Indonesia Travel Journal - September/October 2008

Sunday lunch time September 28th we fly from Manchester arriving in Jakarta, Java on Monday evening at approx 5-00pm local time. We are met by Yunus, a member of the Sumatran Tiger Conservation Project (STCP) team who is to be our guide. We make a short trip to our transfer hotel close to the airport for an early morning flight to Pekanbaru, which is located in West Sumatra, one of the districts of Sumatra the sixth largest island in the world (approximately 470,000 km²) and the largest island entirely in Indonesia. The majority of people in Sumatra are Muslims (87%) while 10% are Christians, 2% are Buddhist and 1% Hindu.

Most of Sumatra used to be covered by tropical rainforest, but economic development coupled with corruption and illegal logging has severely threatened its existence, whilst dedicated conservation areas have not been spared from destruction either. The major threats to Sumatran forest are the pulp and paper industry and expansion of palm oil plantations.

Sumatra supports a wide range of vegetation types which are home to a rich variety of species both flora and fauna. The island is home to a diverse range of mammal and bird species, including the main reason for our visit the Sumatran Tiger which is the smallest of the five remaining subspecies of tiger with a wild population estimated at between 400 and 500 animals. It is classified as critically endangered and is threatened through out its range from poaching and loss of habitat. This is further compounded by human tiger conflict that occurs where forest conversion occurs as tigers are forced into human settlements.
We are awoken at approx 2-00am by the loud banging of a drum, we later learn that this is an early morning reminder for the participating Muslims to awake and eat as Ramadan the religious observance that takes place during the ninth month of the Islamic calendar when they do not eat or drink anything from true dawn until sunset is still taking place. This observance is then followed by Hari Raya Idul Fitri, also commonly known as Eid, celebrations which fell on October 1ST this year and is the biggest and most awaited holiday in Indonesia. Shopping arcades and bazaars are filled with people days ahead of Hari Raya Idul Fitri, causing a distinctive festive atmosphere throughout when Indonesians visit their elders in the family or the neighborhood and show respect to them, as well as it being a very joyous day for children when adults are especially generous giving token sums of money and gifts similar to our Christmas. As most of the Country comes to a stand still due to the number of people migrating from the big cities back to rural areas, where they will celebrate, our itinerary took us initially to West Sumatra whilst the majority of the teams we were to visit celebrated with their families.
Early Tuesday morning fly from Jakarta to Pekanbaru then a 3 hour drive over mountainous roads with plenty of hairpin bends amongst “swarms” of mopeds and motorbikes to Harau Valley, which is a pretty gorge about an hour east of Bukittinggi comprising a valley floor of rice paddy fields hemmed in by shear limestone cliffs with waterfalls and pools, both natural and constructed. We overnight in the pleasant Homestay accommodation which is based on the traditional Ramah gadding (Minangkabau language: 'big house') architectural style of the area which have a dramatic curved roof structure with multi-tiered, upswept gables.  As the festivities are still going on and most restaurants closed finding somewhere to eat is proving a problem, however Yunus spots a local fast food restaurant open serving the cuisine of the Minangkabau people which is commonly called Padang, after the capital and largest city of the region. Padang restaurants are common throughout and are famous for their spicy food and their unique way of serving it. The food is usually cooked once per day and all customers choose from those dishes which are left out on display. In a Padang-style restaurant the table will quickly be set with dozens of small dishes filled with highly-flavored foods such as curried fish, beef and chicken, fried soybean, stewed greens, fried chicken and of course sambals which are spicy sauces ubiquitous at Indonesian tables and of coursed the staple white rice. Customers take and pay for only what they want from this array of dishes.
On Wednesday we set off to visit Bukittinggi (Indonesian for "high hill") which is one of the larger cities in West Sumatra with a population of over approx 91,000 people and is situated in the highlands near the volcanoes Mount Singgalang (inactive) and Mount Marapi (still active) at 930 m above sea level the city has a relatively cool climate, which, with its central location, once made it popular with tourists.  As we approach the city we experience the traditional horse-cart widely known in the area as Bendi on our route to the Sianok Canyon (Ngarai Sianok) a rift valley formed from seismic shift and the Japanese Caves (Lubang Japang), a network of underground bunkers and tunnels built by the Japanese during their occupation of the island in World War II.
We then take a relatively short drive to Lake Sinkarak to meet with a guard from a fish farm who had filmed a tiger only a couple of weeks earlier on his mobile phone! We travel possibly only 10 minutes from the main road up a dirt track to the fish farm, where the guard shows us were he filmed the tiger, he must have been only 20 to 30 metres away from it, as it passed through vegetation across the paddy field now flooded to breed fish, to the forest on the other side.  After passing pleasantries with all and sundry at the farm we return to Pekanbaru for the night.
Early Thursday morning we begin our journey to Dumai, which is a city on the East coast of Sumatra, with approx 175,000 inhabitants which is an important transport and trade centre, both regionally and internationally and is rich in oil, both fuel and palm. We visit Bastoni, Toni in short, the regional STCP coordinator at his house which doubles as the Dumai office as he has only just been released from hospital after suffering a re-occurring bout of malaria. After catching up on news and discussing recent happenings we retire for the night in readiness for our field trip to the Senepis Buluhala Tiger Conservation Area.
Friday morning and we make our way to meet the STCP team at their river base camp where we board boats to make the 6 hour journey up the coast of the Malaka Straights to Senepis, a 106,000 hectare area formed from existing logging concessions but managed in order to maintain the existing tiger population by the City of Dumai as a response to a series of human/tiger conflicts in 2002. The forest block is largely peat swamp forest with mangroves found on the coastal and estuarine areas.

We arrived at our base for the night which was a former logging camp and then set off on foot along a forest corridor to Sungai Teras, a local village which had only recently been hit by a malaria outbreak. On the way we see squirrel, long tailed macaques, kingfishers, egrets, bitterns and the occasional sea eagle. About an hour into the trek we come across distinct tiger tracks which we follow for about another 30 minutes before they disappear, unfortunately the STCP team say they are about 2 weeks old and were probably made by a female due to the shape of the pad. We return to the nights base camp at about 17-30pm and watch as up to 20 hornbills fly past into the surrounding forest in 2’s and 3’s to roost for the night. Rather than sleep in the camp we decide to sleep on the deck of the boat and so retire for the night and the ensuing battle with what seems like millions of mosquitoes.
Saturday morning we awake as the sun rises at about 5-00am, after not a particularly good nights rest with the heat, mosquitoes and the deck of the boat not being the most comfortable bed. In the distance we can hear agile gibbons which are strongly territorial, and defend their boundaries with vigorous vocal displays. The vocal element, which can often be heard for distances of up to 1 km, consists of a duet between a mated pair with their young sometimes joining in. After breakfast, which always consists of the staple white rice, we set off on the small speed boat up the river again passing macaques, bitterns and kingfishers until we arrive at our drop off point. We now walk along trails through secondary forest for about an hour before we come across a clearing for an illegal oil palm nursery with 1,000’s of young plants being grown on for eventual planting. Oil palms are grown for their clusters of fruit, which can weigh 40-50 kg, upon harvest the fruit and seeds are used for production of soap and edible vegetable oil. 

 The social and environmental impacts of oil palm cultivation are a highly controversial topic with multiple sources highlighting the positive and negative aspects of this industry. Oil palm is a valuable economic crop and provides a major source of employment however more often than not there are cases where native customary lands have been appropriated by oil palm plantations without any form of consultation or compensation leading to social conflict between the plantations and local residents. 
One of the greatest and possibly most controversial issues of oil palm cultivation however is the potential loss of biodiversity and the potential extinction of endemic species when large areas of already threatened tropical rainforest area cleared to make way for plantations. In some areas where oil palm is established there has been little enforcement of environmental legislation leading to encroachment of plantations into protected areas which are dependent on imported labour as per this particular case as the secondary forest which was re-growing after the primary forest had been logged was being burnt and cleared and the nursery tended by North Sumatran migrants. 

We continue walking for a further 2 hours through a thunderstorm and rain, just like home except for the heat, until we reach our next base camp, an evicted illegal fisherman’s hut, located on a forest corridor. This corridor is in fact an intended road of approx 50 kilometers from Dumai to Sinaboi however nobody will admit to constructing it, either the now long gone logging corporations or the district government. The development of this potential access route is of great concern as the integrity of the Senepis tiger conservation area is now under threat. As already witnessed by ourselves earlier it has already stimulated land clearance and the digging of drainage canals in preparation for the planting of oil palm which will make the likelihood of local extinction of the tiger unacceptably high due to loss of habitat in the conservation area.

After a walk down the corridor we return to the camp where we watch a flying squirrel glide from tree to tree, at one point crossing both the corridor and river (a distance of approx 100 metres). The team has had a field day fishing with traps, and prepare a meal of fresh catfish, rice and noodles and then bed 
Sunday we rise at sun up and after breakfast, yes rice, make our way back down the river in the speed boat through lowland rain forest where we encounter a group of Great Hornbills whose most prominent feature is the bright yellow and black casque on top of its massive bill. Their impressive size, resounding call, and the loud “swooshing” of its wing beats in flight have helped make them a part of local tribal cultures and rituals. It follows a regular routine visiting certain trees at the same time each day feeding mainly on fruits but it will also preys on reptiles, amphibians and small mammals. We eventually loose sight of the hornbills and continue the journey past mangroves with mudskippers darting in and out of the water, until we arrive back at the former logging camp on the river estuary. The river water here is very brackish infact the colour is similar to black coffee due to the surrounding area being a peat swamp forest. The waterlogged soils prevent dead leaves and wood from fully decomposing which over time create thick layers of acidic peat.  After lunch we board the larger but slower “pom pom” boat and then set off back down the coast where we spot an adjutant stork. It is here in the estuary, that a line is clearly visible between the brackish black river water and the grey seawater as the two waters meet but don’t mix. 
After 6 hours and in darkness we arrive at Dumai and head up the river back to the base camp on the way the trees and bushes on the banks resemble Christmas trees as they are lit up by glow worms. We eventually leave the boat and head back to Toni’s house to discuss further the field trip before retiring for the night.
Monday morning we rise and prepare for another road trip back to Pekenbaru. We return back to the office to pick Toni up who will be travelling with us and say our goodbyes to his family and the rest of the Senepis STCP team before finally arriving in the early evening at the hotel we are booked into for the night. Outside the hotel hundreds of swifts are swarming and swirling in the street lit night sky, it was amazing how they never collided with each other. After the now customary Pedang meal we head for bed.

Tuesday arrives and we attend a meeting on the current status of tigers and future conservation options for the Senepis Tiger conservation area. The meeting proves to be both informative and fruitful and closes in the early afternoon just in time to allow us to say goodbye to Toni who is returning to Dumai by road and we arrive at the airport to catch our internal flight back to Jakarta. We touch down late afternoon and are met by Omo our driver for the rest of the trip then make our way to Merak, 2 hours drive away, to catch the ferry from Java back to Lampung Province which is southern Sumatra. The ferry crossing takes just over 2 hours and then we drive a further 3 hours, stopping for a Pedang meal on the way, before we finally arrive at the Way Kambas base camp at around midnight where all the STCP team are waiting to greet us. After renewing old friendships we eventually go to bed in the early hours after a day full of travelling.

Wednesday morning comes all too soon and after a hearty breakfast we pay a brief visit to meet the newly appointed park head at his office. Way Kambas (130.000 ha) lies on Sumatra's southeast coast  and consists of swamp forest, lowland rain forest and vast areas of grass-land but was extensively logged before becoming declared a National Park so there is now little primary forest other than a central core. The reserve was extensively monitored with remote cameras between 1995 and 1999 which showed that the park's mammal biodiversity remained intact with the Big 5 - Sun Bear, Sambar deer, the ever elusive Sumatran Tiger and Rhino along with Elephants, which are present in reasonable numbers, all being captured on film. Over the past decade, significant encroachment has occurred along the Southern boundary by villagers claiming traditional land rights, Park authorities have not responded to this infringement and encroachment is continuing across other borders, to date the areas encroached amount to approx 10-15 % of the Park area. Furthermore, roads and trails into the park made by the new settlements are points of departure for poachers and loggers that penetrate now far into the interior of the park. Socioeconomic issues continue to make wildlife conservation difficult as encroachment; illegal logging, hunting and non-timber forest product extraction are increasing while park management capacity, staff morale and general political will is decreasing. After the meeting we return to the STCP base camp for our gear and make an hour’s journey by road to board the boat which will take us to our camp for the night Bungur or floating post. The boat trip provides excellent bird watching as we spot herons, bitterns, stork billed kingfishers, white fronted moor hens, sea eagles, egrets and whistling duck. We arrive at the floating post which is as its name would suggest a cabin situated on the river which has a fish farm attached, and is maintained by a fishing family who live on the river bank.
We unload our bags and then reboard the boat to head further down river where we then go for a trek through the new secondary forest growth. Other than woodpeckers and the occasional long and pig tailed macaques, we don’t see anything however we did come across a tiger scrape which the STCP team duel record for future reference and there is plenty of proof that elephants still inhabit the area due to the piles of dung! Then its back to the floating post for dinner and bed, we decide to sleep inside the cabin to avoid the mosquitoes but with the heat, it was like an oven and a rat persistently gnawing at an empty polystyrene fish box directly opposite our heads but the other side of the wall doesn’t aid sleep!
At last Thursday morning comes and we emerge not very refreshed to eat breakfast, we pack up and then set off on the boat for another trek into the forest before returning to the STCP base camp. After a siesta to catch up on the night before lost sleep, we visit the Elephant Training School, Pusat Latihan Gajah. It is estimated there are about 500 elephants in Lampung province and with more than 50% of them in Way Kambas. The school was originally set up to deal with rogue or problematic elephants. The intention was that these elephants would be captured and then trained at the centre as working animals however due to automation in the logging industry and the decline in demand for them the school is now only a visitor attraction with approximately 60 elephants of differing age and sex held. After a ride on one of the large tuskers and a play fight with a newly orphaned 1 year old arrival, we return to the base camp. Dinner follows along with discussions of future plans before bed.
Friday morning we wake after probably the best nights sleep of the whole trip and we make our way to the Sumatran Rhino Sanctuary (SRS) which is a managed breeding center. At this moment 5 Sumatran Rhinos live at the Sanctuary with most being translocated from zoos to the large 250-acre complex. These rhinos are part of an intensively managed research and breeding program aimed at increasing the Sumatran rhino population in the wild. At the sanctuary, the rhinos reside in large open areas where they can experience a natural rain forest habitat while still receiving state-of-the-art veterinary care and nutrition. We firstly meet Torgamba, a male who was returned back to the sanctuary from Port Lympne Zoo in Kent, followed by Rosa, a female who had come from  Zoo Melaka in Malaysia and then the most recent addition, Andalas the first Sumatran rhino born in captivity in over a century who came from Cincinnati Zoo, USA. Hopefully he will become the dominant breeding male as to date although matings have been regularly witnessed Torgamba has been unable to impregnate any of the females. In the fullness of time it is hoped that offspring reared at the sanctuary will repopulate suitable habitat where wild rhinos have disappeared. It’s back to the base camp for the final time where we gather our belongings say our farewells and hit the road for the last time to catch the ferry back to Jakarta. Nearly 5 hours later in the early evening we arrive at the Soekarno-Hatta International Airport and bid our last fond farewells this time to Omo and Yunus who has travelled the length and breadth of Indonesia with us over the past weeks, but must now face a further 30+ hour bus journey back to his family home. We board the plane and take off at 12-30am Saturday morning on the final leg of our journey, we transfer at Dubai before landing in sunny Manchester just before mid-day and then make our way home to Barrow arriving home just after 2-00pm. Taking into account the time difference and the fact we left Way Kambas base camp at 5-00am British Summer time on Friday morning the last leg of the journey has entailed nearly 33 hours travelling but it was an experience well worth it even if we still haven’t seen that ever elusive Sumatran Tiger !!
