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KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner  Founded

2019 1978

Location 

Manua Sungai Utik, Kapuas Hulu Regency, West 
Kalimantan, Borneo, Republic of Indonesia

Beneficiaries

276 direct Sungai Utik beneficiaries; more than 2,000 
indirect beneficiaries in neighbouring villages 

Thematic areas 

Land rights and tenure security; Forest conservation; 
Preservation of Indigenous or traditional knowledge 

Fields of work

Ecosystem conservation; Nature-based carbon 
sequestration; Policy, regulatory, or legal advocacy

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2019 WINNER FILM

UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and Indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The Equator Initiative, supported by generous funding from 
the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian Agency 
for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded the 
Equator Prize 2019 to 22 outstanding local community 
and Indigenous peoples initiatives from 16 countries. Each 
of the 22 winners represents outstanding community and 
Indigenous initiatives that are advancing nature-based 

solutions (NBS) for climate change and local sustainable 
development. Selected from 847 nominations from across 
127 countries, the winners were celebrated at a gala event 
in New York, coinciding with UN Climate Week and the 
74th Session of the UN General Assembly. The winners are 
sustainably protecting, restoring, and managing forests, 
farms, wetlands, and marine ecosystems to mitigate 
greenhouse gas emissions, help communities adapt to 
climate change, and create a green new economy. Since 
2002, the Equator Prize has been awarded to 245 initiatives

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices 
intended to inspire the policy dialogue needed to 
scale nature-based solutions essential to achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

PROJECT SUMMARY
The Indigenous Group of Dayak Iban Sungai Utik 
Longhouse has led a 40-year campaign to obtain 
legal recognition of land rights to the group’s 
10,087-hectare customary forest in Indonesian 
Borneo. By consistently defending its land against 
illegal logging, palm oil production, and corporate 
interests, the group has protected an estimated 
1.31 million metric tonnes of forest-based carbon. 
Known as the Sungai Utik forest guardians, the 
group lives in West Kalimantan in a 216-metre-long 
traditional longhouse accommodating 276 people. 
The people of Sungai Utik sustainably manage 
their forest in accordance with customary laws, 
reserving 6,000 hectares as protected forest and 
using 3,504 hectares for crop cultivation managed 
in a traditional rotation system. This management 
system provides the group with food, medicine, 
and clean water. Valuing nature and cultural 
integrity over temporary wealth from the sale of 
their land, the Dayak Iban people illustrate the 
power of sustainable Indigenous management for 
climate change mitigation and human well-being.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included in text of this document are not guaranteed to 
be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition 
by the United Nations. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l-fsNiVjDHA
http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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LOCAL CHALLENGES

Deforestation and commercial interests

During the past half century, Indonesian Borneo’s 
rainforests have been logged for timber, strip mined 
for lucrative minerals, and converted to palm oil 
plantations. According to the Centre for International 
Forest Research (CIFOR), between 1973 and 2010, more 
than 10 million hectares of forest were lost in Indonesian 
Borneo, which is locally known as Kalimantan. Successive 
waves of deforestation have jeopardized habitats of 
endemic species, including the Bornean orangutan 
(Pongo pygmaeus) and helmeted hornbill, both listed as 
critically endangered on the IUCN Red List. Kalimantan’s 
natural carbon stores have also diminished as a result 
of deforestation. Further environmental concerns are 
mounting after the Indonesian government announced 
plans to relocate the nation’s capital from Jakarta to East 
Kalimantan. Some environmentalists fear the capital 

relocation will result in further rainforest destruction and 
pollution on the island of Borneo, only exacerbated by the 
impacts of climate change.

Unlike other regional communities, which have sold 
off tracts of land for development or forest conversion, 
the Sungai Utik people have defended their land and 
rainforests. For example, commercial loggers from 
Sarawak, Malaysia, have visited the community numerous 
times to offer large sums of money to log their forests, but 
the community has refused. While the people of Sungai 
Utik have pledged to protest any future commercial 
encroachments, the community needed to obtain official 
rights to their customary land to ensure long-term security 
of the forest. 

Land tenure: Political and legal barriers

For decades, land ownership has been challenging for 
Indigenous groups across Indonesia, including the people of 
Sungai Utik, who have been fighting for official recognition. 
In 1999, the Indonesian government passed a forestry 
law that defined customary forests as part of ‘state forests.’ 
This law enabled the government to grant concessions to 
private companies for logging and development, even if the 
land was customarily protected by Indigenous groups or 
local communities. In 2013, a landmark constitutional court 
ruling invalidated the 1999 definition of customary forests 
as state forests. This ruling opened up a potential pathway 

to restore the rights of Indigenous and local communities to 
their customary forests. 

In 2015, Indonesian President Joko Widodo launched a 
program to redistribute millions of hectares of land to 
communities like the Sungai Utik Indigenous group. Yet, 
numerous obstacles have slowed progress, including 
lobbying pressure from palm oil and paper companies, 
differing approaches between state and local governments, 
conflicting land claims, and a lack of records. A complex land-
acquisition process has further complicated redistribution 
efforts. 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Deep in the biodiverse rainforests of western Borneo, the 
people of Sungai Utik continue to thrive as one of the last 
remaining Dayak Iban Indigenous communities that still 
practice their traditional culture. As proud forest guardians, 
the people of Sungai Utik have fended off commercial logging 
attempts, preserving their land for future generations. 

Sungai Utik community members are stewards of a 10,087- 
hectare forest located within the Kapuas Hulu Regency in the 
West Kalimantan Province of Indonesia. At the heart of the 
community is a traditional wooden longhouse, a 216-metre-
long structure accommodating 276 people. Since its con-
struction in 1978, the longhouse has served as a site for com-
munity meetings and traditional cultural activities, such as 
dancing, handicraft, tattooing, and weaving. Several external 
dwellings surround the traditional longhouse. Beyond that, a 
dense, verdant rainforest stretches for thousands of hectares. 
This rainforest is home to brightly coloured birds, including 
the helmeted hornbill (Rhinoplax vigil), listed as critically 
endangered on the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species. The forest 
also provides habitat for the great argus (Argusianus argus), 
classified as near threatened on the IUCN Red List, and the 
white-rumped shama (Kittacincla malabarica).

Tengkawang trees (Shorea stenoptera), listed as near threat-
ened on the IUCN Red List, and sugar palm trees (Arenga pin-
nata) grow alongside various fruit trees. The community uses 
other endemic plants, such as bintangor tree sap (Calophyllum 
spp.) and raru bark (Shorea balanocarpoides), for medicinal 
purposes. This diverse ecosystem is part of the Sundaland 
Biodiversity Hotspot designated by the Critical Ecosystem 
Partnership Fund (CEPF). 

Fishing and agriculture provide the people of Sungai Utik 
with their core livelihood. The community cultivates rice 
using a rotational crop method, allowing portions of the 
land to lie fallow for years. This dietary staple is grown on the 
community’s own land, strengthening local food security. 
During recent years, ecotourism has also emerged as a 
potential new source of income for this remote community.

Women are actively involved in community decision-making, 
harvesting food, enhancing education, making tools and 
blankets for the community, and protecting the forest. In 
Sungai Utik traditional wisdom, roles in the community are 
equitably divided between men and women, which helps 
maintain a balance of knowledge and a specialization of 
skills. From a young age, however, boys and girls play and 
learn together in nature. The protection of the forest requires 
involvement from everyone in the community and is instilled 
in Sungai Utik’s youth from a young age.

Origin and structure

The people of Sungai Utik have been sustainably managing 
their land for more than 130 years. During this time, they 
have experienced unwanted encroachment from private 
companies. In 1979, a company named PT Benua Indah 
obtained a license to harvest wood on the customary land 
of the Sungai Utik people, but the company was met with 
resistance from the local community. Longhouse leader 
Apai Janggut, one of the original forest guardians, led this 
battle to protect their rainforest from logging. More than 
40 years later, Janggut still guides the community as the 
leader, or tuai rumah, of the Sungai Utik Longhouse. “The 
land is our mother, the forest is our father, and the water 
is our blood,” says Janggut, explaining the dependent 
relationship between their culture and the natural world. 

The traditional Dayak Iban culture and governance structure 
are inclusive and transparent. The decision-making process 
is open to the entire community, and often occurs in the 
form of meetings in the middle of the longhouse. Anyone 
who wants to contribute is allowed to speak in these 
meetings. This communication structure promotes the 
active and equal inclusion of women and young people. 

When making decisions about development initiatives, the 
Sungai Utik people are guided by their traditional values, which 
include protecting their customary forests, solidifying rights 
over their customary forests, continuing to live traditionally 
as Dayak Iban people, and continuing to grow paddy rice as 
part of their culture. These values also guide the community’s 
exploration of ecotourism as a source of income.

“I bring the kids to the forest to teach them to preserve and protect it.” 

Kristiana Banang, Sungai Utik Community Member
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Fighting for land tenure

After a 40-year campaign, Sungai Utik’s longstanding 
efforts to secure land tenure have finally been successful. 
In November 2019, the Vice Regent of the Kapuas Hulu 
Regency delivered a decree to Sungai Utik leader Apai 
Janggut officially granting the Sungai Utik ‘recognition 
and protection’ of their land. This landmark moment was 
the first time a customary community in the Kapuas Hulu 
Regency has been recognized by the Bupati (Regent). 
With this local decree made, the Sungai Utik community 

was empowered to submit a letter to the Indonesian 
Ministry of Environment and Forestry to obtain official 
legal land rights. In early 2020, the Indonesian Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry issued a decree that formally 
designates 9,480 hectares of customary forest to the 
people of Sungai Utik, allowing them to permanently 
use, manage, and preserve their land. This marks a major 
milestone in Indigenous customary land rights. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Fighting for land tenure 

 ■ As a result of the Head of District Decree No. 561/2019, the Sungai Utik people are now the first 
Indigenous group in the Kapuas Hulu Regency to have their land rights officially recognized and 
protected. 

LOCAL RESPONSES

Protecting customary forests 

The people of Sungai Utik have been protecting their forests 
from illegal logging, palm oil harvesting, and corporate 
interests for decades. In 1998, the people of Sungai Utik and 
the neighbouring village of Pulan mapped their customary 
forest through a participatory mapping process. Together, 
they adopted a zoning policy to delineate some areas to be 
used for agriculture and others to be preserved as primary 
forest. Today, the people of Sungai Utik are stewards 
of 10,087 hectares of forest with the majority—6,000 
hectares—used according to customary law. The remaining 
land is used for settlement. According to customary law, the 
6,000 hectares are divided into three key areas:

 ■ Kampung Taroh: This protected area cannot be used 
for agriculture or logging. Located upstream from the 

longhouse, it is a source of freshwater, as well as the 
site of fish breeding and animal feeding grounds. 

 ■ Kampung Galau: This customary reserve forest area 
is used for harvesting medicinal plants, firewood, and 
wood to craft houses and boats. Wood may only be 
extracted under strict customary supervision, and 
only the people of Sungai Utik may use it. 

 ■ Kampung Endor Kerja: This production area is used 
for agriculture, hunting, and collecting. It is managed 
according to customary law, guided by the principles 
of justice and sustainability. Agricultural areas for 
paddy and rubber follow a rotational crop system. 
Agroforestry is also used. 

KEY IMPACTS 

Protecting customary forests

 ■ Though a formal carbon inventory has not been conducted, it is estimated that the forest sequesters 
1.31 million metric tonnes of carbon.

 ■ A 6,000-hectare protected forest functions as a habitat for endemic species, including the critically 
endangered helmeted hornbill.

 ■ The community has protected islands of old growth forest, including a high density of dipterocarp 
forest tree species, ‘forest giants’ that can grow more than 40 metres high. 

 ■ By protecting their upstream forests, the people of Sungai Utik have preserved their waterways. Year-
round clean water is available for drinking and bathing. 

“These customary territories belong to the people of  
Sungai Utik, and we want everyone to acknowledge that,  

and for it to be legalized.” 

Apai Janggut, Head of Customary Sungai Utik Longhouse 
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DATA, MONITORING, AND REPORTING

Sungai Utik’s land-management practices uphold the 
principles underpinning the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), which Indonesia has signed and ratified. 
Specifically, Sungai Utik supports several National Targets 
(NTs) outlined in the government’s National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), the national policy 
instrument supporting implementation of the CBD, as well 
as the global Aichi Biodiversity Targets (ABTs). The group’s 
efforts to document the impacts of its initiatives represent 
a powerful contribution to Article (7) of the CBD related 
to Identification and Monitoring. In this way, Sungai Utik’s 
work can be leveraged to support the development of 
national reports on implementation periodically required 
of Parties to the CBD. 

For example, the Sungai Utik community’s documentation 
of the contributions of Indigenous Peoples and Local 
Communities (IPLCs) has the potential to enrich the most 
recent Sixth National Report (6NR), including ‘Section II: 
National Targets’ (NTs 11, 12, 14, and 18), and ‘Section IV: 
Aichi Biodiversity Targets’ (ABTs 1, 4, 7, 14, 15, and 18).

In 6NR ‘Section III: Assessment of Progress Towards Each 
National Target’ (NT 18), the Indonesian government 

sets out to track how local wisdom is used to support 
sustainable biodiversity management and harvesting. 
Sungai Utik’s documented traditional land-management 
practices parallel the successful case studies of local 
wisdom that are celebrated in the 6NR. 

For example, Sungai Utik’s zoning policy protects old 
growth, preserves critically endangered species, and helps 
store carbon in the rainforest. Though the community has 
not conducted a detailed carbon inventory, it is estimated 
that Sungai Utik’s customary forest sequesters 1.31 
million metric tonnes of carbon. The 6,000-hectare forest 
sequesters an average of 960,000 metric tonnes of carbon, 
while the 3,504-hectare forest sequesters approximately 
350,400 metric tonnes of carbon. 

In 6NR Section II, on NT 12, the Indonesian government 
lists 25 endangered animals for targeted population 
programs. Sungai Utik’s sustainable land-management 
practices preserve the habitat of the helmeted hornbill, 
which, though not listed on the 25 endangered animals 
in the 6NR’s monitoring of NT 12, is listed as critically 
endangered on the IUCN Red List. 

POLICY IMPACTS

National policy impacts 

The people of Sungai Utik have advocated for land rights on a 
regional, national, and international level, despite being a small 
group with fewer than 300 members. The people of Sungai 
Utik have shared best practices with the Indonesian Ministry 
of Environment and Forestry, which has, in turn, championed 
their work on national platforms, such as the ‘Climate Corner’ 
(Pojok Iklim). In 2019, the community won the Indonesian 
Kalpataru Award, a national environmental accolade. 

In addition to presenting potential direct reporting 
information, Sungai Utik’s activities contribute to the 
implementation of Indonesia’s NBSAP. For example, 
traditional values and practices guide Sungai Utik’s 
land-management approach, which includes dividing 
customary land into kampung taroh, kampung galau, and 

kampung endor kerja. This sustainable land-use approach 
furthers progress toward Indonesia’s NBSAP NT 18: 
“Development of local wisdom and innovations as well as 
bioprospecting capacity building for the conservation and 
sustainable utilization of biodiversity.” The community’s 
customary land-zoning policy safeguards the rainforest, 
fish breeding sites, and animal feeding grounds. As a 
result of this protected ecosystem, the community enjoys 
essential services, such as clean drinking water and a 
growing interest from ecotourists. This directly supports 
NT 14: “Improved functionality of integrated ecosystems 
to ensure the improvement of essential services (water, 
health, livelihoods, tourism).” 

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, the Sungai Utik community’s work 
supports the implementation of several important 
multilateral agreements, including the CBD and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda). 

Related to the CBD, countries contribute to achieving ABTs, 
key global biodiversity priorities for 2011-2020, through 
the design and implementation of NTs established in 
their NBSAPs. Sungai Utik’s actions directly contribute to 
several global ABTs. For example, the community’s forest-
management practices, including its zoning policy and 
traditional rotational crop system, further ABT 7, which 
states: “By 2020, areas under agriculture, aquaculture, and 
forestry are managed sustainably, ensuring conservation 
of biodiversity.” With its emphasis on gender equality in 
community participation, the community also supports 
ABT 14, which addresses restoring ecosystems in a way that 
addresses the needs of women, as well as Indigenous and 
local communities. The recent recognition of land title by 
the local government supports ABT 18, which highlights 
the importance of traditional knowledge, innovations, 
and practices of Indigenous and local communities in 

conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, as well as 
respecting customary use of biological resources through 
national legislation. 

As forest guardians, the Sungai Utik people stand as a 
global example of community-based climate mitigation, 
supporting the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and 
its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Their initiatives, 
however, extend far beyond the goal of climate action 
(SDG 13). Sustainable forest management contributes to 
the goals of no poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG 2), clean 
water and sanitation (SDG 6), decent work and economic 
growth (SDG 8), and life on land (SDG 15). Traditional 
cultural practices directly contribute to several other 
SDGs. For example, when the community as a whole earns 
money, it divides the income among families or invests 
in resources that benefit the entire community. As well 
as furthering SDGs 1 and 2, this communal approach to 
income supports the goal of reduced inequalities (SDG 
10). Observing Sungai Utik traditional wisdom, roles in 
the community are equitably divided between men and 
women, supporting the goal of gender equality (SDG 5). 

“Our village is still surrounded by forest. We live in a longhouse 
next to the Utik River. In our language, the word ‘Utik’ means clear 
or pure, referring to the crystal-clear water in our river. Our river 
is clear because we live by our customary knowledge of nature. We 
have protected our land from deforestation for hundreds of years.” 

Kynan Tegar, Sungai Utik Community Member

https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/id/id-nbsap-v3-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/world/id/id-nbsap-v3-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
https://chm.cbd.int/database/record?documentID=248211
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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The Sungai Utik community has started exploring ecotourism as an alternative revenue stream. Having 
already shared the community’s vibrant culture and ethos of environmental conservation with some 
visitors in recent years, the people of Sungai Utik hope to expand the scope of this alternative livelihood. 
Any income generated from ecotourism would be shared evenly among community members. Beyond 
ecotourism, the community is committed to continuing growing paddy rice as part of their culture. The 
community also plans to experiment with sustainable harvesting of non-timber forest products (NTFPs), 
which could be sold to markets for a higher profit. 

Now that the people of Sungai Utik have gained official legal rights over their forest, they aim to strengthen 
customary institutions, including management, operations, finance, and administration. 

PARTNERS 
 ■ Aliansi Masyarakat Adat Nusantara (AMAN)
 ■ Asian Development Bank (ADB)
 ■ Badan Registrasi Wilayah Adat (BRWA) – Ancestral 

Domain Registration Body
 ■ CU Keling Kumang 
 ■ Ford Foundation
 ■ Green Indonesia
 ■ Greenpeace
 ■ If Not Us Then Who
 ■ Indonesia Nature Film Society 
 ■ Indonesian Ministry of Environment and Forestry
 ■ Jaring Kerja Pemetaan Partisipatif (JKPP)
 ■ KEHATI Foundation – Indonesian Biodiversity 

Foundation 
 ■ Lembaga Bela Banua Talino (LBBT) – Institute for 

Community Legal Resources Empowerment

 ■ Lembaga Ekolabel Indonesia (LEI)
 ■ Life Mosaic
 ■ MCA Indonesia 
 ■ Pemberdayaan Pengelolaan Sumber Daya Alam 

Kerakyatan (PPSDAK)
 ■ Program Pemberdayaan Sistem Hutan Kerakyatan 

(PSHK)
 ■ Rangkong Indonesia
 ■ Rekam Nusantara
 ■ Samdhana Institute
 ■ Sekar Kawung
 ■ Serakop Iban Perbatasan (SIPAT) 
 ■ Tropical Forest Conservation Action (TFCA)
 ■ World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Indonesia
 ■ Yayasan Rumah Asuh
 ■ Yayasan Widya Cahaya Nusantara
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY

Replication 

Sungai Utik has provided a compelling example of how 
customary communities can protect forests, advocate 
for land rights, and ensure provision of clean water, while 
preserving their traditional way of life. While Sungai Utik’s 
unique cultural heritage cannot be directly replicated, 

the values underpinning the community’s environmental 
advocacy serve as an inspiring example for communities 
across Indonesia and the globe. More locally, Sungai Utik’s 
work has inspired other Dayak communities to consider 
obtaining rights to their customary forests.

Scalability

To scale the efforts of the Sungai Utik people would be 
difficult but not impossible, as their sustainability practices 
are deeply entwined with their way of life. Scaling these 
efforts would require widespread government recognition 
of other customary lands, as well as a transmission of their 

cultural values. As the successful story of Sungai Utik 
spreads, there is hope that other Dayak Iban communities 
may use their own customary ecological knowledge to 
advocate for the protection of their forests. 

Sustainability 

With formal legal recognition of their land rights 
confirmed, the people of Sungai Utik have successfully 
secured land tenure that will impact the community’s 
future generations. Regarding financial sustainability, the 
people of Sungai Utik have chosen to pursue a livelihood 
strategy of educational ecotourism to build long-term 
support for both nature and traditional culture. The 

community is prioritizing long-term goals of teaching 
younger generations skills and traditional knowledge over 
increasing their farming yields. As an isolated community, 
the jobs are focused on growing food, crafting tools, 
and weaving cloth. All of these goods are communally 
distributed. 

 FUTURE PLANS
The people of Sungai Utik have led an organic, community-based conservation effort that has long-term, 
multigenerational potential. Looking ahead, the community has a range of initiatives it hopes to initiate 
in the future. Recognizing the importance of education, the community aims to establish a customary 
school, where traditional culture can be passed from one generation to another. The community also 
hopes to install solar panels on the school and improve the community’s library.

https://news.mongabay.com/2013/05/in-landmark-ruling-indonesias-indigenous-people-win-right-to-millions-of-hectares-of-forest/
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=ckihBgAAQBAJ&pg=PA161&lpg=PA161&dq=2013+constitutional+court+ruling+Indonesian+government+customary+forests+1999&source=bl&ots=vVt_lzA9Wu&sig=ACfU3U1gvyBAfO0R50hN6Pd4U-PnBslo3w&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiwjq-j1dfpAhWXi1wKHf-fCpQ4ChDoATAIegQICBAB#v=onepage&q=2013%20constitutional%20court%20ruling%20Indonesian%20government%20customary%20forests%201999&f=false
https://www.cifor.org/knowledge/publication/6402
https://www.forestpeoples.org/sites/default/files/news/2013/05/Constitutional_Court_Ruling_Indonesia_16_May_2013_English.pdf
https://www.cepf.net/our-work/biodiversity-hotspots/sundaland
https://www.eco-business.com/news/after-a-40-year-struggle-indigenous-guardians-of-indonesian-forest-gain-rights-over-their-land/
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