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1. Introduction

Sather, Kei Besar, April 1988. After reaching a decision the night before 
at a meeting in the house of the Tutrean village head, a group of 20–30 
canoes—each paddled by one or two persons—headed to the coastal 
waters in front of Sather Village. Reaching their destination, people 
jumped out of their boats and started diving. It was the time to harvest 
Trochus. As they did a week before, the Sather villagers protested the 
outsiders harvesting in their territory by cursing and throwing stones 
at the divers. This action was motivated by their belief that the Tutrean 
villagers had entered and intentionally harvested the Trochus in Sather’s 
sea territory. Being attacked by the people from Sather, the villagers of 
Tutrean struck back. Arrows, spears, knives and even explosives were 
used to fight the Sather people. Within hours many houses at Sather 
were burnt to the ground. The village turned red with fire and smoke 
covered the sky. By late afternoon, 74  houses had been reduced to 
ashes, another four were heavily damaged and two partially destroyed. 
Although there were no lives lost, almost all the wealth and property in 
the village houses was either destroyed by the fire or damaged by the 
Tutrean villagers.1

In the Kei Archipelago in Southeastern Maluku Province (Map 1-1), conflict 
over communal/traditional2 marine tenure is commonplace. While the incident 
in Sather is one of the worst on record,3 less violent conflicts have occurred in 
other villages (Van Hoëvell 1890; Lasomer 1985; Thorburn 2000; 2001). During 
13 months of fieldwork research in 1996–97, I was witness to three such conflicts 
that arose in Dullah Laut Village on the Kei Kecil group of islands. 

Personal experience with conflicts surrounding resource ownership and analysis 
of their documentation has enabled me to grasp the concept and practice of 
communal marine tenure and how crucial this is for understanding the human-
environment relationship in the Kei Islands. As my understanding of the nature 
of these conflicts has developed, I have discovered that communal marine tenure 
is not solely a means of resource management. In the Kei Islands, communal 
marine tenure is a complex phenomenon that concerns the relationship between 
humans and their marine environment and the relationship between groups 
where it is used as an instrument for political positioning of entities within 

1 This account is based on interviews and legal documents from the Maluku Tenggara Regency Court (1991).
2 The traditional marine tenure practiced in Kei Islands is communal in nature and discussed in detail in 
Chapter Five.
3 Another example of violent conflict occurred in 1995, between villagers from Hollat Atas and Hollat 
Bawah hamlets, resulting in fatalities and burning of houses (Silubun 2004: 129–30).
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and between communities. As demonstrated by the case studies presented in 
this volume, marine tenure is either about social and political positions such 
as those held by the ‘nobles’ (mel) or ‘free people’ (ren), or about the authority 
of a village leader. In economic terms, marine tenure—as the exclusive right 
to gain benefit or exclude others from making use of sea territory—can not 
be exercised freely without intervention from institutions within and outside 
the community. Hence, traditional marine tenure should not be seen as a self-
contained institution but rather a highly politicised mechanism for resource 
management. 

In line with this understanding, this book proposes a different perspective 
on communal marine tenure from the current view that sees tenure merely 
as a means of marine resource management. The perspective presented here 
considers marine tenure in a broader social context, incorporating the ways 
in which traditional marine tenure is embedded in the social world of the 
community. Therefore, an understanding of how people perceive and practice 
traditional marine tenure should reflect the community social structure and in 
particular demonstrate the importance of ‘power play’ in determining marine 
tenure and management practice. Taking such aspects into account provides a 
more holistic position from which to assess how such practices will be impacted 
by challenges associated with modernisation and market development.

The context for the position outlined was composed from an analysis of 
four conflicts related to marine tenure in the Kei Islands, during the period  
1996–97.4 The first conflict demonstrated how local elites used traditional 
marine tenure to leverage ‘political capital’ in a village leadership contestation. 
The second conflict revealed that the legal status of customary marine tenure 
is not considered particularly significant, because on land or sea, the most 
powerful players and the institution that served their interest best, determined 
the rules and procedures followed. The third conflict illustrates that market 
economy did not necessarily degrade the practice of traditional marine tenure. 
In this situation, the market informed the economic value of the resources, 
strengthening territorial claims that provided greater access for some and 
excluded others. The fourth conflict shows that customary marine tenure was 
the subject of contestation in the context of tradition. This occurred because 
control over marine territory designates a precedence position. Hence, when 
there is a precedence contestation within traditional groups in the community, 
marine tenure becomes a contested issue. With respect to the function of marine 
tenure as a means of resource management, these conflicts clearly indicated 

4 Cases were chosen based on the assumption that they would represent the complexity of issues relating 
to conflict over marine tenure in the Kei Islands. The first three conflicts relate to the practice of traditional 
marine tenure under contemporary political and economic situations, while the fourth case represents marine 
tenure within its traditional context.
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the disregard people have regarding environmental and sustainability issues. 
This was illustrated by the lack of concern regarding cyanide fishing (in which 
cyanide is used to stun fish making them easier to catch) in two out of four 
conflict case studies. In the last conflict case study, entry to the disputed marine 
territory was restricted and as such, development of ‘proper’ marine resource 
management can not be verified although it was not anticipated.

The arguments presented here have been informed by the academic discourse 
on traditional marine resource management in Maluku and marine tenure in the 
context of resource management, both of which I will proceed to outline. 

Traditional Marine Resource Management in 
Maluku

Central to traditional marine resource management in Maluku is the focus on the 
system of beliefs, rules and rituals pertaining to temporal prohibitions on the 
use of a particular resource or territory referred to as sasi. When sasi is applied 
(tutup) to a particular resource, no one, including the owner, can harvest it until 
the sasi is lifted (dibuka). Sasi applied to a coconut tree, for example, means 
that no one can harvest or take home fallen coconuts until the restriction is 
lifted. Similarly, sasi applied to territory restricts extraction of resources from a 
particular territory. 

Sasi is differentiated on the basis of a specified resource or territory as well 
as the belief system, ritual leaders and location (see Monk et al.  1997) and 
Soselisa (2002) for more detailed accounts of sasi). Some examples of terms used 
for resource and territory sasi include those that describe: coconuts (kelapa); 
Trochus niloticus (lola); land (darat); and sea (laut). Terms related to belief 
systems, ritual leaders and location include: local village beliefs (sasi negeri); 
Christian rituals conducted in a church by a priest (sasi gereja); and Islamic 
rituals conducted in a mosque by an imam (sasi mesjid). The rituals of applying 
and lifting the sasi for local village beliefs are performed at sacred places in the 
village, led by a traditional leader. 

In relation to traditional marine resource management, sasi is applied to specific 
areas of sea territory (petuanan laut), coastal waters (meti) or the area where 
people anchor their boats (labuhan). These areas are defined and are under the 
control of a particular village or social grouping. In the ritual of applying sasi, 
the ritual leader announces the sea boundaries and which sea resources in that 
territory are under sasi regulation. Resources covered by sasi and the gear used 
for extraction are also declared. In the case of local village beliefs sasi, violation 
penalties are also stipulated. 
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When the resources are ready for exploitation, the same ritual practitioner will 
perform an opening or lifting sasi. As well as communication with the spirit 
world, the ritual also informs people of how to harvest the resource, including: 
who can take part in the harvest; what gear can be used; what and how much 
of the resource can be taken; the system for distribution; and most importantly, 
how long the sasi will be opened.

The discourse on sasi has burgeoned since the 1980s particularly among non-
government organisations (NGOs), provincial governments, and academic 
institutions based in Ambon. Inspired by widespread environmental and social 
movements, NGO workers became actively involved in empowering local leaders 
to revive and document management practices. A major focus of research has 
been identifying the elements of resource management and the distribution of 
such practices. These efforts were formally acknowledged when Kalpataru5 was 
awarded to two villages in Maluku Tengah for practicing ‘sustainable’ traditional 
resource management. In addition, the research papers have made an important 
contribution to the discussion of traditional marine tenure both in Indonesia 
and internationally. 

A report written jointly by an NGO and academic researchers from the Law 
Faculty and Maluku Research Centre at the University of Pattimura in Ambon, 
described sasi in the following terms: 

[Sasi] strongly supports conservation of living marine resources … in 
addition to being rather useful because it regulates the resource use, 
extraction and protection; it also ensures an even distribution of the 
harvest. (translated from Anonymous 1991; see also UPPPSL 1995). 

This description is consistent with a definition given by a traditional committee 
leader in charge of conducting rituals and monitoring the practice of sasi 
in Haruku Village, Central Maluku. He noted that ‘sasi can be described as 
a prohibition on the harvesting of certain natural resources in an effort to 
protect the quality and population of that biological natural resource (animal 
or plant)’ (Kissya 1995: 4). Lokollo (1994), a legal scholar based in Ambon, also 
supports such definitions and he has long held the belief that sasi should be 
the basic model for the national policy on rural environmental management 
(Lokollo 1988).

In the early-1990s, a more critical perspective on sasi emerged, suggesting the 
above arguments might be misleading because they were constructed without 
reference to the historical and socio-political context of sasi (Pannell  1997). 
Taking such contexts into account, it is argued that:

5 Kalpataru is an award given by the Ministry of Population and Environment for major contributions to 
the environment.
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[s]asi has undergone considerable change over the past 400 years … 
it has developed from a ritual protection of communal resources to a 
governmentally regulated regime of agro-ecological control of private 
and common resources, and from there to a largely commercialized 
and privatized means of theft prevention (Von Benda-Beckmann et 
al. 1992: 5).

Interestingly such historical analysis would indicate that sasi is a management 
system largely designed by elites from inside and outside local communities. This 
was illustrated during the latter stages of the colonial era with the ratification of 
sasi rules initiated by traditional elites in collaboration with local Dutch officials 
to meet the economic and political interests of both local and colonial elites 
(Zerner 1994a: 1087). Another elite initiative altering traditional sasi mechanisms 
occurred in relation to sea territory in Nolloth Village on Saparua Island with 
the development of the Trochus market in the 1950s (Zerner 1991). The head 
of Nolloth Village issued sasi on the village sea territory due to the increase in 
demand for Trochus and at the same time instituted changes to sasi practices. 
Previously, when restrictions were lifted, the sea territory was open to all village 
community members to harvest Trochus. However, with the ‘new’ system of 
sasi, the village headman declared the territory closed to community members 
and the village administration assumed total control, allocating the income from 
Trochus harvest for village programs such as roads and public toilets. Problems 
quickly emerged regarding the hiring of non-villagers for harvesting Trochus 
which was seen as depriving villagers of income. Villagers questioned whether 
income from Trochus was intended to benefit the whole community. 

Studies of contemporary practice of sasi provide further insights into the local 
realities as noted by Pannell:

[T]he practices referred to and associated with sasi in the marine 
environment of Luang [Southeastern Maluku] minimally involve 
the interest and actions of residents of this island, the commercial 
machinations of regional traders and internationals exporters, the 
fashions and fads of distance consumers, the compliance and blessing 
of the Church and its agents, as well as the endorsement of village 
representatives of local government institutions and the support of 
government personnel from other jurisdictions. In addition, let us not 
forget those fishermen who, though their non-sanctioned exploitation 
of local marine resources, contribute to the social delimitation of the 
efficacy of invoking sasi (Pannell 1997: 297).

Having noted the involvement and interests of various agencies, Pannell 
suggests that sasi might mean different things to different agencies with different 
interests. For example, 
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for the traders the opening of sasi ensures that they enjoy exclusive 
rights of purchase [on the harvest] … for people on Luang, the payments 
made by traders [for his monopolistic rights to buy the harvest] also 
amount to de facto recognition of their rights and interests as customary 
and communal title holders of these marine areas (ibid.: 296). 

Evaluating contemporary sasi practices in Watlaar Village on Kei Besar Island, 
Antunès and Dwiono found that the monopolistic control by a traditional 
leader had caused villagers to over-harvest the Trochus as well as question the 
distributional fairness of the practice (Antunès 2000; Antunès and Dwiono 1998). 

These historical and contemporary analyses raise questions regarding the 
conservation and equity factors considered inherent to sasi. Analysed in 
its sociopolitical context, it is evident that local traditional leaders, NGOs, 
and scholars actively engage in the process of ‘greening’ sasi. On this point, 
Zerner (1994a) writes that the political context of the emergence of green sasi 
includes both a growing environmental awareness as well as resistance of local 
elites and NGOs to increasing resource control by the central government and 
fishing industry. In this sense, green sasi as a political discourse aims to empower 
marginalised local people. 

In the Kei Islands, the situation differs in that people focus on communal 
marine tenure rather than sasi. The practice of sasi has been abandoned in most 
villages6 except in some places on the east coast of Kei Besar, although even 
here ownership of sea territory is becoming more important. My investigations 
of sasi in Sather, Tutrean and Hollat villages in eastern Kei Besar Island (Map 
1-2) were hampered due to conflict between and within these villages over sea 
territory. In 1979, Barraud’s study of Kei Tanimbar indicated that communal 
marine tenure practice was not in evidence. However, in the early 1990s, conflict 
over the issue of sea territory broke out indicating marine tenure was much 
more important than sasi.7

A significant gap in the discourse on sasi is that there is no explanation posited 
for the increase in tension in relation to marine tenure. Why is this? I believe it 
is because the discourse on sasi tends to take the issue of marine ownership for 
granted. In the discourse on sasi, the issues of marine ownership—represented 
by concepts such as sea or coastal territory under community control—are not 
considered. Yet, if we look at the practice of sasi in Nolloth, for example, we can 
see that after the village head applied sasi on Trochus, the issue of rights over 

6 A recent study on the ‘presence, performance, and institutional resilience of sasi’ found that it is also 
declining in Central Maluku (Harkes and Novaczek 2002; see also Novaczek, Harkes et al. 2001).
7 The concept of petuanan, which covers land and sea estates, is embedded in Kei Tanimbar tradition which 
would mean communal marine tenure was practiced. However, the issue of sea ownership was obviously not 
an important issue at the time of Barraud’s study. 
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territory and the resource itself became contentious. The village head’s declaration 
that the territory was under the control of the village administration—meaning 
the territory, or at least the harvest of Trochus, was closed to the community—
was not consistent with the understanding of traditional marine tenure that 
existed previously. Furthermore, when the people asked if the money from 
the Trochus was for the whole community, they were actually questioning the 
right of the village head and his staff to represent the community. This suggests 
that understanding and practice regarding the concept of traditional marine 
tenure differed between the village head and members of the community and 
this discordance created tension and conflict.8 The effects of different attitudes 
towards issues of sea ownership are evident in many of the case studies examined 
in this volume.

Map 1-2: The Kei Islands.

Source: Author’s fieldwork.

8 Zerner (1996: 79) noted similar problems at Paperu and Porto villages on the same island.
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Discourse on Marine Tenure and Management 

The issue of ownership in relation to resource management was popularised by 
The Tragedy of the Commons. In his article, Hardin (1968) notes that resources 
that are not subject to ownership—what he calls common property—tend to 
be over-exploited. He argues that in common property situations where the 
resource is free for all, there is no incentive for individuals to take responsibility 
for the sustainability of the resource, encouraging over-exploitation and resource 
degradation. Hardin explains the ‘tragedy’ as follows:

Adding together the component partial utilities, the rational herdsman 
concludes that the only sensible course for him to pursue is to add 
another animal to his herd. And another and another …. But that is 
the conclusion reached by each and every rational herdsman sharing 
a commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a system 
that compels him to increase his herd without limit—in a world that 
is limited. Ruin is the destination toward which all men rush, each 
pursuing his own best interest in a society that believes in the freedom 
of the commons. Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all (Hardin 
1968: 20).

Having identified this fundamental problem, Hardin and others following 
the same theoretical line propose some solutions. These include creating an 
institution of private ownership (Gordon 1954; Demsetz 1967), sole ownership 
(Scott  1955),9 and ‘arrangements that create coercion … [a] mutual coercion, 
mutually agreed upon by the majority of the people affected’ (Hardin 1968: 26–
7). The first two proposals are based on the economic calculation that whenever 
a resource is owned privately the owner will take into account the externalities 
of his exploitation. This is because the private owner will incur all economic 
inputs and outputs, including the cost of negative impacts. The economic 
considerations will motivate the owner to use his resource efficiently. Hardin’s 
proposals are based on the idea that it is impossible for self-interested individuals 
to refrain voluntarily from their exploitative action. 

At a practical level, this theory has created an understanding that the position 
of the state is crucial in managing the commons. This is because whichever 
of the three proposals is adopted, the government should first assume sole 
ownership over the resource. If the private ownership approach is accepted, 
the government will then divide the sea territory or resources into portions 
and distribute them to be controlled by fishermen or fishing companies. If the 
sole ownership approach is implemented, the government will grant a single 

9 Sole ownership refers to a situation where an individual or entity owns the whole resource whereas under 
private ownership, individuals privately own different shares of the resource.
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fisherman or fishing company a licence to control all fishing activity. For the 
third approach, the government will develop policies that constrain ‘free 
exploitation’ such as taxes, gear restrictions, quota systems, closed seasons and 
so on.

The opinions of Hardin and his supporters have been controversial, prompting 
worldwide debate on theoretical and practical levels (for example, Hardin and 
Baden 1977; McCay and Acheson 1987; Berkes 1989 and Pomeroy 1994) that have 
led to the emergence of an alternative view that recognises the significance of 
traditional communal marine ownership. The arguments raised in The Question 
of the Commons (McCay and Acheson 1987) critically examine the assumptions 
that lie behind the ‘tragedy of the commons model’. The key assumptions are 
that: (1) common property means free and open access to all; (2) maximising 
self-interest is the logic driving resource use; and (3) no social norms function 
to regulate individual behaviour. These assumptions ignore the fact that the 
concept of property rights is subject to cultural difference. Cases discussed in 
this volume show that the commons does not necessarily imply a ‘free for all’ 
but rather refer to communal property rights that are defined in terms of local 
concepts about appropriate resource use. This means that there is a social group 
that claims ownership of the resources—and excludes others—and that among 
the owning group there are rules and norms which regulate who may exploit 
the resources and how, when and where they may be exploited (Ruddle and 
Akimichi 1984). 

Furthermore, Balland and Platteau (1996:  176) have identified two crucial 
weaknesses to Hardins’ proposed solutions regarding private property rights. 
The first weakness concerns the distributional effects of such arrangements. For 
example, when a single person or company controls a section of the sea, others 
are excluded from gaining benefits from the territory. Although the owner of 
the territory might employ them, any economic interest is likely to be much 
lower than if they share the same right of access to the resource. The second 
weakness argues that private ownership is no guarantee that the owner will use 
the resource efficiently or sustainably. Hence: 

[T]he possible sources of inefficiency of a privatization programme 
has [sic] been analysed by identifying the conditions under which 
the establishment of private property would automatically constitute 
an efficiency-increasing move compared with a regime of unregulated 
common property. More specially, property rights have to be well 
defined, all markets in the economy must exist and, moreover, be 
perfect and competitive, and there is no cost entailed in the enforcement 
of private property rights. In the real world, however, none of these 
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conditions is likely to be satisfied and, therefore, it can not be predicted 
a priori whether the establishment of private property over natural 
resource enhances efficiency or not (Balland and Platteau 1996: 176). 

The proposed solution regarding centralised state resource management also 
comes under criticism by Balland and Platteau (1996) who point to a number 
of problems regarding the agendas, capacity, and functioning of states in 
developing countries. The problems include: limited human and financial 
resources needed to collect and analyse data on the condition of the resource; 
limited capacity to develop effective policy and regulation to monitor and 
enforce their implementation; subordination of environmental concerns; and 
resistance from resource users due to a lack of effective relations between local 
communities and state authorities. Under these conditions, development of 
sustainable and effective resource management systems is difficult to achieve. 

The criticisms outlined have prompted widespread reconsideration of communal 
property rights associated with traditional communities of which communal 
marine tenure has been a focus. Anthropological studies of traditional marine 
tenure started gaining popularity in the 1970s (Ruddle and Akimichi 1984: 1) 
revealing that Hardin’s notion that the sea is ‘free for all’ is not universally 
applicable. Some communities conceptualise the sea as subject to communal 
ownership whereby ‘use rights for the resource are controlled by an identifiable 
group and … there exist rules concerning who may use the resource, who 
is excluded from using the resource, and how the resource should be used’ 
(Berkes 1989: 10). It is argued that the existence of communal property rights 
not only suggests that individual self-interest is not necessarily predominant 
in traditional communities, but that such communities have the ability to work 
together to create institutions which function to avoid the ‘tragedy of the 
commons’ and such forms of communal ownership sustain the equal distribution 
of the resources. 

In particular, Berkes (1989: 11) highlights five important roles of communal 
property rights. First, they ensure livelihood security by enabling every 
member of a community to meet their basic needs through assured access 
to vital resources. The second role of community property rights is conflict 
resolution because these rights provide a mechanism for the equitable use of 
resources with a minimum of internal strife or conflict. Third, these rights 
serve to bind members of the community into a single compact unit because 
community property explicitly links group membership and resource control 
resulting in increased teamwork and cooperation. Fourth, communal property 
rights increase conservationism since they are usually based on the principle of 
‘taking what is needed’ (ibid.: 12). Finally, communal property rights maintain 
ecological sustainability with communal management often incorporating ritual 
practices that synchronise resource exploitation with natural cycles. 
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However, evidence exists that the practice of traditional marine tenure 
and traditional marine resource management in general has diminished. 
Johannes  (1978:  356) suggests that the market economy, the breakdown of 
traditional authority structures, and the imposition of new laws and practices 
by the state are key interrelated factors that have resulted in the degradation 
of traditional marine tenure in Oceania. Typically, when people participate 
in the market economy, money becomes central to their economic life. In an 
attempt to earn as much money as possible, marine exploitation intensifies 
through increased fishing time or the adoption of more effective fishing 
technologies. This trend is in line with government development policies based 
on profit maximisation principles. Under these circumstances, communities and 
governments apply pressure on traditional leaders to relinquish guardianship 
of marine resource management. The breakdown is compounded when colonial 
or modern governments introduce laws and other regulations based on the 
European tradition of the ‘freedom of the seas’ (ibid.: 358). 

For Johannes and those who share his perspectives, such as Bailey and 
Zerner  (1992), the erosion of traditional marine resource management is not 
only a loss of traditional wisdom but also a loss of the potential solution for the 
‘tragedy of the commons’. They argue strongly for formal government legislation 
to prevent complete dismantling of customary marine tenure through market 
pressures. Formal legal acknowledgment:

will strengthen the ability of the owners to police their resources—
something they often do voluntarily if their rights are secure. Legislation 
that weakens or nullifies marine tenure laws increases the government’s 
regulatory responsibilities and places additional burdens on typically 
understaffed and underfunded fisheries department (Johannes 
1978: 360). 

Accordingly, appropriately designed government legalisation on customary 
marine tenure will preserve traditional practices, ensuring effective and 
sustainable resource management as well as reducing government responsibility 
regarding the crafting, monitoring and funding of marine management 
operations. 

These suggestions by Johannes share similarities with the more recent 
proposal of the collaborative management (co-management) system of resource 
management. If one considers marine resource management as a continuum in 
which centralised government practice (government power) is at one end and 
community–based practice (fishermen’s power) is at the other end, co-management 
lies closer to the fishermen’s power (McCay 1995). In fact, ‘the basic principle of 
co-management is self-governance but within a legal framework established by 
government, and power is shared between user groups and government’ (McCay 
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and Jentoft 1996: 239). This means that, unlike a centralised government system 
where all decisions are formulated and acted upon by the government (top-
down), co-management involves fishermen in the decision-making process as 
well as in implementing management strategies. Pinkerton argues that:

Basically, by instituting shared decision-making among these actors 
[government and user groups], co-management systems set up a game 
in which the pay-offs are greater for cooperation than for opposition 
and/or competition, a game in which the actors can learn to optimise 
their mutual good and plan co-operatively with long term horizons 
(Pinkerton 1989: 5).

Having the involvement of fishermen in the implementation of management 
plans—given the closed nature of the community and the close relationship 
between members of the community—is essential to support the effectiveness 
and efficiency of management practices especially where government capacity is 
weak. Thus, co-management creates the possibility for combining the strengths 
of the community with those of the government thereby eliminating the 
weaknesses of individual actors. Once it is established, ‘the benefits sought by 
one or all of the actors through fisheries co-management are more appropriate, 
more efficient, and more equitable’ (ibid.).

The answers to the question of how to create fishery co-management are 
various and debatable. However, there are two fundamental prerequisites for 
success: management responsibility needs to be delegated to the community 
(Pinkerton  1989); and relationships between stakeholders needs to be based 
on equality and developing dynamic partnership relationships between user 
groups (Nielsen and Vedsmend 1997:  55). McCay and Jentoft (1996:  239) 
suggest that the first prerequisite could ‘result from a legal recognition of 
traditional, communal management and rights system’. In other words, to create 
effective and efficient co-management, the government should appreciate and 
acknowledge the existence of community management practices and rights. 
An acknowledgement would facilitate an equal balance of power between 
the government, local communities and other consumers such as the fishing 
industry. The acknowledgement of communal management and local rights 
serves to increase the bargaining power of the community in negotiation 
processes, particularly during the creation of management plans. Otherwise, the 
community is generally powerless compared to the government and the fishing 
industry. In the end, the acknowledgement of communal management and 
local rights might facilitate the creation of a fair negotiation process that avoids 
government and fishing industry co-opting of the community. In this way, the 
dynamic partnership between government, community, and other stakeholders 
may materialise and function to empower the community (Jentoft 2005).
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Marine tenure is clearly central to the centralised, community-based and 
collaborative systems of resource management (Jentof et al. 1998). The notion 
of the sea as a ‘commons’ and the nature of man as ‘rational individualistic’ 
precipitated government involvement in managing marine territories and 
resources (Ostrom 1990). Likewise, the debate surrounding traditional marine 
tenure has generated support for the community-based resource management. For 
example, Jentof et al. (1998: 432) note that ‘[t]he argument for co-management is 
part of an attempt to recognise and buil[d] upon a larger set of property options 
for managing natural resources, including various forms of community-based 
jurisdiction over natural resources, or at least rights to use and manage them’ 
(ibid.: 433). In this regard, the presence of communal property will make the 
creation of co-management easier. 

In the Indonesian context, the Indonesian constitution states that maritime 
territory and resources are under state control. As a result, the Indonesian 
government has centralised the management of marine resources through 
the framing, implementing, and monitoring of related policies. However, the 
government lacks the resources required for the development of good fishery 
policies or for implementation and monitoring. An evaluation of government 
performance indicates economic rather than environmental interests drive 
fishery policies (Bailey 1988; Novaczek, Spacua et al. 2001) resulting in: over-
exploitation; unequal economic distribution between small, medium and large-
scale fishery operators, often leading to the marginalisation of local fishermen; 
and conflict between resource users (Bailey 1988; Bailey and Zerner 1992).

The discourse on sasi has emerged in response to the failure of centralised 
marine resource management. Initially, sasi was seen as a better alternative 
for marine resource management, ensuring more equal sharing of resources, 
preventing conflict between resource users, and contributing to resource 
sustainability. However, sasi is weakening, and in Maluku the practice has been 
largely abandoned, and the government has been called on to implement co-
management. Harkes and Novaczek note that: 

Sasi thus offers a solid foundation for resource management in the 
region. It provides a structure that is culturally embedded, a functional 
enforcement mechanism, and a set of rules and regulations that are 
acceptable to most. The familiarity with management concepts, the 
acknowledgement of a need to protect natural resources, perceived 
benefits and general appreciation of sasi makes it highly legitimate. With 
a formally acknowledged kewang who have access to funds, training and 
a network, enforcement of regulations can be carried out locally in a 
legitimate way. With the assistance of NGOs, scientists and government, 
(co-) management structures could be established that include the 
principles and components of sasi (Harkes and Novaczek 2002: 257).
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This quotation illustrates the underlying assumptions in the discourse of sasi, 
community-based resource management and co-management and how they 
all relate to the embedded nature of culture in traditional marine tenure and 
management. The three discourses highlight the attributes that such embedded 
socio-cultural norms have in influencing the effectiveness and efficiency of 
traditional marine tenure and management. In my experience, I find these 
assumptions questionable as the understanding of these traditional institutions 
and practices is only in the context of resource management. Examination of 
the socio-cultural context is based on observations that these institutions and 
practices have been implemented for generations, coordinated by traditional 
agencies, and guided by traditional values and norms. However, the question 
of what is the meaning of traditional marine tenure and resource management 
in a broader socio-cultural context has not been addressed with any rigour. The 
inter-relations between traditional marine tenure and management with other 
socio-cultural institutions and practices are barely examined. 

This book aims to fill this gap by examining the social meaning of traditional 
marine tenure in a broader social context. It also looks at the relationships 
between traditional marine tenure and other traditional and modern institutions 
and practices. As previously stated, the meaning of traditional marine tenure 
is more complex than what is generally assumed in the discourse of resource 
management. Marine tenure is also an integral part of both the internal structure 
of a community and a larger structure of which the community is only a part. 
The relationship between marine tenure and contestation, and between ‘the 
nobles’ and ‘the commoner,’ as discussed in reference to Sather verses Tutrean 
conflict, is a clear example of these structurual dynamics. My arguments related 
to the raiding of an illegal fishing company, cyanide fishing, and clove season 
incidents are examples of the connections of marine tenure with both the internal 
structure of the community as well as government, military, law enforcement 
agents and fishing businessmen and women involved in these conflicts. It is 
evident that in these situations, traditional marine tenure serves more as a tool 
for social contestations than as an instrument of resource management. In fact, 
these conflicts confirm that marine tenure for resource management can be over-
ridden by its social function which is contradictory to the stated goal of marine 
resource management, namely the sustainability of resources and the application 
of social justice in distribution of benefits. 

The data discussed in this book was collected during field research in the Kei 
Islands of Southeastern Maluku, Indonesia from February 1996 to March 1997. 
Updates were obtained through a short visit to the Kei Islands in 2009, and by 
literature and news reviews. Although particular villages on Kei Kecil and Kei 
Besar have informed the discussion, the focus of study was the village of Dullah 
Laut on Kei Kecil and the villages of Tutrean and Sather on Kei Besar Island (Map 
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1-2). Dullah Laut is the village that has been researched most intensively and 
yielded a rich source of information that has facilitated a more comprehensive 
understanding and discussion of traditional resource management issues. Sather 
and Tutrean villages were studied less intensively but were of great interest due 
to their longstanding conflicts over marine territories, resources, and political 
leadership. 

Structure of the Book

This book is divided into two main parts. The first part provides the overall 
setting and consists of four chapters. Chapter Two provides an overview of 
Kei Archipelago and its people in terms of traditional and modern structures. 
Chapter Three provides a detailed account of Dullah Laut Village, which forms 
the basis from which analysis is drawn regarding case studies discussed in 
the second part of this book. Unlike the first two chapters that discuss the 
general ethnography of the Kei Islands and Dullah Laut Village, Chapters Four 
and Five provide the detailed setting for the issue of marine tenure. Chapter 
Four discusses the position of marine tenure practice in traditional precedence 
contestation, and Chapter Five highlights the general characteristics of marine 
tenure practiced in the village compared with tenure practice in Watlaar Village 
on Kei Besar Island.

The second part of this book examines four cases of conflict over traditional 
marine territory. Chapter Six discusses marine tenure conflict related to the 
dynamics of local politics in the village. In essence, this chapter argues that 
in reference to the politics of the village head, control over marine territory is 
considered political capital rather than as an element of resource management. 
Chapter Seven discusses marine tenure conflict by considering its legal context. 
This chapter argues that the formal legal position of marine tenure is not so 
important given that at a practical level, people’s behaviour is not governed 
by formal legal definitions but by considerations that are more pragmatic. The 
economic aspects of marine tenure are examined in Chapter Eight. My argument 
in this chapter is that while the market has eroded the practice of traditional 
marine resource management in other parts of Maluku, in the Kei Islands this 
is not the case. Market influences have enlivened traditional claims over sea 
territory. 

The case discussed in Chapter Nine is that of Sather and Tutrean villages on 
Kei Besar Island. The main argument of this chapter is that even in the context 
of tradition, marine tenure is an object of dispute. The practice of marine 
tenure is an integral part of the whole social structure of the community and 
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in fact, control over sea territory is a symbol of precedence. Therefore, when 
contestation over precedence arises, control of marine resources automatically 
becomes one of the contested issues.

The final chapter of this book offers concluding remarks. This chapter summarises 
my findings and examines their relevance in the contemporary search for more 
reliable systems of marine resource management. In this context, I situate my 
findings within the increasingly popular discourse of co-management. 


