one another’s words. Saini says that 
it takes 2 litre of pertalite gasoline for one go. It is a 6.5 horse-
power machine. It might be loud, but it is not fast - and it can 
not go far. 

There is a zoning area for motorized boats. Boats like Saini’s 
can go up to 10 miles. There are faster boats, around 10 horse-
powered, blast through other boats. Yet more than 15 horse-
powered machine needs to maintain 12 miles distance and more 
from the dry land. Bigger boats have better and more advanced 
fishing gears - just like in the ones capturing anchovies.

Saini’s boat is not big. It is around four meters length and 
one and a half meter wide. There is no balancing wings on both 
sides - making it vulnerable to flip. When one places his or her 
weight on the side, the boat moves. Almost all fishermen go on a 
solo trip. The boat might fall over if it accommodates more than 
two people as it becomes overweight and fragile against strong 
waves.

We continue moving east. The color of the sea water goes into 
deep blue. The water is calm. After a short while, Saini suddenly 
turn the machine off. We stops, but there is nothing, except 
the sea itself. The dry land is out of sight already. Saini throws 
the anchor into the sea. “Nets are mostly unmarked,” he says. 
He explains how fishermen uses treas or transmitter tower of 
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mobile phone companies to identify the location of their nets.
Saini takes his net from the bottom of the sea and drag it out 

with his anchor. Sergai sea is not too deep, so it is easy to reach 
for the net. His octopus net comprises of one and in each 2 depa 
(3.6 metre), there is one keong, in a baby-shoes shape. This is 
the octopus and cuttlefish trap. There is no bait inside. Once 

Fishermen do not need any GPS FOTO JOFIE D BAKTI

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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octopus and cuttlefish see the keong, they go in automatically. 
Each has a net with various number of keong. One has 700 keong 
in one net, reaching up to 2.5 kilometer! 

Unmarked, oftentime the fishermen drag the wrong net 
belonging to other people. That happens to us a number of times. 
“Not mine,” says Saini, as he throws it back into the sea.

Once he finds his, Saini checks each keong carefully. If the 
octopus is found inside, he spray saline water into the mould. The 
octopus voluntarily moves out of it. Then Saini put the octopus 
into a container of fresh water, for an instant kill. He then throws 
the keong back into the sea one by one. There are 350 keongs all 
together. 

Then we move to the second net. It is a bit farther, moving 
slightly to the west, around 2 miles from the land. Saini repeats 
the same thing, going over what he just did moments ago. 

 It is estimated that from two nets, Saini gets around 10 
kilogram of octopus. Not a bad catch indeed. One kilogram is 
around Rp 35 thousand. So in total, Saini gets around Rp 350 
thousand. It is a good season to catch octopus. He would move 
his net away when the catch drops. 

“We live in paradise. Good water,” he says. 
Sergai coast is indeed “a paradise” - for octopus, kelong 

shrimp and crabs. Fishermen spend a couple of hours, without 
using any baits, and returns with around 5 kilogram of catch. 
Sergai is blessed with natural resources abundance - as depicted 
in a once-popular song by Koes Plus, “We live surrounded by not 
sea but milk…”

Saini can now proceed to the ground with high hopes. He has 
a good catch today. The sun rises high. It is 09.30 in the morning. 
Saini turns the boat back home. The wave is calm. Saini says we 
are fortunate. The sky is bright. 

Once he experienced bad weather. In the middle of the sea, 
as he was looking for shrimp a little bit further away from the 
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ground, the storm suddenly came. At that time, he was using a 
sailboat, that tripped immediately. No other boats were there to 
help him. He has given up. He remembered how his wife waiting 
for him at home with their 20-days old baby. 

Luckily, it was a lightweight boat, so it did not drown. It if was 
a motorboat, it would immediately submerged into the sea. Saini 
fought for his life, he sat on the back of his flipped boat. He was 
not a skillful swimmer. His fellow fishermen went out looking for 
Saini. After spending one day and one night floating, Saini was 
found by a fisherman from another village. 

Catch of the day FOTO JOFIE D BAKTI

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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Now his boy is already 10 years old. He does not want to 
experience such incident another time. He is older now. He needs 
to be more careful. He wants nothing but to continue providing 
for his family. 

Sea is indeed an extreme work setting. Accident happens. 
One of Saini’s friend went missing up until now. So when the 
Ministry of Marine and Fisheries launches an insurance program 
for fishermen, Saini and his fellow fishermen are happy. “It really 
helps,” he says. 

This program newly launched under the era of Minister of 
Marine and Fisheries Susi Pudjiastuti is promoted as “the State’s 
presence.” The amount of money is quite promising for the 
fishermen. Compensation for accident due to fishing-related 
activities are Rp 200 million for life, Rp 100 million for permanent 
accident, and Rp 20 million for medical treatment. Because of 
the insurance, new joke circulates. When the weather is bad, the 
wives encourage their husbands even more to go to the sea.

Insurance is a new way of protecting the rights of fishermen 
in carrying out their daily fishing activity. Besides security 
provided by the insurance, nowadays fishermen are proud of 
their profession. In the past, they were reluctant, but now they 
put their profession in their ID card. They now feel that they are 

Besides security 
provided by the insurance, nowadays 

fishermen are proud of their profession. 
In the past, they were reluctant, but now 
they put their profession in their ID card. 
They now feel that they are appreciated - 

as reflected in the children’s song, 
“Our ancestors are sailors…”
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appreciated - as reflected in the children’s song, “Our ancestors 
are sailors…”

After 20 minutes, our boat are on its way to the ground. The 
coastline are in the horizon, but I cannot identity the swamp. 
From 2 miles away, all looks the same - just like a bunch of bushes.
Only those with trained eyes can locate the swamp easily.

The sea is calm while the sun is scorching hot. Saini checks 
on me a couple of time, “Any seasickness, Mas? Dizzy?” Saini 
says that even the young people living in the coastlines, but 
not fishermen, can experience seasickness on the boat after 
spending a day in the sea.

The fresh water in the container goes black. The tentacled 
species fought back and squirted its ink to no avail as the water 
weakened and then killed them. They need to be cleaned up first 
on the river bank, then on the afternoon, they are brought to 
Mangrove beach to be weighted. 

Saini is also a member of Muara Baimbai cooperation. Just like 
any other members, he too hopes that the cooperation system 
can facilitate better dividend.  Muara Baimbai cooperation 
also brings dividend divided fairly based on the amount of 
contribution and effort of each member. Saini also benefits from 
the cooperation. Other fishermen feel more secure at sea.

“At the sea, all [fishermen] are friends,” explains Saini. In the 
middle of the strait, a number of fishermen bring their boats 
closer to each other and they have a chat while waiting for the 
tide to come. We pass those boats. Saini explains that while 
waiting, sometimes fishermen cook using small stove. Others lit 
up their cigarettes and smoke.

Kalau sudah di laut, semua 
[nelayan] kawan...

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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Today the tide comes early. That is why we don’t have to wait. 
Saini’s boat keep on moving to hit the ground. A number of boats 
go to the same direction. In Perbaungan district, there were 235 
fishermen. Everybody bring home their catches for their wives 
and children. 

When we were on the way, Saini mentioned one of his main 
concerns as a fisherman is trawl (cantrang).  For years, he suffered 
its negative impact. In the 1980s, tiger trawl dominated Sergai 
coast, then it was prohibited. Now they face cantrang, a different 
version with smaller mesh, with a similar impact. 

Cantrang has ruined fishermen net. Cantrang usually sails 
in the evening. In the morning, nets belonging to traditional 
fishermen are all damaged. “In the morning when we get to our 
nets, everything is completely ruin,” Saini complains.

These cantrangs not only trap fish but also octopus, cuttlefish, 
shrimp and even coral reef. This nest for fish is trapped as well 
in its mesh. Saini suffers, “Shrimp decreases drastically. It makes 
us fishermen suffer.”

Saini and the rest of the fishermen fellows were anxious. Their 
leader, Sutris, who is also part of North Sumatera Fishermen 
Alliance (Aliansi Nelayan Sumatera Utara/ANSU), leads a meeting 
between fishermen and Minister Susi by the end of 2017. In the 
meeting, ANSU supported Ministerial Decree No 02/2015 on 
cantrang.

For fishermen, it was a big momentum. For Muara Baimbai 
cooperation, it was not just a stage. Meeting a sympathetic 
minister made them happy. But for Sutris, it was a sign of clear 
and strong political supports to the cause he and his fellow 
fishermen support.

AS time passes by, I learn that Muara Baimbai cooperation has 
gone through a lot of challenges. With significant conflicts among 
fishermen, Sutris as leader of the community, live a dangerous 
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life. Ideas for change are often seen as controversial amongst 
their own people. Sutris shares the incidents with heavy heart. 
The most difficult tensions he has encountered are defamation.      

He remembers one event. That evening, he and Jumiati along 
with six other fishermen came to the head of the village. They 
intended to resolve the problem amicably. It was because for 
days, rumor said that Jumiati called that Banjarese people (from 
Banjarmasin) as ‘no brainer.’ 

The crowd gathered in the house of the head of the village. 
It seemed as if they were surrounding Sutris and Jumiati. They 
looked angry. Rumors got into them. Key figures of the village 
could not control highly charged crowd - even though they 
previously agreed that the discussion only involved 3 to 4 people 
engaged in the conflict. 

Sutris and Jumiati became the target of aggression. Invited 
as so-called witness, one individual made the situation worse. 
Sutris did not expect this since he was already agreed to testify 
under oath that she never commented like that. Once the so-
called witness finished talking, the crowd went mad. 

Sutris was under pressured. It was the hardest challenge of 
his life, to suffer humiliation. In the midst of public brawl, his 
tears fell.

For fishermen, 
it was a big momentum. For Muara 

Baimbai cooperation, it was not just a 
stage. Meeting a sympathetic minister 

made them happy. But for Sutris, it 
was a sign of clear and strong political 

supports to the cause he and 
his fellow fishermen support.

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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Jumiati was forced to surrender and said, “I apologize that my 
comments that were seen as derogatory, it was unintentional - 
since I have never called Banjarese as no brainer.” 

One key figure from the Banjarese community served as the 
mediator. He then yelled to the angry and noisy crowd. “What 
more do you want? She apologized. This is more than enough!” 
This silenced the crowd. 

This incident has splitted the community into two separate 
groups - Muara Baimbai Mangrove Conservation community 
group led by Sutris and another group. “Now we focus on our 
own group. We choose not to come even for a joint prayer,” he 
says. Tension was in the air at that moment.

Nipah river bank is a home for three different tribes: Banjarese, 
Malay and Javanese - with different language and different 
culture, with eminent possibilities for conflict. The common 
vernacular is Malay, with Banjarese here and there, while a 
handful speak Javanese learned in their family. I go to Hamlet 2 
and find a street called Java. People assumed that it used to be 
where all the Javanese lived. Now it is a street name only. 

Malay tribe dominate the eastern coast of Sumatera - 

Malay tribe dominate
 the eastern coast of Sumatera - 

welcomes all ethnic groups to come. In 
the swamp, I listen how people talk to 

each other using different language and 
accent. They do respect diversity. Sutris 

and Jumiati now live peacefully with 
others once the issue of defamation 

went away. 
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welcomes all ethnic groups to come. In the swamp, I listen how 
people talk to each other using different language and accent. 
They do respect diversity. Sutris and Jumiati now live peacefully 
with others once the issue of defamation went away. 

Sutris was born from a Javanese father from Tulungagung and 
a mother from Kandangan, South Kalimantan. Sutris and his two 
other siblings do not know much about their family history. He 
did not know why they moved to Nipah river bank. “It was a long 
time ago. Our father never tells us about it. Perhaps because of 
the transmigration movement at that time,” he says. 

It is now 11.00. His boat has reached the shore. From Nipah 
River bank, one can see Mangrove Beach clearly. White sandy 
beach is sheltered by lines of tall shady mangrove trees. It was 
crowded with visitors. I walk around 250 metre from the swamp 
to reach to the beach. I see Sutris, dressed in black, relaxing as 
he sits on the bench near the kiosk. As I approach, he raises and 
ask, “No seasickness, I hope?” 

(*)

2. The Swamp of the People, 
the Voice of the People
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Annas Chairunnisa Latifah
Annas Chairunnisa Latifah was 

born in Blitar on April 1, 1995. He 
now studies Indonesian Literature in 
Universitas Diponegoro, Semarang. 
Besides actively contributing to 
various online websites, he took 
part in Indonesian Literature 
Student Organization from 2015 to 
2016. In 2017, he participated in an 
internship in Indie Book Corner. In 
the following year, he became one of 
the participants in Semarang Tirto 
Class to pursue his interest in research 
methodology issues.

III
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Mangrove provides blessings to the Community FOTOJOFIE D BAKTI
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A Trip to Sei Nagalawan
Annas Chairunnisa Latifah

While preserving the mangroves, the mothers and women of 
Muara Tanjung improve their household income through their 

culinary business. 

THE DAY is already dark when I, Jofie and Bang Ucok arrive in the 
mangrove beach. We receive a warm welcome from the neigh-
bours - most of them are men, out and about, carrying their 
night watch duties. After putting my belongings in the room, I 
join Jofie and Bang Ucok for dinner. 

In the dining room, there are Mas Sutrisno, who heads the 
advocacy network of North Sumatera fishermen (Jaringan Advo-
kasi Nelayan Sumatra Utara/JALA), and Mbak Jumiati, who leads 
Muara Tanjung women’s group. While enjoying dinner prepared 
by Muara Tanjung mothers - I, Jofie and Bang Ucok discuss our 
plan to find out more about this group as we visit Sei Nagalawan 
village, Perbaungan, Serdang Bedagai. 

After the morning prayer, I take a walk by the beach to watch 
the sunrise. The faded bamboo steps crack on each of the steps I 
took - some of them are broken and shaken already. One should 

III
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be very cautious not to fall down.   
The mangrove beach is quiet. Children camping there last 

night are playing soccer. As I walk through the low tide, I find 
trash washed to the shore - much more than the available trash 
bins can accommodate. Jellyfish are spotted here and there on 
the beach. 

Around 8 in the morning, mothers wearing green t-shirts 
come to the mangrove beach. They sweep the dried leaves, ar-
range their goods, prepare their dishes while chatting with each 
other every now and then. As the weekend tourists come by to 
the beach for sightseeing, Muara Tanjung women set up their 
food and beverage stalls in numerous spots on the shores - just 
like every other Saturdays and Sundays. 

I was sipping my black coffee when one women come by and 

Female fishermen organize FOTODOK.TERASMITRA
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offer me breakfast for the morning. I politely refuse. She then 
choose to spend the morning talking to me. 

The sun hangs above my head as the visitor slowly crowd the 
mangrove beach slowly as they come from various places around 
Serdang Bedagai - Lubuk Pakam, Kota Medan, Deli Serdang and 
Balige. They keep Muara Tanjung women busy serving them. 

EVEN though these Muara Tanjung women’ economic activi-
ties is apparent only after the middle of the day, they have been 
working since the morning breaks - cleaning the beach and pre-
paring food in the stalls. As the high tide comes in the afternoon, 
the visitors enjoy calm yet strong waves by riding banana boats 
or swimming. 

These visitors hang out in Muara Tanjung women’s stalls - 

3. A Trip to Sei Nagalawan

Creativity in creating mangrove-based food FOTODOK.TERASMITRA
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selling food and beverage as well as fresh seafood such as fish, 
shrimp, clam, octopus and crab. Tourists can choose Melayu 
spices that could give a strong kick on their taste buds or a sim-
ple soya sauce with chilli - both are incredibly delicious. 

Every weekend this mangrove beach witness its peak activ-
ity. From Monday to Thursday, these Muara Tanjung women are 
all busy working on mangrove products such as jeruju crackers 
made from mangrove leaves and mangrove fruit syrup, so they 
can improve their family income.

Without Jumiati and her husband Sutrisno, there is no man-
grove beach in Muara Tanjung to even start with. For over a 
decade, this couple are involved in Muara Tanjung mangrove 
conservation. In the early years, many people in the area are re-
luctant - they view the work carried out by this couple as useless 
and even see the couple as ‘crazy’ - yet they remained steadfast.  

Slowly but steadily, Mbak Jum - as she is affectionately known 

Women, the frontliner for mangrove seeds 
and cultivations FOTODOK.TERASMITRA
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3. A Trip to Sei Nagalawan

Mangrove secures the community safety and economy FOTODOK.TERASMITRA

to many - convinces Muara Tanjung women by sharing her 
knowledge to the people on the benefit of conservation for both 
the environment and the community. She believes that what she 
works for would bring something good to all. 

Something good indeed come from Mbak Jum’s efforts. Many 
people then come to Muara Tanjung beach on the weekend as it 
becomes a mangrove ecotourism educational site. The livelihood 
of fishermen families slowly improves by mangrove-related busi-
ness. This changed Muara Tanjung women as well - as they steps 
out from their domestic sphere into the public sector. 

AS the morning sun rises, three girls come into the swap. While 
they are joking around in their thick Melayu accents, the girls 
stay busy filling out small poly bags with mangrove seeds. Every 
now and then, their mothers make sure the poly bags are not too 
dense. They receive 200 rupiahs for every bag they prepare ev-
ery weekend - on Saturdays after school and Sunday mornings. 
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This is a lot of fun for them as they race to finish all the poly bags.                                             
Everyday these women work together with their male part-

ners - Muara Tanjung women’s group and Muara Baimbai fisher-
men community support one another. As the women prepares 
bontot or snacks for their husbands, they remind the men, “Have 
a safe fishing trip!”

On the weekend they take turn - the husbands support their 
wives to improve the family income. As they work together to 
serve their customers, some of the mothers multi-task on their 
domestic chores by taking care of their children along with them. 

These Muara Tanjung women improves their household in-
come so they are able to send their kids to pursue their higher 
studies to Medan, Aceh as well as to Java. 

(*)

Everyday these women 
work together with their male partners 

- Muara Tanjung women’s group and 
Muara Baimbai fishermen community 

support one another. As the women 
prepares bontot or snacks for their 

husbands, they remind the men, 
“Have a safe fishing trip!”
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3. Melancong ke Sei Nagalawan
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 Indri Moniaga
Indri Moniaga was born on September 13, 

1996, born and raised in Manado, North Sulawesi. 
She just finished her undergraduate studies in 
Universitas Kristen Indonesia Tomohon in the 
Faculty of Theology. She is the youngest among 
4 siblings. Her favorite pastime is reading her 
books on feminism to aim for gender equality. 
In the past, she was never active in any campus 
activities, but since 2016, she started to get 
involved with inter-religious activities outside her 
university through a training hosted by Indonesia 
Consortium Religious Study and remains active 
as members of Interfaith New Generation 
Initiative and Engagement alumni community 
in Manado. In 2018, Indri represented North 
Sulawesi delegates in National Interfaith Youth 
Camp in Ambon, Maluku.Her interest is in writing, 
photography, adventure, meeting new people in 
new environment - as she enjoys her non-formal 
learning through those activities. She writes 
her personal journey in www.catatansenjamoi.
blogspot.com. Before going abroad, she is 
determined that she first visits all 34 provinces in 
Indonesia.  

IV
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The sweet blessings for the sap tappers FOTOINDRI MONIAGA
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HE walks barefoot for almost 500 meters to reach the nira pool. 
He walked from his secluded village, at  06.30, accompanied by 
the cool breeze of the morning. Tied to his waist, there is a sickle, 
two iron hooks and rubber sandals cutouts as tools to hang 
pongkor rope or bamboo tubes. He looks up to the palm tree. For 
seconds, he places his hands on its trunk. Then, hoop! He starts 
to climb.

His name is Tohiddin. He never looks down. In less than 10 
seconds, he reaches the top of the tree, no less than 15 metre of 
the ground. Tohiddin then releases the pongkor or bamboo tube 
containing nira liquid, tied to the beginning of manggar or palm 
flower. The tube was there overnight and now he replaces it with 
an empty tube.

He waits for a short while, then he slices a thin end of the 

IV
The Young Nira Sap Tappers

Indri Moniaga

This is the story of the struggling nira sap tapper of 
Kedung Urang – bringing Indonesia’s palm sugar to 

the global market
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palm flower. The sap would continue to drip into the newly-
attached bamboo tube, ready for the next morning pick-up. As 
penderes, that was how a nira sap tapper is called in the local 
vernacular, Tohiddin has to do two pick-ups everyday, all year 
long, whatever the weather. “If I come late, the sap would turn 
sour and it can not be processed into sugar,” he says. I accompany 
him that morning. 

After attaching a new bamboo tube, he goes down with 
pongkor filled in nira liquid in his waist. In less then 10 seconds, 
Tohiddin is back on the ground. 

It seems like it is a no sweat for Tohiddin. Literally, he does not 
drop a single sweat. His worned-out white t-shirt remains dry. 
No sign of a hard labour for him. Sure, he now looks fresh. It is his 
tree. Twenty trees more to go. It is a long day for him. From one 
tree to another, he faces mosquito bites, stings of 10-centimetre 
caterpillar and slippery buds - until he returns home.

Swiftly, without taking a pause, Tohiddin approaches the next 
palm tree in the plantation, carrying his tubes, both empty and 
filled-out ones. He takes a couple of seconds to prepare his tube 
just before climbing the next tree. Eleven years of doing this 
every single day has made him memorizes every tube for every 
tree. That morning, he climbs 21 palm trees, from 10 to 40 metre 
high, within 1.5 hours.

After completing his round, Tohiddin groups his bamboo 
tubes into two, tying each to both ends of a carrying pole, then 
brings them home.  

NARSITA, Tohiddin’s wife, is the woman behind all of Tohiddin’s 
efforts to earn for a living for the family. She waits at home, 
wishing him well  and getting home safe with good-quality of 
nira. 

Once Tohiddin returns from the plantation, Narsita 
immediately processes the nira he collected in their simple 
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kitchen. A good palm sugar comes from good nira and good 
cooking. She carries out the process diligently, by prioritizing 
her ‘secret recipe’: its hygiene and natural flavour - as all palm 
sugars are home-made products of each family in the area. She 
works magic with her furnace (pawon), woods, pan and wooden 
spoons - her tools in processing palm sugar.

Narsita, or Ita as she is affectionately known, pours nira liquid 
through the filter. By doing so, she cleans the liquid from any 
impurities. She does so slowly, by spooning boiling nira liquid, 
pouring it into bamboo filters or konclang, and continues filtering 
all of them until finished. Ita cooks wearing her head cover, to 
prevent dusts or any other impurities to get into her nira.

4. The Young Nira Sap Tappers

Cooking in the Stove FOTODICKY LOPULALAN
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As she talks to me about nira and palm sugar, she goes 
through each cooking stage. She starts with munjuk, when a 
half-processed nira is mixed with lentik oil made from drinkable 
virgin coconut oil. It is amazing to watch her, a women with such 
small stature of 155 cm height, carried out 30 inch pan with 75 
cm of diameters - almost half of her size. She continues next to 
coagulate the nira. 

The processed nira continues to the next stage: susuk and 
gerus as it is soften by the use of etok or coconut shell. This long 
manual process results in a nira ready to be sifted. If the quality 
of nira is below-grade, it goes to an additional stage: drying - 
with the natural sunlight or sangria or drying it on the furnace 
layered with woods. 

 Seeing his mother busy in the kitchen, Gavin, Narsita and 
Tohiddin’s two-year-old son, is often cranky demanding for 
attention. Tohiddin steps in. Turning nira into palm sugar 
sweetens their roles as husband and wife. “My wife has to cook, 
then I take care of our child. If not, our nira does not turn into 
palm sugar,” Tohiddin explains while laughing. 

NIRA has become Tohiddin’s source of family income. Out of 
21 trees, two rounds of harvest per day, Tohiddin and his family 
collect 8 kilograms of palm sugar or 240 kilograms per month 
on the average. This accumulates to Rp 3.480.000 per month - 
enough to family necessities including elementary school tuition 
fee for their child, to buy motorbikes of Yamaha Jupiter Z of Rp 
10.750.00 in 2009 and Honda beat Matic of Rp 16.200.000 in 2017 
and house renovation. 

Palm sugar is packed in 25-kilograms plastic packages and 
sold to Nira Satria Cooperation in Rp 14.500 per kilogram. This is 
a good price, as a moulded sugar is only Rp 9.000 per kilogram. 

To get this premium price, Tohiddin and his wife has to 
comply with the Cooperation terms and conditions. For example, 
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they have to use natural preservation made from extracts of 
mangosteen skin and calcium mixed with water - known as laru. 
Laru consists of benzoat bicarbonat they used for moulded sugar. 

 Hygiene is another issue. Head cover is a must. Furnace 
woods should be kept in a special storage outside the kitchen. 
Smokes are channeled out of the kitchen. Nira liquid should be 
filtered first before cooked in the pan.

Hygiene and natural preservation are some of various 
standards of organic produce - formalized through organic 
standard certifications for the US and European market. Halal 
and non-dangerous chemical content certifications are added 
on products for German market. 

KEDUNG Urang Village is located in Banyumas District, Central 
Java, right down the Slamet Mountain. Tohiddin, along with his 
wife, two kids and his parents, live there, in Ciwera grumbul - a 
local vernacular for sub-district.

The mountain enjoys fresh breeze. Palm trees are scattered 
on the roadside - empty from any cars or motorbikes. Green rice 

Once Tohiddin returns 
from the plantation, Narsita immediately 
processes the nira he collected in their 

simple kitchen. A good palm sugar 
comes from good nira and good cooking. 

She carries out the process diligently, 
by prioritizing her ‘secret recipe’: its 

hygiene and natural flavour - as all palm 
sugars are home-made products of each 

family in the area.

4. The Young Nira Sap Tappers
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fields stretched to the horizon. The locals and those who come 
there agree - Ciwera means “taking a break.”

Most Ciwera population work as peasants. Besides nira sap 
tappers, some plant rices, rise cattles and trade. Palm trees are 
everywhere around the residential area. Some plant them in 
rows just like a fence surrounding the house to the plantation. 
Palm sugar has become part of the local culture. 

Nira sap tapping is a family legacy for generations. Penderes 
or sap tappers are those climbing the palm trees and collecting 
the nira. Tohiddin’s neighbour, Sudirman, witnessed the history 
of sugar in Ciwera - as he was the head of the village from 1988 
to 1989.

He tells me that moulded palm sugar was already available in 
1940s during Dutch colonial area, for 5 ketip at that time - 1 ketip 
was 10 cents, 1 rupiah was 100 cents. “So 5 ketip equals to 50 
cent, half a rupiah,” Sudirman explains.

 Banyumas Residence at that time is known as notorious for 
its low quality of sugar. In the past, a used battery and a soiled 
rice were found in the moulded sugar. Yet it is all in the past. 

Now palm sugar production is tightly monitored. Palm sugar 
home industry requires 107 peasants to collaborate. Each home 
becomes a production house. Each produce meets the same 
standard of quality. Each is committed to look out for each other. 

SAP tapping is a men’s jobs. It requires strength and bravery 
to reach palm trees - more than a typical woman can handle. 
Women play roles in the kitchen cooking the nira. This represents 
distribution of work rather than discrimination.

Risks are involved in this type of job. Suparmo, Tohiddin’s 
neighbour, fell down from the tree.  

That morning, Parmo as he was affectionately known, went 
for sap tapping in his palm plantation. It was a 6 metre tree. As 
usual, he climbed without wearing any foot protection. Suddenly 
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he slipped and he fell down. In pain he closed his eyes as he was 
lying down, holding his waist. 

“Fortunately some people passed by so he could be 
immediately brought to the hospital,” Suparmo’s wife explains to 
me with thick Banyumas accent.

Because of the accident, he had his left pelvis operated. Now 
he becomes dependent. When I visited him in his bamboo house, 
I saw him lying down on his two-layered mattress. His foot was 
still casted. Going to the toilet became a struggle. He only nodded 
down everytime his wife talks.  

His wrinkles prominent, his eyes empty - he is helpless. Sap 
tapping is the only thing he knows how to earn a living for his 

Palm Sugar is a husband-wife teamwork FOTOINDIRI MONIAGA

4. The Young Nira Sap Tappers
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family of a wife and two children. She wishes her husband speedy 
recovery so the family could rise up from the current economic 
problem. No more cool morning as Parno collects nira. Or quiet 
afternoon as Parno returns home after completing his round of 
the day.

All sap tapper has to climb the tree twice in a day to collect 
nira - otherwise its quality drops, leading to poor quality of palm 
sugar. Palm plantation is shoulder to shoulder with Perhutani 
pine forest. Sap tappers have to be mindful of wild boar attacks 
as they prey for newly planted palm seeds. Lightning could also 
lead to less or even no nira at all. Sap tappers assumed that 
perhaps, “Palm trees were startled by the sound of it.”

Fatalities loom on the sap tappers. That is why some of them 
choose different jobs.

TOHIDDIN is anxious about his children’s future. He does not 
want his kids to follow his footsteps. He does not want them to 
face the risks he deals with everyday. Deep inside, he wishes the 
best for the children.

Mothers of the religious group also expresses the same feeling 
- they just finished a joint pray in Tohiddin’s house.

“I don’t want my children to be nira sap tappers. His father is, 
his children should not,” a mother tells me.

“Ah, the risk was simply too great,” says another one. 
Some adds, “I want my children to become successful. Unlike 

us who only managed to get to junior high schools.”
Tohiddin has never set foot outside his village. His family lived 

in dire straits. His father is a sap tapper up until now in his 59 
years of age. That is why Tohiddin wants his children to continue 
their studies outside of the village and to be success instead of 
becoming a sap tapper like him and their grandfather.

When he was young, 30 years old, Tohiddin started to work as 
nira sap tapper after he was married. He had watched his father 
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doing his job since he was a kid.
As I spend a couple of days in the village, the people of the 

village say that many young men has left for the big cities. Urban 
life is more attractive for Ciwera’s young men who choose to 
leave sap tapping for good.

Sap tapping is for those who have to stay behind, facing 
the hard reality of economic difficulties. Young women face 
similar fate. They have to marry young as they cannot pay for 
further education. Passing junior high school is an extraordinary 
achievement for them.

NARTAM Andreanus, or Nartam, is the head of Nira Satria 
Cooperation, the umbrella organization for Manggar Manis 

Falling: the biggest risk for the sap tappers FOTOINDRI MONIAGA

4. The Young Nira Sap Tappers
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Twice a day for the family FOTODICKY LOPULALAN

organization - in which Tohiddin is a secretary. Nartam is now 40 
years old. Whenever he smiles, his eyes disappear. His forehead 
wrinkles everytime he remembers what happened 11 years ago, 
as he started as a young men from the family of sap tappers - 
with a vision to improve the livelihood of Banyumas peasants 
working as sap tappers.

Nartam took part in developing a youth organization, that, 
unfortunately, had to end after five years due to inflated cost. 
Its objective was simple: young people to have activities to do 
and to know what they want for their future. Nartam resurrects 
the organization in 2008 as a non government organization in 
Banyumas came to engage with the young people. Some come 
and some then go - a natural selection.
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Nartam stops every now and then to sip his coffee. He 
remembered how he took a test for a program enabling him to 
get his high school certificate - thanks for the money from palm 
sugar that make his father put Nartam and his siblings to school. 
When he was a university student, one lecturer in the campus 
doubted that the cooperation could last more than one year. It 
boosted Nartam’s spirit even more.   

R. Aria Wiriaatmadja may had long started to introduce 
the ideas on cooperation since 1896 by setting up a bank for 
government employees in Purwokerto, Central Java - yet people 
doubt the existence of cooperation. Nartam and his friends were 
determined to prove that their cooperation would last. Now Nira 
Satria Cooperation is almost seven years after its establishment 
at the end of 2011, with 12 peasant group - including Manggar 
Manis in which Tohiddin take parts in it.

Nira Satria Cooperation was set up after peasant groups in 
Cilongok, Gumelar, Soma Gede and Karang Luar sub district 
agree to build a bigger community of a cooperation. The source 
of motivation of the peasants was based on their own experience 
running the groups. The common problem of the sap tappers 
was the downfall of price of moulded sugar due to poor quality. 
Members of the cooperation collaborate educated themselves 

4. The Young Nira Sap Tappers

The source of 
motivation of the peasants was based 
on their own experience running the 
groups. The common problem of the 
sap tappers was the downfall of price 
of moulded sugar due to poor quality. 

Members of the cooperation collaborate 
educated themselves on how price and 

quality impacts
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on how price and quality impacts one another. 
Since 2009, people got to know the cooperation initiated by 

young people of the sap tapper families. On December 23, 2011, 
it obtained its legally authorized status. The word “Satria” was an 
abbreviation from Purwokerto’s slogan (S)ejahtera or Prosperous, 
(A)dil or Being Fair, (T)ertib or Being Orderly, (R)apih or Neat, (I)
ndah of Beautiful dan (A)man of Safe. “Nira” is the main ingredient 
to produce palm sugar.  

“Let’s just do this, the most important thing is that we try,” 
adds Yanto, one of young people that joined Nartam in initiating 
the cooperation. 

LPPSLH or Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengembangan 
Sumberdaya dan Lingkungan Hidup, or Research and 
Development Agency for Natural Resource and Environment 
explains through its website that Nira Satria Cooperation existed 
amongst the palm sugar peasants in spite of the cooperation 
trauma loomed on the people. Because of the organizers, many 
people that were reluctant at first, finally joined.

Their achievements in bringing palm sugar to the global 
market successfully quieted down any unpleasant comments. 
Because of the team’s hard works, now Nira Satria Cooperation is 
undertaking its 9th certification stage. “We would like to assure 
our customers with our products,” Nartam explains. 

Yet there were hindrances. Challenges came from those who 
resisted.

On March 1, 2011, there were riots outside Yanto’s grandfather. 
Around 200 collectors, or pengepul as the local called them, 
staged a demonstration. They were afraid that they no longer 
have supplies of moulded sugar due to ongoing innovation of 
palm sugar production in the nira sap tapper. Panicking, Yanto 
had to hide in his grandfather’s house from the crowd.

LPPSLH team came heavily guarded by security officers, Tim 
17 (which later on transformed into Manggar Manis nira sap 
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tapper group) started the discussion with the angry collectors. 
  “We explained that we did not aim to dominate the market, 

we would collaborate with the collectors. To ensure that there 
would be no monopoly, everything ran as it was - secured with 
agreements with the groups. So all collectors can run their 
business,” explains Yanto, reminiscing the incident. 

That long negotiation resulted in a mutually benefitting 
agreement - both nira sap tappers and the collectors remains, 
and each are free to sell to whomever interested with the product.

YOU reap what you sow - it applies as well to Manggar Manis 

4. The Young Nira Sap Tappers

Banyumas palm sugar goes global FOTOINDRI MONIAGA
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group. Now this group actively participates in a number of food 
sovereignty competition in the provincial as well as national 
levels. The people in Ciwera trusts Nira Satria Cooperation to 
pack their palm sugars and assist the distribution to collectors. 
Now Sakun leads the group, Tohiddin assists in the group’s sugar 
production.

As time goes by, Nira Satria Cooperation now created impact 
to the economy of the people in Kedung Urang village, Ciwera. 
In the past, palm sugar once hit Rp 21.000 per kilogram and now 
it remains stable in Rp 14.5000 per kilogram. This is a much 
better price compared to the molded sugar. As a result, the bank 
provides the nira sap tappers with loans up to Rp 20.000.000. 
Most of them can own their own trees and motorbikes. Children 
enjoy better education as they can now go to high schools. 

Their reputation of high-quality palm sugar shines even 
brighter as they reach the international market. “The Goodness 
grows from the dream of coconut farmers,” says Nartam, head of 
Nira Satria Cooperation, reading the front title of a brochure of 
an exhibition in Germany

Young people are now interested to become sap tappers. 
Some returns after running out of luck outside their village. 

One issue remains central: safety. In his soft spoken voice, 
Tohiddin wishes what any sap tappers dream of - a breed of 
palm tree, only 2 metres high from the ground. Would this be 
possible? If this can come true, neither parents nor wives would 
be worried of the safety of their loved ones. (*)

Young people are 
now interested to become sap tappers. 
Some returns after running out of luck 

outside their village. 
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Maflahah
Maflahah was born in ‘the city of salted 

egg’ 23 years ago. She studies Sociology in 
Universitas Sebelas Maret Surakarta, where 
she meets with a lot of people and dealing 
directly with social issues. A course assignment 
leads her to work with the people, as she falls 
in love with social works. She finds a lot of 
new things as inspirations for her works. She 
writes about the struggle of garbage collectors 
in the Putri Cempo landfil, Solo, and presents 
it in an academic forum of 12th Hokkaido 
Indonesian Student Association Scientific 
Meeting (HISAS) in Japan in 2015. She plans to 
publish her undergraduate research paper as a 
book titled Srawung Kampung. Her aspiration is 
to become a lecturer of sociology, working on 
environmental and urban issues. For her, writing 
about the people’s story is to voice justice. She 
is inspired by the words of Pramoedya Ananta 
Toer, writing is work for eternity.

79t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

V
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Harmony with the nature, human beings and 
the Almighty  FOTOMAFLAHAH
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THE WOODEN-ornamented room is quite. Soft winds comes 
through an open window. At the end of the room, there is a 
woman sitting down and facing her desk. She has a long hair and 
she wears a white T-shirt. From the front side, her face is partly 
covered by the laptop screen. Next to her desk with a bookshelf 
as room divider, a man sits down - staring into his handheld 
gadget while listening to soft Balinese music.

Her name is Catur Yudha Hariana. The woman sitting down 
at the end of the room has dedicated years of her life for the 
environment. She moved from Environmental Education Center 
(Pusat Pendidikan Lingkungan Hidup (PPLH) in Seloliman, 
East Java, to Bali in 1997. The Head of PPLH Council Suryo W. 
Prawiroatmojo and Ulrich Fuhrke mandated her to manage PPLH 
Bali.

V
Subak Warriors

Maflahah

New Order policies, 
business interests and pesticide lurk as threats to 

Bali’s environment and peasant’s fields.
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Since she moved there the last 21 years, Catur chose to 
continue working on environmental issues. She now works with 
young people. At the office, every day, around 10 people come to 
discuss things with her.

They have quite a challenging job. They have to find ways 
and practices in waste management, preserve the water quality, 
generate healthy produces, conserve the forest and manage 
the subak. They need to engage numerous stakeholders in 
Bali as their partners, such as non-government organizations, 
the general public, teachers, universities, private sectors and 
government institutions. 

Catur is a regular to some people in Bali, especially those 
working as environmental activists and PPLH partners in Bali.

With social and economic issues under her belt as a graduate 
from Faculty of Agriculture of Universitas Udayana, she has a 
simple mission. She would like to raise awareness of the public 
to care for the environment and take active part in preserving it 
together.

Her concerns for the environment had long a long history in 
Catur’s life. This was the reason why her joined PPLH. 

The same went for PPLH itself, it too had a long history. This 
organization was established to continue the mission of Green 
Indonesia Foundation (Yayasan Indonesia Hijau/YIH), set up in 
1978 by environmental key figures, including Emil Salim, who 
used to be the State Minister of Population and Environment in 
New Order era.

At the moment, YIH was concerned with the fate of orang 
utan in Sumatera which number decreased every year. As 
an organization, YIH aimed to save orang utan through 
environmental education. So, not only they could save orang 
utan but also the people living around the forest. Through 
environmental education, people could seek for solution or 
alternative source of income so they no longer needed to trade 
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orang utan for money. As YIH founding fathers had hectic 
schedules, yet this organization remained strong. In 1990, PPLH 
was established to continue YIH mission.

THIS morning, Catur’s office is still quiet. Sounds of people joking 
around and chatting with each other comes from the back. They 
cut and glue recycle items. Used plastic bottles and spoons are 
scattered on the desk. They train children with special needs for 
the upcoming recycled craft competition in the city of Denpasar. 

Every now and then, Catur comes to the back yard to sit down 
with their partners. She comments Ari’s work - a logo for waste 
management center made from used bottle caps, arranged neatly 
on the table. She also observes Anom as he makes a decorative 
lamp from used spoons. 

Catur then continues her story on the activities she had been 
involved with for years. This has been a quite a challenge with a 
lot of hurdles, especially with today’s environment problems.

She then starts to talk about subak in Bali that becomes one 
of her main concerns nowadays. Subak is a peasant organization 
that managed rice fields irrigation system. It is run under awig-
awig, an indigenous regulation binding all villagers so they can 
at the end achieve Tri Sukerta - a harmonious relationship of all 
human beings - with the Creator, with fellow human beings and 
with the environment. 

“Subak only exists in Bali. It goes back to Tri Hita Karana 

5. Subak Warriors

Catur then continues 
her story on the activities she had been 
involved with for years. This has been a 
quite a challenge with a lot of hurdles, 

especially with today’s 
environment problems.
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teaching held by the Balinese people. Tri Hita Karana comprises 
of three harmonious relationships, of parhyangan (the 
relationship between human beings and The Creator), pawongan 
(the relationship among human beings), and palemahan (the 
relationship between human beings and the environment),” 
Catur explains. 

“Now subak has been known as the world’s heritage, hence we 
have to preserve this together,” explains 48-year-old Mojokerto-
born woman. 

After trying and waiting for 12 years, Subak in Bali has been 
officially made as the world’s heritage in the 36th World Heritage 
Committee of the United Nation for Education, Science and 
Culture (UNESCO). This official status was acknowledged in 
Saint Petersburg, Russia, in 2012 as a proof that the world took 
part in preserving subak. This status was announced by Susan 
Deyner from UK-based International Council on Monuments and 
Sites (Icomos). As quoted by a number of media, she declared that 
subak was not only a unity of visual landscape but a collaboration 
between the rice fields landscape, cultural values, community 
organizations and belief systems uniquely ingrained in the 
people of Bali. 

As the day turns into the afternoon, two visitors from Brazil 
drop by. My conversation with Catur about subak has to stop for 
a moment. Those people from Brazil greet Catur in English. They 
had secured an appointment for a meeting. Catur allow me to sit 
and listen to her discussion with them. 

These guests are lecturers of a Brazil-based university. They 
would like to know more about subak. They are doing research 
on waste in Bali. After they finish talking, Catur invites the guests 
to go for a quick to the office backyard. A number of large sized 
drums are filled with fermented organic waste to create liquid 
fertilizers. Biogas drums are connected to the kitchen nearby. 
Hydroponic plants grow in white circular pipes. Rain water 
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drums and a number of recycled items for craft making are 
around the area. 

“You are great. You have solution for our environment,” one 
of the Brazilian guest says so as he takes notes in her small 
notepad. These guests appreciate the work done by Catur and 
her partners in Bali. 

THE DRIVER of an taxibike pick me up and ride me to one of 
the locations of subak, Sembung subak in Denpasar. The reason 
I pick this is because Sembung subak is one of many subaks 
that collaborated with PPLH Bali and it itself is a collaborative 
effort with Bali Environmental Council (Badan Lingkungan 
Hidup Bali) and PPLH Universitas Udayana. Sembung subak not 
only manages field irrigation but also preserve subak area as an 
ecotourism site. He tells me, “The land price in Bali is exorbitant, 
as it can reach Rp 1 billion for 1 are. It is because a number of 
investors would like to have their hands on it, as they planned 
to build a hotel or a restaurant for tourists. It is because Bali is 
famous for its tourism.” He tells me that he is a native Balinese. 1 
are equals to 100 square meters.

On my way to Sembung subak in Peguyangan, North Denpasar, 
I see elementary school children stand in lines as others were 

After trying and 
waiting for 12 years, Subak in Bali has 

been officially made as the world’s 
heritage in the 36th World Heritage 

Committee of the United Nation 
for Education, Science and Culture 

(UNESCO).

5. Subak Warriors
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running around. In the middle of subak, there is a jogging track - 
popular for morning and afternoon run. The children run around 
as they joke around with their friends. Girls are double braided 
with ribbons. They are all wearing yellow and black uniform. 
Sometimes the children bump into the people jogging from the 
opposite direction. It is seven in the morning.  

A number of women wear traditional Balinese costume, a 
set of kebaya and sarong, preparing offerings. There were two 
Balinese houses in Sembuk subang entrance. There was a Ngaben 
nearby - a corpse burning ceremony. 

Even though many people crowd this ritual, everything is 

Subak benefits the Public  FOTOMAFLAHAH
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Ketut Arta FOTOMAFLAHAH

5. Subak Warriors

orderly and everyone pray solemnly in their traditional costume. 
The play houses are dominated with golden ornaments combined 
with other bright colors. This morning, I witness how traditional 
rituals, offerings and the nature blend into Ngaben ceremony.

I continue my journey to the location of subak. Morning 
breeze blow the rice planted in green winding fields. The rice 
fields in Bali is not very different from the ones in Java, only trees 
in each stages marked the difference. In Java, the peasants plant 
cropped plants such as nuts, in Bali they chose for trees. There 
is a pura or a religious building in the middle of the fields so 
the peasants will be able to perform traditional ceremony on the 
fields. Yet they are not as fast as the rice fields in Java. The fields 
meet with buildings on the side. 

In the middle of this field I meet with Ketut Arta, a 67-year-
old men with blue t-shirt and Balinese pandanous hat, with wide 
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smile on his face. He has been a peasant since he was a child, just 
like his parents. When his parents died, he continues working on 
the 37-are rice fields in Sembung subak. Everyday he goes to the 
field and takes good care of it, as he was one of the organizers of 
Sembung subak dealing with Kelihan Munduk Taman responsible 
in managing the distribution of irrigation water in the field. 

Ketut Arta is very concerned with rice fields in Sembung 
subak. He tries his best to distribute the water in such a way so 
all fields have enough water. In order to protect the environment 
and preserve subak, he does not use chemical fertilizers. In the 
past, 1 are of fields uses 4 kilograms of urea, now he reduces it to 
only 2 kilograms. Pests such as wereng are managed organically 

Wayan Serta FOTOMAFLAHAH
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by using biopesticide and not only relying on chemical ones. 
Rice harvest increases when they start to use non chemical 

fertilizer. “One are of field now produces 60 to 80 kilograms 
of rice. Its price is Rp 4.500 per kilogram, or Rp 250.000 to Rp. 
300.000 per are,” the man explains while eating his banana, with 
joyful face. 

Wayan Serta was one of 199 peasants member of Sembung 
subak, added what Ketut Arta said while pointing at the diagram 
of Subak organizer right on the wall of the Subak hall next to 
Pura Pengulum religious building. 

“Sembung subak is good, it manages water distributed to the 
peasants field. Everything is fair,” he explains with thick Balinese 

5. Subak Warriors

Catur (left) and volunteers in PPLH 
periodically checked the level of water population FOTOMAFLAHAH
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accent.
Water is equally distributed to lands owned by the peasants. 

Hence there is no water-related conflict. Even though he is not 
part of Subak committee, he enjoys the benefit of Subak and its 
regulating awig-awig.

Everyday, Wayan Seta inspects the water in his fields while 
hanging out and relaxing with other peasants in Subak hall. “Now 
things are better. There are a permanent road in the middle of 
the field. Before, we have to walk to the main road to bring the 
harvest. Now we could use motorbikes,” he says. 

An interesting point regarding Sembung subak regulation is 
that besides the peasant and subak committee members, others 
cannot pass the cemented road in the middle of the field with 
motorized vehicles. It is an attempt to reduce emission gas 
produced by motorized vehicles. Sembung subak area is geared 
to become a free emission area. 

THIS afternoon, I also meet with a traditional figure who is also a 
subak committee members. His name is Nyoman Darna, a middle 
aged man who now spends most of his time to manage Sembung 
subak. Since he was a child, he was already very familiar with 
agriculture. He memorized Subak management, even though 
agriculture was not his only activity. As a retired civil servant 
from the governor office, Nyoman Darna now dedicates his 
time as a teacher in SMP 2 Peguyangan. Yet he never leave his 
agriculture and subak organizing work. 

Nyoman Darma carries out an almost identical routine 
everyday. On five in the morning, he wakes up, then he harvests 
mushroom in his backyard up until seven. Then he goes to his 
field in Sembung subak just to check on the water or for pest. At 
8, he would prepare for school as he teaches there up to 13.00

The rest of his time is for resting and playing with his 
grandchildren while waiting for the day to end. In the afternoon, 
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Nyoman Darna would return to the field and sell food and 
beverage such as coffee and other snacks up to seven in the 
evening. As the night came, he practices his arts or participated 
in the meeting. 

Enthusiastically, as he uses his hands as gestures, Nyoman 
Darna tells a story on subak in the past. “Subak is initially 
an organization or a community group focusing on water 
management in the fields, in irrigations and in its distribution to 
peasants. We manage members, water and field. We distribute 
water bare on the are of fields as regulated in subak awig-awig. 
Our founding fathers are extraordinary, as it results to us never 
running out of water. In Java, there is no such thing as water 
management, everything is up to each individual,” he says as he 
fixes his glasses that sometimes goes down on his nose. 

In the past, Sembung subak comprises of a 360 hectares of 
land, but today it decreases to more than half of it, since some 
has been transformed into public facilities such as the head of 
district office, market and so on - leading to the remaining 115 
hectares. Hence, Sembung subak awig-awig now regulates that 
the fields should remain. Individuals can sell his or her fields, but 

5. Subak Warriors

 “Subak is initially 
an organization or a community group 

focusing on water management in 
the fields, in irrigations and in its 

distribution to peasants. We manage 
members, water and field. We distribute 

water bare on the are of fields as 
regulated in subak 

awig-awig.
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transformation into other purposes is prohibited - it has to stay 
as a rice field. This is to preserve the amount of fields used for 
this purpose. 

Massive land transformation occured in New Order era. The 
government at that time pushed for development. Everybody had 
to follow government instruction. When one refused to do so, 
they were put inside a car that brought them to disappearance. 
The local government in Bali at that time took the central 
government’s side. As a result, many people were forced to sell 
their fields in such low price. Now they had to face bitter fact of 
life of empty promises that the government would immediately 
pay for their land. The reality was the government did not do so. 
It was delayed for years. This happened to the people since 1988, 
when Soeharto was president. As a result, Sembung subak field 
decreased. 

According to Nyoman Darna, when the government forced 
them to sell the fields, there were some men resisting the order. 
Prof. Dr. I Gusti Ngurah Bagus was one of them. He was the 
lecturer of Faculty of Literature Universitas Udayana Bali, and 
also the owner of the largest plot of land in Sembung subak 
who protested the land transformation. He gathered data on 
subak and initiated discussion and meetings with city planning 
office, government representatives as well as other government 
officials to preserve his land. He also pushed for direct payment 
from the government for each land it bought. If the payment was 
in installment, including months even years of delay, the price 
should be different. 

I Gusti Ngurah  Bagus was not the only one resisting, I Made 
Suwendha who was the major of Denpasar at that time also 
strongly refused. He was against setting up building above the 
former rice field, even though it was for public interest. He stood 
his ground. As a result, he was dismissed from his position as a 
major. 

This 65-years-old Nyoman Darna said the struggle that was 
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initiated by their traditional leaders to protect the environment 
should continue. As one of the traditional figures, he would 
like to maintain the remaining land so they are not sold and 
transformed into buildings. 

Since he joined Petengen (committee) Sembung subak in 2008 
until today, Nyoman Darna together with the peasants preserve 
and protect Sembung subak culture. The Sembung  subak 
committee comprises of Pekaseh (I Wayan Sunarta), Pangliman 
(I Made Nuki), Petengen (I Nyoman Darna), Penyarikan (I Ketut 
Wendra), Kelihan Munduk Umawani  (I Wayan Dana), Kelihan 
Munduk Taman (I Ketut Arta), Kelihan Munduk Les (I Nyoman 
Darna), Kelihan Munduk Sapian (I Made Dana),  Kelihan Munduk 
Palak I (Nyoman Rena), Kelihan Munduk Jabakuta (I Wayan Dira), 
Kelihan Munduk Sembung (I Made Sutama), Kelihan Munduk 
Umapuan (I Wayan Astawa), and Krama Subak Sembung of 199 
members. Typically, Pekaseh or head of subak was elected and 
provided with official letter from the major of Denpasar, 

The maintenance of Sembung subak remains up until now. 
Throughout the agricultural process, traditional ritual is 
performed in each stage. Worship ritual is carried out in the 
middle of the rice field as a gratitude for The Creator. Prayers 
are cited. Offerings are prepared. The peasants pray for their 
fields to produce good harvests and bring welfare to them and 
the family. 

5. Subak Warriors

Sembung subak 
needs to be preserved. We should never 

experience water shortage. When 
Peguyang suffers, 

Denpasar would collapse
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Nyoman Darna would continue preserving subak culture. 
“Sembung subak needs to be preserved. We should never 
experience water shortage. When Peguyang suffers, Denpasar 
would collapse,” the father of four explains at the end of our 
conversation. He also shows the book of awig-awig on Sembung 
subak stating that all traditional consensus and regulation made 
hundreds of years ago by the tribe elders are all on the book.

ON the other day, I see Catur carrying out her activity to preserve 
and protect the environment. Under the blinding sun on top of 
the head, Catur and her team comb through a small streak in 
front of the office. 

Members of this team jump into the river to search for water 
species indicating the water is free from factory or domestic 
waste. Worms, crabs, small fish, mosquito larvae, snails and so 
for - are the bioindicators to be examined. 

They worked with simple tools, a piece of wood  tied into a 
iron filter to trap micro-invertebrate species. Sometimes small 
snails and worms are caught. Sometimes there is only a piece 
of garbage. Water-based species captured is impacted by the 
household or factory waste or pesticides from the field carried 
by the water into the river. It impacts the survival of the water-
based species.

Catur leads this team swiftly. She leads the members to walk 
along the river. “Bli, come on down, bli, take these garbage, let’s 
clean the river,” Catur says to Anom who sits by the river and 
comments other team members already in the water. Bli means 
“older brother” in Bali. “Come on, Bli Anom, walk the talk,” Ari, 
Anom’s co-workers, jokes. Such silly batter like this is common, 
they are close to each other. 

After they collect enough bioindicators, they leave the water 
and get to the ground.In their wet pants, they comb through their 
findings. One by one is examined and matched with previous 
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materials and theories. They work rigorously  as the results will 
be disseminated to the general public - from elementary to high 
schools. 

“PPLH generates curriculums and books on environment for 
schools in Bali, including Subak,” Catur explains. “This is what we 
can do to preserve the environment. We start introducing the 
environment early so children can understand and take part in 
preserving the environment,” she says. 

Regardless the challenges, Catur continues her fight to 
become an environment practitioner. Sembung subak ecotourism 
for example, the idea was initiated by Environment Office (Dinas 
Lingkungan Hidup/DLH) of the city of Denpasar. Then DLH 
Denpasar engages Universitas Udayana academics as well as 
PPLH Bali - to manage the mission - including by a number of 
visits for a couple of months.

Sembung subak area are now transformed into an ecotourism 
site. Many people come for sightseeings as well as light sports 
such as rice field jogging. Unfortunately, the initiator did not 
continue working with the community intensively. As a result, it 
leads to community conflict. 

In front of Sembung subak gate, there is a pura with a 

5. Subak Warriors

Sembung subak area are now 
transformed into an ecotourism site. 
Many people come for sightseeings as 
well as light sports such as rice field 
jogging. Unfortunately, the initiator 
did not continue working with the 

community intensively. As a result, it 
leads to community conflict. 
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substantial plot of land, allowing the visitors to park their 
cars there and pay parking fees. Yet, the pura owner was not 
transparent and it then lead to tension. 

“In the beginning, this ecotourism is there for us. Income 
generated is used for Subak and the community. Perhaps because 
the owner sees the pura as his private property, so he thought it 
was okay to make money from the parking fee,” Catur explains. 

She also explains that one of the managers of an ecotourism 
site contacted her. She would be happy to help once the internal 
problems within this ecotourism management is resolved. 

“We need to think, if our environment is damaged, then where 
should we live, how should we carry out our life?” she says to 
me, remembering the reason why she started to be involved in 
environmental issues. “The nature has provided us with what we 
need. We should not damage what nature has provided us with. 
God would be angry if we do so to one of His creations,” Catur 
continues. 

After 21 years of living in Bali, she has witnessed significant 
changes. HIs only son is now a grown up. Even though she looks 
young, she has gained some years as well. Nature preservation 
continues to face challenges. She has witnessed how some people, 
with their short-sighted minds, sacrifice their environment for 
personal interests and material gains. She had seen how rice 
fields turn into iron polls for the building. 

Yet, not all changes are negative. As Catur compares the 
situation when she first arrived in Bali up until now, she 
remembers how at that time people did not care for her calling 
for the environment, on waste management and hygiene. “Some 
see me as crazy. But now, everyone is aware. Now, people take 
selfies cleaning the garbages and uploading them to social media 
to look cool,” she says to me.  

She was appointed as PPLH Bali Director since 1997. She 
remains in the position of leadership for quite a long period of 
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5. Subak Warriors

After 21 years of living in Bali, 
she has witnessed significant changes. 
HIs only son is now a grown up. Even 

though she looks young, she has gained 
some years as well. Nature preservation 

continues to face challenges. She has 
witnessed how some people, with their 

short-sighted minds, sacrifice their 
environment for personal interests and 
material gains. She had seen how rice 

fields turn into iron polls
 for the building. 

time. She aspires regeneration, yet none stands out yet. She has 
a simple dream, “Someday young people in Bali run this PPLH.”

Environment concerns should not be limited to geography. 
Working for the environment is working for the future of 
humanity. “Environmental problems are not limited in Bali or 
Indonesia, but all over the globe. We have the duty to preserve 
our environment for our grandchildren. It is the core concern of 
our environmental duties,” she says so ending our conversation. 

(*)
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Haris Prabowo
Haris Prabowo was born in Aceh, Januari 22, 

23 years ago. He learned to read and write from 
his mother. From his parents, not from books, 
he learned multiculturalism as both came from 
Aceh and Banyuwangi.  He spent his high school 
years in pesantren religious boarding school in 
Banyuwangi. Now he studies law in one of state 
universities in Jakarta. 

In the campus, he considers himself as a lazy 
student who can not remained seated for long. 
In his first semester, he finds a house that looked 
shabby and dirty on the outside, yet there are 
plenty of magazines and books inside - with 
people who has extraordinary thinking. He feels 
at home there. It is the home where the people 
who irritated the campus management. It is 
the home where the people inside made fascist 
students unnerved. It is the home where the 
people there promoted alternative discourses on 
freedom of opinion and expression. This is the 
home that shaped his intellectuals.

99t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

VI
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The dry lands of the villages of North 
Timor Tengah FOTOHARIS PRABOWO
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THIS morning I see how excited Mira was. Along with her eight 
friends, she is preparing for the welcome dance for the coming 
visitors. They call this Bilut dance, from Dawan language of the 
Welcome Dance. While waiting for the tourists, nine young 
dancers lightly rehearse with the music.

Mira was ready since seven o’clock in the morning - and so 
were we: myself and three other journalists from Jakarta.  

Thursday 12 April 2018, a group of tourists from abroad was 
scheduled to come to Biboki Art Shop for their trip around Timor 
Island, East Nusa Tenggara. Of course, this did not include me 
and the other three journalists. One of them, a woman in her 
veil, talked to me about her plan to develop a documentary video 
report on Biboki weavings. 

Biboki Art Shop sold various souvenirs of weavings from 
Biboki Kingdom. This was one among three independent states 
formed during the Dutch colonial era for the North Timor Tengah 

VI
The Young Weavers

Haris Prabowo

To Biboki indigenous community, weaving is part 
of their culture. Regeneration of weavers is carried 

out through informal education and initiatives from 
concerned teachers.
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district, besides Insana and Miomaffo.
Maria Yovita Meta ran Biboki Art Shop which often promote 

the weavings in the international level. There were 24 mothers 
and 4 children weaving for Tafean Pah Foundation.

At ten in the morning straight, the tourists finally arrived. 
There were nine people, with two tourist guides. Immediately 
from the bus, they walked to the shops. Mira and her friends 
welcomed them with Bilut dance. 

The dance performance took place around five minutes. The 
tourists seemed happy and interested. They took pictures with 
their gadgets. 

At the end of the welcome dance, one dancer at a time 
approached the visitors and put a weaving cloth around their 
necks. Known as “bake bet’ana” or a necklace shawl in Dawan 
tribe language, each piece bore the name of each dancer with 
their grade and school. This marked each fabric as handmade by 
those young dancers. 

Mira put a green with pink stripes weavings around my neck. 
I was standing behind the tourist groups alongside with three 
other journalists.

“Is this for me?” I asked Mira.
“Yes, it is for you, I made it myself,” said Mira, smiling. 

MARIA Jermira Bano, Mira’s full name, was just like any other girl 
her age. Every morning she had to go to school. She was 14 years 
old. She was registered as one of the seventh graders in Opo state 
junior high school, South Biboki district, North Timor Tengah sub 
district. Her house was 25 kilometers away from Biboki Art Shop, 
located in Kefamenanu district. With a motorbike, I needed one 
hour to reach Mira’s house. 

One thing separated Mira from any other girls in the rest. She 
was skillful in making weavings. She sharpened this skills since 
Mira was 11 years old, as she was in her fourth grade in Nikat 
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Catholic elementary school. It was not far from her junior high 
school. 

Her interest in learning the weaving was very simple: she 
could make it with her friends, and that made her happy. Mira 
and her friends set up one weaving groups. This group usually 
learned to weave together every afternoon after school. 

Elisabeth Alofan, one of the weavers in the group under the 
management of Tafean Pah Foundation, became their mentors. 
Elisabet lived in the same neighbourhood with Mira and her 
friends. 

6. The Young Weavers

Tafean Pah Foundation trains Pantae Village 
children on how to weave FOTOSAMIAJI BINTANG
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Her interest to learn the weavings was supported by her 
family. She sometimes learned from her mother at home. His 
father died when she was one year old, it made her spend quite a 
lot of time together with her mother.

Mira and her mother sold the weavings to the market. The 
price per piece was around Rp 25-30 thousands. Each year, Mira 
could make six 100cm x 15cm shawl necklaces. She managed to 
do so since her fourth grade of elementary school. The annual 
cost of Nikat Catholic elementary school was Rp 25 thousand per 
year - so she could pay for her own education just from one piece 
of weaving. 

The money she got from selling her weaving was used to buy 
school uniforms, bags, books and other necessities. Any extra 
money was given to her mother. At the very least, she could 
lessen the mother’s burden by doing what she loved. Children 
her age did not have any obligation to work and earn money for 
the family. 

Located in different sub-districts, Mira’s house and Biboki Art 
Shop were in the same district: North Timor Tengah. Its total 
population comprised of 250.664 people working in agriculture, 
plantation, forestry, hunting and fisheries sectors. Based on the 
data published by Central Bureau of Statistics on North Timor 
Tengah District in 2017, there were 70.538 people working on 
those various sectors. 

Timor Island was considered as a dry land - so agriculture 
focused on the production of corn, cassava, peanuts and dragon 
fruits. Not for local consumption, these local produce were for 
trade. 

Another story on the weaving came from Yonneta Sanit Kon. 
According to Kono, the weavings were commonly done by the 
groups of mothers and girls like Mira, and this activity supported 
the whole village.  

Yonneta worked as Secretary to the Office of Tourism and 
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Culture in North Timor Tengah District. She believes that mothers 
in each house could weave their way out of economic difficulties 
and served as the backbone of the family until years to come. It 
was because the women in this district learned weavings since 

Tuition fee from weaving FOTOHARIS PRABOWO

6. The Young Weavers
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they were little - serving as a sustainable cultural regeneration. 
“Weaving as part of daily activities can only be learned from 

generation to generation,” Yonnetea explained. “It was because 
this could not be inserted into formal curriculum, in neither local 
contents non extra curricular activities.

THAT afternoon Selfrida Bano seemed busy. This 30-year-old 
women sat down and weaved in a simple veranda in front of her 
house. Selfrida lived in a nine square metre house, made from 
bamboo as walls and dried grasses as its roof. 

Tafean Pah Foundation trains Pantae Village 
children on how to weave FOTODICKY LOPULALAN
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Selfrida’s two daughters played as they joked around. Three 
pigs moved around the house, sometimes they came into the 
rooms. “They were the only cattles we have,” said Selfrida, as she 
continued to weave. 

Selfrida’s family was one of six families belonging to the 
indigenous Biboki Kingdom that remained until today. This six 
families became the guardians of their kingdom’s traditional 
houses. Their duties were to preserve Biboki traditional culture. 

Among many people in the Biboki Kingdom, Selfrida was one 
of a handful that was fluent in Indonesian language. She once 
went to Sumatera to work there and decided to return to East 

6. The Young Weavers

A Stone with scripts on the location of Biboki 
Kingdom in Tamkesi Hill FOTOHARIS PRABOWO
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Nusa Tenggara on 2012. The majority of Biboki people, including 
the elderly, could only speak in Dawan traditional language. 

Biboki Kingdom was located in the top of Tamkesi Hill, in the 
North Timor Tengah area. From Kefamenanu District, it took two 
hours to reach this place. I and three other journalists rented 
a car from Kefamenanu District with Yosef as our driver-cum-
travel guide. Yosef told many stories about unique places we 
passed through. Along the way, blue sky, green savana, herds of 
cows, goats and horses were all that we saw. 

When I and these three other journalists entered the area of 
Biboki Kingdom after passing through bumpy roads, Selfrida’s 
traditional house was the first one to be seen. Geographically, 
the Biboki Kingdom was divided into three stages and Selfrida’s 
was on the lowest part.

Selfrida explained that on the top was where the King of 
Biboki lived as the ruler of Biboki indigenous community. Anyone 
who wanted to meet him would have to pass a number of rites 
for permissions first. Tnesi Iba Usboko was the name of the King 
of Biboki.  

Eman Tulasi and Agustinus Leu, two journalists-cum-cultural 
researchers, once did an extensive study on the history and the 
ritual of death of Dawan tribe in North Timor Tengah. In their 
book The Death of Men: The Impact on North Timor Tengah 
Tribe or Kematian Manusia: Pengaruhnya Bagi Suku Dawan 
Timor Tengah Utara (2016), they elaborated that in 1900s, the 
Dutch Indies implemented pacification or repatriation for all 
areas in Indonesia, including Timor island.   

All kings and emperors all over the country obtained legitimate 
power to rule. Three states emerged in North Timor Tengah: 
Biboki, Insana and Miomaffo. 

Even though the New Order regime attempted to eradicate all 
kings in Indonesia through Law no 18 in 1965 on the Eradication 
of Independent States - yet some remained untouched and even 

02 BUKU SERGAI ISI CETAK ENG.indd   108 11/4/18   9:25 PM



109t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

continued to exist until now. One of them was Biboki Kingdom. 
This traditional house Selfrida’s family occupy was not the 

only one in the area. In Biboki Kingdom there were six traditional 
houses to be preserved. Biboki people called these houses Sonam 
Nasi. In those six houses, the total population of Biboki Kingdom 
could easily be hand counted: 18 people altogether. Seven men 
and eleven women. 

These six family preserved the authenticity of Biboki Kingdom 
from other ethnicity. In the house, there was no democracy as 
they ruled in a dynasty. Each house has their own head of the 
family. The head of the family would be replaced by the family’s 
offsprings. In Selfrida’s family, the head of the family was on the 
head of her mother. 

Besides a number of traditional rituals, one of them were 
actively preserved by the indigenous people of the Biboki 
Kingdom - weaving. Until today, Selfrida and the Biboki women 
continued to weave. 

The Biboki women weaved by following quite a unique 
principle. They made weavings for the official costumes for 
traditional ceremonies and other big events. If they wish to sell 
their weaving to the market, they had to produce more of them. 
They had to make sure that one or two weavings remained in the 

Selfrida explained 
that on the top was where the King 
of Biboki lived as the ruler of Biboki 
indigenous community. Anyone who 

wanted to meet him would have to pass 
a number of rites for permissions first. 
Tnesi Iba Usboko was the name of the 

King of Biboki.  

6. The Young Weavers
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house and not for sell.
“To preserve the tradition,: said Selfrida, smiling. 
In one week, Biboki indigenous people were able to sell up to 

five pieces of clothing to the market or to certain clients. 
According to Selfrida, the indigenous people of Biboki 

Kingdom needs money for their basic needs: food, clothing 
and housing. They also needed to buy school uniform for their 
children, daily staple and tools for their day-to-day activities. Yet 
they were prohibited to accumulate wealth from the weavings. 

Creating and selling Biboki weavings were part of traditional 
cultural preservation - and meeting the daily needs. Between 
Selfrida who lived on the top of Tamkesi Hill and Mira hundreds 
of kilometres below - there was no substantial differences

Houses of Biboki People FOTOHARIS PRABOWO
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“This is our live and we hope to continue living like this,” said 
Selfrida.

TWELVE children from Pantae state elementary school rehearsed 
this morning for choir competition. This was one of their school 
extracurricular activities. Singing Indonesia Pusaka by Ismail 
Marzuki, the children were coached under the guidance of three 
school teachers. One of them was Yuliana Nekelu. This year she 
would turn 37. 

Yet, no extracurricular activities on weaving - which was part 
of their own culture. Why so?

6. The Young Weavers

Female students from Kefamenanu under 
Tafean Pah Foundation support came to weave FOTOSAMIAJI BINTANG
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It was lack of mentors who understood the teaching of 
weaving. At least it was according to Yuliana. The school needed 
to allocate some money to pay for weaver mothers or parents to 
serve as the resource persons or teachers in the school. Expenses 
were already high and there were other costs to pay as they were 
school’s priorities.

“It was expensive and the payment was complicated,” Yuliana 
complained - without any elaboration on what she meant by 
‘complicated.’

This school has been supporting competitions on traditional 
dance or speech - but none for weaving. Local content provided 
by the school were limited to how to cook local produce and 
to cultivate their dry land. In general, Yuliana said, there was 
no schools - from the elementary level to high schools in East 
Nusa Tenggara that provided traditional weaving as part of their 
formal education. 

Around 300 meters from Pantae state elementary school, 
there was Nikat Catholic school. This private Catholic school 
once run a weaving training for children. Mira studied here and 
she took this training. 

Sisilia Fouk Funan, the headmistress of Nikat Catholic 
elementary school, said that in 2016 this school had weaving for 
their extracurricular every Wednesday and Saturday afternoons 
- taught by mentors or parents of the students nearby Pantae 
village. 

It was a trial period for Nikat Catholic school to attempt 
weaving training. Previously they learned from their own group 
of family. Unfortunately, 2016 was the beginning and the end for 
such training in Nikat Catholic school. It survived only for a year. 

In 2017, the school attempted to give it one more try but to no 
avail. One of the major hindrance was the availability of threads. 
Parents could not afford to buy enough threads for all students 
in the school. 
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In general, the people around Pantae village live an inadequate 
life. Sisilia told me that Nikad Catholic elementary school has 
waived the school fees since 2016. School fee per year was only 
Rp 25 thousand. Many children failed to pursue their education 
to junior high school due to fundamental hindrance of family 
financial difficulties. Sisilia aimed to bring back waiving training 
so they were equipped with skills to support their livelihood.

TAFEAN Pah Foundation led by Maria Yovita Meta came as an 
alternatif. Mama Yovita, that was how she was known, viewed that 
children could not depend on their parents for their education. 
When the parents could no longer afford their education, 

6. The Young Weavers

Weaver students also danced and welcomed tourists 
with Timor tradition and culture FOTOSAMIAJI BINTANG
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quitting schools became the consequences the children must 
bear. Moreover, there was no government guarantee to ensure 
education for children living in remote areas, including Pantae 
Village. 

Mama Yovita’s vision along with her foundation came from 
education problems faced by the people living in the area. 
According to Central Bureau of Statistics released in April 2018, 
Human Development Index in a number of districts in East 
Nusa Tenggara Province were all low. In that report, the Human 
Development Index in North Timor Tengah, was in “medium” 
with 63.73 points. It was a meagre 4 points above “low” - meaning 
that the local government still had a lot to do to improve the 
quality of life of the people..

This indicator of measurement used in Human Development 
Index combines three dimension. The first one was life 
expectancy at birth - living a healthy and long life. The second 
one was education as measured by mean year of schooling and 
expected year of schooling. The third dimension was a decent 
standard of living as measured by gross national income and 
purchase power parity. Education and family income of the 
weavers were the main concern of Mama Yovita and Tafean Pah. 

“By creating and producing weaves, many children would be 
able to continue to junior and high schools,” she said to me. She 
told me a lot about her kiosk, Biboki Art Shop, in April 2018.

For the last years Mama Yovita kept on promoting Biboki 
weavings to the national and international levels. She figured out 
that it was one way to preserve the local culture and to help the 
economy of the waivers at the same time. 

One day, as Mama Yovita told me, she managed to sell a large 
bundle of weavings made by the children to Australian tourists. 
The money was given to the children and their parents. Hence, 
they had the money to pay for the school tuition fee. The money 
also help to buy all materials needed by the children to weave. 
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For years, Mama Yovita had criticized the formal education 
system of elementary and junior high school years as she saw it 
as a failure in making the children skillful in living and preserving 
the local culture. She was worried and afraid that if children were 
focusing on formal education without learning how to weave, 
then all cultural heritage would be gone. “That would be a big 
problem,” she said. 

Tafean Pah Foundation began weaving training outside the 
formal education system, by establishing learning weaving 
groups for children. 

Mama Yovita agreed with Yuliana Nekleu, a teacher in Pantae 
state elementary school, because school teachers themselves did 
not know how to weave.”They were uneasy - those mothers were 
illiterate but on the other hand, they were all master weavers - 
and now they had to collaborate with them as fellow mentors. 
That was how I saw it,” she said. It began with inferiority, then 
personal pride took over. As a result, the teachers would prefer 
not to have the weaver mothers to teach in their school. 

Mama Yovita told me that the school once requested the 
weaver mothers to teach them to weave. As the day approached, 
the school suddenly declined without any clear reason. “The 
school was busy,” Mama Yovita repeated. From the get go, the 
mothers did not mind, they were even excited to teach how to 
weave at the school. 

6. The Young Weavers

For the last years 
Mama Yovita kept on promoting 

Biboki weavings to the national and 
international levels. She figured out 

that it was one way to preserve the local 
culture and to help the economy of the 

waivers at the same time. 
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Mira and her friends could call themselves lucky. They had 
their chance to learn how to weave and helped their family 
income. “At least the children were able to buy themselves books 
and school uniforms from their own hands. Formal education 
should focus on this type of skill,” Mama Yovita argued. 

I remembered the warning of the observer of alternative 
education Roem Topatimasang: education should not put one in 
the room too long. 

(*)

“At least the children 
were able to buy themselves books and 
school uniforms from their own hands. 
Formal education should focus on this 

type of skill,”
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6. The Young Weavers
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 Irene Aprilya Meok
Irene Aprilya Meok was born in April 20, 

1998, in Kota Karang, Kupang-East Nusa 
Tenggara, as the fourth out of 5 siblings. 
Since she was small, she liked to watch 
“Mata Najwa” and “Kick Andy” - then at 
Metro TV television station. His father has 
a drem that she would become a journalist 
just like Najwa Shihab and Andy Noya. His 
words become her spirit. She looked up to 
them as well.

Now Irene studies in Communication 
Science, concentrating on journalism, 
in Universitas Kristen Satya Wacana, 
Salatiga. “This university teaches us 
diversity. This campus is called a Mini 
Indonesia as it accommodates students 
from Sabang to Merauke,” she says so. 
Through her writing, she would like to 
bring voice to the voiceless – unheard by 
the decision makers of this country. After 
she graduates, she dreams of going back 
to Kupang and develop it.

VII
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Rice fields in Tenganan whereabouts FOTOIRINE APRILYA
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KRIING… Kriing… Kriing…. His cell phone rings. That afternoon, 
Nyoman Suwita is in Tenganan village, waiting for his guests to 
arrive. 

In a moment, his phone rings again. After taking the call, he 
turns back, smiling. He walks to greet the three men standing 
there.

“Finally you guys arrive,” he says to them.
At last Nyoman meets the people he has been waiting for. He 

takes them on a tour around Tenganan as he tells his stories.  
   

TENGANAN village, Manggis sub district, Karangasem district, 
Bali, in the mid April 2018, looks tranquil and inviting - just any 

VII
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The Abandoned Microhidro
Irene Aprilya Meok 

 
Uncontrolled urban development decreased river 

water discharge, resulting in the failure of Tenganan 
power supply project.
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village. It is 56 kilometers east from the capital city of Denpasar.  
It takes two hours drive to reach this place from Denpasar. 
Tenganan is squeezed by high hills. In the afternoon, this village 
enjoys the chirping sounds of the birds. The leaves of the trees 
shade the village. 

A stone with the village name marks Tenganan entrance. 
A gazebo is nearby. In front of the gazebo, a chain blocks the 
road going to the village. Motorized vehicles are prohibited in 
the area. People here and there walk. Cars and motorbikes are 
parked in front of the villages - in the area where souvenir shops 
are neatly arranged.

Next to the gazebo, there is a 6 x 4 square meter home. Inside, 
there are photos on the wall - showing a number of village 
activities, the daily life as well as religious one of the people. 
Some of them are about Tenganan women wearing kebaya with 
fruit offerings on their heads.

Tenganan is one of three villages in Bali, besides Trunyan 
and Sembiran, that applies Bali Aga tradition. According to the 
folklore, Tenganan means “tengah” or “ngatengahang” which 
means “going deeper.” It relates to their own passage in the past 
of moving from the coastal area into the hilly area in the middle 
of West Hill (Bukit Barat/Bukit Kauh) and East Hill (Bukit Timur/
Bukit Kangin). 

Another folklore is that the people of Tenganan come from 
Peneges Village, Gianyar, or Bedahulu in the past. It says that 
Bedahulu King lost a horse. People looked around for it to the 
East. Ki Patih Tunjung Biru, his trustee, found the horse was dead. 
Because of his dedication, Ki Patih Tunjung Biru was granted the 
authority to run in the area in which the smell of the dead horse 
lingered. It resulted in quite a vast area for Ki Patih, because of 
his cleverness - he cut out the dead horse’s body and scattered it 
around the area as far as he could.

Within Tenganan, we can see houses in uniformed sizes 

02 BUKU SERGAI ISI CETAK ENG.indd   122 11/4/18   9:26 PM



123t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

and interiors. This is neither unintentional nor the issue of 
affordability. It is because of their tradition, going back to the 
11th century. Up until now, the people still live their life according 
to it.

In between houses, we can easily spot village halls where 
people discuss numerous issues such as harvesting and tending 
their rice fields, welfare issue and traditional ceremonies. As one 
walks through the street village, the view is eye soothing. Stones 
are lined up marking the streets, with grasses planted neatly in 
between.

7. The Abandoned Microhidro

The streets of Tenganan Village FOTOIRENE APRILYA
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Along the street there are a number of craft men - working 
inside or outside their house. Some sit on the bench under the 
shady tree with a medium size table in front of it to display their 
crafts. There are plenty items available. Another one writes and 
paints on the lontar leaves - a rather unusual craft only available 
in particular areas due to its specific production. A sharp tool is 
used to paint, with burnt candlenut as the coloring agent.  

This traditional village is now an ecotourism village - bright 
and full of stories, as a typical Bali Aga or indigenous Balinese 
village. As Bali continues to adapt to the future, Tenganan village 
remains a place of nostalgia.

People displaying their goods in the wall fence 
and the house doors FOTOIRENE APRILYA
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TENGANAN adheres to its own traditional governance. Indonesia 
may have one president and another vice president, in Tenganan 
there are six pairs of traditional leader. This six pairs have to build 
their career path from the lower layer of the tradition. As the pair 
climb up, the other one on the top would go down gradually. The 
system also regulates incidents such as losing half of the pair due 
to passing away or social sanction. The cycle continues. 

Tenganan regulates tradition-based decision making 
process. Any issues, big or small, personal or public, from an 
issue of deciding whether one should marry or not, from a 
family wanting to build a house, to rice field management and 
traditional ceremonies - all is discussed in the village meeting led 
by traditional leaders. 

In Tenganan, we can see a real democracy - where everybody 
can voice their concerns in the village meeting regardless of his 
or her social status, gender and age. The meeting always takes 
place in a special site called Bale Agung. Bale Agung is a long hall 
used for meeting. It is where the highest decision about various 
issue is made. Even though a decision is reached, in Bale Agung 
it can be overturned and it is binding to all. 

THAT morning Nyoman Suwita greets people walking by on the 
village street. People show their respect to him, or ‘Pak Nyoman’ 
as he is affectionately known. With 172 centimeter height, this 

Bale Agung is 
a long hall used for meeting. It is where 

the highest decision about various 
issue is made. Even though a decision 

is reached, in Bale Agung it can be 
overturned and it is 

binding to all. 

7. The Abandoned Microhidro
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middle-aged man look proportional. He has warm personality. He 
smiles to everyone and greet whoever wish to see the indigenous 
life of Tenganan.

Nyoman finished his study in a high school in Bali. He has 
his own dream for his village. He is very dedicated to traditions, 
ceremonies and traditional meetings. Hence he was elected as 
one of the representatives in Bale Agung meeting. 

He has a red motorbike. With it, he rides through the roads 
in the village, asphalt or road ones, all nice and well-maintained, 
connecting almost all places in Tenganan. His red ride is powerful 
and able to take him to difficult terrain. It even helped him reach 
Denpasar once. Now he is about to meet someone in Geo Cafe in 
Badung district. 

Two dogs greets Nyoman, one is white and another one is 
brown. He enters the building. A woman called ‘Ibu Denik’ warmly 
welcomes him. Denik is Ni Made Puriyati’s nickname - she is an 
activist of Wisnu Foundation. Nyoman wants to discuss with 
Denik about a microhidro project in Tenganan her foundation 
used to support. 

They walk to the guest room, that is also the office of Wisnu 
Foundation. Its decoration is rather simple. There are five rattan 
chairs and two wooden tables.

Wisnu Foundation was established in 1993. It aims to respond 
to a number of environmental problems in Bali. It focuses on 
social and economic empowerment of the local people and area 
mapping. 

Nyoman and Denik’s friendship started with area mapping 
in 2000. The idea was initiated by Wisnu Foundation. As it 
continued, it was considered as insufficient. Tenganan village had 
quite a numerous nature potentials. So it reached to Tenganan as 
well. Nyoman was one of the representatives taking part in the 
mapping activity.   

As a traditional and ecotourism village, Tenganan had already 
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quite a visitor. Yet the tourism potentials were tapped by people 
outside Tenganan, such as travel bureaus. The people of Tenganan 
missed out the opportunities that should bring significant impact 
to the village. Young people that used to remains as observers on 
the sidelines, now wished to take more parts in the development 
of the village and its people. 

In the beginning of the 20th century, climate change and 
global warming reached Bali too. Just like any other parts of 
Indonesia, cities in Bali were packed with fossil fuel-dependent 
vehicles and industries, which produce carbon gas. Residential 
area also grew, taking over the green areas of Bali. Gas not-yet 
absorbed by the greeneries rose the temperature, leading to 
climate change. 

People in Bali, including in Tenganan, tries to find ways to 
anticipate global warming and climate change. Here there are 
four young men focusing on one project for the village. Moreover, 
they too wish that the project would be managed professionally 
in long term.

This four men were Mangku Widya, Nyoman Sadra, Ni Wayan 
Murdiani and Nyoman Suwita. Mangku has passed away.  

Wisnu Foundation, a non-profit organization experienced in 
village empowerment responded their project at that time in a 

People in Bali, 
including in Tenganan, tries to find ways 
to anticipate global warming and climate 
change. Here there are four young men 
focusing on one project for the village. 

Moreover, they too wish that the project 
would be managed professionally 

in long term.

7. The Abandoned Microhidro
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positive way, as it agreed to financially facilitate the activities 
proposed by the youth in Tenganan. 

After quite a long discussion with Denik from Wisnu 
Foundation, the young people of Tenganan started to initiate the 
mini power supply project or microhidro. It was based on the 
mapping results on the potentials of Tenganan - of its natural 
resource: relatively stable and rather strong water currents 
suitable for power supply. This microhidro idea was on the spot 
with the climate change challenge.

The project continued. Field observation was carried out. As a 
result, microhidro development plan now entered the execution 
stage. This project’s key feature was it was environmental friendly. 
Electricity generated by the water current was expected to fulfill 
the need of people in Tenganan. 

MICROHIDRO is a small scale water-dependent power supply. 
Water from the river on the high ground was blocked by a small 
dam, accumulating energy potentials and water discharge. The 
higher the ground, the more energy it accumulates. As water was 
channelled into a tunnel, the current later on turned the turbine 
engine into the generator which transformed kinesthetic energy 
into electricity.

This idea was relevant with the fact that Tenganan comprises 
of a residential area up to 225 hectare out of a total of 917.25 
hectare. Such vast area lead Tenganan as a major rice producer 
due to its harvest abundance.

In order to answer the need for electricity throughout the 
period of rice production, harvest and post harvest in a more 
affordable way, microhidro became one of the solutions

It was expected to generate enough electricity to turn the 
rice grinding machine so the peasant would no longer need to 
bring it to the collectors. Once there was a village cooperation in 
Tenganan running its fossil-fuel based machine, it went bankrupt 
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as the cost hiked. The people hoped that electricity from this 
microhidro could help turn the machine on. 

In preparing for the microhidro, it turned out that there were 
a lot of things to be done - from socialization, training for the 
people and fundraising. In planning for this, Nyoman and his 
fellows along with Wisnu Foundation realized its high cost. They 
submitted a proposal to United Nation Development Program 
(UNDP). Out of 27 proposals UNDP accepted, there were 3 
proposal from Indonesia that received funding - including 
Tenganan village  

As time passes by, microhidro project did not run as planned. 
Denik admitted the lack of preparation.  

“It seemed that we lacked survey and people engagement, so 
now microhidro is no longer used,” Denik explains.  

Denik sounds so relax. Words flow easily. She looks young 
and fresh despite of her age. That afternoon, after talking to 
Denik, Nyoman bids farewell. He rides his red motorbike leaving 
Denpasar.       

NYOMAN’s red motorbike is back, not through the city street but 
into the village, passing stony and slippery roads, into swirling 
alleys deep into the village and arrives at the exit gate in the back 
of the village. From the gate, the holes in the asphalt road are 
apparent. 

This idea was relevant 
with the fact that Tenganan comprises of 
a residential area up to 225 hectare out 

of a total of 917.25 hectare. Such vast area 
lead Tenganan as a major rice producer 

due to its harvest abundance.

7. The Abandoned Microhidro
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The red bike is a strong vehicle. Nyoman calmly navigates his 
way through stony and winding roads - already a regular to him. 

The road seemed to lead to nowhere. Tall trees were on the 
street sides. Steep paths. Broken road. This might deter anyone 
who try to pass it. It takes more than 15 minutes to ride from 
Tenganan to this place.

Nyoman parks his bike in front of the rice storage building, 
that is also where people grind the rice. Next to it is a small stall 
so people can enjoy a cup of coffee there. Nyoman walks on the 
rice path to the location of the microhidro.

Botol, it is his name, operates this machine after receiving a 
training first. He is a tall man of around 165 centimeter high. He 
runs this for quite some time. His task is to oil the machine and 
turn it on. It is placed in the middle of the rice field in a 1.5 x 
2 square meter building. It uses rice irrigation water, or Subak 
water in Bali. 

This small building is enough to accommodate two small-built 
men, the turbine machine and microhidro generation. Nyoman 
and Botol enter to check on the microhidro. 

The water running the microhidro does not belong to 
Tenganan, but also to its nearby villages. The water indeed passes 
through Tenganan, yet its fountain is in the village behind Agung 
Mountain. Because the water belongs to everybody, so since the 
very beginning of this microhidro project, people in the village 
discussed about this to avoid possible misunderstanding. 

Before it turns on, the water needs to be accumulated first 
to accumulate enough energy to produce the electricity. So the 
water needs to be channeled first into the gate. As it reaches the 
necessary level, the microhidro would turn on. Generator starts 
to work and the system runs. The turbine would start turning. 
The needle in the tube would move indicating that electricity 
starts piling up. When the engine starts, the water under the 
generator drastically drops. It looks like the turbine eats all the 
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water, in fact it turns the turbine and rechanneled out of the pipe 
into the river. 

It turns out the the electricity produced by this microhidro 
is not enough to turn the rice grid machine that needs 12.500 
watt. Decreased water discharge is one of the possible problem. 
It is baffling because the previous water survey done for the 
preparation for this waterhidro was even conducted in the dry 
season. Yet, somehow, this machine cannot function optimally. 
Yet, it is still has its use. Because it is already working, it is 
transformed into source of light. 

Pak Botol, the caretaker of non-functioned 
microhidro FOTOIRENE APRILYA

7. The Abandoned Microhidro
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Yet, the people of Tenganan cannot enjoy the light produced 
by this microhidro due to its faraway location. It is mainly used 
by the nearby pura in hosting traditional ceremony nearby the 
engine. Tenganan village as the initiator remains untouched 
by the impact of the project they collaborated with Wisnu 
Foundation.

Another problem emerges. “It needs so much water. That is 
why the people is reluctant. Hence it is no longer used because 
the water is not sufficient. It seems that it lacks survey,” Botol 
explains. 

HIS RED motorbike is back again on the streets of Karangasem. 
It stops in Tengangan parking lot. Nyoman walked into the village 
office. It looks like any other village offices in Indonesia. Some 
of the people working there wear khaki coloured uniform. This 
village office is located amongst the uniformed houses.

There is a fish pond nearby the guest room. From the pond, 
we can see a big man wearing an army uniform, busy with his 
mobile phone as he sits in front of the meeting room. Nobody 
knows what he was doing in the village office. 

“Om Swastiastu (greetings).” Norman greets the people in the 
office. 

“Is Pak Kades (head of the village) here?” asks Nyoman.
“Pak Kades steps out for a moment, his students from East and 

West Nusa Tenggara came by, he should return in a short while,” 
answers one of the female officers from inside the meeting room. 

Nyoman is about to leave the premise when a man wearing a 
shirt with a piece of cloth wrapped around the waist and udeng 
traditional headwear emerges. He was well-built and looks 
younger than Nyoman.

“Om Swastiastu, Pak,” greets I Putu Yudiana, Tenganan Head 
of Village . Nyoman returns the greeting and remains there.  

In a moment, Putu was caught in the spirited conversation 
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sharing the history of the village. Too bad, all the village’s historic 
evidence was gone in an fire incident years ago.

“We plan to rewrite Tenggana’s history book. Hopefully, it will 
soon realize,” he says.

When asks about microhidro, he apologizes. As the head of the 
village, he does not really understand the microhidro belonging 
to Tenganan village. He is just appointed to hold the position. 
When microhidro project started, he was still in the one of the 
universities in Bali. Most of the people from Tenganan pursue 
similar path, spending their school years in Tebanan area, then 
going all the way to Denpasar for their university years. Hence he 
was not familiar with Tenganan microhidro details.

I Putu Yudiana, head of the Tenganan village FOTOIRENE APRILYA

7. The Abandoned Microhidro
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“I hope all goes well. However, since we do not know yet what 
makes the microhidro not working, I cannot explain much. We 
have to know the cause first, only then can we start healing the 
wound,” he says. 

THE RED motorbike brings Nyoman Suwita through the village, 
into small alleys across a school. Then he stops on the street 
sides. Nyoman is visiting Nyman Sadra, one of his three fellows 
advocating for microhidro. Nyoman greets in Balinese, “Om 
Swastiastu.” 

From the house’s front yard, five men are seen sitting in the 
terrace. Loud voices come out from the small room inside as the 
door swings open. People come and go inside and outside. A blue 
motorbike is park on the yard.

A rather fat man sits behind a thin young man. After he turns the 
motorbike off, he assists the man behind to step out of his motorbike.  .  
This thin man is really, really thin - just like a skeleton. He brings 
the man inside. It is an acupuncture practices. Some of the men 
wait in the terrace. A money box is placed in front of the house. 
Nyoman Sadra, its host, he apologizes for his guests’ long wait.

He plays key roles in microhidro development in Tenganan. 
Assisted by Wisnu Foundation, he and his friends advocated so 

As the head of the village, 
he does not really understand the 
microhidro belonging to Tenganan 
village. He is just appointed to hold 

the position. When microhidro project 
started, he was still in the one of the 

universities in Bali.
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that microhidro can benefit the people.
“We have work together for a year, without receiving any kind 

of salary whatsoever, we even use our own personal budget,” he 
says. In the afternoon, he wears a white shirt – seemingly his 
acupuncture practice, with formal pants. He wears a glasses with 
hanging chains.  

He participated in microhidro fundraising, carried out 
socialization to nearby villages and surveyed microhidro location 
– so that the village could develop. But the existing microhidro, 
which is made available due to joint collaboration, does not run 
as expected. 

“I had high hopes for microhidro. Too bad, Bali has changed. 
The water decreased, particularly in Karangasem, due to newly 
built hotels with each drilled well that runs out all of our water. 
Water discharge decreased in a number of irrigation channels. 
People starts to blame microhidro for water crises they suffer 
from,” he explains. 

There is some kind of misunderstanding amongst the people 

“I had high hopes 
for microhidro. Too bad, Bali has 
changed. The water decreased, 

particularly in Karangasem, due to 
newly built hotels with each drilled well 

that runs out all of our water. Water 
discharge decreased in a number of 
irrigation channels. People starts to 

blame microhidro for water crises they 
suffer from,”

7. The Abandoned Microhidro

02 BUKU SERGAI ISI CETAK ENG.indd   135 11/4/18   9:27 PM



136L S P P

From Sergai To Kefa
An Anthology of Reports on the 
Daily Life of People

in the village about microhidro. It is easy to blame it – as none 
can provide any replies.

Many people assumes microhidro project “eats” all the water 
from its neighbouring areas. This is inaccurate. Yet they still 
believe so. This is beyond Sadra and his fellow’s expectations. 
The water going through microhidro returns to the irrigation 
channels and into the rice fields. Their survey was ill prepared. 
Water discharge drops due to uncontrollable development in 
Bali for commercial purposes. All of these results in microhidro 
problems.

Sadra was disappointed, he can do nothing. He has no 
authority to take further action. He is nobody in the village. He is 
not a traditional leader. He has no power within the tradition. In 
the past, they had big dreams for a better Tenganan. They have 
not made it yet. 

The meeting of Sadra with Nyoman today brings old memories. 
Yet he never quit hoping that one day, Tenganan would be able 
to use microhidro.

(*)

Sadra was disappointed, he can 
do nothing. He has no authority to 

take further action. He is nobody in 
the village. He is not a traditional 

leader. He has no power within the 
tradition. In the past, they had big 

dreams for a better Tenganan. They 
have not made it yet. 
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Filisianus Richardus Viktor
Filisianus Richardus Viktor come 

from the city of Ketapang, West 
Kalimantan. Born in 1998 as the second 
child of five siblings, Viktor now studies 
in Faculty of Agriculture, Department of 
Agribusiness, Universitas Panca Bhakti, 
Pontianak. He headed Agribusiness 
Student Association from 2017 to 2019. 
His writing interest started from his 
high school and started sharpening 
it in his second semester under the 
guidance of a mentor who was a 
Bachelor of Education. Viktor won the 
first prize in write-to-a-friend writing 
competition for Asian Youth Day and 
had his work published by OBOR with 
20 other fellow writers. Now he is 
a peer educator of AIDS Prevention 
Committee (Komisi Penanggulangan 
AIDS) of the city of Pontianak and 
actively involved in Hilo Green 
Community working on environmental 
issues.

VIII
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A DARK blue Honda City Z SX-8 GM MT sedan with shiny 
alloy wheels runs for 40 kilometers per hour. Music from the 
millennial era oozes out from this 2001 edition car. Sitting in the 
driver’s seat is a medium-tanned man wearing a red shirt with 
blue collar and a white “Wonderful Indonesia” baseball cap on 
his head. Next to the man, a woman in green dress and black veil 
sits there on the left front seat. I am sitting on the back seat of 
their car, listening to the chat between this husband and wife. It 
is nine o’clock in the evening. They are driving me to one of the 
homestays in Dukuh Pandansari. 

Mashadi is the name of the man behind the driving wheel. 
He is widely known as an environmentalist - due to his efforts 

VIII
Mashadi’s Dreams

Filisianus Richardus Viktor

One man led his fellow neighbours - planting 3,000,680 
mangrove and at the same time saving his village from drowning, 

transforming it into an ecotourism site.
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planting three million six hundred and eighty mangrove trees in 
Kaliwlingi Village, Pandansari Hamlet, Brebes District, Central 
Java. 

It takes more than half an hour to reach to the homestay.
As we are on our way there, suddenly heavy rain pours down 

following loud thunders. As thunder comes, the electricity 
suddenly goes off - turning everything into pitch black. It 
becomes impossible to see the houses, trees and greeneries on 
the roadsides clearly.

“It seems that the electricity goes off everywhere,” Marshadi 
comments to his wife. 

With the help of car headlamps, we can see bushes that look 
like small hills alongside the road. According to Mashadi, those 
plants are tom toman in Central Java vernacular, or Indigofera 
ticnktoria in Latin. He plants the seeds on the left and right sides 
of the road heading to Pandansari Hamlet. This plant is used as 
natural dye for batik made by the mothers of this village - one of 
the community entreprises Pandansari Hamlet have as it turns 
into an ecotourism village.  

Driving this dark blue car on the winding road, Mashadi talks 
to me. His deep heavy voice reverberates as he speaks. 

“Now we have quite a nice road, Mas. During our difficult 
years in the past, this is a rocky road with holes here and there,” 
he reminiscences.

Asphalted road 5 to 6 meter wide reaches out to Mangrove 
Sari ecotourism site. This road is a testament of Mashadi’s 
continuous hard work. 

PANDANSARI is located in the coastal area. The people of 
Pandansari loves their resource-rich village. The 1980s is its 
golden period because of its aquaculture. In that period of time, 
this village is the source of giant tiger prawn. On the average, 
each house has its very own family-managed farm.
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At that time, the people enjoyed a life full of such abundance 
with almost no financial problems whatsoever. The collectors 
offered high price for their giant tiger prawns. 

To meet high demands for local and international consumption, 
tons of prawns were shipped to the cities abroad - mainly to 
Japan and the United States. 

As the demand continued to grow, they expanded their 
business and opened up new farms. Massive expansion lead the 
villagers to cut down mangrove trees along the coastal area. 

Mangrove has a very unique natural ecosystem. Mud 
developed in this area could reduced land abrasion. Land salinity 
in mangrove area was relatively high. There were not many trees 

8. Mashadi’s Dreams

Mashadi, Kalpataru 2015 recepient FOTODOK. TERASMITRA
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survived in this part of the land. 
“People did not think through on the impact of their 

expansion,” as Dariono remembers. He used to be one of the 
prawn farm owners. 

“Every year, almost 20 to 30 hectares of mangrove were 
damaged,” Rusjan addes. He was Dariono’s younger brother. 

The people was living an easy life. Some of those people were 
blindsided. 

“They spent all of their money they made,” said Dariono to me. 
Mangrove forest was the coastal area’s natural protector 

from sea waves. As mangrove were gone due to prawn sharp 
expansion, the sea waves penetrated into the village where the 
people lived.

As sea waves continue to seep in, the waves reached the prawn 
farm creating abrasion. In the 1990s, people were overwhelmed 
by troubles surrounding giant tiger prawn farms. Annual abrasion 
had damaged the farms. Prawns were vulnerable to infections 
which quickly spread all over the farms.

“If one morning we found just one prawn died, so in that very 
morning, we had to harvest the farm. Otherwise, more of them, 
if not all, died in the afternoon,” Dariono says.

Many Pandansari farmers were daunted. Production and 
management cost of prawn farming increased due to this disease. 
Income dropped. Farmers were worried for their future. Some 
chose to give up and quit the prawn farming business altogether. 
Only a handful remained. 

Every year, the height of the wave increased and wiped the 
farms away. The damage reached 110 hectares wide. Hanging 
their future on the potential profit on the coming harvest time - 
people start to use their farms as collaterals for seeds and tools. 
When they hit the hard times, they lost ownership of their farms. 

Farmers were not the only ones suffering, the peasants faced 
difficult times as well. Seawater on their field had lead to failed 
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crops. 
Poverty loomed into Pandansari. Consequently, crime rates 

increased. This village, which used to be orderly, safe and orderly, 
became unsafe. “Chickens and ducks were safely kept in their 
nest in the afternoon, in the morning they were all gone,” he said 
- remembering those period of time. Corn and shallots were also 
missing before their harvest time. 

 The village quietly lost its charm. One by one, young people 
migrated to big cities looking for jobs. They left for Jakarta or 
Bali. 

 Young women started to work as maids as they could no 

Ecotourism becomes alternative recreation 
sites for the people in Central Java FOTOFILISIANUS VIKTOR

8. Mashadi’s Dreams
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longer continue their education. Because their parents did not 
have steady income, they found it difficult to put their children 
to schools. 

The number of farmers continued to decrease. Pandansari 
has lost its reputation as the giant tiger prawn center - swept 
away by the waves that drowned hundred of farms. 

 Salted sea water damaged buildings and streets of the village. 
Holes began to appear, hampering access of the people to 
transportation. 

THE YEAR was 2000. Office of Marine Affairs and Fisheries 
of Central Java Province launched a program called Program 
Pengembangan Pembangunan Ekonomi Masyarakat Desa 
Nelayan (P3EMDN) aimed to develop the economy of the 
fisher’s village community. The purpose of the program is to 
develop the coastal areas. Dukuh Pandansari was included in the 
selection. This project would financed the road improvement. 
The government disbursed Rp 50 million to fund the project. 
Mashadi, at that time was the focal point in Dukuh Pandansari, 
was assigned to deliver the program to the community. 

 Mashadi told them that Rp 13 million out of the total Rp 50 
million was allocated as labour fees. Yet he has something much 
more important to say to the people - more important than using 
the fees to pay for the labour.

“Rp 50 million could only make 1 kilometer of makadam road,” 
explained Mashadi to the people. Makadam road was a type of 

The village quietly 
lost its charm. One by one, young people 

migrated to big cities looking for jobs. 
They left for Jakarta or Bali. 
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road made from broken stones, compacted and coated with 
gravels - instead of asphalts.

“We could request for more kilometers by using that Rp 13 
million labour fees for extra stones,” said Mashadi.

“No problem, we agree,” the people responded. 
Mashadi continued, “But if we use Rp 13 million for extra 

stones, then we all have to work together. Are you okay with 
that?”

“Yes,” the people agreed. 
Based on the consensus, each family sent two members to 

participate in the road project. 
Yet some disagreed. They were suspicious. They questioned 

Mashadi’s initiative to start the road project from the western or 
the lower part of Dukuh Pandansari.

Mashadi has his own consideration due to the limited available 
fund. Starting the project from the lower part could serve as 
incentive for the local government to stimulate the project by 
continuing the road on the upper part.  

Yet this could not contain the widespread suspicion. When 
Mashadi borrowed his brother’s new motorbike to inspect 
the work because his own broke down, some of the villagers 
commented.

 “Ah a new motorbike. It must be from the project fund,” they 

8. Mashadi’s Dreams

I was overwhelmed. 
At that time, there was a woman about 

to give labour. Abrasion has lead to flood. 
People found it difficult to leave because 

of the holes on the street
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insinuated. 
This continued until the road project on the western part of 

Pandansari was completed. On the other hand, abrasion problem 
remained unresolved. 

Mashadi was anxious. One time, the seawater managed to 
reach the village once again. 

“I was overwhelmed. At that time, there was a woman about 
to give labour. Abrasion has lead to flood. People found it difficult 
to leave because of the holes on the street.”

“When the water reached the village, the people had to leave 
- temporarily or permanently. Hundreds of farms were damaged, 
let alone the village,” he said. 

 Looking for a solution, Mashadi viewed that he could no 
longer depend on the government.

 “The squeaky wheels get all the wheels. Good boys, on the 
other hand, were left unnoticed. So I had to be a bad boy then,” 
he complained. 

 The people wrote their complaint to Brebes local government 
on the local papers - demanding for better responses to 
Pandansari Hamlet. 

 The people started to organize themselves into community 
groups - comprising of various organizations. An integrated 
network of pest management in the national level, or  Ikatan Petani 
Pengendalian Hama Terpadu Indonesia, based in Yogyakarta, has 
lent their support to the local movement organized by Mashadi 
who also served as coordinator in the Brebes district level. 
Through the community groups, they initiate the plan to set up 
new village, named Mekar Sari. They hoped that the government 
would support the development and at the same time address 
the threat of abrasion of their village. 

Some research concluded that coastal abrasion, including the 
one in Brebes, is one of the impacts of climate change. High tidal 
waves eroded the land and sand covers all over the coast. 
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Mashadi and his friends continued their observation and find 
ways to reduce the damage. They also requested for government 
assistance to no avail. 

They did not lose hope. They fought for their place of birth 
to survive the abrasion. Independently, they organized a massive 
mangrove plant. Mangrove strong roots would serve as excellent 
breakwater. 

 
FAST FORWARD to 2005. Mashadi and his fellow mates continued 
to plant more and more mangrove. Everyday they hit the mud 
hoping that the mangrove would shielded them from the waves. 
Mashadi also proposed the government to cut Pemali River that 

8. Mashadi’s Dreams

Mangrove areas with newly planted seeds FOTODOK.TERASMITRA
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passed through Brebes. By cutting it out and create smaller river 
branches, this could reduce the river volume and further prevent 
sedimentation. 

 The river project started in 2007. Yet there were impacts due 
to this newly created sediment. Farms submerged by seawater 
due to in abrasion were now covered by the sediments. 

In the same year, on April 1 to be exact, Mashadi and his 
fellow Pandansari people set up Mangrove Sari group - leading 
the replantation of mangrove during that year. Rusjan, a former 
farmer who served the village as their head from 1999 to 2007 
was appointed as the leader of the group with Mashadi’s support. 

Mangrove needed to be re-planted on sediment-covered ex 
farms and this could only be done during the ebb. Yet due to 
the suction movement of the mud, the people planting the mud 
could be trapped. Hence there should be more people assigned 
to drag them out of the mud. 

“Everyday we search for mangrove seedlings. When the clock 
stroke eleven, we awaited for the horn from the boat Rusjan or 
Mashadi drove,” said Warsih - one of the members of Mangrove 
Sari group. 

 “The horn signals that the food was ready for us. So whenever 
we heard that sound, we yelled hooray!” Warsih remembers. 

“Food and drinks were provided from our own houses,” she 
explains. 

The people in Pandansari, who were also members to 
Mangrove Sari group, continued to plant mangrove - with 
nothing but their spirit. 

 Consequently some people dropped out from the group. “We 
began with 25 people. By the end of 2008, only 11 remained,” said 
Mashadi. 

Now their effort came to fruition. Mashadi and the people 
of Pandansari has enable boats to pass through the mangrove 
forest and enjoyed cool shades along the way. 
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As mangrove trees grow along the former farms, they broke 
the big tidal waves into smaller ones. 

 Fishes started to breed around the mangrove roots. Birds 
created their nests on the tree branches. 

APRIL 2018. As we drive into the evening in Marshadi’s sedan for 
half an hour already, its headlamp lights a warning sign on sharp 
turns - marking the front part of the Sekolah Alam homestay 
managed by the school of nature there. 

The school, set up by Martani Husaeni on April 24, 2016, is 
equipped with rooms to rent for guests coming to Pandansari 
Hamlet. This school is used as learning and training center for 
the local communities - such as on environmental issues, moral 
education, entrepreneurship and economic activity, small-scale 
enterprise to adoption of new science and technology 

 The car stops in the front. “Welcome to ecotourism village, 
Mas,” Mashadi greets. He invites us to enjoy the village - regardless 
that it was already dark at that time.

Before 2016, Pandansari is known as a tourist destination. 
People drops by to see mangrove trees planted by Mashadi 
and his mates. On April 30, 2016, Pandanwangi is granted as an 
ecotourism village by Central Java Province through its Tourism 

8. Mashadi’s Dreams

He plants the seeds 
on the left and right sides of the road 
heading to Pandansari Hamlet. This 
plant is used as natural dye for batik 
made by the mothers of this village 
- one of the community entreprises 

Pandansari Hamlet have as it turns into 
an ecotourism village.
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Office.
This village boasts unique products from the community 

enterprises such as natural dye batik and boiled salt - managed 
by the mothers in the village, supporting the newly gained status. 

 Mashadi let me put my belonging into the prepared room. 
Juatisna, Mashadi’s sister in law and owner of the homestay 
brings me a warm mung bean juice with extra ginger.

 The interior is quite dim. A torch placed in the corner is the 
only source of light spreading its ray of light all over the house. 

 The next morning, around eight, this dark blue car leaves the 
homestay. Mashadi and I go to the western part of Pandansari.

Around 500 meter walking distance from the homestay to 
the west, there is a gate, “Welcome to Ecotourism Mangrove 
Pandansari Tracking Mangrove and Pasir Island. The statue of 
belacak or belodog - a fish wearing blue costume and red hat on 
the left side of the gate - greets all visitors. 

Right before the gate, there are two stalls made from nipah 
leaves and bamboo on the left side of the street. In between them 
there is an approximately three meter space. In front of the stalls 
there is a “Makmur Sari” sign. This is a community driven initiative 
to provide food and beverage to people visiting the mangrove. 
Mashadi supports community independence in seizing available 
opportunities to improve family income. 

“Mangrove ticket is available from 06.30 to 17.00,” Winda 
explains - she is one of the organizers of this ecotourism site, 
who was under Mashadi’s team. She documents the number 
of visitors and where they come from. During the weekend or 
holiday, ticket price for adult is Rp 20.000 and children Rp 10.000. 
This is affordable for people to come and enjoys the mangrove. 

Visitors come from Solo, Cikarang, Ciledug, Karawang and 
other nearby areas around Brebes. Red, yellow, black and grey 
cars and motorbikes from various brands take turn in filling up 
the available parking space. Families come with parents and kids, 
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along with youngsters and couples.  
Before reaching the tourism site of mangrove forest, the 

visitors can windowshop various batik accessories made by the 
mothers in Pandansari and coloured by natural dye Marshadi 
planted along the roadside. 

Some small shops sell t-shirts and caps with mangrove 
ornaments, alongside with other souvenirs. 

Narsi, one of the villagers living nearby the area, tells me that 
for the last three years she and her mother take turn in serving 
the customers in the accessories shop. During the holiday peak 
season, especially Lebaran, they can pocket Rp 1 million of 
income. 

8. Mashadi’s Dreams

Ecotourism improves community income FOTOFILISIANUS VIKTOR
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Some restaurant waiters stand by their premises offering 
unique dishes such as soft shell crab stir fried or steamed in 
banana leaves as well as mangrove clam. They are featured in the 
menus of all restaurants in the area. 

Ahmad Suwarjo and his wife, Matinah, open a food stall to 
cater the visitors from the get go. Matinah who is used to deal 
with domestic chores - is now able to support the family by 
adding the income her husband made in flexible terms.  

 “We could plan ahead for our children’ education,” Matinah 
explains.

In the wooden pier, 6-to-8 meters length boats are available 
for the visitors for a river trip. After queueing for around 10 
minutes, the captain of the boat can bring them to reach the 
mangrove area. 

As the boat slided through the river, the waves hits the 
mangrove roots on the side. 

Nearby the area, there are trekking paths made by wood 
branches. Mangrove trees are seen from afar. Around thirty food 
stalls await their visitors here in the area. 

In a rather tight passage, visitors come and go along like ants 
marching - bumping into each other. “It is a passage of love,” one 
of them jokes. 

Deep in the forest, mangrove trees are closely knitted into 
each others creating a labyrinth. Fishes can be seen above the 
mud as crabs scurry in between mangrove roots. 

A big tanned man wearing green t-shirt and black cap with 
white stripes is standing. Sometimes he squats to pick up tissues 
and mineral bottles scattering around the trekking path. He puts 
all the garbage into the bin nearby. 

“Action speaks louder than words, Mas,” he argues to me. 
His name was Holik. In 2017, Mashadi mandated him to lead 

Pandansari youth community. 
Garbage remained the main problem in mangrove tourism 
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site. Some visitors just drop the garbage along the way since they 
could not spot garbage bins nearby. 

Agus Arifin came from Tegal with his family, and he said, “It 
was uncomfortable seeing the garbage trapped by the mangrove 
trees. Also the road leading to the tourism site was rather crampy 
- two cars coming from opposite directions would have to take 
turns. He also added, “It was refreshing here.” 

Some of the visitors had similar opinion about the garbage.
 “Add more garbage bins,” said Riska from Losari. She came 

with friends because Mangrove Sari was a place to hang out with 
her study friends. She had been here for more than ten times. 

Torkin, a guy driving the boat, also benefited from this 
mangrove forest, “I have steady income.” He turned his boat 
whenever he saw every mangrove trees to avoid bumping into 
them.

Yet to some, this ecotourism sites only benefited certain 
people. Never ending noise from the traffic passing by Pandansari 
everyday, especially during the weekend was an unprecedented 
problem. Also encounters with people with different background 
and lifestyles including fashion presented a different problem. 

Mashadi did not deny the criticism. According to the mangrove 
plantation initiator, only 40 percent of the total population 
benefit from the mangrove site - as they work there or they set up 

8. Mashadi’s Dreams

A big tanned man 
wearing green t-shirt and black cap with 
white stripes is standing. Sometimes he 

squats to pick up tissues and mineral 
bottles scattering around the trekking 

path. He puts all the garbage 
into the bin nearby. 
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business attached to it. This represented a gap in the community 
- especially between the organizers and the common people.  
He elaborated his plan to create a butterfly park, labyrinth and 
a cultural center to complement the ecotourism site. All of 
these would be placed in the eastern part of Pandansari - the 
area where man people did not yet enjoy any impact from the 
ecotourism site. 

 “People going home after visiting the mangrove forest would 
be directed to the eastern route - so they could stop over and 
enjoy a butterfly park, labyrinth and a cultural center afterward,” 
he said. 

... plan to create a butterfly park, 
labyrinth and a cultural center to 

complement the ecotourism site. All of 
these would be placed in the eastern 

part of Pandansari - the area where man 
people did not yet enjoy any impact from 

the ecotourism site. 

People going home 
after visiting the mangrove forest would 

be directed to the eastern route -
 so they could stop over and enjoy a 

butterfly park, labyrinth and a cultural 
center afterward
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8. Mashadi’s Dreams

Do not forget Mangrove Sari FOTODICKY LOPULALAN

TOURIST boat I rode moved slowly. After five minutes on the 
motor ride, the boat glided through the river. The captain rode 
the boat to the right. There were the new farms set up by the 
villagers. 

I saw how those mangrove trees grew so closely knitted to 
each other, as some of them reached out to the sky almost 10 
metres high. Some of those trees looked as if they were lying 
down - with half of their trunks were under the water. In spite of 
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the way they looked, they helped the environment. Underneath 
them was home of biotas growing and living in this body of water. 

Abrasion continued and many mangrove trees fell down. In 
the past, the people in Pandansari were worried that their village 
might disappear into the sea water. Now they were no longer 
afraid. 

Every now and then the boats brought the visitors back and 
forth to the mangrove forest and back to the pier. Some took 
their selfies throughout the boat ride. A young couple exchanged 
looks with one another 

(*)

Abrasion continued 
and many mangrove trees fell down. 
In the past, the people in Pandansari 
were worried that their village might 

disappear into the sea water. Now they 
were no longer afraid
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Laras Olivia
Laras Olivia was born in Bukittinggi, 

West Sumatra, March 28 1996 from 
a Batak and Minangkabau parents. 
She now lives in Pekanbaru, Riau 
and takes her undergraduate studies 
in Communication Science (Mass 
Media) in Universitas Islam Riau. She 
was the editor in chief of Aklamasi 
student magazine for the period of 
2017/2018. She loves to read literature, 
to have discussions, to make new 
friends and sometimes she also climbs 
mountains. One of her favorite writers 
is  Pramoedya Ananta Toer. 

IXIX
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02 BUKU SERGAI ISI CETAK ENG.indd   161 11/4/18   9:29 PM



162L S P P

From Sergai To Kefa
An Anthology of Reports on the 
Daily Life of People

Mbah Mijem (80-years-old) routine every night. 
She spins the yarns to weave the stagen FOTOLARAS OLIVIA
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IN THE TERRACE of her house, she spins the yarns for her 
weavings. Her face is covered with wrinkles. Her cheekbones are 
prominent. She has white hair. Mbah Mijem pauses her activities 
to listen to an obituary in Javanese language broadcasted through 
the speakers. She remembers the death of her daughter two 
weeks ago. She left her with a granddaughter to accompany her 
in a quiet house. Her husband passed away, her other children 
life different cities.

That night, April 13, 2018, the cool breezes accompany the 
sounds of Mbak Mijem’s spinning device. Squnting her eyes, 
her fingers run through the black lawe (yard) to examine the 
connections. Then she spins the bicycle-wheel-like device once 
more. She divides the yarns from big rolls to smaller ones. “Iki 
jenenge ngukel lawe, coro ne tenun setagen katah (this is what 
yarn spinning looks like, there are a lot to do to weave a setagen),” 
Mbah Mijem smiles as she talks to me, both hands continue 

IX
True Weavers

Laras Olivia

Weaving stagen is a tradition in Sejatidesa passed through 
generations but weavers have to face the challenge from the 

demand of life and modernization.
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working on the yarns. She can only speak in Javanese. 
Hendi her grandson is with her in the terrace, playing with a 

cat their neighbour threw away. Judging from his posture, facial 
expression and high-pitched voice, at a glimpse, he looks like a 
regular kid. He is 24 already. As Pak Jemangi, one of the villagers, 
says - Hendi has developmental delay.

Women in this village, including Mbah Mijem, preserves 
cultural heritage from their ancestors by weaving setagen - a 
belt-like weaving. Unfortunately this activity is not suffice to 
cover for their daily necessities. So every planting season, Mbah 
Mijem leaves her home early in the morning, planting rice in 
other people’s field.

As they wait for the harvest season, the women weave. It 
takes two months to plant, tend and harvest rice. Hence, within 
that two month period, the weavers work on the orders from 
their clients.

Her frail feet bring Mbah Mijan to the field - around 700 
meters from her house. She works together in the field, with 
other women in her village, under the scorching sun, for survival. 
For one plot of land, she receives Rp. 25 thousand.  

She is 80 now. She might be hunchback, but she is strong 
enough to carry two to three piles of firewood for her kitchen. For 
years, her daily routine comprises going to the rice field, weaving 
and looking for firewoods. She does it all for her grandson. Handi 
does not have any stable job, sometimes he does some work in 
the car wash nearby for small change. Even though her two other 
children have decent life outside the village, Mbah Mijem never 
requests for their assistance.  

Nrimo ing pandum (to accept everything with gratitude) is a 
typical Javanese way of life, including hers. This value enables 
them to be resilient in the face of adversity such as poverty 
and marginalization. When people are in abundance, this value 
prevents them from greed, or aji mumpung.
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9. True Weavers

“Mangan (eating) tempe and tahu wis is enough, as long as 
rice is still affordable,” she says so.

In the afternoon, after completing her weaving, Mbah 
Mijem along with other mothers sit in the terrace of one of the 
neighbours. They talked lighty about simple stuff.  

“Nyayur opo kowe? (what do you cook for today?)” 
“Bacem.”
“Anakmu seng lanang wes tamat sekolah? (have your son 

finished school?)”
“Wes kerja opo, piye? (has he work, or what?)”

MBAH Mijem lives in Sejatidesa hamlet, part of Sumberarum 
village area, Moyudan sub-district, Sleman district. Sumberarum 
comprises of 16 hamlets and four former community or kelurahan. 
These communities are Lama Puluhan, Lama Jitar Dukuh, Lama 
Sejati, and Lama Sermo. Sejatidesa hamlet, where Mbah Mijem 
lives, is part of Lama Sejati community.

Based on its topography, Sumberarum is 125 above sea water 
with average rainfall of  2225 mm/year with its average 17-41° 
celsius per annum. Such climate is good for rice fields, leading it 
to become the village’s dominant features.

Progo river passes through Sumberarum. This river is one of 

Nrimo ing pandum 
(to accept everything with gratitude) 

is a typical Javanese way of life, 
including hers. This value enables 

them to be resilient in the face 
of adversity such as poverty and 

marginalization.
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the villager’s source of income - besides planting rice, raising 
cattles and weaving. They dig and filter sand coming from Merapi 
mountain and separate it from rocks.

That afternoon, as the water level drops, Ahmad Mujid and 
his wife, Sarikem, mine the sands on the riverbank. Muji digs the 
sand and hands it to Sarikem to filter with a net-like tool. He 
wipes the running sweats from his temple so they do not get into 
his eyes.

“The weather in Yogya unlikely reaches its highest 
temperature,” Sarikem comments. Climate change, caused 
by nature damages such as deforestation, raises the earth’s 
temperature. 

In spite of the scorching sun, Sarikem keeps on working. Sand 
for building material of 3.2 x 2.1 square meter that fits into a pick-
up truck is Rp 130 thousands. 

This middle-aged woman, married to a man from Lombok, 

Sejatidesa village mothers plant the rice
in their spare time after weaving FOTOLARAS OLIVIA
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used to spend her days weaving setagen, just like Mbah Mijem. 
Now, she decides not to weave anymore as she chooses to help 
her husband instead by joining him mining the sand. It was 
because the money she earns from selling setagen was not 
enough for her household necessities. She also cannot use the 
money from the sales of setagen immediately. She has to wait 
at least five days for the collectors to collect her works. Yet her 
day-to-day needs can not wait. 

“Yaa kudu kaya iki, Mbak. Kalau ndak, yoo ora iso mangan (Well, 
this is what I need to do, Mbak. Otherwise, we have nothing to 
eat),” Sarikem explains.

That is the story of Sarikem. Now it is the story of Jimah, 
another woman in the village.  

Ahmad Mujid and his wife, Sarikem, mine the 
sand – one of the extra income of Sejatidesa 
village people FOTOLARAS OLIVIA

9. True Weavers
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Setagen also has its 
long history and complements rituals. 

In the past, women of the Javanese 
royal family wears setagen for certain 

rituals. Setagen itself can reach up to 20 
metre, worn as part of a kebaya. Hence, 
setagen goes beyond the royal family. In 
the 1930s, women in Java wear setagen 
to tighten their stomach post labour. 
Gradually, setagen permeates outside 

Java from Sumatera to Maluku.

Jimah continues to weave up until now. As I visit her house, 
she tells me that she has been weaving since fifth grade of 
elementary school. Now she is 37 years old. For generations, her 
family are all weavers - that is why she wishes to preserve the 
tradition. “It (setagen) is cheap, yet I need to keep on weaving. 
This is what I know to earn a living,” she says so.

Tok tek tok tek.... Srok, srek, srok, srek...  
At first, I assume that is the sound I just heard came from the 

laborers mixing sands and cement. It actually comes from her 
manual loom - as she works on 200 metre setagen.

WEAVING has been part of Indonesia’s long history of cultural 
heritage. Each technique, materials and patterns symbolize 
certain philosophical meanings of the ancestors, the love of 
nature and the importance of rituals along the life journey. Each 
represents the nation’s identity.

Setagen also has its long history and complements rituals. In 
the past, women of the Javanese royal family wears setagen for 
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9. True Weavers

Some of the stagen to dry in front of the 
Sejatidesa houses FOTOLARAS OLIVIA

certain rituals. Setagen itself can reach up to 20 metre, worn as 
part of a kebaya. Hence, setagen goes beyond the royal family. In 
the 1930s, women in Java wear setagen to tighten their stomach 
post labour. Gradually, setagen permeates outside Java from 
Sumatera to Maluku.

Its glory years has gone now due to modern practicalities. 
Nowadays, women prefer corset for kebaya or gurita or corset 
with straps for post labour. Setagen price drops significantly in 
spite of its long and hard labour. A plain one-meter setagen is 
only Rp 1.800 to Rp 3.000. Usually, people sell setagen in a kodi, 
one kodi is 20 setagen, ranging from poor to good quality, from 
Rp 140 thousand to Rp 190 thousand.
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A NUMBER of young people came to Sejatidesa hamlet in 2013. 
They introduced innovation on setagen to the weavers. The 
weavers were excited. 

Fitria, a student of social and community empowerment, 
participated in the initiative. Plain setagen now became colorful 
and with patterns. They used natural dye on the yarn. This type 
of setagen is now known as ‘coloured setagen.’ Fitriana hopes 
that this innovation increases economic value and improve the 
livelihood of Sejatidesa weavers.Traditional weavings such as 
setagen can be preserved as cultural heritage, while at the same 
time, the local community’s economy improves.

It goes even further. In 2015, Fitri brought these women 
weavers for exhibitions and trainings in Jakarta. Now it is all in 
full launch.

Now Sejatidesa weavers create coloured setagen and sell 
them with higher price. Yet, some problems remains. Consumer 
education is needed, as the demand is still low and people is still 
used to plain ones. As they struggle, they need to be patient.

Yarns for the long stripes (pakan/length) and the short ones 
(lusen/width) for coloured setagen is more expensive than the 
ones used to weave the plain version. Coloured setagen should 
not piled up as they wait for sales.

Another innovation goes beyond color and motive, but also 
function. Coloured setagen becomes materials for bags, t-shirt, 
shoes and watch straps - under the label of Rainbow Weaving 
Craft. 

Even though now setagen is much more versatile, the weavers 
are worried - because they are not familiar with marketing. 
Another urgent issue is to ensure that the profit from setagen 
orders are distributed fairly for common welfare.

COOPERATION is the solution. On December 19, 2015, women 
in Sejatidesa gathered to discuss the establishment of village 
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cooperation. Retno Prihatini was chosen as head of the 
cooperation with 25 members. This saving and loan cooperation 
would work on savings and profits from craft. Even client orders 
come, this cooperation generates capitals for weavers in terms 
of production materials.

The cooperation covers coloured setagen and other related 
craft such as bags, brooch, wallet and t-shirt - ready to sale. 
For plain setagen, the old ways remain. Weavers sell directly 
to collectors every five days for quick money. This division is 
secured to avoid conflict between weavers and the cooperation.

Monthly meeting is scheduled every 25. This aims to discuss 
and monitor craft products.   

“I talk to the weavers to discuss any issues, to raise awareness 

171t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

9. True Weavers

Coloured stagen on the cooperation office display FOTOLARAS OLIVIA
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and to be more responsive in working with orders, but yes, some 
of them are sometimes grumpy,” Retno shares her experience 
in leading the cooperation. She was not a native Sejatidesa, she 
came from Purworejo then lived there.

The office of the cooperation was simple - 3 x 4 square meter 
only. A window display is on the front, showcasing coloured 
setagen, bags, wallets and bracelets as well as t-shirt with 
setagen patches.

The office is located on Sejatidesa entrance. It is rather 
shabby, with dust on the floor and spiderwebs in the corners. 
A mannequin is left naked. On the outside of the office, grasses 
grow tall, sugarcane dries out, the sun blazes as the breeze 
sweeps away.

A new building foundation is built near the office. “This will 
turn into a hall for community gathering,” explains Retno. The 
office is likely to move to the new premise. Retno’s husband, 
Sutikno, is the head of Sadar Wisata (Tourism Awareness) Group 
in Sejatidesa. Together with Sutikno, Retno aims to support 
Sejatidesa so people would recognize it as ‘Desa Pelangi Progo’ 
(Progo Village of Rainbow), inspired by the weavers’ coloured 
setagen. This is a wish that requires determination and hard 
work.

TO WEAVE coloured setagen is a challenge for Jimah. “I gave it 
a try. Thank God I get the hang of it. I have not weave plenty of 
it, but I get regular order,” she says. Her coloured setagen she 
weaved is now collected in the cooperation for sale.  

Jimah lives with one daughter and parents who are now more 
than 80 years old. Her husband is in Medan, but she does not 
know when he returns. Her elder mother often help Jimah weave 
her setagen and sometimes spin the yarn as well. With two 
manual looms available at home, Jimah and her mother weave 
diligently.

02 BUKU SERGAI ISI CETAK ENG.indd   172 11/4/18   9:29 PM



173t e r a s m i t r a . c o m

To make things easy, Jimah has one book of formula for each 
coloured setagen. She pins patches of the colour setagen on her 
notes with scribbles on the yarns she uses for its length or pakan 
and its width or lusen.

Weavers need natural and synthetic yarns to create coloured 
setagen. While synthetic yarns are available in the market, 
natural ones need a separate process.

Retno is the only one who colour (dye) yarns in Sejatidesa 
hamlet. One day she shows me tanks of light green, deep red and 
brown liquid. She does yarn or lawe dye as she is not a weaver. 

9. True Weavers

Mbah Niti, a woman as old as Mbah Mijem. She still weaves 
the stagen to preserve her cultural heritage. She weaves 
every morning after collecting firewoods. FOTOLARAS OLIVIA
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She learned how to dye three years ago through a training in 
Jakarta. It was an extraordinary experience for Retno. “For the 
first time I take a plan, live in a hotel and meet fellow crafters 
from East Nusa Tenggara,” she reminiscences. She also shares 
her experience being overwhelmed by request for interview 
from journalists in Jakarta.

Retno uses mahogany tree skin to create terracotta dye. For 
brown, green and deep red, she uses teak and tingi tree skins. 
She shares her tips, “When it comes to natural dye, there is no 
exact measure.” Natural dye has a number of positive aspects. No 
poisonous chemical substance, and Retno adds, “The colour stay 
as it does not fade.” She has to boil the tree skins and stir for two 
hours.

She stores her tanks of coloured liquid at her backyard. They 
remain in good condition for months. For her future, she has 
meagre hope, “Kulo wong deso genah nopo, cekap tuku uyah pun 
seneng (we are simple people, as long as we can still buy salt to 
flavour our dish, we are happy).”

Retno has one manual loom in her house. But because she 
rarely weave, it is used by Badriah, her neighbour, to weave the 
order. Around eight or ten in the morning, Bardiah come to weave. 
At the moment, she works on the order from Fitri, the initiator 
of Dreamdelion, who did her field social work (Kuliah Kerja 
Nyata/KKN) in Sejatidesa when she was a university student. 
Dreamdelion is a foundation working in education, health and 
environment, as well as economic empowerment. “Fitri tells me 
that she received the order from Bali,” Badriah says to me.

Badriah who is a native Sumbersari has travelled to Bogor and 
Depok in West Java when she was single. She used to work in a 
weaving factory. Yet the company collapsed. She returned home 
to become a weaver.

Kartini, one of Sejatidesa women also weaves setagen when 
she receives orders. She spends her time sewing baby carrying 
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bag. Kartini has her own workroom at home where she puts three 
sewing machine there. She puts her bags on the guest room. 
Together with her husband, Kartini sew the bags from eight in 
the morning to four in the afternoon.  Then she looks for grasses 
to feed her cattle.

Compared to setagen weaving, she earns more money by 
sewing in the amount that matches the minimum wage standard 
(Upah Minimun Kabulaten) in Sleman district of Rp 1.574.550 per 
month. “If I weave, I get a gross income around Rp 1 million, and 
I still have to buy materials,” she says.

Kartini has travelled outside her village and worked as a 
migrant worker in Malaysia. In 2008, she returns to Sejatidesa to 
get married so now she stays put. 

THE HOUSE used to have bamboo walls, but Mbah Mijen’s eldest 
son from Jakarta financed the renovation and changed it into 
bricks. The floor remains though.

In this quiet home, the TV is on. Mbah Mijem is ready for 
another round of weaving. When she is not weaving, she stores 
away her loom in the back, next to a simple dining table without 
any chairs. There are piles of old patches on her old bed.

She starts to work on the yarns or memalet. From the big 
balls, she divided them into smaller ones. On the average, the 

9. True Weavers

For her future, 
she has meagre hope, “Kulo wong deso 

genah nopo, cekap tuku uyah pun seneng 
(we are simple people, as long as we can 

still buy salt to flavour our dish,
 we are happy).”
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yarns had to be woven around 300 to 350 lines. Next is nyekir, a 
process of placing the balls into the loom and insert the yarn into 
small holes called pancingan and sisir. The big ball of yarn itself 
is called bum. Once the yarn is connected to the loom, the yarn 
for the length or pakan is inserted into the loom called teropong. 

Another obituary. 
This time is Kasiyah. She was Jimah’s 
aunt, a fellow weaver. Next to her old 

loom, Mbah Mijem 
is stunned. 

Mbah Mijem rested for awhile on bamboo mat in 
front of her veranda after she finished spinning 
the yarn FOTOLARAS OLIVIA
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9. True Weavers

Then the process of setagen weaving starts.
Srok... srek... srok... srek.... 
The loom starts making its sounds. Mbah Mijem’s wrinkled 

feet moved in a rhythm, left then right, then push down as if 
she puts a break in a motorbike. Her left and right hands control 
the yarn’s teropong. If she makes a wrong move, then it starts 
to get tangled. It happens. When it does, Mbah Mijem deeply 
inhales and works on the tangles. While doing so, she shares her 
life stories with me. When she was young, she used to help the 
mother in the market. When she was a teenager, she learned 
how to weave.

Today is Monday, April 16, 2018. Suddenly an announcement is 
broadcasted from the loudspeaker in the nearby mushola. Hendi, 
her grandson, placed her index finger in front of his lips, signalling 
for a quick pause so we all can hear the announcement clearly. 
Another obituary. This time is Kasiyah. She was Jimah’s aunt, a 
fellow weaver. Next to her old loom, Mbah Mijem is stunned. 

(*)
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Yepuni Giyai
Yepuni Giyai, or many called him Jefry 

Giay, is the first of three brothers in the 
family. Born February 10, 1995, in Onago 
Village Deiyai District Papua, he spends 
his leisure time to write and read. 
He now studies in Universitas Papua 
majoring in Diploma of Informatics, 
Department of Computer Engineering, 
2014. 

He leads Woogadabii-Wookebadabii 
01 Manokwari magazine as chief of 
editor. Beforehand, he worked for Beko 
Magazine from June 2014 as a reporter. 

He joined Central Mountain Student 
Association or Ikatan Mahasiswa 
Pegunungan Tengah (IMPT). This was an 
organization comprising of all students 
of IMPT, established in March 28, 1998, 
based on the agreement of IMPT Papua 
Manokmari actors - yet it was not 
legalized by relevant institution

X
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Students with special needs learn how to create 
lurik based craft FOTOJEFRY GIYAI
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ALLOW me to introduce myself. Yepuni Giyai is my full name. 
People call me Jefry Giay. I was born in Onago Village, Deiyai 
District, West Papua. I live in Deiyai dormitory in Woogadabii-
Wookebadabii 01 Manunggal Besar  in Amban Manokwari West 
Papua. 

It takes more than 8 hours from Rendani Airport in Manokwari 
to fly to Yogyakarta. When the plane touches down in Yogyakarta, 
I am grateful for God’s blessings to be able to fly to Yogyakarta 
by plane. This is my first flight to the city of Yogyakarta. This 
city is busy in the morning, afternoon and evening with cars and 
motorbikes - much more crowded compared to Manokwari. 

From Yogyakarta’s Adisutjipto airport, Bapak Najib Kilalawang 
picks me up and takes me for a ride around Yogyakarta. Our first 
visit is to Lawe Indonesia, where we meet with Lawe Indonesia 
Program Manager, Wiraswati Yuliani (Ibu Atik). Ibu Atik explains 

X
Teaching Children with 

Special Needs to Preserve 
Cultural Heritage 

Yepuni “Jefry” Giyai

People with special needs face discrimination 
to access to education and work. Lawe women 
community empowers them through weavings.
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a great deal about Lawe Indonesia’s program for the people. This 
program is about improving the quality of Indonesian weavings, 
supporting vulnerable women, empowering diffable people as well 
as providing assistance for them and developing product designs 
based on local potentials for a number of community groups all 
over different parts of Indonesia. 

As I come to Yogyakarta, Lawe Indonesia is delivering an 
empowerment program for children with special needs in 
Dharmaputra Semin school for special needs, Gunung Kidul. The 
objective is to equip the school children with sewing skills to 
create souvenirs they can sell. “In the beginning, not all people 
are receptive to the idea of empowerment, some resisted,” Bu Atik 
explains. Yet Bu Atik continues to pursue the idea due to supports 
from a number of teachers. 

“We continue working on the idea, and finally the teachers who 
were not supportive at the beginning turn around and be involved 
diligently. They actively participate,” Bu Atik explains. 

Besides delivering routine materials, Ibu Atik also teaches 
them several other skills such as traditional music, marching 
band, how to produce natural fertilizer, tie dye, how to create 
recycled products as well as sewing. Some of these skills are put 
in competitions by the government offices. Crafts and clothing 
from traditional weavings made by children with special needs 
are highly appreciated in those competitions. Their crafts of a 
lantern made from plastic spoons and glasses put them on the 
third rank. They even win first prize in the district level for their 
clothing made from traditional weavings. This clothing bring them 
to the province leve. 

Based on Central Bureau of Statistics on Yogyakarta data, 
there are 1,106 people with special needs in Semin Sub District, 
Gunung Kidul District, in 2010 alone. Hence educational program 
dedicated for people with special needs, especially children, are 
urgent and highly needed. 
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ON the second day, Ibu Atik and Bapak Nadjib drive me to the 
school managed by Darma Putra Foundation located in Keracan 
Semin Village, Gunung Kidul. This is a school for children with 
special needs. Children learn how to read and write while learning 
to sew clothings, bags, wallets and any other crafts. The main 
materials they use is traditional lurik. I have never seen lurik in my 
hometown in Manokwari. Children in the place I lived had never 
been exposed to sewing - be it at homes or in schools. 

I also observe how lurik is made in this school. Lurik is made 
with equipment I had never seen before in Manokwari. According 
to both foundation and school representatives, lurik weaving 
is a tradition that lasted for generations in the people of Java, 
particularly in Yogyakarta. Lurik crafts are available in the form of 
bags, wallets, clothing for men and women sold in both modern 
and traditional markets. 

EDUCATIONAL program for children with special needs in 
Gunung Kidul, Yogyakarta, cannot happen without the patient 
teachers. Just like my teachers in Manokwari who are patient 
with the students so the children in Papua can be as smart as the 
children in Java. 

10. Teaching Children with Special 
Needs to Preserve Cultural Heritage

I also observe how lurik 
is made in this school. Lurik is made 

with equipment I had never seen 
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Where I come from, there are many teachers on their non-
tenured status. Those teachers have taught for years. Many 
of those teachers have to survive with Rp 300 thousand a 
month. Based on Antara news I read, they receive the money 
three months afterward. Not long ago, these teachers file their 
complaint to Manokwari House of Representatives. They demand 
the government to pay attention to them. 

When I am in Darma Putra, I ask the teachers about their 
status. Some of them too have non-tenured status. They teach 
children with special needs how to read, write and count. With 
the assistance from Lawe community, these teachers teach the 
students how to sew and weave. The training is not part of the 
national education curriculum.

Sewing training in Dharma Putera 
Foundation School for the Special Needs FOTODOK. LAWE
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I met with her and Bu Srinani, the founder of the school. She 
too has non-tenured status. Bu Srinani is a 58 year old, graduated 
from Prima School for Teachers in Kadipiro, then she pursued 
her Diploma II to teach children with special needs. She tells 
me that she has been offered a position of a civil servant to be 
assigned to Kalimantan. Yet she refused because she prefer to 
continue teaching in the school she helped build. 

“I am okay with being a non-tenured teacher forever as long 
as I can be with children with special needs,” he said. 

This school for children with special needs is set up in 1992. 
The total number of students they have is 87 children. They 
come from Gunung Kidul and Klaten areas. There are people 
going and back and forth to their homes, some other remain in 
the dormitory. This foundation has 3,000 square metre of land. 

Bu Srinani tells me a story that in the beginning, the road 
toward this school was bumpy. Everytime she went to teach, Bu 
Srinani had to walk from the street along the path. Now the path 
has been covered with asphalt. 

Since the beginning of her teaching, some consider her crazy. 
To their parents, children with special needs are damaged goods. 
Some of them cannot accept them as they are. Some do not even 
want to bring their children to the school. Bu Srinani explains 
that many of children in the school experience delays in their 
intellectual and mental development.

“So in teaching reading and writing, we develop our children 
according to his or her capability. We match with his or her 

I am okay with 
being a non-tenured teacher forever 
as long as I can be with children with 

special needs

10. Teaching Children with Special 
Needs to Preserve Cultural Heritage
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ability. Our lessons are in accordance to their capacities. We do 
not force them, we cater the needs of each child differently,” Bu 
Srinani elaborates.

Gradually, Bu Srinani’s school for children with special needs 
are appreciated by the people. Later on, this school builds more 
facilities and received assistance from The Coordinating Council 
for Social Welfare (Badan Koordinasi Kegiatan Kesejateraan 
Sosial/BK3S) in Yogyakarta.

AS I am in Yogyakarta, I visit Kurnia Lurik Weaver Group (Kelompok 
Penenun Kain Lurik Kurnia). During the 2006 Earthquake, their 
building was heavily damaged. The group stopped their activity. 
They had to, all of their tools for weaving were destroyed.

Lawe Women Community then dropped a visit to the weaving 
group. This community set up a sewing skill training for 45 
mothers who were victims of the earthquake. Lawe Community 
then assisted the group to develop their lurik weavings. 

Until today, the number of weavers in the group reach around 
65 people. Members of the group comprise of women and men 
from 50 to 70 years old. Besides traditional lurik weavers, they 
too work as peasants in the rice fields. They are not the owners 
thought. This situation is different in the place where I lived, 
Papua. Our staple food in Papua is not even rice. 

According to Lawe Community organizers, rebuilding lurik 
weaving in post 2006 earthquake was not a simple straight 
forward attempt. Not all weavers, especially the young ones, were 
willing to return working. They would rather work elsewhere. 
They preferred working in stores, factories or even out of time 
looking for more updated jobs. 

After the earthquake, lurik weaving starts to re-emerge. Yet it 
is now in the hands of the elders, just like what Herlin Siswanti, 
one of Lawe Community organizers, say. 

Gradually, this community starts to visit a number of schools 
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so lurik weaving skills and other traditional crafts can be taught 
to students in the area. After pushing through a number of 
challenges, the schools starts to accept the idea and teach lurik 
weaving skills and other traditional crafts in schools. 

Lawe Women Community starts to market weavings and other 
works produced by the groups. They are also exhibited outside 
Yogyakarta. Those events include craft exhibition in Jakarta and 
abroad. 

In 2007, Lawe community and lurik weavings groups they 
assisted participate in International Handicraft (Inacraft). It is 
annual exhibition in Jakarta for big scale craft products. Craft 
products exhibited come from various parts of Indonesia. 

Now Lawe Community has 21 organizers, all received 

Preparing yarns for lurik weavings FOTOJEFRY GIYAI
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Yogyakarta-based standard minimum wage. The total number of 
seamstress comprises of 31 people. This community works with 
weaver groups. It includes lurik and stagen weaving groups. This 
community continues to assist the weavers group for economic 
empowerment, especially the women’s group.

FROM Adi Sucipto Airport, Yogyakarta, I return to Manokwari. 
Travelling back home take almost the same time as I am to 
Yogyakarta for the first time. 

When I am in Yogyakarta, I learn a lot from Lawe Community. 
I learn a lot particularly on children with special needs, as they 
are taught how to read, write, count, sew, weave and produce 
crafts so their products could be sell to the market. 

I also learn from the activities of the foundation and groups 

Special need teachers training for trainer FOTODOK. LAWE
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providing assistance to children with special needs as well as 
their parents. These groups push for economic empowerment 
and welfare improvement. 

Before going to Yogyakarta, I often meet children with special 
needs in Papua. Based on Central Bureau of Statistic report in 
online media that I read, total population of individuals with 
special needs in West Papua reach 3.900 people. This may be the 
ones registered by the government. 

I have heard stories of people with special needs in the 
area. In 2016, I heard the story of Oliyatin Giyai, a 24-year-old 
women. She came from the family of Ferdinandus Giyai  living in 
Onago Village, Deiyai District. They lived inside an old honai or 

Victims of Yogya earthquake are now empowered FOTODOK. LAWE
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After a couple of days, 
her body was found. The mothers in the 
riverbank sadly remembered her death 
and told me Oliyanti Giyai became the 

women “who died quietly

traditional house, not far from the village river.
At that time, the mute Oliyatin Giyai would like to play on 

the riverbank. After pushing her wooden boat into the river, she 
climbed onto it and paddled to cross the river. In the middle, the 
water filled out the boat. As she tried to take the water out, the 
boat swung. Then the boat collapsed. She fell into the river and 
was drowned. 

After a couple of days, her body was found. The mothers in 
the riverbank sadly remembered her death and told me Oliyanti 
Giyai became the women “who died quietly.”

 (*)
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