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Abstract 

During the early 1990s, the Indonesian government became increasingly aware that sustainable 

forestry could not be reached through top-down resource management. For this reason the Ministry 

of Forestry started to shift its focus to participatory forest management as a vital policy to achieve 

environmental conservation, economic growth, and poverty alleviation. Where most government 

rehabilitation programmes have been directed to the outer islands of Indonesia, this paper describes 

tree (re)planting in two locations in Central Java on agricultural land previously used for food 

production. It analyses the reasons for planting, its links to rural transformations and how it affects 

the rural poor living in Sriharjo, Yogyakarta, and Karang Brai, Pemalang, in Central Java. Special 

attention is given to the rural transformations and the socio-economic impact of re-greening projects 

on farmer’s private lands. In Sriharjo, farmers predominantly plant slow-growing trees, while in 

Pemalang they plant fast-growing trees. The case-studies show that such farm tree planting 

financially benefits rural families with land but excludes landless people from participation in forestry 

and, thus its financial benefits. Moreover, where landowners benefit from cheap and labour-

extensive tree production, landless villagers lose access to sharecropping opportunities and local 

food production and are forced to find alternative sources of income. The findings in the paper are 

based on qualitative and quantitative data collection methods including participant observation, life 

histories, semi-structured interviews, a household survey and open interviews with stakeholders 

such as peasants, land owners, government officials and traders collected between 2012 and 2014. In 

this paper we explore the main reasons for planting trees on agricultural land and its links to social, 

economic and ecological change in rural Java. Key questions: What are the drivers for afforestation 

and reforestation on agricultural land in Java? What are its social consequences? Does farm tree 

planting reveal a new wave of rural transformations taking place in Java? 
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Introduction 

Between the 1980s and the 1990s, community participation emerged as the Indonesian 

government’s new paradigm of forest rehabilitation (see, for example, Nawir et. al. 2007; Suwarno et. 

al. 2009). During this period, the country suffered from the Asian crisis of 1997, which had caused a 

‘double crisis’ with the collapse of Suharto’s regime in May 1998. Consequently, the post-Suharto 

government decided to reform the once highly centralized regime by devolving its powers to local 

governments.  

With regard to forest rehabilitation, the shift towards decentralization inferred that the 

Ministry of Forestry (MoF) 4 granted regional governments autonomy, in the sense that forestry 

policies aimed to involve local communities in managing forest resources on private lands. Against 

the backdrop of Indonesia’s Reformation and decentralization policies, the MoF started to launch 

afforestation programs outside state forests. These so-called penghijauan programs or re-greening 

programmes are defined as ‘the effort to recover the functions of critical lands outside forest areas 

through a combination of vegetation and civil engineering techniques’ (Reforestation Fund 

Management 2002, based on PP No. 35). With these programs, the MoF aims to rehabilitate 

degraded lands by encouraging Indonesian smallholders to plant (fast-growing) trees on crop-land. 

The government incentive is to provide local farmers with seedlings of albizia (Falcataria), mahogany 

(Swietenia mahagoni), palisandre (Dalbergia latifolia), and teak (Tectona grandis), free of charge. 

 Current best estimates suggest that millions of farmers manage trees on crop-land in Java. 

Statistics from Global Forest Watch (2002: 13) show that forest cover on Java increased by almost 

600.000 hectares – from 1.27 million hectares in 1985 to 1.87 million hectares in 1997. According to 

Miettinen et. al. (2011) Java is the only island in insular Southeast Asia to experience forest recovery 

in the last few years. This trend of forest regrowth most likely occurred through smaller-scale 

peasant forestry, since much of Indonesia’s forestland was exclusively controlled by the state until 

the Reformation in 1998, a period that is characterized by the conversion of natural forest to 

agricultural land. Driven by government incentives, these farmers provide a large amount of timber 

for the local market. Forest Watch Indonesia (FWI/GFW 2002: 10), for example, estimated that the 

areas with fast-growing trees generated 2.29 m3 /ha/year of timber in 1999, an amount which is 

three times more than the average annual productivity per hectare in state forests. In addition, 

Madhur et. al. (2000) state that Indonesia has become a leading producer of plywood, often 

prepared from Albazia. Most of this plywood is not for export but needed in the Indonesian economy.  

 This change towards afforestation, however, did not happen overnight and is likely to stand 

on its own. Major social and economic changes occurred in rural Java before and after the Indonesian 
                                                 
4
 The Ministry of Forestry (MoF) is responsible for formulating forest policies and administering Indonesia’s forest resources.    
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Revolution. During the New Order, for example, the government’s attention to the rural areas 

materialized in a series of rural development programmes such as the Green Revolution programme, 

education for all, the transport revolution, road construction projects, electrification, and the 

development of small-scale industries. The effects of these programs became visible between 1975 

and 1997, when overall living conditions in rural areas of Indonesia and Java particularly improved 

significantly and people could travel much easier and faster than ever before. After this period, the 

Indonesian government increased its welfare support to poor people and underdeveloped areas and 

as a result access to higher education and intensive rural-urban mobility became possible.  

 Despite the significance of these developments, little is known about the relationship 

between social and economic transformations in rural areas and the planting of trees on land 

previously used for food production in Java. Moreover, few studies focus on the social consequences 

of recent trend towards forest regrowth (Moon & Park 2004; Munroe et al. 2004; Nagendra et al. 

2008; Southworth & Tucker 2001). Most studies on forest rehabilitation search for “best ways” to 

recover and conserve natural forests, but only a few examine the socio-economic impact of re-

greening projects. Moreover, few studies acknowledge the fact that forest regrowth might be the 

result of other factors than induced success of reforestation programmes. This knowledge is valuable 

to understand how and if the provision of free seedlings is improving community welfare, and 

simultaneously enhances the environment. For example, case-studies in Madagascar show that the 

reversion of agricultural land to forestland frequently occurs in wealthier regions where agricultural 

production on marginal land has become unprofitable due to high labour costs (see Elmqvist et. al. 

2010). Perhaps this situation is also happening in regions of Java now that agricultural labour is 

becoming scarcer, rural-urban transportation has become easy, the productivity of farmlands 

reduces, the prices for subsidized food crops decline, and the rural labour force further ageing. In 

light of these development it is likely to assume that small and medium sized farmers react on these 

structural changes and start planting trees on individual farmlands to address the changing needs of 

the individual household.  

This paper addresses these issues by doing two things: first, we use a comparative approach 

to study how the Indonesian afforestation program affects rural people living in two different villages 

of Central Java: Sriharjo (Yogyakarta) and Karang Brai (Pemalang). We describe the various reasons 

rural families have for planting trees and analyse the differences and similarities between tree 

planting in Sriharjo and Karang Brai. Close investigation of village patterns of domination and 

exclusion in both villages reveals that solely landowners can benefit from growing trees and that the 

landless are excluded from the benefits of forest resources. We argue that land is the basic condition 

for successful farm tree planting. The findings of these case studies are based on long term research 

in Sriharjo by Kutanegara and a two-month case study by Nooteboom and Prabowo in early 2014. 
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The research that was carried out by De Graaf in Pemalang is part of large restudy of the Comal 

project5 and based on a three-month case study carried out in the dry season of 2012. The data for 

these case studies on afforestation were collected through a combination of survey techniques, 

participant observation and semi-structured interviewing of another 20 rural families with different 

socio-economic backgrounds in each location.  

Secondly, we analyse and discuss the structural forces that might have stimulated farmers to 

plant trees on farm-land. What is the relation between the rural transformations that are taken place 

in Java and afforestation? Can tree planting on former agricultural land be understood as a proxy of 

large socio-economic transformations taking place? 

 

Background forestry policy developments in Indonesia  

Without a historical perspective on state efforts to control forestlands, the present-day forestry 

policies and conditions of Indonesia cannot be fully understood. Java is probably the most 

accomplished example in Indonesia of state-organized deforestation. Here the process of land 

degradation started when the Dutch East India Company (VOC) needed land and timber for 

commercial purposes, more than 400 years ago. After 1796, the Dutch colonizers implemented 

‘scientific’ forestry on Java, the invention of man-made forests that aim to increase lumber 

production. Scientific forestry6, with its regular lines and mono-cropping, was refined by the Dutch 

during the 19th century and soon exported to the Outer Islands (Peluso 1992). Within this process, 

the traditional users of natural forestlands gradually lost access to these lands and by the early 20th 

century, Java’s natural forests were largely converted into cultivated land or reserved as nature 

reserves or for watershed protection areas. 

From the 1920s, when suitable land for tree production became scarce, the Colonial 

government started to enforce more forest protection measures. Since then, the Ministry of Forestry 

(MoF) assigned the protected status to national forests and local people became legally excluded 

from using forestlands. The management of natural forests came under the strict supervision of the 

MoF. Similar regulations were already in place for teak forests since 1865, when the first forest law 

brought all teak plantations under government property (Smiet 1990). Managed by concession 

companies, Indonesia’s teak plantations had to provide a stable wood supply, while the management 

of natural forests by the MoF aimed at the prevention of illegal logging. Overall, the expansion of 

                                                 
5
 The Comal research project is a long-lasting research cooperation between Kyoto University, Gadjah Mada University 

Yogyakarta and the University of Amsterdam. Currently, the Comal restudy is carried out under responsibility of dr Kosuke 
Mizuno from the Center for Southeast Asian Studies at Kyoto University in cooperation with dr Pujo Semedi from the 
department of Anthropology at the Gadjah Mada University. 
6
 Nowadays, many of these teak forest are still productive in areas such as Gunung Kidul, Blitar, Besuki and Jember in East 

Java. 
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state authority in the forests and plantations became firmly established in Java and this situation 

remained largely unchanged after Indonesia’s independence in 1945.     

 The top-down government efforts to control forestlands have resulted in long-standing 

conflicts between the Indonesian state, corporations, farmers, and indigenous people about claims 

to forestlands and access to forest resources. Nancy Peluso’s (1992) study of the history of Javanese 

teak plantations describes the emergence of peasant resistance to state imposed forestry 

management. She points out that the Indonesian state has historically linked forest destruction to 

theft and abuse by the peasantry, yet that these forest-dependent people have been pushed towards 

illegal use of natural resources because of a state’s monopoly over forests. At most, villagers had 

legal access to some timber products through a reforestation system called taungya or sistem 

tumpang-sari in Javanese (Hindra 2005). The taungya system allowed farmers to manage small plots 

(0.25-0.5 ha) of the forest as a means to attract cheap labor. This way, the MoF obliged concession 

companies to support local subsistence activities such as collecting firewood, resins, fruits and tubers. 

However, in the course of Suharto’s administration the pressure on forestlands increased and more 

often concessionaires involved local people only as temporary employees on teak plantations (Perum 

Perhutani). Such irregular employment opportunities – teak having the longest lifecycle – did not 

provide a significant source of income for rural households.  

 That local villagers derived insufficient financial benefits from teak plantation work and 

continued to feel eligible to the benefits of state forests on Java is reflected in outbursts of massive 

illegal logging at the end of the Orde Baru regime and early Reformation years (see also Mizuno 

2014). In Sumatera, Kalimantan and more recently Papua, deforestation has been taken place since 

independence and illegal logging remained rampant. According to Forest Watch Indonesia (2002: xi), 

the country lost 64 million hectares since 1950, which is equal to 1.3 million hectares per year. The 

report claims that the rate of deforestation continued to accelerate throughout the 20th century up 

to about 2 million hectares per year (ibid). Bratamihardja et. al. (2005) point to several periods in 

time when timber theft increased. First, during the dry season, when income opportunities from the 

land become scarce. Second, before appropriate wedding times and other rituals, when households 

needed large amounts of money in a short period. Another reason for illegal logging mentioned by 

Bratamihardja et. al. (ibid: 13) is the uncontrolled growth of a large scale furniture sector and other 

wood industries that needed raw materials.  

Traditionally, the State Forestry Corporation in Indonesia reacted to illegal logging by setting 

up large-scale security campaigns. These campaigns involved the collaboration between forest 

rangers, policemen and military to track down wood thieves and suspected buyers of illegal timber. 

Often these endeavors represented little more than symbolic actions of government-sanctioned 

forest control (Peluso 1993). During the 1997 – 2001 economic crisis, illegal logging and theft of 
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wood in Java increased. In this process, local officials, policemen and forest guards cooperated with 

local populations (Nooteboom 2003, Hüsken 2001).  

In response to its inability to deal with problems of deforestation and state-forest 

encroachment, the MoF realized that they could not manage the forest sustainably with old 

conventions. This awareness grew even stronger during Indonesia’s Reform Era, when the financial 

pain from the Asian crisis was simply too great and collective pressure from a community-level 

increased. Not only local farmers, but also university scholars and local NGO’s pleaded for joint 

management of state forests and shared benefits of forest resources. In effect, the Indonesian state 

implemented the decentralization law in 2001 (Law 22/1999) to create a broader authority for local 

governments to self-regulate natural resources in their territories. However, a large volume of 

studies (see, for example, Safitri 2006; Nawir et. al. 2007; Suwarno et. al. 2009) described that 

decentralization led to even higher rates of forest loss during the 1990s in the outer islands of 

Indonesia. This situation, in turn, did not improve the livelihoods of local people either because land 

rights stayed in the hands of the local elite and secured state profits. Instead of struggling against 

central state dominance over forestlands, local people now struggled against rent seeking behaviour 

of local bureaucrats and politicians. Unsurprisingly, massive illegal logging thus continued and 

conflicts over land rights remained. The only difference now was that central governments could 

blame provincial governments for forest destruction and the other way around (see, for example, 

Safitri 2006; Nawir et. al. 2007; Suwarno et. al. 2009). 

Today, a participatory forest management system is considered to be an indispensable policy 

concept to achieve sustainable forest management at present. According to initial definitions, social 

forestry and community forestry (FAO 1978) were defined similarly as any situation which intimately 

involves local people in a forestry activity for rural development. Unfortunately, less evidence was 

found on successful cases of accelerating forest land and at the same time alleviating poverty 

through government programs.   

Amidst this generally grim picture of community reforestation in Indonesia, some social forestry 

programs accommodate public interests in restoration of ecological and economic aspects of state 

forests. In Gunung Kidul District, for example, community rights to land were fully transferred and 

therefore stimulated forest management from below (Djamhuri 2008:95). In this social forestry 

program the villagers are encouraged to protect the forest though incentives such as sharing land 

access, tree management, alienation rights and money withdrawal from trees with the Forest 

Department (ibid).  However, in most cases the promise of empowering forest communities has 

never been realized. As rights to forestlands remain obscure, conflicts over access to land remain and 

inevitably result in a negative attitude among community members towards reforestation programs 

(Wollenberg & Kartodihardjo 2002, Fay & Michon 2005, Siregar et. al. 2006). Perhaps, this reality is 



7 
 

overtaken today as farmers themselves start to plant land. As a paradoxical result, tree planting and 

forest regeneration on individual lands thrive, while government forest reserves and protected areas 

suffer from illegal logging and bad governance (See also Mizuno 2014).  

The following case-studies show that afforestation in Java is relatively successful, but that it is highly 

doubted if this is the result of government programmes. In the case-studies of Javanese farm tree 

planters we have focused on village patterns of domination and exclusion to examine if and how 

afforestation has contributed to the socio-economic welfare of the village community in Sriharjo and 

Karang Brai. We turn to the individual reasoning of landowners who farm trees and attempt to place 

the decisions in the context of large demographic, social and economic changes in rural Java today.  

 

Reforestation in Sompok and Gedun Miri, Srihajo 

 

The village of Sriharjo lies at the edge of Bantul district, where the dry, infertile ‘Hills of the South’ 

(Gunung Kidul) meet the fertile plains of the special region of Jogjakarta. In the 1970s, the area was 

one of the poorest and most highly overpopulated rural areas of Jogjakarta (Penny and Singarimbun 

1973: 2). Today, a large number of 12.000 people still live in the area, but the majority is no longer 

dependent on agriculture for making a livelihood. For the majority of people farming has become a 

part-time occupation. Most villagers have taken up new jobs that have become available in the 

village, along the main road, or in the city. Sriharjo contains of two parts, an upland and a lowland 

part that are ecologically, socially and culturally quite distinct (Kutanegara and Nooteboom 2001). In 

upland Sriharjo, its people are often called wong gunung, mountain people, and this has a 

connotation of being poor, isolated, backward, and mainly dependent on maize and cassava 

produced on rain-fed ladang, dry land agriculture. In contrast, the people of the lower part of 

Sriharjo are known as the wong ngare or people of the plain. They grow rice, are relatively well 

educated, work in cities, and open businesses along the main road. Wong ngare were also poor in 

the past, but since independence, they dominate village politics in Sriharjo and feel superior to the 

wong gunung. 

 

Historical background 

This case study focusses on Sompok and Gedun Miri, two little hamlets (dusun) in the upland part of 

Sriharjo situated along the narrow valley of the river Oyo. Before 1945, the hamlets used to be part 

of the independent desa Gedun Miri before they merged with Sriharjo’s lowland. During colonial 

times and the first decades of the Republic of Indonesia, the farmers of the lowland produced rice 

and sugarcane and the farmers in the upper areas produced cassava, maize, teak and held cattle. 

Beyond the upper part of the river, at the outskirts of Gedun Miri lay large teak forests under 
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jurisdiction of the forest department. The river Oyo offered an efficient means to transport these 

logs from the interior. Downstream, close to Sriharjo, the logs were caught, processed, and 

transported to the city. During the Sukarno years and the first decade of Suharto’s New Order, 

villagers could still find some good teak trees for house construction in the area. Yet, the vast stands 

of trees in the hills slowly depleted and at the middle of Suharto’s New Order the state’s teak forests 

were in a deplorable state. On top of that, the good logs on individual lands almost disappeared. In 

the early 1980s, the hills and slopes of Gedun Miri and Sompok were completely stripped-off and 

fully planted with maize and cassava. During this period, life was hard and the people were poor 

because their marginal lands were not very productive and they experienced regular shortages of 

food and water. During the Suharto years, state control and surveillance of forest areas increased 

and eventually, the strict rules and closure of state forests led to a slow recovery of the forest, but 

the hills remained denuded. At the end of the New Order and during the Reformasi years, illegal 

logging increased and the state forests near to Gedun Miri were depleted from its most valuable 

trees. 

 

Livelihood 

Till the 1990s, the villagers of Sompok and Gedun Miri lived on the production and consumption of 

rice that they cultivated on the tiny rice fields along the river. Besides rice, they cultivated maize and 

cassava, which was grown predominantly on the hills and the steep slopes. However, local 

production was never enough to make ends meet and poverty was mounting. The poor 

circumstances were in part a result of unequal landownership in Sriharjo. In this respect Sriharjo is 

not very different from other villages of Java (Hart et al. 1989). One third of Sriharjo’s villagers is 

landless, one third has less than 2000 m2, and one third has enough or almost enough to make ends 

meet (Penny and Singarimbun 1973: 10). A small elite of 5 percent controls 43 percent of all village 

land, which includes salary lands designated to village officials.  These percentages have not changed 

substantially over the last 4 decades and reflect levels of inequality in land ownership as reported 

elsewhere in rural Java (i.e. Hüsken and White 1989; Nooteboom 2014). Communal systems, wherein 

many often landless villagers get access to the rice fields of village chiefs in return for harvest shares 

long exist, but the availability of land has always been limited (Hüsken and White 1989: 243; Wolf XX). 

In 1973, in the hamlet of Miri, 84 percent of the 164 households owned less than 0,20 ha while 50 

percent owned nothing to almost nothing (less than 0,05 ha) (Penny and Singarimbun 1973:10). On 

average, two third of the population faced regular uncertainties about the availability of food, or in 

the words of Penny and Singarimbun (1973: 14) they lived below the local standard of having enough 

(cukupan). To supplement their meagre foodstocks, both men and women worked as harvesters 

(derep) in the plains of Bantul, Jogyakarta, Sleman and Purworejo and some men were able to find 
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jobs in construction. Girls and young women worked as domestic workers in Yogyakarta or Jakarta 

and boys joined bands of construction workers or worked on the sugar cane fields of Central Java. 

Many opted for a better living in the city or they tried their luck in Kalimantan or Sumatra. Those who 

stayed, obtained food security by sharecropping in the lowlands and eating tiwul, a dried cassava 

from the ladang fields. Cash incomes supplemented wages in kind and basic village food production 

and those without land could sharecrop or rent lands from richer villagers. This agro-ecological 

system changed in the mid-1990s. 

 

Rural transformations 

Since Penny and Singarimbun’s classic study in 1973, massive changes have taken place in Sriharjo. 

Poverty has declined dramatically7, roads have been improved, people have become much more 

mobile and agriculture is no longer the prime source of income for the majority of the people in the 

village. On top of that, housing conditions, household incomes, education and transportation highly 

improved. Agricultural incomes have become less important and the majority of young people have 

found jobs outside agriculture and outside the village. As such, Sriharjo is exemplary for the large 

transformations taken place in rural Indonesia as described by White and others. This transformation 

took place in lowland Sriharjo first, but became clearly visible in the uplands two decades later. 

Today, almost all men regularly work outside the village, children follow higher education (SMP) at 

least till the age of 15, all households have electricity, most families own a motorbike and, except for 

the minority with sufficient rice-fields, most food is bought, rather than grown self-sufficiently. In 

agriculture, another important transformation has been taking place with massive social, economic 

and ecological consequences; the reforestation of the uplands. The key question here is how these 

transformations might be related. 

 

Reforestation 

Since the mid-1990s, landowners replanted threes at the slopes and hills of upper Sriharjo. After 

2005, all ladang fields on the slopes and in the hills were completely reforested with teak (jati, 

Tectona grandis), palisandre (sono keling, Dalbergia latifolia) and mahogany (mahoni, Swietenia 

mahagoni). At the same time, since Reformasi, the state forests turned into a deplorable state again, 

looted by villagers and officials, replanted with invaluable tree species as pine, eucalyptus and shrub-

like whitewoods to protect the watershed <Ref. needed>.  At the moment, people can no longer 

grow food on the slopes of upper Sriharjo because the lands are all covered with trees. An estimated 

                                                 
7
 Both the nature and the number of poverty has changed. Where in the early 1970s more than half of the 

people faced regular shortages of food, in 2014, less than a quarter live below the poverty line and food 
shortages seldom occur.  
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25 percent of the population owns land on the slopes. On average, they own 0.5 - 1 ha which was 

sufficient for 6 months of cassava and maize, but some villagers own or control much larger tracks of 

land (up to 10 ha or more). In addition, one third of the families were sharecropping land on the hills. 

During the 1990s and early 200s, this system of hill agriculture and sharecropping started slowly to 

decline. Reforestation played a crucial role in this. Today, no sharecropping takes place anymore. 

Households who own or control land have planted up to 300 trees per ha and incomes from land are 

no longer redistributed. This transformation coincides with large changes taking place in rural 

Indonesia such as migration to towns and cities, market liberalisation of land and rural production, 

commercialisation of agriculture and a decline of wood supplies from Kalimantan.   

Local government officials view (re)planting of trees as a result of successfully implemented 

afforestation programs by the government since the early 1990s. Back then, the government started 

to provide free seedlings all over Java. In these programs, villagers were even occasionally forced to 

replant their lands with trees. For example, in 1995 and 1996, the government paid farmers in 

Sompok some compensation money and forced them to replant private lands with teak and 

mahogany trees using gotong royong (communal labour). Such communal labour systems were also 

used to replant all upland village land (tanah bengkok) with trees, land that was formerly given out as 

sharecropping. During the same years, large landowners and landowners with stable incomes from 

outside the village started to plant trees voluntary and ‘spontaneously’. Those farmers with small 

plots had to follow because monkeys invaded the area and destroyed all food crops in the hills. As a 

result, within a few years, all village lands, except for the small plots of sawah in the valley, were 

replanted with trees. How can this massive transformation from food production to wood production 

in the hills of Sriharjo be explained?  

 

Reasons and narratives of reforestation 

A closer look at farmers’ reasons for planting trees leads to doubt the governmental explanation. 

Government driven reforestation has been tried for years and years, but if local populations do not 

support the planting of trees on their lands, most seedlings will not survive due to water shortage, 

fires, bad maintenance, destruction, goats, etc. Farmers have a whole array of possible ways to 

frustrate tree planting as a way to protest against the conversion of productive land into forest <Ref. 

and Scott>. In addition, the farmers in Sriharjo mentioned quite different reasons for replanting, 

ranging from monkeys destruction of the fields8 to the benefits of saving money in trees. In this 

                                                 
8
 An important narrative concerned the odd issue of the invasion of monkeys. According to farmers, monkeys 

invaded the area after trees were planted. I tried to recover the local history of the arrival of monkeys. Until 
now, it remains unclear if the monkeys came in first and constantly destroyed the food crops  and therefore 
stimulated the process of reforestation. Or vice versa, that the planting of trees offered shelter and better 
living conditions to enable the monkeys to multiply. Nevertheless, it is clear that the monkeys have made it 
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paper, we argue that reforestation of agricultural land in Java should be understood in a context of 

large demographic, economic, political and social-cultural transformations in rural Indonesia.  

Basically, when it comes to dry land agriculture (ladang) three categories of landowners can be 

distinguished: 1) absent landowners, 2) village officials who have regular and stable incomes and 

relatively large tracts of land (more than 2- 5 hectare) and 3) large landowners who live in the village 

and are mainly occupied with agriculture (more than 0, 5 ha) and who now grow trees and shifted to 

other sources of income, and smallholders and sharecroppers. Virtually all ladang has been planted 

with trees except for small plots of land along the river and for plots close to houses (pekarangan) 

which are planted with banana’s, vegetables, and fruit trees. After two or three years, no other crops 

can be grown below the trees anymore except for some grass and shrubs which can be used as cattle 

fodder. Moreover, individual farmers and smallholders have to follow as it is impossible to continue 

to grow food if all other fields are planted with trees. The first group mentions the labour saving 

benefits of tree planting and the possibility to grow trees while working elsewhere. They speak of 

investments, wood, or savings and tend to grow trees properly and cut as late as possible to increase 

maximum value. Some did not yet cut trees at all and say to be saving for the higher education of 

children, for house construction, to buy a car, or for their pension. The second group also speaks of 

savings and investments, but tends to cut trees quicker – sometimes with 5 or 6 years, to maximise 

and fasten turnover. “We like these trees as they can be saved till the money is needed. Even young 

trees have already a price now”, as one farmer summarised. Trees have been sold to buy cattle, a 

motor bike, for the education of children, to pay for the hospital, to pay for weddings, or to start a 

business such as selling and buying banana’s, for opening a small repair shop or a food stall at the 

main road in lowland Sriharjo. The last group is less positive. They lament about the good old past 

when more land was available for food production and sharecropping. “Now there is no food and no 

work in the village anymore, we had to go out.” And, as several smallholders told me, “trees are good 

if you have abundant land or other sources of income, but it takes too long to wait for the money if 

you are poor. I preferred the quick return of the ladang, every few months we had cassava, maize or 

groundnut to eat or to sell. It better to have food in the house than to hunt for cash.” Or, “It has 

become harder to raise cattle, even grass does not grow well below the trees”. “Now the monkeys 

come very close to the village, they destroy everything, I cannot grow food anymore”. And very 

                                                                                                                                                         

impossible for individual smallholders to grow food crops in the hills now because the monkeys destroy every 
crop of maize, cassava or groundnut immediately. (The monkey debate is not yet finished and I need to look at 
my data better). Important to note is that there are no monkeys in neighbouring villages, while these villages 
also experience a strong rise in tree planting. Large landholders and people with jobs outside the village also 
plant trees. Only some smallholders and people without jobs outside the village such as elderly still plant small 
patches of ladang with subsistence crops. In the area opposite to the Oyo river, the large majority of the land 
(an estimated 80 percent) has also been planted with trees. In that area, the furniture industry is thriving, 
further driving the need to plant trees. Thus, the case of Gedun Miri and Sompok are not a special case when it 
comes to reforestation. 
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symbolic: “In the past, we all ate tiwul, made from dried cassava, now tiwul is hard to find. It has 

become expensive and a luxury. Nobody grows cassava anymore”. And another argument regularly 

heard: “the elderly can no longer grow their own food, we have to buy food for them”. A few people 

make a living from wood. One person has bought a chain saw and is often asked as a professional 

wood cutter, and about ten families, regularly make charcoal from left over branches of trees.  

Women with young children and middle aged women, who are the main workers in the agriculture in 

this area and primarily concerned with household food security, complain most. “In the past, we 

were able to secure our food from taking shares at the fields of others, now the trees came, we are 

forced to find money outside”, according to ibu Winarjo, a landless women. “Our men are not at 

home anymore”. As a result of the need to supplement household incomes by other means, almost 

all men work outside the village for longer periods a year. “The landowners no longer share, they 

planted trees to keep all the benefits for their own”. The difficult question to answer here is if the 

changes mentioned are the consequence of the reforestation or are also partly the reason for it? 

 

Planting Albazia in Karang Brai, Pemalang, Central Java 

 

This case study focusses on Karang Brai, a village located in the southern lowlands of Pemalang 

regency (kabupaten) in Central Java. The village is situated along the river Comal and covers an area 

of 325 ha. Karang Brai counts for approximately 5,121 inhabitants of which 59% derive a part of their 

income from farming. The village consist of five rather different hamlets called Kramat, Langensari, 

Pamutihan, Bagolan, and Karyomukti. Traditionally, the first three hamlets consist of elite santri 

(strict and practicing Muslims) farmers and traders, who are considered relatively wealthy. In 

contrast to farmers from Karyomutki, who have the connotation of being poor abangan (nominal 

Muslims).The inhabitants of Bagolan seem to be a mixture of the two Muslim groups.      

 

Historical background 

From the early 19th century, the Comal district became heavily exposed to commercial sugar 

production. During this period, the Dutch demand for timber increased because fuel was needed to 

run the sugar mills (Van Schaik 1990:47-48). The colonial regime obliged Pemalang’s government to 

deliver 500 trees annually to each sugar mill in the region (ibid). The Comal river has been essential 

for the transportation of timber, because the dirt road from Bodeh district to Karang Brai made it 

difficult to move goods. Apparently, local people could also benefit from the Dutch demand for 

timber. In the residential report of Tegal it was mentioned that the local inhabitants received money 

for dragging and cutting teakwood (djati).  In addition, they received 20 duiten for each tree that was 

planted to make sure that the mills had enough wood supply. However the latter initiative did not 
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prevent forest loss in Comal. Deforestation soon expanded to the uplands of the region, which, in 

turn caused severe erosion and floods in the lowlands. By 1838, Comal had already lost most of its 

forests (ibid: 47-48). 

 

Livelihood 

In the 19th century, cane became the dominant crop in Karang Brai during the expansion of the sugar 

industry. In 1854, the village had the largest amount of wetland in Pemalang (234 bahu = 164 ha), 

which made its soil fairly suitable for cane cultivation. Other parts of Pemalang faced heavy clay soils 

(tanah lumpung) that suffered from floods during the wet season and turned into solid, unbreakable 

lumps during the wet season. Here, measures such as braakhuur had to solve such problems, but 

they also interfered with the cultivation of the primary food crop rice (padi dalem). To meet 

consumption needs, farmers cultivated maize, cassava, sweet, potatoes, chili, peanuts and soybeans 

in rotation with rice. Besides these secondary crops (palawija), they supplemented their diet with 

kangkung (leafy green vegetable), egg-plant, cucumber, red onions and a variety of tropical fruits. 

Although the sugar cane era came to an end in the course of the Reformasi, cane continued to 

dominate agricultural practises on tanah bengkok, the salary lands of village officials. 

 

Rural transformation 

Nowadays, the composition of crops in Karang Brai hardly differs from the last two centuries.  Karang 

Brai’s village head (lurah) still favours the cultivation of sugar cane and this preference is reflected in 

the landscape. The current lurah Casmirah and her family possess more than 50% of the paddy fields, 

good quality land that is part of village salary land. The continuity of crop cultivation and particularly 

land ownership is highly related to landlordism in the village. Hüsken (2001: 257) reconstructed 

kinship ties between village chiefs in Karang Brai and found that all lurah’s and carik’s (village 

administrators) have been related to each other since the election of village chief Warlam in the late 

19th century. So this family, who has been in place for more than a century, is in control of Karang 

Brai’s most fertile lands and are by far the wealthiest of households in the village.  

Farmers with little plots of 0.25 - 1.0 ha rather cultivate maize and cassava because it requires a 

lower input of labour and demands less soil fertility than rice or cane. These small farmers complain 

about soil fatigue and the investments they have to make in manure and fertilizers. To get by, 

landless people and small farmers from Karang Brai have commonly found a way out in non-farming 

activities to supplement the household’s income. When their labour input cannot be used 

productively in farming (because of seasonal changes, the small size of productive land, etc.) they 

regularly switch to sectors such as domestic work, construction, manufacturing, petty trade and 

transportation (i.e. becak drivers). Such income diversification lies at the heart of household’s 
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livelihood tactics in rural Java. Since the late 20th century there are, however, two major changes 

that occurred in the village: 1) for the majority of families, sand mining (tambang pasir) has become 

one of the main income activities during the dry season, and 2) trees have returned to the plain. 

These two rural transformations spin in opposite directions. On the one hand, sand mining causes 

serious damage to the sediment control of the river and gradually takes away farm land. On the 

other hand, the trend towards afforestation has led to mixed farming systems that improve soil 

fertility and seem to counteract the diminishing returns to labour in agriculture. 

 

Afforestation 

Since the Indonesian government began to stimulate afforestation, in 1990, the members of the 

village administration requested free seedlings (bibit) from the local Department of Forestry (Dinas 

Kehutanan) on an annual basis. In 2012, Karang Brai received 7000 seedlings of albazia (Falcataria), a 

fast-growing tree species that is locally addressed as sengon. Within a period of little more than ten 

years, the sengon canopies became an inherent feature of Karang Brai’s rural landscape. This case 

study, therefore, focusses on the tree planting of sengon. One year later, in 2013, the village chief 

pleaded for the provision of mahogany seedlings instead of sengon because of its higher market 

value.  

Of course tree growing on farm land is not a new phenomenon in Indonesia. Rural families grow 

trees for fuel, fodder, fruits, and all other kinds of tree products in their home garden for centuries. 

However, the relatively new arrangement between farmers, the village administration and the 

Forestry Department has stimulated a substantial amount of landowners, with various land sizes, to 

plant fast-growing trees as cash crop. This trend seems rather remarkable from an outsider’s 

perspective. In particular of those farmers who have lands too small to meet subsistence needs. First, 

they may need the land for food production instead of tree tenure, and, secondly, they may have to 

invest in an activity from which they cannot reap financial benefits at short notice. In addition, 

farmers in Karang Brai did not receive any technical assistance or financial support from the 

government during the planting phase. Once the seedlings were distributed, no monitoring 

mechanisms were in place to make afforestation successful. Seen from this perspective: why did 

farmers decide to grow sengon?     

 

Practises and narratives 

As noted earlier, the village of Karang Brai was highly differentiated along socio-economic lines. 

Broadly speaking, I recognized four different categories of people who were involved in planting and 

managing sengon trees:  

(i) Resource poor farmers with 0.25 - 1 ha to cultivate. 
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(ii) Cash surplus farmers (not related to the village chief) with more than 2 ha to cultivate. 

(iii) Large landowners related to the village headmen. Often village administrators with more 

than 2 ha land. 

(iv) So-called risk taking entrepreneurs who invested money in social forestry projects.      

 

These groups, which range from the almost poor, the not-so-poor, to the all-but poor, grow sengon 

to generate extra income. However, the nature of this type of long-term investment differs according 

to the farmer’s economic well-being.  

The majority of people I interviewed belonged to the resource poor farmers who owned less than 1 

ha of land. This group could plant up to 200 trees of sengon. They grow the trees in combination with 

food crops and fruits such as egg-plant, chili pepper, banana, and melon. For this, they preferred to 

plant sengon above other species because they perceive the tree as complementing rather than 

competing with other crops. Besides the potential income value of the tree, these small farmers put 

forward that sengon 1) grows fast easily on various (dry) soils, 2) does not require nutrients, water or 

extra care, and 3) stimulates the growth of other crops. That is why sengon was perceived as a 

relatively cheap and easy way for small farmers to increase the productivity of the land. 

At the time of the interviews, most of the resource poor farmers had waited for 4 to 7 years 

(diameter 8-20 cm) before they sold the first harvest. After this time span, they received between 

100.000 (€ 6.5) to 300.000 Rupiah per tree, which could amount to as much as 74 million Rupiah 

(€4.600) for a total harvest. They did not have to share such revenues with other villagers because 

they had full ownership of the trees. That is why some farmers said that they could sell one or two 

poles - depending on their needs - if they fell short of cash. However, the majority of farmers had 

used sengon as their savings account. With the money, they had bought materials for house 

construction (windows, doors, ceramics etc.), a water buffalo, or sometimes even a motorcycle. One 

farmer even mentioned that their children were able to stop sending remittances back home ever 

since the first tree harvest. All this, has made farmers enthusiastic to plant sengon again. They were 

growing a second follow-up with the intention to wait more years before they would reap the 

benefits of the trees. This time, they expressed the desire to pursue long-term needs such as old age 

pension, education for their grandchildren or a pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj). All in all, sengon offered 

them small capital to fall back on in times of need, but it also create a more diverse range of 

livelihood options. The tree crop opened up the possibility to consume goods that they could 

previously not afford or had to lend money for.  

The better-off farmers (ii & iii), who had more than 2 ha of land, usually practised sengon-based 

monocropping on dry fields (ladang). Although mixed-cropping systems did exist among the larger 

land holdings, most of the wealthier farmers did not feel the need to intensify land use. On the 
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contrary, for them sengon was a cheap and labour-saving method to gain from. As noted earlier, the 

trees hardly required any maintenance and, therefore allowed farmers from the middle-strata to 

perform other non-farm work in nearby cities. For those who did not depend on agriculture for their 

livelihood, sengon was just another savings account from which they could withdraw money. They 

viewed the trees as a long term asset and expressed that they had no rush to harvest the poles. ‘The 

longer I wait, the more value I get’, said pak Rohjab (61).    

 The last group, risk taking entrepreneurs (iv), did not farm for a daily livelihood. In many 

cases they were former labour migrants who had worked in Jakarta and/or overseas in Malaysia, 

Singapore, and Saudi Arabia. The migrant men had either worked in construction or the oil industry 

for many years and now returned back to their home village. They had invested the migrant earnings 

in social forestry projects with the State Forest Cooperation (Perum Perhutani). I met five of these 

risk taking entrepreneurs, one of them was Pak Kosnoto (48) a former construction worker in Jakarta. 

He signed a contract with the Perum Perhutani to share the revenues of sengon trees planted on 45 

ha of state land. The trees were managed by the local community of Parunggalih for eight years. 

After this period, Parunggalih’s villagers received 25% of the harvest, Pak Kosnoto 35%, and the 

Perhuntani 40%. The land remained in het hands of the state. Although some trees failed to survive 

and the risks of fire were looming, entrepreneurs like Pak Kosnoto had high expectations of these 

forestry projects. The majority mentioned that they wanted to use the money to finish the 

construction of the house, send their children to SMA, and also place another investment in rubber 

trees (kayu karet).  

From what I have encountered, farm tree planting contributes to the four different categories of 

people mentioned above, but for the poorest of the poor there are no benefits nor spill-over effects. 

The latter group are usually landless peasants who work on other people’s land as sharecroppers 

(buruh tani) and people who cultivate plots of land too small for subsistence. They often referred to 

themselves as coolies engaged in hard physical labour. Their agricultural incomes are very low: at the 

time of the survey daily wages for seasonal workers varied between: 5000 (€0.40) and 20.000 (€1.56) 

Rupiah per day. According to community leaders in Karang Brai these people do not receive seedlings 

simply because they do not own land to grow trees. During the dry season most landless people 

collect sand in the river (tambang pasir) near Kraton. Not surprisingly, these sand mines belong to 

the village chief. Yet, collecting sand can be a lucrative business for landless households (50.000 – 

100.000 Rupiah per day) as long as they are not confronted with sickness, natural disasters or other 

shocks and stresses. Ibu Pusriah (44), for example, was desperate when one day her husband 

Wartono (59) badly injured his feet. He continued to work in the sand mines, until his wound got 

heavily infected with bacteria from the river. ‘We are kuli who rely on others for our upkeep. No 

trees can help us’ ibu Pusriah said. This family had to borrow money from relatives to pay for medical 
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expenses. When the water of the river starts to rise, in December, most men temporarily migrate to 

the city to work in construction or becak driver, while the women work in the rice fields or as 

domestic worker. 

 

Analysis and discussion 

According to the government regulation on Reforestation Funds (Dana Reboisasi –DR), the 

contributing provinces (Dinas Kehutanan) aim to facilitate community participation in afforestation 

by providing (technical) assistance and developing community institutions (Nawir et al. 2007: xii). We 

have tried to obtain data on how the objectives of this program are realised in Shriharjo and Karang 

Brai, but found none. In both villages, farmers did not receive much technical assistance or other 

incentive mechanisms from the government to plant trees. Moreover, farmers in Sriharjo bought 

their own seedlings and left the seedlings provided by the government rotting at the side of the road. 

So if forest regrowth is not induced by the government’s afforestation programs, how to explain farm 

tree planting on crop-land? Are there any structural changes that can help to explain why farmers 

opt for planting trees (instead of producing food or leasing land to sharecroppers as in the case of 

Sriharjo)? In the following section we will compare farm tree planting in Sriharjo and Karang Brai and 

discuss some of the possible structural reasons that might have driven the change towards 

afforestation. 

 

High wood price: First and foremost, the increased price of wood most likely plays an important role 

in forest regrowth on the Island of Java. The days of cheap wood from Kalimantan are over and the 

majority of plywood companies have gone bankrupt (Ref.). In addition, the local demand for good 

quality wood in Java has increased, and simultaneously stirred up the island’s real prices of wood. As 

a result of these developments, more and more industries are now searching for cheaper and 

environment-friendly substitutes for tropical timber. In the near future, albazia is likely to provide a 

solution to the wood shortages in Indonesia. The international market for albazia-based products is 

already expanding because the quality and strength of the white coloured wood has been improved 

in recent years (Nemoto 2002). Nowadays, producers of laminated veneer lumber (LVL) and plywood 

have started to use albazia to manufacture high-value added products such as doors, floors, furniture, 

musical instruments, toys and so forth (Nemoto 2002, Krisnawati et al. 2011). Yet, despite the many 

sawmills in Java that process albazia lumber, there is no local market for such albazia products in 

Indonesia yet (Nemoto 2002). In Indonesia the white coloured soft wood is used for low-value added 

products such as package material, pallets, boxes, pulp and paper (Nemoto 2002). While such 

disposable products are available to Javanese people, the demand for good quality timber remains.   
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Explanation out of rural transformations taking place: One way to look at farm tree planting on crop-

land is to satisfy the demand for wood in Java. However, we argue that it is necessary to put this 

development in a broader perspective to understand its drivers and explore the rural 

transformations that are happening in rural Java. Is tree planting perhaps the first concrete sign of a 

massive agricultural de-intensification in Java? 

Are there also cultural changes at stake? Tree planting on crop-land clearly requires farmer’s to take 

on a different time horizon and change their mind-set regardless of the tree species. They have to 

wait at least 7 or more before the benefits of tree planting can be reap, while in the past, these tree 

farmers would generate income by producing food crops. So why did farmers change their traditional 

crop repertoire?  

In general, what we heard from landowners (both male and female) is that their overall experience 

of tree growing was very positive. Trees, regardless of the species, hardly require maintenance. In 

Shriharjo trees such as teak, palisandre and mahogany, grow well in this area, because they are 

slightly drought resistant and can be planted between rocks and at steep slopes. The same goes for 

albazia in Karang Brai, which grows easily on clay soil. Here farmers practice a system of 

intercropping as a favourable way to optimize soil fertility and hide from the sun. Tree planters 

consider trees as successfully competing with annual and perennial crops for space, light, and soil 

resources. Moreover, tree planting does not require extra knowledge, because farmers have long 

tradition and collective memory of growing these trees species.  

Besides the low labour input, farmers mentioned the relatively high returns from trees9. “We now 

make good money now without working hard” or “My savings are growing steady and strong”. 

Interestingly, most landowners we have interviewed attached different goals to different trees. For 

example, the farmers in Karang Brai who had small plots of land mixed the trees with food crops to 

meet their daily livelihood. These families recognize tree planting as both a safety-net in case of 

emergency, as well as a long-term investment that enables them to diversify their income activities 

and consume products for which they would previously have to lend money or could not afford. 

Larger landowners, in both Karang Brai and Sriharjo more frequently mentioned the labour saving, 

low maintenance benefits of trees and said that the trees served as their savings account. But similar 

to small landowners, their goals change from immediate and seasonal household needs to long term 

                                                 
9
 Although most villagers in Sriharjo and Karang Brai tend to cut trees below the optimal age, an 8 year old sengon tree 

yields about 100.000 – 150.000 Rupiah, a 15 year old mahogany tree will yield about 400.000 Rupiah, a teak tree will easily 

yield 1 million Rupiah (100 US) and 30 year old trees up to 4 million (400 US). Sono is even more expensive, but the trees 

grow slow.  
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goals (i.e. buying a motorbike, land, house construction, starting a trade, education etc.) and 

reinvestment.  

However, despite farmers positive experience with tree planting, both case-studies show that this 

practise seldom favour the poorest of the poor. Only people with land (often village chiefs with 

regular salaries) can profit from trees, while the landless people are left out. The lack of land rights 

hampers participation of all villagers in tree planting and continues to create patterns of inclusion 

and exclusion. Landowners nowadays see ladang food production as unprofitable, because of the 

relatively high labour input and low returns from land. In Sriharjo, for example, laborious food 

production on steep slopes has been replaced by extensive tree planting. On the on hand, this land is 

no longer given out for sharecropping and, as a consequence, the landless people have to search for 

alternative income sources. On the other hand, rural households in both Karang Brai and Sriharjo are 

confronted with a declining fertility rate and a rising average age of Javanese farmers. Furthermore, 

the education level of Javanese children increases and these youngsters are drawn to work in the city 

and/or perform more lucrative work such as sand mining in Karang Brai. Both parents and children in 

our case studies expressed that less people are willing to work in agriculture because it is regarded as 

a low-status and dirty job. Some people shifted to better yielding work such as sand mining (Karang 

Brai) or sugar cane plantations (Sriharjo). Others look for off-farm employment in the city to work as 

shopkeepers, construction workers, and petty traders.  

 

Yet, at the same time, most rural areas in Java experienced the continuing rise in pressure on natural 

resources, along with the negative consequences of decreasing fertility rates and increasing flows of 

rural (often landless) migrants to the cities in search of work. Namely, while agricultural production 

increased in Indonesia, inequality grew, causing employment opportunities for the landless villagers 

to decrease so rapidly that growing numbers of young villagers left to work in the cities and slowly 

lost their ties with the areas of origin and their related access to institutions of mutual help and social 

security (Nooteboom 2014). As Hüsken and Koning conclude: ‘these institutions ‘lost their 

‘naturalness’, and new ones are increasingly exclusionary [...] As such the changing social security 

situation underlines the general profound transformation that Indonesian communities have 

experienced in the past decades where old, more or less open-access forms of communality and 

solidarity are rapidly dwindling or becoming increasingly exclusivist’ (Hüsken and Koning 2006:25-6). 

The transitions in rural Java have only increased in recent years, with smallholders that have 

experienced dispossession of their lands and reduced access to arable lands (Hall et al. 2011: x). 

Work in the city, or off-farm work, often offers much higher incomes than agricultural employment 

and also more income security. The out-migration of youngsters might be one constraint on the 
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intensification of land use, especially when the availability of land is scares and ‘landlordism’ is still 

present in Java. 

 

Conclusion 

All in all, we can state that there are simultaneously three specific, major transformation taking place 

in rural Java; 1) a demographic transformation that is leading to a rising average age of farmers and 

less youngsters that are willing to take over the family farm; 2) a social transformation, which 

articulates inequalities in the access to natural resources, shared poverty arrangements and food 

security; and 3) an economic transition that makes smallholder agriculture less profitable and leads 

to both extensification of food production on marginal lands as well as extensification and 

modernisation of agricultural production in general. Taken together, these transformations are likely 

to produce new relationships to land, new inequalities and new farming futures in Java. 

Our findings revealed that land ownership is a basic condition for successful farm tree planting. 

Without land, people were inevitably excluded from the afforestation program. The program failed 

to reach landless people, because there were no monitoring mechanisms in place to ensure that the 

poorest of the poor could participate in farm tree planting. We saw that the local forestry 

department (dinas kehutanan) did not assist village functionaries with the distribution of albazia 

seedlings, nor did they provide incentive measures to landowners in order to include the landless. In 

short, the local forestry department was nowhere to be found to regulate afforestation. 

The absence of monitoring mechanisms to reach the landless poor is problematic for several reasons. 

First, Geertz (1956: 141) well-known concept of ‘shared poverty’, which depicts the peasant economy 

in Java as a pie that is equally divided into smaller and smaller pieces, does not hold true. Our 

empirical findings support Frans Hüsken’s idea of ‘landlordism’ that views local leadership as ‘a 

strong elite, tracing its origins and its wahyu to a famous village founder Wongsomerto capable of 

controlling political life and major economic resources in the village’ (2001: 254). In other words, the 

village chief (lurah) in Pemalang - a descendent of Wongsomerto - has direct control over the 

distribution of albazia seedlings, and it is he who obtains this good for his family members and village 

secretary (carik) first.  

Second, the unequal distribution of seedlings illustrates how the afforestation program highlights the 

socio-economic distinctions within the peasantry. The landless who either worked on other people’s 

land as sharecroppers (buruh tani), and the people who cultivated plots of land too small for 

subsistence, are well aware of their political marginality. Both groups regularly used the term coolie 

as a denominator to explain why they did not receive albazia seedlings.  

Despite the positive development of tree planting not everybody is happy though. People formerly 

using the lands for food production and for the collection of cattle fodder (grass, weeds and leaves) 
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complain about the diminished opportunities to make money. “Now we are forced to go out to make 

money”. Especially women and elderly people without (much) land are among the primarily losers. 

They have become most affected by the shift towards afforestation, because the benefits of tree 

planting are reaped by landowners alone. The question remains whether tree growing is a response 

to the decline in agricultural employment or the cause? 
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