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REDD+ in Indonesia 2010-2015 provides a summary
of a five-year collaboration between the Anthropology
Departments at the University of Oslo, Norway, and Universi-
tas Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta, Indonesia, which started in
2010. The thematic focus of the collaboration was an investi-
gation of the REDD+programme, an international initiative in 
which the partnership between the governments of Norway 
and Indonesia constituted a substantial part. 

Summary of the special qualities of the pro-
gramme:

• Focused collaborative research project involv-
ing, staff and students from Norway and Indo-
nesia with a common methodology

• Master students used as main field workers and 
collectors of material

• Follow-up on developments in the same loca-
tions over a five year period

• Supervision workshops in the field
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Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) is a climate mitigation framework 
designed to provide incentives to protect and restore forest. A significant proportion of the world’s emissions 
of greenhouse gases comes from deforestation and land use change. Forest conservation has been a part of the 
UNFCCC (UN Framework Convention on Climate Change) Climate Talks since 2005 with the hope that REDD+ 
will be a part of a new international climate agreement to follow the Kyoto Protocol. In the influential review by 
Sir Nicholas Stern The Economics of Climate Change (2006), curbing deforestation was identified as a highly 
cost-effective method to reduce carbon emissions. Financing such initiatives could come, first, in the form of com-
pensation from the international community to cover the costs of transition and management of forest protection, 
and then to integrate it into an international carbon market. In the absence of a global agreement and based on the 
suggestions in the Stern Review, bilateral partnerships and private initiatives have created REDD+ in countries 
with tropical forests. Norway has played a major part, accounting for over half of total REDD+ funding to date. 

The principle of results-based payment is at the core of REDD+. Even as the importance of biodiversity and 
community rights is increasingly stressed, what separates this framework from other attempts at forest conser-
vation is the promise of payment for avoided carbon emissions. This is based on comparison with a calculated 
‘without-REDD’ scenario baseline. REDD+ can be seen as a part of a wider process of framing the environment 
in economic and bureaucratic terms: a commodification of nature. However, to assign value to carbon storage in 
forests is to isolate one aspect or role of the ecosystem, ignoring its complex holistic nature. 1

Over time, REDD+ has moved from a project focused on carbon and trees to a wider transformational approach 
stressing the co-benefits of forest conservation, community rights and biodiversity.2 Economists, policy-makers, 
environmental organizations and human rights groups all struggle to define what REDD+ is or should be.3

Introduction

Jambi

West Kalimantan

Central Kalimantan

West Papua

Central Sulawesi

Summary of key findings

• It takes time. Progress on the ground has so far been very limited
• REDD+ has become mainly an issue of people and tenure rights
• Public and private stakeholders are often in conflict over selection of sites, business-as-usu-

al interests remain strong
• Local NGOs have become empowered - but not necessarily local communities
• Local people are confused and ambivalent about REDD+
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REDD in Indonesia

Indonesia is the third largest greenhouse gas emitter 
in the world after USA and China, most of which come 
from forests. During the Climate Talks in Bali in 2007, 
the Indonesian president Susilo Bambang Yodhyono 
pledged to cut the country’s emissions by 26% (if acting 
alone), or 41% with financial  help from the internation-
al community. During the same meeting the Norwegian 
Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg committed up to 3 bil-
lion Norwegian kroner (about 0.5 billion USD) per year 
to REDD-related projects. In 2010 Indonesia signed 
a Letter of Intent  (LoI) with Norway outlining their 
REDD partnership, and the country has since entered 
into several bi- and multilateral agreements on REDD,  
including other countries, international organizations, 
environmental groups and private companies. 

The Indonesia-Norway LoI outlines some preparatory 
steps for a partnership for REDD, including a national 
strategy, a separate agency reporting directly to the 
president, a forest concession moratorium, and a fund-
ing instrument based on ‘contributions-for-delivera-
bles’. The LoI commits to a payment of up to 1 billion 
USD upon fulfillment of the agreement. Norway has 
since employed a “light touch” policy of refraining from 
interference. 

Central Sulawesi was chosen as the UN-REDD demon-
stration area for REDD-Readiness and Central Kalim-
antan was chosen as a pilot province for the Norway-In-
donesia cooperation. These are two of the provinces 
focused on in this research project.

Some important obstacles to succesful imple-
mentation

Since the signing of the LoI, REDD+ has been actively 

debated in Indonesia, with tenure rights proving to be 
a much contested issue. With REDD+, rights to car-
bon - as an isolated aspect of ecosystems that is given 
monetary value - is added to already complex, overlap-
ping and often conflicting sets of access, use and tenure 
rights that vary greatly between regions and groups. In 
Indonesia, the state, through the Ministry of Forestry, 
can claim ownership over as much as 70% of total land 
area, while indigenous groups without written proof 
of land ownership have historically had little security. 
Indonesian as well as international civil society groups 
have argued that for REDD+ to work, a thorough re-
vision of the legal framework and strengthening of the 
rights of forest-dependent peoples must come first. 

Forests are not empty spaces, but home to millions of 
people worldwide. As many as 1 billion people4 may 
rely directly on forests to cover their basic needs such 
as food and fuel. Many of these are indigenous or mar-
ginalized groups. Any project that focuses exclusively on 
non-human life in forests thus runs the risk of hurting 
already vulnerable groups.5 Quite apart from ethical 
considerations there is also a practical argument:  local 
forest-dwelling people are often claimed to be the best 
guardians of the forest, and their exclusion likely to 
damage the conservation goal of the project. 

The main focus of REDD+ 
on the ground in Indone-
sia today is the rights of 
the people living in and 
around the forests

A team from the Royal Norwe-
gian Embassy in Jakarta, includ-
ing Ambassador Stig Traavik, 
visited Buntoi in 2012, a village 
in Central Kalimantan that has 
become a REDD+ demonstration 
site. This village is one of the 
fieldsites in the research project. 
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State land is managed through concessions, and gov-
ernment agencies can lease land to companies wishing 
to exploit the resources. With each ministry operating 
largely unsynchronized with each other, this has re-
sulted in frequently overlapping concessions awarded 
through non-transparent processes. Scrutiny of one 
sub-district in Central Kalimantan revealed as many 
as 27 overlapping concessions and land claims. The 
REDD+ Task Force has launched the ‘One Map’ initia-
tive, a project to create one official complete map of the 
country that could be used in the design, implementa-
tion and monitoring of forest projects. This is a difficult 
and controversial exercise. The Indonesian map has 
been described as a ‘state secret ‘. Ministry claims are 
challenged by Indonesian NGOs who use participatory 
mapping as a political tool to present terrains as these 
correspond to the understanding of the people who live 
there. This results in an awareness of more complex 
forms of ownership and access rights. 

Many challenges remain for REDD+ in Indonesia. Ten-
ure rights are contested, and a space has been opened 
for debate over the rights of indigenous groups, a topic 

historically suppressed in the previous decades. There 
are only a handful of operative concrete REDD+ pro-
jects, but the main focus of REDD+ on the ground in 
Indonesia today is the rights of the people living in and 
around those forests. 

By the beginning of 2015, the first two ‘readiness’ phas-
es of the Indonesia-Norway partnership were almost 
completed, but due to little progress only a small pro-
portion of the total 1 billion dollars had been spent. 

Letter of Intent between Indonesia and Norway

The Letter of Intent signed by Indonesia and Norway in 2010 has been important for the development of 
REDD+ policy. Importantly, the document specified that all relevant stakeholders should be included through 
a process of full and effective participation. The following is an excerpt from the Letter of Intent on “Cooper-
ation on reducing greenhouse gas emissions from deforestation and forest degradation”. 

II. PURPOSE AND FOCUS OF THE PARTNERSHIP

The purpose of the Partnership is to contribute to significant reductions in greenhouse gas emissions from 
deforestation, forest degradation and peatland conversion through:
a. Conducting a policy dialogue on international climate change policy, in particular international policy 
on REDD+. 
b. Collaboration in supporting the development and implementation of Indonesia’s REDD+ strategy. 

III. GENERAL APPROACH AND PRINCIPLES

In their cooperation, both Participants intend to:
a. Ensure that this Partnership be based on, and that nothing in this Partnership is or shall be in conflict 
with, the UNFCCC and the Global REDD+ Partnership. 
b. Give all relevant stakeholders, including indigenous peoples, local communities and civil society, 
subject to national legislation, and, where applicable, international instruments, the opportunity of full 
and effective participation in REDD+ planning and implementation. 
c. Seek a proportional and progressive scaling up of financing, actions and results over time, based on 
the principle of contributions-for-delivery. 
d. Be fully transparent regarding financing, actions and results. 
e. Encourage the participation of other development partners. 
f. Ensure coordination with all other REDD+ initiatives, including the UN-REDD Programme, the Forest 
Carbon Partnership Facility, the Forest Investment Program and other bi- and multilateral REDD+ initiatives 
taking place in Indonesia. 
g.     Seek to ensure the economic, social and environmental sustainability and integrity of our REDD+ efforts. 

With each ministry operat-
ing largely unsynchronized 
with each other, this has 
resulted in frequently over-
lapping concessions award-
ed through non-transpar-
ent processes
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It remains to be seen whether the new president and 
cabinet will substantially change direction, for example 
what will be the effect of decisions to place the national 
REDD+ Agency (BP REDD) under the authority of the 
Ministry of Forestry.

The anthropological research project on 
REDD+ 

Since the commitment made by Norway at the Bali COP, 
Norway has become a major stakeholder in REDD in 
a number of countries, and the Social Anthropologist  
professor Signe Howell at the Department of Social 
Anthropology, University of Oslo together with the 
Political Economist, professor Desmond McNeill at 
the Centre for Environment and Development also at 
the University of Oslo, decided in 2010 to initiate a 
research project that would study  the implementa-
tion of REDD in countries in Latin America, Tanzania 
and Indonesia.  The anthropological method of long-
term participant-observation at localities ear-marked 
for REDD was thought to be able to uncover what was 
“really going on” in the communities in more detail 
than was available from reports based on very short 
visits. The idea was that students would  return to the 
same countries  for several years in order to observe the 
progress of the implementation; record experiences of 
all kinds – technical, social, economic - as well as the 

perceptions of REDD by the different agents involved, 
from national and local politicians and bureaucrats, 
national  and local NGOs,  as well as the communities 
themselves. Due to limited funds, we could only support 
master (not doctoral) students, undertaking six months 
fieldwork. However,  students were enthusiastic and 
each year between four to six anthropology master stu-
dents  set off to  Paraguay, Ecuador, Bolivia, Tanzania 
and Indoneisia. Alltogether 23 master theses have, and 
15 more are currently in the fieldwork or writing stage.

In order to gain the best understanding of the issues 
involved, the students divided their time  between living 
in a community and accompanying one or two relevant 
NGOs who were employed to facilitate the relationship 
between the REDD project and the community. The 
students were given a broad working plan that guided 
them to the kind of issues to look for in the field. By and 
large, this worked very well; the students were able to 
pick up the local understandings – and often confusions 
- regarding the purpose and likely benefits of REDD by 
all involved stakeholders.

REDD+ in Indonesia: A collaborative research 
project by the Departments of Anthropology 
at the University of Oslo, Norway, and Univer-
sitas Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

We decided to concentrate our research on Indonesia-
for three reasons. First, this was a country that both 
Howell and McNeill knew from earlier research and 
investigations. Second, we had established an extremely 
good collaborative relationship with colleagues in the 
Anthropology department of Universitas Gadjah Mada, 
in Yogyakarta. Third, Norway is a major stakeholder in 
REDD in Indonesia. One billion US dollars promised 
upon the fulfillment of certain criteria has resulted in 
REDD achieving a major strategic importance in Indo-
nesian forest policy. Altogether, it seemed a good idea 
to concentrate our efforts here. That has proved to be 
the case. 

Masters students from the 
two departments have un-
dertaken fieldwork of six 
months duration for the 
last five years in the areas 
where REDD is being pro-
posed or established

Some of the master theses produced as 
a part of this project at Universitas Gad-
jah Mada and the University of Oslo
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WORKSHOP ON REDD IN INDONESIA: 
SOME EXPERIENCES FROM THE FIELD

Program 25. April 2013,  Yogyakarta
Department of Anthropology, Universitas Gadjah 

Mada, Yogyakarta

Welcome
Dr. Anna Marie Wattie -  UGM

Background to the project and some general find-
ings about the implementation of REDD

Dr. Pujo Semedi – UGM

Indonesia and REDD:  some structural challenges
Prof  Desmond McNeill, - UiO

 Discussion

Voices from NGOs: 
Walhi (Arie Rompas, Palangkaraya), Pokja Pantau 
(Andy, Palu), Kehati (Gusti, Pontianak), Warsi (Ra-
khmat Hidayat & Rudi, Jambi), HuMa (Bernadus Steni)

Students findings  1. Central Sulawesi 2011
2011: Novi, Ida, Harsya, Ipul

2013: Ides, Very

Student findings 2. Central Kalimantan  
2012: Manggala, Fiona

2013: Elna, Laras, Yetty

Student Findings 3. Jambi  
2013: Anne, Dara, Upik

Discussion

Voices from the authorities:  
REDD+ Task Force (Heru Prasetyo, UKP4 ) /  REDD+ Pa-
langkaraya (Bambang)

Final Comments:  
CIFOR  (Dr. Stibniati Atmadja) 

Conclusion: 
Desmond McNeill  and  Pujo Semedi

Workshops and seminars

Communication between the political actors involved in 
REDD+ and research dissemination has been a central part 
of the project. Students engaged in fieldwork and senior staff 
met for annual seminars and fieldsite visits in Indonesia. 

In 2013 Universitas Gadjah Mada hosted a successful work-
shop bringing together central actors in Indonesian REDD+ 
policy together with NGOs, students and professors. 

Top left: Professor Desmond McNeil from SUM, University of Oslo, at an 
annual seminar in Indonesia.  
Bottom left: Students on a field trip during an annual seminar. 
Top right: Heru Prasetyo, leader of the REDD+ Task Force in Indonesia, 
speaking at the workshop hosted by UGM in Yogyakarta, 2013. 
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Central research themes

1. Social practices in the community with re-
gard to local forest management: the particu-
larity of the community’s distribution of access 
to forest, and spatial, temporal and taxonomic 
classifications relevant to forest management. 

2. Community understanding of REDD+: dis-
tribution of knowledge about REDD+ and in-
fluence over forest management, with special 
attention to gender. 

3. Actual policy development for the REDD+ 
Programme in the relevant regions studied in 
relation to REDD+ implementation and gov-
ernance issues. 

4. REDD+ Programme-implementing Non-Gov-
ernmental Organisations: the perspectives 
and motivations of NGOs for engaging with 
REDD+, and their views of the other actors 
in the Programme. The performance of FPIC 
by government, civil society and commercial 
actors.

5. Interaction between the community and 
other institutions such as NGOs, market forces, 
government officials, and universities. 

6. Formal and informal governance at national 
and local level. 

Masters students from the two departments have un-
dertaken fieldwork of six months duration for the last 
five years in the areas where REDD is being proposed 
or established (Central Sulawesi, Central and Western 
Kalimantan, Jambi and West Papua) in order to follow 
the developments as they unfold. The research has been 
performed according to a common plan and has been 
intensively supervised by senior academic staff from 
the two universities who also have undertaken their 
own research. Our main purpose has been to grasp 
what happens on the ground, and to elicit and analyse 
the various constraints and challenges in communica-
tion between the actors involved (local communities, 
NGOs, local and central authorities).  Six months par-
ticipant-observation fieldwork has been done by the 
Indonesian and Norwegian students both jointly and 
independently. They have accompanied selected NGOs 
in their day-to-day REDD associated activities and they 
have lived for several months in a REDD designated 
community. The intention is to gain a more profound 
understanding of the issues involved than is available 
from questionnaire type surveys based on short visits. 

Each year the academic staff from the two departments 
have met in one of the regional capitals together with 
all the students in order to undertake a supervision 
workshop of the progress of their fieldwork. Students 
present their findings and receive comments and sug-
gestions on how to obtain the optimal results from the 
remaining half of their time in the field.  They also ben-
efit from each other’s experiences.  This has proved an 
original and highly useful initiative. During the period 
of the workshop, short field trips have been arranged 
to the students’ communities. In addition many meet-

ings have been held with relevant local authorities  and 
with local NGOs that students have worked with; giving 
the staff detailed insight into what is happening in the 
communities.  

In order to further enhance the benefits of the collabo-

Long-term fieldwork 
enables researchers to 
get behind the scenes

Planting seedlings as a 
part of the KFCP project in 
Central Kalimantan
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ration, two UGM students have been given the oppor-
tunity after completed fieldwork to spend the autumn 
semester at the anthropology department of UiO. Here 
they attend lectures and sit exams. We arranged work-
ing seminars led by Howell and McNeill in which the 
Indonesian and Norwegian students present their find-
ings and draft chapters for dissertation for discussion 
in the group. Both sets of students benefit from this.  

At a senior level, staff from UGM have visited UiO on 
several occasions and spent up to two months there.  
During the period they have participated in a number 
of international workshops and conferences organized 
in the department on topics of relevance to the study 
of REDD and the environment more generally.  Several 
articles have resulted from this. (see page 24-25)

Our research on REDD in Indonesia (and elsewhere) 
has attracted the attention of scholars and policy-mak-
ers in many countries. Findings from the in-depth study 
of REDD is increasingly being sought by academics and 
policy-makers alike. Our project is a very early sus-
tained and comparative project and, as such, our find-
ings are of interest to many. Both the Norwegian and the 
Indonesian academic staff have been invited to present 
at  a number of conference in Norway and elsewhere.  

SUM 4200 course module on ‘Forests and Gov-
ernance’

To complement this initiative, SUM organised a two-
week teaching module on ‘Forests and Governance’ us-
ing the case of REDD+ to study governance issues from 
global to local. This was taught in the autumn semester 
of each year, as part of SUM’s two-year interdiscipli-
nary Masters course entitled Culture, Environment and 
Sustainability. The lectures were given by Signe Howell, 
Desmond McNeill and Mariel Aguilar Støen (natural 
resource management). Anthropology students from 
SAI and UGM were invited to attend.

The REDD Network

Based at SUM, the REDD network was created to en-
courage and support collaboration between researchers, 
including master students, working on REDD+. An-
thropology students from SAI and UGM participated 
actively, and – in the case of two of them – were engaged 
as coordinators of the network for a year. Students par-
ticipating in the group drew on fieldwork about REDD+ 
in not only Indonesia, but also countries in Africa and 
South America, encouraging comparison and reflec-
tion on REDD+ as a global project with different local 
expressions. 

Decentralization and the post-Suharto era

Under President Suharto’s authoritarian regime the Ministry of Forestry had virtually complete control over 
the country’s large forested areas. Concessions, especially for logging, were often distributed to companies 
with ties to military and political elites, with little transparency. Local forest administration was reduced to 
bodies that implement central decisions. In 1999, following massive student protests, Suharto were forced 
to resign. In the years that followed, Indonesia underwent a process of decentralization under the regional 
autonomy law, devolving responsibilty from central to provincial and municipal government. 

The distribution of responsibility in the forestry sector between different levels of government remains unclear. 
Under regional autonomy district officials could prepare new spatial plans and development strategies. They 
could award relatively small-scale permits for forest conversion, and often relied heavily on forest conversion 
through logging and plantations. Within the ideological context of decentralization, a space was opened for 
forest-dependent people to reassert their claims to the forest. However, the central government, and espe-
cially the Ministry of Forestry, have been reluctant to concede their control of Indonesia’s resources. They 
have enacted several regulatory measures to avoid ‘excesses’ of decentralized policy, in a process cautiously 
dubbed recentralization.  (Norad 2010) 

Reform of regulatory framework and bureaucratic institutions has been an important element in the Nor-
way-Indonesian REDD+ Partnership. Some unintended political consequences have arisen, as REDD+ is used 
by the civil society as a tool to bring issues suppressed under Suharto’s authoritarian rule back into the realm 
of politics. REDD+ has become an agent in the democratization process of Indonesia, and an ingredient in 
the process of decentralization, with many important decisions allocated to provincial or district levels, at the 
same time as the central government attempts to use it as tool to reassert their control over the forestry sector. 
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Forest management in Indonesia

The Basic Forestry Act of 1967 classified 73% of Indonesia’s total land as state forests under central control. 
The Indonesian Ministry of Forestry categorizes forests by function, and these are used as guidelines for how 
individuals and companies can use the area. 

• Conservation Areas (Kawasan Konservasi)

• Protected Forest (Hutan Lindung)

• Limited Production Forest (Hutan Produksi Terbatas)

• Permanent Production Forest (Hutan Produksi Tetap)

• Convertible Forest (Hutan Produksi Konversi)

REDD+ projects are based on different categories depending on the province and proponent. In Central Sulw-
esi individual initiatives are based on the existing system of Forest Management Units (Kesatuan Pengelolaan 
Hutan –KPH), an administrative unit that can include several different categories of forest. In comparison, 
the market-driven private REDD+ initiatives in Central Kalimantan (i.e. Rimba Raya Biodiversity Reserve and 
Rimba Makmur Utama) are concession-based, with the bulk of their area being  Conversion Forest –forests 
otherwise destined for conversion to plantations. 

Left: Signe Howell, Pujo Semedi and Nicolaas Warouw during a fieldwork workshop in Palu in Central Sulawesi, 2011. 
Right: Students and staff meeting with local NGO Yayasan Merah Putih in Central Sulawesi, 2011. 

Ethnographic fieldwork

As a part of the project “Comparative Perspectives on 
REDD” 29 master students from the University of Oslo 
in Norway and the University of Gadjah Mada in Indo-
nesia have done fieldwork in Indonesia about REDD+. 
With an aproximately six months spent in the field by 
each students this amounts to more than 14 years of ef-
fective field experience. The research has focused on five 
Indonesian provinces that are important in the context 
of REDD+: Central Sulawesi, Central Kalimantan, West 
Kalimantan, Jambi and West Papua. 

Participant observation is central to ethnographic field-
work. The students live with a local family during the 
fieldwork in order to gain insight into the dynamics of 
the household and get closer connections with members 
of the community. All Norwegian students underwent an 
intensive Indonesian language course before embarking 
on fieldwork, and interviews and conversations were 
primarily conducted in Indonesian or local languages. 



Benefits of the collaboration 
This collaborative research project relied on long-term fieldwork to enable researchers to get behind the 
scene of REDD+.

Indonesian and Norwegian students working together was mutually beneficial:
• Language (Norwegian students learning Bahasa Indonesia)
• Exposure to unfamiliar culture (in both countries)
• Different anthropological traditions
• Communication in the field
• Staff supervision in the field halfway through fieldwork:
• Staff visit student sites
• Comparative analysis across sites
• Guidance (academic and practical) for the second half of fieldwork

Indonesian students benefit from attending UiO for 3 months:
• Enhanced their anthropological (and also English language) skills.

Staff benefits:
• Able to draw on rich empirical material for academic publications
• UGM staff visiting Oslo gave opportunity to exchange ideas, attend conferences etc.

Benefits of a five-year programme:
• Established good contacts with NGOs and local government which could be built on over time
• Allowed research to learn about changes over time, and also comparative (in different locations)

Key findings of the research
• It takes time. Progress has so far been very limited.

• Indonesian authorities – both national and local  - are largely positive to REDD.  The LoI with Norway   
has given leverage to the idea of REDD+ in government.

• Conflict of interest between different public agencies in regions earmarked for REDD+

• The Norwegian policy of “light touch” that prevents them from interfering in Indonesian decision-making 
has been criticized as being detrimental to progress.

• Uncertainty remains on how carbon rights will be managed and payment distributed.

• Complex and multiple categories of forests with often overlapping claims create confusion.

• Rights of local people have become of central concern within the REDD+ debate. Unclear tenure rights 
and overlapping land claims need to be addressed.

• Environmental and human rights NGOs have been activated, but are divided in their attitude to REDD+

• REDD+ and the focus on tenure rights has become  part of a wider process of democratization.

• Very few REDD-projects with concrete results for forest-dependent communities have been instigated.. 

• Based on previous experience with development projects, local communities are skeptical to REDD+

• Despite NGO claims to represent local communities to donors and international civil society, local people 
express ambivalence about their legitimacy and activities.

• Introduction of REDD Readiness in an area gives grounds for conflict between different local interest 
groups in the communities. 

• REDD-projects are in direct competition with agro-industry, which is also supported by the government  
and central to national development plans.

• There is opposition to REDD+ from  business-as-usual interests, especially mining and oil palm.

• In spite of the requirements for Free Prior and Informed Consent, this procedure has rarely been followed. 
Local people expressed confusion and ambivalence to REDD+.
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64% of the total land area in Central Sulawesi is covered by forest, and 800 000 people live in or close 
to the forest. In 2010 Central Sulawesi was selected as the pilot province for the United Nations’ REDD 
Programme (UN-REDD) in Indonesia. From the original nine planned sites, only two were selected 
by the time the programme came to an end. In 2014 the national REDD+ Agency (Badan Pengelola 
REDD+) signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the heads of five regions with the intention of 
continuing the REDD programme established by UN-REDD. Six students have carried out fieldwork 
both in the regional capital Palu, and in villages targeted by REDD proponents or other conservation 
schemes. 

Central Sulawesi

a. Donggala district: Sara Hansen, Af’idatul Lathifah and Harsya Aryo, 2011.  Des Christy, 2012. 
b. Lore Lindu National Park in Dodolo district: Anne-Marthe Haugen, 2012.
c. Dodolo district: Ferry Rangi, 2013. Sigit Budhi Setiawan, 2014. 
d. Tojo Una-Una district: Aryo Yudanty, 2014
e. Sigi district: Novia Indarti, 2011. 
f. Palu: Bayu Widyaswara, 2015. 

Left: Ceremony for launching UN-REDD in Central Sulawesi, Indonesia, November 2010. 
Right: Sticker distributed by a member of the NGO Monitoring working group in Central Sulawesi in 2011. It states that “REDD+ Will Destroy the Forest 
and Ruin the Cultural Values of the Community”. 

Central Sulawesi

a

b c

de
f
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Free Prior and Informed Consent

The principle of Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) is based on the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous peoples (UNDRIP), which states that indigenous peoples must be able to give or withold their 
consent in decisions affecting land they have traditionally owned, occupied or used, with access to complete 
information and without any form of coercion. The Cancun Accords from 2010 calls for “the full and effective 
participationof relevant stakeholders, inter alia indigenous peoples and local communities” in REDD.

In the context of REDD+, FPIC is important but challenging. It should be reflected in a process where the 
people living in the area that will be affected are meaningfully involved in planning, implementation and 
benefit-sharing.  The terminology employed in the documents behind any REDD+ initiative is usually distant 
from the life of the people who live in affected areas, even if it is translated into Indonesian. The way projects 
are described and marketed to donors, policy-makers and potential buyers of carbon credits differs signif-
icantly from the version that is communicated to the people living in the midst of it. Moreover, the future 
shape of REDD+ is uncertain and dependent on regional, national and international policy. Consent  can thus, 
in practice, not be truly informed. Nor, in practice, is it very free, since power relations between proponents 
and the people who are to give their consent are asymmetrical.

UN-REDD

The UN-REDD Programme Indonesia is a partnership 
between the Indonesian Ministry of Forestry, the Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP). It is funded mainly 
by the Norwegian government. 

The first phase of the UN-REDD Programme in Central 
Sulawesi was initiated in 2011. An office was set up in 
the building of the Ministry of Forestry in Palu, and four 
working groups (Pokja REDD) were created to prepare 
(1) the Regional Strategy, (2) Monitoring, Reporting 
and Verification (MRV), (3) Demonstration Activities, 
and (4) Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC). The 
working groups included multiple stakeholders such 
as academics, NGOs, representatives of the public, but 
dominated by representatives of the government. Paral-
lel to this, local NGOs took the initiative to form a Mon-
itoring Working Group (Pokja Pantau) to represent the 
public, based on the claim that NGOs are better suited 
to understand the problems of communities.

UN-REDD announced the closure of the operational 
phase 1 in October 2012. At this time, two areas had 
been earmarked for REDD, both of which were already 
protected as national parks or protected areas. In 2014 
the Governor of Central Sulawesi, together with five 
Bupati from the principalities chosen as Demonstration 
Areas in the UN-REDD programme, signed a Memo-
randum of Understanding (MoU) with the newly estab-
lished national REDD+ Agency –signifying their intent 
to continue the work that UN-REDD started. 

REDD Readiness

The process of preparing for a potential REDD+ mech-
anism, with the help of bilateral and multilateral part-
ners, has been dubbed “REDD Readiness”. Adminis-

trative, technical and practical preparations must be 
made, as well as beginning a process of Free Prior and 
Informed Consent (FPIC) for relevant stakeholders (see 
text box below). But how do you explain and prepare for 
something whose final form is still unknown?

In Indonesia FPIC often gives the impression of being 
a continuation of the  same practice as the previous 
sosialisation. Sosialisation is  understood as  dissemi-
nation of information with  hierarchical meeting points 
between an affected village and a team arriving from the 
regional or national capital. Students found that meet-
ings between communities and government or NGOs in 
the name of REDD+ often seemed like an opportunity 
for teaching and persuasion, rather than dialogue and 
an open process of gaining (or not gaining) consent. 

Non-governmental organisations

Non-governmental Organisations (NGOs) have become 
increasingly important actors in REDD+ in Indonesia. 
These are not homogenous groups, but represent mul-
tiple interests and approaches. 

In the Donggala district in Central Sulawesi it was a 
coalition of NGOs that took the initiative to inform the 
villages about REDD and prepare the local commu-
nities to participate in the FPIC process. One student  
describes the meeting between a local independent 
NGO and a village in the Donggala district in Central 
Sulawesi that was being considered for inclusion in a 
REDD project.  The NGO arrived in the village with the 
intention to inform the local people about REDD and 
promote FPIC in case the project was to be implemented 
there. However, being one of the first REDD initiatives, 
there was much uncertainty about what REDD would 
or could become. NGO workers were unsure about how 
to explain it. The result was that the information about 
REDD often was unclear and misunderstood. Thus, 
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while the villagers that participated in the information 
campaign expressed some hope for new sources of in-
come, questions of ownership and economic security 
remained unanswered. In 2012, largely due to the ac-
tivities of Pokja REDD, the community of Dampelas 
Tinambo voted against the area being designated as a 
REDD area. 

REDD exists mainly as a fragile discourse among the 
“elite” of government employees and NGOs with for-
eign funding. Talk of REDD+ quickly subsided among 
the previously involved stakeholders in Palu after the 
conclusion of UN-REDD phase 1. However, after the 
signing of the MoU discussions again flourished in Palu. 
The central topic was which institution or group should 
be chosen to run the new programme. Representatives 
of the central and regional government intended to im-
plement REDD+ through Forest Management Units 
(KPH) in line with the Regional Strategy. Palu-based 
NGOs argued fiercely that they were more represent-
ative of the local people and better suited to protect 
their rights, and therefore they should be central to the 
implementation of the programme. 

Indigenous people

Indigenous people have been given a special role in the 
international environmental discourse as distinct cul-
tural groups. In Indonesia the term indigenous people is 
usually used for groups who self-identify as masyarakat 
adat (traditional society). However, former President 
Susilo Bambang Yudhyono explained the country’s un-

willingness to ratify the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples on the grounds that 
“we are all indigenous”. This is not accepted by the in-
digenous people’s alliance AMAN (Aliansi Masyarakat 
Nusantara), who has been active in the various stages 
of REDD+. 

In Sulawesi some NGOs claiming to represent indig-
enous groups base their work on preconceptions of 
the isolated and ‘pure’ indigenous, close to nature and 
rejecting all aspects of modern life. One student who 
stayed with a group of mountain farmers in Dodolo, 
found that this narrow definition negatively impacted 
the farmers’ access to a REDD-project. In the conserva-
tion of the forest near their village, an indigenous peo-
ple’s group attempted to effectively exclude the Dodolo 
from using the forest. Groups deemed ‘not indigenous 
enough’ by key organisations or the government risk 
losing their livelihoods due to their identification with 
a modern language or religion. The same applies to 
communities of transmigrants. 

Adat

Adat is a flexible term that can carry a variety of different meanings depending on place, people and situ-
ation, but standing by itself it usually refers to norms, values and practices distinguished as separate from 
‘modern’ practices connected to Indonesian law and religion. Used as an adjective to describe people, places 
and things it is variously translated as indigenous, traditional, and customary. 

The Basic Agrarian Law of 1960 states that adat is the basis for Indonesian law, but its legal status is inconclu-
sive. During colonial times the Dutch used the term to refer societies regulated by anything but colonial law. 
Other important laws such as the Forestry Law of 1975 disregard customary rights. In the 1990s, Indonesian 
activists adopted the term as a translation of indigenous, using the international momentum of the environ-
mental movement in the Amazon to help strengthen the cause of displaced forest-dwellers in Indonesia. In 
the process, other possible translations such as pribumi were rejected because of the racial connotations, in 
effect permanently excluding all Indonesians of Chinese descent.6

Adat has become an important concept in the struggle for legal reform in the forestry sector in Indonesia. 
The dominant voice in the Indonesian civil society debate of the rights of indigenous peoples comes from 
AMAN (Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara), an alliance of indigenous peoples groups with more than 1000 
local chapters. In 2013 a constitutional court decision based on a proposition by AMAN ruled that adat land 
is no longer state forest. While the decision still needs to be approved by the National Assembly, it may mark 
an important shift in Indonesian politics with the control of natural resources being devolved from the state 
to the people living in the forest. Such a decision would have been highly unlikely a decade ago, and may be 
interpreted in the light of discussions of indigenous people’s rights in REDD+. 

REDD exists mainly as a 
fragile discourse among 
the “elite” of government 
employees and NGOs with 
foreign funding. 
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PICTURE

Central Kalimantan

Central Kalimantan

Central Kalimantan is the third largest province in Indonesia, but relatively sparsely populated. It was 
chosen as a REDD+ pilot province due to its history of deforestation and forest degradation, and its 
large tracts of carbon-rich peat forests. (REDD+ regional strategy: 7) Peat forests are swamp land-
scapes with thick layers of partially decayed organic matter covered by frequent flooding. Pockets of 
gas form within this layer, and it is therefore volatile in case of fire. In 2007 there was a particularily 
bad forest fire that burnt continously for two years, polluting the airspace of three countries and re-
leasing vast amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. Ten students have completed fieldwork 
in the regional capital Panlangka Raya and in villages involved in four different REDD+ projects. 

a. KFCP in Kapuas district: Jørgen Lenes, Manggala Ismanto and Patriona Melodia Vanga, 2012. Natunia Ekna 
C..Y. Irianto, 2015. 
b. Rimba Makmur Utama in Katingan district: Ciptaningrat Larastiti, 2013. Angela Iban, 2014. 
c. Buntoi in Kapuas district: Yetty Oktayanty, 2013. 
d. Rimba Raya Biodiversity Reserve in Seruyan district: Elna Bastiansen, 2013. 

a

b c

d

Left: Orangutan in Tanjung Puting National Park. NGOs working with orangutans and local biodiversity hope the REDD-project Rimba Raya Biodiversity 
Reserve will serve as a buffer against further forest destruction from palm oil companies and illegal loggers.   
Right: The construction of the UN Information Center in Buntoi, Kapuas district. 
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Changing landscapes

In 1995 Central Kalimantan became the centre of a 
grandiose national development project named the 
Mega Rice Project. To alliviate food shortages Presi-
dent Suharto began to convert 1 million hectares of peat 
land into rice paddies. The drainage of the peat land 
facilitated rapid spread of forest fires with disastrous 
results, and the Mega Rice Project was cancelled shortly 
after the downfall of the President in 1998. In its after-
math the loss of the forest has caused many problems 
in the Kapuas regency, and all other conservation and 
development projects that have followed are in some 
way trying to cope with or improve the landscape that 
was devastated in the Mega Rice Project. 

The palm oil industry competes against and shapes 
REDD+ in Central Kalimantan. The province is one of 
several sites in Indonesia targeted for largescale agri-
cultural development projects. Looking at the map of 
concessions, the province is divided neatly into two: 
the northern half ressembling a patchwork of logging 
concessions, and the southern half covered by palm oil 
concessions. Logging operations, legal or not, pave the 
way for plantations.7

Many of the concessions are, however, not yet devel-
oped, and are eligible for REDD+ projects. Palm oil is 
a direct competitor to REDD over land. The negative 
experience with the usually foreign-owned palm oil 
companies strongly influences the willingness of local 
communities to work with foreign REDD initiatives. 

Outsiders are often viewed with in mistrust. There are 
numerous reports of land disputes between palm oil 
companies and the communities living near the plan-
tations, resulting in pressure on agriculture as a liveli-
hood and decreased resilience to cope with stress due 
to environmental or political factors. 

Land disputes

There is a history of transmigration and central appro-
priation of land in Central Kalimantan. Transmigration 
is the policy of moving people from densely populated 
Java and Sumatra to the outer islands, usually by using 
money or the promise of land upon arrival as incen-
tives. Beginning during colonial times, this policy was 
continued under president Suharto. Today, there are 
still many migrants who travel to Central Kalimantan 
seeking employment in agroindustry. Appropriation 
of land for transmigrants, as well as competition for 
resources and wage work, are the basis for many con-
flicts between people who identify themselves as native 
to Borneo and newcomers. 

Palm oil

Indonesia produces more than half of the world’s palm oil, but an estimated 80% of Indonesian palm oil 
concessions operate illegally.7 The oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) can grow to up to 20 metres, and is a type of 
giant grass rather than a tree, related to coconut and date palms. The fruit and kernel of the oil palm is used 
in the food industry, especially as cooking oil, and in biofuels, agrochemicals, soap, paint and cosmetics. 

Following the decentralization of responsibilty in forestry governance, the permits necessary for palm oil 
production can mostly be obtained on the regency level. If the proposed concession spans two or more 
regencies the provincial governor can award permits. If the area is designated a forest zone, it is under the 
authority of the Ministry of Forestry, and can only be released by a ministereal decree. The palm oil compa-
nies are also obliged to obtain the permission of communities living in the surrounding area, but these are 
often coerced or influenced by bribery of local officials. 

As traditional selective logging of timber for export has been reduced, especially in Central Kalimantan, 
clear-cutting forest for conversion to monoculture plantations has become the new face of deforestation 
in Indonesia. Palm oil companies demonstrate various levels of legal compliance, and often convert forests 
before the necessary permissions and environmental impact assessments have been awarded, or outside 
of their concession area. A survey conducted in 2011 of 52 palm oil companies in the Kotawaringin Timur 
regency in Central Kalimantan found that none of them had obtained the necessary Timber Utilization Permit 
(IPK) before establishing the plantations, which by definition makes their practices illegal. Some of the men 
formerly involved in illegal logging now work in the plantations for low daily wages, and criticise government 
and police for prosecuting them for cutting down some trees, only to look the other way as large companies 
clear-cut the whole forest. 

Conflicts over land be-
tween local communities 
and private companies are 
frequent 
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Conflicts over land between local communities and pri-
vate companies are frequent. Following the LoI between 
Indonesia and Norway, a forest moratorium was enact-
ed to suspend forest conversion permits, in an attempt 
to stall the rapid deforestation and provide the time 
and space to clean up Indonesian forestry governance. 

The moratorium is invisible in the local resource debate 
in the Katingan regency, where forest that is protected 
under the moratorium is still being considered for palm 
oil development by local governments. At the same time 
there are new opportunities for local communities to 

legitimize their right to surrounding forests with Cus-
tomary Land Certificates, even if their legal status is 
still unclear. 

Stakeholders

Stakeholders, defined as categories or groups of people 
with a clear interest in an area, play a central role in the 
REDD discourse and practice. However, construction 
of such categories by outsiders ignores internal power 
relations, and as such may be problematic. “Women” 
or “tribe” are examples of constructed stakeholder 

Maps and mapping

Mapping forest resources is an inherently political act, and it has become central in the REDD+ debate in 
Indonesia. Forests and hills are historically marginal spaces, and often the location of people attempting to 
evade state control. Mapping and zoning are a strategy of asserting state control, but new technology and 
a focus on participatory mapping is increasingly devolving this power to other actors.8

The One Map Initiative is a project to create one single map of Indonesia that encompasses all relevant in-
formation about forest licenses and land-use claims.  The lack of coherent and transparent forest planning 
and use of different maps between ministries and different levels of government are the cause of many land 
disputes. The same area sometimes has several layers of permits and concessions for example for logging, 
agriculture and mining, on top of the land-claims of local people who have not given their free, prior and 
informed consent to any of these projects. The One Map Initiative is an attempt to reconcile the different sets 
of cadastral data and create a new basis for forest management. It will also provide a basis for calculating 
funding for REDD+. 

“Counter-mapping” is an attempt to challenge centrally acknowledged spatial data. Participatory mapping 
is a method increasingly used by Indonesian NGOs, and can be interpreted as the creation of counter-maps. 
Communities engage with facilitators to create a spatial representation of their land claims, in a format that 
can be compared with other maps. This is an appropriation of a tool that was long monopolized for top-down 
control of resources and people and it is already being used to assert the rights of forest-dependant people. 
However, it is also a crystalisation of norms, agreements and practices that are often much more complex 
and flexible than what can be represented with a simple map.9

The technical tools for mapping have become much more accessible, but forest-dependant communities 
in Indonesia still rely on technological gatekeepers to provide the tools, training and often the rationale to 
engage in this activity. This role is increasingly filled by NGOs. 

Left: Burning peat 
landscape in a palm 
oil plantation in 
Katingan district.
Right:  Woman 
weaving a mat in her 
house in the Kapuas 
district. 
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KFCP: a sunken REDD flagship

The Kalimantan Forest and Climate Partnership (KFCP) was launched in 2007 as the largest REDD-project an-
nounced in Indonesia, and the main demonstration activity of the Indonesia-Australia Forest Parnership. The 
project was planned to cover 120 000 hectares of mainly deforested or degraded areas in the area developed 
as a part of Suharto’s Mega Rice Project in the Kapuas regency, and it enlisted the help of several civil society 
actors with experience from the area such as Borneo Orangutan Survival and CARE. KFCP was ambitious in 
scope, and had a huge budget. It was proclaimed to be a REDD+ flagship project.

KFCP was a high profile REDD-project designed to pave the way for REDD+ in Indonesia. However, in addition 
to political opposition in Australia, the project was criticized from the beginning in Indonesia by journalists, 
researchers and NGOs for not being transparent, in spite of the many who were interested in learning from 
their experiences. Students found that the fear of losing land or access to areas important for existing liveli-
hoods dominated discussions about KFCP in the villages included in the project. These were valid concerns, 
since a central component of the project was to block the canals created to drain the soil for the Mega-Rice 
Project, canals which had since become crucial for local infrastructure. Kapuas became an important site for 
NGOs political struggle for community rights and decentralization.

In 2012 an open letter was published from 14 Kapuas indigenous leaders to the Central Kalimantan Gover-
nor, criticising KFCP for repeatedly not respecting the principle of free prior and informed consent, lack of 
transparency and information about benefits, while simultaneously ignoring the trespasses of neighbouring 
palm oil plantations encroaching on their land. 10

In 2013 KFCP was discontinued. The World Bank took over management of parts of the project during a one-
year scaling down period. Commentators claimed that the project had failed to make a meaningful environ-
mental impact, and in addition to large delays in the plan the objectives had repeatedly been scaled down.11 

groups that are accentuated in REDD.  For the sake 
of coherence, internal differences and conflicts may 
be under-communicated by the members thermselves. 
While using group identity as a basis for negotiations 
can ease political action and strengthen the position of 
the group as a whole, problems often arise if the groups 
are defined from outside

One student found that in a village included in KFCP 
(see box below), the local people mainly engaged with 
the project as paid laborers performing pre-determined 
tasks rather than being included in the planning and 
implementation of the project. In other villages, dis-
cussions about possible benefits from REDD+ revealed 
that access to wage work was an important motivation 
for giving consent to project instigators. 

Previous conservation projects

While REDD+ is often discussed centrally as a radi-
cally different approach to conservation (and develop-
ment), people in the villages involved in pilot projects 
that we studied saw it as a continuation of existing 
practices. Furthermore, many of the same people who 
have worked in the previous projects are recycled into 
REDD –giving the appearance that REDD is nothing 
new. REDD initiatives are continuously compared with 
previous conservation projects, many of which have 
excluded local people and are perceived as threatening. 
In the Kapuas regency, the REDD+ project KFCP had 

to be adapted to previous forest management programs 
initiated by the government and international organ-
izations. 

Project instigators can benefit from the experience of 
organizations that work in the same area over time-
and who have local knowledge and  good relations 
with communities. However, dependence on funding 
from ambitious, but sometimes unpredictable start-up 
REDD-projects, can harm these relations. In the Rim-
ba Raya project, a student found that administrative 
problems in Jakarta resulted in both NGOs and project 
management leaving the area at short notice. The com-
munities did not receive any information, and believed 
the project to be cancelled. When the project returned 
almost two years later, few believed that they would 
follow through with their promises this time. 

Experience with the usu-
ally foreign-owned palm 
oil companies strongly 
influences the willing-
ness of local commu-
nities to work with for-
eign REDD initiatives
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West Kalimantan is the site of rapid economic development and conversion of land to palm oil plan-
tations. In spite of the focus on agroindustry there are many initiatives for forest conservation. While 
there is not much actual REDD+ activity on the ground, there are many issues of forest policy and 
growth-conservation dynamics that are highly relevant for the project. 

West Kalimantan

West Kalimantan

Moral panic

The speed of expansion of palm oil plantations in West 
Kalimantan is not accompanied by sufficient channels 
to bring this profit back into production. As a result, 
much of the new wealth is leading to a rapid rise in 
consumerism and conspicuous consumption. However, 
the profit is unevenly distributed between individuals 
and social groups, and resulting in increased inequality. 

As forest and farmland is transformed into plantations, 
many people express a sense of loss and insecurity, as 
their land, identity as farmers and quality of life is di-
minished in spite of economic growth. This insecurity 
sometimes take the form of rumour panic, with stories 
of horrifying kidnapping and killing, resembling the 
scripts of stories of headhunters.12

Alternative livelihoods programs

In an attempt to create alternatives to practices that can 
be destructive to the forest, many REDD-projects incor-
porate alternative livelihoods programs. The ForClime-
FC Module is a REDD+ demonstration activity support-

ed by the REDD partnership between the German and 
Indonesian Government in West Kalimantan. The goal 
of the project was to promote sustainable livelihoods 
among the local population. 

A student stayed in a village in the Kapuas district that 
became involved in this project. When the project pro-
ponents arrived, many practiced swidden agriculture. 
The project proponents distributed rubber seeds in 
the village, as a short-term investment to promote an 
alternative to this practice. The project was initially 
well-received. However, lack of experience with rubber 
cultivation led to many seeds going unused and seed-
lings dying. Rubber did not become a viable livelihood 
strategy. 

a

a. Forclime-FC in Kapuas Hulu district: Carolina Astri, 2014. Aura Cubanimita and Henrik André jarholm, 2015. 

Lack of experience with 
rubber cultivation led to 
many seeds going unused 
and seedlings dying
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Jambi

Jambi

a

a. Kerinci district: Dara Kartika Rahman, 2013.
b. Merangin district: Siti Febriyanty, 2014. 
c. Bungo district: Upik Dyah Eka Noviyanti, 2013. 
d. Bukit Duabelas National Park in Jering district: Anne Erita Berta Venåsen, 2013. 
e. Jambi: Letsu Vella Sundari, 2014. Garuda Pampara Yuda, 2015. 

b

c

Jambi is a province in Sumatra, the second most populated island in Indonesia after Java. Jambi has 
been dubbed “the island’s main oil palm frontier” with rapid expansion of monoculture plantations. 
Plantations also encroach upon and threaten the province’s several national parks, which are the home 
to nomadic hunter-gatherers. 

d

Women working together in a kitchen in Kerinci. 

e
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Women in REDD+

The empowerment of women is an explicit goal for 
several REDD+ activities in Jambi. Some of the areas 
in Jambi are matrilinear, and while this is in no way 
synonymous with matriarchy, it may have encouraged 
a strong gender focus among project proponents. 

A student in Kerinci found that women generally had 
strong property rights, almost on par with men, but 
their access to formal political administration was lim-
ited. In discussions they emphasized that women are 
ultimately under the authority of men. The focus on 
inclusion of women in conservation and natural re-
source management by the REDD+ project addressed 
this. Several villagers and NGO-workers claimed that 
the programme is empowering for women. Its support-
ers argued that women were ready to take on a caring 
and protective role, ensuring the conservation aspect 
of the project. 

Problems with advocacy

Some of the stark differences between NGO-workers 
and local indigenous communities are especially visible 
in Jambi. In all the regions studied in this project, the 
majority of the people employed by NGOs (excluding 
menial jobs) were middle-class Indonesians with higher 
education and ethnic majority backgrounds. In contrast, 
forest-dependent communities that can become  stake-
holders in REDD+ and other conservation efforts are 
often among the most marginalized. Consequences of 
this was particularly revealing in Jambi.

In the Bukit Duabelas National Park a student found 
conflict and frequent communication problems between 
an NGO central to the management of the park and the 
indigenous people living in the forest. In spite of an out-
ward rhetoric of self-determination and protecting their 
way of life, some NGO staff acted in a condescending 
manner towards them and seemed motivated primarily 
to effect assimilation of them to dominant Indonesian 

values. While some of the activities initiated by the NGO 
were directly useful for the people of the forest, such 
as schools to learn how to read and write to protect 
themselves from exploitation by surrounding palm oil 
companies, this was often combined with derogatory 
terms applied to traditional practices and values, and 
a celebration of majority values. 

The result was an uneasy distance between the NGO 
and the people they claim to speak on behalf of. At the 
same time NGOs and other extralocal actors can have 
much to gain from relations with indigenous people. 
This provides legitimacy for their work, and the possi-
bility for future funding. 

Women working in a ricefield in Kerinci. 

A meeting organized by an NGO and the department of forestry to “so-
cialize”, or distribute information, about forest conservation. 
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West Papua

Environmental disaster and forced relocation

In 2009 British Petroleum opened the Tangguh gas 
field, one of the largest in the world, extracting natural 
gas offshore outside Bintuni Bay in West Papua. To gain 
the consent of the surrounding villages, BP promised 
environmental protection, better homes and access to 
long-term employment. 

Even before production was ready to start, local in-
digenous leaders complained that the promises made 
were not being fulfilled. The Bintuni Bay area is rich in 
mangrove forests. It is a landscape rich in biodiversity 
that is ideal for catching fish. Several of the villages 
located in the LNG area depended heavily on fishing. 
The cutting of mangrove forest, which functioned as 
spawning ground, as well as frequent use of speed boats, 
reduced local fish stocks. While opportunities for work 
was promised during construction, very few Papuans 
were employed after the initial stage was completed. 
Instead, hundreds of migrants from other places in In-
donesia arrived searching for work, further increasing 
the pressure on local resources. 

Several villages were relocated from the mangrove ar-
eas in Bintuni Bay, with a combination of short-term 
economic incentives and more coercive methods. 

Changing livelihoods

In 2011, a student undertook fieldwork among the Su-
muri people of West Papua which was then a strong 
candidate to be chosen as the REDD pilot province. 
The village in Bintuni Bay had been displaced by the 
British Petroleum project, and the villagers were reset-
tled in a location with a very different landscape than 
before. The majority of the group had previously relied 
on mangrove forests for food and building materials. 
They had substantial knowledge about fishing, but this 
was of little value in the new village, where farming was 
the main  livelihood.

The REDD programme seeks to promote alternative 
livelihood projects to encourage protection of the near-
by forest. However, this example shows that this may 
not be so simple. The case also exemplifies the stark 
contrast between potential (small-scale) deforestation 
caused by local people and the large-scale destructive 
practices of major private  companies.

West Papua

West Papua is one of two Indonesian provinces on the island New Guinea. It is the second least populous 
province in the country. Of all the Indonesian islands, Papua has the most intact forest. However, these 
forests are increasingly under pressure from monoculture plantations such as palm oil and jatropha, 
which are used in biofuels and other products, as well as logging, mining and oil drilling operations. 

a

a. Bintuni Bay: Muhammad Syaiful Rohman, 2011.
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