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out for loc

ndonesia’s land certifica-

tion (LC) programs are

great for improving the

country’s equitable and sus-
tainable economic development,
National Development Planning
Board (Bappenas) head Bambang
Brojodonegoro proudly said at a
recent public lecture at the Uni-
versity of Melbourne.

The government has thus long
crafted national programs like
the National Agrarian Operations
Project (Prona) and the People’s
Service for Land Certification
(Larasita), in 1981 and 2006, re-
spectively, to facilitate LC pro-
grams in urban, rural and remote
areas.

Following the advice of econ-
omist Hernando de Soto, the
post-Soeharto  administrations
believed LC programs could pro-
vide legal security over land own-
ership, potentially increase land
investments, reduce land tenure
conflicts and improve the use of
agricultural land. Thus, while
Indonesia is known as one of
the most difficult and expensive
countries in terms of land regis-
tration, “ranking 107 out of 177
countries”, according to a 2015
study by Martin E. Gold and Rus-
sell Zuckerman, administrations,
especially under President Joko
“Jokowi” Widodo, have worked
hard to improve the ineftective
and expensive bureaucracy to
streamline the LC programs.

Since the 1980s, the govern-
ment has managed to issue 45
percent of its total target for
2022. By 2013, out of the 100 mil-
lion plots of land in 430 regen-
cies, LC programs covered some
45 million plots, leaving a backlog
of about 60 million certificates, as
this newspaper reported in 2016.
Jokowi pledged “to give certifi-
cates to people every day”, and
that he “will monitor it closely™.
The administration is also com-
mitted to issuing 21 million new
land certificates between 2017
and 2019. But this commitment

Land certification: Watch out for local dynamics

Land certification: Watch

Emilianus Yakob
Sese Tolo
MELBOURNE

seems very ambitious — between
2007 and 2011, the government
could only certify 560,000 of 5.2
million plots per year.

Nevertheless, LC programs
may have led to some unintended
problems such as the increase of
land markets, land tenure conflicts
and deforestation in Indonesia.

Today’s main problem of our
LC programs is that they have en-
couraged people to treat land as
a commodity that can be easily
bought and sold for capital accu-
mulation.

Scholar JL Gordon, through
his ethnographic research in
Manggarai, Western Flores, in
the 1970s, found that “land for
which titles have been issued
can be bought and sold, and
within the last decade a new
class of wealthy entrepreneurs
has emerged in Manggarai ca-
pable of buying land. They can
buy jeeps, build houses, and
buy land. Usually they do all
three. But land is often their
first choice.” More recently, in
Mbay, Central Flores, researcher
MM Bhenge found that certified
land had been highly commodi-
fied freely among indigenous peo-
ple and migrants since the early
2000s. Mosalaki (local traditional
leaders) have appealed to the Na-
tional Land Agency (BPN) regen-
cy office to stop giving LCs to in-
digenous people in Mbay.

Furthermore, land tenure
conflicts usually happen when
local governments launch LC
programs, especially in Flores,
Maluku and Papua, where land is
considered a collective asset and
strict bans on certificates are in
place. Thus, once these assets are
certified individually, especially
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clan land, which is certified for
commercial purposes, land ten-
ure conflicts usually start. More-
over, in some cases, the BPN’s re-
gency offices usually issue LCs to
meet national targets, ignoring
strict procedures.

Finally, LC programs in Kali-
mantan and Sulawesi have some
negative impacts on deforesta-
tion and forest degradation, al-
though deforestation here is in-
duced by many factors such as
fires, corruption, illegal logging
and imprudent policies on forest
governance.

In Kalimantan, those with LCs
in hand tend to either convert
their individual forests into agri-
cultural land or sell them to large
agricultural plantations, such as
for palm oil or timber. In Sulawe-
si, certified land is easily bought
and sold among indigenous peo-
ple and migrants who come to
Sulawesi for “boom crops” like
cocoa. Thus, those indigenous
people who have lost their land
tend to encroach government-
protected forested land, as Tania
Murray Li wrote in 2007. But last
year, Jokowi announced plans to
give free land certificates to local
growers to speed up oil palm tree
replanting.

Therefore, LC programs in In-
donesia may have increased land
commodification, land tenure
conflicts, inequality in land own-
ership and deforestation. The
BPN reported that between 2011
and 2013, there were 2.3 million
land transactions in Indonesia.
According to the BPN, in 2013,
there were 4,000 cases of land
tenure conflicts and some might
be related to LC programs. The
Gini coeflicient of land ownership
inequality also increased, from
0.51n 1983 to 0.7 in 2003. Similar-
ly. the annual deforestation rate
rose from 1.8 million hectares in
1990 to 3.8 hain 2003-2004.

This bleak picture of LC pro-
grams may suggest that the occa-
sional successes of LC programs

al dynamics

in developed countries, as pointed
out by de Soto, do not automatical-
ly occur when implemented in de-
veloping countries such as Indo-
nesia. One possible reason is that
LC programs in Indonesia seem to
ignore local cultural and structur-
alconditions inrelationto theland
property rights regime.

Introducing collective land
certification (CLC) programs
may thus be one of the solutions
to these problems. By the 1980s
and 1990s, for instance, the gov-
ernment had introduced CLC
programs in Flores.

In the certificates, called Se-
ries A, all the names of clan
members were registered as the
plot owners. Series A certificates
were usually held by the clan
chief. The land tax would be paid
by all listed landowners.

These CLC programs may
have helped to preserve local
cultures and traditions in rela-
tion to land, enhanced rural de-
velopment, reduced land ten-
ure conflicts and prevented land
commadification in rural com-
munities in Flores.

Therefore, President Jokowi’s
programs on issuing land use ti-
tles in some communities to pro-
mote rural development, includ-
ing for forest land, may be more
effective by implementing CLC
based on local cultures and tra-
ditions. The government should
re-evaluate LC programs in some
rural areas and replace them with
CLC so as to be more attuned with
complexanddiverse local dynam-
ics in Indonesia.
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