
Chapter 7: Sailing, Fishing and Trading
in 1994

In this chapter I shall document the pattern of Bajo sailing, fishing and trade
during the 1994 east monsoon fishing season in order to explore the social,
cultural and economic motivations behind the perpetuation of these activities
in the face of Australia’s maritime expansion and the financial distress caused
by boat apprehensions and confiscations.

Preparations in Mola began many months before the boats left their home
villages for Pepela. Aside from the maintenance work to be done on each boat,
it was also necessary to organise the social relations, roles and responsibilities
of boat owners, captains and crew. Shark voyaging is a family enterprise. The
majority of Mola owners join their boats either as the captain or as a member of
the crew, and the crew are usually related to the owner or captain. Despite the
availability of perahu in Pepela, only about 20 per cent of boats in the Bajo fleet
of 1994 were owned by owned by Pepela bosses; the rest were owned by Mola
Bajo, the majority from Mola Selatan. The boats undertook two or three fishing
trips between September and November, each trip lasting 20–30 days. Relying
on extensive local knowledge and navigation skills, the Bajo operated in an area
covering hundreds of kilometers across the northern Timor and Arafura seas.
By the end of the 1994 season the fleet had been reduced by 20 per cent, either
through local sale or through apprehension by Australian authorities.
Approximately 5 per cent of the Bajo fleet was apprehended for illegal fishing
activity in the AFZ. At the end of the season, the majority of the fleet and
members of Bajo families living in Pepela returned to the Tukang Besi Islands
for a variety of social and economic reasons.

Preparations for Departure
Many of the perahu lambo in Mola had not been used during the previous west
monsoon and had remained careened (pangangsalaang) close to the owners’
houses for a number of months. Some had undergone substantial structural
repairs during this period, but all required some repairs and maintenance during
the weeks or months prior to departure.

Before a boat can go to sea the hull must be scraped, recaulked and covered
in lime putty which is then painted over with anti-fouling paint. The entire boat
is then repainted, often in a bright colour scheme, and it is common for related
perahu owners to paint their vessels in a complementary style. The perahu is
fitted out with equipment and the standing rigging is repaired, with ropes and
wires replaced where necessary. Sails are repaired and new sets made if required.
Most of this work is carried out by the owner with assistance from his extended
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family. The crew may also assist closer to the time of departure, but the owner
is responsible for all maintenance and repair expenses. If funds are limited at
this time, some of the maintenance work — especially making new sails or
repairing older ones — is carried out once the boat arrives in Pepela where
materials can be obtained on credit from a trader.

Owners, Captains and Crew
In Mola the majority of perahu owners (pemilik perahu) sail their own boats,
usually as the owner-captain (a'nakoda) but sometimes as a crew member
(sawi/sawi). If the owner does not accompany his boat, then his brother, son,
or other close relative will usually become captain (juragang). Reference to the
captain as a’nakoda or juragang therefore specifies his relationship with the
boat. The owner of a boat may lend his own perahu to another person and join
a different boat as a crew member. Alternatively, he may borrow another boat,
for example a Pepela-owned boat, and act as captain to increase his returns. In
this latter case, there is unlikely to be any familial connection between the perahu
owner and captain.

One of the captain’s tasks is to organise all the administrative letters and
sailing passes for himself and the crew. He must obtain Identification Papers for
Travel Permit (Surat Keterangan Izin Berpergian) from the office of the kepala
desa and get them approved by the office of the camat (sub-district head), as
well as the local police and military. Each perahu has a pass book (buku pas) that
must be stamped by the kepala desa prior to departure and again on return. This
contains details pertaining to the crew, cargo and destination. To comply with
registration requirements, perahu are given their own names, but the owner may
change the name from year to year. The Bajo themselves generally refer to a
perahu by the name of its owner.

In addition to the captain, many of the Mola perahu also have a sea captain
(punggawa dilao'/punggawa laut), especially if the captain does not have much
experience in shark fishing. The punggawa is usually an older man with
considerable sailing experience and knowledge of fishing grounds (lana/tempat
mencari). He is responsible for various aspects of navigation and fishing activity,
including the catching of bait (atur cari umpang) and the setting of fishing gear
(atur pasang pancing). This distinction between a land captain and a sea captain
is less common amongst the younger generation, especially those Bajo living in
Pepela, because many of the younger captains have considerable sailing skill as
well as knowledge of sea and weather conditions.

All captains (and punggawa) are expected to have some esoteric knowledge
(pangatonang/ilmu). This knowledge can be ritually powerful and involve a
variety of skills or capacities: to determine auspicious days to travel; to perform
prayers and ritual activity associated with sailing and fishing; to control the
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dangerous weather conditions that may result from failure to observe taboos;
to repel evil spirits; to repair parts of a boat damaged at sea; or to cure sickness
among the crew. A few Mola captains said they didn’t know any ilmu and in
this sense were no more than ‘paper captains … literate, and skilled in dealing
with port authorities but lacking supernatural powers’ (Southon 1995: 130). In
such a situation, another crew member, usually the punggawa, is required to
have ilmu.

During the weeks or months prior to departure the captain must find a crew.
Depending on the size of the perahu the number of crew members will range
between four and ten. The crew are usually related to the captain and/or owner
of the perahu; some may come from other villages, but usually within the Bajo
network. There are particular rules governing the composition of a crew. For
example, it is considered taboo to have three brothers together on one perahu.
Examples of Mola crew composition for the 1994 season are shown in Table 7-1.

Table 7-1: Examples of Mola perahu crew composition, 1994.

Tunas BaruCahaya MolaSumber JayaPerahu
crew membercaptainfather of captainOwner

brother-in-law of ownerownereldest son of ownerCaptain
Crew relationship to
owner:

Crew relationship to
captain:

Crew relationship to
captain:

 

owner (sea captain)younger brotheryounger brotherCrew 1
sonnephewfirst cousinCrew 2

unclenephewfirst cousinCrew 3
unclenephewsecond cousinCrew 4

first cousinunclesecond cousinCrew 5
second cousinsecond cousin (sea

captain)
brother-in-lawCrew 6

second cousinsecond cousinbrother-in-lawCrew 7
father-in-lawson of Crew 6distant relativeCrew 8

brother-in-law no relation*Crew 9

* Married to Mola woman.

The success of a voyage is said to be dependent on harmonious relations
between the captain and his crew. A captain who has a reputation for treating
his crew harshly (kejam), expressing anger, or acting deceptively or dishonestly,
has difficulty finding crew, but a captain who has a reputation for being
successful each year will never have such trouble. Because a crew member’s
earnings depend on the success of the voyage there is a tendency for crew to
seek out the most successful captains. If a perahu is not successful after a fishing
trip undertaken midway through the fishing season, some crew may decide to
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shift to another perahu, making it difficult for the captain to embark on another
voyage. Some crew only join a boat for one trip and then return to Mola. In
some cases the crew may not change much from year to year, and that in turn
may be due to the debts owed by the crew, captain and owner to a moneylender
or trader. 1

Once a crew has been assembled, the members meet with the owner and
captain and crew to arrange the terms of the voyage. These may include the
terms for borrowing the perahu and the value of the indemnity against its loss
at sea; the source of capital and the distribution of cash to support families during
the men’s absence; the amount of provisions and equipment to be purchased;
the choice between buying a new set of longlines or repairing an older set from
the previous year’s voyage; the dates for various pre-departure rituals; and the
method of sharing the profits on the voyage. Most decisions are made by
consensus. It is the captain’s responsibility to keep records of all financial
accounts.

Ritual Preparations
The next phase in preparations for departure takes place once the perahu is ready
to go to sea. At this time, a ritual expert is consulted and a departure date is set.
As the day of departure draws near, the perahu is moved from its dock inside
the village (pangangsalaang) through a canal and placed at anchor in the outer
boat harbour or the open sea. This action is accompanied by a prayer (doa
pamaloka'an) that is usually performed by a ritual expert, although a few
captains have the required knowledge to perform the ritual themselves.

On 21 July 1994, at six o’clock in the morning (high tide), a ritual expert
named Si Gudang boarded the Cahaya Baru I — the first of three boats to be
moved — while it was still docked. Holding a jug filled with water he recited
a prayer into the jug. He then entered the cabin and descended into the hull of
the perahu. At the navel in the keel he placed an offering of betel nut, leaves
and tobacco and recited prayers for five minutes. Then he poured the water
from the jug over the navel, emerged from the cabin, moved to the right along
the deck and continued pouring water over parts of the perahu from the front
to the back (see Plate 7-1). At the tiller he recited another short prayer. All the
prayers were made to God (Papu) and to the three prophets of the perahu to
inform them of the route the boat was about to take in order that they might
offer physical protection to the front, stern and sides of the perahu. These prayers
sought protection from misfortune and assurance that the spirits would protect
the boat’s good fortune (jaga kami punya rezeki). The perahu was then moved
through the canal into the harbour with the aid of long bamboo poles. Si Gudang

1  Boats returning to Mola at the end of the season appeared to have more stable crew membership than
those returning to Mantigola.
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accompanied the perahu until it was finally anchored and then returned to the
village by canoe (see Plate 7-2).

Plate 7-1: Prayers performed before moving a perahu lambo from the village.

Plate 7-2: Moving the boat through the canal into the harbour.
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Water is a significant feature of this ritual performance because a perahu is
like a human being, and since a human always washes, so must a perahu. In the
words of Si Gudang, it is so ‘the perahu will be healthy, and not maluntu
(hungry)’. Like a person, a perahu also has a vital force which requires regular
strengthening. If it is lacking in this ‘potency and effectiveness’ (Errington 1989:
61), this will affect the sailing and fishing success of its owner and crew. The
ritual navel of the perahu represents the source of the perahu’s good fortune and
‘protect[s] their human occupants and ensure[s] prosperity’ (Southon 1995: 136).
The process of ritual strengthening (kasih makan di perahu) can take place once
the perahu is anchored, but it is up to the owner to decide whether the perahu
needs to be ‘fed’. This ritual act can be undertaken before departure, during the
course of a fishing season if the perahu has lacked success on any previous trips,
every year or every few years. But it should be conducted at least once every
three years. According to Si Gunda, another ritual expert who regularly conducts
perahu rituals, it is possible to tell when a perahu is ‘hungry’ because it hasn’t
been successful for maybe one, two or three years.

We give food to the perahu so we will have good fortune. Because a
perahu searches for a share [of the catch] and because a perahu is like a
human, the perahu must eat also. We can see if a perahu is hungry when
it sails, one, two or three times and is not successful, then we must feed
it. If the perahu is maluntu, it is lazy, and has no enthusiasm [sumangaq]
for work and sleeps all the time. It’s the same as not taking it sailing,
because even if it sails, it won’t be successful (Si Gunda, Mola Utara).

It is also possible that the perahu has been subject to sorcery (guna-guna) by a
jealous enemy of the owner, someone seeking revenge on the owner, or even
maybe a previous crew member who broke a taboo.

Ritual strengthening involves prayers performed by a ritual expert on the
perahu, with the owner and crew gathered around the navel inside the hull. On
a tray laid next to the navel are offerings such as rice, vegetables, cakes,
cigarettes, betel nut, tobacco and bananas. Three lit candles are placed at the
middle, front and back of the hull. The ritual expert then burns incense and
begins a series of prayers. After waiting for the candles to burn out, more incense
is burned, water is poured over the navel and everyone prays. The ritual expert
then goes up into the cabin of the perahu and prays again before shaking hands
with the owner.

After the ceremony, the male participants remain in the cabin and partake
of the meal laid out on the deck, while the women and children sit out the back
eating the portions they have saved for themselves. The owner pays for the cost
of the meal, while his wife and other female kin will have prepared the food in
the village and carried it to the perahu. A meal may also be organised by the
owner of the perahu for the captain and crew to eat together in the house of the
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owner. The lavishness of this meal depends on the financial situation of the
owner since he is required to pay for it. The ritual expert is usually invited and
sometimes the local imam is called upon to deliver prayers for the safe passage
of the crew. These meals also serve to reinforce the notion of a shared investment
in the success of the coming voyage.

The final preparations and provisioning are then completed. In these last few
days before departure, the crew may conduct a test sail in the vicinity of Mola
to ensure that the perahu is in working order. Any necessary adjustments to
rigging and sails are then made. The perahu is stocked with rice, coffee, tea,
sugar, cooking oil, lamp oil, cigarettes and sometimes additional foods such as
fresh coconuts, a sack of flour, chilli or tamarind. Wood is purchased for the
stove and water is collected in jerry cans and transferred to large plastic drums
stored in the hull. It is generally the wives, mothers and other female relatives
of the captain or crew who undertake tasks of purchasing and transporting
provisions to the boat. 2

The Day of Departure
Departure is an important event since the crew will be away for many months.
The crew and their belongings are taken to the boat by kin in canoes shortly
before the time of departure. Usually the family members tie up their canoes to
the stern of the perahu while waiting for it to hoist sails and depart. Male or
female relatives of the captain or crew may accompany a boat to Pepela. A ritual
expert is summoned to perform the ritual prayer of departure (doa
palamakang/doa perahu berlayar).

The Tunas Muda was the first boat to depart Mola for Pepela during the 1994
fishing season. The captain had built a house on the Tanjung in Pepela in April
1993 and lived there with his wife and five children. He left for Mola in late
April and was anxious to return — hence the early departure. The following is
an extract from my field notes recording the moment of departure:

28 June 1994: At 2.30 pm I paddled out to Tunas Muda which was
anchored off Mola Selatan to watch the departure. Many people, family
of the captain, owner and crew came out by canoe to deliver the crew
members to the perahu. The owner of the boat also came out. The captain
was the first on board. One by one the crew arrived and stowed their
few belongings — one bag and a plate and glass. Some brought a few
coconuts, a spear gun or handlines. A few carried bottles of water which
they hung inside the cabin. I saw only one sleeping mat and pillow.
Maybe they were on the other side of the cabin out of my sight. The

2  In some cases, provisions are only sufficient for the trip to Pepela, and additional provisions are
acquired on arrival there — usually on credit from a trader. The credit arrangements can also include
the transfer of cash back to Mola.
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fishing gear was already stowed below. They also had a cargo of
ready-made thatched palm leaf sections for the walls of a house on the
Tanjung. By the time all the crew and family were on board the boat
was full of people (around 40).

The last person to arrive was the orang tua — Gunda from Mola Utara,
a ritual expert and boat builder, to perform the prayers. Gunda built
Tunas Baru, the owner’s other perahu, and has carried out repairs on
Tunas Muda in the past. He boarded the perahu from the side and first
placed the tiller into the rudder stock. He then sat down facing the tiller
with his back to the cabin and prayed [see Plate 7-3]. Next he poured
water from a glass which someone gave him onto the rudder stock and
put his right hand over the wetted area — and his left hand over his
lower stomach. He prayed again for about 3 minutes. After this he went
to the front of the boat and prayed to the main sail rope and then began
to hoist the main sail. The crew then took over and continued to hoist
the sail. At this point, I left Tunas Muda and paddled over to Penasehat
Baru anchored nearby and sat on the deck, watching and taking photos.
Gunda then prayed again to the anchor rope and then all the crew helped
to pull up the anchor. Gunda left the perahu by the side and got into a
canoe tied to the rear of the perahu. Some family also left Tunas Muda
at this point and paddled back to the village, while some remained in
their canoes being towed along behind the perahu. Some family were
still on the perahu as it slowly started under sail. They hoisted the jib
sail and sailed towards Otouwe Island and then tacked in front of Mola
Selatan for a short distance and south towards Kaledupa Reef. One by
the one the people in the canoes behind the perahu let go and returned
to the village. As the perahu disappeared from sight, I paddled back.

According to Si Gunda, the moment of departure is the time when the Bajo enter
the domain of the ancestors (mbo madilao) and thus prayer must be directed
at them as well as the older twin sibling of the Bajo (Kaka):

I pray to mbo madilao, who ask Kaka, Kaka answers to mbo madilao
who answer to me; I receive a reply usually later when I am sleeping or
dreaming. We must do this so we don’t get into danger at sea. We ask
Kaka to accompany us, so Kaka must know our destination. If we don't
let mbo madilao and Kaka know, then Kaka will become our enemy
and we will get into danger at sea or get sick (Si Gunda, Mola Utara).

Two other ritual experts suggested prayers are directed to God and the
prophets at this time. Si Mbaga told me that for this prayer:
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I pray to the prophets and God for the crew to be spared from danger at
sea; to avoid big waves, strong wind, and so as not to collide into a reef.
We must mention the name of God to protect us from danger at sea.

Success in fishing is conceived of as being the result of good fortune deriving
from the navel of the perahu. All rituals surrounding the boat prior to departure
‘are aimed at increasing good fortune’ (Southon 1995: 7).

Plate 7-3: A prayer at the rudder stock and tiller of the Tunas Muda.

The Bajo Fleet in Pepela
The majority of perahu from Mola departed for Pepela during the months of July
and August. The journey typically takes around one week depending on the
wind conditions and number of stops along the way. 3  Another phase of
preparations takes place in Pepela, which includes restocking the perahu with
food, water and cut timber, and maybe obtaining extra supplies or equipment.
A sailing clearance also has to be obtained from the local harbour master.

In late August 1994, Pepela was bustling with activity. The harbour was a
picturesque sight rarely seen in any other port in eastern Indonesia, with dozens

3  From Mola, the perahu sail south through the Flores Sea, often stopping at the southern end of the
Tukang Besi coral reef complex, west of Tomia, to fish for a day or two. The route takes the boats
through the Maco Strai, passing the islands of Adonara and Lomblem. Some vessels stop briefly at the
village of Wywuring, on the southern end of Adonara, to sell fish previously caught at the reef. The
route continues through the Savu Sea towards Kupang, with a possible stop at the villages of Sulamu
or Tablolong south of Kupang, before they reach Pepela.
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of brightly painted sailing boats at anchor. All of the Mola perahu and most of
the Mantigola perahu had already arrived. Bajo perahu were anchored off Tanjung
Pasir and to the east side of the pier while the locally owned perahu were
generally anchored to the north and west of the pier. The combined Bajo and
Pepelan fleet operating out of Pepela during 1994 numbered around 140–150
perahu.

Pepela’s harbour also acts as a stopping off point and base for perahu from
other villages like Oelaba (on Roti), for Madurese perahu lete lete, and for
motorised perahu from other parts of eastern Indonesia. In 1994, a number of
motor boats from Sinjai in South Sulawesi, with Bugis crews, also used Pepela
as a base to process trepang and restock supplies between each fishing trip.

From August to December 1994, records were kept of the activities of all 74
Bajo perahu lambo operating out of Pepela. Table 7-2 shows the distribution of
this fleet between six categories of ownership and origin. 4 Table 7-3 shows the
total number of trips taken by these 74 boats over this period.

Table 7-2: Number of Bajo perahu operating for each category of the Bajo
fleet, August to December 1994.

TotalBajo from
other areas

Pepela
boats with
Bajo crew

Mantigola
boats based

in Pepela

Mantigola
boats based

in
Mantigola

Mola boats
based in
Pepela

Mola boats
based in

Mola

74413362226

Table 7-3: Number of boat trips made by 74 Bajo perahu, August to
December 1994.

Total4321No. of trips
1941032266*No. of perahu

* This number includes three perahu recorded as making the minimum number
of one voyage each because it is not known exactly how many voyages each of
these perahu made during the season.

The usual duration of voyages is between 20 and 30 days. As the length of
a fishing voyage can depend on the prevailing wind conditions and the amount
of supplies, this does not equal the number of fishing days. The majority of
voyages were undertaken during September, October and November. The

4  A small number of Bajo men crewed on boats owned a partially crewed by Pepelans. Men from a
number of ethnic groups can come together to form a crew and borrow a perahu from a Pepelan boss.
Aside from perahu lambo, there were approximately ten motor boats of various sizes owned by Bajo
from Mola and Mantigola who were living in Pepela. These were used to fish for shark using longlines
in the northern Timor and Arafura seas.
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majority of perahu departed Pepela for the first fishing trip in the first week of
September and returned to Pepela in the first two weeks of October. The majority
of Mola perahu departed for their second trip during the third week of October,
returning during the second and third week of November. At any one time, the
harbour can be full of boats, numbering a 100 or more. In contrast, within a
matter of days it can be almost deserted and remain quiet for a few weeks. In
early September there were only 20 perahu lambo in the harbour but one month
later, in the first week of October, the harbour was bursting with activity after
dozens of boats had returned from fishing trips (see Plate 7-4).

A mass exodus of boats within a period of a few days is due to the association
of favourable wind conditions with the lunar cycle. According to the Bajo, the
end of a lunar cycle when there is no moon (bulan mati) is usually a period of
strong winds and not considered a safe time to depart, but the winds die down
with the appearance of a new moon. By departing at that time, the crews also
have the advantage of fishing during a full moon (see Plate 7-5). 5

Plate 7-4: Bajo perahu lambo anchored off Tanjung Pasir, October 1994.

5  Motorised vessels are much faster and can therefore make round trips of seven days or less, with a
much higher proportion of the time spent fishing. For this reason they are also smaller and have limited
storage capacity.
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Plate 7-5: Setting sail from Pepela.

There is no set period for the amount of time a boat remains in Pepela in
between voyages. Generally, the crew spend one or two weeks there, which is
time enough to sell the catch, carry out maintenance, clean the perahu, repair
fishing gear, buy more supplies and wait for suitable wind conditions to depart
again. After returning from their second trip in 1994, some perahu returned to
Mola in late November. For other captains and crews the decision go out to sea
again was influenced by factors such as the financial success of the season and
their observation of the current weather conditions. Towards the end of the
year, prior to the onset of the west monsoon, the weather becomes increasingly
unpredictable. Some perahu departed a third time only to return to Pepela later
the same day because of strong wind conditions. 6

At the end of the 1994 fishing season, the size of the Bajo fleet had decreased:
some had been sold in Pepela, Wanci or Kaledupa, while others had been
apprehended for illegal fishing activity in the AFZ (see Table 7-4).

6  Although some fishing trips may be hampered by strong winds, between August and November
another problem may be the lack of wind: perahu may be becalmed during the doldrums. In such
conditions, the crew may be required to row the perahu using a set of long oars kept on every boat.
This is also necessary in order to prevent them from drifting into forbidden areas within the AFZ.
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Table 7-4: Number of perahu sold or apprehended, and number remaining
at the end of the season, December 1994.

TotalBajo
from

Pepela
boats

Mantigola
boats

Mantigola
boats

Mola
boats

Mola
boats

 

other
areas

with
Bajo
crew

based in
Pepela

based in
Mantigola

based in
Pepela

based in
Mola

7001204Sold
7020032*Apprehended
61411241921Remaining

* The perahu Tunas Baru was apprehended in November 1996, but the crew
were able to pay a security bond and return with the boat, so it is not included
in the total numbers lost.

At the end of the fishing season approximately two thirds of the Bajo perahu
fleet returned to Mola, Mantigola or other villages from which they had originally
departed. Most perahu returning to Mola or Mantigola took on extra passengers,
including women and children, or crew from boats that had been sold or
apprehended (see Plates 7-6 and 7-7). The Sumber Jaya, for example, had a total
of 17 people on board for the return journey of seven days duration. As well as
the original crew, this included one other female, the sister of the captain; some
crew from the Nurjaya that had been apprehended and confiscated in November;
and the captain of the Sinar Jaya II who had returned early to Mola in October
but then come back to Pepela by motor boat to collect his two sons.
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Plate 7-6: Bajo sailing to Mola in early December 1994.

Plate 7-7: Squally west monsoon conditions on the return voyage to Mola.
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During the west monsoon period from December 1994 to March 1995, most
of the remaining Bajo families in Pepela also returned to Mola and Mantigola.
Many of the Bajo women living on the Tanjung during the 1994 fishing season
had stayed on during the 1993–94 west monsoon and found living conditions
difficult, many having to evacuate their houses during strong winds and wet
conditions. Families returned home to visit relatives, attend religious feasts and
celebrations, and check on houses. This time also provided an opportunity for
men to work in the live fish trade that operated in Southeast Sulawesi and the
Tukang Besi Islands during early 1995.

The Fishing Grounds
After sailing south from Pepela and into the Timor Sea, the captain decides the
destination for fishing. This depends on the prevailing wind conditions. Fishing
activity takes place in a number of different areas along the continental shelf
both within and outside the MOU box area. The areas fished by the Bajo include
the area known as bagian perusahan (oil rig area) to the east of Cartier Island. 7

In the MOU box area, fishermen operate in the vicinity of Ashmore Reef and
Cartier Island, to the east and northeast around Scott Reef, in waters between
Cartier Island and Browse Island, and along the edge of the continental shelf
around Browse Island (see Map 5-1). Outside the MOU box, fishing is conducted
along the Sahul Shelf in waters to the east of the eastern boundary and to the
south of the southern boundary of the MOU box. Bajo boats also operate along
the area called bagian timu (the eastern region), which refers to the northeastern
part of the Timor Sea south of the Tanimbar Islands. 8 This is the area between
the Provisional Fisheries Surveillance and Enforcement Line (PFSEL) and the
deep waters south of Timor. Since the best fishing grounds are located outside
of the permitted areas, some fishermen often deliberately access these parts of
the AFZ, thereby risking the possibility of apprehension. In other cases, fishermen
are not knowingly aware that they are outside the permitted areas. This is
particularly the case when they may only be a few nautical miles outside the
MOU box or south of the PFSEL.

Navigation Techniques
Bajo navigate by a system of dead reckoning with reference to familiar landmarks,
navigation lights, and oil rigs. Sea features such as reefs, shoals and channels,
the directions of currents, waves and swells, tide patterns, prevailing wind
directions and the stars are all essential directional markers. Wind directions
are named after a system of compass directions called mata sangai, the ‘points

7 This is near to the Skua rig, known as perusahan merah (oil rig with red flame) and the Jabiru and
Challis rigs, known as perusahan putih dua buah di atas (two oil rigs with white flames above).
8  Generally speaking, Pepela fishermen do not sail as far east as the Bajo but confine their fishing
activities to the MOU box, the area around the southern and eastern boundaries of the box, and around
the oil rigs.
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of origin of the winds’ (Ammarell 1995: 202). An example of a Bajo directional
system is shown in Figure 7-1. The naming of wind directions corresponds to
the main points on a magnetic compass (pedoman) which is now often used as
an additional navigational aid. 9

Figure 7-1: Sixteen-point Bajo wind compass.

The Bajo sailors have an extensive knowledge of the navigational techniques
required to reach destinations all over eastern Indonesia, as well as specific
islands, reefs and fishing grounds in the northern Australian region. Since they
are rarely out of sight of an island for more than a few days, positions can be
checked by reference to landforms. For example, if fishing along the northern
Sahul Shelf, a short sail in a northeasterly direction will bring a boat within
sight of specific features along the southern coast of the island of Timor, and a
crew member will then climb the mast to gain a better vantage point. The time
taken to travel between a set of reference points is counted in days and nights.

As well as dead reckoning, the Bajo employ extensive sounding of the seabed
to determine their position in relation to permitted areas and find a depth of
water suitable for fishing. Fishermen have an extensive knowledge of the seabed
in the MOU box area and the Timor Sea. Depth is regularly monitored with a
lead line (nduga) made from a prism-shaped lead weight of 1–2 kg attached to

9  It is not known how long the Bajo have carried magnetic compasses aboard their boats, but Ammarell
(1995: 202) says that the Bugis have been familiar with this device since European contact.
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a long length of nylon fishing line. Fishermen can also determine if they are in
permitted or forbidden waters by checking the colour of the water. Men
frequently said that if they find themselves in ‘white waters’ they know they
are outside the permitted areas. However, despite this range of navigational aids
and skills a perahu may sometimes get lost (jatuh haluan). Some carry charts or
maps on board, but these are almost impossible to use with any reliability without
modern navigational instruments. That is why the use of the magnetic compass
is becoming more common on frequently sailed routes.

Fishing Methods
Before shark fishing commences the crew must first catch bait (umpang). The
most efficient way to do this is to locate a suitable fishing ground (lana/tempat
mencari) which is usually a reef. Bait is also caught using troll lines with lures
while the perahu is under sail, or from a canoe in the open sea, either under
paddle or sail. In this case, canoes are launched from the perahu and the crew
may travel a few hundred metres or more away from the perahu trolling for fish.
Bait can also be caught using handlines from the deck of the perahu, particularly
if it is too rough to sail canoes. 10 The amount of bait required depends on the
number of longline hooks to be baited and the size of baitfish caught, but is
often around 70–200 fish. Bait can be kept longer by salting it.

Once sufficient fish are caught to bait the hooks the perahu will sail to a
suitable place to set the longlines by sounding the sea bottom. All hooks and
snoods are lined up along a plank or along the top of a hatch and baited. Usually
the lines and snoods with baited hooks are fed out while the perahu is under
sail, but if there is no wind the boat has to be rowed. The setting of longlines
takes up to an hour and is usually done in the afternoon. The lines are marked
by buoys andattached to the perahu while it is anchored overnight. Once the
lines are set the evening meal is prepared and the crew entertain themselves,
sleep, and take turns on watch.

Just before dawn, the crew begin the arduous process of hauling in the
longlines. This can take hours since no mechanical devices are used, and is even
more difficult if there are strong winds or adverse currents. If the wind conditions
are right a perahu can sail under a half-set jib sail while pulling in the longlines.
It is not uncommon to lose a section of the longlines, or occasionally the entire
set, during a fishing expedition if they get eaten by the fish. It is often difficult
to recover the gear, particularly if it has been damaged some hours before the
crew become aware of it, or if there is little or no wind by which to sail after the
lines. That is why most perahu carry some extra fishing equipment with them.

10 The staple diet at sea is rice and fish so Bajo are nearly always handlining. When good eating fish
are absent crew may eat left over bait or shark meat.
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Sharks caught using longlines are usually dead by the time the lines are
hauled in. They are landed onto the deck of the perahu with the aid of gaffs or
harpoons (iddi) and their fins are then cut off. The body is trimmed of excess
meat and laid or hung out in the sun to dry. It takes about three days for the
fins to dry and longer for the tails. The flesh from the body is either cut up into
strips, salted, and hung up to dry, or else the carcass is dumped overboard. The
catch may be highly variable: a crew might set longlines on ten occasions in the
course of a month at sea but only make a total catch of six or seven sharks.

Many perahu still carry a few handlines and shark rattles. If the crew find
themselves in shallow waters at any time during the expedition, or when there
is little or no wind, handlines and shark rattles may be deployed for a few hours
or a day or two, and sometimes at night. Usually the main sail is hoisted and the
perahu drifts slowly when fishing with hand lines or while crew members shake
the rattles over the side of the boat. This method of fishing is more dangerous
than longlines since the sharks are alive when caught and must either be clubbed
to death or killed with harpoons (with detachable iron heads) before the fins are
removed.

The established use of longlines as the main gear has resulted in a preference
for smaller perahu. Because longlines are anchored to the bottom of the sea with
stones, the crew must pull the perahu towards the lines to pull them up. A bigger
perahu is heavier and therefore more difficult to pull whereas a smaller perahu
is lighter and faster. The use of motorised vessels is also advantageous since it
is possible to motor slowly towards the lines while hauling them in. The speed
with which longlines can be hauled in is itself an important factor in determining
whether a boat is apprehended, because the time taken over this task could be
the time between a reported sighting of illegal fishing activity by Coastwatch
and the arrival of a patrol vessel to investigate the activity. Some Bajo remarked
that the advantage of fishing with handlines while the perahu is slowly under
sail is that they can immediately sail away if a surveillance aircraft flies overhead.

Fishing Rituals
Once the Bajo sailors are at sea, they regard sailing and fishing as sacred activities.
This is because they have crossed into the domain of their ancestors and their
fortunes depend on appropriate behaviour towards these beings. At this
cosmological level, Australian ownership of marine resources in the AFZ is not
recognised at all. Continued activity in waters now claimed by Australia is partly
driven by a belief that the Bajo have a legitimate right to fish in the AFZ in waters
controlled by their ancestors.
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Shark fishing is complemented by the observance of taboos (pamali) and
performance of prayers (usually accompanied by offerings. 11  It is taboo to throw
anything such as food or ashes from the fire box directly into the water; the
refuse material must be thrown over the deck of the perahu and later washed
off with water. The Bajo also prohibit crew and passengers from spitting or
cleaning their teeth directly into the sea, from urinating or defecating anywhere
from the perahu but via the toilet box, and from combing their hair or using
soap to wash the body or clothes while at sea. If these rules are not observed,
strong winds or storms may arise. The results can be big waves, strong currents
or no wind at all, and people may succumb to sickness or have no fishing success.
When a crew member died after he returned from a fishing voyage with a
sickness, it was thought he had failed to observe one of these taboos.

Shark fishing is a ‘social interaction’ (Zerner 1994: 27) between people and
spirits. The practice of propitiating the spirits prior to fishing activity has
persisted through the substitution of longlines for rattles and handlines. Before
the crew begin shark fishing operations, the captain or the punggawa recites a
prayer and makes a simple offering of betel nut and leaves, lime and tobacco,
to the mbo madilao. This only has to be done once during a shark fishing
expedition at the first fishing location. The prayer is intended to praise the
ancestors and ‘to show respect’ to those who live in the sea. In the words of Si
Mudir, it is ‘to ask permission from mbo madilao if we can take fish and to
give us good fortune’ and ‘to be kept away from danger, like big waves, or
strong wind’.

In the past our ancestors gave offerings to the sea. This is the custom
[adat]. We also do this. We still do this now. We lower offerings first
and ask the ancestors for this and that, to give us fish and good fortune.
Then we can start fishing. We must. Whatever region we go to we have
to inform the ancestors because they are not fixed at any one place.
Because it is not us who have possession of the sea. It’s the same if we
want to ask for water or rice or wood, we have to ask the person who
owns it before we can take it. It’s the same with our ancestors that live
in the sea (Si Mudir, Mola Selatan).

If we do not ask for permission from the guardians in the sea to take
products usually they will hide the sea products, sometimes under a
rock, or under the sand, under seaweed or sometimes the sea will become
hazy or clouded or strong winds and big waves will come. But if we
politely ask the sea guardians, we can have everything and also we will
not have difficulties harvesting products from the sea because we have
already asked permission (Si Kariman, Mola Selatan).

11 The villagers of Pepela also recognise the strength of Bajo adherence to adat prohibitions and rules.
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Additional consequences of failure to seek this form of approval are explained
as follows:

If Bajo have an accident at sea or misfortune or sickness [sore stomach
or vomiting] they must ask forgiveness from the people who live in the
sea who have taboo. If you want to ask for forgiveness we must say ‘we
ask for forgiveness because we already took your riches [marine products]
and especially because we did not have permission to do so first because
we are only stupid people and don’t know anything’ (Si Kariman, Mola
Selatan).

If we get the consequences of taboo, we must apologise to mbo madilao
in order that we are safe from danger, from the consequences of taboo.
When we have given them food, mbo madilao will go away, and the
condition of the sea will be safe and the consequences of the taboo gone
(Si Dudda, Mola Selatan).

Fishing success is said to be also dependent on the correct construction and
use of fishing gear.

Before we begin fishing with a shark rattle we must say a prayer first to
the ancestors, and ask to be given good fortune so we can aim to return
home quickly. Then we dip the end of the shark rattle in the water three
times. Once this is done then we can begin fishing (Si Mudir, Mola
Selatan).

Each person operating a shark rattle must also wear a hat. If there are no hats
available they must tie a sarong or shirt around their head. In the words of Si
Mudir, ‘it is taboo to not wear a hat, if we don’t wear a hat, the fish will not
appear, or if they appear, the fish will not eat the bait’.

The Economics of Shark Fishing
Bajo shark fishing voyages in 1994 were financed by a system of credit between
fishermen and traders or money lenders that served to strengthen and maintain
the regional trade in shark fin. The practice of obtaining credit to fund fishing
voyages was not something new to the Bajo, but credit relationships have become
the mechanism through which changes in market prices affect the practice of
shark fishing. If the price of shark fin were to fall to the level prevailing in the
mid-1980s, the entire fishery would undergo considerable change.

An examination of credit and profit-sharing arrangements reveals the
economic incentive for Bajo to base themselves in Pepela. There are also clear
economic reasons why Bajo continue to fish in the AFZ. First, while shark fishing
does not guarantee good returns, or any returns, it can provide higher returns
for the owner and crew of an unmotorised perahu lambo than any other long
distance voyaging activity. Second, the debts that fishermen owe to bosses,
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traders or money lenders as a result of a poor fishing trip or season, or because
of the apprehension and confiscation of their boats, equipment and catch, force
them to return to Pepela and embark on further shark fishing ventures in the
Timor and Arafura seas. In other words, they are caught in a cycle of
indebtedness and poverty from which further voyages offer a means of escape.
This means that the Australian policy of apprehension and confiscation does not
appear to be effective as a deterrent to further fishing incursions.

The Trader-Bosses of Pepela
The Pepela traders are only interested in the fishermen as suppliers of marine
commodities in exchange for credit to fund the search for them. The relationships
between fishermen and traders are of a type that Acciaioli (1987: 10) describes
as ‘transitional ties of dependence’ rather than ‘traditional ties of patronage’.
This type of indebtedness has replaced traditional patron–client relations
throughout the maritime societies of eastern Indonesia (Pelras 1996: 332).

In Pepela in 1994 there were four main traders, each with his own network.
These men are often called buyers (pembeli) by the fishermen, but the most
common term is bos (after the English word ‘boss’). Some of these traders
operated in conjunction with other members of the local community (also called
bos) who supplied the fishermen with boats, capital and provisions.

The largest and wealthiest trader (Bos A) 12  was born in Pepela and was of
part-Saudi descent. He worked for a husband-and-wife team based in Hong Kong
who provided him with capital to purchase sun-dried fin for export to that
destination. Bos A provided interest-free financial capital to fishermen or bought
fin from fishermen who were financially independent. He also worked in
conjunction with his uncle (Bos B), who operated from his own premises and
offered capital and provisions to fishermen on credit with the condition that
their product be sold to Bos A. Bos A owned 18 perahu and would lend these to
Bajo and Pepela fishermen. It is difficult to know for certain but Bos A probably
controlled 40–50 per cent of the shark fin trade in Pepela.

Bos C was of Chinese descent and lived in Ba'a on Roti. Of all the traders, he
had the longest established relationship with fishermen in Pepela, being the first
local trader to buy marine products from them although he had never lived in
the village or directly supplied goods on credit to its residents. Bos A worked
for Bos C for a time before he started working with his current Hong Kong
partners. Bos C co-operated with another trader (Bos D), who was himself a
relative of Bos A and Bos B. Bos D owned six perahu lambo which he would
lend to Bajo fishermen, and would also provide supplies and money if needed.
But Bos D did not buy shark fin himself; the fishermen indebted to him would

12  In the following discussion, the personal names of bosses have been replaced with letters in order
to conceal their identity.

155

Chapter 7: Sailing, Fishing and Trading in 1994



sell their fin to Bos C who would forward it to his partner in Ujung Pandang
(Makassar).

A Kupang-based Bugis trader (Bos E) started operating in Pepela in 1992,
with finance supplied by another trader from Surabaya. His three Bugis collectors
would buy provisions in Kupang, transport them to Pepela, supply the fishermen
on credit, and purchase catch in return. Another Kupang-based trader provided
capital for at least one Mola perahu in 1994 and would buy fin directly from
some of the Bajo fishermen who were financially independent of the Pepela
traders.

As a result of the good profits from shark fishing in the early 1990s, some of
the wealthier residents and boat owners in Pepela purchased more perahu lambo
and eventually branched out to become entrepreneurs in their own right. One
of these newer entrepreneurs (Bos F) was selling fin to Bos E in Kupang, or
sometimes to other traders. He also owned a fleet of 11 perahu lambo which he
would lend out, and in 1994 he provisioned a total of 40 Bajo and Pepelan perahu
operating out of Pepela. 13  Other wealthy Pepela residents were also buying fin
from the crew of vessels that they owned and selling it to traders in Pepela or
Kupang. Local shop owners were making a profit on the higher price charged
to fishermen for goods obtained on credit, and they too would sometimes buy
fin and sell it to local or Kupang-based traders.

Grading and Marketing Shark Fin
The prices commanded by fins from different shark species vary in accordance
with the quality and quantity of the fin needles used to make shark fin soup.
The highest commercial value is attached to white-finned sharks and shark-like
rays such as the white-spotted guitarfish (Rhynchobatus djiddensis), both of which
are known to the Bajo as kareo nunang or lontar(white shark). Then come the
five types of black-finned shark (Carcharhinus spp) know to the Bajo as kareo
simburoh, kareo tarang tikkolo, kareo lapis gigi, kareo pote', and kareo
angtugan. Least valuable are the tiger sharks (Galeocerdo cuvier) known as kareo
mangali) and the hammerhead sharks (Eusphyra blochii and Sphyrna spp) known
as kareo bingkoh.

In the traditional grading system, fins are classified either according to the
species or the colour of the skin, and then distinguished by their size, dryness,
and the type of cut. The best quality fins from one shark are normally sold as a
set comprising two pectoral fins, the first dorsal fin and one caudal fin (see Figure
7-2). The second dorsal, ventral and anal fins and the fins from small sharks are

13  After a financially successful year in 1994, he and his wife made the haj to Mecca in early 1995.
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not sold as a set but as mixed dried fins (Lai Ka-Keong 1983: 38). The upper lobe
of the tail has little or no commercial value. 14

Figure 7-2: Location and names of shark fins.

Shark fins are now simply graded by size, colour and type of cut because
each exporting country had its own grading practices and species are often hard
to identify (Lai Ka-Keong 1983: 38). Most of the black fin sold in Pepela in 1994
had a half moon cut (potong semi), with only a few fishermen attempting the full
moon cut (potong full), and only In some instances, the fins from the larger black
species were sometimes sold in sets of four (see Plate 7-8). The fins from white
species were sold in sets of three and were always crude cut (potong biasa) (see
Plate 7-9).

Tables 7-5 and 7-6 show examples of the grading and pricing systems used
by traders in Pepela in 1994. The range of prices depended in part on the quality
of the fin. There were small variations between traders but competition between
them meant that the average price of a given colour, size and cut of fin was
relatively stable. However, fishermen might be offered lower prices or might
lose a percentage of the total price if their fins were not completely dry.

14 In Pepela some fishermen retained this portion of the tail and sold it for Rp 1000/kg. According to
one trader, it was used to make pig feed.

157

Chapter 7: Sailing, Fishing and Trading in 1994



Plate 7-8: A set of black shark fins.

Plate 7-9: A set of white shark fins.

158

Boats to Burn



Table 7-5: An example of grading and prices of black shark fin at Pepela,
September 1994 (prices shown are in rupiah per kilogram).

Full moonHalf moonCrude cut 

150 000105 00040 000–45 000Large (30 cm and
above)

75 00055 00022 000–22 500Medium (25–29 cm)
40 00027 50010 000–12 500Small (15–24 cm)

 17 5005000Miscellaneous (kepel)*

* The term kepel refers to ventral fins, anal fins,and second dorsal fin.

Table 7-6: An example of grading and pricing for white shark fin from
two traders in Pepela, 1994 (prices shown are in rupiah per kilogram).

Trader 2Trader 1
170 000–175.000Super (38 cm and above)175 000Super (38 cm and above)

140 000Large (34–37 cm)150 000Large (30–37 cm)
120 000Medium-large (25–33 cm)125 000Medium-large (29–36 cm)
100 000Medium (22–30 cm)100 000Small (28–35 cm)
60 000Small (16–22 cm)  

Traders made a profit on the resale value of the fin at each level. For example,
the largest black fins (hitam besar) with the most common half moon cut would
be purchased from fishermen at Rp 105 000/kg and then sold to another trader
— say in Surabaya — for Rp 110 000/kg if the cut remained the same. However,
if the first trader re-cut the fin to a full moon, he would sell it to the next trader
for a higher price and make a bigger profit. The profit margin must be high
enough for traders to cover local tax and transportation costs. A local fisheries
officer from the camat’s office in Eahun would visit Pepela daily to collect tax
at the rate of Rp 500/kg of shark fin from each trader, but traders would often
make false declarations to avoid this tax. From Pepela the shark fin was
transported to Kupang and thence by air to Surabaya in Java or Ujung Pandang
in Sulawesi at a freight cost of Rp 2500/kg. From there it was either sold to the
local domestic Chinese market or exported to Hong Kong, mainland China,
Singapore, Taiwan or Korea. It is impossible to know precisely how much shark
fin actually passed through Pepela in 1994, but the local fisheries officer reckoned
that 29 tonnes had been exported from Pepela in 1993.

To give some idea of the cost of shark fin soup in Indonesia, in April 1995
the manager of the Surya Super Crab restaurant in Ujung Pandang said that he
purchased 5 kg of partly processed shark fin from a local trader for
Rp 210 000/kg. From that amount he could make approximately 50 bowls of
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shark fin soup, each of which would sell for Rp 35 000 in his restaurant, which
meant a final mark-up of more than 300 per cent over the purchase price. One
of the reasons why shark fin soup is so expensive is because of the complex
processing required to extract the fin needles. This involves the removal of the
skin and any meat attached to the fin and base of the cartilaginous platelets,
followed by a process of soaking, washing and bleaching to remove any blood
in the cartilaginous base. Before the fins can be cooked they are soaked to make
them soft, then bleached and boiled before the base is kneaded by hand to
separate the fin needles from the membrane. The needles from one fin may be
cooked in their original shape or converted into a fin net before cooking (Lai
Ka-Keong 1983: 35–7). The fins and fin needles may be sold in either wet or dry
state at different stages in the process.

Hong Kong has long been the main hub of the global trade in shark fin (Rose
1996: 57). In the mid-1990s, retail prices for shark fin in Hong Kong ranged from
US$ 40/kg to US$ 564/kg, while a bowl of shark fin soup ranged in price from
US$ 4.50 to US$ 90.00 (ibid.: 50). As well as local consumption, a percentage is
exported to other overseas Chinese markets from Hong Kong. At that time, more
than 80 per cent of shark fins sold in Hong Kong were consumed in local
restaurants, and strong ties were established between processors and restaurants
to ensure a steady supply of prepared fin. 15 The remaining product was
re-exported to other Chinese markets or sold through retail outlets in packages
or cans.

Credit and Profits
Bajo departing from either Mola or Pepela usually finance their shark fishing
voyages through credit arrangements. Dependence on credit is commonplace in
the artisanal fishing communities of Southeast Asia and is ‘closely bound up
with the nature of fishing’ (Sather 1997: 132), where ‘the peaks are sharper and
the valleys deeper’ (Alexander 1982: 58). The highly variable and fluctuating
returns from fishing mean that at certain times of the year income is not sufficient
to cover daily household expenses or the costs of education, life cycle rituals,
religious feasts, fishing equipment or boat maintenance. Most households
dependent on this economic activity do not have any significant cash savings
nor do they own the assets required to guarantee a conventional bank loan.

In Mola, credit is generally secured from relatives, from wealthy local
residents, or from specialised money lenders based in Wanci. Money lenders
either charge interest of 10–15 per cent per month or else charge a higher rate
(normally 50 per cent) for a loan without a fixed repayment date. In both cases,

15 The market demand lasts all year round but reaches a peak from October until Chinese New Year at
the end of February because these are the preferred months for weddings and other feasts (Lai Ka-Keong
1983: 37).
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the standard form of security is gold jewellery. Another type of credit is the
profit-sharing arrangement known as saduh, or sometimes as bagi dua (two parts).
In this case, the interest on a loan consists of a share in the proceeds from the
sale of the catch that is equivalent to the share normally allotted to each crew
member. The agreement normally covers two fishing trips within a single season.
There is no security for the money lender, but if the trips are successful, the
profit may be substantial.

Many Mola and Mantigola Bajo were attracted to Pepela in the 1990s because
of the opportunity to obtain credit from local bosses on better terms than those
available in their own villages. In 1994, most of the Mola fishermen would still
raised the operating capital needed to cover the cost of food, equipment and
supplies for the voyage to Pepela and the first fishing trip before setting out
from their home villages. Crew members would also borrow enough money
(Rp 50–250 000 each) to cover the household expenditures of their families
during their absence. On arrival in Pepela, these fishermen would then obtain
extra supplies or equipment, and sometimes cash, from a bos on credit. Some
Mola-based crews would initially buy just enough provisions to sail to Pepela,
and then obtain the rest of their supplies on credit from a bos, along with cash
to send back to their families in Mola. The disadvantage of this strategy was
that the traders charged a higher price for goods supplied on credit than the
normal shop or market prices, 16  but since there was no interest charged on this
type of credit, there was a lower risk of higher debts in the long term if the
fishing trip were to be unsuccessful, especially when cash loans would cost 10
per cent interest per month. In 1994 a few Bajo managed to finance their own
fishing voyages, and since they were independent of the bosses in Pepela, they
were able to sell their shark fin to any trader offering the highest price in either
Pepela or in Kupang.

The distribution of the earnings or profits from shark fishing is based on the
allocation of shares to the providers of capital, the boat owners, and the crew.
The share system ‘effectively increases the motivation of the crew by making
them partners in the enterprise, and reduces the risk for boat owners by ensuring
that they will not have to pay fixed wages if catches are poor’ (Acheson 1981:
278). The Bajo have two systems for dividing the profits from a fishing voyage,
which they call the Mola system (bagi Mola) and the Pepela system (bagi Pepela).
Both are contemporary versions of systems that have been in use for a long time
in the maritime societies of Indonesia. 17 The choice of system depends on the
way the capital was obtained.

16 The market price for provisioning a vessel in Pepela was Rp 4–700 000 — significantly less than the
equivalent cost in Mola or Mantigola.
17 This would include the fishing and trading voyages made by Macassans to northern Australia in the
18th and 19th centuries (Macknight 1976: 19–23; Hughes 1984: 128, 175; Southon 1995: 67–9).
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The following examples illustrate the differences between the two systems
following the sale of shark fin to a trader in Pepela. The first case study examines
the arrangements for the financing of a Mola perahu under the saduh system,
while the second details arrangements for a Pepela-based Bajo perahu financed
by a local trader. In both cases, the longlines were not new but had been repaired,
and the cost of repairs was included in the total expenses. 18 The Mola-based
perahu had a crew of nine, while the Pepela-based perahu had a crew of seven.19

The nine crew and owner of one Mola-based perahu obtained a total capital
of Rp 3 600 000 in Mola under the saduh system. This was calculated as follows:
at a rate of Rp 300 000 for one share, the crew of nine (including the captain)
held one share each, while the perahu (or its owner) held three shares, thus
making a total of 12 shares in all. The capital covered the cost of the voyage
from Mola to Pepela and the first shark fishing trip, including the purchase of
fishing gear and food supplies, and also the allocation of Rp 150 000 in cash for
each of the families of the owner and each crew member. On arrival in Pepela
the crew obtained Rp 100 000 worth of extra supplies on credit from a local
trader. The fishing trip lasted four weeks and Rp 6 000 000 was made from the
sale of shark fin back in Pepela.

The net profit on the sale (Rp 2 300 000) was then divided into shares as
follows. The owner of the perahu got three shares, while the captain and crew
got one share each. One share was allocated to the owner of the longline gear,
which in this case was the crew as a whole. The owner of the two canoes, in this
case the captain, was allocated a quarter share for each canoe. And finally, for
each of the 12 shares in the original capital, the borrower had to repay the lender
one share in the net proceeds. The proceeds were thus divided into 25.5 shares
with a value of Rp 90 200 each, and each crew member received a total of
Rp 100 200 (then worth about 62 Australian dollars) for six weeks of sailing and
fishing.

Since the arrangement under the saduh system was for two fishing trips, the
original capital would still attract an equal share of any profits from the second
trip. However, provisioning expenses for the second voyage would not be as
much as for the first — maybe Rp 4–700 000 altogether. Under this system, the
owner and crew would not be free to split the whole profit between themselves
unless or until they undertook a third trip.

If the original capital had been obtained from a money lender in Wanci at
prevailing interest rates, then each crew member would have ended up with a
smaller net income from the first fishing trip. However, the advantage of a cash

18 The owner of a set of longlines, usually the perahu captain or owner, will normally value the longlines
at an agreed price — say Rp 500 000 — and each crew member, including the captain, will then carry
an equal share of this cost which is added to the total cost of the voyage.
19  Mola-based perahu generally have larger crews.
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loan over the saduh system is that the loan would then be paid off and the income
obtained from a successful second trip would be much higher.

The crew of a perahu based in Pepela secured their original capital, including
provisions and cash to be left for their families, on credit from a local bos. The
total value of the debt was Rp 700 000. The longlines belonged to the boat owner
and he was responsible for any expenses associated with them. The canoes were
rented from the owner for a fixed price. As in the first case, the fishing trip
lasted four weeks and the crew obtained Rp 6 000 000 from the sale of shark fin
on their return.

Under the Pepela system, the proceeds were divided as follows. One third of
the total was taken by the owner of the boat. From the balance of Rp 4 000 000,
the bos then collected his Rp 700 000 while the owner collected another Rp 50 000
as rent for his two canoes. The remainder was then divided into eight shares,
one for each crew member (including the captain), and one for the owner of the
longlines (who was also the owner of the boat). 20 This meant that each
crewmember received a net income of Rp 406 250 from four weeks at sea. The
income was much higher than in the previous example because the amount of
capital required at the outset was much lower, and so was the effective rate of
interest.

The owner of the boat obtains a significantly greater share of the profits
under the Pepela system than under the Mola system (Rp 2 000 000 as against
Rp 270 600 or Rp 111 120) because his share is taken out of the gross amount of
the sale price while the cost of the voyage is deducted from the shares allocated
to the crew. This means that the boat owner always receives a share, even if the
voyage makes a net loss. Under the Mola system, the cost and risk of the voyage
is shared more equally between the owner and the crew. Under the saduh
system, the return to the boat owner on the capital invested in his boat is
relatively low compared with the return on other forms of capital. 21 The owner
receives the same number of shares irrespective of the boat’s seaworthiness or
value. A lambo worth Rp 4 000 000 receives the same number of shares as a
lambo worth Rp 9 000 000. Likewise, the share allocated to the owner of a longline
worth Rp 750 000 is the same as for one valued at Rp 1 500 000. According to
Acheson (1981: 278), the effect of this kind of share system, which seems to be
a widespread feature of indigenous fishing societies, is that:

it inhibits capital investment, because boat owners … do not receive full
returns on the investment they make. That is the owner pays all the costs

20  According to one Bajo informant, the perahu owner sometimes gives the captain 10–20 per cent of
his own share as a reward for the safe return of the boat.
21  Southon (1995: 69) found the same feature in his analysis of returns to boat owners from trading
voyages in Lande on Buton.
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of investment, but the crew receives part of the increases in catch that
result.

Even though the perahu represents a significant financial investment for the
Bajo under the Mola share system, its value as a capital asset cannot be
depreciated over time due to usage or damage, nor can it be used as collateral
for raising investment finance. The perahu participates in the voyage as three
persons rather than as capital (Southon 1995: 120). The practical advantages of
boat ownership therefore depend on the success of the voyage, and a Mola or
Mantigola boat owner has an incentive to increase his returns by participating
as a crew member. In 1994 approximately half of the Mola perahu owners
participated in the voyage as captains or crew members.

Since no security was required to obtain credit in Pepela, it is unclear why
more men and their families had not migrated from Mola to Pepela to take
advantage of the credit arrangements there. Some Bajo told me that they preferred
their families to remain in Mola so that their children’s schooling was not
interrupted. However, it was also apparent that there were fewer opportunities
in Pepela for women and children to obtain food for subsistence through fishing
and collecting, and there were also difficulties associated with housing and living
conditions.

Financial Independence and Indebtedness
The earnings from shark fishing are variable since there is a ‘large element of
unpredictability’ (Sather 1997: 131). One trip may provide good returns while
the next may see the crew suffer a loss. Similarly, one boat crew may be
successful throughout the entire season while another may not have been able
to clear their debts. The success of a shark fishing expedition and the crew’s
earnings over a season depend on a number of variables. A boat may be forced
to return to Pepela after a few days because of adverse weather conditions or
because a crew member has fallen ill. Fishing gear may be lost or fouled on the
seabed at some point during the voyage, and the crew must then return to Pepela
and make a further investment to repair or replace their equipment. Sails may
be torn in bad weather, or the boat may otherwise become unseaworthy. Such
occurrences were relatively common during the 1994 season among, even the
most skilled of the Bajo fishermen.

Only six Bajo perahu made catches worth more than Rp 10 000 000 on one
trip during the 1994 season, and the highest return from one trip was reported
to be Rp 20 000 000. For the boat owners these trips were very profitable,
especially for those based in Pepela and for Mola perahu on their second trip.
Some Mola perahu owners reinvested their profits in repairs to their vessels
during the west monsoon. The owner of the Suka Bakti used his profits to finance
the haj to Mecca in 1995, while another owner made a special trip to purchase
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a cow from Buton for an extravagant feast to celebrate a rite of passage for his
infant daughter.

The size of the Bajo fleet meant that it was not possible to collect information
about the earnings of all the boats over the entire season, but Table 7-7 shows
the variation in earnings between a sample of the boats in the fleet. At the end
of the season the net earnings for each crew member ranged between Rp 100 000
and Rp 500 000 after 4–5 months of fishing.

Table 7-7: Amount received from sale of shark fin for 11 Bajo perahu,
August to December 1994 (prices shown are in rupiah).

Trip No. 3Trip No. 2Trip No. 1Mola-based perahu
 4 500 0006 000 000Harapan Jaya
 6 000 0001 200 000Karya Satu

900 000520 0001 500 000Purnama
 15 504 0003 176 000Sejati 02
 3 000 00010 000 000Sumber Bahagia
 6 083 0007 000 000Sumber Jaya

900 000600 000[captain sick]Tunas Muda
Trip No. 3Trip No. 2Trip No. 1Pepela-based perahu*

 4 400 0005 000 000Madelina II
1 000 000400 0004 000 000Suka Bakti II

 2 300 0002 700 000Kembang Harapan
4 000 0003 000 0007 940 200Mekar Indah

* The Madelina II was owned by a Mola Bajo man living in Pepela, and the Suka
Bakti II was owned by a Mantigola Bajo living in Pepela. The other two
Pepela-based perahu were borrowed by Mola Bajo from their Pepelan owners.

In one case, the crew of the Sumber Jaya who financed their voyage under
the saduh system, sold their catch for Rp 7 000 000 after the first trip and
received a net income of Rp 100 000 each. After the second trip they sold their
catch for Rp 6 083 000 and received a net income of Rp 185 000 each. On the
third trip the perahu was forced back to Pepela because of strong winds and the
crew decided to return to Mola rather than risk fishing in early December.
However, since the perahu had been provided with goods on credit from a trader
to the value of Rp 250 000, the crew still had this amount of debt. Since the
overall returns for each crew member for the entire season were fairly modest,
the captain was obliged to leave his longline gear with the trader as security
until the amount could be paid off at a later date.

For some Pepela-based Bajo, moderate returns for the season still enabled
them to invest in a new vessel. The captain of the Mekar Indah, who had lived
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in Pepela for a few years, was successful enough to return to Mola with his
family at the end of the season and finance the construction of his own boat.
The owner of the Bintang Nusantara purchased a second hand perahu at the end
of the season, while the owner of the Usaha Marni purchased a newly built boat
in late November. In contrast with these successful fishermen, none of the
owners, captains or crew from Mola or Mantigola purchased new perahu or
began construction of a new boat at the end of the season.

Some crews made poor catches throughout the season. An unsuccessful trip
means that fishermen are placed further in debt and have to borrow more goods
on credit for the next trip. They are then under further pressure to obtain a
good catch on the following voyage in order to repay these debts. At the end of
the season a few perahu had not been successful enough to break even and clear
themselves completely of all debts. After three trips for the season the crew of
the Purnama had gross earnings of less than Rp 3 000 000, which did not even
cover the costs of their voyages. This meant that the owner and crew made a
net loss on the season, because each had accumulated an additional debt of
Rp 70 000. A crew that has been repeatedly unsuccessful is forced to resume a
relationship with their creditors in the following season, and that is how the
cycle of indebtedness begins.

If a boat’s owner and crew are in debt to a bos in Pepela and want to return
to Mola, then the trader may demand that they leave some form of indemnity
behind. This might be their longlines or, in the worst case, the perahu itself. To
pay off debts the owner may even be forced to sell the perahu to the trader if
credit is refused to cover the following season’s fishing. This is what became of
the Mola perahu, the Penasehat Bar, and the Mantigola perahu, the Suka Bakti
II. Such cases partly explain the increase in ownership of perahu among the
traders in the mid-1990s. After an unsuccessful season, a perahu may also be
sold at the end of a season to repay debts to a money lender in Wanci. This is
what became of the Karya Satu.

Fishermen deciding to remain in Pepela during the west monsoon may survive
for a few months on any profits they made during the season. When this source
of income runs out they can obtain cash and basic supplies on credit from a bos.
If the men have not made any additional income from fishing by the end of the
west monsoon or during the earlier months of the east monsoon, they may owe
a considerable debt by the time the main fishing season begins in addition to
the costs required to equip a perahu for its next voyage.

The subsistence needs of most Bajo households are normally met by harvesting
local marine resources or by other small-scale economic activities undertaken
by the female members. The returns from shark fishing and other forms of long
distance voyaging provide the means to pay for such things as housing and
furniture, fishing equipment, canoes and small boats, religious feasts and
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ceremonies, or the children’s education. This type of income is also used to pay
off prior debts, sustain the family during the west monsoon and periods of bad
weather, and purchase the gold that embodies the household savings. However,
even if the net earnings from sailing are negligible and therefore make little
contribution to the household economy, the subsistence needs of the men who
are absent from their villages for months at a time on fishing voyages have at
least been covered in the process.

The Risk and Cost of Apprehension
Long-term indebtedness can also arise from the apprehension and forfeiture of
a perahu, its catch and equipment. In the case of a Mola-financed perahu
apprehended on its first voyage, where an indemnity is placed on the boat by
the owner, the debt acquired by the crew could run into millions of rupiah. In
1994, Pepela-based perahu did not carry such indemnity, which was a further
incentive for Bajo to borrow boats from Pepela owners.

Between August and December 1994, seven Bajo-crewed perahu were
apprehended for suspected illegal fishing in Australian waters. Two of these
(Nurjaya and Tunas Baru) were Mola-based perahu, three (Harapan Bersama,
Teluk Pepela and Usaha Bersama) were owned by Bajo living in Pepela, and two
(Putra Bahari II and Usaha Nelayan) were owned by Pepela traders. All the crews
were convicted and only one boat, the Tunas Baru, escaped forfeiture. This case
was unusual because the crew had sold the catch from their first voyage for
Rp 11 865 000 and still had the cash on board, so they were able to pay a security
bond of Rp 3 000 080 (the estimated value of the perahu) and return to Indonesia.

The seven crew of the Nurjaya were apprehended on their second trip after
just clearing most of their debts in Mola with Rp 3 000 000 obtained from the
sale of their first trip’s catch, but they still had debts amounting to Rp 450,000
from provisioning the vessel with credit from a Pepela boss. It was not clear
whether the crew would be required to pay back the indemnity to the owner
since the crew had no means to do so in the foreseeable future. In the case of
the Putra Bahari II, there was no indemnity for the perahu and the crew had
paid the costs of the their second voyage (Rp 800 000) out of the returns from
their first one (Rp 3 000 000 in total).

Apprehension nearly always results in some level of additional debt for the
crew. As well as the costs of the voyage which have to be repaid, they also have
to replace or pay for the fishing equipment which has been confiscated. The
biggest loss is faced by the owner of the perahu itself — a substantial capital
investment which has provided a livelihood for several families. In addition,
the fishermen suffer a loss of earnings while in detention in Australia, and this
may be extended by the imposition of jail sentences for repeat offenders in
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breach of good behaviour bonds. While the men are absent, their families may
have to borrow money or supply their basic needs on credit.

A perahu captain or owner may be fearful of being apprehended for a second
time, only to be burdened with more debt and the likely prospect of a jail
sentence, so may stay well clear of profitable fishing grounds outside the
permitted MOU box area. In doing so, however, he has less chance of obtaining
a good catch. One Mola perahu owner and captain apprehended in 1992 had a
reputation for never being successful and was continually in debt because he
was reportedly frightened of fishing too close to the AFZ and MOU borders and
being apprehended for a second time. At the end of 1994 he was so deep in debt
that he was forced to sell his boat to his boss. On the other hand, the captain of
the Sinar Jaya II, who had been apprehended in 1991, said he was not scared to
go fishing in the Timor Sea because he would otherwise not earn enough money
to support his family.

For a small minority of Bajo captains, the deterrence strategy appears to be
effective. A few are discouraged from entering the AFZ and from fishing illegally
outside the MOU box. However, even for the minority who are deterred —
people who are poor to begin with — they are faced with the prospect of bad
fishing and poor returns. This is turn creates a situation where people are unable
to extract themselves from the cycle of further debt and poverty. The majority
of captains and crew are not deterred, however, and they continue to embark
on voyages. The economic pressure is far too great for them to have any
trepidation about return forays in the AFZ.

There is little ethnographic evidence that apprehension and forfeiture of
vessels has, in fact, deterred continued illegal fishing activity over recent years.
The situation is infinitely more complex. The philosophy that ‘removing the
boat removes the threat’ does not actually work since there is no shortage of
perahu lambo in Pepela or in eastern Indonesia. Most of the captains and crew
from Mola and Mantigola apprehended in 1990, 1991 and 1992 were still
embarking on shark fishing voyages during the 1994 season. This does not
suggest a deterrent result. In fact, it appears that apprehension and forfeiture
of vessels may have the opposite effect. Indebtedness as a result of apprehension
compels the fishermen to go shark fishing again in an attempt to clear their debts.
And since the best fishing grounds are located outside the permitted areas, illegal
fishing may be well worth the risk. 22  For the bosses of Pepela who own large
fleets of lambo, the apprehension of a few boats each year does not act as a

22  Campbell and Wilson (1993: 156) make a similar observation about the high rates of apprehension
of illegal trochus collecting voyages between 1987 and 1992: ‘crew members continue to participate in
voyaging out of desperate attempts to service their debts, encouraged also by genuine reports of
successful voyages’.
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deterrent since the possible gains from the remaining boats are more than enough
to compensate for the loss.
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