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Introduction 
 
Decentralization in Indonesia established autonomy at district level whereby most 
government functions were handed (or taken) over by the district governments. One 
unanticipated effect was an increased eagerness for the establishment of new districts.  In 
2001 when the law on regional autonomy was officially implemented, Indonesia had 268 
kabupaten.  Although many divisions were planned, decentralization speeded up the 
process.  Thus, within the first two years of regional autonomy, the number of districts 
had increased almost twofold to about 440.  Similarly within the districts, sub-districts 
and villages have been split up dividing both territories and people, often along religious 
and ethnic fault lines.  At the same time, however, new alliances within society are 
established at all levels.  One powerful national level alliance is that of district 
governments (APKASI).  Another is the alliance of adat communities (AMAN). 
 
These two opposing movements have probably always existed as part of the struggle for 
control of both people and resources, but have become more fluid and visible over the 
last couple of years with the weakening of the Indonesian central government. Indeed 
globally as well, the weakening of the state has given rise to new orders in which local 
politics are politics of ethnicity of cultural affinities defining struggles for power 
(Huntington 1997).  At local level, these struggles for power are observable in the way 
people organize themselves to use and conserve natural resources and are especially 
evident at the margins of the State (Wollenberg et al, forthcoming) such as in the districts 
of Malinau and Manggarai described in this paper. 
 
The ongoing struggles for power in Indonesia are visible in flexible and adaptable 
processes of fission and fusion.  Fissions, such as between natives and outsiders, are in 
contrast to fusions, in which different groups build alliances to gain power.  Both fission 
and fusion occur at different levels of organization, from the local to the district as well 
as horizontally between groups as well as vertically.  In this paper the main focus is on 
fission and fusion at district and community level which occurs as part of the struggle to 
control benefits from natural resources.  Of particular interest is the fission and fusion at 
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local level whereby the meaning of masyarakat adat1, and terms denoting native such as 
asli are renegotiated and redefined in relation to rights over resources and the building of 
a local identity.   
 
In general fission is shown to be downward in response to direct competition over 
benefits from land and forests.  Fusion, on the other hand, appears to be an upward 
movement to gain political power.  Political power, however, is often used to gain control 
over the allocation and use of available resources. 
 
 
State Control over Resources and Decentralisation 
 
Today the existence of the state is very much taken for granted.  In fact, the state like 
community is ‘thought into existence’ (Klein quoted in Benjamin, 1988), but once 
existing has to maintain itself, usually through social control.  This control is extended 
not only over territory and its inhabitants but also over the resources on which people 
depend for their livelihood (Finger-Stich and Finger, 2003).  
 
At the time the Indonesian state came into being, the need to unite the more than 600 
ethnic groups speaking more than 1000 dialects gave rise to the discourse of one 
centralized nation, one language, one country encapsulated in the national motto Bhineka 
Tunggal Ika (Unity in Diversity) implemented through one system of law. The 
unification of law is very well illustrated in the case of the Basic Agrarian Law of 1960 
which put an end to the debate on whether to maintain a plurality of local adat systems or 
adopt a unified western law (Fasseur, 1992; Koesnoe, 1989), albeit expressed as being 
based on adat.   
 
Adat refers to cultural beliefs, rights and responsibilities, customary law and courts, 
customary practices and self-governance institutions (Alcorn, 2001). Adat communities 
are therefore defined as communities living in accordance to their adat. Implied is the 
bonding force from shared ancestry, history and language.  Adat is very localized, often 
fuzzy and subject to continuous change. In line with unification, therefore, the 
government in 1979 attempted to replace adat with the more orderly and uniform village 
(desa) system based on Javanese adat.    
 
Meanwhile, the constitution of independent Indonesia gives the state control over all 
natural resources (article 33 of the Constitution). Over the next five decades, the state 
strengthened this control through various rules and regulations.  The first was the Basic 
Agrarian Law of 1960, which reiterates the state’s responsibility in managing the 
                                                 
1 (communities based on customary rules usually ethnic based) 
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resources in the interests of people.  It also asserts the social function of land and 
resources and prohibits foreign ownership.  The socialist and populist tone of this earlier 
period of independence, was replaced by the capitalist and more profit oriented New 
Order.  Although never repealed under the New Order, where inconvenient the Basic 
Agrarian Law has been ignored, reinterpreted or circumvented.  A prime example is the 
Basic Forestry Law of 1967 which gives control over around 75 percent of all land area 
to the Department of Forestry (Lucas & Warren, 2004). 
  
Although the government denies that control implies ownership, in fact the New Order 
regime treated forest and land as state property.  In this way the Indonesian state, like 
many other states in the world, attempted to bring the management of natural resources 
under its control and thereby increasingly assumed ownership (Finger-Stich and Finger, 
2003).  During the New Order this was expressed by the free way in which the state 
allocated large areas of forest for logging concessions or development projects, whereby 
all revenues accrued to the central government.   
 
This was the situation up to 1998 when the movement for reform led to the fall of 
Suharto and the implementation of the regional autonomy law.  With this law, regional 
governments are given the authority to manage their own affairs, except for matters of 
foreign policy, defense, fiscal and monetary policies, religion and the judicature (Law 22, 
1999).   This was generally understood as including the rights of regions to manage 
natural resources available in their territory. 
 
Decentralization and reform should have provided the opportunity for districts to develop 
a more locally appropriate management system.  In fact, the Department of Forestry had 
been experimenting with different levels of devolution and decentralization since the 
1990s.  The general decentralization of 2001, however, led to rampant exploitation and 
rent seeking by local actors. As a result, now that the rest of government affairs are 
decentralized, the Department of Forestry is trying to re-centralize.  The forestry law of 
1999, while recognizing adat rights is centralistic in tone (Nurjaya, 2000).  The first 
implementing regulation, Government Regulation (GR) 34, 2003 reinforces this and 
revokes earlier decrees that allowed local governments to issue logging permits of 50,000 
hectare for provinces and 100 hectares for districts2.  However, in the same way that the 
New Order disregarded earlier laws, local government now ignores, re-interpretes or 
circumvents forestry regulations and decrees. 
 
Natural resources, in particular land and forest are of particular interest to the state.  They 
are strongly linked to the control over territories (Finger and Finger, 2003) and a source 
of relatively easy revenue.  It is not surprising therefore that with decentralization, control 
over land and forest became intensely contested between the national and regional 
governments.  As political power often translates into control over natural resources, 
politics plays a large role in these struggles.   
 

                                                 
2  GR 6, 1999 on Utilization of Forest and Harvesting Forest Products in Production Forest 
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Unfortunately, attempts to regulate or discuss land tenure issues, meanwhile, is taboo as 
they imply a rethinking of territorial control by the state and neither the central nor local 
government is ready for this.  In fact, decentralization of land tenure matters was put on 
hold within less than a month after the implementation of the decentralization and 
regional autonomy policies. Presidential Decree 62, 2001 stipulated that a number of the 
administrative functions of BPN in the regions, notably the regulation of land taxes, were 
to remain under the authority of the central government until all legislation on land 
administration has been ratified (Toyamah, 2002).  In April 2004, land administration 
laws were still under discussion. 
 
Until recently, most ethnic groups identified as masyarakat adat as well as their 
customary rights to resources were largely invisible to the state.  Reforms empowered 
adat and made adat visible.  A space was created for local communities to openly contest 
the ownership of the state and regain their adat rights (Simarmata & Masiun, 2002).  
Reforms at national level brought Laws 41, 1999 on Forestry and the Decree IX, 2001 of 
the People’s Consultative Assembly, and the second amendment to the constitution give 
explicit recognition to the existence of adat communities and their rights (article 18B) 
and requires respect for cultural identities and rights of traditional communities (article 
28I) helped to empower adat communities.   
 
Regional autonomy itself, however, had an even more direct impact at local level.  In a 
similar way that districts took over the extraction of natural resources, so did adat 
communities.  Using their ‘weapons of the weak’ adat communities forced the local 
government and their private contracting companies to share the benefits from forest 
exploitation.  This recognition, however, had the unintended consequence of converting 
adat rights to a cash value whereby adat was used as carte blanche for communities to 
claim or act.    
 
In the struggle to gain control over resources, communities are breaking apart.  Using 
adat to legitimize claims, the definition of adat communities itself becomes contested.  In 
this, local communities were supported by the national movement in support of adat 
communities (AMAN or the National Alliance of Adat communities). At stake is not only 
rights to resources but also the cultural identity repressed and (almost) forgotten during 
the New Order.  
 
At district level, regional autonomy strengthened the process of identity formation by 
making a distinction between native (asli) and outsiders (pendatang).  The construction of 
cultural identity is also in opposition to the repression by the new order with its emphasis 
on national culture and nation building.  In this era of autonomy, local communities and 
local cultural groups are empowered to rethink and re-imagine what culture and 
community means to them (Erb et al, 2002). 
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Malinau and Manggarai: Districts at the margin of the state 
 
At independence, the Indonesian state continued a process of internal territorialization 
started by the Dutch and constructed not only a national identity but defined center 
periphery relations (Vandergeest and Peluso, 1995).  The New Order regime strengthened 
this hierarchical relationship in which access to natural resources was controlled by the 
center.  Consequently, people and governments in resource rich areas saw a continuous 
stream of benefits passing them by while resource poor areas at the margins were too 
negligible to spend development efforts on. 
 
One such resource rich district is Malinau in northeast Kalimantan. A typical resource 
poor district is Manggarai in western Flores.  Both operate in the periphery of the state’s 
control and were only integrated into the state during the latter part of the Dutch colonial 
period.  Historically both areas underwent cycles of being under the influence of other 
politically more powerful entities and self governing regions.  Today, both are 
autonomous district trying to adjust to a decentralized way of governing. 
 
Malinau 
In 1950, the northeast corner of East Kalimantan that was formerly the Sultanate of 
Bulungan became a Wilayah Swapraja (autonomous territory). The status was changed to 
Wilayah Istimewa (Special Territory) in 1955 and eventually in 1959 the area became the 
District (regency of district) Bulungan (Sellato, 2001). The region was divided in 1999 
and became three district i.e., Bulungan, Nunukan and Malinau.  Malinau comprises 
more than 40,000 square kilometers along the border with Sarawak.  It does not have a 
coast line and is accessible mainly by river or plane, although at present the road from 
Tanjung Selor in Bulungan is almost finished.  The population of about 40,000 people 
consist of at least 18 different ethnic groups. 
 
Because of its remote location and rugged terrain, Malinau has one of the largest 
remaining contiguous areas of low land tropical rain forest, rich in dipterocarp species.  
In addition, about two-thirds of the 1,3 million hectares of the Kayan Mentarang National 
Park lie within its borders.  Besides the richness of its forests, there are some high quality 
coal deposits. 
 
According to Sellato (2001), Dutch control in the northeast of Kalimantan began in 1850 
with a ‘Politiek Contract’ between the Dutch colonial government and the Bulungan 
Sultanate. This has been contested by descendants of the supposed Tidungan Sultanate, 
which was under authority of Bulungan, who had not been involved in nor informed of 
the negotiations. Thus, the Tidungan sultanate missed an important opportunity to gain 
local influence. For example a dispute over ownership of bird’s nests caves between the 
paramount customary leader (kepala besar adat) of the upper Malinau River and some 
influential Tidung persons was settled by the Bulungan Sultanate in favour of the Kepala 
Besar Adat (oral history recorded by Achmad Wijaya, 2003). Despite the Dutch support 
for the Bulungan Sultanate and the handing over of control over the interior to the Dutch 
colonial government in early 1900s (Sellato, 2001), in practice communities in the 
interior remained to a great extend autonomous.  
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Dependence on forest resource varies among the different ethnic groups and is reflected 
in the way territories are perceived.  Settled rice farming communities such as the 
Kenyah seem to have more definite territories than the Punan for whom access to 
settlements and key resources were more important.  Actual boundaries were less 
important than the central settlement point, or river with its watershed (Anau et al, 2002).   
As land was plentiful, adat institutions had only a limited role in land tenure but were 
called on to settle cases of agricultural land use disputes. Adat institutions were much 
more important in allocation of labour e.g. defining the ‘correct’ timing for rice planting 
or demanding communal labour on their rice fields. They also controlled access to village 
territories and the collection of forest products, sometimes requesting fees from outside 
groups.  Adat leaders were also instrumental in establishing exclusive domains such as 
tanah ulen in the Pujungan - Bahau area (Wollenberg, 2003; Anau et al, 2002; Sellato, 
2001). 
 
Until the late 1960’s mobility of the population in what is now the Malinau District 
remained high. Amongst the driving factors for the high mobility were epidemics, 
warfare and the search for important resources e.g. suitable agricultural land or valuable 
forest products, e.g. bird’s nests as well as markets and better education and health 
facilities.  Other factors were disputes over community leadership’s succession and 
during the 1970s the government resettlement program. 
 
Despite the high mobility, alliances and power balances between different ethnic groups 
remained remarkably stable.  Only during the past 5 years or so have reforms and 
decentralization caused a visible shift, mainly in local control and occupation of certain 
resources or territories.  
 
Manggarai 
The western part of the island of Flores comprises Manggarai which had been established 
as a self governing kingdom in 1925.  Similar to Malinau, Manggarai also became a 
district in 1959 when all kingdoms were abolished.  Although considered one ethnic 
group, Manggarai as one unit is only a recent construct.  Historically, its people consisted 
of hundreds of small autonomous adat communities.  Over time alliances were formed, 
warred against each other, disintegrated and reformed.  As well since the 17th century 
Manggarai was in turn either part of or under the influence of the sultanates of Goa or 
Bima.  During the Dutch time, it was first governed from Makassar and later from Timor 
but became a self governing unit when the kingdom was established in 1925 (Erb, 1987; 
Hemo, 1987/88; Lawang, 1989).   
 
Throughout the tumultuous times after independence Manggarai remained one 
administrative unit until 2003 when the district was divided into 2 autonomous district. 
 
In contrast to Malinau, Manggarai’s forest covers less than 30 percent of the total area 
(Manggarai dalam Angka, 2002), more than half is protection forest on steep slopes.  
Being almost completely dependent on land, the Manggaraians developed a highly 
sophisticated tenure system linked closely to their social system.  Control over land is in 
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the hands of the local adat institution represented by a council of elders, among which are 
one or two responsible for the allocation and management of land use. Land is 
communally owned and individuals have rights of use.  In the past, land was allocated 
according to the discretion of the adat leader and use was strictly controlled.  To obtain 
use rights, an individual had to approach the adat leader bringing a chicken and a bottle 
of palm wine.  When given rights to use, the individual was also bound into the system 
which while offering security of use and protection against adverse times, also imposed 
burdens of annual dues and contributions for each of the rituals carried out during the 
year. This system is still in place although in many cases adapted to new situations.  
Thus, while most communities retain one or two communal fields where adat rituals are 
held, all other fields have been converted to permanent individual property.  In 
accordance to adat, members still pay the annual dues but the fields are no longer divided 
annually and individuals are allowed freedom of use such as planting perennials.  
 
In the past an individual could also obtain full control over land by being the first to clear 
primary forest.  In fact, many territories originated from such a claim.  This opportunity 
has been long lost as the few patches of primary forest are part of the forest estate 
established by the Dutch government in the late 1930s. 
 
 
Fission: struggle over resources 
 
Law 22, 1999 on regional autonomy, states that there is no longer a hierarchical 
relationship between the Center, Province and District. This has created a significant 
vertical fission whereby districts feel free to ignore directives from the central or 
province government.  This is especially noticeable in the struggle for control over forest 
exploitation in East Kalimantan. 
 
Regional autonomy also meant that the government transferred thousands of civil 
servants to the regions, from central government to province and from province to 
district.  For many, these transfers are felt as demotion and created a rift between them 
and locally recruited staff of district level.  
 
Below is a description of a few other fissions which occurred in this time of reforms and 
regional autonomy. 
 
District 
Like many other districts in Indonesia, the large area of Bulungan was long seen as 
necessitating further division to improve the ‘span of control’ and improve services.  
However, when Bulungan was to be divided, the new law on regional autonomy was just 
promulgated.  The power which came with a new district promised even more 
opportunities than ever before.  
 
In a study done in preparation for the division the main considerations were geographical 
and economical. Three alternatives were proposed. The first was that the old Bulungan 
district would be divided into three regions, two coinciding with the Kayan and Sesayap 
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watersheds and the area north of those watersheds to become Nunukan.  The second 
proposed a division in two and the last divided Bulungan into a northern, southern and 
western part. For unspoken but clear political reasons, i.e., preventing domination by a 
single ethnic group, the division followed this least logical alternative which left Malinau 
not only landlocked but with some of its locations not easily accessible from within 
Malinau.  
 
Clearly, not all groups were happy about this.  In fact, before the establishment of the 
new districts, discussions were already under way to form yet a fourth district.  This last 
proposal is supported mainly by the Tidung people but for the time being has little chance 
to succeed 
 
In Malinau today, competition over political control and control over natural resources 
are intermingled and difficult to separate out.  As mentioned, Malinau is home to at least 
18 ethnic groups.  Large groups such as the Kenyah, Lundayeh, the Merap, who claim to 
be the first inhabitants and Tidung, who claim rights as inheritors of a past kingdom, have 
been the most aggressive in staking claims in politics as well as over resources. The 
Punan, who traditionally are less settled and are therefore less educated have been losing 
out.   
 
Within the district, fission also occurs between ‘pendatang’ (immigrants) against ‘asli 
(natives).  Asli, however, can be understood as being born and raised in Malinau or in the 
old Bulungan region, or sometimes in East Kalimantan. The rise of regional autonomy 
has highlighted this issue, especially in the appointment of government personnel.   
Personnel recruited for the newly established district were selected based on being ‘putra 
daerah’ meaning not only born and raised in the region but often also having parents 
born and raised locally.  Thus people living for one or two generations in the area might 
still be considered ‘pendatang’ and in Malinau excluded from being part of the 
government.   
 
In Manggarai, this issue is of less importance since most staff are from the region itself.  
Also, ethnically Manggarai is much more uniform.  However, the division has created a 
clear fission between the two parts.  Government personnel originating from the western 
part have been transferred to the new district, creating a new identity in opposition to the 
original district.  The fact that the Bupati of old Manggarai is opposed to the division has 
strengthened the fission between supporters and opposition. 
 
Manggarai was only split into two separate districts in 2003.  Similar to Malinau, the 
division involved complicated political maneuverings by different factions. In Manggarai 
one such faction is the Manggaraian diaspora in Jakarta, people who left because the lack 
of economic and or political opportunities in their homeland. Realizing the opportunities 
of regional autonomy they attempted to secure a future base of operations for themselves 
(Erb et al, 2002), using kinship, the re-building of their own adat identity and their 
wealth. 
 



Paper069b.doc 9

A second faction consists of refugees from East Timor3.  This small group of quite well 
educated people had emigrated to East Timor but returned during the trouble years of 
1997-1998 leaving good jobs and positions.  On return they had to struggle to re-establish 
themselves.  The formation of a new district provided a timely opportunity.  Less 
influential but clearly identifying themselves as separate are members of an Islam 
community from the sub-district of Lembor who saw the opportunity to establish a more 
Islam based district4. 
 
The Bupati of Manggarai is strongly resisting the division (Flores Pos; Kompas) partly 
because it diminished his power but more importantly because the center of Manggarai, 
has few natural resources.  The western part, on the other hand, has great potential as a 
trade center as well as tourist spot and source of see products from around the Komodo 
National Park (Erb et al, 2002).  What forest there is in the center is mostly protection 
forest while the 42,000 hectares of production forest is also in the west.  The east of 
Manggarai, could be a source of real wealth as farmers successfully grow coffee, cocoa 
and vanilla.  But even this part is now preparing to secede. 
 
Subdistricts (Kecamatan) 
Law 22, 1999 establishes regional autonomy at district and at village level.  The sub-
district is therefore merely an administrative unit representing district government at a 
lower level.  However, the district is allowed to delegate part of its authority to subdistrict 
rather than village (Law 22, 1999 article 66).  Accountability in this case is upward to the 
district rather than downward to its constituents.  Other District in East Kalimantan, 
notably Kutai Kartanegara had earlier already delegated part of the district authority to 
kecamatan (Detectors, 2002)  
 
To facilitate governance and improve links between district government and the people, 
Malinau, which formerly was a subdistrict in itself, established 9 new sub-districts 
including the sub-district of Malinau town.  During the first year (2003) of their 
establishment each subdistrict in Malinau was given discretionary funds of Rp 1 Billion 
to fund development initiatives.  Unfortunately, most subdistricts were not sufficiently 
established to use these fund well and this year no such funds were allocated (Bupati of 
Malinau Selatan, personal communication). 
 
Villages 
Like the splitting of District and Kecamatan, splitting of villages is also a common 
practice in Indonesia.  Although the Law states that division or merging of villages 
should be based on people’s aspirations, the most common criteria applied is the level of 
population.  During the New Order, many villages were divided based on top down 
decisions.  However, as it provides space for new positions and the added lure of 
discretionary funds from central government, the divisions were usually accepted readily. 
 

                                                 
3 interview with Yance Janggat, candidate for legislature and ex lecturer at the university in East Timor 
4 interview with Mustari Mustapa, son of an adat leader in Lembor and now studying at the univeristy in 
Yogja 
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In Malinau, division of villages does not apply as even existing villages might not fulfill 
the population criteria.  Villages here are defined by having a decree from the Bupati 
declaring a certain group of people or a settlement a village.  As will be shown in the 
section on fusion, a number of settlements in the Malinau river basin comprise of more 
than one village.  The government has recently decided to merge these villages as one 
administrative unit reasoning that this will improve efficiency. 
 
 In Manggarai, however, there is an increase from 255 villages in 2000 (Manggarai dalam 
Angka, 2000) to 375 villages in 2002 (Manggarai dalam Angka 2002).  Like in Malinau, 
some villages In Manggarai might comprise two or more communities with their 
territories or even parts of different communities.  While the decision to split villages is 
seldom opposed, recently some villages in Manggarai made it clear that while 
administrative units can be divided, the government should not attempt to try to align 
adat territories according to administrative units.  Indeed, even in the past administrative 
villages did not always coincide with adat territories.   
 
Adat 
Fission is most noticeable at community level where competition over resources directly 
affect livelihood. With the new sense of entitlement created by reforms, communities in 
Malinau negotiate directly with logging companies to obtain a share in benefits. In fact, 
agreements with communities have been made conditional to get official logging permits 
from the government.  Although not explicitly written as prerequisite in the laws, not 
even in the locally issued regulations5, rights of adat communities are de facto recognized 
through the small scale logging permits issued in the period 2000-2001.  Permits denote 
the logging sites as being either wilayah adat (adat territory), hutan adat (adat forest) or 
hutan rakyat (community owned forest) with a few naming cooperatives (Barr et al, 
2001). 
 
Community members are of course eager to obtain their share of resource exploitation 
before the political climate, either local or central, changes. In an attempt to claim control 
over forest territories a myriad of arguments are used, starting from documents dating 
from the Dutch colonial period, to semi-official letters from different government levels 
to the recalling various versions of oral history. An argument that is used especially in the 
more densely populated area near the district capital is the ‘correct’ definition of adat 
communities. Depending on the actual context, however, different groups use different 
interpretations of adat.  Ethnic, village, historical kingdom or sultanates, or even common 
territory are factors used in identifying an adat community.  Many of these factors 
overlap and intertwine sometimes leading to conflict over which definition is to be 
accepted as the adat community having rightful control over natural resources of a 
particular area. 
 
 

                                                 
5 District Regulations no 6 and 7 on the procedure and prerequisites for harvesting permits 
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Fusion: alliance building 
 
In seemingly opposition to the fission processes described above, are processes of fusion.  
The fusion which is going on, however, appears to be a combining of power to better gain 
control over resources rather than to improve governance or protection of the weak.  It is 
also alliance building in resistance to larger powers such as the case of the alliance of 
district governments (APKASI).  In this regard it is difficult to distinguish between 
fission and fusion.  Fusion is the formation of the alliance itself but fission thus occurs 
between this alliance and the central government. 
 
Below is a short description of the fusion processes at different levels in the two districts.  
  
District 
The law on regional autonomy states that issues across several districts become the 
domain of the province.  However, as distrust between district and province has grown, 
districts are building their own alliances to discuss common problems.  One such alliance 
is that of KALTARA (Kalimantan Utara) consisting of the districts of Malinau, Nunukan, 
Bulungan, and Tarakan, and area coinciding with the old sultanate of Bulungan.  In fact 
there have been discussions on separation into an independent province.  Such 
discussions, of course, require that the various districts and ethnic groups that have on-
going disputes present a united front to push their case. What is at stake is increased 
control over resources and opportunities for local elite to obtain lucrative positions in the 
new provincial government. One significant constraint, however, is that by separating the 
individual districts will lose their share in East Kalimantan’s profit from the oil and gas 
fields of Kutai to which all districts in the province are entitled under Law 25, 2000 on 
fiscal balancing. 
 
While for the time being this particular fission has been put on hold, the KALTARA 
alliance meets regularly to discuss common issues.  This came out during discussions to 
establish another alliance: a forum for cooperation in forestry issues.  The creation of this 
forum was supported by outside intervention6 and was intended to facilitate better 
management of forests throughout East Kalimantan.  While originally planned to 
facilitate solutions to common forestry problems between Malinau and Kutai, such as log 
transport by river, the participants insisted that all districts need to be involved. 
 
Another powerful alliance which arose with regional autonomy is APKASI, the 
associations of districts governments throughout Indonesia.  The existence of APKASI 
should lessen the fear of disintegration as it shows that local governments are quite aware 
that they are not independent states.   APKASI, however, send out clear signals that while 
districts remain part of the state they want to be autonomous parts of the state.  APKASI 
agrees that Law 22, 1999 requires revision, but want revision on their terms. For 
APKASI decentralization cannot be turned back (APKASI, 2003). 
 

                                                 
6 The forum was created through support from several parties: USAID funded Natural Resources 
Management project, CIFOR, GTZ funded sustainable forest management project, Mulawarman University 
and a locally based alliance of NGOs (APKSA). 
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Villages 
There are not many examples of fusion of villages.  Indeed the general trend has been in 
the opposite direction.  The case of Malinau is therefore somewhat particular and can be 
understood only in view of its history.  
 
Villages or desa, are the lowest administrative unit of the government hierarchy 
established by decree of the district head. As mentioned earlier, mobility among the 
people of Malinau was high until the 1990s.  Sometimes whole villages moved to new 
areas.  As well, from mid 1960s till early 1980s, the Indonesian government promoted 
and supported (or sometimes forced) the resettlement of remote communities. Many of 
these communities were official  villages.  The argument for resettlement was to provide 
better services for the communities, but equally it provided an opportunity for the 
government to increases its control over these remote communities.  
 
Both spontaneously migrating communities and resettled communities often settled in 
existing communities, without actually merging into one new administrative unit. Thus 
there are settlements consisting two, even of up to 13 different official villages, yet 
comprise less than 1,000 inhabitants. The situation is complicated as in some cases not all 
inhabitants moved, thus one administrative village covers a center with some people in 
one location and a territory with its inhabitants in the original village territory. Under the 
New Order it was advantageous for provincial and district governments to maintain a 
high number of administrative villages as a means to increase the budget allocated by the 
central government. For the village themselves, it was also advantageous as funds from 
the special presidential budget was allocated to each village.  This INPRES-BANGDES 
money, intended as discretionary funds for villages, was generally used to augment the 
meager honoraria of village staff. 
 
The new district government inherited this situation.  However, since decentralization the 
district government had to provide all facilities and development programmes to the 
villages. This provided a strong incentive to rationalize the village administration. 
However at the same time village administration can presently not be detached from 
matters such as control over village territory and access to forest resources.  
 
In its campaign to convince communities that fusion will be to their advantage 
community members remain skeptical. Arguments used against merging are among 
others, that each adat and history is different Trust in the government and other groups is 
low. One main concern is the absence of a certain guarantee that control over their 
abandoned village territory will not disappear with the dissolution of the administrative 
village unit. So far verbal promises of increased government funds for village 
development have not always overcome the fear for reduced or no access to the old 
village territory.  
 
Adat 
While at the local level, competition for resources led to fragmentation, at a higher level 
there is a trend in the opposite direction.  Realizing adat’s weak position, a group of 
NGOs had been working for years to establish a way to provide support.  The Indigenous 
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People’s Advocates Network (JaPHaMa) was established in 1993 by WALHI7 to help 
protect, defend and study the rights of indigenous peoples in Indonesia.  Supported by 
international fora, the network was instrumental in the establishment of AMAN (National 
Alliance of Adat Communities) in 1999 (DTE, October 1999).  AMAN promotes a 
demand for full sovereignty for all adat communities. They want rights to land, control 
over natural resources, respect for custom and identity, self governance through 
customary institutions and recognition of customary law.  
 
Adat can thus be seen as a unifying force, whereby being an adat community might be a 
way to establish corporate identity in dealing with outsiders (Moeliono, 2002). In this 
sense, adat becomes a vehicle for fusion. 
 
In fact individual groups have not much choice.  When not uniting they are threatened, 
when united they become threatening.  This is the tragedy of adat being outside the 
government, not part of the state while wishing to be respected and to have their rights 
over resources as individuals and as groups recognized. In this regard it is interesting to 
note that the government is often trying to coopt this attempt of adat communitiesto 
organize.   
 
In the old days, means to consolidate political power were among others alliances 
between communities or different ethnic groups through the installation of a paramaount 
adat chief (kepala adat besar), and or arranged marriages between elites. The local elite 
had to maintain a balance between misusing its political power for personal benefit and 
continue to be seen as the hereditary leader looking after its subordinates. Communities 
or part of communities had the opportunity to ally with other ethnic groups or 
communities could split since control over territory was limited (vast area, low 
population density). Control over resources was supposedly in the hands of the adat 
institution, however in practice they had limited means to enforce their control, except 
through adat regulations that on violation would invoke divine revenge. One such 
alliance in Malinau is the Lembaga Adat Sungai Malinau.  Established during the Dutch 
times, with government approval, it is headed by the hereditary adat leader of the Merap 
(who are generally recognized as the first inhabitants of Malinau) and theoretically 
includes all the different ethnic groups in the Malinau river basin. 
 
In more modern times, alliances have changed only slightly in character.  Marriages and 
kinships are still significant but appointments of kepala adat besar have become less so. 
These days, alliances are established through formal organizations, often sanctioned by 
government. In fact, the government is providing honoraria to adat leaders as well as 
supporting the establishment of the adat institutions at different government level. The 
Kepala Adat Besar,  for example, was established by government decree and besides a 
honoraria, the adat institution receives some operational funds. 
 
At provincial level, adat communities are organized in the East Kalimantan Dayak 
Alliance (Persekutuan Dayak Kalimantan Timur or PDKT). Established in 1994, it was 
facilitated by the then governor and some Dayak elite based in the provincial capital.  At 
                                                 
7 WALHI is one of the earliest NGO alliances, specializing in environmental issues and justice. 
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its inception the main purpose was as a token of goodwill by the governor to obtain 
political support from all the Dayak groups in his re-election campaign. During the 
remaining years of the New Order regime the main activities of the PDKT were 
promotion of Dayak cultural events such as dancing performances. However its role 
changed dramatically after the reforms. The orginazation became an effective pressure 
group to obtain a share of the profits from forests benefits and in some cases actually 
became actively involved as mediator between communities and the private logging 
companies.  
 
In the light of these changes the organization suddenly became attractive for groups who 
initially avoided being linked to PDKT since Dayaks had been often depicted as primitive 
and backwards. Thus during the last assembly of the PDKT 2003, again in the wake of 
the re-election of the next East Kalimantan governor, groups such as the Tidung and 
Paser, who had never shown interest, attended either as full participants or observers.  
 
In the mean time, the term adat community itself has been redefined, often following 
guidelines by the government by establishing organizations at district level.  For example, 
in the social structure of Malinau the Tidung people had distanced themselves from the 
interior Dayak.  In the early years of regional autonomy they started to organize and in 
May of 2001 established their own ‘lembaga adat’ (adat institution) in Malinau.  In the 
process they also re-identified themselves as ‘dayak’. The Punan, who traditionally are 
very unorganized and scattered in small groups, had much earlier, in 1994, established 
the Punan Adat Foundation (YAP) and a province wide organization along the line of the 
PDKT.  In 2003, conflict within YAP led to a division whereby one faction, on the advise 
of the government established the lembaga adat Punan Kabupaten.   The Kenyah as well 
have established a district based adat institution as have the Lundayeh and most other 
groups.  At each inauguration ceremony the head of the district was present (Limberg et 
al, 2002). 
 
In Manggarai, unity between the different groups had been constructed during the 
kingdom era.  Since then, incorporation in the state and market economy as well as 
education and modern religion has eroded the sense of Manggarai identity.  The need to 
re-construct a Manggaraian identity, however, was felt more strongly by the diaspora 
compared to the people living in Manggarai.  Thus it was this group in Jakarta who in 
2001 conceived the idea and supported financially the ‘large’ thanksgiving festival 
representing all adat communities.  Traditionally, each community holds its own 
thanksgiving festival in their ancestral village involving the adat house, the water spring, 
the fields and the ancestral graves in a series of rituals intended as thanksgiving for the 
year and requesting blessings for the coming year.  The ‘large’ festival was intended as a 
unifying festival and therefore held in Ruteng, the capital (Erb et al 2002). Although most 
local people were reserved, the district head used the occasion to position himself as the 
head of adat of Manggarai and thus having the ultimate control over land.  Indeed the 
occasion might be a repeat of his statement when being elected at the start of regional 
autonomy, when he said that now he would be king and govern according to adat 
(Moeliono, 2000). 
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In the same way, the Malinau harvest festival is used as a unifying mechanism and 
strengthening of the Malinau river adat alliance.  The harvest festival was instituted in 
the late 1970s8 and originally included meetings to discuss adat issues.  Later it became 
much more of a cultural festival mainly competitions in dances and sports.  Today there 
is a movement to attempt reviving the festival as an important adat decision making 
institution9. 
 
At district level, the Irau festival which in the old times was associated with the 
establishment of a new adat leader has been adopted.  Today it has become an annual 
festival sponsored by the government whereby the district head of Malinau also positions 
himself as the adat leader of the whole district. 
 
 
Between Fission and Fusion: a State of Anxiety 
 
Although ascribed to decentralization, forces leading to fragmentation have been a 
permanent feature in the development of the Indonesian state.  Indeed, the emphasis on 
unity and the development of the strong centralized state was in response to the 
fragmenting pressures of the hundreds of factions, ethnic and religious groups in 
Indonesia.  
 
Decentralization however, has highlighted these processes. The law itself created vertical 
fission among different levels of government and provides economic incentives for 
division of districts.  As provided by Law 22 and Law 25, 1999 local government 
revenues come mainly from locally generated revenues; revenue sharing and central 
government subsidies.  More than 75% the budget is obtained from DAU, the general 
allocated funds (Dana Alokasi Umum or DAU).  This can be as high as more than 90% in 
resource poor areas such as districts in NTT or as low as 50 percent in resource rich 
places such as Riau which has oil and gas (Colongan, 2003) but even Malinau which has 
a significant income from forests receives more than 75 percent of its budget is from 
DAU10.  These incentives, however, are also a force for fusion as districts remain 
dependent on the center.  In fact, decentralization has strengthened what Clapham (2002) 
terms ‘neopatrimonialism’, the use of individual connections to obtain political power in 
exchange of personal benefits.  Thus, people from the district spend a lot of time in 
Jakarta lobbying to key individuals at the center for a larger share of funds. 
 
The new financial resources available to the district have led political elites, particularly 
those at subdistrict level to press for the creation of new district based on arguments 
about unique ethnic composition, culture of history of their region (Aspinall and Fealy, 
2003).  New district means a new government with its personnel.  However, 
decentralization has also involved the devolution of large number of personnel from the 
center to the provinces and from provinces to the districts. One significant difficulty with 

                                                 
8 Interview with Bpk Anye, adat leader of the Merap in the village of Sengayan 
9 Decision from the community workshop in Long Adiu, Malinau.  April 2004. 
10 Dispenda (agency for local government revenue) in Malinau, april 2004. 
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the absorption of this excess personnel has been the fact that many are ‘not native’ 
(Colongan, 2002).   
 
For many local somewhat marginalized ethnic groups the establishment of new districts 
means the opportunity to gain control over their own territory. In this way, the formation 
of new autonomous regions can lead to some fierce competition among the different 
ethnic groups.   
 
Given the fact that claims of being an original inhabitant or a adat community are based 
on oral history, the high population mobility in this area and the money resulting from 
forest exploitation at stake the debate on the of originality is very heated.  
Since influential local government officials originate from various ethnic groups with 
different migration and occupation histories of the area, dealing with this argument has 
been very problematic and controversial for them.  Thus adat has been used and misused. 
 
The use of adat has its dangers.  Adat affiliations not only include benefit to claim certain 
territories and resources, it also includes the obligation to share the benefits derived to the 
members of their group, on danger of having the group turn against them.  As well, use of 
adat might get out of hand as is shown in the case of Madurese against Dayak in Central 
Kalimantan in 1998. 
 
In Malinau there seems to be a tendency by the local government to deal with adat in 
terms of visible cultural expressions, for example emphasis on participation in cultural 
events.  The attempt to dis-empower adat is further shown by the regulation for 
empowerment, development and preservation of adat (Perda no. .., 2001) without 
assigning any authority to the adat institution and making the adat institution more 
upwards accountable by providing a government honorarium. In this way the local 
government might divert attention for the real issue: what are adat communities and what 
is role of adat institutions related to land and resource control and management. 
In truth, the many different ethnic groups makes a solution quite difficult in Malinau.  
After all, adat rights are exclusive and adat rules can only apply internally.   
 
While the definition of masyarakat adat is being constructed or reconstructed as a means 
to control resources, it also results in the re-construction of identity. Identity, of course, is 
only of concern in relation to ‘other’ groups and might be constructed in tandem with the 
construction of the group. The Manggarai people although historically originating from 
different places have now constructed themselves as Manggarai with a distinctive 
Manggarai adat. This unity was imposed by the formation of a kingdom but was quickly 
accepted as there was a need for both horizontal and vertical linkages not provided for in 
the very localized adat. Similarly, each group in Malinau have identified themselves as 
being different from the others but have no mechanism to relate to each other’s adat. 
(Moeliono, 2002).  In Malinau, the institution of the district Irau festival, might be said to 
be an early attempt to create a Malinau identity with a Malinau adat. 
Although fusion is described here as part of the competition over natural resources, it 
might also be seen as an opposing force against fragmentation.  This is especially 
illustrated by the attempts of districts to cooperate and establish common rules.  While 
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showing district distrust of provinces, APKASI should also be seen as unifying force to 
strengthen and redefine the role of the state at local level. 
 
The increase of fission and fusion over these past years are also a sign of the political and 
economic uncertainty.  It is this that drives the unfortunate trend of competition to control 
the benefits of natural resources.  Indeed, uncertain rules encourages only short term  
high-return economic activity (Milken and Krause, 2002) where people are more 
concerned on exploitation rather than conservation, short term benefits rather than long 
term sustainability and a rise of individualistic rent seeking behaviour rather than concern 
for the public good. But where in all this is the role of the state? Indeed the biggest 
problem is that the state is playing a too large role as owner of the resources, participating 
in the actual sharing of benefits and in executing development projects.  If this is the role 
of the state, who will protect the weak and who will ensure fair sharing? Where is the 
concern over responsibility which goes with rights and entitlements? 
 
The fission and fusion shown in this paper highlights the anxiety created by the 
weakening of the central government and the strengthening of civil society.  Local 
governments are in the process of consolidating their position but local communities are 
impatient for the promised betterment of their lives. 
 
To be fair, governments as well as adat groups are trying to fulfill the roles for which 
they were imagined.  A counter trend is emerging which emphasizes fusion, the building 
of common rules and mechanisms for its enforcement.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
We have seen how in Malinau and Manggarai, struggle for control over benefits from 
natural resources can be observed as processes of fission and fusion. The weakening of 
the central government has created a vacuum leading to an intense competition for power.  
In the process, interest in the public domain has become submerged.  In fact, the state has 
neglected its role in governance and has become an active participant in exploitation of 
available resources.  Only when it can regain a neutral position can the state resume its 
role for which it was imagined: providing security, representation and welfare for all its 
citizens. 
 
While appearing as opposites, where fission occurs more at community level in 
competition over resources and fusion more at the higher levels in an effort to gain 
political power, in fact both are driven by the struggle to control resources.  Political 
power is seen as enabling control over resources.  Political power is based on numbers, 
thus there is need to cooperate.  However, political power does not necessarily ensure de 
facto control over resources.  This tension creates even higher anxiety. 
 
Fusion processes, however, do play a part in opposing too far fragmentations.  Weak 
parties such as adat communities, need the support as they have almost no protection to 
secure their access to resources.  The configuration of these different groups is a 
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continuous process and might have been stimulated by outsiders, such as NGO’s in the 
case of AMAN.  These outsiders might see more the romantic virtues of unity rather than 
the fear and uncertainty which drive them. Similarly, districts on their own have low 
bargaining power but in an alliance such as APKASI they have become a power the 
central government has to take into account.   
 
Processes of fusion for political power and fission for resource control are especially 
problematic for sustainable forest management.  Conflicts over resource will lead to 
fission but fission in turn will give rise to conflicts making long term sustainable 
management difficult.  Given the high stakes and potential benefits from forest 
exploitation in Malinau, and the high competition for land in Manggarai, potential for 
fission is high. For this reason, it is important to have common rules ensuring fair, 
equitable and sustainable benefits and enforced through an agency acceptable by all, for 
example a reformed state. 
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