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Trajectories of Communal Forests in East Kalimantan:

Swiddeners’ Attitudes towards Timber Logging and Coal Mining Developments
TeravucHT Daisuke”

Abstract

This paper aims to 1) reveal the trajectories of swidden societies’ communal forests
under development by logging or coal mining companies based on a case study from BS
village in East Kalimantan, Indonesia; 2) discuss why communal forests follow different
trajectories, and 3) examine natural resource management theory based on realities in
the field.

Prior to decentralization and democratization, communal forests were ambiguous
common pool resources because of unclear membership of users and low excludability
of non-members. Several descendant groups existed in BS village, and each descendant
group utilized communal forests in each watershed. As such, non-descendants hesitated
from utilizing the communal forests. However, because of society’ s bilateral descent,
membership to the descendant group became unclear. If non-descendants requested use
of the forest from descendants, the request was usually accepted.

At present, following decentralization and democratization, swiddeners in BS village
can receive compensation from logging and coal mining companies. Communal forests
developed by the logging companies have transitioned from ambiguous common pool
resources to those of the village, and subsequently to those managed by descendant
groups with clear membership boundaries. Communal forests developed by coal mining
companies have transitioned from ambiguously common pool resources to swiddeners’
traditional private land, and eventually depleted because of the development with surface
mining method.

Descendant groups cannot prevent the privatization and depletion of communal forests,
because a societal norm dictates the acceptance of all requests for swidden agriculture in
the communal forest; tradition dictates that the people who make swidden fields in the
communal forest have rights to the land. Therefore, it is difficult for descendant groups to
refuse requests for swidden practices, that is, to stop the privatization of their communal
forests.
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Design principles for sustainable common pool resources proposed by Elinor Ostrom
assert the importance of clearly defining membership and rights to common pool
resources. However, in a bilateral descent society, it is impossible to define membership
of descent groups. This paper demonstrates that social issues are caused by defining
membership boundaries in descent groups in societies with bilateral descent — which are
predominant in Southeast Asia. Design principles compatible with social characteristics
of Southeast Asia must be developed.
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