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Who can challenge them? 
Lessons learned from attempting to curb 
cyanide fishing in Maluku, Indonesia

by Dedi S.Adhuri, Anthropology, Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies
Australian National University, Canberra

Introduction

While the practice of fishing with bius (i.e. intoxi-
cant), the vernacular name of cyanide, was public
knowledge in a Maluku regency where I did a
yearÕs field research in 1995 and 1996, it was nev-
ertheless treated in official discourse as if it did not
exist. The practice was well known publicly for
several reasons. It had been carried out since the
early 1990s, and had generated various conflicts

between villagers and outside fishing companies,
as well as among villagers themselves. In addition,
some companies employed local people whom it
proved impossible to keep silent concerning
cyanide fishing. 

Yet cyanide fishing had attracted no official atten-
tion, and not a single case had been brought to
court. We may wonder why. The following experi-
ence helps shed some light on the question.
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The incident

Rumours of the presence of cyanide fishing on DL
villageÕs traditional fishing grounds had been in
the air for about two weeks when the Kepala Desa
(village head) and two villagers apprehended four
cyanide fishermen on 2 August 1996. 

They were patrolling DL IslandÕs water when they
spotted a strange speed boat. When they
approached, they saw a fishermen holding a hose
extending into the water from an air compressor.
This, they knew, was an almost certain sign of
cyanide fishing. The Kepala Desa was very upset.
He hit the offender and asked him to pull up the air
hose. Another fisherman, wearing a wetsuit,
proved to be on the other end of it.

When the second fisherman was on board, the
Kepala Desa again lost his temper and slapped him.
The Kepala Desa asked the fishermen whether oth-
ers were involved. They pointed to another nearby
speed boat. Investigation revealed two more men,
also using cyanide.

The four men and their boats were brought to the
village. On board was diving gear and torches, as
well as some pointed metal tubes, about the size
and diameter of drinking straws, with wooden
handles. These are used to release the pressure
from the distended air bladders of fish brought up
from deep water. 

There were also some live fish in a holding tank on
one of the boats. One of the fish was a Napoleon
wrasse, a species forbidden by national law to be
exploited commercially, except through a very com-
plicated procedure. Two cyanide pills were also
found hidden on one of the boats.

The fishermen said they were employed by a fishing
company owned by a businessman in Ujung
Pandang. They also confessed to cyanide fishing,
recounting how they prepared the cyanide,
searched for the fish, squirted the contents of their
cyanide bottle under stones or coral where they had
chased and cornered the fish, caught the stunned
fish, and stored them in the holding tank after
depressurising them by puncturing the air bladders.

Clearly these four fishermen had violated both the
Indonesian Government and local customary laws.
The former prohibit pollution and the destruction
of natural resources. Customary law prohibits out-
siders from fishing commercially in the village
fishing grounds.1 According to customary law, the

apprehended men had thus stolen fish, and by
using a destructive fishing method, degraded the
villagersÕ sea territory.

The Kepala Desa decided to confiscate the boats and
fishing gear. This is the customary action by a
Kepala Desa, who in this context is considered as the
leading village official.

Traditionally, a Kepala Desa would only return con-
fiscated items if certain customary procedures
were completed. Today, in cyanide fishing cases,
however, one or more military officials often come
to the Kepala Desa and ask him to return confiscated
goods. In these cases the company gives a certain
amount of money to the Kepala Desa as bukman
(usually smoke and betel nut, traditional tokens of
exchange). In this instance, however, the Kepala
Desa decided to try to prevent this by reporting the
case officially to the government before any mili-
tary intervention occurred.

The attitudes of the government and
military officers

I accompanied the Kepala Desa to report the case to
the local police officer in the regency capital (regen-
cies are IndonesiaÕs sub-provincial political units).
We met the commander of the intelligence Unit of
the Polres (the regency police post) and the com-
mander of Polsek (sub-regency police post). 

After we reported what had happened, these offi-
cers told us that this case was very difficult to pros-
ecute. First, they said, it was difficult to prove; they
had no expert to examine whether the cyanide fish-
ing causes damage to the environment. We argued
this point. But the discussion stopped when they
told us what was apparently the real reason for
their reluctance, namely that, Ôwe have a problem
in prosecuting this case because our superiors are
involved in this businessÕ.

They seemed to sympathise with us, but felt that
they could do nothing. Nevertheless, they took the
four fishermen to their office for questioning. They
also suggested that we deal with the issue by
means of customary law. This would put the Kepala
Desa in charge, and prevent the involvement of
government officials, including the military.

On 3 August 1996, an army officer from a Koramil
(sub-regency army post) came to DL village to
ÔinviteÕ the Kepala Desa to meet his commander, or
Danramil. Apparently, the Kepala Desa told me later,
the fishing company had reported the case to

1. According to customary law, outsiders can only make use of resources in peopleÕs territory when they ask permission and it is
given. In this part of Indonesia, customary marine tenure is still practiced with varying degrees of rigour.
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Danramil and asked him to persuade the Kepala
Desa to give the company back their speed boats
and all their equipment, and settle the problem
Ôpeacefully.Õ However, the Kepala Desa refused his
proposal. He argued that he had planned to report
the case to the bupati (head of regency), so it would
be up to the bupati to decide how to handle it.

Later that day, we went to the bupatiÕs house. The
bupati responded to our report by saying that this
case was not the first. He had known of such cases
for some years, but it was a difficult problem. To
demonstrate this, he told us about a case in a vil-
lage where a military person was involved directly
in the illegal activities. He told us, in essence, that
there was nothing, under such circumstances, that
he could do; in other words, the military was not
under his authority.

The bupati asked us to meet the Dandim (commander
of the regency army post, Kodim). This seemed like
an odd suggestion, since we believed that this par-
ticular problem had nothing to do with the army.

Later, the purpose became clear when I was shown
a letter signed by the Dandim (on behalf of the
regency army cooperativeÕs commander) and Mr
AR, a customary leader from DL village. The letter
asserted that Mr AR had received an outboard
engine from the Dandim in return for the right to
construct a base camp and fish cage and to operate
a grouper fishing company in villageÕs territory. 

The company was one of those that engaged in
cyanide fishing. It also operated in official collabo-
ration with the regency army cooperative. This
makes it seem likely that, in the present case, the
bupati had warned the Dandim that the armyÕs
cyanide fishing operation was being challenged.

The head of the fishery office in the regency gave
me a similar explanation when I questioned him
concerning cyanide fishing. He told me that the
involvement of Indonesian military officers had
made the problem difficult to handle. However, it
seemed that he used this situation for his own ben-
efit. One of his staff told me that, in fact, he was the
local representative of the company that employed
the fishermen we caught! Moreover, the fisheries
chiefÕs brother told me that he, himself, arranged
all papers needed to export the catch.

I also found the companyÕs licensing situation was
unusual. The company had written a letter to the
regency fisheries office asking for a letter of recom-
mendation. Such a letter from the regency fisheries
office is one of the requirements that must be met
before a fishing company is allowed to operate in
that regencyÕs water. In some cases, the letter of
recommendation must be produced before a fish-

ing license can be granted by a provincial or central
fisheries office. 

The letter was dated 2 August 1996Ñthe same
day that the cyanide incident took place. The
requested letter, signed by head of the Fisheries
Office, was issued on 5 August 1996. It thus
appears as if the operation had been unlicensed,
and that the letter had been requested so the com-
pany could use if they were asked to produce a
license before a court.

At the time he signed the letter, the head of the
Fisheries Office could not have been unaware of
the cyanide incident. He told me, in fact, that he
had sent one of his staff to invite the Kepala Desa to
discuss it on 4 August.

When I told the acting commander of the regency
navy post about the cyanide incident, he said that
this post had only very limited resources. There
were not enough speed boats and personnel to
carry out patrols. It was thus very difficult to
observe illegal fishing practices.

The customary court

Frustrated by the lack of support from government
officials, the Kepala Desa decided to handle the case
according to customary law. Although this meant
that he became the master of the game, it was still
a difficult situation. 

Customary law required him to arrange a custom-
ary court. Village functionaries essential to the
court were busy preparing some marriage cere-
monies. As a result he could not organise the court
before all of the marriage ceremonies ended. On
the other hand, he could not ignore the pressure
coming from the fishing company which, through
its representative and Danramil, pushed him to
hold the customary court as soon as possible.

The customary court was finally held four weeks
after the incident. It was attended by an army offi-
cial, a fishing company representative, and repre-
sentatives of all origin kin groups in the village.
After an opening speech from the army representa-
tive, the Kepala Desa explained that the fishing com-
pany had violated both customary and govern-
ment laws.

ÔThe case is in the hands of the officials in the cap-
ital,Õ he said. ÔOur concern in this meeting is the
fact that they had violated our customary law. It is
our right to decide the fine for that violation.Õ
Although the final court decision would be his, he
said, he would like to discuss the matter with all
customary court committee members, and asked
for their opinions.
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A representative from the Christian hamlet2 within
the village said that the company should pay ten
million rupiah,3 an amount prescribed, he said, in
the Indonesian Law. This idea was not agreed upon
because it was not based on the customary law
(moreover the stipulation of such a fine in national
law could not be found).

Mr AR said that because the Kepala Desa had beaten
the fishermen, the company should decide how
much they should pay. This suggestion was con-
troversial, because some court participants consid-
ered it as benefiting the company. However, it was
understandable once we know who Mr AR was.
Mr AR was the leader of the Kepala DesaÕs political
opposition. He habitually denied the legitimacy of
leadership of the Kepala Desa, led his own group of
villagers, and ran his own village programmes.4

Moreover, to support his position in the commu-
nity, Mr AR had tried to develop a good relation-
ship with the military officials in the capital. He
had also sought support from certain businessmen
to run his programmes. One example of this was
his agreement with the Dandim mentioned earlier.
While criticising the Kepala Desa by implying that
his act of beating the fishermen was wrong, Mr AR
tried to show his sympathy with the company.

Finally, the court agreed to fine the company six
million rupiah. In return, the Kepala Desa was to
return all company property. In part this approach
was due to the custom that villagers should not
trouble outsiders, so that their relatives who go or
live outside their village or region will be treated
well by others. In addition, the people needed
some money to continue the construction of a
church and a mosque. Not wanting to be too hard
on the company, the villagers decided that six mil-
lion was a sufficient amount. This figure was not
final, however. The company representative was
asked to discuss it whith his boss in Ujung
Pandang. Another customary court would then be
arranged to reach the final decision.

The latter was held two weeks later, attended by
the same people, plus the Danramil himself. His
presence was interesting, because he ensured that,
unlike the first customary court, the outcome of the

second was carefully prearranged. Before the court
was held, the Danramil, the Kepala Desa and the
company representative discussed their plan. The
company representative said that he had con-
vinced his boss in Ujung Pandang to pay the six
million rupiah.

The Kepala Desa told me later, however, that the
Danramil had taken one million rupiah to be dis-
tributed among his friends. The Kepala Desa was
upset, but he was powerless to refuse the Danramil.
Interestingly, the Kepala Desa also took two million
rupiah , and asked the representative of the com-
pany to say in the court that his company could
only pay three million rupiah, the amount pro-
posed by the company representative in response
to Mr AR in the first customary court. 

When I asked the Kepala Desa why he took the two
million, he replied that this was not corruption
but bukman which was his right as leader of the
customary court.5 According to the customary
law, he explained, it was the price of his effort of
settling the problem. Additionally, he also argued,
why should the Danramil, who had nothing to do
with the case, be allowed to take one million if he
was not.

The court was run as planned. The representative
of the company paid three million rupiah to the
court. He also distributed 10 000 rupiah to each of
the customary court committee as uang alas meja
(Ôtable cloth moneyÕ). Representatives of church
and mosque construction committees were each
given half. The case was closed when the Kepala
Desa returned the two speed boats and other equip-
ment to the company representative.

Conclusion

What I have learned from this experience is that
cyanide fishing flourishes because of the lack of
enforcement of both Indonesian Government laws
and of customary sea tenure. The first is due to cor-
rupt government and military leaders at the
regency level. Their collusion with fishing compa-
nies that use cyanide may have isolated the
regency from government or military forces at the
higher levels. If this is true, then those who collude

2. In eastern Indonesia rural areas, people with different religious denominations mostly live in separate hamlets or villages.
3. About US$ 430 at the time. It is interesting to note that such a fine might not have been considered adequate if the villagers had

known the magnitude of the profits derived from cyanide fishing. In Hong Kong restaurants, this amount of money is equivalent
in value to 3 kg of live Napoleon wrasse (Ed.)

4. This political opposition to the Kepala Desa, a common occurrence in Indonesian villages, derives from the frequent incompati-
bility between customary village leaders and those appointed by the Indonesian Government procedure. Mr AR was the tradi-
tional village leader; the present Kepala Desa was appointed by the government law.

5. He was quite right, since I observed in several customary courts that the Kepala Desa or his representative (in the case when
Kepala Desa was absent) were given part of the fine. However, in this case, we might question the amount of money taken by
the Kepala Desa.
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with the companies are the ultimate power hold-
ers; whatever happens in the regency is under their
control. If they wish to profit from cyanide fishing,
who can challenge them?

Alternatively, this corruption and collusion could
be part of a bigger game played at higher official
and military levels. One fishing company known to
use cyanide, for example, was a joint venture
between private businessmen and a cooperative
centre of the Indonesian army (Puskopad).

The lack of firm enforcement of customary marine
tenure appears to be due to some people regarding
the long-term economic benefit and the conserva-
tional value of their marine tenure as less impor-
tant than short term economic gains, having a good
mosque and church, and, for Mr AR, a leading
position in the local political scene.

Internal conflict within the community had often
occurred between those who supported the above
ideologies and others who were aware of the envi-
ronmental damage and suffered from declining
catches due to cyanide use. In DL village, the cli-
max of one such conflict occurred in March 1997. It
was triggered by the fact that Mr AR had granted
permission to another fishing company which, it
was suspected, would use cyanide to operate in the
villageÕs territory.6

In conclusion, I would like to suggest an approach
to the control of cyanide fishing in addition to
those proposed by Johannes and Riepen (1995)
and by various writers in the first three issues of
the SPC Live Reef Fish Information Bulletin. I pro-
pose the establishment of an agency which can
stimulate mutual cooperation between govern-
ment agencies (including military forces), local
communities and fishing companies to eliminate
cyanide fishing practice and promote a sustainable
live reef fish business. 

This agency should provide sufficient incentives to
government agencies and local communities to
enforce both government and customary laws.
Other than economic incentives such as enhancing
local income from the live fish trade and other
sources (see Barber & Pratt, 1997)7, the incentive
provided by knowledge about all aspects of
cyanide fishing will also help to heighten local
communitiesÕ and government officialsÕ awareness
of the problem. If all people were assured of the

destructive impact of cyanide fishing, in contrast to
the possible magnitude of the profits taken by the
fishing companies, I believe people would think
twice before supporting cyanide fishing. Of course,
this is based on the assumption that alternative
sources of income are available, and the enforce-
ment of customary marine tenure can be ÔisolatedÕ
from social and political problems. 

The proposed agency would have to have a good
understanding of the local socio-cultural issues.
This would be needed not only for developing
effective communication and gaining local sup-
port for reform, but would also be essential if the
agency was to serve effectively as a mediator
between local communities and fishing compa-
nies. I observed, for example, that conflict between
some fishing companies and local communities
has been caused not only by the companies using
cyanide, but also, and more importantly, by the
companies lack of understanding of local custom-
ary marine tenure. 

It is also obvious that the companies are not aware
that some villagers respond enthusiastically to the
live reef-fish demand in legal ways. The company
did not know, for example, that the people in the
village where I stayed bought hundreds, even thou-
sand of fish pots (bubu) and constructed fish cages
in order to catch groupers and keep them alive
when they became aware that there was a good
market for them. If such a response were known by
the company, I believe, they would have considered
collaborating constructively with the locals and
considered alternatives to cyanide fishing. 

Additionally, the proposed agency could promote
sustainable but profitable live reef fisheries. It
could be done, for example, by introducing alter-
native fishing techniques and/or aquaculture. This
agency could also communicate the proper proce-
dures for handling the live fish, starting from
catching, up to the shipping or packing for air
transportation, to avoid the high mortality rates
reported by Johannes and Riepen (1995).

It is clear that to achieve its goals, this agency
should be powerful in terms of authority and
financial resources. What kind of agency could
play these roles? I would suggest that it be a col-
laborative effort between the central government
of Indonesia and international organisations such
as TNC, WWF, WRI, CI, USAID, ADB or the

6. In January 1998, a friend wrote me that this company was using cyanide, and they had been granted permission to operate in the
territory for three years paying 350 000 rupiah (about US$ 140 at that time) per year.

7. Although I do not discuss the fact that the peopleÕs economic problem is one of the factors that has stimulated local communities
to take part in cyanide fishing, the problem of poverty in fishing communities in Indonesia is very obvious (see for examples,
Mubyarto et al., 1984; Johannes & Djohani, 1997; Jacques, 1997).
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World Bank. Indonesian Government support
would be essential to legitimise the agencyÕs
activities. This support would not only acknowl-
edge internationally the importance of such a pro-
gramme in Indonesia, but also help to fulfil its
financial needs to make the agency capable of
working independently. 

By proposing that international organisations help
establish such an agency, I do not mean that I do
not believe in the Indonesian GovernmentÕs ability
to act constructively in fisheries matters. The
trawler ban in 1980 is undeniable proof of the
GovernmentÕs successful intervention in fisheries
(without the involvement of any outside agency;
see Bailey, 1997).

However, the cost, of establishing the agency pro-
posed above, if borne by the Government, would
be considered prohibitive in present economic
conditions. But if we wait until the Government
develops the ability to manage these fisheries
effectively, I am afraid that destructive fishing
practices such as cyanide fishing will have
already ruined IndonesiaÕs nearshore marine
resources, and further impoverished its many
fishing communities. 
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Combating destructive fishing practices 
in Komodo National Park:
Ban the hookah compressor!

by Jos S. Pet 1 & Rili H. Djohani 1

The Nature Conservancy, Indonesia Program  

1. Komodo Field Office. Labuan Bajo, Flores Barat, NTT, Indonesia. E-mail: tnckfo@kupang.wasantara.net.id

In efforts to quantify and combat destructive fishing
practices in Komodo National Park (KNP), The Nature
Conservancy has learned that patterns of marine
resource use are complex. While patrols have success-
fully decreased the incidence of large-scale dynamite and
cyanide fishing, considerable further protection is
needed before the park is truly a Marine Reserve.
Currently, live reef fish have priority for places on the
airplane out of Labuan Bajo, while visitors who come to
see the Komodo dragon and the worldÕs richest coral and
fish life must take a 12-hour ferry! The demersal fish
stocks and coral reefs, which have suffered considerable
damage already, continue to be threatened by a variety of
destructive methods, including the use of hookah com-
pressors, reef gleaning, fish traps, gillnets and bottom
lines. In particular, banning the use of hookah compres-
sors, which are used in both dynamite and cyanide fish-

ing, is recommended. On paper, legislation protects all
animals, plants and habitats within the National Park,
yet park authorities and police officers are not aware of
the destructive impact of commonly-practised fishing
methods like compressor (hookah) fishing. 

1. Komodo National Park

Komodo National Park (see Figure 1 on next page)
is located between the islands of Sumbawa and
Flores in Indonesia. The park was established in
1980, and has a management unit with 88 staff. The
park was declared a Man and Biosphere Reserve
and a World Heritage Site in 1986. KNP includes
three major islands, Komodo, Rinca and Padar, and
numerous smaller islands, together totalling
41 000 ha of land. KNP is famous as the habitat of


