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Section B –  Contextual Variables

Chapter 3
Regional and Village Level Context

The islands of central Maluku came into being over a million years ago.  The oldest of the
islands in geological terms is Seram, called Nusa Ina, or the Mother Island. The Lease Islands
are rich in biodiversity. Mangroves, coral reefs, and vast sea grass beds support an array of
marine biota including dugongs and turtles (Hualopu 1996). The productive base on the islands
is limited by geomorphologic factors (steep slopes) and most settlements and farming activities
are concentrated along the strip of relatively flat coastal land. The communities have easy
access to marine resources, and fisheries contribute significantly to the village economy
(Hualopu 1996). Fisheries resources are exploited throughout the islands, but exploitation
may be regulated through sasi, a traditional resource management system.

3.1 Socio-Political History of Central Maluku

The first trace of human occupation dates back to the Holocene period (4,000-10,000 years ago).
Cave dwellers from this time were of mixed Caucasoid, Mongoloid and Papuan ancestry. Villages
organized under the local government are believed to have formed in the Neolithic Age (1,500-
3,000 years ago). From this period, anthropologists have determined that canoes, gardening
tools and simple stone axes were in use.  Evidence of the building of a Baileo, the traditional
community house, familiar in adat culture, dates back to the first century A.D. (Figure 3.1) (also
see Cooley 1962).  At this time there was already trade between central Maluku and China and
other areas of Southeast Asia. The local religion was animist (Holleman 1923).

The political structure of central Maluku over the period of 1000-1500 A.D. has been
characterized as “patrician republican” with an aristocratic ruling class. The original

      Figure 3.1.  (Photo) Baileo in Nolloth.
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inhabitants generally referred to as Alifuru lived in mountain villages (hena or aman).
Organized in tribal groups (uku) consisting of clans (lumah tau or soa), the most important
leaders were the chieftain or king (latu), the heads of the uku, and the mauwin, shaman, a
magical religious expert mediating between the people, nature and the world of ancestors
and spirits (von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995). Each village was occupied by a number of
clans. The descent system was patrilineal. The village-based clusters of clans (rumahtua) related
by geographical proximity or kinship, were grouped together as soa under a leader called the
kepala soa (also see Holleman 1923).  The soa were in turn organized into small kingdoms
(negeri lama) led by a great leader (tamaela umi haha).

In Maluku, the periods between the 15th and 17th century was full of turmoil and dramatic political,
economic and religious change (von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995). Around 1500, the traditional
economy of Maluku was based on subsistence agriculture and fishing. Sago was important both
as food and as a trade item (Knaap 1981). The clove trade in Maluku was mainly in hands of the
Javanese Majapahit kingdom, but soon, Maluku was to be the battlefield where foreign powers
struggled for control over the region’s natural resources, particularly spices (Knaap 1981).

At this time, Muslim Arab traders arrived in north Maluku.  Their influence led to the
establishment of Islamic kingdoms in the 15th century. Islamic laws were incorporated into
adat law and Arabic words were incorporated into the local language. As the Majapahit
hegemony declined, four powerful Islamic kingdoms emerged in north Maluku.  Islam moved
south into central Maluku, in particular to Hitu, a seaport on the north of Ambon Island. On
Ambon, a union of nine negeri (patasiwa) dominated the Leitimur peninsula, while a union of
five negeri (patalima) was established in the Leihitu section of the island.  On Haruku Island,
Saparua and Nusa Laut, powerful negeri also emerged to dominate island life and establish
kingdoms that competed with one another.

In the course of the expansion of clove production from
Ternate, via Hoamoal on Seram to the central Maluku
islands in the early 16th century, immigrant groups, coming
from the northern Maluku islands and Java settled along
the coast (von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995), (Figure 3.2).
The 16th century saw Portuguese traders entering Maluku
and engaging in the political rivalries of the native
kingdoms.  They built a fortress at Hitu on Ambon in 1515.
During this period, Catholic missionaries made Ambon
the center of Catholic evangelical activity.  The Portuguese
were followed by the Dutch, who dominated and
eventually defeated the Ambonese kingdoms.

By the 17th century, the Dutch were firmly established as
a trading power in Maluku, with their Dutch East Indies
Company (VOC) backed by naval fleets. After the Dutch
defeated the Portuguese, a period followed of warfare
among Dutch, British and the Maluku population,
wherein the Dutch ultimately prevailed. Yet, the “spice
wars” punctuated by local uprisings continued off and
on into the 20th century. With the defeat of the Portuguese,
Roman Catholicism disappeared and the settlements and
villages in the central Moluccas eventually became either
Islamic or Protestant (von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995).

Figure 3.2.  Cloves drying on the
streets of Haruku.
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The Dutch colonial rule led to poverty and social disruption, and when in 1796 the British
reappeared, complete lack of local support forced the Dutch to give up their ruling power
(Riedel 1886). The early 1800s was a period of relative isolation for Maluku, and inter-island
contact was mostly via Buginese and Makassar traders from Sulawesi and Java (Fox 1996).
At this time, the Chinese also began to play a major role in local trade. However, in 1817 the
British were again defeated and the Dutch re-established their capital in Ambon.

The creation of an economic monopoly on clove production in Maluku entailed enforced
production quotas, the imposition of population relocations, and radical interventions into
existing patterns of the social and political structures. Villagers were forcibly relocated on the
coast and settled within newly created territorial units managed by individuals occupying
Dutch-created administrative roles, the bapak raja and kepala soa (Chauvel 1990 in Zerner 1994b).
There was serious local resistance led by Thomas Matualesi, better known as Pattimura, of
Saparua Island, in 1817, which ended in defeat for the local troops in 1823. Under subsequent
Dutch rule, Maluku children were schooled in the Dutch language and advances were made
in converting the local population to Protestantism.  The Christians then came to be favored
by the Dutch, rising to occupy administrative positions in the government.

It was not until 1920 that “Sarekat Ambon”, the first indigenous political party, was formed
to advance the welfare of Ambonese people. Its leader, A.J. Patty, promoted independence.
Although he himself was subsequently exiled from Maluku, his work resulted in the opening
up of the government to include traditional leaders in the governmental council, the
“Ambonraad”.  The Sarekat Ambon party was finally banned by the Dutch in 1939.

During World War II (1942-1945), Maluku was occupied by Japanese forces and ruled by a military
governor based in Ambon.  People lived in fear of the brutality of Japanese occupying forces.  All
political parties were banned and the function of traditional (adat) government discouraged.  Maluku
was cut off from the outside world and the period is remembered as one of extreme hardship.

On 17 August 1945, the Republic of Indonesia proclaimed its independence from the Dutch
colonial rule.  The Dutch, with a degree of local support, attempted to retain control over Maluku
but this uprising was finally defeated by Indonesia’s military, after a period of struggle that
lasted until 1952.  In 1952, central Maluku was granted official status as an autonomous
administrative regency of Indonesia, and in 1957, Maluku gained the status of a province with
its own parliament. 1955-65 were years of political unrest at the national level that involved a
number of prominent Maluku politicians.  It was also a period of rapid development and poverty
alleviation as the First Long-Term Development Plan, covering 25 years, was implemented.

The coup d’état of 1965 resulted in the takeover by Major General Suharto, whose leadership
remained intact until 1998.  The Suharto era was characterized by tight control over politics and
a highly centralized form of administration, both of which had a powerful influence on the
political life and economic development in Maluku. The influence and power of the governing
party came to be felt at all levels, right down to the smallest villages (Dauvergne 1997).

Law No. 5, 1974 was passed defining the regional government structure.  This was followed
by Law No. 5, 1979 which decreed that all village governments had to be redesigned to follow
a defined structure which did not accommodate traditional (adat) institutions such as sasi
and the kewang (traditional law enforcers).  The indigenous people of Maluku were thrown
into confusion over whether to uphold their traditional laws and institutions, conform to the
new edict or seek some compromise between the two. That confusion, and the wide array of
responses at the village level, are still evident in Maluku today.
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The 1970s were a time of particularly rapid economic change. Maluku experienced an average
economic growth of 12.8% a year, compared to an average of 8.94% in 1983-88 and 6.67% in
1988-93 (Anonymous 1994).  Per capita annual incomes rose from Rp24,383 in 1970 to
Rp1,050,176 in 1993.  Much of this economic progress was the result of direct government
assistance. Also, from a predominantly agricultural economy, Maluku gradually shifted to an
economy where industry was important.  In 1970, 71% of the gross domestic production (GDP)
were from agriculture and fisheries, 1.6% from industry. In 1993, agriculture and fisheries
provided 32% of the gross domestic production (GDP) and industry, 19%.

3.2 History of Sasi in Maluku

In some Maluku communities, control over the land and marine territories (petuanan) and
their resources is vested in a social institution that has a code of conduct, rules and regulations.
This institution is known as sasi (Volker 1925, Ellen 1978, Kriekhoff 1991). Sasi is not simply
an institution designed to regulate resource use; sasi also has a significant cultural role.  “It is
an encompassing body of meaningful relations between people, the natural environment and
gods, ancestors and spirits” (von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995).  Although the origins of sasi
are lost in the mists of time, local legend speaks of sasi being in practice in the 14th century
and perhaps earlier (Topatimasang 1997).  Others maintain that sasi developed in the 16th

century in response to the needs of clove traders (Kissya 1994), but it was almost certainly
based on older adat tradition that aimed to protect and control exploitation of natural resources
(von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995).

The “spice wars” of the 1600-1900s had the effect of stimulating militancy as well as mobility
in the Maluku people, and fostered fierce attachment of the people to their territories (Chauvel
1981).  This could have been positive in terms of reinforcing adat.  On the other hand, however,
the battles were ultimately lost, many of the bravest killed, and the sovereignty of local leaders
abolished.  In some cases, wholesale slaughter (as happened in Banda) and forced removals
alienated people from their territories.  In general, adat culture is believed to have reached its
zenith in the mid-1600s and the pattern since then has been one of decline, although with
periods of resurgence (Cooley 1962).

The introduction of Islam and Christianity and the establishment of a trade monopoly in
cloves were of decisive influence for the further development of sasi. During the occupation
and Christianization of Maluku by the Dutch, sasi was at first discouraged along with other
“pagan superstitions and rituals” (von Benda-Beckmann et al. 1995).  However, the institution
was subsequently revived and revised by the Dutch to control and maximize harvests of
valuable spice crops, regulate land tenure and provide a means of social control (von Benda-
Beckmann et al. 1995).  In the revised form, the emphasis on spiritual aspects declined, while
the economic aspects of sasi came to the fore.  During this period and into the 1900s, native
Mollucans were often resentful rather than supportive of the Dutch style of sasi, as it
represented the imposition of Dutch ethics and was often a burden on poorer members of
society (Zerner 1994a).  Under Dutch influence, what had been purely an adat institution
became integrated to some extent with the village leadership supported by the colonial
government.  At a later point, the church also came to have a role in sasi, changing the
institution further into one in which religious, government and adat leaders worked together.

In the period 1880-1893, Dutch Resident J.G.F.Riedel attempted to abolish sasi. He wanted to
break the power of kewang leaders over the spice trade and abolish the kewang’s rights to
enforce sasi rules, which he considered exploitative of the local producers.  In spite of his
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efforts, the sasi institution continued to survive and evolve in many villages, and in 1921, the
Dutch actually supported sasi once more by formalizing the institution with the decree called
“Het recht van Sasi in de Molukken” (the rights of sasi in Maluku).

During World War II, the period of occupation by the Japanese represented an extreme threat
to all adat institutions.  Lack of appropriate ceremonial cloth and other goods meant that adat
rituals could not be performed according to tradition, so that in this period, many substitutions
were made (Cooley 1962).  Indonesian independence involved civil war in Maluku, a time
when many leaders were lost and clans scattered.  Integration into the new nation of Indonesia
meant a further blow to the local indigenous language and culture because Indonesian Malay
became the language of compulsory schooling.   Subsequent decades of civil strife and political
turmoil at local and national levels doubtless continued to challenge the strength of local
culture.  In more recent decades, cultural change has intensified as economic development
proceeded.  By the 1960s, there was a confident prediction (Cooley 1962) that sasi was doomed
to disappear “in the very near future”.  But although weakened over time, sasi never
disappeared.  Sasi rules, developed at the community level, are still used by communities to
control and maximize harvests as well as to regulate aspects of social behavior.

The aim of sasi and its function in resource management and conservation have been debated.
Zerner (1994a) argues that, although there may be spin-off benefits in terms of resource
sustainability, sasi is essentially an institution for managing social interactions, mediating
tenure disputes and maximizing economic returns, rather than a resource conservation and
management institution per se. On the other hand, sasi clearly was performing a conservation
function in the 1920s, when the use of poisons in the fishery was banned under sasi rules
(Volker 1925).  Today, sasi is again undergoing change, with a renewed emphasis on
conservation aspects (Zerner 1994a).

The application of sasi to marine resources may have never been as widespread as sasi on land
crops.  Zerner and Thorburn (forthcoming) have speculated that in its original form, marine sasi
was applied only to pelagic fish, with the objective of protecting migratory fish from disturbance
so as to maximize harvests for local consumption.  In the decades following the 1930s, the
emerging international markets for top shells and sea cucumbers appeared to have prompted
the development of additional types of marine access prohibitions and related ceremonies in
places such as the Kei Islands in southern Maluku (Zerner and Thorburn, forthcoming).  Similar
rules are evident in central Maluku today and appear to date back at least to the 1960s.

There is another adat institution linked to sasi, the Latupati, which is a venue for meetings of
traditional leaders at the island-wide level. The Latupati in the Lease Islands (i.e., Saparua,
Nusa Laut and Haruku) has been effectively dormant since the passage of the legislation on
village governments in 1979. However, a revitalized Latupati may have potential as a regional
resource management body.  In 1996, the first Haruku Island Latupati meeting in 20 years was
held as a consequence of the efforts of NGOs interested in developing the marine resource
management capacity at the island and regional levels.  Subsequently, NGO interventions
have also led to the revival of the Latupati on Nusa Laut Island in 1998.  On Saparua, there is
also a Latupati but it is currently used only as a venue for the planning of annual social events.

3.3 Historical and Current State of Inshore Fisheries Habitat

Sir Alfred Wallace, on his expedition to Ambon Bay in the 1850s, marveled at the incredible
diversity of corals and fishes.  Eastern Indonesia, including central Maluku, is part of the
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global center for coral reef biodiversity.  Endangered species inhabiting this area include
dolphins and whales, turtles, giant clams (Tridacna spp.), other types of molluscs such as the
Triton’s trumpet (Charonsa tritonis), giant helmet shells (Cassis cornuta), chambered nautilus
(Nautilus pompilus), top shells (Trochus niloticus) and the green snail (Turbo marmoratus).
A recent marine resources potential survey (PSL Unpatti in LIPI 1996) revealed diverse
biological communities in the intertidal, inshore reef flats and reef slopes.  Among others,
mangrove, sea grass and coral reef habitats have been found.

Except for some sheltered estuaries where mangrove forests are quite extensive, mangroves
are mostly confined to narrow coastal strips.  Saparua Island mangrove areas boast up to 22
different species.  On Haruku, mangroves are much more limited in extent (Wouthuyzen et
al. in LIPI 1994a, 1994b). Conversion of coastal land, including mangroves for shrimp pond
development, is just beginning in central Maluku (northern Seram) but conversion for housing
development is already widespread.

Extensive sea grass beds are common in central Maluku (Wouthuyzen in LIPI 1996; PSL Unpatti
in LIPI 1994).  Fishes sighted in sea grass beds around Saparua Island number 62 species
(Wouthuyzen et al. in LIPI 1994).  Surveyors in 1991 (de Iongh et al. 1994) found dugong-
feeding tracks in sea grass beds in the Lease Island villages of Ameth, Nalahia, Ihamahu,
Paperu, Rohumoni, Kabau, and Haruku. These sea grass beds are also a feeding ground for
the hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata) and green turtle (Chelonia mydas).

Coral species diversity in the Lease Island region is described as high; researchers found 110
species at Pulau Pombo (PSL-UNPATTI 1994) and 85 at Ihamahu (Antariksa et al. 1993).
Surveys documenting the hard coral cover (LIPI 1996) in central Maluku locations on Seram,
Ambon and the Lease Islands show that healthy corals are already rare.  The survey further
indicates that the absence of good coral reefs is closely related to the use of bombs and other
destructive fishing methods.  The details are as follows:

• An average cover of live corals greater than 76% was not found on any reef surveyed.
• A cover of live corals in the range of 51-75% was found on 16% of the reef area.
• A cover of live corals in the range of 26-50% was found on 32% of the reef area.
• A live coral cover in the range of 0-25% was most common, being present on 47% of

the reef area surveyed.

Leonardo (1996) reported on the condition of coral communities in the coastal waters of
Saparua Island and described four areas of the island, all of which had suffered damage from
blast fishing as well as from infestation by crowns of thorn starfish.

• The north coast had a 23.8% live hard coral cover and 36.6% soft coral cover.
• The east coast had a 42% live hard coral cover and 26.1% soft coral cover.
• The south coast had a 27.3% live hard coral cover and 32.4% soft coral cover.
• The west coast had a 31.4% live hard coral cover and 33.2% soft coral cover.

3.4 Characteristics of the Fishery

In central Maluku, agricultural capacity is limited and the fisheries sector is regarded as
theopportunity for economic development. Over recent years, fishing efforts have been
escalating.  The prediction is that fishing efforts will increase by 50% in the next five years.
At the same time, stock assessments and data on catches are inadequate.  If this continues,
over-exploitation of commercially harvested resources is likely (Nikijuluw 1995).
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3.4.1 The artisanal finfishery

The fishery of Maluku mirrors that of Indonesia as a whole in that the labor force is dominated
numerically by the artisanal sector.  In 1991, for example, it was estimated that out of 142,510
fishing units (boats) operating in Indonesia, 132,884 or 93.2% were tiny canoes powered by paddle
and/or sail.  Another 6% of boats employed outboard motors and the rest were large, motorized
ships (Agriculture Statistics 1993, Dept. of Agriculture, Jakarta).  In the Maluku province, with a
population of about two million people, 104,600 are considered to be fishers (CBS 1995). Many
more are fisher-farmers who are actually listed in the government statistics as farmers.

Artisanal fishers using fishing lines, spears, traps, hand nets and set nets target a mixture of
reef and pelagic species (Appendix 3). Women in fishing families supplement catches by
harvesting octopus and shellfish from intertidal and upper subtidal areas.  Utilization of coastal
resources in the nearshore areas is intensive.  For instance in Ameth on Nusa Laut, fishers
using 21 types of fishing gears collect 73 different species of fish and shellfish from the reef
flat, reef slope and inshore waters.  An additional 19 species are harvested from the intertidal
zone (Yayasan Hualopu 1996).

The tiny Lease Islands hold 12.5% of the population of Maluku province and are 9-10 times
more densely populated than the rest of Maluku.  In general, the settlements and farming
activities are concentrated along the narrow strip of relatively flat coastal land.  Artisanal and
small-scale commercial fisheries contribute significantly to village economies in terms of
employment and income but villagers are also active in the agriculture sector.  Because good
farmland is limited and the population relatively dense, the fisheries sector is seen as an
opportunity for economic development.  The sea is a source of income as well as a source of
family food (Ruhunlela et al. 1994a, 1994b; PSL Unpatti in LIPI 1996).  On an average, income
from fisheries in a typical village ranges from about 12-28% of the total income.

3.4.2 The commercial finfishery in central Maluku

Upwelling in the Banda Sea, which occurs in the months of June, July and August, makes the
central Maluku fishery a highly productive one.  The resources of central Maluku are exploited
not only by the local population, but also by boats based in the city of Ambon as well as boats
from Sulawesi and Java and foreign fishing vessels.  Key commercial species include tuna, skipjack
and a variety of small pelagic fish (anchovies, mackerel, sardines).  The commercial lift nets (bagan)
and seiners target the small pelagic fish, especially anchovies (puri), sardines (make and lompa)
and mackerel (momar and komu) whereas pole and line boats typically harvest skipjack (cakalang).
Other commercial operators employ long liners and various sizes of gill nets and drift nets.  Live
reef fish harvesters commonly employ divers who use potassium cyanide.

In terms of potential economic growth supporting the national development, the fishery is ranked
second after tourism in Maluku.  Following the 1997-98 monetary crisis in Indonesia, the national
government looked to the fishery of eastern Indonesia to absorb displaced Javanese workers and
perhaps another thousand large-scale commercial fishing vessels (V. Nikijuluw, pers. comm. 1998).

Fisheries production figures over the past decades show a steadily increasing level of
exploitation.  In 1974, the fisheries production of Maluku province was only 59,485 tonnes.
By 1993, 35,000 fishing units (32,000 of which were small, non-motorized crafts) were landing
189,081 tonnes of fish, a level 5% higher than the 1992 landings and still, according to federal
government statisticians, only a fraction of the potential MSY for the province.  In 1997, total
recorded landings had reached 329,147 tonnes (Book of Annual Fisheries Statistics, Anonymous
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1993, 1994, and 1995).  In addition, a great deal of fish catch goes unrecorded because it is
trans-shipped at sea and taken directly to distant markets.

Actual records of landings and local research results are at odds with the official federal optimism
regarding potential for further development.  Coral reef fish are believed to be already over-
fished throughout Indonesia (Anonymous 1993, 1994, 1995). Also, landings of shrimp in Maluku
are in decline, and landings of small pelagic fish are uncertain.  A 1995 assessment estimated
that small pelagic (baitfish) catches in central Maluku were already at 80-90% of MSY
(Pulitbangkan 1995).  The most recent information from the government research facility (LIPI)
is that both shrimp and baitfish are now over-fished throughout the Maluku province (M.S.
Latukonsina, Governor of Maluku, pers. comm. November 1998).  The estimated potential yield
of small pelagic fish was recently reduced from 816,200 tonnes to 682,000 tonnes per year.  Because
of a shortage of baitfish, pole and line catches of larger pelagic fish, such as skipjack, have been
static or declining in recent years (Nikijuluw 1995).  Even at the reduced catch rates, skipjack
are now considered to have been over-fished as well (M.S. Latukonsina, Governor of Maluku,
pers. comm. November 1998).  Policy-makers are looking to expand fish and shellfish aquaculture
in an attempt to compensate for declining wild stocks.

Despite warning signs, expansion and modernization of the fishing fleet continue.   The new
fishing units have unprecedented fishing power.  In the district of central Maluku, a 2% increase
in the number of fishing units over the years 1993-95 resulted in an increase in catches of
almost 30% (Table 3.1).  At the same time, fishing units increased by 3% in the district of
Kotamadya Ambon, and production increased by 55%.

3.4.3 Top shell fishery

The commercial trade in top shells (Trochus niloticus) has been carried on since at least the
1960s (Zerner and Thorburn, forthcoming) and is a trade that expanded rapidly.  For example,
recorded shell exports from the Maluku province increased from under 80,000 kg in 1987 to
over 256,000 kg in 1988. Because rapid exploitation led to a crash in wild stocks, this species
has subsequently been declared protected and it is, therefore, illegal to harvest the shells
outside aquaculture areas.  However, harvesting and trade in wild shells continue.

3.4.4 Sea cucumber fishery

Sea cucumbers have been a trade commodity for centuries, ever since Chinese, Makassar,
Buginese and other wandering traders first came to Maluku (Fox 1996).  Older fishers can
remember when inshore sandy bottoms were thick with sea cucumbers.  Today, however, the
traders rarely bother to visit many of their traditional harvesting areas because the stocks
have been largely exhausted.

Table 3.1. Increase in fishing units and fisheries production in the districts of central Maluku and
Kotamadya Ambon in 1993-1995. Source: Buku Tahunan Statistik Perikanan Tahun 1993, 1994 dan 1995
(Book of Annual Fisheries Statistics, Anonymous 1993, 1994, and 1995).

Region Fishing Units Catch (Tonnes)
1993 1994 1995 1993 1994 1995

Central Maluku District 21,887 22,085 22,250 40,892 49,982 52,978
Kotamadya Ambon 3,773 3,779 3,885 56,973 84,910 88,241
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3.4.5 Other commercial species

Most lucrative of the other species fished in Maluku are shrimp and pearl oysters, both of
which are mostly caught in southern, not central Maluku.  Various other shellfish, seaweeds,
sharks, octopus and squid, and ornamental fish, are also caught for commercial markets.
Ornamental fish harvesters commonly employ divers who use potassium cyanide.

3.5 Impact of Destructive Fishing Methods

Decreasing catches of baitfish in the Saparua waters (Siahainenia and Tubalawony 1993) have
been blamed on both increased fishing activity and the use of non-selective fishing methods.
For instance, very small mesh (under 5 mm) is used in lift nets (bagan) and beach seines.
Where lift net fishers report increasing catches, it is often because of the use of smaller and
smaller mesh sizes.  Conflict over access to pelagic fish is common between the lift net fishers
with their fine mesh nets and the hand line sector on Ambon Island  (J. Sohouwat, Hutumuri
village, pers. comm. 1996).

The high price offered for grouper (Ephinephelus spp.), ornamental fish and lobster have
encouraged the use of potassium cyanide as a fishing method.  The use of potassium cyanide
is very common in central Maluku waters (Abrahamsz and Hetarie 1994; Geser, Gorom and
Watubela 1997). Blast fishing is also common, both for reef and pelagic fish, and causes
widespread damage to coral habitats (I. Novaczek pers. obs.).

The trap net is a simple fishing gear designed by local communities that is often destructive
because people use hard corals as an anchor for the net.  Traditional woven fish traps called
bubu are also destructive if set out on top of living corals or if coral branches are used to
camouflage the trap.  A third artisanal activity that destroys corals is bameti – the practice of
walking out over the living reef at low tide to harvest shellfish and octopus.  During bameti,
iron bars are often used to break up coral heads or dig large clams out of the reef.  Even more
destructive is the technique called muro-ami, in which fishers use rocks to smash corals and
chase the reef fish out into a net.

3.6 Seasonality

Fishing activity and catch rates vary seasonally.  In central Maluku, there are two distinct
seasonal monsoons.  The westerly monsoon blows from the east and southeast from around
November through April.  Strong winds from the west and northwest and carrying rain prevail
during June-September. October and May are transitional and unpredictable.  Because of the
risk of loss, lift nets either get pulled to shore during the height of the windy season or are
moved to the leeward side of an island.  Although some larger operators have the ability to
move their boats and lift nets about, or have vessels capable of weathering high waves, the
artisanal sector is much more vulnerable to seasonal change. Typically, smaller fishers are
literally “blown off the water” for almost half of the year.  The season of limited catches
varies, depending on when local fishing grounds are subject to onshore winds.

In addition to seasonal cycles, fishers are also affected by lunar cycles.  For instance, hand
liners targeting reef fish report that their catches are large during full moon high tides.  In
contrast, fishers working on floating lift nets or beside fish aggregating devices, as well as
beach seiners that work at night and attract fish with lights, find the full moon to be the worst
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time for fishing.  Modern lights are brighter than the older kerosene lamps, allowing the
wealthier light fishers to continue operating throughout the month.  Artisanal fishers believe
that this change contributes to stock depletion.  Fishers interviewed also sketched out monthly
calendars that suggest that there are monthly cycles in tides and waves that affect catches.
Artisanal fishers use this traditional knowledge to plan their work schedules.

Because weather has such a strong influence on catches, fish traders in smaller centers
sometimes use sea conditions as a guide for predicting prices in the central markets.  If the
sea is calm and oily, fish are likely to be scarce and the price high.  When the tide is very high
(hitting the foundation of houses along the shore), i.e., at full moon, prices for pelagic fish are
very high.  If there are (moderate) wind and waves, fish are usually more abundant and prices
low (Cali Kiat, fish trader at Tulehu, pers. comm. February 1998).

3.7 Control over the Commercial Fishery

Although there is a small minority of commercial gears in the hands of village fishers, the
majority of capital-intensive gears, i.e., lift nets, FADs, pole and line vessels, long liners and
seiners, are in the hands of urban businessmen and large companies.  For example, the fish
processing company, P.T. Sumber Aneka Tata Bahari, owns a fleet of 12 pole and line boats
and three long liners, as well as five deep-sea FADs.  They export 250-700 tonnes of fish a
month (M. Siahay, boat captain, pers. comm. 1998).  Owners of these industrial enterprises are
rarely native Mollucans.  Most are urban Chinese Indonesians, some are from the western
islands of Sulawesi or Java, and a few are foreign (e.g., Filipino, Japanese etc.). More
information on large-scale fisheries and market structures can be found in Chapter 5.

3.8 Conclusions

The marine resources of central Maluku are very rich but not unlimited.  Coral reefs, for
example, are under severe pressure, particularly from destructive fishing techniques employed
by both commercial and artisanal fishers.  After a period of rapid increase in fishing pressure
and catches, even the optimistic government resource assessments now indicate a need for
more cautious management because several key stocks appear to be over-fished and harvest
potential is declining.  Nevertheless, economic pressures mean that there is still a strong push
for further expansion of fisheries.

Sasi, the local resource management institution, has a long history.  The application of sasi to
marine resources, however, has always been limited in scope and some modern forms of
marine management date back only a few decades.  As an institution, sasi has never been
static but has changed with the times and been used by different proponents for different
economic and social reasons, not simply for resource management.  Sasi and the underlying
adat culture have waxed and waned over time, absorbing and reflecting the impacts of
colonialism, war, economic development and social change. However, despite past predictions
of imminent demise, sasi and adat persist and are, therefore, resilient.  In the following chapters,
we will explore how these regional contextual factors, as well as local conditions, influence
present-day fisheries management at the village level.


