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Fishing has long
been important to
the local ECOROMY
of coastal villages
throughowut 'ndo-
nesia and supplies
Ry rarkels

worldwide.

ea and ocean cover

three-fifths of the Re-

public of Indonesia.
The sea surrounds many thou-
sands of islands, some with
farmland, big cities, and many
people. Other islands in Indo-
nesia are covered by tropical
rain forest, and people live in
small farming villages.

Millions of years ago, some

of the large islands of western
Indonesia were attached to the

continent of Asia. Sumatra,
Borneo, Java, and Bali have
tropical forests and mountains
very much like those in parts
of neighboring Southeast Asia.
Similarly, tigers, elephants,
and rhinoceros once lived on
some of these islands, as they
still do in parts of Southeast
Asia. Sumatra and Java each
have a type of rhinoceros that
is much endangered. The
orangutan, an endangered



great ape, also lives on Sumatra.
The island in eastern Indonesia,
Sulawesi, has an unusual
dwarf buffalo, the anoa, and
the small island of Komodo,
also in eastern Indonesia, is
the home of the world’s largest
lizard, the Komodo dragon.
The extreme eastern part of
Indonesia, Irian Jaya, is part
of the second largest island on
earth, New Guinea. Millions of
vears ago, New Guinea formed

A World

of Sea
Islands

by G. Brent Ingram

part of Australia, and it still
has many of the same hirds,
mammals, and plants that live
in tropical parts of Australia.
Among these are marsupials
(mammals that hoeld their
voung in pouches) like the
wallaby and many brightly
colored tropical birds.
Between the Asian and Aus-
tralian parts of Indonesia lie
hundreds of islands, some tiny
and others as large as some
U.S. states. These islands have
names like Babar, Seram, Hal-
mahera, Gebe, Misool, Timor,
Sumbawa, Wetar, Banda, Gor-
ong, Sula, and Sumba. Some
are the tops of volcanoes;
others are piles of sand and
sediment that were once on
the bottom of the sea, or they
are mostly beaches. There are
islands with high, eold moun-

and
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Balaneced on a
shoulder pole, a
double baskel eases
the task of carrying
a heavy load of rice
seedlings.

Opposite: Smaller
than the Australian
kangaroo, the free
kangaros found on
the islond of New
Guinea has a bushy
tail and can climb
trees. Like her larg-
er relative, the
jﬁ:ma.fe carries her

young in o pouch.

14

tains; dry islands with desert
scrub and few trees; and
islands covered by thick rain
forests where rain falls nearly
every day.

The drier islands nearer to
Asia, starting near Java and
Bali, are called Nusa Teng-
gara, the Lesser Sunda Islands.
The wetter islands to the east
are called the Moluccas. Euro-
peans first came to the region
500 years ago to trade for
spices, so they called the Mo-
luccas the Spice Islands. Today
the trees that produce spices
like nutmeg and cloves and
precious materials like sandal-
wood are grown in many parts
of the tropical world, but at
that time, these islands were
the only places to find them.

The combination of species
on any Indonesian island de-

pends on its distance from
other islands and from Asia
and Australia. Sometimes
species exist on only one or
two islands. Because of the
warm seas and rain forests,
Indonesia has some of the
greatest biological richness on
our planet. Only a few other
regions on earth are as diverse
in species and habitats.

This world of sea and islands
is rich, and not very many
people live on most of the
islands compared to other,
poorer parts of Asia. There is
an abundance of food, as well
as many good sites for villages.

People who live by the sea
fish for a living. Some farming
communities grow rice, while
others depend on the pounded
pulp of the sago palm. In some
societies, people eat nearly



every kind of wild animal,
from snakes to wild pigs, and
in others people eat only the
meat of farm animals such as
chickens and goats. Like bread
for many Americans, rice is a

basic food for Indonesians,
eaten three times a day.

As choices of food vary
among the islanders, so do
religious faiths. The majority
of people in Indonesia are
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Muslims, but the majority on
some islands are Christians,
and the people of Bali have
their own form of Hinduism.
Some people practice the tradi-
tional religion of their area
and pray for harmony and
help from the spirits of nature
and their ancestors. Some-
times they ask for guidance

Some people practice the tradition-
al religion of their area and pray
for harmony and help from the

spirits of nature and their ancestors.
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from traditional healers.

Indonesians of all religious
beliefs also follow codes of
rules called adat that guide
their behavior. Saying “It is
adat” means “That’s the way it
ig done.” An Indonesian needs
no further explanation. Adat
dates back to a time of self-
governing villages with rules
of conduct that everyone un-
derstood. These local rules
covered every aspect of life,
from the right foods to eat to
the right way to get married
or inherit land. Adat still
guides each community in its
customary daily life and pro-
motes tolerance among dif-
ferent groups because they
respect one another’s adat. It
reflects the importance of for-
mal ceremonies and rituals in
Indonesian culture.

Wherever they live, people

are expected to respect and
protect forests, reefs, and
fishing grounds. But economic
pressures threaten some of
these rich resources. More and
more of the rain forests are be-
ing cut down for wood to be
sent to other countries. Over-
fishing and pear] diving, also
for export, deplete the richness
of the sea. Sometimes forests
and coral reefs are destroyed
because people take too much
and do not think enough about
the needs of future generations.

As these pressures change
the islands, some hirds, fish,
and other animals have begun
to disappear. On small islands,
little natural forest and beach
remains for wild species after
land is cleared for farming
and towns expand. When the
habitats of certain species dis-
appear, the animals may be-
come extinct.

Fortunately, local villages,
the Indonesian government,
and international organiza-
tions have started new pro-
grams to conserve the precious
natural resources of Indonesia.
The people care very much for
the land and sea and hope to
find new ways both to allow
people to prosper today and to
protect the environment for
future generations.

. Brent Ingram s o professor of environmen-
fal plunning and ecology af the University of
British Columbin in Vanecoweer, Cancda, and
advizes the Environmental Maragement Develop
neent in Indonesic Project of the goverpments of
the Kepuhlic of Indonesia and Carada



