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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 Government of Norway, awarded the Equator
Prize 2015 to 21 outstanding local community and
indigenous peoples initiatives to reduce poverty, protect
nature, and strengthen resilience in the face of climate
change. Selected from 1,461 nominations from across

126 countries, the winners were recognized for their
achievements at a prize ceremony held in conjunction
with the United Nations Convention on Climate Change
(COP21) in Paris. Special emphasis was placed on the
protection, restoration, and sustainable management
of forests; securing and protecting rights to communal
lands, territories, and natural resources; communitybased adaptation to climate change; and activism for
environmental justice. 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 take local success to scale, to improve the global
knowledge base on local environment and development
solutions, and to serve as models for replication.

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Komunitas Adat Muara Tae (Indigenous Community
of Muara Tae) is a community of Dayak Benuaq
Ohokng Sangokng people in Kalimantan, Indonesia,
fighting for the protection of their customary forests,
which have been reduced from their original 11,000
hectares to only 4,000 hectares due to illegal clearcutting by palm oil, mining, and logging companies.
Through community mapping, demarcation of their
traditional territory, and advocacy with government
and industries, the group is working to achieve legal
recognition of their land rights. They have replanted
more than 700 hectares of forest with traditional wood
and fruit trees that are becoming increasingly rare due
to land clearing for extractive industries. In addition to
work to restore and protect their natural resources, this
collaborative initiative seeks to maintain, safeguard,
and preserve Dayak culture. Komunitas Adat Muara
Tae is a model of peaceful community resistance for
forest protection – one community fighting with
dignity for their survival.

Equator Prize Winner
2015
Founded
1993
Location
Muara Tae Village, East Kalimantan
Beneficiaries
Approximately 2,500 people
Areas of focus
Protection, restoration and sustainable management
of forests; sustainable agriculture and food security;
protecting and securing rights to communal lands,
territories and natural resources; and advocating for and
ensuring the effective implementation of Free, Prior and
Informed Consent (FPIC)
Sustainable Development Goals addressed
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
Located in Indonesia’s East Kalimantan Province, the
Dayak Benuaq Ohokng Sangokng community of Muara
Tae, with a population of approximately 2,500 people, are
engaged in a fight against mining and palm oil companies
encroaching on their indigenous territory. The Dayak
depend on the forest socially, culturally, and economically
as the material and spiritual foundation for their food
security, health, and cultural survival.
The dense and diverse natural forests of Muara Tae are
home to a large number of bird species, including several
species of hornbills that have close ties with the culture
and tradition of Dayak ethnicity. Approximately 20 reptile
species inhabit the area, as well as the vulnerable sun
bear (Helarctos malayanus) and the endangered kahau
(Nasalis larvatus) along with a variety of herbal plants
for medicine and traditional rites, such as yellow-fruit
moonseed (Arcangelisia flava) and valuable timber types
endemic to Kalimantan such as the Borneo ironwood
(Eusideroxylon zwageri), the vulnerable eaglewood
(Aquilaria malaccensis), and the merantis (Shorea spp.).
These species inhabit the plains, rugged hills, and marshy
swamps of the Dayak people’s customary lands.
The population of Muara Tae is regulated by the customary
law of the Dayak Benuaq. The traditional boundaries of
their territory are the Nayan River and its tributaries and
the Benuang, Menaliq, Tetabekng, Perduat and Saikng
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Solai mountains. Within this diverse ecosystem, the
majority of the Dayak Benuaq population relies on farming
and gardening, hunting, collecting forest products such
as rattan and fruits, and the production of traditional
handicrafts.
Decades of land tenure and use conflicts with private
companies, the government, and even the neighbouring
Muara Ponak village. In 1971, the Indonesian government
awarded the PT Sumber Mas timber company a concession
for the ancestral territory of the Muara Tae community,
leading to an influx of enterprises. In recent years,
companies focused on clearing the land for the production
of palm oil have been most prominent. Conflicts with the
neighbouring village of Muara Ponak, with a population
of roughly 300, compound conflicts with the government
and corporate actors. The people of Muara Tae believe
that part of their territory has been tilled for generations
illegally by the Muara Ponak community, and has now
been released to corporate actors without consultation.
Komunitas Adat Muara Tae is now safeguarding the last
4,000 hectares of their original 11,000 hectares of land
against illegal clear-cutting by palm oil corporations
through community mapping, posting signs that mark
their traditional territory, and fighting for legal recognition
of indigenous peoples’ land rights in Indonesia in
governmental and private sectors.

Origin and structure
Komunitas was founded in 1993 to foster cooperation
between traditional community groups striving to
maintain, safeguard, and preserve the culture and natural
resources within the customary forest area of Muara Tae.
The movement was built around the community’s desire
to protect their customary land from incursions. Over the
years, the group has evolved to also focus on improving
the standard of living of their traditional community,
and maintaining customary values, culture, and natural
resources. Komunitas Adata Muara Tae is not an officially
accredited non-governmental organization; rather it is a
community with a shared purpose and passion through a
common struggle.

The village governance structure includes:
A village head, assisted by four team members – a clerk,
the head of public affairs, the head of government
affairs and the head of business development – and
four neighbourhood chairmen.
■■ A village council, composed of a chairman, a deputy
chairman, a secretary, and two general members.
■■ The Council of Indigenous Peoples, consisting of one
head of customs, one secretary, and three staff members.
■■

Women work together to undertake group programs and
participate in group decision-making.
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LOCAL CHALLENGES
Lack of recognition of ancestral lands
During much of the colonial era, the Dutch settled
in fertile Java, the Spice Islands, and parts of coastal
Sumatra, with little impact on the rest of the Indonesian
archipelago. After Indonesia gained its independence,
General Suharto’s New Order regime focused primarily
on exploiting Indonesia’s vast natural wealth, rather than
with establishing clear land tenure. Since the 1980s, the
Ministry of Forestry has been charged with the challenge
of formally establishing land tenure in the three quarters
of the archipelago designated as a forest area, a process
known as gazetting. In practice this has meant that control
of natural resources has in most cases taken place at the
local government level, which many officials granting
concessions to timber, palm oil, and mining companies.
Since 2005, more than half of all officials have been linked
to corruption scandals, often trading licenses for bribes to
fund their election campaigns.
Indonesian law states that in granting concessions,
governments must respect customary tenure. However,
in practice, the government requires that land ownership
is evidenced by certified documents or land ownership
papers. This is particularly challenging for indigenous
peoples as their customary land tenure reflects communal
rights, not individual ownership, and they often do not

hold official papers that reflect their generations of
stewardship. To compound the challenge, there is no
single map of land use claims and different government
offices often have contradictory references. In the case of
Muara Tae, due to the dispute with the people of Muara
Ponak over the border of their lands, the government has
unilaterally decided to draw a line splitting the territory in
half. This has led to the sale of land by the Muara Ponak
which the Muara Tae claim to be theirs.
All of these factors have detrimentally impacted the Muara
Tae community, enabling encroachment by corporate
actors that diminishes their customary forests. Illicit
corporate activities have played a strong role as well. For
example, First Resources Ltd. submitted documents falsely
claiming that its subsidiary PT Borneo Surya Mining Jaya
obtained prior and informed consent of the Muara Tae
community for an oil palm plantation on their land. In
practice, it was bulldozing farmland and forests belonging
to Komunitas Adat Muara Tae, assisted by armed police
brought in to protect the company, without having
obtained any consent. More recently, an abandoned
commercial mine on Muara Tae land has been taken over
by the government with the aim of building a military
base, instead of returning the land to its ancestral owners.

Deforestation
At the start of the 20th century, more than four fifths of
the Indonesian archipelago was covered by jungle. Today,
even national parks are under pressure, leading iconic
species such as the Javan tiger (Panthera tigris sondaica) to
be in danger of extinction. This national trend is reflected
in sequentially smaller scales throughout East Kalimantan,
and within the customary land of Komunitas Adat Muara
Tae. Throughout East Kalimantan, timber, mining, and
oil palm plantations have torn apart and reduced the
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range of native forest previously sustainably managed
by indigenous groups for hundreds of years. Palm oil
plantations are the primary force driving land use change
in East Kalimantan and have become an issue throughout
Indonesia, ravaging hinterland forests and leading the
country to become the world’s sixth-largest emitter
of greenhouse gases. Indonesia is the world’s largest
producer of palm oil. The industry has come under further
scrutiny for its role in the uncontrolled agricultural fires

that cover Indonesia and neighbouring countries in a toxic
cloud each burning season.
Over the past 20 years, the Muara Tae community has lost
more than half of its open land and forest, which have been
taken over by mining, timber, and palm oil companies, with
large-scale impacts on community well-being. Since their
arrival, companies have broken down the land into narrow

strips and have polluted rivers. This is compounded by the
effects of deforestation, which have caused water sources
to dry up. Community members have to to walk for 1
kilometre to obtain clean water and are not able to fish
from waterways that were once key sources of food. As a
result, many Maura Tae people forced to become laborers
in nearby Perusahaan, even though they do not have the
necessary skills to work outside the forests.

Climate change
The people of Muara Tae are already experiencing climate
change. Due to the uncertainty of rainfall, they often
experience summer crop failures and droughts. Floods are
no longer very common and happen only twice a year.
The indigenous peoples of Muara Tae believe in the
existence of a guardian spirit, the spirit of the creator of
heaven and earth, and the forces of the universe. Within

this worldview, climate change is described as the fact
that Mother Nature has not been as friendly as usual.
The Muara Tae community attributes this shift in Mother
Nature as due to the fact that people are greedy, wanting
to possess and damage anything they can. In attempt to
address this damage, in September 2014, the Muara Tae
community held a traditional Gugug Tau’tn ceremony, to
appease their ancestors and make peace with nature.

7

LOCAL RESPONSES
Land demarcation and mapping
Since 1993, the Muara Tae community has mobilized to
safeguard their traditional lands and forest through a variety
of initiatives. In order to demarcate the remaining 4,000
hectares of their original 11,000-hectare territory, they have
engaged in participative mapping using GPS, conducted with
the support of Telapak, the Indigenous People’s Alliance of
the Archipelago (AMAN by its acronym in Bahasa), and Forest
Watch Indonesia (FWI). These organizations provided the
GPS equipment, trained members of the local community,
and prepared the final map. Komunitas Adat Muara Tae
has also installed signposts and nameplates marking the
boundaries of their lands. Finally, the community has carried
out inventories of biodiversity to document their knowledge
of local ecosystems.

As a complementary strategy, the community is protecting
the area from forced evictions with patrol posts in the forest
and routine patrols for surveillance. In a parallel attempt gain
support to combat incursions, the community partnered
with the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) in 2013,
which sent a letter of complaint to the palm oil company to
halt all activities in the indigenous territories in dispute.
To support community well-being, Komunitas Adata Muara
Tae also maintains farmers groups, manages traditional
agriculture, and is working on the construction of custom
homes. All these efforts help to maintain and restore
customary lands, build community capacity, strengthen the
community economy, and improve government support.

KEY IMPACTS
Land demarcation and mapping
■■
■■

Three patrol posts have been built, where families live and safeguard customary forest.
Approximately 4,000 hectares of land have been mapped and demarcated.

Forest restoration
The Dayak Benuaq Ohokng Sangokng have used the
forests sustainably for generations and, in Muara Tae,
want to continue doing so. To counter the devastating
impacts of widespread deforestation on their lands over
the past 40 years, the community is working to restore
700 hectares. Their goal is simple: to ensure that the forest,
the traditional area, and the local wisdoms do not vanish.
Despite the fact that the benefits will not be visible for
a long time, the community members know that their
descendants will reap the results. For them, the forest is
8

not just an ecosystem, but a part of their tradition and a
symbol of existence.
To restore the degraded land, Komunitas Adat Muara
Tae nurse seeds of near-extinct native timber and fruit
trees. Seedlings are used for restoration and are sold
for profit. To reduce pressure on existing forests and
contribute to restoration efforts, the community is also
developing charcoal briquettes as an alternative fuel
source and source of fertilizer for the nursery. Produced

using rice husks, sawdust, and twigs, these briquettes are
an environmentally-friendly alternative energy source.
They can easily be used in cookstoves that reduce smoke
in dwellings, providing an important means to reduce

exposure to smoke for women and children. In addition to
using these briquettes within Muara Tae, the community
plans to sell them to enhance livelihood options.

KEY IMPACTS
Forest restoration
■■

A total of 700 hectares have been reforested with 1,000 native tree species.

Breeding edible-nest swiftlets for conservation and sustainable livelihoods
To support conservation of a unique native species and
enhance local livelihood options, Komunitas Adat Muara
Tae breeds edible-nest swiftlets (Aerodramus fuciphagus),
a species under threat of extinction due to large-scale
land clearings that have destroyed the habitat where they
reproduce. Swiftlets make nests by regurgitating a protein
in their saliva called mucilage, which solidifies to form
the nests. The birds attach their white, sticky nests to the
inside walls and ceilings of caves carved into massive rock
formations in the jungle. They are among the fastest flyers
of any species and dart in and out of the caves to feed,
flying by echolocation like bats.
The market of the birds’ nests, which some consider
an aphrodisiac, is a lucrative business in Indonesia and

throughout southeast Asia. With growing demand from
the global market and shrinking supply due to habitat
encroachment, the nests have become a valuable source
of income. This has led to unsustainable rates of harvest,
with people are removing nests from caves faster than the
birds can rebuild them.
In 2015, the Muara Tae community constructed two houses
for the swiftlets that mirror their natural habitat. Using a
sound system that plays the birds’ call, they are able to
attract individuals to build their nests under protection.
A third house is under construction. These houses not
only provide habitat for the swiftlets, but also enable the
sustainable harvest of nests to enhance local income.

KEY IMPACTS
Edible-nest swiftlets breeding
■■

Two houses constructed for edible-nest swiftlet breeding, with a third under construction.
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POLICY IMPACTS
National policy impacts
Through concerted engagement and lobbying, Komunitas
Adat Muara Tae has influenced the drafting of the Regional
Regulation Bill concerning Recognition and Protection of
Traditional Communities in the Province of Kalimantan
Timur, Indonesia. This regional regulation was initiated
by local NGOs and CSOs that became concerned by the
government’s and companies’ treatment of traditional

communities. The primary goal of the bill is to obtain a
declaration from the local government recognizing the
legality of the community management of the area. In
order to achieve official recognition of the bill, the coalition
will need to facilitate the creation of a government
committee and official legislation.

Contributions to the global agenda
At a global scale, indigenous peoples demonstrate huge
contributions to global conservation and climate change
targets through their conservation and sustainable
management of their resources. Yet, often their ability to
do so is threatened by a lack of government-recognized
land tenure. The efforts of Kommunitas Adat Muara Tae
reflect the struggle of indigenous groups around the
global to obtain recognition of customary land rights
and land management. Indigenous groups face different
political structures within every country, thus it is essential
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that campaigns for land tenure reflect the political reality
within which they work.
In addition to their important work for land rights in the
Indonesian context, the work of Komunitas Adat Muara Tae
support several Sustainable Development Goals, namely
no poverty (SDG 1), zero hunger (SDG2), gender equality
(SDG 5), responsible consumption and production (SDG
12), climate action (SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15).

REPLICABILITY, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY
Replicability
Komunitas Adat Muara Tae have extensively shared
their experiences and lessons learned through AMAN’s
networks to connect with indigenous peoples throughout

Indonesia facing similar issues. In particular, the nursery
and restoration project has been of high interest and
shows high potential for replication.

Scalability
Although their work is highly context specific, Komunitas
Adat Muara Tae addresses issues that are common not
only throughout Indonesia, but also in many countries
in southeast Asia faced with palm oil production and
deforestation. If the group can gain traction with the

Indonesian government, their approaches could be scaled
up for use across the country. Likewise, their approaches
to restoration and edible-nest swiftlet breeding have
the potential to be scaled-up by NGOs working with
communities across the region.

Sustainability
Komunitas Adat Muara Tae is not yet fully sustainable due
to the lack of funding and legal recognition of their lands.
They are planning to build a joint venture to manage
local resources sustainably and provide livelihoods

opportunities for the community. However, despite the
efforts of FWI to find donors, this has not been an easy task.
However, the Muara Tae people persist in their initiatives
to save their remaining ancient forests.

FUTURE PLANS
Komunitas Adat Muara Tae plan to continue fighting for the protection and legal recognition of their
lands. They have arranged meetings with government to discuss options and to attempt to halt
intimidation by the police.
■■ They will continue reforesting with plants grown in their nurseries.
■■ They will continue efforts to obtain funds to promote the sustainable use of forest resources and to
fund other conservation activities.
■■
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PARTNERS
■■

Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the Archipelago
(AMAN): Support with advocacy, participantry
mapping, and community empowerment. Komunitas
Adat Muara Tae are members of AMAN.

■■

Telapak: Provided GPS equipment for the
participative mapping efforts.

■■

Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA
International): Provided help with the international
campaign.

■■

Forest Watch Indonesia (FWI): Suuport to
prepare the final map based on the community’s
participatory mapping of ancestral lands.

■■

Kawal Borneo Community Foundation (KBCF):
Support to strengthen the local economy by
supporting reforestation efforts.
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